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      Ashley ached.

      A dull pain radiated in her thighs, calves, and feet; pain that was growing stronger with every step. The air was cold and it bit at the exposed skin on her face. Over two hours of rain had drenched her, drenched them all, and the ground had become wet and soggy, making her feet sink into the muddy grass as she trudged through the wilderness. None of the group had been able to pick up a phone signal since yesterday, so they were completely cut off from the civilised world, and worse, she hadn’t showered in over a day.

      She worried she smelled like a dumpster.

      Ashley was in good shape. Hours at the gym on the treadmill and weight machines ensured that, but even so this was still tough going. It was a different type of endurance.

      Despite everything, she was happy and actually enjoying herself. Turns out Tim had been right; this trip so far had been fun.

      She wasn’t sure where they were exactly, only that it was the middle of nowhere, miles from any kind of civilisation. However, that brought with it its own sense of peace and relaxation. Rolling green hills extended out beyond her in all directions, meeting a grey sky that stretched on forever. The smell of damp grass and mud assaulted her nose. For a city girl like her it was as foreign as being in a desert.

      And yet she found herself loving it.

      A big reason for that was the tall man before her who led the way, the one with the broad shoulders and nice smile, the one who had planned this trip for them and convinced them to leave behind the creature comforts of the city.

      The four of them had fallen into a line: Tim out in front charting their course, Ashley in second, and her friend Kim just behind her, leaving Kim’s boyfriend, Craig, bringing up the rear.

      ‘How you guys doing back there?’ Tim asked, barely out of breath.

      ‘Not going to lie, Tim,’ Kim said in response. ‘My legs feel like they are on fire. I’m cold, I’m wet, I’m grumpy, and I stink. This is hell.’

      Ashley smiled, relating to some of Kim’s complaints. But only some. She heard Tim chuckle.

      ‘Points taken, Kim,’ he said. ‘Just power through a little bit longer and we can set up camp and have a well-deserved rest.’

      ‘And some well-deserved food,’ Craig chimed in.

      Ashley hadn’t realised just how hungry she was, but after hearing Craig mention food her stomach began to grumble in anticipation.

      ‘That would be something to look forward to,’ Kim said, ‘if we weren’t eating rabbit food and rations.’

      Another fair point. Ashley turned back to her friend, who flashed her a playful wink.

      ‘Well,’ Tim said, ‘if you’re hungry enough, even the simplest food can taste like a banquet.’

      ‘I doubt it,’ Kim said. ‘But I would kill for a latte.’

      ‘The closest we have is instant coffee,’ Tim said.

      ‘I’ll take it.’

      Even though Kim was complaining, and Ashley had no doubt she meant the things she said, she was at least saying them in a playful way. Ashley really wanted her closest friends to accept Tim and like him the way she did.

      Well, maybe not exactly the way she did.

      The whole point of this trip was to let Kim and Craig get to know Tim a little better and, hopefully, accept him as being good enough for Ashley. Kim was an amazing best friend, and she was fiercely loyal, but that loyalty could make her fiercely protective whenever anyone new was in the picture. When Ashley first told Kim about Tim, her friend had of course been happy and supportive, but Ashley knew there was a stream of judgmental questions ready to spring forth; and spring forth they soon did, in an attempt to ascertain his worthiness.

      But for Ashley, the only question was whether she measured up for him.

      She heard a click behind her and turned to see Kim sparking up a cigarette with her decorative gold lighter, the one that meant so much to her, which had been handed down from her mother. Given that smoking had directly contributed to her mother’s death, Ashley found it odd that Kim kept up the habit, but she tried not to judge. Maybe it was some kind of connection to the past for her friend to hold on to.

      ‘Might want to avoid doing that when we get into the woods,’ Tim said without looking back.

      ‘Excuse me?’ Kim asked.

      ‘Won’t take much to start a fire.’

      ‘It’s soaking wet everywhere,’ Kim said. ‘I’m pretty sure nothing is going to burn.’

      ‘It’ll dry off quick enough,’ Tim said. ‘Just be careful.’

      Kim’s expression now stopped being playful, and she shot her friend a who does he think he is scowl. Kim hated being told what to do by people she knew, let alone a stranger, but Ashley knew why Tim was concerned.

      How could he not be, given what had happened to him?

      ‘Don’t worry about me, Action Jackson,’ Kim said, taking a drag and blowing the smoke up into the chilly air. ‘I won’t be starting any forest fires.’

      Thankfully, Tim let it drop.

      Ashley felt a pang of anxiety pop up in her gut. So far, everyone had gotten along, and last night Kim had even said Tim was slowly gaining her approval. This little exchange, however, had been the first signs of any disagreement, or animosity, and while it wasn’t anything catastrophic, Ashley hoped it wasn’t the start of a serious rift.

      So on they walked, seemingly forever, until Tim stopped and pointed to the brow of a hill in the distance, one lined with a thick expanse of dark trees.

      ‘There,’ he said. ‘We’ll be cutting through those woods.’

      Ashley wasn’t sure what the difference was between a forest and just woods, but it seemed an inadequate description for the mass of trees that sprouted up from the hilltop. Even at this distance she could see that the green canopies at the top only stretched down so far, leaving weathered, brown spears bursting from the ground.

      ‘And you know your way through there?’ Kim asked.

      ‘I do,’ Tim said, not taking his eyes off the destination.

      ‘Won’t it be easier to just go around?’ Craig asked.

      ‘We could do that,’ Tim said, ‘but it’s a beautiful hike through those woods. Trust me, you’ll love it.’

      ‘Looks ominous,’ Craig said. ‘Are the trees dying?’

      Ashley looked to Kim and gave her a pleading look, hoping her friend would just go along with it. Kim took the hint.

      ‘Looks nice. I think we can handle it,’ she said. Ashley gave her a big, thankful smile.

      Tim turned to look at Kim as well, with a smile of his own. ‘That’s the spirit, Kim’ he said. ‘A fighting attitude like that is perfect out here. Before long, you’ll be like a natural at this stuff.’

      She laughed. ‘Not a natural, but I’ll get the hang of it.’

      They set off again, heading for the woods up in the distance.

      It was a creepy-looking place, and Ashley knew she was the type to scare easily.

      Timid like a mouse.

      A few years ago, Kim had used that expression about her, and the name had annoyingly stuck, always on hand and ready to be used whenever her friends wanted to tease her.

      Ashley the mouse.

      There was no malice when her friends said it, but Ashley hated it. Still, she’d never told them to stop, which added further credence to the name. Worse yet, Tim had recently heard them use it and asked her about it, which led to a slightly awkward conversation.

      Still, despite how ominous the woodland looked from here, she felt safe with Tim, so she dutifully followed him.

      The group pressed on, dreadfully unaware that they were being watched.
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      He kept himself low, pressed into the dirty, wet ground.

      They wouldn’t see him. He was far too careful and too good at what he did. The forest was his environment; his home, not theirs. They were the intruders, and coming here was the last mistake they were ever going to make.

      He bubbled with excitement, wanted to giggle, but even at this distance it could draw attention. So, he remained silent, exercising patience as he had been taught. It was hard, because all he wanted to do was to leap up from the dirt and dash towards them, screaming manically, just to see the look of shock, then horror, on their faces as he closed in on them. But that reaction, whilst exciting, did not justify possibly ruining everything. It would be nothing but a sweet hors d’oeuvre, and what he needed was a juicy main course. The pain, torture, and desecration he wanted to force on them was difficult to resist, but he had to, if only for a little longer.

      It would come soon enough.

      Things had to be done at the right time, for the good of the family. And the family were all growing impatient. The thing inside of them, that desire, that need, required release. And soon.

      It had been a long time since their urges had been sated, and this primal drive was now fighting to get out, causing the family to turn on each other. That was fruitless, they all knew it, but you could only hold back instinct for so long before the animal took over.

      Now they had fresh meat to feast on.

      And the banquette would be tasty indeed.

      He saw them trekking towards the woods, unaware of what awaited inside. Not just death, but torture and pain beyond their wildest, most vivid nightmares.

      A smile formed on his cracked lips. The excitement made him feel giddy.

      He squinted through the dirtied lenses of his binoculars. There were two women in the group, which pleased him. The one with long, dark hair and a confident stride looked East-Asian. It would be a thrill to watch that confidence crumble and melt into absolute fear. The other, the taller redhead, didn’t carry herself with the same authority. Hers was the walk of a follower.

      Those types of women were the most fun to play with. They gave themselves over instantly, with no notion of fighting back, putty to be moulded and abused, all in the hope that they would be spared.

      Foolish.

      And, most exciting of all, was a specific look they had, at a specific time. After being subjected to torment like they had never known they would still pray for mercy. It was important that he toy with them and dangle the carrot of freedom for a while. Make them believe they had a slight chance to live through it.

      Then he would quickly and mercilessly quash all notions of survival. It was then, when all hope had been stripped away, and they finally realised the inevitable was coming, that that look appeared in their eyes.

      A look of terror so pure and so raw it never failed to get him off.

      So lost in his thoughts was he that it took him a moment to realise there was a stirring in his groin, pressing painfully into the mud.

      The group ahead was moving slowly, so there was time.

      He lifted his body a little and slid a thin, three-fingered hand into his dirtied underpants.
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      It had taken almost twenty minutes, but finally they stood at the boundary of the woods. Only a little while ago, the trees had been small outlines on a hilltop far away, and now they reared up to an impressive, dizzying height. The canopy of branches high above was so thick with leaves that it blocked out a lot of the sun’s light, giving the bare trunks that punctured through the mossy floor a dark, ominous feel.

      ‘Everyone ready?’ Tim asked them theatrically.

      Ashley saw that Craig looked to be feeling as apprehensive as she was. Even Kim’s resolve seemed to falter, if only for a second.

      ‘Fuck it,’ she said, ‘let’s go.’

      ‘Like I said,’ Tim replied with a laugh, ‘you’re a natural at this.’

      Ashley took a breath, which caught in her throat when she felt something on her hand. Tim had taken it in his own, engulfing it with his large paw. He gave it a squeeze and smiled at her.

      Her apprehension began to dissolve and Tim led her over the boundary, out of the open wilderness and into the woods.

      It was a stupid notion, and obviously one born of a tired and slightly unnerved mind, but it felt like they had crossed over into something. She couldn’t put her finger on it exactly, but it felt like a different kind of place.

      But then they had just passed into another kind of place, hadn’t they? They had stepped into a more enclosed forest area that had a completely different feel than the open hills they’d spent the past day hiking across.

      That’s all it was.

      Twigs snapped under her boots and the moss that covered a lot of the ground was actually quite slippery underfoot. Ashley lost her footing more than once, but Tim was sturdy on his feet, effortlessly keeping his balance and allowing her to use him for support when needed. Kim and Craig moved up beside them, holding hands themselves. Ashley had a feeling it was more for support than any show of affection, something that she had seen less and less of between the two recently.

      They had been together for so long Ashley had wondered if the spark had just gone. Was this it for them now? It led her to wonder if the same thing would happen with her and Tim over time, and if he would eventually grow bored of her and cut her loose? She hoped not; he seemed genuine, and God knows she wanted him to like her. Everything seemed to be going the right way, and he’d even opened up to her about something very personal from his past, something that broke her heart when he had told her. As a boy, Tim had escaped his family home when it had been set ablaze one night.

      His parents and brother had not been so lucky.

      So, when Kim had sparked up a cigarette earlier and he’d told her to be careful, that wasn’t just idle chastising; Tim was actually deathly afraid of fire.

      And with good reason.

      She took it as a good sign that he’d been comfortable enough around her to divulge that sort of personal information, painful as it must have been. Surely that meant he trusted her? And that, in turn, meant he liked her?

      She hoped so, but that little, nagging voice that was a permanent resident in her head wasn’t so sure.

      Ashley tried to ignore her doubts and concentrate on the surroundings. Visually, the tall, tightly bunched trees were in stark contrast to the wide-open hills and fields they’d spent the previous day on. The air wasn’t as fresh in here; it seemed dirtier somehow, more earthy, as if stained by the bark of the trees and the earth of the floor. It felt heavier, if that was possible, more musty. The sounds were different too; the chirping and chattering of wildlife, though sparse, echoed more in here, making the trees feel infinite. Like these woods were a place they would never get out of.

      That wasn’t true, of course, it was her mind running away with itself. Tim had promised there was a trail through here, and so it was. They found it shortly after crossing into the trees. And if there was a trail here, that meant people came through from time to time, meaning it wasn’t totally removed from civilisation. It also meant that by following the trail, you couldn’t really get lost.

      As long as you stuck to it, of course.

      ‘So will we make it through these woods before camp?’ Craig asked. ‘It’s getting dark as it is.’

      ‘We should,’ Tim said, ‘but there are clearings farther in where we can camp if we need to.’

      Craig nodded, though he didn’t appear entirely satisfied with the answer. ‘And then tomorrow we’ll hit town?’

      ‘Yup, tomorrow we hit town,’ Tim answered. ‘There are some really nice pubs and bars there. Hell, there’s even a good coffee shop so Kim can get her latte. Plenty to look forward to.’

      ‘Sounds good to me,’ Kim said. ‘Though I may have to forgo that latte for a big glass of wine.’

      ‘I like that idea,’ Ashley agreed.

      ‘Just imagine how sweet it will taste when you get there,’ Tim said.

      ‘I don’t doubt it will,’ Craig said, ‘just seems a bit of a slog for a glass of wine. We could have gotten that back home.’

      ‘But you have to see past the slog,’ Ashley said, feeling the need to back Tim up. ‘It’s really nice out here and totally different to what we’re used to. Let’s be honest, it’ll do us all good to get out of the city for a few days, to see this side of the world.’

      Tim gently squeezed her hand.

      ‘Fair point,’ Kim said. ‘Craig, stop complaining, I think we should all try our best to enjoy this.’

      ‘I guess,’ Craig said. ‘It’s just so creepy out here.’

      Tim gave a conspiratorial wink to Ashley. ‘It would be even more creepy if you knew the stories.’

      Craig stopped in his tracks. ‘What stories?’

      ‘Relax, they aren’t real, just urban legends about this place. These woods, specifically.’

      ‘Oh great, this place is haunted, isn’t it?’ Craig asked, and the others stopped too.

      ‘Not exactly,’ Tim replied, ‘but if you believe the stories, there are things out here. Things waiting to prey on hikers and people who wander in uninvited.’

      Ashley caught eyes with Kim and give her a sly smile, letting her in on the joke. Kim nodded her understanding.

      ‘Things? Can you be more specific?’ Craig asked him.

      ‘Do you want me to be?’

      Craig sighed. ‘I’m not sure, to be honest.’

      ‘Don’t stress about it, Craig,’ Kim said. ‘It’s not like you believe in anything like that.’

      ‘I don’t, but—’

      ‘Exactly,’ Tim cut in. ‘Like I said, it’s just an urban legend. They exist everywhere. I’m pretty sure the Webb family isn’t real. At best, they’re a twist on a family that maybe lived here years ago.’

      ‘The Webb family?’

      ‘Yeah, a family that is supposed to live out here in the woods. Not nice people.’

      Ashley was struggling to keep from bursting into laughter, though she did feel bad for Craig. She could see the story, as outlandish and bare bones as it was, was beginning to unsettle him a little. The whole thing was made worse by the fact that Kim was ever-so-stealthily making her way behind Craig as he was engrossed by the wild yarn Tim was spinning.

      ‘Let me guess,’ Craig said, ‘a family of killers?’

      ‘Bingo,’ Tim said, poker-faced. ‘Not just killers, though, they are supposed to be twisted, demented deviants. They don’t just kill, they torture. And they eat people while they’re still alive.’

      ‘Ah, cannibals as well, then. How very cliché.’

      ‘Yeah,’ Tim said, nodding in agreement, ‘most legends are. They say that this family has a specific reason for doing what they do. Well, other than enjoyment, that is.’

      ‘And what reason is that?’

      Kim was directly behind Craig now and Ashley was amazed he hadn’t seen her. She had to bite her bottom lip to keep the laugher from erupting out of her.

      ‘Story goes that there is something else in these woods, too. Something kind of old, ancient evil. Something that has found its way up from the-devil-knows-where. Maybe hell itself. This thing is, apparently, what the Webb’s serve. And in return, they are granted special privileges.’

      ‘Such as?’

      ‘Can’t say for sure, but it sure fuels their hunger for human meat. It’s why they kill whoever comes through here. Hell, they could be out there somewhere right now, watching us.’

      Kim chose that moment to throw her arms around Craig and scream in his ear. ‘Craiiiiig!’

      Craig nearly jumped out of his skin and threw Kim off him. He even let out an audible scream, something Ashley knew would only embarrass him further when he had regained his composure.

      ‘Get off,’ he said, his face going beet red. ‘You bunch of dicks.’

      The rest of the group were almost doubled over in laughter, especially Kim, clearly proud of her role in the prank.

      ‘Oh Craig,’ she said through teary eyes, ‘you jumped like a scalded cat.’

      ‘It wasn’t funny,’ he said, trying to calm down. His ego had obviously taken a knock. Ashley did feel bad for him, but that wasn’t enough to stop her laughter.

      ‘Sorry, Craig,’ Tim said. ‘It was just a joke.’

      ‘Well ha-ha. Very funny. The story was stupid anyway, why would anyone believe it was true?’

      ‘You seemed to believe it when you squealed like a girl,’ Kim said, digging him in the ribs with her fingers. He batted her hand away.

      ‘Oh, it is a true story,’ Tim said. ‘Well, maybe I misspoke, it’s a story that people around here have actually told over the years.’

      ‘Well, it’s still stupid,’

      ‘I agree,’ Tim answered.

      ‘Let’s just keep moving,’ Craig decided, walking off ahead in a sulk and leaving the other three behind. ‘The sooner we’re out of this place, the better.’

      Kim rolled her eyes and mouthed the word, baby, before going after him. She fell in line with him and Ashley heard their muted talking. She and Tim set off behind, giving them a little room.

      ‘I didn’t go too far, did I?’ Tim asked. ‘I was only trying to lighten the mood.’

      ‘Don’t worry about it,’ Ashley said. ‘He’ll get over it before long. He’s just not the best at handling being the butt of a joke.’

      ‘I can understand that,’ Tim said. ‘I’ll apologise later.’

      ‘You don’t have to.’

      ‘I know, but I will. No need to give anyone a reason not to like me. They’re your friends, so I’m trying to get them onboard.’

      ‘They will like you,’ Ashley said. ‘Just be yourself and they can’t not fall in love with you.’

      ‘Is that right?’

      ‘I did,’ Ashley said. As soon as the words had left her lips, her body seized up.

      Shit, shit, shit!

      Ashley realised she’d just told Tim she loved him. They’d never discussed it before, and she had no idea she felt that strongly, but after saying it, it didn’t feel like she had misspoken. The problem was that it was out there now, hanging over them like a bad smell. Ashley felt a knot tighten in her stomach. How would he react?

      Would he tense up, pull away, murmur how he thinks she’s nice? She looked away, wanting the ground to swallow her up, but felt his hand cup her chin and pull her gaze back to him.

      He was smiling.

      ‘You beat me to the punch,’ he said.

      ‘Really?’

      ‘Yeah, I was planning on telling you tonight, maybe snuggled round a fire. Something romantic.’

      ‘I… I don’t know what to say.’

      He laughed. ‘Well, you can apologise for ruining my best-laid plans.’

      He then pulled her towards him and kissed her, with passion. The knot in her stomach freed itself, and a burst of adrenaline rippled through her. She kissed him back and ran her hand through his hair. She pressed her body against his, overcome in the moment, and she felt him growing excited.

      ‘Well then,’ she said, whispering in his ear, ‘I think we can still make tonight special. But you’re going to have to control yourself for a little while longer.’

      ‘I can try,’ he grinned. ‘But you don’t make it easy.’

      She shrugged and skipped off ahead, trying to play the tease. Not a role that came naturally. ‘You’d find me boring if I did that.’

      Ashley felt elated.

      It was the first time she’d ever told anybody she loved them. And worse, it wasn’t planned, it had just slipped out with barely any thought. Those few moments where she was twisting in the wind felt like an eternity, but hearing him say that he felt the same way made it worth it. She felt him catch up to her and take her hand again, his goofy grin as big as hers.

      The moment was then ruined by Kim.

      ‘What the fuck is that?’

      Just up ahead, Kim and Craig had stopped dead in their tracks, their bodies tense.

      ‘What is it?’ Tim asked.

      Kim didn’t answer directly. ‘Is he…?’

      ‘Can’t be,’ Craig said, his voice quiet. Scared.

      ‘What?’ Ashley asked as she and Tim jogged over.

      Ashley shrieked when she saw what they were looking at. A cold feeling crawled its way up her spine.

      A man lay on the ground beyond them, tied and bound.

      He was, without a doubt, quite dead.

      And he had also been stripped of his face.
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      That was unexpected.

      It seemed the group he was following had stumbled upon a little surprise. One that lay motionless and bound on the floor. Skin torn from the face.

      That must have been painful!

      But the development concerned him.

      It could ruin everything.

      He had been following the group undetected for a while now, but out in the wilderness he had to keep a good distance. Now, under the cover and darkness of the trees, he felt even more sure of himself, with more places to hide, and was able to stay closer to them.

      He was the wolf and they were little, vulnerable sheep, ripe for a messy slaughter.

      But the sight the group were now looking at in the small clearing certainly mixed things up a little. Though maybe not in a bad way. It would certainly raise their fears and tensions, which was good. It got them scared earlier, and it would make playing with them that much more fun. He just hoped it wouldn’t make them turn back on themselves, because then the trap would turn into a hunt.

      Not that hunting them down didn’t have its appeal. Chasing them as they ran for their lives, squealing like pigs. But it’s not how things were supposed to go. There was more risk that way, if only a little.

      He watched as one of them began taking tentative steps towards what they had found. He kept his eyes on the redhead, who didn’t move at all, and focused on her nicely rounded rear. He debated pleasing himself again; certainly the mood was rising, he could feel the stirring again. But he knew he couldn’t, things could change quickly given the current turn of events and he needed to be ready.

      If he failed and the family were denied their food, Father and Mother would hold him accountable and there would be hell to pay.

      He did not plan on letting them down.
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      Ashley couldn’t quite believe what she was seeing.

      Tim and Craig slowly approached the body, but Ashley didn’t want to move; she wanted to keep as far away from it as possible. When Kim began to walk to the body as well, Ashley was left with no choice but to follow. She didn’t want to look—she had no desire to investigate such a morbid scene—but she didn’t want to be removed from the group, even by a few feet. Her legs wobbled as she took tentative steps. The closer she got, the clearer the horrific sight became.

      At first, at a distance, the man’s face just seemed like a red smudge, like it had been covered in crimson paint, but the closer she got, the more detail she saw, and the more nauseous she felt.

      The face had been torn off completely and Ashley could make out lumps of flesh and tendons still attached to the grinning skull beneath.

      ‘Oh God,’ Kim said.

      The group stopped as one about ten yards from him, sharing a seemingly telepathic agreement not to get any closer.

      ‘What happened to him?’ Ashley asked.

      She looked to Tim, who just shrugged. ‘I have no idea.’

      ‘His face…’ Ashley went on, but felt herself trail off.

      ‘What could do something like that?’ Craig asked. ‘Maybe an animal or something?’

      Again, Tim shrugged. ‘Could be, I suppose. If he was already dead. Though I’m not sure what kind of animals around here would have done that. A hungry fox, maybe?’

      ‘I don’t think that’s what it was,’ Ashley said, pointing. ‘Look at his hands.’

      They all saw what she was seeing. The man’s hands were bound together in front of him with what looked like thin wire wrapped tightly around his wrists, cutting into the skin.

      ‘Fuck,’ Kim said.

      ‘Someone killed him?’ Craig asked.

      ‘I don’t think so,’ Tim said.

      ‘So he just lay down, tied himself up, and let the animals eat his face?’ Kim said, with no small amount of sarcasm.

      Ashley looked around, feeling an uneasy sensation crawl over her. Then she saw it, a few yards from them, hanging from a branch, swaying in the gentle breeze like a rag.

      She began to scream, horrified at the sight. Her instinct was to huddle down to the floor and cover her eyes.

      ‘What is it?’ Kim asked, panicked. She crouched next to Ashley and put an arm around her shoulders. ‘What’s wrong?’

      Once again, Ashley pointed, and the others followed the gesture.

      Hanging from a nearby branch, jagged and bloody—like a macabre mask—was the flap of skin that had been torn from the man.
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        * * *

      

      Kim wanted to scream, just like Ashley already was.

      It was there, lodged in her dry throat somewhere, but she refused to let it out. Instead, she looked on, horrified, at what was hanging in front of them. It was a surreal, terrifying sight.

      The face before them obviously belonged to the poor man who lay dead only feet away from them, but Kim’s mind ran to more urgent thoughts.

      It was clear that someone had murdered him.

      Whoever it was, they had killed the man for reasons Kim didn’t know—would probably never know—and that was bad enough, but they’d also saw fit to leave his face on display like some kind of warning.

      Or taunt.

      So, the question was, who was it meant to taunt?

      The smell of blood was strong and fresh, so Kim was acutely aware that whoever had killed the man was probably still out there in the woods somewhere.

      Still hugging her screaming friend, Kim put her hands against Ashley’s cheeks and twisted her face to meet her own, away from that horrible sight.

      ‘Ashley, honey,’ she said, in the most soothing tones she could muster. ‘You need to stop yelling.’

      ‘But look at it,’ Ashley said, her breathing heavy and erratic.

      ‘I know, I know. But we need to try to be calm, hun. We need to be quiet.’

      Kim saw the realisation dawn over her friend. ‘Because, they could still be out here?’ she said.

      Kim nodded. Ashley shut her eyes tight and began to cry, but it was a quiet sob, one pushed down within. Kim pulled Ashley in and hugged her.

      ‘It’s going to be okay,’ she whispered.

      ‘Tim,’ she heard Craig say, his voice unsteady. ‘What the fuck is this?’

      ‘How should I know?’ Tim spat back.

      ‘Well, it was your idea to come out here.’

      ‘Yeah, but this isn’t the kind of thing I’ve ever seen before.’

      ‘You sure it isn’t something you’ve set up? You know, we go over there to check on your friend, covered in makeup, only to have him jump up and scare us? Seems like something you would come up with.’

      Kim knew Tim was about to reply, and angrily, but she was up on her feet before he had the chance.

      ‘Jesus, Craig,’ she said, jabbing a finger into his chest. ‘What is wrong with you? This is real. You know it is. Can’t you smell it?’ Ever since they had approached, Kim had been able to detect a tinge of copper in the air. She could smell the blood, and she knew the others could too.

      ‘Well, what do you want me to think, Kim? It’s not every day we come across something like this.’

      ‘No,’ she said, ‘it isn’t. Which is why we need to keep our heads.’

      Craig turned his cheek and looked to the ground, embarrassed. He nodded. ‘Sorry, Tim,’ he said.

      Tim took a moment before he responded. ‘It’s okay, this is really fucked up.’

      ‘What do we do?’ Ashley said from her crouched position on the floor.

      The group was silent for a moment.

      ‘Do we head back?’ Kim asked, through it was more of a statement than a question. That, in her head, made the most sense.

      ‘No,’ Tim said, ‘we need to reach somewhere with a phone, or at least a signal. The town we’re heading towards is the closest to us from here. That’s the quickest route we can take to call someone.’

      ‘Yes, but that means moving on through these woods,’ Kim said. ‘And whoever did this could be waiting here. I’d rather take my chances out in the open, to be honest.’

      ‘Won’t help us at night,’ Tim said. ‘We won’t be able to see shit then, either. If we really move and forget about camping tonight, we can hit town at about two or three in the morning.’

      ‘It’ll still be dark,’ Kim said. ‘So we’re still in the shit.’

      ‘But—’

      ‘Dammit,’ Craig said, cutting off their back and forth. ‘Aren’t you forgetting something?’

      Kim spun to face her boyfriend, surprised and more than a little annoyed at his tone.

      ‘And what’s that?’

      ‘Him,’ Craig said, pointing to the man who lay on the ground.

      ‘Him?’

      ‘Yes, Kim,’ Craig said, raising his voice again. ‘We need to check on him. We can’t just leave him like this.’

      Kim looked at the dead man, who was stone still. Why would they need to check on him? She squinted to see if she could make out any signs of breathing and, if it was there, it wasn’t obvious. He was dead, so surely now all they needed to worry about was self-preservation?

      ‘Craig,’ Kim said, ‘he’s dead. We can’t do anything for him.’

      ‘We don’t know that,’ Craig said. ‘We can’t just leave him like this. We need to know one way or the other. Even if he is dead, we can’t just leave the poor guy like this.’

      Kim took a deep breath and considered her next words. She could normally bring Craig around to her way of thinking, but when it was something principled—or what he perceived to be principled—he could be stubborn as hell.

      She was worried that his stubbornness could put them all in danger.

      ‘Honey,’ she began again, but he didn’t let her finish.

      ‘Kim, how can you be so heartless?’

      It took a moment for the words to sink in. Heartless? How could he be so ignorant to the situation, the danger, they were in? She clenched her teeth, readying herself for a verbal assault, but again she wasn’t allowed to finish. This time, Tim stepped in.

      ‘Craig,’ he said, gently and calmly, ‘I understand what you’re saying. I really do. But think it through. We don’t know who did this or why. But someone did do it, that we know, and then they hung that thing there,’ he pointed to the face, ‘for all to see. You don’t do that unless there is something seriously wrong with you. Can you really look at all this and say whoever did it won’t look to do it again if they find us?’

      ‘There are four of us,’ Craig said, as if it made a difference.

      ‘And we don’t know how many of them there are, Craig,’ Kim said. ‘Think it through, you idiot.’

      ‘Don’t call me an idiot,’ Craig said, again turning away, this time to look back at the man.

      ‘Then don’t act like one.’

      ‘Guys,’ Tim said, ‘we need to calm down. Craig, I admire what you’re trying to do, but we can’t help that man. He’s already dead. The best thing we can do for him is to get the hell out of here, get to town, and call the police. They’re a lot more equipped to deal with anything like this than we are. And they’re the best chance we have to catch the son of a bitch that did this.’

      Craig didn’t respond to that, which Kim was thankful for. Though part of her did want him to keep going so she could really get into it with him. The realisation that she wanted that, even in a situation such as theirs, gave her reason for pause.

      ‘So which way do we go?’ Ashley asked, getting to her feet. Her face was streaked with tears and her eyes were red, but she was able to keep her hysterics under control for now. Kim put an arm around her. She realised that may have been Tim’s job, to offer her reassurance, but fuck it, she had known Ashley for years.

      ‘We go back,’ Kim said.

      ‘No,’ Tim said, ‘we carry on.’

      Kim let out a sigh, ‘Tim, stop this. We need to go back. I will not stay and die in these fucking woods. If whoever did this is still around, then he could be hiding anywhere. So, we need to get out quickly. And that’s back the way we came.’

      ‘The way we came is no safer, and it’s a longer trek. If we keep going and stick together, we find help quicker. The sooner we’re somewhere safe, the better.’

      ‘Guys,’ Ashley said, her voice soft and defeated, ‘please don’t argue. We don’t need that right now.’

      ‘You’re right,’ Craig said, stepping forward and walking towards the body. ‘We need to stop being so selfish and help this man.’

      Kim reached for him, as did Tim, but Craig managed to weave between them and jog over to the corpse. Kim could do nothing but follow.

      For fuck’s sake, Craig, you’re going to get us all killed.
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      More unexpected events.

      He’d anticipated the group would have pressed on, quickly, in one direction or another. Either back the way they came, or with any luck, forward.

      But this?

      The tall, thin, blonde boy was braver than expected. Brave, but so very stupid.

      The man silently made his way forward, bare feet feeling their way across the leaves, twigs, and moss, stepping gently as to not make a sound. He settled in behind a thick tree, pushing his body against the bark and peeking around it to watch things unfold. He was maybe twenty metres from them, closer than he would have liked, but in the best cover available.

      He grasped the handle of the long blade tied to his thin waist. It wasn’t as sharp as it should be; dirty and blunt, useful more for inflicting prolonged pain than doing any decisive damage.

      It would still do the trick.

      The blonde boy reached the thing he was jogging towards, took a moment to compose himself, and crouched beside it.

      The man readied himself.
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      Ashley didn’t want to follow them, her legs didn’t feel like they had the strength, but Kim and Tim had run off after Craig, so she had instinctively done the same. Not because she wanted to be any closer to that horrific sight, but because she didn’t want to be left alone so far from the group.

      Her stomach was cartwheeling and her body shaking, both with adrenaline and fear. She was queasy at what she had seen and just wanted to drop, curl up, and pass out, to wake up safe and sound somewhere.

      Somewhere warm, with Tim laying next to her, telling her it was all just a bad dream.

      Ashley pulled her phone from her pocket, checking again to see if there was a way to call for help, but the signal was still dead. She was still cut off.

      Then they all surrounded Craig, who crouched near the man. And Ashley saw the full acts of depravity that had been committed on him. She wanted to scream again.

      Instead, she spun away and clamped a hand over her mouth to stop the contents of her stomach, the rabbit food Kim had complained about so much, from making a re-appearance. As she did, her eyes were drawn to a large tree in her line of sight. She squinted at it, still battling the urge to vomit, but certain she had seen something.

      Some kind of movement.

      Her vision was blurry from wet, stinging eyes, so she couldn’t be sure. It was more than likely further tricks of the brain, considering what they were all going through and, as she looked now, there was nothing. And other than the noise they were making, and the normal ambience of the forest, no odd sounds, either.

      ‘What a fucking mess,’ Kim said. Ashley, reluctantly, turned back. She didn’t want to take in the details, but she couldn’t help it.

      The man was big, a similar size to Tim, but with a bald, dirty head. His clothes were old, filthy, and a mismatch of styles, more cobbled together than picked out. Her first instinct was that he might have been homeless, or close to it. No shoes, either, just dirty feet with jagged toenails. All of that was just periphery, though. The real focus of attention was on what had been done to his face.

      The skin had been stripped away, leaving jagged edges, obviously cut or hacked from the bone beneath. It hadn’t been done with any kind of precision. Chunks of red meat and stringy tendons lined the skull. Without lips, the teeth and gums were exposed in a demented smile. In addition, his jaw hung loose at an unnatural angle, a clear sign it had been fully dislocated.

      Then there were his eyes.

      Or rather, the lack of them.

      In their place were empty, red pits, that bore down inside of his head.

      She hoped the man hadn’t been alive when he had been flayed.

      ‘Okay,’ Kim said, ‘you’ve seen him. He’s dead. You know we can’t help, so can we please go?’

      ‘Jesus, Kim,’ Craig said.

      ‘She’s right,’ Tim said. Ashley could hear the agitation and impatience in Tim’s voice, something she couldn’t blame him for. All she wanted to do was run. Maybe Craig was right, maybe that selfishness made her a bad person, and the thought didn’t sit well with her, but right now, she didn’t care.

      ‘Maybe he has some kind of wallet or identification. We might be able to find out who he is.’

      ‘But why does it matter?’ Kim yelled. She squatted down next to Craig, getting right in his face. ‘What good can you do here? All you’re doing is putting us in more danger.’ Her face was going red as she berated him, but Craig wouldn’t look at her. ‘For fuck’s sake, Craig, you can’t save everyone.’

      ‘Please, stop shouting,’ Ashley said. ‘It’s too loud. Someone might hear.’

      Kim, gritting her teeth, turned to Ashley and nodded. She stood up again. ‘You’re right, Ashley. But Craig, I’m serious. Pull your head out of your arse and get a move on. Otherwise…’ she trailed off.

      ‘Otherwise what?’ he asked, still not looking up.

      ‘Otherwise, fuck you. We’re leaving you.’

      Now Craig looked at her and his expression wasn’t pleasant. Even Ashley was taken aback at what Kim had said. Surely she couldn’t have meant it, surely it was just the stress of the situation making her lash out, desperate to try and make Craig see sense? It wouldn’t exactly be out of character, but still, the way she had said it...

      ‘Go then,’ Craig said, with an unnervingly even voice. ‘Turn tail and run away. Look after yourself and fuck everyone else. I wouldn’t expect anything less from you.’

      Not again, Ashley thought, not now. This wasn’t the time for an argument, this was a time for working together, for looking out for each other. They had to act as one, something Ashley didn’t think was looking likely. She looked around the woods again, half expecting to see whoever killed the man spring out from behind a tree and bound towards them with some kind of weapon.

      She saw nothing, but still her attention was drawn to that tree. Something about it didn’t sit right with her. Had she actually seen something earlier?

      A creeping feeling brushed up her spine.

      ‘Guys,’ she said, but they were paying her no attention, instead focused on their argument.

      ‘Fuck you,’ Kim said, with venom, ‘you little prick. Can’t you get it through your thick fucking skull that playing the hero is going to get us killed? Who do you think you’re helping if you’re dead? No one. All you’ll be responsible for is putting us in the same position as this poor fucker, because you need to be seen as the do-gooder. It’s fucking stupid, Craig. And you know what else? It’s boring.’

      Craig, ignoring her ranting, reached out a hand towards the man, aiming for the pockets of his dirtied trousers. Before he could dig through them, Ashley saw Tim’s hand shoot out and grab Craig firmly by the wrist.

      ‘Don’t,’ Tim said. It was not a suggestion, but an absolute command.

      ‘Let go of me,’ Craig said and tried to wiggle his wrist free. It was futile. Tim’s grip looked as strong as iron.

      ‘Enough of this, Craig,’ Tim said, sounding more and more assertive with each word. ‘I promise you we’ll help him, but to do that we need to do the right thing. The sensible thing. We need to get to town and find help. You want to do the right thing? Then we need the person or people who did this caught and arrested. Don’t you want that?’

      ‘Of course I do, but—’

      ‘But nothing. That’s all there is to it. The man is clearly dead, there is nothing we can do to change that. All we’re doing here is messing up what is clearly a crime scene. We need to leave it as intact as possible so the police can do their jobs.’ The defiance in Craig’s face seemed to slip. ‘Come on, man,’ Tim went on. ‘I really do admire you for wanting to do what you can, but let’s just make sure we do something that actually makes a difference.’

      Craig was silent for a little while, and Ashley prayed Tim had gotten through to him. Finally, Craig nodded. ‘You’re right,’ he said, sounding sad. ‘I just... I just hate the thought of leaving him like this. Of running away.’

      ‘I get that,’ Tim said, squatting down next to Craig, releasing his wrist. ‘But we’ve got to look past that. It isn’t cowardly if the end result is for the best.’

      Again, Craig nodded. Tim put a big hand on his shoulder.

      ‘Oh yeah,’ Kim said, her voice still laced with venom. ‘Listen to him, but not to your own girlfriend. Fucking prick.’

      ‘Not now, Kim,’ Ashley said. She loved Kim, but she didn’t want Tim’s good work undone. They were close to getting the hell out of here and stupid arguments born from fear wouldn’t help with that. Kim clenched her teeth and Ashley could feel the anger radiate from her friend; she obviously didn’t want to give up the spat. Thankfully, however, she just shrugged and turned away.

      ‘So,’ Craig said, still looking at the poor man. ‘Which way do we go? Backwards or forwards?’

      He looked to Tim, then up to Kim. Neither said anything at first, and it was Tim who finally spoke.

      ‘I still say we move forward.’

      ‘And I still say we go back,’ Kim replied.

      Ashley felt herself deflate. One argument avoided, another one incoming.

      She wondered if it was just a stand-off of pride between the two, neither wanting to back down, or if they both genuinely believed their point of view was best for them all. Ashley could see both sides of the coin; she wanted to get to safety as quickly as possible, but the thought of staying in these woods for a prolonged period, knowing someone dangerous may still be lurking in here, was a terrifying proposition.

      ‘I say we move forward,’ Craig said, still looking at the faceless man. Kim’s jaw fell open. ‘Tim’s right. We should get help as quickly as we can. If that means hiking through here for a little longer, then so be it.’

      ‘You’re just saying that to get back at me,’ Kim said, folding her arms.

      ‘Yes, Kim,’ Craig said, his tone condescending, as if talking to a child. ‘The thing first and foremost in my mind right now is to get on your nerves and piss you off. Not to get out of here safely.’

      ‘Prick.’

      ‘Classy as ever, Kim.’

      ‘We don’t know what’s in here, you idiot,’ Kim said. ‘Anyone could be hiding in these woods and we would never know until it’s too late. They would hear us coming and—’

      ‘If they are going to hear us,’ Craig cut in, ‘then they’ve already done that, because of all the noise we’ve been making. You yelling like a banshee won’t have helped.’

      ‘I wouldn’t need to yell if you would just listen.’

      ‘Guys’ Ashley said, keeping her voice as quiet as possible, but packing it with as much urgency as she could. ‘Enough.’

      ‘So, that’s two to one on moving forward,’ Craig said. ‘What do you say, Ashley?’

      All three looked at her.

      ‘Tell me you don’t agree with them,’ Kim said. ‘It’s suicide.’

      ‘It isn’t suicide,’ Tim said. ‘It’s the most sensible thing to do. Look, Ashley, I know this place, I know how to get us through here quickly. There are more clearings ahead where we can take breaks if we need to. We then move on again to the next clearing. Rinse and repeat.’

      ‘But how long till we’re out of the woods?’ Kim asked.

      Tim shrugged. ‘Depends on how quickly we go. If we push it, and I mean really go for it, I’d say no more than six hours.’

      ‘Six hours? That’s a long time to be in these woods with whoever it was did that to him,’ Kim said, pointing to the body. ‘You’re crazy.’ She looked to Ashley. ‘You have to see that.’

      Again, everyone’s eyes fell to Ashley, and it seemed she was tasked with casting the deciding vote. She didn’t like it.

      ‘Look,’ she said, holding up her hands, ‘I don’t know. This is all beyond me. I know we need to keep moving, but I have no idea which way is best.’ She looked to the ground and shook her head. ‘I just don’t know, so don’t make me pick.’

      ‘Then it’s two against one,’ Craig said.

      ‘Bullshit,’ Kim snapped back. ‘Ashley, now isn’t the time to shrivel away like a mouse. You have a voice, you have an opinion. Fucking use it.’

      ‘You won’t be saying that if it doesn’t align with what you want,’ Craig said. He turned away from Kim, knowing she would yell again, and once more looked at the body. Then, Ashley saw his head cock to the side, like a confused dog.

      ‘Ashley,’ Kim snapped, ‘will you please grow a pair and think for yourself?’

      The comment hurt Ashley, maybe because she saw some truth to it, a truth she didn’t want to face, but she was more focused on Craig’s growing curiosity. Had he noticed something?

      ‘Guys,’ he said.

      ‘Shut up, you,’ Kim said. ‘You’ve said enough.’

      ‘No,’ Craig replied, ‘that’s not what I mean. I think…’ he stepped forward, leaned in closer to the faceless man.

      ‘What is it?’ Tim asked.

      ‘I think he’s breathing.’

      The collective group held their breath, trying to register what Craig had just said.

      ‘He’s breathing?’ Ashley asked. ‘He can’t—’

      She didn’t finish her sentence. The man suddenly jerked upright into a sitting position with an ungodly roar. His arms quickly reached out and, though they were still bound at the wrist, quickly found Craig’s throat and clamped down.
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      The scream Kim had earlier refused to let out now burst free, piercing and unstoppable.

      A sense of panic and adrenaline surged through the group as they tried to register what they were seeing. The man, faceless, eyeless, and by rights one who should be quite dead, had his hands wrapped tightly around Craig’s neck.

      After a moment of surprised inaction, panic set in, and Kim’s first instinct was to dart to Craig’s aid. Despite the arguing, she found herself by his side before she could even think about it, trying to pry the man’s grip loose. Craig’s mouth was opening and closing, struggling for breath, but no sound came out. It reminded her of a goldfish out of water, uselessly trying to suck in what it needed to breathe. The crazed attacker made a strained, gurgling sound as he squeezed tighter.

      Despite her best efforts, it seemed futile. Kim simply didn’t have the strength needed to break the man’s hold, so she began clawing at his skin.

      ‘Stop,’ she heard Ashley yell. ‘Sir, please stop, we’re trying to help you.’

      It confused Kim. Why was Ashley trying to reason with a man who was, at that very moment, trying to kill Craig? Then it struck her. She looked up to the man’s wrecked face, the red holes where his eyes used to be, and realised. He was blind and probably had no idea who they were, so he was fighting out of instinct.

      She pulled harder as Craig fought for breath, both of them trying in vain to break the hold. Another thought struck her; where the hell was Tim?

      She cast a quick glance up to see him standing motionless, his face blank, obviously in shock. But now wasn’t the time for that, they didn’t have that luxury.

      ‘Hey!’ Kim yelled up at him. ‘Could you fucking help us?’

      Tim seemed to snap back into reality, shaking loose the fog of shock that had him rooted to the spot. He quickly jumped in and grabbed the man’s arms. With his added strength, they managed to pull the man’s hands away from Craig, who slipped free and began to gulp in large swathes of air.

      ‘Sir,’ Ashley went on, ‘please calm down. We aren’t trying to hurt you.’

      The man wriggled and writhed, moaning loudly and pathetically on the floor. They all scuttled backwards from him, giving themselves room as his hands thrust wildly in the air, this way and that, searching for something to latch on to.

      ‘Holy shit,’ Craig said, still pulling in much-needed air. His voice was hoarse and croaky.

      ‘How can he be alive?’ Ashley asked. Kim had no answer; it didn’t make any sense. She helped Craig to his feet and, once up, he bent double, still trying to get his breath. His throat was red, with bruises already forming.

      The man continued to thrash about, moaning and gurgling.

      ‘Sir,’ Ashley tried again.

      ‘He can’t talk,’ Craig said, rubbing his neck.

      ‘What do you mean?’ Kim asked.

      ‘I saw,’ Craig answered. ‘When he had me, I could see into his mouth. He doesn’t have a tongue.’

      ‘Jesus,’ Kim said.

      ‘I think it had been cut out.’

      ‘Poor fucker,’ Kim said. ‘Someone really wanted to hurt him.’

      ‘What do we do?’ Ashley asked, raising the obvious point no one else seemed to be thinking of.

      ‘We keep going,’ Tim said, sternly.

      ‘What?’ Ashley asked. ‘Tim, no. We can’t just leave him like this.’

      ‘We have to,’ Tim said. ‘We’re still in danger and we can’t help him. Hell, we don’t even know if we should help him. Did you forget he just tried to twist Craig’s head off?’

      The man thrashed again, then slowly rolled himself forward onto his knees, forcing the group back farther.

      ‘Maybe he’s just scared,’ Craig said. Kim was shocked Craig was still giving the man the benefit of the doubt after what had happened. ‘Given what he’s been through, and not being able to see, he’s probably terrified.’

      ‘But we don’t want to hurt you,’ Ashley said, raising her voice. She was pleading with the man. ‘We want to get you help.’

      ‘We can’t help him,’ Tim said again. ‘Do any of you know how to treat wounds like that? Because I sure as hell don’t.’

      ‘But he’s alive, Tim,’ Ashley said.

      ‘For the time being. But for how long? And how long until whoever did this comes back? We can’t just wait around.’

      ‘We can’t leave him,’ Craig said.

      ‘So what now? Do we split up?’ Kim asked.

      ‘No,’ Tim said. ‘Does anyone really want to be the one left behind, just to stand around and watch him in this condition? The plan doesn’t change; we still need to go get help. Any way you look at it, we can’t help him.’

      The man then pulled himself up, first to one foot, then the other, to an unsteady standing position. Kim yanked Craig back a few feet and Ashley and Tim followed suit. Seeing the man at full height, with his grinning, gore-covered face, was as terrifying a sight as Kim thought she would ever see.

      The man then began struggling with his bonds, trying to pull his wrists apart and break what was binding them together. Kim saw the thin, metal wire cut deeper into the man’s flesh as he did, causing blood to spill from his wrists. If he kept going with that kind of intensity then either the wire would give or, more likely, his wrists would. Given what he’d already been through and survived, she wondered if that would even stop him, and if he wouldn’t just keep going till he had hacked right through the bones in his arms.

      The man took another step forward and Ashley shrieked.

      ‘Stop,’ she pleaded with him. ‘We aren’t the ones who did this.’

      The man’s head cocked, as if listening, and his next step was in the direction of Ashley. She shrieked again, and he took another step.

      ‘Everyone quiet,’ Kim said, and the man turned his horrible face in her direction. ‘He can hear us.’ He stumbled forward a few more steps and the group retreated in kind.

      To Kim’s eternal annoyance, Ashley the mouse cried out again, and Kim turned to admonish her, to tell her to keep her mouth shut. But Ashley was not looking at the shambling man anymore, she was looking behind them, over to a cluster of trees.

      ‘There’s someone out there,’ she said, panicked, pointing with a shaking hand.

      ‘What do you mean?’ Kim asked.

      ‘I saw someone. A man, I think, hiding in the trees.’

      Kim scanned the area her friend was gesturing to, looking as closely as she could, but she could see nothing. And she was still highly aware of the man who was slowly lumbering towards them.

      ‘What did he look like?’ Craig asked.

      ‘I don’t know,’ Ashley said, ‘but I saw someone watching us from behind that tree. The big one.’

      Kim looked again, to the tree with the thick trunk, one that was easily wider than a person.

      ‘I don’t see anyone,’ she said. ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘I think so,’ she replied.

      As if things weren’t bad enough, Kim was beginning to feel panic take hold even more. If someone was behind them, and this blind, but enraged, man was bearing down in front, that left them stuck in the middle and royally in the shit.

      ‘Do we run?’ she asked.

      ‘Not yet,’ Tim answered. He began to sidestep his way around the blind, thrashing man, who still gurgled and moaned in a pitiful, yet terrifying way. Kim wanted to believe he was just scared and lashing out, but even so he was a monstrous sight.

      Tim motioned for the others to follow his lead, which they did, slowly making their way around so that they weren’t trapped between the stranger and the cluster of trees that had so spooked Ashley.

      They had almost grouped together when Craig, yet again, took matters into his own hands.

      ‘Sir, can you hear me?’ he said, holding his hand out before him in what he thought was a taming manner, like someone trying to calm a wild animal. A useless gesture, given that the animal in question was blind.

      ‘Craig,’ Kim snapped, but it seemed he either didn’t hear her, or didn’t care.

      ‘Please, I want you to calm down,’ he said. The man slowly twisted his gore-flecked skull towards Craig. ‘Just listen to me. I know you’ve been through a lot, but the people who did that aren’t here, they’re gone.’ The man started to lurch towards Craig, who matched his slow, deliberate steps in retreat. ‘We will help you, I promise, we will get you out of here, but just please try and calm down. Can you understand me?’

      The man gave no response to the affirmative, he just continued to follow Craig’s voice, bearing down on him. Kim didn’t like it. If the man could hear, then that meant he didn’t understand what was being said, didn’t believe it, or wasn’t interested in hearing it. It was that last option that worried Kim, and it was the one she suspected may be true. If a man in a state like his wasn’t going to stop, then what good would talking do? A notion hit her; maybe there was a reason they had found him like they had. Maybe he had deserved it.

      ‘Forget it, Craig,’ Kim said. ‘Tim’s right, let’s go.’

      ‘Not yet,’ Craig said, backing up again. Before he could say anymore, Kim saw a look of surprise flash over his face.

      When backing up, he had not been careful where he stepped, and his foot became tangled in an exposed root.

      He fell back awkwardly, letting out a yelp of pain as he hit the floor. As he fell, Kim saw that his foot didn’t rotate with him, still snagged in the root, and it twisted at a bad angle. Kim didn’t hear a snap, thankfully, but didn’t need to. She knew his ankle was going to be fucked.

      The faceless man clearly heard, and understood, what had happened. He darted forward with wild, almost excited gurgles, and before anyone could react, the previously slow, shambling figure was upon Craig. He clasped his hands together and brought them down heavily onto Craig’s face like a club, crushing Craig’s nose. The sound of the powerful strike crashing into Kim’s helpless boyfriend, and the crunch that followed, made her stomach lurch.

      The attacker then dropped onto Craig, once again going for the throat, and began strangling him. Craig tried to squirm and fight, but he was dwarfed and over-powered, like a fish flapping around beneath a bear.

      Kim again wanted to help, like she had before, but instinct had been overruled by self-preservation. The man was now on top of Craig and seemed much more dangerous than before.

      ‘Help him!’ Kim said, pulling at Tim’s arm. Tim didn’t move, simply watched. ‘Help him, you coward!’ Kim said again, hoping to spur Ashley’s boyfriend into action. He was a big man in his own right and perhaps the only chance Craig had. Tim turned to look at her, his top lip curling up at the insult she had thrown at him. If she was hoping to provoke a reaction, it seemed she had gotten one.

      She just hoped it would be directed towards the right person.

      Thankfully, it was. Tim walked forward with purpose, fists clenched, then broke into a sprint. He ran up behind the faceless man and wrapped a thick arm around his neck, locking in, and yanking back. However, the man didn’t relinquish his hold on Craig, whose face was now beginning to turn blue as his eyes bulged in their sockets. Tim gave an almighty, guttural roar and pulled again, harder this time, and finally succeeded in heaving the man backward, away from Craig. Tim’s balance gave out and he sprawled to the floor, still clutching the man, who had now fallen on top of him.

      Craig rolled away, once again gasping for breath, as the two larger men wrestled and struggled on the ground. Tim still had his arms wrapped around the man’s neck in some sort of sleeper hold as the faceless man attempted to slip free. Thankfully, Tim’s grip held tight, and he managed to lock his legs around the man’s waist, restraining him further.

      Craig was free, but now Tim was in a fight, and Kim had an awful feeling that things were about to spiral out of control. Tim needed help, she knew that, but she had no idea what to do. She turned to Ashley, who looked absolutely terrified and was casting nervous glances over to the large tree where she claimed to have seen someone hiding.

      ‘Ashley,’ Kim said, grabbing her friend by the shoulder, trying to get her to focus. ‘We need to help him.’

      Ashley tensed up. Kim knew her friend was scared, she was as well, but they couldn’t just stand by and leave Tim to it. It may have taken some prodding, but he had stepped in and saved Craig. Eventually, to Kim’s relief, Ashley nodded.

      ‘What do we do?’ she asked.

      Kim had no answer, but she pulled Ashley along behind her and ran over to Tim and the stranger nonetheless.

      The faceless man was writhing with a renewed vigour, and Kim couldn’t understand, considering his injuries, how he still had the energy and strength. He managed to drive a hard elbow into the ribs of Tim, who let out an audible cry. Tim’s grip loosened slightly, which seemed to be the opening the man needed. He slipped from Tim’s grasp, swivelled, and was quickly atop him, now in the dominant position, and began clubbing at Tim with his clasped hands, like he had done to Craig. Tim brought his hands up to his face for protection, but the blows found their mark. The terrifying man seemed to act with an almost renewed rage, and Kim was sure that the gargled nonsense the man was spewing was now more focused. It was almost as if he was trying to speak, but what he was saying was completely unintelligible.

      Now that the man was free, helping Tim was going to be much more difficult, if not impossible. She knew Ashley was thinking the same thing, but Kim was not about to give up.

      Then she saw it, close to where Tim lay struggling as he tried to avoid the repeated blows the faceless man rained down. Laying amongst the dead leaves was a thick branch. Kim ran to it and heaved it up, feeling its substantial weight. If she swung it hard enough, then the man was certain to feel it.

      She hoisted it back, preparing to strike, and built up a primal scream in her gut, ready to unleash it at the same time as the blow in order to exert every ounce of energy she possibly could.

      But the makeshift club was snatched from her grasp.

      Shocked, she spun to see Craig holding her weapon. He was on his feet, red-faced with one hand on his neck, and he was balancing on one leg.

      ‘What the fuck are you doing?’

      Craig ignored her and hobbled past, making his way over to the attacker and Tim. He brought the club up and swung at the man.

      Kim wanted to scream at him and how useless he was. Craig’s aim was poor, and any power he tried to exert was clearly hampered by his injury. The strike connected feebly with the man’s back. Given the size of the club, it still landed a heavy hit, but it served to do no more than irritate the faceless man.

      Kim’s aim would have been for his head, as hitting him full force there would have given Tim the best chance of escape. It may have killed the man, but better that and saving Tim than what Craig had accomplished in only angering the attacker further. The man turned and lurched forward, grabbing wildly in Craig’s general direction.

      And it was enough.

      Yet again he found Craig, who cried out, and pulled him to the ground. He crawled over Craig like a spider covering its prey. Yet again, Craig had landed himself in a dangerous position, but this time Kim had half a mind to leave him to it.

      ‘Please, no,’ Craig pleaded and fought back, hitting out at the man. It made little difference, and he soon had Craig pinned beneath him. He straddled the young man and again began to club at his head.

      Kim looked around; the branch Craig had wasted now lay under him, jutting out from under his back, out of her reach without getting too close to the faceless attacker.

      As much danger as he was currently in, Kim couldn’t help but curse her boyfriend. His fuck up had screwed them all. No, scratch that, his three fuck ups had screwed them all. If he had just left the man alone, or let her take the swing, then they would have been able to get away. Still, as useless as he was proving to be, leaving him wasn’t an option.

      She readied herself again, about to dive in with nothing but her bare hands in order to help her boyfriend. But before she did, she saw Tim get to his feet, his face bloodied and full of anger.

      ‘Tim,’ Kim yelled, ‘we get him together. Ready?’

      But Tim wasn’t listening.

      Soon, she saw why.

      He strode towards the faceless man and heaved up what was in his hands. A weapon of his own; a large, angled rock. One that took two hands to hold.

      ‘Tim!’ Ashley yelled. ‘No!’

      Tim ignored her and brought the rock down into the back of the man’s head with incredible force. The sound of impact—a dull thud with an audible crack—was sickening. The faceless man’s head lolled and his arms dropped to his sides. He remained motionless for a second before eventually flopping face first into the dirt. His body twitched on the ground as Craig scrambled free.

      Tim moved to stand over the man and again brought up the rock, holding it high above his head.

      ‘Tim, stop!’ Ashley cried.

      But Tim didn’t stop. Instead, he brought the rock down, again and again, onto the man’s fragile head, screaming like an animal as he did.

      They could hear the faceless man’s skull crunch and crack beneath each blow. A messy hole formed in the back of his head, exposing grey and red mush beneath, mush that spattered out after each strike. The head cracked and split further into a sickening mess.

      Finally, Tim stopped and dropped the bloodied rock carelessly to his side. His eyes were wild with fury and he took quick, shallow breaths.

      ‘My God,’ Ashley said, her voice trembling. ‘What have you done?’
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      Shit.

      He had been careless.

      The girl had seen him.

      He’d been too greedy in his curiosity, wanting to know everything that was going on, and he’d assumed they would all be too engrossed in what they were seeing to look back towards him.

      He’d been wrong.

      That assumption may have cost him everything.

      The redhead had looked back and, even though he’d pulled back as quickly possible, she’d spotted him. Worse, she had alerted the others.

      A fucking stupid mistake, and one that could ruin everything. If things went to shit, and one of them died before he got them back, then he would be made to suffer for it. He may even be denied his feed.

      The family all liked their food alive and aware, as he did. As it was meant to be. Dead meat didn’t have the same effect, the same taste. If he brought back cold meat, then Father and Mother would make him feel it.

      Hell, the whole family would.

      Thankfully, it might not come to that.

      Things had developed, enough to draw their attention, and the group was forced to fight for their lives. It had allowed him to slip from his position behind the large tree and into a thick section of undergrowth.

      Once he settled into place and was sure he was out of sight, he drew out his blade. As penance for his mistake he pushed the dull metal into the meat of his thigh. There was some initial resistance before the blade sunk in, drawing forth a stinging pain.

      He then twisted the blade more, wanting to cry out, but knowing he couldn’t.

      His eagerness had nearly cost the family.

      Father always said that impatience was a weakness. That it was something they needed to fight.

      He knew this impatience, this craving, was something that would only grow stronger the longer they went without feeding.

      And it had been so, so long since they had indulged. Long enough that the family were now close to tearing each other apart, or trying to, just to appease a fraction of their desires.

      They had a chance now, though, a chance at fresh meat, and he would be damned if his impatience was going to cost them that.

      He watched the events unfold. The savage act of a skull being crushed, exposing the ruined brains beneath.

      He smiled and ran his tongue over dry lips, following the split that branched off up towards his nose.

      The carnage excited him.

      It made him want to run out and join in the fun.

      But he couldn’t do that, not yet.

      He had to abstain.

      For now.

      His time would come soon enough.
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      Ashley was rooted to the spot, unable to move, scarcely able to comprehend what she’d just witnessed.

      How could she look at Tim, the man she’d just told she loved, in the same light again after what he’d done?

      Tim wasn’t a killer.

      Yet there he stood over the body of a man who now had a large, ugly hole in the back of his head. One that Tim had caused.

      The situation had been dire, granted, but were his actions justified? The first time he brought the large rock down had been shocking enough, but it was what followed that really scared Ashley. The man was down after the first blow, helpless it would seem, but Tim had kept going. The anger on his face as he did so, that pure animalistic fury, was like nothing Ashley had ever before witnessed.

      ‘What have you done?’ she asked again, her voice quiet.

      Everyone looked at Tim, who was finally slowing his breathing into a steady rhythm. As he did, some tension seemed to release from his body.

      ‘What was I supposed to do, Ashley?’ he asked. ‘Didn’t you see what was going on? He was going to kill us. He was about to kill Craig.’

      ‘But... but,’ Ashley struggled to put into words what it was that scared her. She felt a hand on her shoulder and turned to see Kim standing beside to her.

      ‘It’s okay, Ashley,’ she said. ‘It’s over.’

      ‘It’s over?’ Craig said, pulling himself up to his feet. His voice sounded ravaged, like he had been smoking a hundred cigarettes for half a century. ‘A man is dead,’ he added and cast an accusing glance at Tim.

      ‘And you would have been, too,’ Tim said, ‘if I hadn’t acted. Because I’m sure as shit no one else was going to do anything.’

      ‘You didn’t have to kill him, though,’ Ashley said. ‘That was... it was... just savage.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, throwing his hands up into the air, ‘am I missing something? You do remember that he wasn’t stopping, right? Nothing we said slowed him down. He just kept on coming. You remember that, don’t you, Ashley? We tried to talk him down. We tried to run. But we still ended up in the shit. Do you think I wanted to do it? You think I woke up this morning thinking, gosh, I really hope I get to kill someone today? For fuck’s sake, get a grip. What do you suppose I should have done?’

      Ashley had no answer. Well, that wasn’t true, she did have an answer. Once the man was down after the first strike they could have all just run. That would have been enough. But no, Tim continued and crushed the man’s skull. She didn’t know how to vocalise that, though. Or rather, she didn’t want to.

      ‘It’s just…’ she began, but trailed off, deciding instead to remain silent. She looked to the ground.

      ‘I did what I had to,’ Tim said with an air of finality, like that was the end of the subject. But Craig wasn’t as willing to let things drop, it would seem.

      ‘No,’ he said, ‘you went too far.’

      Tim turned to Craig and marched up to him, making the smaller man shrink back.

      ‘You,’ Tim said through gritted teeth and jabbed a finger into his chest, ‘nearly got us all killed. Twice.’ He then shoved Craig back, punctuating his point with a physical exclamation mark.

      ‘Bullshit,’ Craig said.

      ‘He’s right,’ Kim cut in.

      ‘Excuse me?’

      ‘For fuck’s sake, Craig, what the hell was that? First, you had to go and examine him like you’re some kind of forensics expert. Then, you tried to talk him down, as if you had any idea what you were doing. And to top it all off, even after the fucker tried to rip your head off, you wasted a clean shot to help Tim and ended up in trouble again. Three fucking times we could have just run, and three times we had to pull you out of the shit.’

      ‘No,’ he said, but Kim just held up a dismissive hand and turned to Ashley.

      ‘Honey, I know that was scary,’ she said, ‘but Tim is right. That situation was beyond fucked up. I don’t know what was wrong with that man, maybe he was just scared and fighting for his life, but regardless, he was still trying to kill us.’

      The words did make some kind of sense to Ashley, somewhere in her brain, but still, in her gut, it didn’t sit right.

      But the fact was they still needed to get out of here, and Ashley was still aware of what she saw, or thought she saw, behind that tree.

      ‘None of it matters,’ she said, putting her concerns into words. ‘We need to get out of here. Quickly.’

      ‘Agreed,’ said Tim, but he didn’t look at her.

      ‘Yeah,’ Kim echoed. ‘Whoever did this to him might still be out here.’

      ‘Hang on,’ Craig said. ‘Ashley, didn’t you say you saw someone?’

      Ashley pointed over to the tree. ‘Yes. Over there.’

      What she’d seen hadn’t been much, but it had been enough.

      Enough to be certain.

      A face; peeking out from behind the tree trunk, which in and of itself would have been bad enough, but it was how the face looked that really horrified her.

      ‘Only one person?’ Tim asked.

      Ashley nodded. ‘I think so.’

      ‘Should we go check it out?’ Kim asked. Ashley didn’t like that idea. ‘There are four of us, we’d have the upper hand. Surely it’s better to know.’

      ‘You getting a taste for this, Kim?’ Craig asked her.

      ‘What do you propose?’ she shot back. ‘What if there is someone there?’

      ‘If someone’s there?’ Ashley asked. ‘I know what I saw, Kim.’

      ‘I know, honey, and I believe you. Which is why I think we need to be sure. If we need to deal with something, then I’d rather we do it when we’re ready for it.’ She turned to Tim. ‘What do you think?’

      Tim took a moment, then let out a sigh. ‘You might be right.’

      ‘I’ll go,’ Craig said.

      ‘No,’ Kim said and grabbed hold of his jacket. ‘You’ve done enough. We all go together. So wait.’

      She then walked over to the body of the dead man, near to where Craig had just been lying, and grabbed the heavy branch that he had wasted earlier.

      ‘All tooled up now, are we?’ Craig asked.

      ‘Better than giving it to you,’ she said. ‘Now let’s move.’

      Ashley was reluctant, but she knew it had to be done. Kim was right; if someone was watching them, then chances were the person had malicious intent. Otherwise, why not come out and show themselves? Especially after what had just happened.

      The four of them grouped up and slowly made their way over to the tree. Ashley shivered as they walked, both from the dropping temperature as darkness set in and also from the horrible sense of foreboding that was worming its way up from her gut.

      She felt bare and exposed and scared. She wasn’t a fighter, never had been, and hated any kind of violence. On that front, she and Craig were very much the same. Still, she did wish she had some kind of weapon to hand, even if it only served as a show of force. She quickly scanned the ground for something to use, but found nothing.

      In short order, they stood before the large tree. Its circumference was wider than Ashley’s arm length, its height dizzying. It was immense, dwarfing any other tree around it, and Ashley noted its aged and worn bark.

      ‘Anyone there?’ Kim asked loudly. There was no response. Only the eerie noise of the woods; the chirps and tweets of whatever wildlife lived here.

      ‘If you are there, don’t move,’ Craig added. ‘We won’t hurt you.’

      ‘If we don’t need to,’ Kim stipulated. She turned to the others. ‘Okay, on the count of three, we go. Ready?’

      Ashley tensed up; she wanted things to slow down, but Kim carried on the count.

      ‘One. Two. Three.’

      Kim and Craig sprinted round the tree first, and from their reaction alone Ashley knew there was no one there. Kim’s frown had quickly melted away to confusion.

      Ashley ducked around and saw for herself; no one was hiding. No one was waiting for them, ready to leap out. There was no man with a cleft lip.

      The face she thought she had seen wasn’t there.

      They were alone.

      ‘I was certain,’ Ashley said, the first to speak. ‘I know I saw someone.’

      ‘Well,’ Craig said, ‘they aren’t here now.’

      ‘Maybe they ran off,’ Ashley said.

      ‘They might have,’ Kim said in a tone Ashley couldn’t read. She didn’t know if her friends believed her or not, and that bothered her.

      ‘I’m not lying,’ Ashley said. ‘And I’m not confused. Someone was there.’

      ‘Well, we need to deal with the here and now,’ Tim said. ‘They’re gone, so we can’t do anything about it.’

      ‘Agreed,’ Kim said.

      ‘And I say we stick to the original plan and get out of here,’ Tim finished.

      ‘But do we agree on which way to go?’ Craig asked, looking between Kim and Tim.

      Kim took a moment, then nodded. ‘Yes. We follow Tim. He knows the way, so we get to town as quickly as we can.’

      Tim looked a little taken aback—they all were—but nodded and smiled his thanks.

      ‘Let’s go,’ Tim said. ‘We’ll make town before you know it.’

      ‘Then what?’ Ashley asked, a new worry dawning on her.

      ‘What do you mean?’ Kim asked.

      ‘When we get to town? Then what?’

      ‘Then we get help,’ Craig said as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.

      Ashley nodded. ‘Okay. And what do we tell them?’

      ‘We tell them what happened,’ Craig answered.

      ‘Really? Do we tell them how that man died, then? How his head got bashed in like that?’

      To that, no one had an answer, and the reality of Ashley’s point sunk in.

      ‘It doesn’t change anything,’ Tim said eventually. ‘We get help and we tell the police what happened. Everything that happened.’

      ‘But what’ll happen to you?’ Ashley asked.

      ‘I don’t know,’ Tim said with a shrug. ‘What will be will be. In my view, it was self-defence, but if the police see things differently, so be it. I’ll deal with the consequences.’

      ‘Tim,’ Ashley began, but he cut her off.

      ‘It’s okay,’ he said, holding up a hand. ‘It’s the right thing to do. And the situation isn’t exactly normal. But right now, we need to focus on what’s important. We need to move. Everyone agreed?’

      It seemed everyone did agree, keen to just keep moving, but Ashley was worried. Worried that things were never going to be the same again between them. And she was worried about Tim. It was an honourable gesture, to own up to what had happened like that, but she still couldn’t forget what he had done, and the look on his face as he had done it. Would he really be so eager to face up to any consequences that would come?

      For the next few hours they walked on in silence, and the darkness grew deeper. Keeping their footing was difficult, and progress was slow due to Craig’s injury. His ankle had swollen badly, and they’d had to stop numerous times for him to rest. Tim said it looked like a sprain, not a break, but Craig still couldn’t bear much weight on it. It slowed their progress considerably, but Tim shouldered his weight and helped him along the whole way.

      Without complaint, Ashley noted.

      As more time passed, she began to feel more and more guilty for judging him so quickly. Yes, his actions had been extreme, but they had been in an extreme situation. She made a mental note to talk to him the next chance they got, to try and figure it all out.

      What little light there was in the woods began to wane drastically, so much so that vision was becoming an issue.

      ‘Do we switch on the flashlights?’ Craig asked.

      ‘It could draw attention,’ Kim answered.

      ‘It could,’ Tim agreed, ‘but we won’t get far if we can’t see where we’re going. I don’t think we have much choice. We only need put on one, keep it to a minimum. I’ll take the lead, because I know where I’m going, and I’ll have the light. The rest of you just follow my footsteps.’

      Tim pulled out his mag light, which was big and heavy enough to be a useful weapon in itself. She was surprised he hadn’t thought of using it earlier. They still had Kim’s large branch, but Craig was using it as support, not that it really helped.

      The beam from Tim’s light punctured the growing darkness and illuminated a small spot off in the distance. He arced it around to scan the area up ahead, and they began to move again. As they moved, Ashley watched the beam of light sway this way and that, fully expecting the light to reveal that horrible face again, staring at them from behind a tree.

      Waiting for them to walk right up to him.

      It made her shudder.

      As well as the dark, the cold was getting worse too. They all wore thick, waterproof jackets fit for hiking with layers underneath, but even so Ashley could feel the chill of the night seep into her bones. The sounds of the forest changed, too, as the nocturnal animals came out to play.

      ‘How long till we stop?’ Craig asked, breathless, clearly struggling. Tim was helping him along up ahead, leaving Ashley and Kim walking in a pair just behind. Another thing that Ashley didn’t like; being at the rear. The whole time she was expecting to feel a pair of hands grab her shoulders and yank her off into the shadows. Every so often she would cast a glance behind to see if she could see anything, but there just wasn’t enough light left to be of any use. Someone could have been not ten feet away and she wouldn’t have know. Not unless they made a sound.

      ‘There is a clearing not too far ahead,’ Tim answered. ‘Somewhere we can take a break and rehydrate. Just keep going a little longer, okay?’

      ‘Yeah,’ Craig said, ‘no problem.’ The strain in his voice indicated that it was a problem, but he pressed on regardless, hopping and hobbling as quickly as he could.

      They moved on for another ten minutes before Craig spoke again.

      ‘What’s that?’

      ‘What?’ Tim asked.

      ‘There, up ahead,’ Craig said. ‘Just past those trees. Is that a house?’

      ‘There aren’t any houses out here,’ Tim said and pointed the flashlight in the direction Craig was pointing. ‘I’d know if... holy shit.’

      Ashley could see it faintly illuminated by the light of the torch, up a small incline in the distance. The beam only showed a small area, giving sight to the corner of the wooden structure.

      There was indeed a house, standing alone out here, dark and ominous.

      ‘Tim?’ Ashley asked.

      ‘This isn’t right,’ Tim said, looking perplexed.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘I mean there are no house here. I’ve walked this route dozens of times and this has never been here.’

      ‘It looks pretty old,’ Kim said. ‘And the trail leads right up to it.’

      Ashley and Kim walked up beside Tim and Craig. Ashley could see that Tim’s expression was one of pure confusion.

      ‘Did we take a wrong turn somewhere?’ Craig asked.

      Tim shook his head. ‘I… I don’t know. I don’t think so. I guess we must have.’

      ‘And you’re sure you’ve never seen this before?’ Kim asked.

      ‘Never,’ Tim answered. ‘I think I’d remember it.’

      He let his beam swoop over the house so they could take in all the details.

      It was two stories high, with a wide canopy over an entrance door and dirty windows to the front elevation. It was built almost entirely of old timber that had warped and aged. The only change in construction material lay on the sagging roof; mismatched slate tiles. There was a porch area that ran the full length of the front of the house, enclosed by wooden railings that had eroded over time, leaving gaps in their perimeter. Whilst not quite in a state of disrepair, it certainly felt aged and forgotten.

      ‘Do you think anyone lives in here?’ Kim asked.

      ‘Doesn’t look like it,’ Craig said. ‘Looks abandoned.’

      ‘Looks creepy,’ Ashley said.

      ‘So, do we go around it?’ Craig asked.

      ‘Of course,’ Kim said.

      Tim took a step forward. ‘Actually,’ he said, ‘I think we should go in.’
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      ‘Are you fucking nuts?’ Kim asked, unsure if she had heard Tim properly. ‘What possible reason could we have to go in there?’

      ‘Craig is in bad shape,’ he said. ‘And we need to take a break anyway. Why not get out of the cold?’

      ‘What happened to the plan of pushing on and only stopping in clearings?’

      ‘This looks clear enough to me.’

      ‘But we don’t need to go inside,’ she said. ‘If we need to take a break, we can just do it out here.’

      ‘What if there’s someone in there?’ Ashley asked.

      ‘It doesn’t look like it’s been lived in for a while,’ Craig said. ‘Seems empty.’

      ‘We don’t know that,’ Kim said. ‘Hell, it could even belong to that guy who was missing his face.’

      Kim was just throwing out excuses as to why they shouldn’t go in. Not that she should have needed them, surely common sense dictated they stay away?

      ‘Or maybe whoever hurt him lives here,’ Ashley added, which was another good point. ‘It might belong to the man I saw.’

      Just hearing that made Kim’s skin crawl. The thought of someone out there, keeping tabs on them, watching their moments, gave her the creeps. She hugged herself tightly and looked around the area, seeing nothing but darkness between the trees.

      ‘If you even saw someone,’ Tim said.

      Kim saw the hurt in her friend’s eyes. This fucking trip has been a catastrophe, she thought to herself.

      ‘I did see someone,’ Ashley said.

      ‘Regardless, we keep going,’ Kim said. ‘That was the plan before, so are we agreed now?’

      ‘No,’ Tim argued. ‘I’m going in, and I’m going to see if there are supplies or anything else we can use. There might even be something we can use to bandage up and support Craig’s ankle. Hell, they may even have means to contact town.’

      ‘Oh come on,’ Kim said, throwing up her hands in exacerbation. ‘Can you see any phone lines around? We’re in the middle of the fucking woods. There’s no phone in there.’

      ‘I’m still going in,’ Tim said. ‘You can all wait out here if you want.’

      Kim couldn’t believe what he was saying. It made absolutely no sense. Worse yet; he actually started walking up the incline towards the house.

      ‘Are you fucking nuts?’ she said. He had been as eager as she was to get out of here, now he wanted to stop and take a look around?

      ‘Tim,’ Ashley pleaded, ‘please come back.’

      ‘Come with me,’ he said, without looking back. ‘It’ll be okay. I promise.’

      Kim heard rustling and saw Craig fishing his own flashlight from his backpack, juggling with the heavy branch he had being using as a makeshift walking aid.

      ‘Tell me you aren’t going as well?’ she asked.

      ‘I’m not leaving you,’ he said, ‘but if he’s going in there, then we’re going to need a light.’ He clicked on his beam and shone it up to Tim, who kept moving forward.

      ‘What do we do?’ Ashley asked.

      Kim wanted to tell her that they would just carry on, that Tim could go to hell, but the truth was that he was the only one that really knew the way out of here. They could follow the trail, sure, but if it deviated or branched off and they picked the wrong direction, then they had no hope of getting out of here tonight. If at all.

      ‘We either go in after him or wait out here until he’s done,’ Craig said.

      The three looked at each other, considering their options.

      Tim was at the front entrance now, shining the beam through the glass section of the door.

      ‘What do you see?’ Craig called up to him.

      ‘Looks empty,’ he called back. Kim saw his hand reach up and take hold of the handle. She held her breath as he twisted it.

      The door slowly swung open.

      He turned to face them, waiting. ‘Coming?’

      ‘Fuck it,’ Craig said. ‘We’re better off together. Let’s be honest, if someone does want to hurt us, we have a better chance with him.’

      That didn’t sit well with Kim, but she knew Craig might be right. It was Tim who had saved them from the faceless man, as much as Ashley might not like the way he had done it, and there was a chance they would need to see that side of him again. Separating from Tim wasn’t going to help their chances.

      ‘Yeah, fine,’ Kim said, letting out a sigh, ‘Let’s go. I still don’t like it, though.’

      She dug out her own flashlight and clicked it on. Ashley followed and did the same.

      Craig turned to Tim. ‘We’re coming up,’ he yelled. Tim gave them a thumbs-up and rested his body against the jamb of the door.

      ‘You know, Ashley,’ Kim said, ‘I can’t really weigh up your boyfriend. He can swing from being a hero to an absolute prick in an instant.’

      Ashley didn’t respond.

      They made their way up to meet Tim and, as they approached, Kim saw the house in closer detail. The guttering was loose, and in some cases hanging off completely, and the timber slats that horizontally lined the walls were faded, some sections completely overgrown with a dark mould.

      She also noticed a horrible, sour smell.

      The whole place was like something time had forgotten, left behind to fester and ruin.

      Kim shone her beam through one of the large windows, the one farthest to the left-hand side of the house, and saw what appeared to be a dining room inside. It was cluttered with old furniture; a sloping bookshelf lined one of the walls, half-filled with books, and a large dining table sat in the middle of the room with a filthy tablecloth over it. It looked to be ornate lace, maybe once of good quality, but now ragged and stained. Plates were set around the table, some with food left on them.

      Raw animal meat of some kind.

      And it looked relatively fresh.

      ‘Hold on,’ she said, piecing it together. ‘Someone does live here. Look.’

      Ashley peered in beside her.

      ‘They’ve been eating,’ Kim said.

      Craig looked in next, hobbling up next to them, using the thick branch as support. ‘Doesn’t seem like it has been sitting out too long. Someone was eating something here fairly recently.’

      ‘I don’t like it,’ Kim said.

      ‘We’ll be quick,’ Tim replied, sounding impatient, and entered the house.

      Kim sighed, trying to restrain her anger. ‘Prick,’ she muttered.

      They followed Tim inside and entered into an open hallway area. Running up to the first floor was a set of stairs that at one time could have looked quite grand. Now they looked as creaky and aged as the rest of the house. The internal doors were all bare timber that was also withered and worn.

      ‘Now what?’ Craig asked.

      ‘We look around,’ Tim said, seeming impatient.

      ‘So where do we start?’

      Tim shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’

      Kim shook her head. ‘You don’t know? You were eager enough to get in here.’ Wanting to get it over with, she chose the door on the right-hand side of the hallway and pointed. ‘That one,’ she said. ‘We start in there.’

      Craig led the way, hopping forward. Each time he landed, a dull echo from the hollow floor reverberated through the house. If they wanted to keep things quiet, then they were out of luck. Craig pushed open the door, slowly, and it creaked as it opened. They huddled together and entered what appeared to be a library or study of sorts.

      A large, heavy-looking bookshelf stood against the wall opposite the window, and the remaining walls were lined with shelving. Old looking books, some leather-bound, some little more than clumped together scraps of paper, filled the case and shelves. Clearly, the residents were voracious readers, or liked to pretend they were.

      There was also an old writing desk and single chair set next to the window. The desk top was littered with piles of paper that seemed filled with sketches and notes, as well as an open book or journal of some kind.

      ‘No one in here,’ Kim said. ‘And nothing we can use.’

      She turned to leave, but Craig slowly made his way inside.

      ‘Hold on,’ he said, scanning the room.

      ‘What?’ Kim said. ‘It’s just junk.’

      ‘These books aren’t like anything I’ve ever seen before,’ he said, sweeping the beam of his torch along their spines.

      ‘So? They read rubbish, big deal.’ Kim just wanted to move onto the next room already, then get the hell out of here.

      ‘Some are foreign. Not even a language I know.’

      ‘Again, big deal. There are loads of languages you don’t know. Hell, sometimes even English escapes you.’

      ‘Funny,’ he said, still looking over the bookshelves.

      ‘All right, Craig,’ Kim insisted, ‘let’s go.’

      Thankfully, he seemed to listen to reason and, rather reluctantly, followed them out of the room.

      ‘Now where?’ he asked.

      Kim thought it pointless to look in the dining room; they had viewed that from outside and had seen nothing of use or value, other than plates of raw meat. As hungry as she was, Kim didn’t see herself eating that. ‘Let’s go to the back,’ she said. ‘The kitchen is probably through there. If they do have any first aid or anything, that might be where they keep it.’

      She looked to Tim to lead the way, but he simply stood aside and gestured, rather grandly, for her to go first.

      ‘Not really a gentlemanly move, considering the circumstances,’ she told him. He didn’t budge, though, so she shook her head and continued on, past the stairs and to a set of double doors that led to the back of the property. She carefully pushed the doors open to reveal a mess of a kitchen. Units that were perhaps once white were dingy and yellow, drawers and cupboard doors missing. Crusty, dirty plates and dishes were piled up on the countertop, and beside them sat a chopping board and large knife, both stained with blood.

      Stepping farther inside brought them into a big, open area that lined the back of the house. The kitchen connected to a second dining area with another table; this one filled with junk.

      The horrible stench Kim had detected upon entering the house increased tenfold, and Kim brought her hands up to cover her mouth.

      ‘What’s that smell?’ Ashley asked.

      ‘Something’s rotten,’ Craig said.

      ‘I think I’m gonna throw up,’ Kim added, meaning it. Her stomach was churning.

      ‘Let’s just be quick,’ Ashley said, prompting them to look around.

      Rifling through the kitchen units, Kim could find nothing of interest, only cutlery and kitchenware—most of it aged and almost antique. All of it horribly, horribly filthy. How anyone lived in such a way was beyond her. A window overlooking the back of the house sat above a large steel sink, and she crept towards it with a horrible feeing someone was out there. She cast her torchlight out, worried she would see someone standing there, but saw only the dark, ominous woods.

      ‘This is pointless,’ she said.

      ‘Just be patient,’ Tim responded, sounding annoyed.

      ‘This is interesting,’ Craig said, drawing their attention. He was standing over the far side of the room, resting on the upturned branch, looking into an open door.

      ‘What is it?’ Kim asked. They all made their way over and looked through the open door.

      Kim gasped.

      The room was a shrine of death; animal bodies hung from the ceiling, cut from throat to genitals, their empty stomachs pulled wide open, revealing where their insides once were. They were deer mostly, but the bones of some smaller animals littered the floor.

      ‘That’s horrible,’ Ashley said. ‘Those poor animals.’

      ‘Well,’ Craig said, ‘people have to eat. But I’m more interested in that.’

      He pointed beyond the animals to the back of the room, to something that Kim had also noticed. There was another door, in effect making the room little more than a squat corridor, but the door was not like any other they had seen in the house. It was made of strong-looking oak, and the fact that it was chained shut was very troubling.

      ‘Yeah,’ Kim said. ‘Very weird. It doesn’t matter, though. We’ve looked and can’t find anything, so let’s leave.’

      ‘Yeah,’ Ashley said. ‘I definitely agree with that.’

      Kim pulled at Craig’s sleeve, trying to pull him back, but he stared rapt at the door. He cocked his head a little.

      ‘Come on,’ she insisted.

      ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘It’s just…’

      ‘Just what?’

      Then Kim heard it, too, and her body froze.

      It can’t have been.

      ‘What is it?’ Ashley asked.

      Kim listened intently, hoping and praying she wouldn’t hear it again, but somehow knowing she would.

      And she did.

      This time, they all did.

      ‘Oh my God,’ Ashley said with a soft, shaky voice. ‘Jesus Christ.’

      Kim had no words.

      She just wanted to get the hell out of there and run, but she knew instantly that they were going to have to find a way to get that door open, as much as she really didn’t want to.

      The sound came through again, muffled by the door, but still clear enough to hear.

      It was the sound of a child.

      Crying for help.

      ‘Hello?’ Craig yelled.

      The cries and sniffles ramped up, triggered by Craig’s voice. They then turned to eligible words.

      ‘Please,’ the child’s voice said, ‘I need help. I’m trapped down here. They have me trapped. Please let me out. Please. I’ll be good, I promise.’

      ‘Fuck,’ Craig said, still trying to grasp what was happening.

      ‘What do we do?’ Ashley asked.

      Kim already knew the answer. Whereas before, when they had seen the faceless man, her instinct had been to run and leave him, but this was different. They had to get in there, somehow, and help. This was a child, so there was no way they could leave him here. Her mind raced, thinking of what kind of monster would keep a child prisoner. Perhaps the same kind who would rip off a man’s face and leave him for dead. Hell, maybe it was that man himself, maybe Tim had been right to bash his head in. Still, she felt panicked. The events of earlier scared her, made her feel like she was in danger, but now it felt like the danger was here, that it was imminent.

      The chains on the door looked thick and strong, even if they had rusted a little. They all wrapped together around a single, large padlock. Without a key, getting access would be tricky, if not impossible.

      ‘Please help,’ the boy pleaded again, and then said something that made Kim’s heart rate spike. Words that confirmed to her they were all in terrible, immediate danger.

      ‘They’re going to eat me.’
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      Ashley was terrified.

      She couldn’t really make sense of what they’d all heard. On the one hand, it was simple, a child was trapped in there and he needed help. But what he’d said, that was what didn’t make sense. Not in the real world. Hearing that, coupled with what they’d already experienced today, made her want to give up, drop down, and assume the foetal position.

      ‘We need to get in there,’ Craig said. He dropped the branch and began pulling uselessly at the chains.

      Ashley knew he was right, but she couldn’t get past what the boy had said.

      They’re going to eat me.

      What was a sane person supposed to do with that? Her thoughts jumped back to the faceless man they had found earlier. Considering the state he was in, Ashley had little doubt the residents of this place were the ones responsible. And it was more than one person, Ashley was sure of that now, because the boy had said so. He had used the plural.

      They.

      No wonder the man, without eyes or a face, had been so eager to fight. For all he knew, he was fighting for his life.

      Which meant they all were now.

      The clanking of the chains drew Ashley back to the moment, but Craig was making no headway.

      ‘So how do we get in?’ he asked desperately.

      ‘I think we leave it,’ Tim said.

      All three turned to face him.

      ‘You can’t be serious,’ Craig said. ‘Jesus, Tim, there’s a kid in there.’

      ‘Leave it alone,’ Tim said, almost ignoring Craig’s comment. ‘There’s nothing but trouble down there.’ He stepped away, back into the kitchen. ‘Come on,’ he said, waving them toward him. ‘Let’s keep looking.’

      Ashley couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She again thought back to the words she and Tim had shared earlier and how happy it had made her. But he was not the same man she thought she was in love with.

      It seemed Tim was not that man at all.

      Perhaps he never had been.

      ‘We aren’t leaving a kid in there,’ Kim said.

      ‘You should listen to me,’ he said. ‘If you’d have listened earlier, we wouldn’t be in this mess.’

      ‘No,’ Kim said, ‘we are not abandoning him.’

      ‘There has to be a key,’ Craig said, turning back to the task at hand. ‘For the padlock. Maybe it’s close by.’

      ‘We should search the kitchen,’ Kim said.

      The three of them filtered out of the small room, and Ashley noted that Tim wouldn’t even look at them as they passed. She stopped next to him.

      ‘Tim,’ she said. ‘How can you be so careless?’

      ‘How can you be so stupid?’ he answered coldly.

      The comment stung. ‘I... I don’t understand. Help me to understand. What’s going on?’

      ‘Like I said. You didn’t listen to me before. And you’re ignoring me now. So, if you’re all so eager to bring more trouble down on you, go right ahead.’

      ‘But it’s a child,’ she said. ‘And it was you that wanted to come in here in the first place.’

      He just shrugged. ‘I don’t like it,’ he said and walked away, back to the hallway door. She thought he was going to walk through, but he simply leaned against the jamb like he had done outside.

      She couldn’t understand him, and her mind was reeling, but she knew she needed to focus on the immediate issue. They needed to find the key, if it was here, and get the hell out.

      She joined Kim and Craig in their search, sifting through drawers and cupboards, searching frantically. Ashley had a feeling they didn’t have long before whoever lived here returned.

      Come on, she prayed. Come on, come on, come on.

      Then she pulled open the bottom drawer, one filled with scraps of paper, old photos, and other junk. As she pushed around the rubbish, she saw it slide into view; a large, iron key.

      She snatched it up. ‘Is this it?’

      Craig quickly hobbled over. ‘Might be,’ he said, taking it from her grasp. She and Kim followed him back over to the door, but Tim stayed where he was.

      Craig put the key to the lock and, thankfully, it slid into place easily. He jiggled and turned it, and the loop at the top sprang open.

      ‘It worked,’ he said, pulling away the lock and dropping it to the floor with a heavy thud. ‘Just hold on,’ he yelled through the door. ‘We’re coming in to get you. We’ll get you out of there, buddy, I promise.’

      The child didn’t respond at all, and that didn’t sit well with Ashley, but she was too concerned with getting in there to give it too much thought.

      She watched as Craig quickly pulled the chains loose, and they dropped to the floor alongside the padlock. He wasted no time pulling open the door, and a breeze of cold air hit them. Through the door, in the darkness, Ashley could make out a set of creaky wooden steps running down into the black void below. A wave of sickening stench rose up and hit them.

      ‘Hello?’ Craig yelled down. His voice echoed, but no one responded.

      ‘Little boy?’ Kim added. ‘We opened the door, you can come up. We’ll get you out of here.’

      Still nothing.

      This seems wrong, Ashley thought to herself.

      ‘I’m going down,’ Craig said.

      ‘Wait,’ Ashley replied, instinctively grabbing him.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Why isn’t he responding?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ Craig said, ‘but that’s why I’m worried. Maybe he’s really hurt.’

      ‘It’s just... isn’t it strange?’

      ‘This whole thing is strange, Ashley,’ Craig said. ‘In fact, it is beyond strange. But that doesn’t mean we leave a little kid down there.’

      Ashley nodded and looked to the floor, embarrassed, and felt her cheeks flush. How could she let fear override her compassion like that, especially towards one so innocent and helpless? They’d all heard the little boy’s cries, so there was no doubt he was down there.

      Even so, given the boy’s silence, and Tim’s reluctance to help, and his warning to leave it all alone, something seemed very wrong to Ashley.

      ‘I’m going down,’ Craig said. Despite the brave gesture, Ashley saw it plastered all over his sweaty face; he was scared as well.

      ‘No,’ Kim said. She bent down and plucked up the heavy branch that Craig had earlier dropped. ‘We go together. Ashley, you coming?’

      Ashley closed her eyes, took a breath, then nodded.

      And so they descended. Craig took the lead, slowly creeping down the steps with his torch lighting the way. The stairs were simple wooden slats, but because there was no handrail, Ashley felt off balance, like she could easily fall over the side at any moment. The beam eventually found a dirt floor, and as it swept up, she could see that the walls surrounding the basement were stone. Not shaped or carved, but random sections wedged together in wire mesh casing, holding back the ground outside. Streaks of old and new water lined the stone, and it was clear that whoever lived here felt no need to damp-proof the area.

      Craig swept the beam around the room, looking for the child, but instead found something else.

      Something horrible.

      Ashley took a sharp intake of breath.

      If she had been scared before, what she saw here took things to a whole new level. It was reminiscent of the room upstairs, the one where animal carcasses hung from the ceiling.

      Things hung from the ceiling here, too, but they were not animals.

      These dead things were once very much human, all strung up and hanging upside down. Those that still had arms had their hands bound together.

      ‘What the fuck,’ Craig uttered.

      After seeing the morbid scene of death and desecration, Ashley doubled over and vomited.

      The hanging bodies were in various stages of decomposition, and some were so stripped of flesh that they were little more than skeletal. Where flesh still remained on others, it had withered and yellowed. The skin on the heads had shrunk, pulling back over the skull, lips twisted up into a grimace. The eyes, where there were eyes, bulged out from sunken eyelids.

      Some of the bodies were men, some were women, but worse, some were...

      Ashley vomited again.

      ‘We need to get out of here,’ she heard Kim say, her voice now small and quiet, like a scared child.

      Craig didn’t reply, but she could hear him start to hyperventilate.

      Ashley got to her feet, legs feeling like they were going to melt away beneath her, and took Kim’s hand. ‘Let’s go. Now.’

      ‘But…’ Craig said, casting around the beam of light, ‘where’s the—’

      He didn’t finish the sentence, because the beam stopped on another monstrous sight. This one standing in the corner of the room.

      And very much alive.

      Ashley screamed at the hulking monster that stood so tall it had to hunch over to fit beneath the basement ceiling. It must have been over eight feet tall, grotesquely fat and bulbous, wearing little more than rags. Where pectorals should have been, swollen, bloated pockets of fat spilled over the rotund gut. Whatever it was, it was disgusting, the repulsion made worse by its face, which looked cherubic.

      The thing was mostly bald, with only small tufts of fair hair scattered about its scalp. It had big cheeks and tiny, beady eyes. Its mouth, however, looked wrong. Too large, too wide, and as it pulled back its lips into a smile, Ashley saw that its yellowed teeth were short and stumpy.

      ‘Oh look,’ it said in the same childlike voice they’d heard through the door. ‘People have come to play.’
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      They were in his home now.

      The family home.

      This was good.

      He’d worried things would go wrong, especially after he’d been seen earlier, but everything had worked out well for him. However, he was confused at the silence. If they were inside, then he should be able to hear them screaming; a symphony of pain and terror. Had the family left the house unattended?

      Regardless, at least they were inside, trapped like flies in a web.

      Helpless.

      Waiting to be devoured.

      They just didn’t know it yet.

      Then he heard a faint scream that seemed to come from the basement below.

      A lopsided smile formed over his cracked lips.

      They knew it now.

      He surveyed the area and saw the rest of the family silently making their way through the trees towards the house. Father saw him and waved.

      He was excited now, truly excited, almost giddy.

      This was it.

      Now it was time.
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      The hulking figure took a heavy step forward. As it did, Ashley saw rolls of fat drop down over his ankles.

      ‘Goodie, goodie,’ it said, still with that childlike voice. ‘Come to Henry.’

      Ashley screamed again, and Kim joined her. Craig looked horrified as well, but was making no sound. They all began backing up.

      The monstrous man lifted an inhumanly heavy arm and pointed a fat finger at Craig.

      ‘You,’ he said. ‘You get to play first.’

      That was the catalyst for them all to flee as one. Turning on their heels, they rushed for the stairs, bolting up them as fast as they could. Craig, with his injured ankle, was slower, but both Ashley and Kim made sure to each take a hand and drag him along. Kim threw the thick length of wood she had been carrying at the thing, but her throw was weak and it didn’t reach its target.

      They clattered up the stairs, feet hitting the timber with loud thuds. The wood creaked ominously beneath them, and Ashley prayed the stairs didn’t break and send them tumbling down below to be trapped with that thing.

      She could hear it waddle quickly after them, its footsteps a mix of shuffling and heavy slapping as its bare feet hit the dirt.

      She allowed herself a look over her should and saw the thing that called itself Henry was already at the bottom of the stairs, smiling up at them, as if all of this were some kind of game.

      ‘Can’t run,’ he said. ‘Nope. Can’t, can’t, can’t. Nowhere to go.’ He licked his lips, sloppily, and began his ascent. The three of them spilled through the door at the top and Kim slammed it shut. They heard the beast run quickly up the steps with loud thuds, seemingly moving far too quickly for something of that size.

      Craig thrust himself against the door to brace it. ‘Help me,’ he said.

      Ashley and Kim both pushed against it as well, readying for the force that was about to work against them.

      ‘Tim,’ Ashley yelled, ‘we need help.’

      She turned to look back into the kitchen, expecting to see him still leaning against the door frame, but he was gone. ‘Tim,’ she yelled again, louder this time.

      The booming footsteps reached the top and stopped.

      They all waited.

      The handle slowly turned, and the door pushed against them gently. Craig pushed back, clicking the latch back into place.

      They heard the hulk laugh from the other side of the door. It was a disturbing, high-pitched titter. Like a child enjoying an exciting game.

      ‘Can’t keep me in here,’ he said. ‘Ma and Pa tried, but you’ve let me out. They won’t be happy, but the chains are off now. That means I’m allowed to come out.’

      All three tensed up and readied themselves.

      But it was useless.

      The door was shoved open with such force they were all thrown to the floor and slid out to the kitchen. When Ashley regained her orientation, she looked up to see that the door was open and Henry was coming through. He almost looked too big to fit through the frame, and her heart raced as she hoped he would be, but those hopes were crushed as he hunched down and squeezed himself through with a grunt. They all backed up as quickly as they could and got to their feet as Henry began to advance towards them.

      ‘What do we do?’ Kim asked, frantic.

      Henry laughed again, another excitable titter.

      ‘Run,’ Ashley said. ‘We have to outrun it.’

      ‘Oh,’ it said, still smiling. ‘Are you going to hide? Should I come find you? Sounds like fun.’

      Ashley had experienced many different levels of fear over the course of the day, but what she was seeing now eclipsed all that.

      ‘Fuck it,’ Craig said, ‘run.’

      They turned and bolted, but the thing was quick to react. It squealed in delight and bounded forward, moving quickly across the kitchen. Ashley and Kim managed to get through the door to the hallway, but heard a gasp, then a scream.

      They turned to see that Henry had hold of Craig, one arm wrapped around his waist. The brute quickly hoisted the blonde man up like a rag doll. Or, Ashley thought, like a kid holding a teddy bear.

      Henry began to laugh excitedly.

      ‘See,’ he said. ‘I told you that you would be first, little man.’

      He laughed again and began to bounce up and down, shaking Craig as he did.

      ‘Help,’ Craig screamed, kicking wildly, his feet not even touching the floor. ‘Please, help me.’

      His face was pale and his eyes were wide in absolute fear. Ashley had never seen a human look so terrified in real life.

      ‘Craig!’ Kim yelled, horrified.

      Ashley didn’t know what to do. It had been scary enough when the faceless man had grabbed Craig earlier, but this? This was something else. There was absolutely nothing they could do to help Craig against the giant freak of nature.

      Henry then turned Craig, who was still dangling in mid-air, to face him, and wrapped another bulbous arm around him. ‘Want to know what I do when I catch people who try to hide?’ Henry asked.

      ‘Please,’ Craig begged. ‘Just let me go. I won’t tell anyone about this place, I promise. Leave us alone and we will never come back.’

      ‘But I don’t want you to leave me alone,’ Henry said. ‘That would make me angry.’

      ‘Just don’t hurt me,’ Craig said.

      ‘Hurt you?’ Henry asked, feigning confusion. Then a mischievous smile formed over his lips. ‘You mean, like this?’

      He squeezed Craig suddenly and violently, pulling his arms in tight like a bear hug, engulfing Craig into his mass. Craig let out a horrible shriek of agony and the monster laughed even more. It slowly relaxed its grip, but, even so, Craig still screamed and writhed. He began to cough violently.

      ‘Please,’ he pleaded weakly. ‘Let me go.’

      Ashley had no idea what kind of damage had been done, but the thing seemed incomprehensibly strong. He might have cracked Craig’s ribs, or worse.

      ‘No,’ it said, its face turning into a frown. ‘So stop asking.’

      ‘Please,’ Craig begged. In response, Henry squeezed him again, eliciting more screams.

      ‘You’ll make me angry,’ he said, before again easing up. ‘Just like my brother did, and you should have seen what I did to him. So, if you don’t want the same to happen to you, then you need to shut up. And do what I tell you. Okay?’

      Craig was just a whimpering mess, and he dangled helplessly from Henry’s grasp. Henry squeezed yet again, causing more howls of pain.

      ‘I said, okay?’

      ‘Yes,’ Craig answered as tears streamed down his face. ‘Yes, yes. Okay.’

      ‘Good,’ Henry said, a smile returning to his face. ‘If you’re good, then I might let you pick out your own place to stay in here. Most of the others in the basement just get put wherever. Won’t it be nice to choose where you live?’

      Ashley thought of the bodies of the dead that hung from the ceiling in the basement, and Craig must have realised the same thing. He began to weep, drawing more laughter from the enormous hulk.

      ‘They always cry,’ he said and then looked over to Ashley and Kim. ‘You will too. Both of you.’

      They both took a step back.

      ‘Don’t leave me,’ Craig begged, seeing their movement.

      ‘Oh, don’t worry,’ Henry said. ‘They aren’t going anywhere. If they try, I’ll catch them too. You’ll all be together here with me and my family.’

      ‘And where are the rest of your family?’ Kim asked.

      ‘Out looking for my brother,’ he said. Then added, in a conspiratorial whisper: ‘They won’t find him, though. When they asked where I left him, I lied.’

      He laughed, evidently pleased with himself.

      ‘What do we do?’ Ashley whispered to Kim. A recurring question, she realised, since entering these damn woods.

      Craig was staring at them both through tear-filled eyes, and he began to sob loudly, pleading with them to help him. Or at the very least, not abandon him. Ashley’s stomach knotted up. She knew there was nothing they could do for him, and they’d die if they tried. So, did that mean she had already decided to leave Craig for dead? Was she that selfish and careless?

      And, if the situation was reversed, she wondered if the others leave her as well?

      ‘Tim?’ she called out, yelling out of pure desperation. She didn’t know where the hell he was or what he was doing, but he was the only hope she could think of. If any of them had a chance of saving Craig, it was Tim. They needed the same person who had so sickened her earlier, the person who had smashed the man’s head open with a rock.

      She couldn’t agree with what he’d done. In fact, it downright scared her, but she needed him now. They all did. Hell, seeing the danger they were all in, maybe he had been right in his actions.

      But Tim didn’t answer. He had seemingly abandoned them.

      Ashley heard Henry’s childlike laugh again.

      ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘I guess it’s time for me to catch you two as well.’ He lifted Craig up before him like a toddler. ‘You, stay here.’

      With that, he kept one arm around Craig’s back, but put the meaty forearm of his other against Craig’s chest. In one, sudden motion the monster tensed, curling one arm in and pushing the other out.

      Ashley jumped at the sound of the sickening crack as Craig was instantly bent backwards. This time, Craig didn’t just scream, he wailed. His cries were so loud, so raw, it sounded as if he would continue with ever-rising intensity until his heart gave out. Henry had a big smile on his face, obviously pleased with his work, and dropped Craig to the floor like a sack of meat. Craig continued to scream and scream and scream, barely taking a breath. His eyes were wide, and Ashley saw veins pop up in his throat and forehead as his face went bright red.

      His arms and legs twitched slightly, but he didn’t move.

      ‘No!’ Kim yelled. ‘Craig!’

      Craig’s only response was to continue screaming, staring at nothing. Ashley couldn’t comprehend what kind of pain he was in, but it was enough that he had lost all notion of them even being there and was only able to focus on the pain. No words, just a long, continuous, guttural screech.

      Ashley grabbed Kim’s hand and pulled her back, knowing if they had any chance of survival, they needed to run.

      Now.

      Sobbing, Kim resisted Ashley, taking half a step towards her boyfriend.

      ‘Baby?’ she said. Craig gave no response, just continued with his screams, over and over.

      The thing then took a big stride forward, over Craig, and planted a large foot onto the floor.

      ‘He won’t be going anywhere,’ Henry declared. ‘Now, which one of you wants to come see me first.? He grinned, running a fat, wet tongue over his thin lips.

      Kim then gave up any resistance and let Ashley pull her away. The two girls sprinted through the hallway, to the entrance, and spilled out of the still-open front door.

      Then the girls stopped dead with a shriek.

      They weren’t alone.
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      The surrounding area, dark before, was now illuminated by flaming torches held by a group of people who stood outside of the old house.

      The residents, Ashley guessed.

      There were four in total, all of them standing still, patiently watching the girls. They didn’t look surprised in the least to see them.

      Ashley felt like Goldilocks getting caught red-handed by the returning bears. These bears, though, seemed distinctly more sinister.

      A man and woman, the oldest-looking of the group, stood centrally between two others. The man had a big, bushy grey beard, and his skin was as pale as ash. The hair on his head was scraggly and patchy, in contrast to the thick beard that covered the lower portion of his face. One eye hung considerably lower than the other, and she could just make out through the facial hair that he had a severe cleft lip, one that split up to his bent nose. He wore a faded shirt beneath dirty blue overalls.

      The woman next to him, roughly in her fifties, was short, stout, and sturdy. She wore a petticoat and apron, and she had grey hair fixed up in a bun. Her checks sagged and her face was littered with small, angry-looking growths and lumps.

      The two on either side were younger. Next to the oldest man stood a girl, who looked to be in her thirties, and was painfully skinny, almost skeletal. Her dirty blonde hair was thin, showing scalp, and one eye was completely white, without any pupil.

      Lastly, there was another man, and Ashley realised immediately that it was his face she had seen earlier, peeking out from behind the tree. He was also lithe, though his bare arms were quite defined, and Ashley saw that he only had three fingers on each hand. All but him held a flaming torch above them; thick sticks wrapped in cloth at the head that had been set alight.

      The glow from the torches cast an eerie, flickering yellow hue over the group.

      ‘What do we have here?’ the oldest man asked in a gravelly voice.

      ‘You been in our home without permission?’ the woman, who Ashley presumed was his wife, added with a sneering smile.

      Ashley still heard the booming footsteps of that beast, Henry, as he thudded towards them from behind. Ashley and Kim quickly ran left, towards the far side of the porch, as the giant man squeezed himself through the door.

      ‘Damn it,’ the eldest man said, ‘did you let him out?’

      The hulk laughed.

      ‘Now, Henry,’ the older woman said, ‘you lied to us. David wasn’t where you said he would be, was he?’

      ‘Ma, David had it coming,’ Henry said.

      ‘We’ll deal with this later,’ the man said. ‘Ted told us where you left your brother, but right now we have other matters at hand. After all, we don’t want to be rude to our new guests.’

      ‘Of course,’ the old woman said, ‘where are my manners?’

      ‘Who are you people?’ Kim asked.

      ‘We live here,’ the man said, taking a step forward. He scratched at his beard. ‘That’s our home you were walking around in, as if you owned it.’

      ‘We’re sorry,’ Ashley said. ‘We didn’t know, we just—’

      He cut her off with a dismissive wave of his hand. ‘My name is Benjamin, or Ben. This here is my wife, Adela. That young man is Ted, and the girl is Claudia.’ The young woman gave a clumsy curtsey.

      ‘Very good, Claudia,’ the mother said. ‘Always good to show manners.’

      ‘And that,’ Benjamin said, pointing to the brute in the doorway, ‘is Henry. But I think you may have already met. We’re the Webb family.’

      That name sounded horribly familiar to Ashley, and she recalled the urban legend Tim had told earlier. But that was just a story, it couldn’t really be true, could it?

      ‘Let us go,’ Ashley said. ‘Please, just let us get our friends and leave. We won’t tell anyone about you. Or what happened here.’

      ‘And what did happen here?’ Ben asked.

      Kim jumped in this time, with anger in her voice. ‘You killed people. You have them strung up like meat in your basement. Or left in the woods to die, like the man whose face you ripped off.’

      Ben straightened up and looked to his wife. She shook her head and looked over to Henry, who laughed.

      ‘Seems we have a bit of a problem,’ the man said. ‘Whether you plan to tell anyone about us or not, well, that don’t really matter.’

      ‘Yeah,’ the younger man, Ted, said. ‘See, been a long time since we had visitors.’

      ‘Too long,’ Adela agreed.

      ‘And we like to be good hosts,’ Ben said. ‘Can’t let you go just yet. Not without putting on a good, hearty meal.’

      ‘We aren’t hungry,’ Kim said.

      ‘Doesn’t matter,’ he replied, smiling. ‘You won’t be eating.’

      The family all erupted into laughter, as if what he had said was the funniest thing in the world. Ashley felt her stomach drop to the floor, and she couldn’t stop from shaking.

      ‘Been a long time since we ate,’ Ted said.

      ‘There seems to be plenty for you to go at in the basement,’ Kim argued. Ashley heard her friend’s voice break, fear cutting through the anger. She looked over to Kim and saw tears streaming down her face.

      ‘Old meat,’ Ted said, dismissively. ‘Not much good to us anymore. We have a certain need and are very particular about our food.’

      ‘Yeah,’ Adela chimed in. ‘It really has to be warm.’

      ‘And squirming,’ added Claudia, speaking her first words of the morbid conversation.

      ‘Please,’ Ashley begged. ‘Please, just let us go.’

      Ben again rubbed his beard. ‘You mentioned getting your friends. Who were you talking about?’

      ‘There’s another one inside,’ Henry said. ‘But he ain’t going nowhere.’

      The father nodded and looked to Ashley. ‘And who else?’

      Ashley paused. She had no idea where Tim had fled to, and she was angry, furious, that he had abandoned them, but if he was about to get away, she didn’t want to alert them to that. Maybe he could get help, if they could just survive for long enough. Right now, it looked like their only hope

      ‘No one,’ Ashley said. ‘Just us.’

      ‘Aw,’ Ted said. ‘That’s sweet. A lie though, ain’t it?’

      ‘No,’ Ashley said, then stopped. Of course he knew it was a lie, he was the one who had been following them for God knows how long. He knew about Tim. Hell, he’d probably watched as Tim cracked open the faceless man’s skull.

      ‘We know there’s someone else, silly girl,’ Ted said. ‘Mind telling us where he is?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ Ashley said, ‘honestly. He ran while we were still inside.’

      ‘Rather cowardly,’ Ted said.

      ‘Very,’ Kim added.

      ‘Can’t stand a coward,’ Ted said. ‘He seems to have let you all down.’

      The worst part about Ted’s cruel taunts was that he was absolutely right. The brave, honourable man she thought she knew, even if it had been for a relatively brief period, obviously didn’t exist in the real world; he was just a facade. A cover used to hide the real Tim, the coward beneath.

      Given his actions, she wondered if she could really hold out any hope of him contacting the police at all, or if he would just keep the whole thing quiet and let them die, all so that he wasn’t held accountable for what he’d done.

      It seemed Kim had been right about him; the man was a prick.

      ‘I’m here,’ a voice said, one that Ashley recognised. She turned to see Tim appear from around for the far side of the house. He stepped up onto the porch.

      ‘Tim,’ Ashley called.

      ‘It’s okay, I’m here,’ he said. He kept walking towards them.

      Initially, Ashley was thrilled, but suddenly she realised Tim was getting too close to Henry’s massive form. What was he planning? He couldn’t take on the brute, surely? Then Tim stopped, just beside the beast.

      Henry made no move to attack.

      ‘Tim?’ Ashley asked. Her mind was scrambling to make sense of what was going on. Something didn’t seem right. The whole family again burst into riotous laughter.

      Tim included.

      ‘What’s going on?’ Kim whispered to Ashley.

      ‘Sorry,’ Ben said. ‘Seems we have one more introduction to make. But, like Henry here, I think you’ve met this one before as well. In fact, I think you know him pretty intimately. This is our youngest, Timothy.’

      The group laughed again and Tim gave a big, theatrical wave. ‘Hi, girls.’
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      Ashley’s head was spinning, unable to comprehend what she was hearing.

      It didn’t make any sense. It couldn’t be true. None of this could be true. She felt light-headed, then her legs gave out and she dropped heavily to the wooden floor of the porch.

      ‘What the fuck are you talking about?’ Kim asked incredulously.

      ‘Exactly what I said,’ the oldest man said. ‘Timothy here is one of us. Always has been.’

      ‘Come on, Kim,’ Tim said. ‘You’re a bright one. Work it out. Do you think it was an accident we ended up out here?’

      ‘You didn’t even know about this place,’ Kim said. ‘You were as confused as any of us when you saw this fucking house.’

      Tim just shook his head. He actually looked disappointed. ‘Nope, not confused, just acting that way. You were all really easy to fool, by the way. You know that? All I had to do was come into your boring little lives and play the perfect boyfriend for Ashley. Then I planted the seeds for a small trip away, to get to know each other a little better, for Ashley’s sake. All with the hope of becoming one big, happy group of friends.’

      ‘Just to get us out here?’ Kim asked.

      ‘Of course,’ Tim said. ‘See, not a lot of people come into these woods. It’s pretty rare we get visitors who wander by of their own accord. Whether they realise it or not, people subconsciously avoid this place if they can help it. Didn’t you feel it when we crossed into the woods? That happens for a reason, and it’s been getting stronger and stronger over the years. Good for protection, not so much for visitors. So, we needed to be a little more creative with things, and getting people to come visit us out here is my job.’

      ‘And one you do well, every time,’ Ben said. ‘You do us proud, boy.’

      ‘Thanks, Dad,’ Tim said, gushing like a schoolboy.

      ‘You fucker,’ Kim said through gritted teeth.

      Tim shrugged. ‘Always had a mouth on you, Kim,’ he said. ‘But I do like your spirit. Truth be told, it was a shame it couldn’t have been you that I used. I think we’d have had more fun than I had with the little mouse on the floor over there.’

      ‘Fuck you,’ Kim said. ‘I’d never let you anywhere near me.’

      Tim laughed. ‘Well, not now, obviously. But I saw the signs. I’m good at reading people, Kim. You and Craig aren’t even together anymore, not in any real sense. Boyfriend and girlfriend? You two are a joke. How long has it been since you two actually liked each other? How long since you, you know?’ He made an ‘O’ with his thumb and forefinger on one hand, and thrust the forefinger of his other through it.

      ‘Go to hell,’ Kim said.

      ‘More insults. But I notice you didn’t answer or try to deny it. Face it, Kim, if I’d have tried, I could have had you. And I wanted to, believe me. You’re much more my type. But it would have made it difficult getting you all out here if I’d have come between whatever was left of you and Craig. The more people I bring home to meet the family, the better. No offence, but they’d have been most disappointed if I’d just turned up with you. You’re a pretty girl, and in good shape, but not exactly enough to fill a family of eight.’

      That confused Ashley, and it pulled her back from the mental abyss she was about to fall into. ‘Eight?’ she asked. ‘There are only six of you.’

      ‘Only six of us here,’ Tim said.

      Great, Ashley thought. If, by some chance, they did get away, then there were two more of those freaks running around out there somewhere.

      Unless they were in the house and had been the whole time.

      Kim grabbed hold of Ashley, pulling her to her feet. ‘Get up,’ she whispered.

      ‘Oh,’ Claudia said. ‘Getting ready to run, I think. Reckon you can get away? Think you can outrun us?’

      Tim snorted a laugh. ‘You can try, girls,’ he said. ‘But it would be useless. This is what we do.’

      ‘What?’ Kim asked. ‘Kill innocent people?’

      Tim shrugged. ‘A family’s gotta eat.’

      ‘Then eat fucking vegetables. Or deer. Or rabbit. Or anything but fucking people. How sick do you have to be to do this kind of thing? How did it even start?’

      Tim rolled his eyes. ‘Bit of a long story, that. One I’m not sure you’d believe.’

      ‘Try me,’ Kim said, pulling Ashley back a bit farther. There was a small gap in the porch railing behind them, Ashley noted, and she knew what Kim was planning.

      ‘No,’ Tim said, ‘I don’t think so. You’re stalling now. The shock has worn off, a little, and now you’re just playing for time.’

      ‘I’m trying to figure out what’s wrong with you people,’ Kim said. ‘I mean, look at you. What’s wrong with your faces? Is it some kind of inbreeding?’

      They all laughed again, like hyenas. ‘Well,’ Tim said, ‘now she really is hurling out the insults.’

      ‘Indeed she is,’ Benjamin said. ‘What do you take us for, animals? We ain’t sick like that.’

      ‘Then why do you look so... so...?’ Kim trailed off.

      ‘Why do we look the way we do?’ Ben asked, finishing her words. Kim nodded. ‘Bit of a side effect to what we do. That’s all.’

      ‘So,’ she said, pointing to Tim, ‘how come he doesn’t look like the rest of you?’

      At that, Tim’s smile fell. Of all the insults Kim had thrown, Ashley realised that one genuine question had actually struck a nerve.

      ‘All right,’ the father said, taking another step forward, ‘I think we’ve talked for long enough. Can only talk for so long before everything is said that needs to be said. Only one question left; are you gonna make this easy for us, or are you gonna run and make us work for our supper?’

      ‘Don’t forget Craig,’ Tim said to the girls, scowling. ‘Wouldn’t want to leave him behind. Think what would happen to him.’

      Ashley knew what Tim was doing, but regardless, it was working. Leaving their friend behind was still weighing heavily on her, but no matter which way she looked at it, Ashley just couldn’t see how they could help him. It made her sick and ashamed, but she knew they had to try to save themselves.

      It seemed Kim was in agreement.

      Ashley felt her friend quickly pull her away, hard enough that she almost lost her footing. They slipped through one of the gaps in the railings and bolted off into the woods.

      Ashley heard whooping and hollering from the family behind.

      ‘It’s settled,’ she heard Benjamin yell. ‘A hunt it is.’
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      The pain Craig felt from his spine was unlike anything he’d ever experienced before. Every breath, every twitch of muscle, caused it to flare up in an eruption of white-hot agony.

      He knew, without question, that his back was broken.

      Would he ever walk again?

      Would he ever move again?

      Hell, would he even live long enough to care?

      The floor of the kitchen on which he lay was filthy. He could see small animal carcass, rats or mice, under the stove; a long insect, a millipede, crawled over one. Funny the details you notice when your mind is about to break.

      Craig had managed to stop screaming, mostly because his throat was too sore to carry on. Instead, he simply moaned and mewled between breaths.

      Tears still rolled down his cheeks, but he couldn’t allow himself to fully sob, as the movement was too painful.

      So he wept motionless.

      In silence.

      As much as he could hope for a miracle, deep down he knew it was pointless. So, his mind, whether he wanted it to or not, was now coming to terms with his impending death.

      How had it all come to this?

      The weekend was supposed to be a new start for him. He had planned to rekindle things with Kim, to show her they were meant to be together and get things back on track. Also, they were supposed to be bringing a new friend fully into the fold, one who seemed to make Ashley happy, and Lord knows that had been a long time coming.

      The trip was supposed to be the start of a new chapter, a positive one.

      But it had turned into something straight out of a nightmare.

      No, worse than that, because you woke up from nightmares.

      It was real, and its effects were permanent.

      It had all started when they’d entered these woods and found the man with no face. And from there, things had only gotten worse.

      Finding this house. Finding the basement.

      And the thing in the basement.

      The hulking beast that called himself Henry didn’t make sense to him. He was just too big, both in height and girth. Surely, no human could be that big and still walk around so easily? His strength, too, seemed inhuman. The way he had snatched Craig up so effortlessly, like he was weightless, was terrifying.

      Craig remembered how the grotesque thing had squeezed him, pushing him into its rubbery, sour smelling skin. He was sure some ribs had been cracked, but the whole thing had seemed like a game to Henry. And then the hulk had, quickly and simply, snapped Craig’s back, like it was nothing.

      Craig could hear voices outside, one of them Kim’s, and one that sounded like Tim’s as well, but there were others too. Unrecognisable. Perhaps the people that lived here? It was as good a guess as any. He thought of Kim and Ashley running away, leaving him behind as Henry stepped over him.

      Like he was nothing more than dirty laundry on the floor.

      Seeing his friends flee so quickly, seeing his girlfriend leave him behind for dead without even looking back, hurt every bit as much as the physical pain he’d been put through.

      Did he mean so little to Kim?

      Then again, if he was honest with himself, he had a huge part to play in them being in this hellish situation anyway. He was the one who had insisted on going to check on the faceless man. He was the one who had insisted they try to talk that same enraged man down. On top of that, when he had seen Kim ready to swing the heavy branch, aiming squarely at the man’s head, Craig’s instinct was to stop that. He knew the damage it would do and didn’t want Kim to have a person’s death on her conscience. So, had taken the responsibility of protector on himself, taking the weapon from her and aiming it at the man’s back and ribs, hoping to avoid any permanent damage.

      It hadn’t helped.

      It had just fucked things up further.

      Even after all that, all that he had done, when they had heard the child’s voice through the door in the kitchen, he was the one who had insisted they find a way in, even though Tim was adamant that they leave well enough alone. Craig, again, had thought he knew best. Regardless of what anyone else thought, his way had to be right.

      And look what it had unleashed.

      Maybe his friends were right to leave him behind. If they did make an escape, they were probably better off without him.

      He would only hold them back.

      His thoughts were broken by excited yelling from outside; something was happening. He heard a male voice say something about a hunt. Then, quite clearly, ‘Go get them.’

      A few moments later, he heard multiple footsteps enter the house. One set in particular, booming and thunderous, was very recognisable.

      ‘Where is he?’ a male voice asked.

      ‘Kitchen,’ Henry answered. Craig still didn’t understand why his voice was how it was; so high-pitched and childlike. He was clearly fully grown, overgrown if anything, so why did his voice reflect that of a child?

      The footsteps moved towards the kitchen, and Craig held his breath as people entered. The first to appear was a man with a beard who smiled when he saw Craig. A woman with her hair in a bun followed, then Henry squeezed through the door. All of them looked odd, unnatural in some way. Henry’s oddities were obvious, but the man had a gap in his top lip that ran up and met a disjointed nose, and the woman seemed to have drooping eyes and horrible growths all over her skin.

      But there was one more person who entered. One that made no sense to Craig.

      Tim.

      He smiled and waved to Craig. ‘How’s it going, buddy?’

      Craig tried to speak, but the effort hurt. All that escaped was a low moan.

      ‘He looks a little confused,’ the man with the beard said.

      ‘Then he can stay confused,’ Tim said. ‘I’m not explaining it all again.’

      ‘He’s a handsome one,’ the woman said, stepping closer to Craig. Her dirty boots stopped just before his face. ‘Wonder if I should have a little play with him before we get going.’

      There was a flash of something as—whatever was thrown—struck the back of her head. A plate crashed to the floor close to Craig and shattered.

      ‘You don’t need to play with the likes of him,’ the bearded man yelled.

      ‘Did you just throw something at me?’ the woman roared in response. She stomped over to the kitchen units, grabbed an old, iron kettle, and launched it across the room at the man. It hit him in the face, knocking him backwards. ‘Don’t you ever do that again, you piece of shit.’

      She then ran at him and began swinging hard punches at the man, alternating between the ribs and head. The man tried to block, but too many got through, and he again stumbled backwards.

      Henry was laughing heartily. His disgusting mass jiggled like jelly, clearly enjoying the show.

      Tim was cackling as well. ‘Get him, Ma.’

      ‘All right,’ the man said, still trying to fend off the continuous assault. ‘All right, I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘Will you stop?’

      The woman eventually did, but the scowl on her face remained. She landed one more shot as the bearded man straightened up to his full height, bringing her knee up into his crotch. Upon impact, the man let out a groan and doubled back over.

      ‘Don’t ever throw shit at me again,’ she yelled and stomped back over to Craig. He tried to shuffle away, but only succeeded in flaring up the pain in his back. ‘And you,’ the woman said, ‘stop fucking moaning.’

      She pulled a leg back and let loose with a kick, hitting Craig directly in his already injured ribs. He let out a howl as unimaginable pain exploded inside of him. Through it all, he was also aware of a warm feeling spreading over his groin as he wet himself.

      The group just laughed at his suffering.

      ‘Henry,’ the man said, still holding his injured groin. ‘Get him ready. Might as well have dinner prepared for when your siblings get back.’

      ‘Okay,’ Henry said, happily, and began walking towards Craig.

      ‘And if you pull any shit like this again, I swear we’ll lock you in that basement for good, and you’ll never eat again. Or maybe I’ll even take you to see Grandpa, see if he can’t straighten you out. How does that sound?’

      Henry’s eyes went wide. ‘Fine, I’ll be good,’ he said. He turned to look down at Craig. ‘Let’s get you downstairs.’

      Craig held his breath as Henry reached down for him with giant, filthy hands. Craig knew the obese monster was going to pick him up, and he knew any movement was going to hurt. He braced himself for the pain, which came in waves as he was hoisted up and slung over the behemoth’s fat shoulder. Craig cried out, unable to help himself.

      ‘Come back up when you’re done,’ the man said, obviously the father of the deranged group. ‘If the twins aren’t back within the hour, we are gonna get started without them.’

      ‘No problem,’ Henry said and began to walk, each step causing Craig more and more agony.

      With all he had been through already, part of Craig just wanted it to end. Thoughts of escape and freedom were futile; he was utterly broken. A quick death seemed like the best he could hope for.

      But he knew the chances of that one, small mercy were non-existent.

      He fully expected more suffering.

      And he was to be proved right.
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      Kim’s legs burned from the effort she was exerting as she and Ashley sprinted through the trees.

      The ground was uneven, and gaining traction at speed was difficult. More than once, one of them had taken a tumble. Ashley had fared a little better, but with the slippery moss and tripping hazard of exposed roots, they weren’t moving as fast as they needed to.

      Worse, with no natural light, vision was almost non-existent, and only the thin beam of their flashlights guided the way. She couldn’t hear anything behind them, but knew they were being followed. Kim remembered what the thin man had said as they escaped.

      We’ll make this fair. You have a full ten-minute head start. Then, we track you down.

      His arrogance sickened her. She had a feeling, however, that in this environment, it was a confidence that was probably justified. The girl had chimed in too, laughing dismissively as she spoke.

      You don’t have a chance, you pair of bitches. Gonna get what’s coming. We’re going to find you both, then have our fill.

      They continued their taunting as Kim and Ashley fled. Kim didn’t know exactly how long it had been since they’d begun their attempted escape—the concept of time and its passing was now lost in a mix of adrenaline and a need to survive—but she had a feeling that ten-minute mark was fast approaching.

      If it hadn’t already passed.

      They were both breathing heavily, and Kim could feel her chest starting to burn. Each breath also caused a stabbing pain in her side.

      Ashley was coping better with the physical exertion, Kim noted, but it wasn’t surprising given her keen interest in sports. She was, however, on the verge of tears. Kim could hear it in her breathing.

      ‘Which way do we go?’ Ashley asked, her voice wobbling.

      ‘We need to find our way back to the trail,’ Kim said. ‘Then we can follow it back out of here.’

      ‘If we don’t get lost.’

      That was a good point. Tim had taken the lead the whole trip, so they really had no idea which way they were supposed to go.

      ‘First we need to find the trail,’ Kim said. ‘That’s all we need to worry about for now.’

      ‘I have an idea,’ Ashley said and changed direction slightly, pulling them left.

      ‘Why this way?’ Kim asked.

      ‘We approached the house almost head on, up an incline, right?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘And we set off running at about ninety degrees from where we came in. So, we need to angle back left again and we should come across the trail.’

      Kim was impressed. The girl was clearly in a fragile state, hell, they both were, but when confronted with a problem, she had managed to think logically and come up with a plan. Normally, it was left to Kim to act in any kind of situation, let alone one where they were fighting for their lives. Maybe the extreme danger had kicked the mouse into fighting mode. Kim was pleased with that, because they would need to fight to get out of this hell. She followed Ashley’s lead without hesitation, and both pushed themselves on as hard as they could.

      Kim knew the two lunatics who were following would have no such trouble making their way through the trees. This was obviously their home, their environment, a place they knew well. Kim and Ashley were the fish out of water here, trying not to get caught and served up on a plate.

      ‘All this time,’ Ashley said, her breathing growing quicker.

      ‘What?’ Kim asked, confused.

      ‘Tim,’ she replied and began to slow down. Kim grabbed her, but Ashley came to a full stop. ‘All this time, he was one of those... monsters. All this time.’

      ‘Don’t think about that,’ Kim ordered, trying to pull her on. She didn’t need Ashley breaking down and losing it. She needed her friend to show the fight she had hinted at before.

      ‘But, we were... we’ve been together,’ Ashley said. Kim understood, her own stomach was lurching at the thought of that fiend putting his hands on her friend, so God knew how that made Ashley feel.

      But it still wasn’t helping.

      ‘You had no way to know what he was,’ Kim said, taking deep breaths while she could. Part of her was thankful for the break, but a bigger part of her knew they needed to move. ‘Forget it. Be sad when we get out of here.’

      ‘And I said it, Kim. I told him I loved him. He said it too.’

      ‘He’s a liar,’ Kim snapped, raising her voice as much as she dared and as much as her oxygen-starved body would allow. ‘If you want to feel anything, feel anger. Feel angry at who he is and what he did. Use that. Channel it and fucking use it.’

      ‘But—’

      ‘But nothing. He used you, Ashley. He walked all over you. So what are you going to do about it?’

      Ashley didn’t say anything, she began to sob. Maybe giving her a hug would have helped calm her down, but Kim didn’t have time for that. She needed to snap her friend out of it, and quick. With an open palm, she slapped Ashley hard across the face.

      Ashley’s eyes popped open in shock, and she instinctively brought a hand up to her cheek.

      ‘What—’

      ‘Enough,’ Kim said, cutting in, not letting Ashley even start. ‘No more wallowing. No more letting shit just happen to you, Ashley. You need to start fighting back. And, fuck me, there is no better time to start than right now. Because if you don’t, honey, we die. Do you want to die?’

      ‘No,’ Ashley said, ‘of course not.’ The words still sounded too timid for Kim’s liking, so she shoved her friend, hard, pushing her a few steps back.

      ‘What they hell is wrong with you?’ Ashley asked with a hint of anger. But only a hint.

      ‘What’s wrong with me?’ Kim asked, shaking her head. ‘I want to get out of this alive, Ashley. And I know we need to fight our way out if we are going to do that. You still sound like you’re waiting for someone to come along and save us. Newsflash, that isn’t going to happen. We save ourselves or we die. Understand?’

      ‘Yes,’ Ashley said, but again, far too timidly.

      ‘Then mean it,’ Kim said and pushed her again.

      ‘Stop it,’ Ashley said, clenching her jaw. ‘We don’t have time for this.’

      ‘Make me,’ Kim said and pushed again. Finally, Ashley broke. Kim was taken by surprise as Ashley suddenly stepped forward and pushed her in return, with force, causing Kim to topple backwards onto her backside. It wasn’t enough to hurt, but the strength of her friend shocked her.

      Good.

      ‘Kim,’ Ashley said, bringing a hand up to her mouth, ‘I’m—’

      ‘No,’ Kim said, quickly getting to her feet. ‘No, you’re not sorry. You were standing up for yourself. Don’t be sorry. Just stay angry. Do you understand what I’m trying to tell you?’

      Ashley let her hand fall from her mouth and took a moment. Her jaw set and she tilted her head up and nodded.

      ‘Yes,’ she said, finally sounding like she meant it.

      ‘Good,’ Kim said and put a hand on her taller friend’s shoulder. ‘So, what do we do now?’

      ‘We get the fuck out of here.’

      ‘Atta girl,’ Kim said with a smile.

      They both set off running again, and within a few minutes they saw something that gave Kim hope. Ashley had been right to bring them this way.

      The trail was up ahead.

      ‘There it is,’ Kim said, keeping her voice low.

      ‘I see it,’ Ashley confirmed, and they continued running until they set foot onto the dirt track.

      ‘Which way?’ Kim asked.

      ‘Right,’ Ashley said, ‘that should lead us out.’

      As suggested, they ran to the right, with Ashley pushing up ahead and Kim, not quite able to keep pace, bringing up the rear.

      Again, Kim’s legs began to burn and the pain in her chest and side returned. She found herself losing ground on Ashley, who was keeping a steady pace, pumping her arms and legs with quick, even movements. Kim wished she’d spent more time exercising. She had a natural figure that she never had to work at, whereas Ashley, as self-conscious as she was, worked out all the time. That fitness was now helping her friend, while Kim was struggling.

      Fuck it, Kim thought, if I survive this I’m joining a gym.

      On and on they went. Kim’s breathing became loud and erratic and she wanted to throw up. But she knew stopping was dangerous, so she pushed herself harder. They broke through into a clearing, giving them a little more visibility, and Kim finally pulled up, unable to go any farther.

      ‘Ashley,’ she said with a gasp.

      Ashley stopped and turned back. She was red in the face and covered in sweat, but looked like she could easily keep going. ‘You okay?’ she asked.

      Kim nodded, sucking in air. ‘Yeah, I just need to get my breath. Feel like I’m going to pass out.’

      Ashley nodded. ‘Be quick,’ she said.

      ‘I will.’ Kim bent over and rested her hands on her knees, trying to stop her head from spinning. Her breathing was quick, too quick.

      ‘Take slow, deep breaths,’ Ashley said. ‘It’ll help.’

      Kim closed her eyes and tried to do just that, though it was difficult. Her natural reaction was to pull in as much air to her lungs as she could, but soon she managed to steady her breathing and things began to settle down. The dizziness dissipated and the fire that burned through her muscles and chest eased, if only a little.

      Finally, she stood back up to full height. Time to get going again.

      Kim had no idea how long it had been since they had left the family behind, but she knew the two lunatics would be closing in.

      The hunt was on.

      That thought in itself gave Kim another burst of adrenaline. ‘Okay,’ she said, ‘time to go.’

      But when she looked over at her friend, she saw a troubled look on Ashley’s face.

      ‘What is it?’ Kim asked.

      ‘I recognise this place.’

      ‘You mean we’ve passed through here?’

      Ashley nodded. ‘Yeah.’

      ‘That’s good, it means we are on the right track.’

      Kim looked around as well, trying to see if she recognised her surroundings, but not expecting to glean much. To her, one tree looked just like another, especially in the dark. Nothing seemed familiar, so she turned back to her friend, just in time to see her face drop. Ashley held up the torch and pointed it off to their side, and Kim followed the beam of light.

      Now she realised exactly where they were.

      She saw that flap of skin, the yawning face, still hanging from the tree branch.

      They were at the site where they’d found the faceless man.

      The one Tim had killed by crushing his skull.

      An act that now, knowing what they knew, would probably fit Tim’s character very well.

      ‘Okay,’ Kim said, ‘at least we know we’re definitely on the right track. Let’s keep moving.’

      Seeing the mask of skin again was still disturbing, but there was no need to stop on account of it anymore. They knew who it had belonged to and, likely, the reason for its removal. It should have been of no further concern to them.

      ‘Wait,’ Ashley said, moving her beam around. ‘Don’t you see?’

      ‘See what?’ Kim asked as Ashley’s beam settled on a spot on the ground up ahead. There was nothing of any real interest, just more of the forest floor.

      But then Kim saw the stain; smears of blood.

      ‘The man,’ Ashley said. ‘He’s gone.’
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      Ted kept low as he ran, sweeping over the ground in quick strides. His dull, dirty blade was already drawn, ready to cut and cleave.

      Excitement consumed him.

      Before, he had simply been their tracker, watching his brother lead the group back to the house. Now, his role was different, one he enjoyed so much more.

      Now he was the hunter.

      He and his twin sister, Claudia, would have no problem tracking down these two feeble girls. The only question would be how quickly they would do it.

      To find them, he knew he had to think like them, and scared people were disappointingly predictable people. They would return to the thing they knew, the thing that would give them the best chance of getting free.

      To reach the house, they’d followed the old trail his family had deliberately carved years ago, which meant they would try to find it again and follow it out.

      That meant he and his sister just had to do the same thing, only quicker, to catch up to them.

      Disappointingly easy.

      Still, they made sure to keep off the trail and stick to the trees, weaving between them silently. If they were on the trail and the girls looked back, they would be seen. Not that it really mattered, their prey would still be caught, but sticking to the shadows allowed them to attack when they were ready, and that would make the capture quick and simple.

      His sister, Claudia, had dropped the torch she had been carrying as soon as they’d set off in chase, and they were both keeping pace with each other, pushing each other on.

      ‘Been such a long time since we’ve done this, brother,’ she said to him quietly. He didn’t need to worry about her talking too loudly; they hadn’t made up enough ground just yet for the two little rabbits to hear them.

      ‘Too long,’ Ted replied.

      ‘Family’s been getting anxious. Fighting all the time.’

      ‘That happens the longer we wait.’

      ‘Stupid, though. Pointless.’

      ‘It is, sister. But we can’t help it.’

      ‘Can’t control it.’

      ‘No, we can’t. It will always rise to the surface. Unless we feed it.’

      ‘Ever wonder what would happen if we didn’t feed it? Just let it take over?’

      ‘No, sister.’

      ‘I have. I’d imagine we would end up trying to rip each other to little pieces. Small enough to gobble down.’

      ‘You might be right. It controls and consumes us. That’s just the way of things. But we won’t let it get that far. Never have before, never will.’

      ‘I dunno,’ his sister said. ‘Sounds like fun. Henry could feed us all for eternity.’

      He laughed, louder than he intended, and he quickly admonished himself.

      Stop playing around. Stick to the hunt.

      ‘You might be right, but Henry would take some effort putting down.’

      ‘We could do it,’ his sister said. ‘Together.’

      ‘Thought about it, have you?’

      ‘A few times. When things get boring around here, the mind wanders.’

      ‘Well, the mind has something to concentrate on now.’

      ‘The hunt.’

      ‘Yes, sister,’ he said. ‘The hunt.’

      She giggled excitedly. It was a sweet sound to him, one that spurred him on. He could almost taste both of the little rabbits that hopped on ahead. He tried to imagine the flavour of the redhead.

      He even considered having a little taste before getting them back home.

      His stomach churned in anticipation.

      Soon it would be time to feast.
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      Still slung over Henry’s shoulder, Craig was taken back down the steps to the basement. He half expected the creaking stairs to give way, but they held, clearly made of stronger stuff than they originally seemed. Henry then walked between the hanging bodies, allowing Craig to see their withered, skeletal faces, and smell their awful stench, as he was carried onwards to the far wall.

      There was a thick, strong-looking wooden door set into the wall, which Henry pushed open, revealing a corridor behind. The walls of the corridor were nothing more than dirt, tunnelled into the ground, held back by timber strutting. Small, electrical lights hung from the struts, giving a small amount of illumination to the corridor.

      Cold air rolled over Craig, as well as a musty, earthy odour.

      A little farther ahead, stone steps dropped sharply down. Henry continued down the steps, eventually coming to an open area.

      Like the tunnel before, this room seemed to have been carved out of the earth that surrounded it. He could see the underside of the basement floor high above him, held up by stone pillars. Electrical lanterns were fixed to the walls, lighting the room in a dull glow. Maybe the house had a generator?

      Situated in the centre of the room, and clearly the focal point, was a large, stone table. Its surface was stained with a dirty brown substance—Craig knew exactly what that was—and there were small holes lining its surface.

      Just to the right of that, a side table stood empty, as if waiting to take something on it. An old crate sat in one corner of the room and, at the back, set into the floor, was a metal grate. Behind that, against the far wall, there was what Craig assumed to be some kind of honest-to-God occult fucking altar.

      On top of the macabre shrine, with carvings of monstrous, twisted things, there was a human skull, surrounded by smaller skulls; those of animals and, dear God, children. The flat section of the altar held a thick, yellowed book, which stood upright on a perch. It was open and, on its yellowed pages, Craig could make out scribbled writings and sketches, though they were too far away to see clearly.

      Was that what all this was? Were these people some kind of cultists?

      Did anyone really believe things like that in the modern age?

      Unfortunately for Craig, it seemed that some people still did. It may have been backwards and idiotic, but that still didn’t help Craig in his current situation.

      Henry walked towards the large stone table and dropped Craig roughly onto it. Craig squealed in pain, but Henry just laughed, clearly amused.

      Craig was then de-clothed, leaving him completely naked, and his body was forcibly straightened out. He felt another crunch in his spine, and his legs went completely numb. He continued to scream, feeling more mind-shattering pain than he could take.

      The hulking man-child looked down at him.

      ‘Almost done,’ Henry said, smiling. ‘Just going to need to tie you up.’

      ‘Please,’ Craig managed to whisper out. ‘I’m begging you.’

      ‘Yeah,’ Henry said, ‘you are. But the begging is going to get a whole lot worse, I think.’

      Henry then got to work, pulling great chains across Craig’s body, chains that looped through metal rungs around the table’s perimeter. While the monster worked, Craig took further note of the small, circular holes in the stone, holes that were roughly the size of a penny. The only purpose he could see for them was to drain fluid from the table’s surface.

      Which meant things were going to get messy.

      Once Henry had finished restraining Craig, he leaned in close, so that Craig could smell his rotten breath.

      ‘Just one little taste,’ Henry whispered, salivating. Craig then screamed as Henry’s stubby teeth sank into his shoulder. They cut through his flesh and pulled away, tearing away skin and meat as they did.

      Henry sighed contentedly as he chewed. The monster then waved with a blood-stained smile, turned, and left. The sound of his booming footsteps soon grew distant, leaving Craig in terrible pain.

      All alone.

      Just waiting to die.

      He wept.
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      ‘How can he be gone?’ Kim asked. ‘He was dead. We saw it.’

      That was the question troubling Ashley. ‘Maybe there are more of them out here. Maybe they took him?’ Ashley whispered.

      ‘Shit,’ Kim said. ‘Remember what Tim said, that there was, what, eight of them? Does that mean there could be more running around out here?’

      It certainly seemed that way to Ashley. She looked around, letting the beam from her torch penetrate the darkness, fully expecting to see something hiding in the black.

      She found nothing.

      She reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone, checking the signal.

      Nothing.

      She’d been making a habit of checking it since the shit had hit the fan, but this place was a dead zone.

      ‘Okay,’ Ashley said, ‘this doesn’t change anything.’

      ‘I agree,’ Kim said, putting away her phone. ‘We still need to move, regardless.’

      Just as they were about to run, Ashley heard something. The squeak of a small animal. Ashley wasn’t an expert by any stretch, but it didn’t seem like the normal noise of everyday animal life. It sounded somehow distressed. Before she could ignore it out of hand, she heard it again.

      ‘What is that?’ Kim asked.

      They heard a wet, sloppy, crunching sound as the squeaks were cut off. The noise had come from a tree up ahead, one with a thick trunk that Ashley recognised. The trail they were on led up past it, but not too close.

      ‘Doesn’t matter,’ Ashley whispered, not wanting to investigate. ‘We just keep going.’

      Kim nodded her agreement and they set off again, slowly this time. The wet noise, which Ashley realised was some kind of chewing, persisted.

      Something was feeding.

      Her hope was that it was just an animal eating another, less-fortunate creature. Things like that happened in the wild, it was the natural order of things, so as long as the predator showed no interest in them, then hopefully they could just carry on.

      It had occurred to Ashley that, as little noise as they were making whilst moving, most animals had highly tuned hearing and would probably have heard their footsteps no matter how quiet they tried to be.

      Which meant that whatever was currently feasting didn’t care enough about them to stop.

      Ashley kept her eyes on the tree as she moved, careful not to shine her light on it directly for fear of drawing attention. They slowly circled the wide trunk, making as little noise as possible, and Ashley braced herself for what she would see.

      It was dark, but she could just make something out, sitting against the base of the tree.

      It was no animal.

      It was distinctly human.

      ‘What is it?’ Kim whispered, evidently looking as well.

      Ashley couldn’t help herself, she slowly brought her flashlight up, needing to see what, or who, it was.

      What she saw wasn’t possible.

      Couldn’t be.

      Kim let out a gasp. It was her noise, rather than the light from the flashlight, that drew the thing’s attention.

      The thing that should be dead.

      The faceless man.

      It was an impossibility, but there he was, sitting against the tree, gnawing on what appeared to be a half-eaten squirrel. Half of the animal’s chewed body hung from the man’s chomping mouth as he looked over in their direction, alerted by Kim’s gasp.

      Slowly, he got to his feet, and half of the mangled squirrel fell to the floor.

      Ashley wanted to scream, but suppressed the urge. There was something slightly different about the man now. When they had found him earlier, seemingly dead on the floor, they could clearly see his skull on display, covered by a smattering of flesh. Now, however, the meat had somehow grown thicker, covering the bone beneath completely.

      And that made about as much sense as him still being alive after what Tim had done to him. And yet, Ashley’s eyes were not deceiving her. Kim was seeing exactly the same thing.

      ‘That’s impossible,’ her friend whispered. Ashley had to agree, but they were seeing the impossible. The man began walking towards them, and Ashley put a hand on Kim’s shoulder and tugged.

      ‘Let’s go,’ she said, wanting to be free of these woods now more than ever.

      What the hell was he? How was his flesh growing back like that?

      No one could survive what he’d been through, let alone be up and walking around already.

      The girls turned and began to run, making more noise, but not caring. They just needed to get away from him. Their movement seemed to excite the man, and he made a high-pitched noise, something like a giggle, and ran forward himself. However, regardless of the red flesh that had grown back, it was clear to Ashley his eyes had not yet regenerated, and he tripped and stumbled to the ground.

      He let out an agitated roar into the night sky, but Ashley and Kim just ran, as fast as they could, away from him. Again and again he yelled as they left him behind.

      Something clicked in Ashley’s mind as she remembered how this grotesque man had attacked them earlier. What they had mistaken for fear and instinct was, in fact, aggression. It was clear to her that he wasn’t friendly, and never had been. This man, she knew, somehow belonged to the demented clan that took residence in these woods.

      The same family Tim had told them about. But it wasn’t an urban legend at all, it was his life, and Tim was one of them.

      Part of the Webb family.

      Her mind ran back to Tim’s story. What else had he said about them? That they served something, something greater than them, something that gave them... what was the word? Power? Abilities?

      Could that be the reason the faceless man was able to live, despite all that had been done to him? His screams continued to echo into the night.

      ‘He’s pissed,’ Kim said, panting. Ashley was about to agree when a thought struck her. Maybe he wasn’t angry at all, maybe he was calling out to someone.

      Alerting them.

      ‘We need to speed up,’ Ashley said.

      ‘What is it?’ Kim asked, casting a look around as they raced along the trail.

      ‘I think he’s calling to them, the others.’

      ‘Calling to them?’

      ‘His family,’ Ashley said. ‘Don’t you see, Kim? He’s one of them.’

      It took a moment to make sense to Kim. ‘Holy shit,’ she eventually said.

      ‘And he’s letting them know where we are.’

      They both gave an extra burst of speed, reaching down inside for the extra energy, to that place in all of us reserved only for the most desperate of times. Trees flew by quickly as they sprinted. Now that they were on the relatively level footing of the dirt track, they were progressing much quicker than before. The beam of the flashlight bounced manically as they ran, shaking this way and that. Ashley tried to keep it steady as best she could, but seeing what was up ahead was secondary to moving quickly.

      ‘Do you think they’re close?’ Kim asked between breaths.

      ‘Maybe,’ Ashley said. ‘If they heard our friend back there, then they won’t be far behind.’

      ‘Fuck.’

      ‘But that just means we need to be quicker than them.’

      ‘Agreed,’ Kim said, then added, ‘How far until you think we’re out of the woods?’

      Out of the woods?

      That idiom had taken on a very literal meaning to them both. ‘I don’t know,’ Ashley said. ‘Hopefully not long.’

      ‘Good,’ Kim said, practically wheezing, ‘because I’m not sure how much longer I can keep this up.’

      ‘You have to,’ Ashley said. ‘You told me we needed to fight. Well, this is part of it. You need to push.’

      ‘I’m trying,’ Kim said, but she now sounded desperate. Her panting was erratic and heavy, like someone having an asthma attack. It was clear she couldn’t go on much longer, not enough to get clear of the woods, but if they stopped, that would only allow the things chasing them to get even closer. Ashley had a feeling those things wouldn’t need to stop to catch their breaths, either.

      Ashley was also aware that if Kim kept pushing, eventually she would hit a point where she could go no farther, and just collapse.

      Then what?

      Was Ashley supposed to leave another friend behind?

      No, that wasn’t an option. She would be damned before she did that. Ashley slowed to a stop, and Kim followed suit, instantly dropping to her knees. The girl laid her hands flat on the dirt and began to dry heave.

      Then she vomited.

      ‘It’s okay,’ Ashley said, rubbing her back. She watched the trees behind them whilst comforting her friend, concentrating for movement in the shadows. Her friend clearly needed time, but they also needed to get moving again, and quickly. Kim heaved a few more times before finally beginning to settle.

      ‘Better?’ Ashley asked. Kim just nodded in response, spitting saliva to the floor. ‘Okay,’ Ashley went on, ‘then we need to move again.’

      Kim groaned in protest, but got to her feet. Ashley could see her friend’s complexion had paled considerably, and she was drenched with sweat. Ashley considered the idea of shedding layers in order to keep their body temperature down as they ran, but knew they would need their coats and packs if they got clear of the woods. It was still a hell of a hike back through the wilderness, out in the open, where the temperature would drop even further. Chances were, these things would follow them for as long as they could, for as far as they could, but that was something they would just have to deal with. Maybe they would have a better chance of survival out in the open.

      Just as they were about to set off again, Ashley realised that the faceless man’s howling had ceased.

      ‘He’s gone quiet,’ she said.

      ‘Why?’ Kim asked, still panting.

      ‘I don’t know. Either he’s just given up, or...’

      ‘Or he’s alerted whoever he needed to.’

      That meant the two Webb’s that were chasing them had made up a hell of a lot of ground. If they were that quick in closing the gap, what chance did the two of them have to make it out?

      Not much.

      Ashley clenched her jaw. Some hope, no matter how small, was better than none. And until she had breathed her last, she resolved that she wouldn’t give up, that she would keep on trying.

      Kim was right, they needed to fight. No matter what.

      She grabbed her friend, pulled her forward again, and broke into a run, but Kim quickly fell behind.

      ‘This is killing me,’ she said.

      ‘No,’ Ashley replied, ‘this isn’t killing you. But if we stop, then the people chasing us will.’

      ‘Okay,’ Kim said, ‘I get it. I’m fine. Let’s keep going.’

      Despite her words to the contrary, Ashley didn’t know how much more Kim had left.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

        

      

    

    
      Ted and Claudia had followed the trail from the shadows, amongst the trees, right up to the first clearing from the house. In past hunts their prey often stopped there, the thinking being that the small, open area would give them a better chance of seeing their pursuers coming. That might have been the case, but it never made a difference. More often than not, it ended up being the place of their final stand.

      So, Ted was a little surprised to find the two girls hadn’t stopped here. Surprised, and, if he was honest, relieved. He didn’t want the chase to be over just yet.

      He was having far too much fun.

      However, though the girls weren’t here, he and his sister did find someone else. The voice that called to them was unclear and incoherent, but it was Claudia who had recognised it first.

      ‘That’s David,’ she’d said.

      Upon reaching the clearing, Ted found that she was right.

      Their older brother was sitting in the clearing, on the dirt floor, screaming up at the moon like a baying wolf. Ted could see that he was still missing his face, though things had slowly started to reform. However, the gory hole in the back of his head would take some healing.

      He looked pathetic.

      Ted couldn’t help but snort a laugh.

      ‘David?’ Claudia asked as they approached. The blind man turned, his head following the sound. ‘Everyone’s been looking for you.’

      ‘And what the hell happened to your face? Did Henry do that to you? You must’ve really pissed him off.’

      David got to his feet, grunting angrily, but unable to talk.

      ‘It looks like it hurts like a mother fucker,’ Ted said with a chuckle. ‘What the hell did you do to piss him off so much?’

      ‘Think his jaw is out of its socket,’ Claudia said. ‘That’ll take a bit to heal up,’

      ‘So will the hole in his head. And his face,’ Ted replied. ‘Still, he never was a looker. This might be an improvement.’

      David clenched his fists and started to stomp over to them.

      ‘Oh,’ Ted said, ‘I think he’s angry.’

      ‘I think he just might be,’ his sister agreed. ‘Come on, David, what are you really gonna do to us like that?’

      David drew closer and began swinging his fists in wide arcs, though they weren’t close to hitting either of them. Claudia quickly sidestepped one of his swings and, in one fluid motion, pulled out her gleaming knife and plunged it into David’s gut. He moaned in pain and sunk to a knee. Claudia then, shrieking with laughter, pulled the blade upwards as hard she could, opening him up.

      David’s intestines bubbled out from his stomach and, despite trying to catch them and push them back, slipped through his hands like wet, red spaghetti. His insides spilled to the dirt floor, and David slumped forward on top of them, his impact giving off a loud squelch.

      Ted doubled over in laughter. ‘Man, I almost feel sorry for you. You’ve had one shitty day, brother. If you don’t get your shit together, you might not even make the feast tonight.’

      David just moaned from his position, face down, on the ground.

      ‘Ah, that’d be a shame,’ Claudia said, kicking him in the head. Ted saw something grey dislodge and roll from the opening. ‘Guess we’ll have to take his share.’

      ‘Not a bad plan, sis,’ Ted said. ‘Speaking of which, I think we should stop fucking about here and go get us our dinner. What do ya’ say?’

      Claudia smiled and licked the smear of blood from her knife. ‘I think that’s a fine idea, brother. But you gotta try and keep up.’

      They both set off at full sprint, leaving their other brother behind.
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      Kim felt like she was dying.

      The exhaustion her body was enduring was at an intensity she’d never experienced. She had never run this fast, for this long, in her life, and her lungs felt like they would give up the ghost at any minute.

      Her lack of physical fitness had already slowed their progress twice, forcing them to stop so she could recover. After all her talk of fighting through what lay ahead and not giving up, it looked like she was going to be undone by nothing more than physical exertion.

      Yet Ashley ploughed on, unwavering, like a machine.

      So, Kim forced herself to keep going, to dig deeper. She couldn’t be the reason they were caught.

      She had been given a great incentive when they’d both heard a horrible belly laugh in the distance. Their pursuers weren’t far behind.

      That spurred her on a little, and the extra adrenaline helped her fight through the pain, despite every deep, wheezing breath feeling like she was drawing fire into her lungs.

      The trail then started up a gentle incline, causing her legs and muscles to strain in protest. Then, to top it off, she felt a sudden, severe pain erupt in her calf, almost like she had been stabbed.

      ‘Ow,’ she said, reducing her run to a hop. Then she realised what it was; she hadn’t been stabbed, it was simply a cramp. She could feel her calf knotting up, causing the sharp sting to trickle out through her muscle.

      ‘What happened?’ Ashley asked as she stopped and turned around. Kim set off again, trying to ignore the pain. It was more of a shuffle and a hop than a run.

      ‘Just a cramp,’ she said, ‘keep going.’

      And they did, but it took Kim a while to get into full flow again and, even when the worst of the cramp finally abated, her leg still felt sore as hell. Every footfall was painful.

      ‘Keep going,’ Ashley called back to her, encouraging her on.

      She was about to answer and assure her friend she had no intention of stopping, when something to her left caught her eye.

      Some kind of movement, from deep within the trees. Instinctively, she flashed her torch over in that direction, hoping to see what it was. It seemed the movement also caught Ashley’s attention as well, and she, too, pointed her beam in the same direction.

      ‘What is it?’ she asked.

      ‘I thought I saw something,’ Kim replied.

      Then their beams picked up what it was, illuminating it fully, and Kim’s blood ran cold.

      It was the thin man, the one who had been chasing them.

      The one known as Ted.

      He moved through the trees with such speed and fluidity it was scary. And the fact he could do so without looking ahead, only looking directly at them like a wolf eyeing its prey, unnerved her even more. His giddy, deranged smile was almost enough to tip her over the edge.

      Realising he had been seen, the man’s response was to simply laugh.

      ‘Run,’ Kim screamed, and Ashley sped up.

      ‘Fuck, fuck, fuck,’ Ashley said again and again, panic in her voice.

      ‘Found em, sis,’ the man shouted. ‘Time to take em down.’

      He laughed again, a high-pitched cackle.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      Kim couldn’t see the girl he was talking to, despite flicking her torch around. She would have expected his sister to be close to him, but could see nothing.

      Too late, Kim realised where she was.

      ‘On it,’ she heard a female voice say from the other side of the trail. A blur of movement sprung from those trees ahead and crashed into Ashley.

      Kim heard her friend yell in shock. Ashley was lifted from her feet and thrown to the ground by the girl, who fell on top of her, cackling like an excited witch.

      In that instant, Kim knew she had a choice to make. An idea popped into her head, one she wasn’t proud of.

      While Ashley struggled with the wild woman, who began punching and striking, Kim saw an opportunity. If she were to keep going, then maybe both of the pursuers would focus on Ashley, giving her chance to escape. It was a shameful thought, and worse, one that was realised as Kim continued on past her friend.

      ‘Kim,’ Ashley yelled. After a few strides, Kim stopped and turned back.

      What the hell am I doing?

      The wild woman had pinned Ashley’s arms to her sides, and Ashley looked over to Kim with unbelieving, pleading eyes, astounded that her friend was about to abandon her.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Kim said, still not certain of what she would do. Was this an apology for a past action, or for one yet to come?

      As it turned out, she didn’t get the chance to decide. The man leapt from the trees, shoulder first, and knocked Kim painfully to the floor. She cried out as the torch slipped from her grasp and rolled away. She felt the man’s heavy weight drop onto her and could smell his putrid, sour stench.

      ‘Made that easy for us,’ he said as he overpowered her. ‘One day, one of you people will give us a good hunt.’

      Kim writhed and fought, trying to pull her arms free to lash out, but it was no good, she was completely outmatched. The man held something up, just below her chin, and Kim felt a hard, cold point press into her skin.

      She knew what it was.

      The blade then moved lower and angled itself to lie across her throat. The man raised his eyebrows in expectation. Kim understood the order and fully believed he would carry out his implied threat and slice open her throat, so she stopped her struggling.

      Keeping the long knife in place, the man unraveled something from around his waist with his free hand. He held up a length of rope.

      ‘Fucking bitch,’ Kim heard. The voice was that of the woman wrestling with Ashley, who still hadn’t given up. Looking over, Kim saw the girl was holding her nose, which was dripping with blood. Some of it had smeared on Ashley’s forehead.

      Had Ashley head-butted her?

      ‘Having trouble, sis?’ the man called over, his tone more amused than concerned.

      ‘I got it,’ the girl snapped angrily. She then began punching Ashley, again and again, and clawing at her face. ‘You keep still or I’ll claw your fucking eyes out!’

      But Ashley didn’t listen.

      The man sighed and pressed the blade harder against Kim’s throat, drawing her attention back to him. ‘You,’ he said, ‘be good. And roll over.’

      He moved off her and turned Kim over himself, not giving her a chance to disobey. She then felt him go to work, wrapping her hands tightly together as her face was pressed into the ground. Once her hands were secured, the length of rope was pulled down, and her legs pulled up. Soon, she was completely hog-tied. Then the man got to his feet and walked over to help his sister, who was still struggling with Ashley.

      Ashley’s face was heavily bloodied, but that didn’t seem to slow her. Hell, given the way she was fighting, Kim thought she might just have a chance at escape, if it weren’t for the man walking over to aid his sister, doubling the odds against Ashley.

      Together, the siblings were able to completely overpower her, roll her over, and tie her up the same as Kim. When they were done, the young woman let loose with a fierce kick to Ashley’s ribs.

      ‘Some fight in this one,’ the man said, looking down at Ashley. ‘Gotta say, that’s a surprise. I heard them call her the mouse and thought she would be the easiest to break.’

      The woman held her nose, which was still dribbling blood. ‘She will fucking break. I’m gonna see to that. Bitch fucked my nose.’

      She kicked Ashley again, who let out a groan.

      As the woman lashed out at her, Ashley never once looked up to her captors, she just stared angrily back at Kim. Despite being terrified for her life, Kim couldn’t help but feel absolutely ashamed with herself.

      Would she really have left her friend, given the chance? They’d both abandoned Craig quickly enough. Would she have done the same thing again, had she not been stopped?

      It was a question she didn’t know the answer to.

      The man approached her again. ‘Right, little girl, time to get going. We have somewhere to be. You and your friend are the guests of honour.’

      He reached down and heaved her up, first pulling her to sitting position, then lifting her up onto his shoulder. Kim heard him strain a little, but his hold seemed strong. She found herself looking down the length of his back, where she could see his knobbly spine poke through the thin, dirty cotton of his tank top. She could also see that, under the top, his skin was littered with small, weeping sores. It was a disgusting sight, but rather that than having to face Ashley’s accusing eyes.

      ‘Can you carry that one, sis?’ the man asked. ‘Or do you wanna take mine? She’s a bit smaller?’

      ‘I got her,’ the woman called back angrily. Kim heard her strain and heave. ‘See,’ the girl said, her voice shaking with exertion.

      ‘Don’t look like you got her,’ the man said. ‘Here, let’s swap.’

      ‘I said I got it,’ the girl snapped. ‘Now come on, let’s go.’

      ‘If you say so,’ the man said, and they began walking.

      Kim knew they were on their way back to the house, back to that horrible family, and she knew they would end up like all those other people who hung from the ceiling of the basement: desecrated, feasted upon, and quite dead. The thought of her body hanging there, in that room, as her final resting place, was terrifying. She would be forever trapped in that place of evil, and her family would never know what had become of her.

      Though maybe that was a good thing.

      Regardless, Kim began to weep.

      The man carrying her heard her sobs and began to chuckle. ‘There, there,’ he whispered. ‘I know it’s scary. But try to look on the bright side. You get to see your friend again, back at the house. You know, the one you left behind. The family will have him ready by now and he’ll be waiting for you. I’m sure he’s eager to see you both again. Isn’t that nice?’

      ‘Let me go,’ Kim whispered.

      ‘And when we’re back,’ he went on, ignoring her, ‘and you see your friend again, and you’re all reunited as one happy family, you two girls get to watch. You get to watch as we eat him. As we cut him up while he’s still alive and squirming. Fair warning though, the family all have big appetites, so it tends to get a little... messy.’

      ‘Please,’ Kim pleaded, but still he ignored her.

      ‘And then,’ he said, ‘then it’ll be your turn. We’ll strap you down and decide which piece of you we want to cut off first. It’ll hurt, and you’ll be helpless to do anything, only watch as we start to eat you alive. Oh, and I think Henry has a bit a soft spot for you as well, so he might want first go. You have nice eyes, you see, and that’s Henry’s thing. He finds eyes delicious. I’m not much of a fan, myself, they’re surprisingly hard, and the juice from them when they pop doesn’t have much flavour. So, I’ll let my little brother have them. I’m more of a leg man, myself.’

      It was all too much. His cruel description of the events to come finally pushed Kim over the edge.

      She began to scream hysterically.

      The man just laughed, clearly pleased with himself.
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      Craig’s shoulder still ran with blood and felt like it was on fire. He kept looking at the open wound, at the chunk of flesh that had been taken from him.

      A small taste of what was to come.

      He could see the exposed shoulder bone poking through the wet meat, and the pain of the wound, coupled with that of his back and ribs, was unbearable. There was no way to find even a moment’s respite from its constant torment.

      He heard footsteps return. Not just the heavy stomps of Henry, but others too. And voices as well, murmurs, that increased in volume the closer they got, until the family revealed themselves to him once again.

      The man with the beard was first, followed by the woman Craig presumed was his wife, then Tim, who had changed from his hiking gear into dirtied jeans and a loose shirt, and finally Henry. The large freak pushed his bulbous frame through the door opening.

      Tim waved at Craig. ‘How you doing?’

      ‘Tim,’ Craig begged, ‘please help.’

      Tim just laughed, then ignored him and turned back to the others. ‘You know,’ he said to them, ‘Ted and Claudia won’t be happy with us starting without them. Neither will David.’

      ‘Well,’ the older man said, ‘Ted and Claudia should have been back by now. They’ll probably be fucking around with the two girls anyway, so let them have their fun. Besides, there’ll be plenty to go around. After first helping we can go and fetch David, make sure he gets something too.’

      ‘He can have the scraps,’ Tim said. ‘I eat properly this time, Da, you promised.’

      Craig noticed the man and woman give each other a look. The man’s brows knitted into a frown. ‘Look, son,’ he said, ‘you can’t have too much.’

      ‘But you said,’ Tim shouted suddenly, like an indignant child.

      ‘We need you how you are, Tim. You know that,’ the mother said.

      ‘You’ll still get to eat,’ the man added. ‘But we can’t give you too much. We can’t have you going through any kind of change. We need you how you are.’

      ‘I’m sick of this,’ Tim yelled, throwing his hands up in the air. ‘It’s always next time, always another excuse. I’m sick of it, sick of being the runt. I want what I’m owed.’

      ‘In time,’ the mother said. ‘But we can’t feed if we don’t have people to feed on.’

      ‘Exactly,’ the father agreed. ‘It’s not like any of us can get people back here, looking like we do. We don’t blend in. You still do. We need that.’

      ‘But then I’ll never have enough. I’ll never get stronger.’

      ‘You will, I promise. But the more you have, the more you crave, and after you have too much, you change. There’s no going back from that. We need to keep you at a certain level. Need to make sure we keep things in balance.’

      ‘You’re lying,’ Tim shouted. Henry chuckled, seemingly amused. ‘Fuck you, fatty,’ Tim said.

      ‘Runt,’ Henry replied, still laughing.

      ‘Please, Timothy,’ the mother said. ‘We’ll figure this out, I promise. But right now, we need you to do what’s right for the family.’

      ‘I’m part of this family, too,’ Tim said, ‘and nothing we do is ever right by me.’

      The older man stepped forward and swung his arm, cracking Tim on the side of the face with the back of his hand, knocking Tim backwards a few steps.

      ‘Enough,’ the man yelled and struck his son again. ‘This is how it has to be. You are part of this family and you will do as you’re fucking told.’

      ‘But—’

      ‘But nothing,’ the man said. His mouth then formed into a sneer. ‘If you won’t listen to us, there is another option, you know.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘If you think you have it so bad, I can take you down there. We can go see Grandpa. See what he thinks of all this. What do you say?’

      The suggestion sounded exactly like a threat, and after the man said it, Craig saw Tim’s face turn white.

      ‘No,’ he said, quickly. ‘No, not that.’

      ‘You sure?’ the man asked, rubbing a hand through his beard. ‘That would sure resolve things, don’t you think?’

      ‘I’m sure,’ Tim said. ‘It’s just frustrating, Da, that’s all. But I know what I gotta do, for the good of the family. I do. And I won’t let you down.’

      The older man looked at Tim, considering his plea. He finally nodded, pleased with the answer. ‘Good,’ he said. ‘Now let that be the end of it.’ He grabbed his son and pulled him into an embrace.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Tim said, his voice muffled by his father’s shoulder.

      ‘That’s okay,’ the man said, stroking Tim’s hair. ‘Just remember, we’re a family, so we gotta do what’s right for each other. Always put the family first, that’s the most important thing.’

      ‘I will.’

      ‘Good boy,’ the man said and released Tim. The bearded man then walked over to Craig and looked down at him. Then he noticed the wound on Craig’s shoulder, and his face screwed up in confusion. ‘What the fuck is this?’ He looked up to Henry, who took a step back, hanging his head like a scolded dog. ‘What did you do?’

      ‘I got a little hungry,’ the giant said.

      ‘A little hungry? You took a chunk clean out of him.’

      ‘He’s on the table,’ Henry said, ‘so nothing’s getting wasted.’

      ‘Did you hear what I just said to your brother? About putting the family first and making sacrifices? Here I am trying to keep things in order, and you can’t keep your damn stomach under control for a little while longer. Damn it, Henry.’

      ‘I’m sorry, Da,’ Henry said.

      ‘I don’t want to hear it,’ the man said, holding up a hand. ‘You shouldn’t have done it, so that means you don’t get to eat until Ted and Claudia bring back the next course.’

      ‘What?’ Henry asked, incredulous. ‘That ain’t fair.’ His already high-pitched voice went up a few octaves.

      ‘Oh come on now, honey,’ the mother said. ‘You can’t do that to him, it’s just cruel.’

      ‘I can,’ the man said, defiantly. ‘Tim has had to eat scraps all these years and this fat fuck can wait a little longer for his supper.’

      ‘Don’t call me that,’ Henry said in a whiny voice.

      ‘Benjamin,’ the woman said, seemingly appalled. ‘How can you say that to him? That’s horrible.’

      ‘Don’t take his side, woman,’ the man said. ‘He’s like this because he always gets his own way and doesn’t know any control.’

      ‘That isn’t true,’ she argued.

      ‘Then what about David? This big idiot left one of our own all busted up and out in the open.’

      ‘Oh,’ she said, ‘David will be fine. He’s been through worse.’

      ‘That’s not the point. These people,’ he pointed to Craig, ‘found him. If it weren’t for Tim, everything could have gone to hell.’

      ‘You’re being dramatic,’ the woman said, having none of it. Craig always assumed parents weren’t supposed to play favourites, but that clearly didn’t apply to this woman.

      ‘You’re doing it again, Adela. Letting him off the hook.’

      ‘Well someone needs to cut him a little slack,’ she spat back. ‘You have him chained up in the basement every chance you get, for the littlest things. All he has to do is breathe wrong and you throw him down there. It isn’t healthy for a boy.’

      Craig’s mind was swimming. The whole scene was farcical.

      He’d seen his fair share of family disputes, but even the most fucked up ones on national television didn’t compare to this. They were talking about what could be considered normal family issues; how to raise and discipline a child, but all of it was borne from the act of... eating people. They were murderers, psychopaths, and cannibals, and here they were bickering about how best to raise a child.

      A child that was bigger than any human Craig had ever seen.

      If he hadn’t been in so much agony, the whole thing would have been funny.

      ‘It’s what he needs,’ the man said.

      ‘Do I really have to wait?’ the hulk asked, looking at his mother with puppy dog eyes.

      She walked over and gently rubbed his massive arm. ‘Of course you don’t, sweetie. Daddy was just upset that you started a little early.’

      ‘Damn it, Adela,’ the man yelled.

      Overruled, Craig thought.

      ‘Just promise you’ll try and control yourself in the future,’ she said to him.

      ‘I will, I swear,’ Henry said, now smiling.

      ‘Why the hell do I bother?’ the father said. ‘Fucking waste of time.’

      ‘It’s sorted now,’ the mother said. ‘So stop going on about it.’

      ‘He’ll never learn if you keep babying him. Look at him, Adela, he ain’t no fucking child. Hell, he ain’t even the youngest any more. You don’t treat Timothy that way.’

      ‘Timothy knows I love him,’ the woman said, still looking up at Henry, still stroking his arm. Craig looked over to Tim, who was scowling. Clearly he wasn’t as assured of his mother’s love as she thought he was.

      The father let out a sigh and shook his head. ‘Fine,’ he said, ‘but he can put himself to use. Henry, go and get the stuff.’

      Before obeying the command, the giant looked to his mother first, who smiled and nodded. He then walked over to the corner of the room, to the old wooden crate Craig had noticed earlier. He flipped open the lid and pulled something out. When the monster stood, Craig saw that whatever he was holding was wrapped up in a dirtied bundle of cloth. Henry slammed down the lid of the crate and made his way back over, handing the bundle to his father.

      The father then set the bundle down on the small table to the side of Craig and unravelled it.

      Craig began to squirm when he saw the glistening, metallic objects reveal themselves. Large knives, cleavers, hammers, and other carving equipment were laid out. There was even a small hand axe, and something Craig had seen on medical programs for prying open rib cages.

      The father plucked up a large cleaver and smiled down at Craig.

      ‘So,’ he said, licking his lips, ‘who wants a leg?’
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      The woman carrying Ashley was struggling.

      Even though she seemed amazingly strong for her lithe build, she had been carrying Ashley for quite a distance now, and Ashley could hear her breathing begin to falter. Her steps, too, became wobbly and uneven.

      And if she was weakening, did that reveal an opportunity to Ashley?

      If it did, she knew she needed to act quickly, because the man carrying Kim was directly behind them and would see everything. As odds went, they were pretty slim, but Ashley would take slim over hopeless.

      But, if by some fluke of circumstance she did manage to get free and have a chance at escape, one issue remained.

      Kim.

      The girl Ashley considered her best friend in life, someone she loved dearly, someone she thought loved her back. The girl who seemed only too eager to leave her behind.

      As angry as she was, Ashley wasn’t oblivious to the fact, though, that both her and Kim had done exactly the same thing to Craig less than an hour ago.

      It seemed this was a weekend for turning your back on a friend in need.

      In some fucked up kind of way, though, perhaps Tim’s betrayal hurt Ashley less than what Kim had almost done. This was his plan all along, after all. He hadn’t turned on them; he was never one of them. Not really.

      But with Kim it was different. Ashley couldn’t shake the look Kim had given after she had run by without helping.

      It was almost apologetic.

      Which, to Ashley, meant Kim had every intention of continuing on, leaving her behind as a distraction to make good her escape. That hurt more, and cut deeper, than anything Tim and his fucked up family could possibly do.

      So, the question remained. If, by some small chance, an opportunity to escape presented itself, would she leave Kim behind? God knows she deserved it.

      Ashley didn’t know the answer to that question, not yet, and decided it pointless debating it. If an opportunity did arise, she would deal with it then.

      The woman carrying her began to stumble with almost every other step, and her breathing turned into a wheeze. She was obviously running out of steam.

      ‘You think we should untie their legs and make them walk for us?’ Ashley heard the brother call from behind. ‘Might be easier that way.’

      He certainly didn’t sound as out of breath as his sister was. ‘No,’ she said defiantly. ‘I’m fine.’

      The pause, and deep breath, between each word, indicated otherwise. Ashley had half an idea; to try and wriggle free, to make things as difficult as possible for the woman, maybe force her to drop Ashley. But then what? Her brother was still bringing up the rear, and Ashley was completely tied up. What could she possibly do other than flop around on the floor like a fish out of water?

      The answer came a short while later, when the girl carrying her eventually gave way to exhaustion and stumbled to the floor. The impact was sudden, but Ashley’s fall was broken by the woman, who let out a grunt. She wiggled out from beneath Ashley, panting, and kicked out at her, catching her in the ribs.

      ‘Wanna trade?’ the brother said, walking over to them both, Kim still slung over his shoulder.

      ‘I said I’m fine,’ his sister said.

      ‘You ain’t,’ he replied. ‘And if we need to keep stopping, this is gonna take too long. You know what the family are like, especially Henry. By the time we get back there’ll be no good meat left.’

      ‘We still have these two,’ the sister said. ‘Plenty of good meat on them.’

      ‘True, but why give up any of it? Who knows when we’ll have a feast like this again. Food supply has been getting more scarce year on year.’

      ‘I know that. You think I don’t know that?’

      ‘Then let’s quit fucking about and get a move on. Here, take this one,’ he said.

      ‘No,’ the woman said, quickly getting to her feet. She moved too quickly, however, and wavered a little as she stood.

      ‘Will you stop being so damn stubborn?’

      ‘I got this,’ she yelled back.

      ‘Fine,’ her brother replied. ‘Then cut her feet loose and make her walk ahead. It’ll be quicker that way.’

      ‘And if she tries to escape?’

      ‘Make sure she doesn’t. Make sure she won’t even think about it. Tame the fucking mouse, sis, and be quick about it. I ain’t hanging around any longer.’

      The man strode on past them and, as he did, Ashley locked eyes with Kim. Ashley scowled, letting her friend, or ex-friend, know exactly how she felt. Then her ribs exploded with pain as the sister, who stood above her, planted another kick into her, this one with the toe of her boot.

      ‘Listen here, bitch,’ the girl said, kneeling down close to Ashley. She pulled out a short, hooked blade. ‘I’m gonna untie your feet, and you’re gonna walk along like a good little doggie. Understand?’

      Ashley didn’t answer, didn’t even look at her.

      ‘If you don’t,’ the woman started, but held off finishing as she brought the blade to Ashley’s cheek. She slowly pushed it into the skin, drawing blood. The pain was sharp and Ashley felt the warm trickle of blood run down her face.

      ‘That’s just the start,’ the woman said. She then quickly yanked the blade down, hard, completely opening up Ashley’s cheek. Ashley howled in pain as the knife easily sliced through the skin. She even felt the tip cut across her gum and scrape her molars as it went.

      The woman laughed and stood back up. ‘Going to have a nice little scar there, little lady. I made sure to cut deep. Looks like I might have gone too deep, though. Fuck, I can see your jaw and teeth through the opening. Maybe I should have kept it going, whaddya think? Made the gash run into your mouth? That would have been a hell of a thing to show off.’

      Ashley squirmed and groaned, feeling more blood spill down her face to the floor. It stung horribly. She saw the woman move, bending down to her feet and pulling at the bonds that tied them. She cut through the rope and Ashley’s legs came free.

      Ashley felt an opportunity brewing, but she would have to take her chance at the right time. Right now, she was too disoriented from the pain that burned through her cheek.

      ‘Get up,’ the woman yelled and kicked her again. Ashley slowly complied and stood to her feet. ‘Good little mouse,’ the woman said and shoved Ashley forward. ‘Now, march.’

      Again, Ashley complied, walking forward carefully. With her flashlight gone, she was unsure of her footing, even on the relatively level trail. Her face and cheek continued to burn like a line of fire running down her skin, and blood dropped in steady globules from her chin.

      The man carrying Kim was farther up ahead, almost lost to the shadows. That was good, but the woman was pushing Ashley on quickly, which meant they would close the gap in short order. If Ashley was going to make an escape, then she needed to try it when she only had one of them to deal with.

      And she would need to put the woman down somehow, at least semi-permanently, in order to get free. Ashley had already seen how quickly the girl could move through these woods, and she would have no trouble catching Ashley if it turned into a straight foot race.

      Half a plan developed in her mind, and through sheer desperation, Ashley acted on it as quickly as it had formed. She let an ankle roll beneath her, careful not to let her full weight drop, but trying to make the stumble look convincing, even letting out a small cry of pain as she began hopping forward. She bent double and pulled the supposed bad ankle up from the floor, cradling it with tied hands.

      ‘You fucking idiot,’ the girl said. ‘I ain’t carrying your fat arse anymore, so get a move on.’

      Ashley took a step forward and pretended to stumble again, in pain, as if putting pressure on the ankle was unbearable. The girl pushed her again, and Ashley hobbled, then lowered herself to a crouching position and lifted the foot in question off the floor. She continued to moan, making things as convincing as possible.

      ‘My ankle,’ Ashley said. ‘I can’t... I can’t put weight on it.’

      ‘You’re going to have to,’ the woman said.

      ‘I can’t,’ Ashley replied, starting to cry.

      Once again, the blade was at her throat. ‘If you don’t, I’ll just drain you right here, right now, and let you bleed out on the floor.’

      Ashley decided to call her bluff, hoping that the woman had no intention of carrying through with her threat. The goal was to get Ashley back to the house, not kill her out here and let her meat go to waste.

      She just hoped it wasn’t a goal they would easily give up on.

      Ashley slowly fell backwards to her butt and kept her leg in the air to avoid putting any pressure on it. She knew she had to catch the woman somehow, in some way, and make her feel it.

      The woman bent down close to Ashley, fire in her eyes, and held the blade out. ‘I’m not fucking joking,’ she said.

      Ashley saw her chance.

      As the woman leaned closer to issue more threats, Ashley pushed her raised foot forward, as hard as she could, driving her heel into the girl’s nose with every ounce of power she could muster. Ashley heard a crunch and the girl’s head snapped back. She dropped the blade and stumbled backwards a few steps.

      Ashley acted quickly, diving for the blade, which she grabbed with her tied hands. She was back on her feet in no time and charged into the woman, shoulder first. The girl fell to the floor and Ashley landed on top of her.

      There was a moment where the girl, Claudia, Ashley remembered, looked up in disbelief. Disbelief that this little mouse was able to outwit her and get the upper hand.

      Ashley didn’t dwell on it; she swiftly raised the knife high above her, grasped in both hands, and drove it down.

      She felt the blade sink into the gut of the woman, who let out a cry of pain. Ashley then pulled the weapon sideways, across the woman’s belly, slicing her open, allowing blood and ropey entrails to push their way out.

      The girl roared in pain and rolled away, clutching her stomach as red liquid spilled through her fingers.

      ‘Fucking bitch,’ she spat, blood running from her mouth.

      ‘Sis?’ Ashley heard the man call from ahead. During the conflict, he had obviously kept on going, and Ashley couldn’t make him out anymore. The woman groaned and gargled in response, but it was quiet, almost muted. She coughed and spat a splash of blood across the ground.

      Ashley’s mind raced as to what to do next; the woman was down and didn’t look to be getting up any time soon, suffering what may have been a fatal wound. Though remembering the faceless man, it might take a little more to put these people down.

      Could they even be killed?

      Worth a try.

      Ashley then clasped the handle of the blade again and thrust it down, letting her full weight drop behind it. She guided the tip into the side of the girl’s head and felt herself stop mid drop, suspended as it initially pierced into the skull with a crack, then held. The girl let out a horrible screech and the blade found its way farther in. Ashley pushed down, forcing it in, and twisted and twirled the blade, attempting to mash up the brain beneath.

      The woman thrashed and screamed, blood spilling from her cranium and gut, but her movements were weak.

      Realising she still needed to get away, Ashley heaved the knife free, which took three tries, and angled the sharp edge along the ropes that tied her wrists together. She then ran it backwards and forwards, trying to get as much leverage as possible with the awkward grip.

      ‘Sis?’ she heard the man shout again, louder this time. Ashley cut at the rope, frantically. The knife was soaked in blood and slippery in her hands, but she worked as quickly as she could.

      ‘Hey,’ she heard the man yell, and Ashley looked up. She could see him now, up ahead, still carrying Kim, whom he promptly dropped to the floor like a sack.

      Come on, she prayed, willing the knife to do its work much, much faster. The man set off in a sprint towards her and she, in turn, swivelled and ran. Ashley tried to keep on cutting as she fled, but it was hard to keep the knife steady.

      Looking back over her shoulder, she saw the man move with frightening speed as he closed the distance, keeping low, like an animal finely-tuned to its environment.

      ‘What do you think you’re doing, girl?’ he yelled.

      Come on, come on, come on.

      Ashley then felt the rope finally give and fall slack. She wriggled her hands completely free and let the rope fall, keeping a firm grip on the knife, and ran for her life.

      But it was no good, he was just too quick, and he closed the gap in mere moments. Ashley knew he would catch up to her in no more than a few seconds. So, instead of letting that happen, she stopped and turned to face him. She also brought the weapon up and held it out before her, letting him see what was waiting.

      The man pulled up short a few feet from her.

      ‘Well, did you take that from my sister?’ he asked. He turned back to look at the writhing woman on the floor.

      ‘Stay back,’ Ashley said, ‘or I’ll gut you too.’

      The man nodded, seemingly impressed. ‘Didn’t think you had it in you, little mouse. You’re full of surprises, ain’t ya? And you did indeed gut my sister, but that only means I gotta do the same to you.’ He then pulled free his own long machete. ‘Here, let me show you.’

      Ashley took a step backwards, still training the knife on him as he took a step forward, matching her movements. Running wasn’t an option as the man was far too quick, and this time she had no head start to speak of. If she couldn’t run, that left only one thing, and it could very well mean her death. But she knew if she didn’t try, then she would die anyway. Hell, at least this way might be quicker, and less painful, than what they had planned for her.

      Ashley took a deep breath and tried to steady her nerves.

      ‘You know what,’ she said, feeling an odd sense of calm take hold. ‘I think I want to give it another try myself.’

      The man looked surprised, initially, then he threw his head back and let out a hearty belly laugh. ‘Damn, little mouse, I really like you. Shame it’s gotta end this way. You would have been fun to play with.’

      Ashley didn’t wait any longer, she lunged forward, blade first, ready to hack and slash as wildly as she could.

      After the first swing, Ashley knew her escape attempt was over.

      The man dodged under her arm, and when she tried to bring the knife down to his back, he just feinted to the side, effortlessly avoiding her attacks. He then ducked behind her as she overcommitted again, now completely out of her reach. It was helpless, and Ashley braced herself for the inevitable retaliation.

      She felt a swift blow to the back of her head.

      Spots of light erupted, pinpricking her vision, and dizziness took hold. She felt her body fall, but as she dropped, she was already feeling far removed from reality. Ashley realised she was losing consciousness, and her last sight was the man standing above her, still smiling.

      He raised his knife.

      Ashley was thankful that the black swallowed her up, stealing her consciousness, grateful she wouldn’t feel the pain of her death.
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      The man held up his machete, ready to carve up the girl that had tried to escape.

      The meek little mouse.

      Obviously not so meek anymore.

      In a strange kind of way, maybe the weekend had done her good, shown her what she was really capable of. She’d gotten the better of Claudia, leaving his sister howling and writhing. Ted couldn’t remember ever seeing that happen before.

      This little mouse had a lot of potential.

      Shame he had to kill her.

      It wasn’t like he hadn’t warned her, more than once, yet still she disobeyed. In a way, he could respect that, but rules were rules. He’d told her what would happen, and he needed to follow through. His father always said that if you didn’t make good on a threat, then you were nothing, and no one would respect you.

      In this world, you had to earn everything.

      So, she had to die.

      He gripped the handle of the machete tighter.

      Didn’t she?

      In all the years he and his family had been killing and feeding, and it had been too many to keep track of, he’d never really seen anyone like her. She’d proven to have a determination and strength he hadn’t seen at first. And she was easy enough on the eye. Even the love mark his sister had bestowed upon her only improved things, as far as he was concerned. Battle scars were sexy, something to be proud of.

      Plus, he knew Tim was getting tired of being the youngest, the weakest. His brother was desperate for more. Could it be time to recruit again? It was another mouth to feed, of course, but maybe a good-looking girl like this one would draw more meat out for them.

      Maybe the reason things were so rough and sparse at the minute was because they had all stagnated. Things between them hadn’t changed for a long, long time.

      Was it time for the family to grow?

      It had been over forty years since Tim had joined, brought home by father, kidnapped after wandering too close to the woods. Maybe it was time for new blood.

      But they could barely feed themselves as they were, so was adding another to their ranks sensible?

      Maybe she could replace one of the others?

      Tim hadn’t proven that useful in luring food, especially not recently, so why not swap him out? And wouldn’t it be fitting to swap him with someone he brought in?

      The choice, however, was not his to make.

      Father would have to make that decision. If he agreed, then the girl would go down to see Grandpa.

      And if it wasn’t to be, at least they still had another warm body for the feast. Maybe the only stupid decision here was to actually kill her.

      Ted slid the machete back into the loop on his trousers, his mind made up. His sister was still rolling around on the floor like a wounded puppy.

      ‘Well, sis?’ he said and stepped towards her. ‘What happened here?’

      ‘Ted, helgh,’ the girl mumbled out, drastically slurring her words. Was that supposed to be help? Drool ran from her mouth, mixed with blood. Her jaw worked as she tried to speak again, but it simply gnawed at thin air, refusing to work how it should.

      ‘Oh shit,’ Ted said, laughing. ‘She broke you, sis. You might be full-on retarded now.’ He collapsed to the floor in a fit of hysterics. ‘Jesus, she fucking done you over. Do you know how long it’ll take to heal up from this? Sorry sis, I don’t have that kind of time to wait. I’m going to be late getting back as it is.’

      He got to his feet. Claudia reached up for her brother from a pool of her own blood. It was an exciting sight to him.

      ‘Ted,’ she pleaded again, forcing out the word.

      He just shrugged. ‘Ma and Da aren’t gonna be happy with you when I tell them. Hell, they might even be impressed with our guest here and have her replace you. Take you both down to see Grandpa and see what he has to say.’

      Claudia tried to crawl forward, but her motor skills were obviously affected and her hands didn’t seem to move where she wanted them to. It was a comical sight, like a little marionette moving around by unpracticed hands.

      Ted turned away and began to tie up the redhead again. Completely this time, like he had done with her friend; feet bound to arms. He wouldn’t make the same mistake as his sister.

      ‘Ted,’ she said again, the words still coming out as little more than mush.

      Ted hoisted the girl up to his shoulder. He looked down at his sister one final time. ‘Get home as quick as you can, sis. Food won’t keep for too long. Might not be anything left. Imagine that? Imagine that hunger being extended for who knows how long, while the rest of us are content, with full bellies.’

      He turned and walked away, leaving her behind to moan helplessly to herself.

      He walked over to the other bound girl. She looked up at him in total fear. So helpless and afraid.

      Like a scared little mouse.

      What an interesting turnaround.

      ‘Okay,’ Ted said, pulling free his weapon again with his spare hand. ‘I don’t think I can trust you enough to let you walk ahead. And I can’t carry you both, so what I’m going to do is take off your scalp. That’s going to hurt. And, to be honest, I’m only doing it for fun. I don’t collect them or anything, I haven’t even tried it before. Which is probably why I’m going to do it now. You’re going to be my first. And when I’m done, I’m going to bury this thing,’ he held up the weapon, ‘into your skull, as far as it will go. Like your friend here did to my sister. Don’t know if you saw that. Shame, would have been nice to get you back to the house. The family might have had half a mind to keep you around, like a pet. Not much of a life, but at least you’d have been alive.’

      He bent down and the woman, on cue, began to beg.

      ‘No,’ she pleaded. ‘Please, I swear, I won’t try to get away. Please. I won’t cause trouble. We can go back to the house. I’ll walk. I won’t run. Anything you want. I swear I won’t try anything. Please. Please don’t kill me.’

      Ted studied her expression and knew that she was broken. A puppet for him to manipulate. He pretended to give some consideration, before finally giving a nonchalant shrug.

      ‘Fuck it,’ he said, ‘we’ll give it a try. It’s not like you’d get far, anyway.’

      With his spare hand, he cut free her legs, leaving enough rope loose from her existing bonds for him to hold like a leash. He got to his feet and yanked hard at the rope, forcing the girl up to a standing position.

      ‘Okay, doggie, walk. Follow the trail.’

      She did as instructed, walking forward with her head bowed down.

      He smiled, pleased with his work.

      Despite Claudia’s fuck up, he would single-handedly bring both of them back to the family.

      And, who knows, maybe even introduce them all to the newest member.
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      Craig managed to scream, even though every movement, no matter how slight, caused him great pain.

      ‘No,’ he pleaded as the cleaver was held aloft. ‘Please, don’t do this, just don’t—’

      His words turned into a prolonged screech as the father dropped the cleaver, sinking it into the flesh of his thigh. Through it all, he heard the people gathered around him laugh manically.

      ‘I like it when the animals squeal when we slice them up,’ the father said. He waggled the knife free and brought it up again. ‘Proves you ain’t nothing more than a pig. And this leg of yours looks might tasty.’

      The cleaver came down again, sinking farther into Craig’s thigh. Warm blood squirted free. The pain was white hot.

      ‘Hit a good vein there,’ the woman said. ‘Careful not to waste any, dear.’

      ‘I won’t,’ the man said. ‘Table’s big enough to catch all the blood. Grandpa will get his fill, don’t worry.’

      Again and again he brought the cleaver down, each time cutting farther and farther into Craig’s leg as the blonde man screamed in agony and desperation. Another chop brought a new, more tender kind of pain as blade met bone.

      It was more difficult for the man to shake the blade free this time, and each twist of the metal sent a fiery jolt of agony up the length of Craig’s thigh.

      Chop, chop, chop.

      Through the bone, again into the meat, and beyond. Craig’s throat was raw from screaming so much. His voice began to give out.

      ‘Finally,’ the man said. ‘We’re through.’

      Craig looked down and saw the man pull a length of dirty material from his overalls. He quickly began wrapping it round what was left of Craig’s thigh as a makeshift tourniquet.

      ‘Just so you don’t bleed out too quickly,’ he said.

      Then, after undoing the ankle bonds, the crazed man held his prize up high. Craig could see his own detached leg in the man’s hands, one end no more than a jagged, bloody stump.

      ‘Who wants first bite?’

      ‘I do,’ Henry said excitedly, raising his hand.

      ‘You’ve already had a bite,’ the man said. ‘I got an idea.’

      He set the leg and cleaver down on the table and picked up what looked like a strong carving knife. He then cut a thick slice from the top of the thigh, like carving turkey meat, and held it out to Tim.

      ‘I know you ain’t getting much, boy,’ the man said to his son, ‘but for all you do for this family, this is the least you should get in return. First taste. And one day, you’ll get your fill, I promise you that. You’ll get your fill and everything that comes with it.’

      Tim actually looked touched, and he gratefully took the meat. He brought it to his mouth and bit down, sloppily chewing into it.

      It was too much for Craig.

      The pain.

      The sight of these people cutting into him.

      Seeing a person, who could have been a friend, start to eat him alive.

      The feeling of violation was staggering.

      Craig wanted to pass out. Surely he had gone through enough? Surely the pain alone should have been sufficient to knock him out?

      But no such luck. Whatever horrible fate God had planned for him, the twisted son of a bitch obviously wanted Craig to experience every last second.

      The sucking and slurping noises from Tim, as he greedily devoured his food, made Craig want to vomit. Hell, everything he’d experienced this night made him want to throw up. But he didn’t. He just continued to writhe and moan, helplessly.

      It was all he could do.

      The bearded man then started cutting off more from Craig’s detached leg and served up a section to his wife.

      ‘Thank you, dear,’ she said to him. She then looked over to Craig and flashed him a crooked smile and a wink. ‘And thank you, honey. I’m willing to bet this is going to be very tasty.’

      She bit down, still maintaining eye contact with him, and yanked a chunk free. She chewed, slowly and deliberately, savouring the taste. Her eyes closed and she let out an appreciative moan.

      ‘Oh boy,’ she said, spitting small chunks as she spoke. ‘I was right. This is delicious.’

      ‘Come on,’ Henry said, bouncing up and down on his heels, ‘I’ve been waiting long enough. When is it my turn?’

      ‘Soon,’ the older man said impatiently. ‘But you go last, because you can’t control yourself.’

      The man then carefully cut off another piece, slightly bigger than the previous two. ‘I’m gonna need more than that,’ Henry said.

      ‘I know you are,’ the man said. ‘You always do. It’s how you ended up so damn big.’

      ‘Ain’t my fault,’ the brute said. ‘Can’t help the hunger inside of me.’

      ‘True enough,’ the man said, nodding. ‘But you should learn to control it. Anyway, this piece ain’t for you.’

      The man held the newly cut slice in one hand and studied it. He then looked over to Henry, who was watching him like a greedy dog, salivating, waiting for his turn. The man shook his head and lifted the detached leg in his free hand. Craig saw exposed red flesh where the man had cut strips free.

      ‘Here,’ he said and threw the entire leg over to his bulbous son.

      Henry was large, and powerful, but obviously not very nimble. In his excitement, he spilled and dropped the appendage and it rolled across the dirt floor, gathering up bits of dust and grime. The giant quickly grabbed it and held it out before him, an excited grin on his face, like a kid with a present on Christmas morning.

      ‘Thanks, Da,’ he said and bit down, mashing his stubby teeth through the skin. Blood ran free and slopped down his face. He pulled his head back, bringing a mouthful of meat away with it, and chewed greedily. He closed his eyes and let out a long, satisfied moan. He swallowed and took bite after bite, like he was quickly working his way through a chicken leg.

      That was enough for Craig. He instinctively turned his head and threw up across the table.

      ‘Awww, don’t worry about that,’ the woman said, trying to sound sincere, but unable to repress a slight giggle. ‘It always happens. Nothing to be embarrassed about, dear boy.’

      After coughing up some additional bile, Craig desperately tried to beg some more.

      ‘Please,’ he croaked, ‘just end it. I can’t take it any more.’

      The woman approached him, still eating. ‘Can’t do that, sweetie,’ she said. ‘We need you alive. That’s when you taste the best.’ She then brought a bloodied hand down and traced her fingers along his remaining thigh, letting them dance up his skin.

      The touch made Craig flinch, which in turn made her giggle again.

      She ran her hands farther up, eyeing his body as she did. Then her hand hovered over his groin and Craig felt his body impulsively tighten up. She flicked her eyes up, meeting his own, and winked. ‘Suppose there are ways to make this more bearable for you’

      ‘Adela,’ the bearded man spat. ‘Stop that. Now.’

      ‘You shut the fuck up!’ she yelled back, not even looking at him. She continued to lock eyes with Craig. He gave a sudden intake of breath as her finger brushed against his member. ‘Would you like that, sweetie?’ she asked, trying to make her voice as seductive as possible.

      Craig felt dizzy.

      What the hell was wrong with her? In what realm of crazy did she have to live in to think he would want anything like that done to him while he was being eaten alive? Let alone from someone like her. She stroked it again, still smiling, her lips red and wet with blood.

      Craig just shook his head, hoping his mind would break. Maybe then he could be free of this nightmare and get lost in sweet insanity.

      The woman didn’t take too kindly to his rebuttal. ‘Why?’ she asked. ‘Something wrong with me? Too much woman for you?’

      ‘Just leave me alone,’ Craig said softly. ‘Please. Just stop all this. I’m begging you.’

      The woman curled her top lip into a scowl. ‘Are you fucking stupid, boy? Take a look around you. Does it look like we have any intention of stopping? Have you seen how Henry is chomping down on that leg of yours? It’s going to happen, we’re going to eat you all up, and it’s going to hurt. Now,’ she went on, as her face softened and her stroking continued, ‘what I’m offering is a way to take your mind off things.’

      Craig began to weep. The whole situation was beyond fucked up. Did she really think her advances would do any good whatsoever? Kim could be stroking him right now, but with the pain he was in there was no chance of any kind of sexual reaction.

      The woman seemed to notice his lack of arousal too. ‘Hmmm, it’s not playing. Why isn’t it playing?’

      ‘Please,’ Craig repeated, shutting his eyes. ‘Please, just stop. I can’t take it any more. Just end it if you’re going to.’

      He knew it was hopeless, but he had nothing else to offer.

      ‘Fucking prick,’ the woman said, exploding into anger. She bent forward and her hand quickly found his balls and squeezed tight, causing him to squeal in fresh agony. His eyes shot open so wide he thought they would pop from his skull. ‘Does this thing even work? I bet it doesn’t.’ She squeezed again. ‘So, if it don’t work, might as well get rid of it,’ she said, turning to the bearded man. ‘Ted? Pass me a knife. A big one. One that will get things a little messy.’

      The man chuckled and picked up a knife, one with a serrated edge, and held it out for his wife, directly over Craig’s body.

      ‘No,’ he pleaded. ‘Don’t. Please don’t. I’m begging you. Please, for the love of God, just let it end.’ He was screaming now, totally manic, and yet the man and woman, the two evil bastards who held his fate in their hands, just laughed. The woman took the serrated knife and looked it over.

      ‘Ohhhh,’ she said, ‘good choice.’

      She then leaned in again to Craig, bringing her head close to his, so he could make out every feature on her face; the sores, the wrinkles on her dirty skin, the milky, pale eyes, and the yellowed teeth. It all repulsed him.

      ‘Now,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry to say this, honey, but I expect this will hurt quite a bit. But we can’t let anything go to waste, anything at all, even down to the last small mouthful. Which is about all your little friend down there would measure up to.’

      Craig began to scream for help. Another useless gesture, but he was beyond desperate.

      ‘Keep screaming,’ the older man said. ‘Won’t help you any, but damn if we don’t enjoy the sound. Makes all of this a little bit more fun, you know.’

      Craig barely heard him, he just continued to scream and thrash around uselessly on the table.

      To make matters worse, the woman held up the knife directly in front of him, letting him take in every detail. He continued to scream.

      ‘Time to get to carving, don’t you think?’ she asked him, then stepped back a little. She centred beside him, near his crotch. ‘Should have taken me up on my offer, boy. I’m good, you know. You would have enjoyed it.’

      She grabbed a handful, pulled it up as far as she could, and swung the knife towards it.

      Craig screamed again.

      The agony was immeasurable.

      And still he did not pass out.
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      Ashley wasn’t sure if she was in some kind of hell.

      Images and scenes played out; horrible scenarios that she just couldn’t get away from. Waking up with Tim, lying in a large, warm bed. She felt so happy that they were together and in love.

      Then he struck her.

      And tied her down as she struggled in vain.

      His face changed, twisting somehow. His top lip pulled itself up to meet his nose and his eyes began to sag. There was a knock at the bedroom door, a room she didn’t recognise.

      At least it’s clean, she thought.

      Only a moment later, it wasn’t. It changed into a filthy wreck of a room, with junk piled everywhere and the skeletal bodies of animals strewn across the floor.

      They were large animals, and the skulls looked decidedly human.

      Tim walked to the door and pulled it open with a slow squeak.

      ‘Hey, babe,’ he said, ‘you’re here.’ He then stood aside as Kim entered, a big smile on her face.

      ‘Oh, you have her tied up already,’ she said. ‘Kinky. Do we get to play now?’

      ‘We sure do,’ he said, and they kissed.

      Then there was another knock at the door, but no one needed to answer it this time, it opened on its own. More people entered; a man with a scruffy beard and a cleft lip, a woman Ashley knew to be his wife, and a large, hulking thing.

      ‘Everyone’s here,’ Kim said, pleased.

      ‘So, let’s make a start,’ said the mountainous fat man with the cherubic face.

      They all gathered round Ashley as she screamed.

      Then things changed again.

      She felt herself dragged upwards, as if being brought to the surface of an expanse of water.

      It took her a moment to realise that reality was once again flooding her senses.

      She felt movement, a sway from side to side, and she was aware of cold air against her skin. There was a throbbing pain in the back of her head which overpowered the other aches and strains in her body that also screamed for attention.

      She slowly opened her eyes.

      It was disorientating at first as things slowly came into a nauseating focus.

      The man, who had seemed ready to end her life before she blacked out, was now carrying her, and she was once again completely tied up.

      Which meant he had decided against killing her.

      For now.

      Ashley lifted her head a little, though the small movement caused more nausea and pain. There was no one behind them, but she could hear someone walking ahead, sniffling every now and again.

      Kim.

      There didn’t seem to be anyone else with them, or if there was, they were moving silently. Which meant the woman Ashley had gutted had been left behind. Perhaps Ashley’s attack had been enough to kill her?

      Regardless of whatever grow-a-new-ass properties these freaks seemed to have, surely slicing open her stomach and cutting into the brain like that would be enough to make things permanent? Then again, the faceless man seemed to still be operating with a hole in his head and his brains scrambled. How they managed to survive such things was beyond Ashley, and she was pretty sure it always would be.

      The pounding in the back of her head seemed to be growing worse, and she let out a woozy moan.

      ‘Ah,’ the man said, without stopping or altering his movements, ‘looks like someone’s awake. Have to say, girlie, you impressed me a little back there. Did a real good job on my sister. Going to be a while before she is back to normal and able to get herself home.’

      Back to normal? After that? How was that even fucking possible?

      People weren’t built to get back to normal after suffering such wounds. Certainly not without immediate medical attention and a shit ton of luck.

      ‘What are you people?’ Ashley asked.

      ‘Just a family,’ the man answered, ‘doing what we need to do to get by.’

      ‘No,’ Ashley said, still woozy. ‘I mean, how come nothing can hurt you?’

      ‘Things hurt us plenty, I guarantee you that. You think Claudia isn’t in pain after what you did to her? Shit, she’ll be feeling that for months.’

      ‘But she isn’t dead.’

      ‘No,’ he said, ‘she isn’t. Takes a little more than that to put us down for good.’

      ‘How is that possible?’

      The man laughed. ‘People don’t tend to find that out, it’s kind of a trade secret.’ Ashley stayed silent, knowing she’d wasted her time asking. To her surprise, the man actually carried on. ‘But you may well get to know. Have some things to talk to Mother and Father about when I get back. About you, actually. Might be that you end up finding out more about us than most do.’

      Ashley had no idea what that meant and had no desire to find out, though she knew she wouldn’t get a lot of say in the matter.

      ‘Are you human?’ she asked.

      The man seemed to pause. ‘Yes,’ he said finally. ‘We’re human, just come to be a little... different, is all. Everyone is different, though, aren’t they? Different is what makes the world go round.’

      ‘It does,’ Ashley said, ‘but not when it turns you into a killer. Or a cannibal.’

      ‘Well, that’s your opinion,’ he said. ‘For now at least. I have a feeling you might come to change your mind. I should have killed you back there, you know, after what you did to my sister. But I didn’t. Decided to take a chance on you.’

      ‘That’s awful big of you. Am I supposed to thank you?’

      ‘Not yet, but in time you just might.’

      ‘I wouldn’t count on it.’

      ‘We’ll see,’ he said. ‘But I think you might be surprised, given what we can offer.’

      Ashley wanted to tell him to go fuck himself, but thought better of it. It was pointless antagonising him any further.

      She heard Kim sniffle again, up ahead, and wondered what she made of the conversation she had no doubt overheard. From the sounds of things, Kim was walking on ahead of her own accord. And if that was the case, she had much more freedom and movement than Ashley did. If any of them had a chance to try something, it was her.

      ‘Kim?’ Ashley called. ‘Are you okay?’

      ‘No talking,’ the man snapped.

      Ashley ignored him. ‘Kim, talk to me.’

      ‘I said shut up,’ the man snapped. ‘I’m warning you both, don’t try anything.’

      ‘Ashley,’ Kim answered in a quivering voice. ‘Just do what he says. He’ll kill us.’

      ‘That’s a good girl,’ Ted said and slapped Ashley on the back of her leg. ‘See, you should listen to your friend.’

      ‘He’s going to kill us anyway, Kim,’ Ashley said. ‘You need to run, if you can. Try to get away.’

      Ashley suddenly felt herself flip forward and land hard on her back, the force of the drop knocking the wind from her.

      ‘What did I just say?’ the man yelled, grabbing the handle of his machete and pulling it free. He held the tip of it to Ashley’s face. ‘Do you need me to prove my point? I’ve already been lenient with you, but I swear, another word from you,’ he then raised the blade and pointed it to Kim, ‘and I gut your friend. Nice and slow.’

      Ashley looked up and saw Kim ahead, her hands tied behind her back and a makeshift leash running back to the man. Pure fear was etched on the girl’s face.

      ‘Ashley,’ she pleaded, ‘just do as he says.’

      Ashley knew that doing as he said meant being lead to their deaths, only being quiet about it. If that was the case, what was the worst that could happen if they at least tried something? Worst case, they met their end a little earlier than they could have, but this freak and his family wouldn’t get the pleasure of eating them alive, which seemed to be his plan.

      At least it would be on their terms.

      If there was anything left for Ashley to cling to in this life, that was as good as it was going to get.

      But her friend was pleading with her, begging her to just... what? Give up?

      Where was the fight she’d insisted Ashley show?

      Maybe Kim was playing for as much time as she could, delaying death, hoping for some divine intervention, but as Kim herself had said earlier, that wasn’t going to happen.

      No one would save them, so they had to save themselves.

      But there was nothing Ashley could do. She was bound up tight and totally at this man’s mercy. He seemed stronger than his sister, and she got the feeling he would have no trouble carrying her the rest of the way back to the house.

      If Kim had truly given up, then there was nothing to be done, other than to let this man lead them back to his house.

      To their deaths.

      To become nothing more than a meal to these deranged lunatics.

      ‘Are you going to stay quiet?’ the man asked. Ashley stared daggers at him, but slowly nodded. ‘Good,’ he said and again lifted her to his shoulder. ‘We ain’t far away now, anyway.’

      Soon they were moving again.

      On their way to their slaughter.

      To say Ashley was disappointed to see her friend totally broken, after all Kim’s talk of fighting on to the bitter end, was an understatement.

      Only a little while ago, the situation had been reversed, but Ashley had, after some persuasion, stepped up, whereas Kim had now regressed.

      ‘There we are,’ the man said, stopping. Ashley pulled her head up and looked over his shoulder. Through the darkness, she could just make out the house up in the distance.

      The man took a breath.

      ‘Home sweet home.’
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      After the woman had finished hacking away Craig’s manhood—and pulled it free to dangle it mockingly before him—things descended into a hellish chaos.

      Whereas before the family had waited for the father to serve up their portions, the woman’s actions had changed things; tipping them over the edge and completely unleashing all of their animalistic desires.

      Formalities were dispensed with.

      ‘Okay,’ the father said, ‘everyone dig in and help themselves.’

      And they did.

      Craig lay sobbing, in unspeakable agony, as everyone moved in. Everyone accept Tim. He just stood by, with a long face, and watched as the rest of them got to work.

      The feeling of the three of them starting to devour him at the same time, pulling and tearing and cutting and biting, was pain on a completely new scale. The agony was everywhere, in different shades and measures.

      He screamed; a continuous, terrible, desperate bellowing that did not stop.

      He felt the cleaver go to work again on the opposite side of his body, this time on an arm. It again sunk into the flesh, just above his bicep, again and again, until his arm came free. There was no carving of the meat this time, the father simply dug in, like Henry had done with his leg before.

      Craig also felt a tearing sensation in his gut. Looking down, he saw the great, fat beast that was Henry dig his fingers through the skin of Craig’s stomach. They punctured through, with piercing pain, and pulled, tearing Craig open.

      The big, meaty hands then submerged inside of him, and Craig saw glistening, snakelike, red and purple intestines pulled free. Henry lifted them to his face and forced them into his mouth, slurping them up.

      The mother, who had just stripped him of his manhood, reached in as well, stealing more of his insides.

      The horror was just too much for him, and something fractured. It was as if his mind split into two.

      Part of it was present in the moment, feeling the pain his dying body was put through. The other was aware of what was going on, but was more detached and took everything in, noticing certain, surreal details.

      Henry made his way to Craig’s head, still slurping in strings of meat. He reached a fat, bloodstained hand down to Craig’s face.

      To his eye.

      Craig felt the fumbling, cumbersome appendages work against his eyeball, attempting to pluck it free, but instead only succeeding in pushing it farther in.

      Craig’s incomprehensible screeches grew louder.

      ‘I can never get these things out,’ Henry said, his mouth full.

      ‘Cos your fingers are too big,’ the father said and pointed to the side table where the instruments of death were still laid out. ‘Use that thin needle thing.’

      Thin needle thing?

      The detached half of Craig’s mind noticed the term, which wasn’t the most technical. It was almost comical. However, it was clear Henry understood and grabbed an instrument that was exactly like his father had described.

      Craig could only watch as the sharp end of the long needle came down towards him. He shut his eyes, but knew that would give no respite. He felt the needle sink into the corner of his socket.

      He thrashed and yelled, but evidently this was music to the family’s ears. They laughed as they ate. The woman even danced around, wrapping some of his innards around her shoulders like a shawl.

      The needle went in farther, then angled itself, and pulled back again in an effort to pop the eyeball free.

      The pain was excruciating, but the needle slipped free without success.

      ‘Damn it,’ Henry said.

      ‘Try again,’ his mother told him. ‘You’ll get it. Second time lucky.’

      He did try again and, as his mother had promised, the second time was lucky.

      Craig felt the eyeball dislodge and slip from his skull. He opened his remaining eye, but his vision was split. There was a further pull, accompanied by a stinging sensation inside of his head. Something snapped and his vision again became whole.

      No, not whole.

      Halved.

      Henry had pulled the eyeball free.

      Craig could see the red tendrils of the optic nerve dangling down above him.

      Henry studied it, then held it up for his mother to see. ‘I see you,’ he said, laughing.

      His mother broke into hysterics. ‘Oh, Henry, you’re so funny.’

      Henry nodded, clearly in agreement. He then popped the eyeball into his mouth, like a piece of candy, and began to chew. Craig heard a squelch as the monster’s powerful jaws clamped shut.

      ‘Juicy,’ he said and let out a moan of satisfaction.

      And so the horror carried on.

      Craig’s screams eventually died off after the mother had done something with his Adams apple. Craig couldn’t see exactly what, but he knew his throat was a mess. His jaw still worked though, moving up and down, trying to let loose a noise, a release, that would just not come.

      His vision began to blur, and a lightheadedness started to take over. After being so alert through all of the torture, an alertness probably caused by the searing pain, it was a relief to know that it was clearly coming to an end for him.

      His horrific injuries were finally bringing death.

      Craig felt the needle plunge into the corner of his other eye, ready to rob him of his sight completely.

      Come on, he prayed to any God that was listening. End it now. It’s time. End it now.

      A small part of him was actually thankful they seemed to be devouring him so completely. If there was nothing left of him, it meant his family would never know what had happened.

      At least they would be spared that horror.

      Unless, of course, Kim and Ashley had gotten away.

      And he dearly hoped they had. He couldn’t stand the thought of them, especially Kim, going through this agony and torture.

      It was a small mercy that she wasn’t here to see him like this.

      Then, as if God was quite happy to shit on him further, he heard it.

      ‘Craig!’

      Craig felt the pressure on the needle release, and he was able to turn his head. Through blurred, unclear vision, he managed to make out the shape of the person who was screaming.

      No. Please God, no.

      It was Kim.

      One final fuck you from whatever twisted karma was orchestrating this whole weekend.

      He tried to call back to her, but could make no sound.

      Finally, death claimed him.
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        * * *

      

      The sight of inhuman carnage inflicted on her boyfriend when Kim entered the room was enough to make her drop to her knees.

      It was monstrous; absolute desecration. The metallic smell of blood filled the room, bathing her in its stink.

      The other members of the family stood around a great stone table. All of them smeared in blood and gore, chewing noisily.

      Feasting on him.

      As if what they were doing was the most normal thing in the world.

      As they ate, Craig’s body twitched and moved very slowly, as if it were about to give out.

      Blood flowed steadily from every part of his ruined torso, bubbling free in multiple streams. A bloody stump indicated one of his arms was completely gone, and she could see another stump beyond, where a leg should be. His stomach was pulled open all the way up to his chest, revealing what was left of his insides, and also part of his rib cage.

      The hideous sight was too much for Kim, and she couldn’t help but call out Craig’s name. Henry was doing something to his face, but upon hearing her yell, he smiled and stepped back.

      Craig turned his face towards her.

      One eye was completely gone, leaving an empty pit in its place, and the other was bulging from its socket unnaturally, almost like a sickening cartoon. He tried to say something, but his jaw simply moved, like a fish devoid of water. Then he slumped back, unmoving, dying before her eyes.

      Kim began to scream and scream and scream, pulling at her hair in absolute terror.

      Through it all, she managed to hear the words from the man who held her on a leash.

      ‘You fuckers, you started without me.’
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        * * *

      

      He couldn’t believe it. The greedy pieces of shit couldn’t have waited just a little while longer, just held out a little bit so that they could all eat together, like a family should.

      ‘You and your sister were taking too long,’ Father told him. ‘Besides, we got two more to go at.’

      He pointed to the two women Ted had in his charge.

      ‘Not the point,’ Ted said. ‘You should have waited.’

      ‘It’s done now,’ his father said.

      ‘Ted?’ Mother asked. ‘Where is your sister?’

      Ted chuckled. ‘Funny story. This one here,’ he let Ashley flop to the floor from his shoulder, ‘has something about her. She managed to get free of Sis. Ended up driving Claudia’s own knife into her skull. If it weren’t for me, this one would have gotten away.’

      ‘And what about your sister?’ Mother asked.

      ‘She’s still out there, but she isn’t in a good way.’

      ‘You left her?’

      ‘I couldn’t bring them all back on my own, Mother,’ he said defensively. ‘If it weren’t for Claudia, we would have been back by now. Her fuck up nearly cost us these two little rabbits. Anyway, she’ll pull herself round. Eventually.’

      ‘But she’ll miss all this,’ Mother said, opening her hands to the man who lay dead on the table.

      ‘And that’s her fault,’ Ted said.

      ‘He’s got a point, Adela,’ Father said, cutting in.

      ‘But it’s been so long. If she doesn’t get to eat this time, how will she cope? Who knows how long it will be before we get to do this again.’

      ‘Then she shouldn’t have fucked up,’ Father said. ‘We all have our jobs to do. And we all need to do them well for this to work. Sounds like she got sloppy, so she needs to understand the consequences of that.’

      ‘But she’ll be a nightmare to deal with,’ Mother said.

      ‘Then we’ll lock her in the basement. I’m sure Henry can help straighten her out.’

      Henry smiled and nodded, still too preoccupied with eating to talk. He had plucked the boy’s remaining eyeball free and shoved it into his maw.

      ‘Well,’ Ted said, ‘I might have half an idea about that.’

      ‘What do you mean, son?’ his father asked, genuinely curious.

      Ted kicked out at the redhead who, he noted, had rolled over and was looking at what was left of her friend. Her face was unreadable. She wasn’t howling and screaming like her frantic companion.

      ‘This one,’ he sneered. ‘She has something about her, like I said. Not like most we get who are only good for food.’

      ‘Are you saying what I think you are?’ Father asked. Ted shrugged.

      ‘Not sure,’ he replied. ‘But figured it was worth, you know, seeing what you thought. And...’ he trailed off.

      ‘And what?’

      ‘And, if you thought the same, maybe we could go see what Grandpa thinks too.’

      His father fell silent and began to run a hand through his beard, now coated red with blood and flesh.

      ‘That’s a lot of mouths to feed,’ Mother said. ‘Can we handle another?’

      ‘I don’t think we can,’ Father said. ‘It’s hard enough as it is now.’

      ‘So then,’ Mother asked, ‘what is there to discuss? More food for tonight. That’s all there is to it.’

      But Ted could see his father mulling it over and had a feeling the old man was coming to the same conclusion he had earlier.

      ‘Ted might have a point here,’ Father said.

      ‘What kind of point?’

      ‘Well, it’s been a while since we’ve changed things up,’ he replied. ‘Timothy has been the runt for too long. It’s about time he got the chance to get what he’s owed. Only way to do that is to bring someone new into the family. Take in a new child to cover his role and let him move up. And this one looks pretty enough to be good bait. Hell, even with that gash across her face I bet she could bring us lots of fresh food. This might be a good opportunity, if Ted is right about her, that is.’

      ‘But we’ve just said we can’t take on another mouth. Are you implying what I think you are?’

      ‘Maybe.’

      ‘Are you serious? Are you really saying that we just cut one of the children loose? How can you say that? They won’t be able to cope or survive on their own.’

      ‘We don’t cut them loose, we take em’ down to see their Grandpa.’

      ‘That’s even worse,’ Mother said. ‘You’re talking about killing them. And who would you suggest?’

      ‘Well, Claudia got sloppy, and it’s her fault that one of them nearly got away. Everyone knows there are consequences for failure. It might be good to make an example. Show that the rules aren’t to be broken.’

      ‘But she’s our daughter,’ Mother said, ‘how can you be so careless?’

      ‘Not saying it’s an easy decision, but the right ones rarely are. We gotta do what’s right for the family as a whole. We’re stagnating here, Adela, you can see that. And the man downstairs won’t allow that forever. This could be what we need.’

      Adela approached the redhead, who had pushed herself up to her knees. The girl stared back at the older woman with a look of disgust and defiance. Adela grabbed the younger girl by the chin and tilted her head up to inspect her face.

      ‘Fuck you,’ the redhead said, drawing a chuckle from Ted.

      ‘Looks to have fight in her. Thought she was the quiet one?’ Adela asked, looking over to Timothy.

      He shrugged. ‘I thought so too.’

      ‘You can all go to hell,’ the girl said. ‘Do you really think I would want to be part of your fucked up family? After the things I’ve seen you do?’

      ‘Oh,’ Adela said, ‘that won’t be a problem. If we think you’re Webb material, then you’ll join us after you see the old man. No question about it. It’s not exactly a choice, dear. Do you think we’ve always been like this? Fuck no. I was a good, church-going young lady once. But if Grandpa sees a certain something in you, a certain... quality, then he can grant you things and show you things you never dreamed possible. Things you had no idea existed. That’s just how it works. Choice don’t come into it. He just turns you. If you’re lucky.’

      ‘Bullshit,’ the girl said.

      Adela laughed and let go of her. ‘You’ll see in time, my dear.’

      ‘So,’ Father said, ‘you agree?’

      Adela cocked her head and Ted could see the contemplation on her face. ‘Maybe. She might just have it. Though only the old man can know for sure.’

      ‘So we take her to see him,’ Father said with finality.

      ‘And if he agrees, and she becomes one of us? What do we do with Claudia?’

      ‘We wait till she gets herself back here,’ Father said. ‘Then take her down to see Grandpa as well.’

      ‘What’ll happen to her?’ Timothy asked.

      ‘Doesn’t matter,’ Father said. ‘If he agrees with this, then after we take Claudia down we won’t see her again. No need to worry ourselves about what he does with her.’

      ‘What if he doesn’t agree?’ Henry asked, still picking bits from the body left on the table. He pulled chunks of meat free from the open stomach and slipped them into his mouth. ‘What if she isn’t one of us?’

      ‘Then nothing happens,’ Father said. ‘We carry on as we are.’

      ‘With Claudia around?’ Henry asked.

      ‘Of course,’ Father replied.

      ‘Don’t think she will be too happy, though, when she finds out what we were thinking.’

      Father shrugged. ‘She’ll learn to deal with it. She’ll have to. And she should let it be a lesson not to fuck up. But, I have to say, I have a good feeling about this one,’ he pointed to the redhead. ‘Might be just what we are looking for.’

      ‘So, what do we do first?’ Ted asked. ‘Do we finish up with her?’ He pulled at the leash, making the Asian one yelp, a small break in her sobbing. ‘Or do we take the redhead down to see Grandpa first?’

      Father though about that for a moment before finally deciding.

      ‘We take her to Grandpa,’ he said. ‘Timothy and Henry can stay up here and clean up. They’ll need to get rid of the leftovers and set the table again, anyway. The rest of us will go down and see what’s what.’

      ‘Sounds good to me,’ Ted said, then he leaned closer to the redhead, close enough to smell her. ‘Good luck. If all goes well, looks like I’ll be calling you sister soon enough.’
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      Ashley knew these people were insane, that much was painfully evident, but seeing what had become of poor Craig, a sight which turned her stomach, was enough to prove the family was completely and utterly unhinged.

      Craig’s body had been totally ravaged and mangled.

      It was an inhuman sight.

      The blood that ran from the ruined corpse drained from the table, which Ashley saw had small holes along its surface. His lifeblood slipping away to God knows where.

      It was sickening.

      In some respect, considering their mental state, the Webb’s talk of getting her to join them, to become part of their nightmare, shouldn’t seem that crazy. But did they really think she would ever allow that to happen? Even if it proved to be the only way to save her life, living like them was not an acceptable compromise.

      She would rather die.

      The man who had carried her back here, Ted, began cutting at her bonds.

      ‘You’re going to need a bit more movement,’ he said. ‘Getting down there isn’t exactly easy.’

      She’d expected him to perhaps free up her legs, but to untie her completely surprised her. She looked at him warily.

      ‘You’d be advised not to try anything stupid here, girl,’ the father said and folded his arms over his chest. The tone he gave off was scalding, almost... parental.

      She felt Ted grab her from behind. He wrapped one arm tightly around her chest and brought up his knife to her throat.

      ‘I’d listen to him carefully if I were you, sweetheart,’ she heard him say, feeling his rotten breath on the side of her face.

      He pushed her forward and the older man, Benjamin, pulled a key from his overall pocket and walked to the corner of the room, where he squatted down. As Ashley passed the table where Craig’s remains sat, she saw Benjamin fumbling with something on the floor; a thick, iron grate, roughly about three foot by three foot. He unlocked it and placed the key back into the pocket on his chest, then opened the grate, which was hinged at one side.

      A trap door.

      So that’s how they proposed to get her down there. Ted then pushed Ashley over to his father, who grabbed her by the throat.

      ‘Ready to go see the old man?’ he asked with a sneer.

      ‘Wait,’ a voice shouted, echoing around the small space. Everyone turned their attentions back to Kim, who had been forgotten. She was in a sitting position on the floor, pulling her tied hands under her butt, before bending her legs and looping her arms from under them. She didn’t seem to be in any kind of rush.

      ‘You got something to say?’ the father asked, chuckling.

      ‘Take me instead,’ she said, standing to her feet.

      ‘Take you? Take you where?’

      ‘Down there,’ she said. ‘Wherever you are going. Take me. Let me join you.’

      Benjamin threw his head back and let out a bellowing laugh.

      ‘You? Join us? Oh, my dear, I’m afraid that isn’t how this works,’ he said.

      ‘And you wouldn’t fit in, anyway,’ Adela added. ‘You’re eyes are too slanty. Not really our sort.’

      She laughed as she spoke, and Henry chuckled along with her.

      ‘Besides,’ Benjamin went on, ‘you don’t just get to ask. You need to be chosen.’

      ‘Then choose me,’ she said, taking a step forward.

      ‘Why should we do that?’

      ‘Because,’ she said, still walking forward. No one seemed concerned by her, merely curious. ‘I have what it takes. I can be one of you.’

      Ted quickly walked over to Kim and took a strong hold of her.

      ‘Wait,’ Benjamin commanded, seemingly intrigued. Ted released her and stepped aside. ‘So,’ Ben went on, ‘you think you have what it takes to be one of us? Well, I have to say, in all my years, never have I heard anyone say they actually want to join us. Like I said, it’s never a choice.’

      ‘But I want to,’ Kim said.

      Ashley couldn’t believe what she was hearing from her so-called friend. Surely what they’d done to Craig sickened Kim’s as much as it did her? Surely she could have nothing but contempt for these people? Then, Ashley thought back to Kim’s earlier eagerness to leave her behind, and figured this was just another display of desperate selfishness. She was doing it for one reason and one reason only: so she didn’t have to die.

      ‘No, you don’t want to. You just don’t want to die,’ the man said, as if reading Ashley’s thoughts. ‘And it isn’t going to work, I’m afraid.’

      ‘That’s not it,’ Kim insisted. ‘I do want to be one of you. And I can prove it.’

      ‘Prove it? How?’

      Kim continued walking, slowly, up to the table, up to the bloodied and destroyed body of Craig. Everyone, including Ashley, watched her intently. After taking a deep breath, Kim then lowered her head forward to Craig’s opened stomach and opened her mouth.

      Jesus, no, Ashley thought to herself, repulsed. Surely there was no way Kim would go through with it.

      But she did.

      Ashley almost gagged as she watched Kim bury her face into Craig’s insides. She heard a wet squelch, and Kim brought her head back up. Her mouth was smeared with blood, and glistening strings dangled from it. She then began to chew, slowly.

      ‘How could you?’ Ashley said.

      Kim didn’t answer, just continued chewing. The family erupted in laughter.

      ‘Jesus, Timothy,’ Benjamin said, doubling over in laughter. ‘You really did bring us quite the selection this time. I’ve never seen anything like it.’

      ‘I don’t know what to say,’ Tim said. ‘I never knew either of them had it in them. Maybe I misjudged them.’

      Kim smiled as she chewed. It was a manic sight, and she made her way over to Craig’s head. ‘What’s the best part to eat?’ she asked through a mouthful of meat. ‘The throat looks tasty.’

      Ashley had half an idea to race over to Kim and strangle her herself.

      Kim leaned in to Craig again, ready to take another bite as the family continued to roar in laughter around her.

      Ashley was horrified. After all she’d seen, this sickened her the most, purely because of the betrayal of it all. Her mind was racing with confusion and rage, and it took her a moment to realise Kim was staring directly at her.

      Kim’s eyes flicked from Ashley, then to the trap door, then back again, and she gave an almost imperceptible nod.

      Ashley realised Kim was signalling to her.

      She wanted her to go down there.

      But when, and why?

      And then it all became clear.

      Kim, with her hands still tied together, quickly grabbed what looked like a sharp kitchen knife from the small table next to the slab. She screamed with fury and sprinted towards Benjamin, the knife held out before her. The family, still recovering from their laughing fit, were slow to react, and Kim lunged, thrusting the knife into the man’s throat. Ashley heard a wet squelch as the metal slid easily into the flesh. The blade was of such a length that it penetrated right through and came out of the back of Benjamin’s neck.

      Kim quickly sidestepped around him, still holding the knife and twisting the man as she moved, putting Ashley behind her, and her between Ashley and the rest of the family. She pulled the knife free and lunged into Benjamin. They tangled briefly until Kim pushed him backwards into Tim, who caught the older man before he fell. Benjamin brought a hand up to his neck, his eyes wide with shock, and pressed it tight to the puncture wound, trying and stem the blood that gushed and spurted free. It was useless, though, as it pumped rhythmically from between his fingers. Benjamin sank to his knees.

      Excitement spread through the rest of the family, the violence like an aphrodisiac to them. Henry whooped and hollered, clapping his hands together.

      ‘Very clever,’ the mother said, pulling her lips back into something halfway between a smile and a grimace. ‘Not going to do much good, though.’

      Kim turned her head slightly, looking back to Ashley.

      ‘Go,’ she whispered.

      ‘But—’ Ashley began, but didn’t have the chance to finish. Kim backed up and shoved Ashley, who stumbled. She lost her footing on the edge of the trap door and fell inside. The drop was only a few feet, but she landed painfully on the earthy floor.

      She heard commotion above and saw Kim drop the knife down to her before slamming the grate shut. A metallic clang rang out as Ashley tried to catch up with what was happening. Kim pressed herself into the grate and was frantically working her hands as bodies descended on top of her. It took Ashley a moment to understand what she was doing; in her hands, she had the same key Benjamin had used when he opened the grate, and she was now locking it.

      Ashley realised she must have taken it when she was wrestling with Benjamin, before shoving him away.

      Seemingly all part of a desperate plan.

      Frantic yelling rose in volume and intensity from above, a yelling that was overpowered by Kim’s screaming. She was in pain, then Ashley saw why. A blade appeared though her front, just to the side of her stomach. Still her hands worked and Ashley heard a metallic click.

      The grate had been successfully locked.

      Thick, fat hands wrapped around Kim’s throat, hands that engulfed her neck almost completely, and began to squeeze. Kim’s eyes bulged and her screams were choked off, but that did not slow her down. She thrust an arm through the grate and something fell from her grip, landing close to Ashley.

      It was the key.

      Ashley looked up at her friend who mouthed the words I’m sorry, before being dragged completely from view.

      Screams of pain and agony rang out, along with the frantic, arguing voices of the family. Tim appeared at the grate above her and pressed himself down on to it. He looked furious.

      ‘Don’t you fucking go anywhere,’ he said. ‘We will gut you, you hear? We will fucking tear you apart.’

      Ashley picked up both the key and the knife that Kim had dropped. Kim’s last act had been to save her friend’s life and give her a chance at escape.

      Ashley felt a draft to her side and saw she was at the start of some kind of small tunnel, only a few feet in circumference, that cut down into the earth at a steady decline. She didn’t know where it led, and she guessed something would be waiting, but at least it got her away from the horrors above, from this psychopathic family, and maybe gave her a chance at freedom.

      And it was all thanks to Kim, a girl she had thought to be a coward and a traitor.

      A girl who had sacrificed her own life for Ashley.

      Ashley looked back up to the face of the man she once thought she loved.

      ‘Tim,’ she shouted up, then raised a hand, middle finger extended. ‘Fuck you.’

      She then began to crawl onwards as quickly as she could, down the decline of the tunnel, one that grew ever steeper.

      Behind her, she could still hear the threats and cursing of Tim as she left him behind.
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      The pain was immense, but Kim felt an odd sensation of peace through it all. With her throat crushed, she lay gasping on the floor. The knife that punctured through her had been pulled out, but it had ripped and split things on its way. She felt blood spit out of the gaping holes, front and back, with every breath her dying body took.

      It was the kind of pain she had been fearing, the reason she had considered running and leaving her friend behind, all so she could save herself. After the carnage and violence back in the woods and seeing Ashley drive that knife into the woman’s skull, but not killing her, something had broken inside her. If something like that didn’t kill them, then nothing would. It seemed to snuff out all hope of escape, so a new survival instinct took over; compliance.

      She stopped resisting and fell in line, submitting herself to these beasts in the hope that they would spare her. She didn’t really believe they would, but what else could she do?

      Then, after being lead back on a leash like a dog, she saw what they had done to Craig, and she knew that was to be her fate. Whilst Ashley had shown the kind of fight they needed, Kim had wilted when it had mattered.

      The agony she was in, the pain she had been so scared of, was far worse than she had imagined it could be. However, despite that, it still didn’t compare to the shame she felt at her previous actions.

      So, when these people had talked about getting Ashley to join them, something that still didn’t make sense to Kim, she had made a decision. She was going to fight hell-for-leather to ensure that at least one of them got out of here alive. Or, at least give one of them a chance.

      And she had succeeded.

      Right now, her friend had that chance. It may not have been much, and she could very well still meet a nasty end, but at least she’d given Ashley hope.

      And maybe earned her forgiveness as well.

      Kim felt Henry step over her, his towering bulk rising up and up. She could see his fat head looking down at her from up high with a scowl as she struggled to suck in pained breaths.

      ‘What do we do with her?’ he asked. ‘She’s dying. Cold meat is no good.’

      The man she had stabbed, Benjamin, was on his feet again, trying to talk, but he could do no more than gargle and spit blood. The crimson liquid still spilled liberally from the vicious wound, and he looked incredibly pale.

      Good, thought Kim, proud of her achievement.

      ‘Forget her,’ the woman said. ‘Kill her and be done with it. We need to get after the other one, and quick.’

      Henry smiled. ‘Looks like your time’s up,’ he said. ‘Shame we don’t get a proper meal from you.’

      ‘Henry,’ his mother snapped, ‘this is no time for playing around. Get on with it. We need you.’

      ‘Okay, Ma,’ he said defensively, like a temperamental teenager. He then reached down and took hold of Kim’s neck. ‘This is going to hurt,’ he whispered.

      And it did.

      His mighty hands compressed, crushing Kim’s already mashed throat utterly and completely. She felt a sudden pain as her head was twisted sharply to the side. Something cracked, but death wasn’t instant. Kim was unable to open her mouth to scream and her head wobbled uselessly in his grip.

      There was an almighty tug, and she actually felt the vertebrae in her neck pull apart as the skin surrounding it stretched and split.

      Kim’s last feeling was of rising into the air as her body lay motionless on the floor below.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Get out of the way,’ Ted said, pushing Timothy aside as his brother spat obscenities down into the dark void, but the girl was gone, that much was clear. Ted began working at the grate, digging the long blade of his machete around the edge of it, into the ground, hoping, in vain, he could dig it up. Without the key, he could think of no other way to gain access.

      And the only key he was aware of for that grate was down there below them.

      Ted was angry. Furious in fact, that his father, who had just given a speech on responsibility and consequences, had so stupidly lost the fucking key. Right now, she was heading farther down there, towards him, and they, with all their power, were actually powerless to stop her. It was the single biggest clusterfuck he had seen from anyone in his family. Ever.

      If anyone deserved punishment for their actions, it was his father.

      But Ted was also more than a little scared. Sure, his father had fucked up, but it was Ted who had first suggested turning the redhead, and that was the reason the grate had been opened in the first place.

      So, would everything be blamed on him?

      But just because Father had fucked up, royally fucked up, surely that didn’t make him wrong about the girl. The fight she was showing had to be proof he was right? He hoped the family, and Grandpa, would see it that way too.

      Regardless, the chances of the redhead joining them now were effectively finished. She was on her way down to where he lived and, where Grandpa was concerned, there were very specific rules. The chief of which was that no outsider went down there without a member of the family escorting them.

      He was quite insistent on that. And he was going to be pissed.

      Heads would roll, probably literally.

      He prayed it wouldn’t be his own.

      No matter how much he tried to dig around the frame of the grate to create an opening that could perhaps pull the whole thing free, it was useless. The earth was just too thick, and the frame was set in too deep.

      He needed another way.

      He swivelled around, looking for something, anything, that would help. He saw Henry holding the Asian girl’s head. Her jaw moved up and down a couple of times; an automated motor response, a hangover from life. Red tendrils fell from what remained of her neck and, through them, he saw a small length of spine.

      The mouth stopped moving.

      Henry studied the head, like it was a curiosity, and stared into the girl’s eyes as her life drained away. He then tossed the head carelessly to his side. It bounced once and rolled from Ted’s view.

      ‘Ted,’ his mother snapped, moving next to him. ‘What are you waiting for? Keep digging. We need to get down there, now.’

      But digging was pointless. Father stumbled about, trying to bark out orders, but was unable to speak. He only succeeded in covering the area with his still running blood. If things weren’t so tense and urgent, it might have even been funny.

      ‘Quiet down, you,’ Mother said to him, a seething anger in her tone. ‘This is all your fucking fault. How could you let one of them get the better of you like that? This has turned into one big fuck up.’

      Father tried to say something, but it was useless. He couldn’t speak and Mother wasn’t listening. Ted was more than a little relieved Mother saw things his way, seemingly blaming only one person for all of this.

      He looked back to the grate, then to Henry, and an idea formed.

      ‘Keep going,’ Mother said and slapped him painfully around the head.

      ‘I’m not getting anywhere,’ he shot back, ‘but there might be another way.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Henry,’ he shouted over to his brother, who walked over to them. ‘Need your help here, buddy. Up for a challenge?’

      Henry laughed and clapped his hands. ‘Always,’ he said. ‘What is it?’

      ‘Need you to test your strength. There’s no digging through this. So, do you think you’d be able to rip it open for us?’

      Henry studied the grate, cocking his head to one side. ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘I think I can do that.’

      Ted and his mother moved aside, giving Henry space to work. The giant reached down to the grate and took hold, setting himself and taking a deep breath.

      He then heaved and let out a long, strained groan, pulling with everything he had. Small veins formed on his forehead and popped from his neck. He was pulling so hard his whole body was shaking.

      ‘Careful you don’t shit yourself,’ Timothy said, smiling to himself.

      ‘Shut up, boy,’ Mother snapped, lashing out at him.

      Henry was straining desperately, but Ted heard a small creak from the metal and saw the frame slowly begin to bend.

      ‘Keep going, brother,’ Ted said, giving encouragement. ‘You’re doing it. You’re actually doing it. It’s starting to give.’

      Henry stopped and took a breath, his face beet red and sweating. He smiled and nodded at Ted, then set himself again. He drew in a few quick breaths and heaved once more. Ted again heard the sound of straining metal, louder this time. The thick iron frame bent and twisted in front of his eyes. Henry stopped again to get his breath.

      ‘That’s a good boy,’ Mother said, rubbing Henry on the arm. ‘Such a strong boy. You’re doing me proud. One more, just one more and you might have it.’

      Henry gritted his teeth together, his face a picture of determination. He gave an almighty roar and pulled again.

      The lock broke.

      Metal splintered with a squeal and the lid swung open, so fast the squatting Henry lost his balance and fell to his back, his legs sticking up in the air like a stuck turtle.

      Mother cheered.

      ‘Well done, Henry’ she said, then pushed at Ted. ‘Move. Get down there, after her.’

      ‘You hear that, you fucking bitch,’ Timothy yelled loudly into the hole. ‘We’re coming for you now. You’re fucking dead.’

      There was a lot of anger in Timothy, more so than usual, but Ted soon figured out why. Only moments ago, he’d been given hope that another member would come in to the family, one that would be ranked beneath him and take over his duties. And that would give him the chance to move up, and he would finally be able to feed fully.

      With Father’s fuck up, all of that hope had been yanked away.

      Ted pushed him aside and dropped into the hole. His feet hit the floor and he dove forward onto his stomach and began to crawl forward into the tunnel as quickly as he could. He heard someone else drop in behind him.

      The tunnel was small, but easy enough to navigate through. He did wonder if Henry would be able to squeeze his bulk through it, though. His much larger brother hadn’t been down here since he had been turned all those years ago. Henry had been big then, but nothing like what he’d become.

      Ted felt a vibration through the ground beneath him and heard a dull, heavy thud. He also heard his giant brother let out an oomf as he hit the floor. Clearly, Henry was going to try his luck.

      Ted just hoped he didn’t get stuck in the tunnel, as it was the only way in or out. If he got wedged in good, then they’d have to cut their way through him to get back up.

      Something, he supposed, that could be fun.

      But first, they had work to do.

      That redheaded bitch needed to die.
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      Ashley made her way through the tunnel on all fours as quickly as she could. The space was big enough for her, but it was pitch black and the air was starting to thin. The only thing she had to light the way was her phone, the thing that had been almost useless until now. She was using its torch feature, shining a light up ahead, but it had been days since its last charge and, even though it had been used sparsely, the battery was close to dead.

      The tunnel itself seemed to be a natural one. It wasn’t a perfect circle, not even close, so she doubted it had been purposefully dug. Clumps of dirt and rock surrounded her, and her palms and knees pressed painfully into stones and rocks as she moved. The decline was steadily increasing, and it had begun to put a strain on her wrists as she used them to stop her body weight from slipping forward. If the slope increased much more she wouldn’t need to crawl, she would simply slide down the tunnel.

      Her face still stung from where the younger woman had knifed her earlier. Other cuts and bruises also sung for attention. Ashley was hurt and physically exhausted.

      She thought of Kim.

      Whatever had happened over these last few hours, the only thing she could think of now was her friend’s last, selfless act. And the words she had mouthed as those monstrous hands grabbed her.

      I’m sorry.

      Her sacrifice had given Ashley the opportunity to escape, so it didn’t matter how tired she was, how much pain she was in, she had to keep going.

      She owed it to her friend.

      The sound of the family’s bickering and Tim’s furious taunts faded more as she put further distance between them. And she was happy to let it drown out.

      But then she heard something that spurred her on faster. A loud, metal screech, and more shouting from Tim. She couldn’t be sure what he said, but she knew that somehow they were through, and they were after her.

      Ashley knew how quickly they could move, especially in these kinds of environments. It was almost inhuman. It meant they would gain on her, there was no question of that.

      Her only hope was if she’d already put enough distance between them to get to the end of this tunnel before they caught up with her.

      The knife Kim had dropped for her was wedged into the back of Ashley’s trousers, and she could feel the blade cut against the skin of her buttocks as she crawled. Regardless, she didn’t move it, and she didn’t adjust. Instead, she used the constant stinging as motivation to move faster.

      The key for the grate was also tucked into her pocket as well, but she knew it was useless now.

      She heard more yelling and excited chatter from the tunnel behind her, and it was growing louder. It was still a distance away, but closer than she would have liked. Still the tunnel went on, and even when she shone the light from her phone ahead every now and again, hoping to catch sight of the end, the way forward just extended out like a never-ending path.

      Her muscles ached and the lack of air also made things difficult. Outside, in the woods, she could suck in as much of it as her body needed, but down here, under layers and layers of earth, it was more difficult.

      She tried to push herself on as quickly as she could, but Ashley was also mindful of what could be waiting at the other end. She knew things wouldn’t be straight forward. After all, they had been wanting to bring her down here themselves, so it obviously didn’t lead to civilisation or a place where help would be waiting.

      Once out of the narrow passageway, she knew there would still be work to do.

      Someone else was down here. Someone the Webb family spoke of with fear and reverence.

      Grandpa.

      Ashley had no idea what to expect from him, so there was no real way to prepare herself. She just knew that she needed to be alert and ready to act. The knife Kim had gifted her may not do any good when all was said and done, but Ashley was glad to have a weapon all the same.

      The voices were beginning to grow steadily louder, and closer, and her breathing had turned short and shallow. She tried to keep calm and move faster, working her arms and legs as hard as she could, trying to keep everything in a steady rhythm.

      The tunnel ahead then began to close up, threatening to block off the way ahead. Ashley felt an increasing sense of claustrophobia as the walls closed in the farther she crawled.

      Was it a dead end?

      She had visions of getting stuck and being able to do nothing but wait until the family reached her and flayed her.

      Thankfully, almost as soon as it had narrowed, the tunnel soon began to open up again, allowing her to crawl faster.

      Then, as she checked up ahead again with the light, she saw it; an end to the never ending. The end of this fucking tunnel.

      Ashley could see the space open out, but also a steady blue glow that grew a little brighter the closer she got to the end. She wasn’t sure of the source of the light, but she didn’t care.

      She flicked the light off from her phone, not wanting to draw the attention of anyone who may be ahead.

      She used the strange glow at the end of the tunnel as her guiding light; a point of focus to press on towards. The stings and scrapes of stone and rock against her skin, and the poke of the blade into her flesh, now mattered little. In fact, they motivated her more. Ashley worked her body quickly, pushing harder and harder.

      Soon, she was out, through the opening, and into a staggeringly large space.

      It didn’t take her long to realise she was in a huge underground cave system of some kind. Stalagmites rose up from the ground, and stalactites dropped from the rocky ceiling above. Looking up, Ashley found the source of the blue glow she had seen from the tunnel.

      The entirety of the rock ceiling above was lined with thin, rope-like objects that hung down. The writhing things gave off a fluorescent glow, and there were so many that they acted as a light source. The worm-like creatures were not still; they moved, slowly, twisting and curling.

      There were thousands upon thousands of them.

      Ashley couldn’t be sure what they were, and they initially looked alien to her. The unnatural hue they radiated gave the cave an otherworldly feel.

      An idea as to what they might be soon popped into her head: glowworms.

      Ashley was still aware of the approaching danger from behind, and saw a clear way forward, a wide pathway that funnelled between the large rock formations and stalagmites that sprung from the ground.

      In different circumstances, the whole area could have been considered quite striking and beautiful, if a little oppressive. Right now, though, it was dangerous. On top of that, the thought of one of those worms above dropping down onto her caused goosebumps to crawl along her flesh.

      She shook off the notion and began to run forward, following the only trail she could. Hopefully, it would keep going and led to a way out.

      If it didn’t, and there was no other exit, Ashley was going to be stuck down here with them. And, as big as this place seemed, she couldn’t hide forever.

      As she ran, a sound caught her attention.

      Though it wasn’t quite clear enough to pinpoint or recognise, Ashley could have sworn it sounded like a whisper.

      Impossible.

      She had to keep going and not get distracted. Not let her mind run away with itself. She needed to keep her wits about her.

      The she heard it again, clearer this time.

      Now there was no doubt.

      It was a whisper, and it formed a word she recognised.

      The whisper had called her name.

      Ashley.

      She stopped dead, listening intently, her blood running cold. The words seemed to come from everywhere, and nowhere, at the same time.

      She could hear her pursuers growing in volume from behind; their sounds were starting to echo around the stone surface of the cave. But she tried to hear beyond that.

      Ashley, it said again.

      ‘Who’s there?’ she asked out loud, disappointed at herself for the fear she heard in her own voice. After all she had been through, what did she really have to be scared of anymore?

      Yet she was scared.

      Terrified.

      Something about all of it just felt wrong, worse than what she had encountered up above with those cannibals. She couldn’t explain it, but she could feel a profound sense of dread creeping its way up from her gut, spreading its icy tendrils through her body.

      However she also knew that, regardless of whatever was down here, she needed to keep going. Standing here wasn’t going to help her in the slightest.

      Again she began to run, determined not to stop again unless she was physically made to. She heard that whisper again and couldn’t be sure where it was coming from, but ignored it as best she could.

      The single word the voice uttered carried weight and menace with it. Hearing it set off waves of foreboding and unease inside of her.

      Then something clicked.

      There was a reason Ashley couldn’t pinpoint where the sound was coming from. It was because it wasn’t coming from anywhere.

      Not really.

      She had been hearing it inside her own head.

      Already terrified for her life, the realisation that something was in her head scared Ashley on a new level. Had her mind snapped? Was she crazy?

      If not, then what in the hell was speaking to her?

      Another sound, but no longer a whisper, this time a mad tittering. It was like nothing she’d ever heard before.

      This can’t be real, she thought to herself. It’s happened. My mind broke. This isn’t real.

      To her horror, she received a response to her own thoughts.

      It is very real.

      More mocking laughter as she ran, growing louder and louder and impossible to ignore. Ashley wanted to clamp her hands over her ears to drown it out, but knew that would do no good.

      ‘There she is,’ she heard another voice call, this one very much real and outside of her own mind. It was a voice she could place too.

      It was Ted.

      As she rounded a large boulder, she looked back and saw him sprinting towards her. He had closed on her quicker than expected.

      The escape, it seemed, was over. Potentially so close to freedom, too.

      No escape for you, little thing. You stay here with me.

      Ashley’s heart was beating faster than she thought was possible. She felt her legs wobble as she ran.

      Keep going, keep going, keep going, she thought to herself.

      Yes, keep coming. Come see me, lowly thing.

      She tried to ignore it and concentrated purely on pushing forward.

      As she sprinted round another curve in the path, she saw it.

      Ashley stopped dead.

      The thing up ahead was impossible. Something so horrific that her mind struggled to process it.

      It wasn’t of this world.

      Couldn’t be.

      But Ashley knew instantly who this was.

      Her voice was shaky as she spoke, unable to hide her fear. ‘Grandpa?’

      The thing smiled at her. She saw that it had too many teeth for its mouth.
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      It made no sense, this thing before her.

      It couldn’t be human, at least not anymore, but Ashley got the vague impression that perhaps it once was.

      Its form was still vaguely human-like, though somehow it had completely melded into a large expanse of rock.

      No, that wasn’t right. The wall this thing was fused to was not rock, at least not the same as the rest of the cave. It was black and wet, with small, thin, white veins running from the thing to the wall’s outer reaches. The black surface slowly moved and pulsed.

      The form at the centre of it all, the thing smiling at her, was of roughly humanoid shape, but its head, and most of its body, had been painfully elongated and twisted, partially melted into a deformed shape. Its bloated, yellowed skin was split and torn, revealing blackened insides beneath. The face still had a mouth, one that was the full width of the head, and it had large sockets that may or may not have contained eyes. One corner of its top lip curled up, giving the mouth a natural scowl, but kept going and met an opening where a nose should have been. A feature she had seen on others in the Webb family.

      The monster’s torso was unnaturally long and thin, and its ribcage actually sat outside of the skin. Arms splayed out to its side, but instead of hands, the arms ended with writhing tendrils that broke off at the wrists. Its waist simply sunk back into the pulsating wall behind, hiding its lower half.

      There was another detail that horrified Ashley as well. Though the large eye sockets were sunken so deeply that what lay beneath was lost to their depths, the thing did have eyes, of a sort. Small, dirty yellow orbs with black pupils lined the length of its body in no definable pattern. Each of them rolled and moved of their own accord, taking in different parts of the surroundings.

      Most of these grotesque eyes were now locked on to Ashley.

      She noticed something else too. Thin, glistening tubes of flesh ran from the pulsating wall that entombed this thing and up to the ceiling of the cave above, getting lost between the wriggling worms that hung down. From within these translucent tubes, Ashley could see a trickle of crimson liquid working its way down towards the being. It dawned on her that they must have been directly beneath the room where Craig was killed, and she now knew where that stone table was draining the blood to.

      Ashley, it said again, still inside her head. Its next words, however, were spoken physically, through a mouth that struggled to form the words.

      ‘Pretty,’ it said, its voice a strained growl. With its misshapen mouth and lack of lips, enunciating each syllable wasn’t easily accomplished. ‘I. Will. Claim. You.’

      It heaved out an excited, wheezing chuckle.

      The being was far beyond Ashley’s understanding of the world, or of the universe. More so than encountering the seemingly inhuman Webb family, seeing this thing shattered what she thought she knew about how things were, and how things were supposed to be.

      Her mind reeled.

      Then she remembered the knife. But the idea of using it against that thing just seemed absurd. Like sticking a rhino with a pin.

      Ashley didn’t hear Ted run up behind her and was only aware of him when he lunged into her, tackling her to the ground. She landed face first and struggled to adjust herself. Not to fight him off, but, for reasons she couldn’t comprehend, she needed to get herself into a position to look upon the thing that so repulsed her.

      ‘A. New. Child,’ it said.

      ‘What... what is that?’ Ashley stammered out.

      ‘That,’ Ted said from on top of her as he pulled her arms behind her back, ‘is Grandpa. Say hello.’

      ‘It... it isn’t human. It can’t be real. It can’t be real.’

      Footsteps grew louder from behind and Ashley became aware of others joining them. Henry panted as he reached them, his mother just ahead. Ashley heard a gurgling and spluttering as the father, Benjamin, also followed behind, still spitting blood, and still gripping his oozing throat.

      The blood seemed darker now.

      Tim was nowhere to be seen.

      ‘What took you?’ Ted whispered to his mother.

      ‘Henry got himself stuck in the tunnel,’ she whispered back. ‘It wasn’t easy pushing him through.’

      Ashley was barely taking in any of this, still looking at the abomination before her. She was then hoisted to her feet by Ted.

      ‘She got away from us, Grandpa,’ Ted said, as if answering a question. One Ashley hadn’t heard being asked. ‘We were going to bring her down to see you, but something happened and she got ahead of us.’

      ‘I know that,’ the mother said respectfully. Again, as if in response to something. ‘It was a mistake. She should never have been down here on her own.’

      A pause. Then Ted again; ‘It was his fault,’ he said, pointing to Benjamin, who was now down on one knee, looking like he was in absolute agony, like he was about to pass out. ‘A girl got the better of him, did that to his throat, which let this one get ahead of us.’

      Another pause, then Benjamin tried to say something. It was a gurgling mess and blood spluttered from his mouth.

      Ashley realised that there was some kind of conversation going on she was not party to. And after the way that thing had spoken to her inside her head before, she knew exactly how it was taking place.

      ‘Yes,’ Adela answered, looking over to her husband. If he were actually her husband, Ashley now thought. ‘It’s true. It’s his fault this happened. And because of him, we only had one body to feed on. The other girl is dead, and the meat and blood will soon be too cold. Not enough time to make use of her.’

      The smile that seemed a permanent fixture on the thing’s hideous face faltered, then fell. It took on a seething quality, though Ashley wasn’t quite sure how she deduced that. It was more a feeling that the thing gave off, something it radiated.

      Benjamin pulled himself to his feet and began to gurgle incomprehensible words again, this time with more urgency. Ashley couldn’t be certain, but it seemed like he was trying to give some kind of apology. He had one bloodied hand held out before him in supplication.

      The thing in the wall began to breathe heavily, pushing out its skeletal chest. All of the small eyes on its body rolled in the same direction to focus on Benjamin, who continued to plead in gibberish.

      Ashley felt something change in the air around her, as if it somehow became charged with power.

      Something was happening.

      The rest of the family were looking at Benjamin with an expression she hadn’t seen from them before.

      Fear.

      And soon she saw why.

      As Benjamin uselessly tried to reason and beg for his life, Ashley saw his skin slowly begin to change. It was almost unnoticeable at first, but soon it became clearer. Small, black marks began to form on the surface, marks that started to grow and redden in the centre. Then, a familiar smell began to drift towards Ashley, one that reminded her of barbecues on a summer day.

      Cooking meat.

      Smoke began to rise from the growing, dark patches, and finally Benjamin seemed to realise what was happening. His eyes widened in horror and he shook his head frantically. All of the creature’s eyes bore down intensely on Benjamin and, suddenly, he began to shriek in pain.

      He dropped to his knees and his skin began to bubble and blister, crisping before Ashley’s eyes. Though there was no visible heat source, there was no mistaking what was happening; he was being burned alive.

      The man continued to scream as the black and red blisters grew and completely covered him, scorching him, stripping him of his hair.

      Soon he was unrecognisable as he rolled around desperately on the floor, the entire expanse of skin now nothing more than bubbling, burnt flesh. The horrific sight, coupled with the smell of cooking meat, was enough to make Ashley gag and dry heave.

      Still, Benjamin suffered. Despite all he had done, Ashley actually felt a small amount of pity for him and just wanted the obvious torture to end.

      Rather than end, the suffering went on. Benjamin’s melting, wax-like skin sloughed from his bones, dropping to the floor.

      Eventually, thankfully, his pathetic screams, which had turned into high-pitched squeals, fell away, and Benjamin stopped moving. What remained was a smoking black and red body, mostly stripped of its flesh.

      The family all looked down, subdued and scared.

      Ashley had begun to assume, after all she had seen, that this family could not die, that somehow they could defy nature and just keep on going and going. Now, she knew, that was not the case. The very thing that seemed to give them their longevity and resilience could very easily strip it away. The man who had once acted as the patriarch to the family was now dead.

      She looked back to the beast that had somehow caused such destruction. She saw its deep breathing begin to ease, and the eyes all swivelled away in different directions once more.

      Any remaining hope she had of escaping was extinguished in that moment. Battling against seemingly unkillable cannibals was one thing, and it had been hard enough to keep fighting them with any kind of belief she would survive. But seeing the thing down here, Grandpa, something that was even more of an impossibility than the Webb family, kill one of them in such a way...

      What chance did that give her?

      None, she heard a raspy voice say in her head.

      Some of the thing’s eyes looked directly at her, and once again the vile abomination formed a twisted smile.

      Then its mouth opened.

      The family stood in silent shock, unmoving. Henry kept glancing at his now dead father. Though he was a literal giant, he looked like a terrified child.  Ashley understood why. Up above ground, where the Webb’s only had to deal with people like her, people who were food, they were in charge. They were powerful. They could be hurt, sure, but they would survive. Down here, with this thing, with Grandpa, they knew that they could be killed, at any time, and with horrifying ease.

      Finally, Adela spoke. ‘We’re sorry,’ she said, her voice quivering. ‘Won’t let anything like this happen again.’ She then paused, as if listening to an unheard sound, and nodded. ‘Yes, I understand. We’ll make sure we get more, and quick. No matter what. We’ll get you food. We’ll send Tim back out as soon as we’re done.’

      ‘No,’ it said, this time physically. ‘Her.’

      All eyes fell on Ashley.

      ‘Really?’ asked Ted, still holding Ashley. ‘Is she to be turned?’

      ‘Yes,’ it said. The thin tendrils at the end of its wrists began to wriggle and writhe, almost excitedly.

      Ashley heard Ted let out a small laugh. ‘I knew you would like her, Grandpa.’

      It was a stupid thing to think about, given the situation, but it seemed so odd that they called it that. Grandpa? It wasn’t human, so why give it some kind of family connotation. And, given how this family seemed to grow and add members, she had half an idea that none of these people were actually related. Not by blood.

      Clever girl, the thing said to her, and only her. It was again in her head. The family connects through my bloodline, not their own. Blood that will soon fill your veins. When that happens, you will give yourself over to me. You will be mine forever. A mere puppet for me to toy with. And you will thank me for it.

      ‘What are you?’ Ashley asked again, gritting her teeth. If she was going to be turned into one of these cannibals, then she at least wanted to know what this thing was.

      The thing, it seemed, decided to humour her.

      Noting you can understand. The body you see before you is the remnant of the first man who found me down here. He could not comprehend me, your kind never can, not fully, so I took him as my host. His son was with him. He was the second, and he now lies on the ground beside you, stripped of his flesh. He was the first of my servants, and though he is of no more use to me now, he brought me more of you meat puppets to control. In return, I granted them certain gifts.

      ‘Why?’ Ashley asked. ‘Why do you need this?’

      My existence in this place is not without effort, and for that I need sustenance. The family gathers the food we all need to go on.

      Ashley noted the term; existence in this place?

      She didn’t think it was referring to this cave.

      ‘A family this big seems overkill just to bring you sacrifices.’

      A pack of dogs will defend their master much more effectively than a single hound. My pets serve me well... usually. Until now. Until you.

      ‘So where do you come from?’ Ashley asked. ‘Where are you from?’

      A place of chaos. A place of horror. And of desecration and torment.

      ‘Hell?’ Ashley asked. The word spilled from her mouth before she had a chance to consider the absurdity of it. Then again, the situation she was in was far beyond absurd, anyway. Was it really such a stretch?

      There is no such place. Hell is just a term. The place I am from is very real and full of horrors that would break your small mind. Things exist there that you could not understand. But once I turn you, I will open the door a little, and you will gain some small measure of true knowledge.

      ‘I won’t let you,’ Ashley said, trying to back up. Ted held her firm. ‘I’ll die first.’

      Only if I allow it.

      Then the abomination opened its mouth again and physically spoke to its family.

      ‘Bring. Her. To. Me.’
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      Ashley fought against Ted, but it was in vain; the man that held her was just too strong. Against her will, she was forced forward, ever closer to that grotesque thing.

      ‘Let me go,’ she screamed, trying to dig the heels of her boots into the ground to halt her progress. Ted simply pushed her harder.

      ‘Don’t fight it,’ he said, ‘it’ll hurt much less if you just let it happen.’

      The idea of letting this happen to her, of them having their way with her, of becoming one of them and doing the things they did, sickened her. She couldn’t let it happen.

      Ashley knew now that survival was just not possible. And she didn’t count becoming one of these monsters as true survival. That wasn’t survival, it was submission.

      And it was not an option.

      The only way to truly save herself was to choose death. If she were dead, then they could do what they wanted with her husk of a body, but she would be free of them, somewhere where they couldn’t touch her.

      The otherworldly thing before her slowly drew one of its arms out of the pulsing wall, holding out the long appendage before her. She saw the thin, snakelike tendrils all had small mouths, or suckers, that puckered at the air. Dark liquid began to ooze from these mouths, dripping to the floor.

      Grandpa’s blood.

      She knew it intended to infuse her with its blood—that was how she would be turned—and she was forced closer to the wriggling things as they wormed their way towards her mouth.

      Desperate, Ashley let her legs go limp and tried to drop to the floor. Ted still held her arms, which were twisted behind her back, and when she dropped she felt a sharp pain in her wrists and shoulders as they strained against her body weight.

      Ted then pulled at her arms, trying to hoist her back up, increasing the pain as he did. Ashley refused to budge, flopping like a puppet with its strings cut, or like a disobedient child who did not want to be held.

      ‘Fucking move,’ Ted said, trying to push her forward, but Ashley just flopped farther to the floor. Ted had to adjust himself and grab at her shoulder to keep her from falling face first. He then stepped ahead of her and began to drag her forward, again by her arms.

      ‘Silly games like this won’t work,’ Ted said.

      Ashley felt like her shoulders were about to dislocate, but she welcomed the pain. It was a sign of her struggle, something she could cling to.

      ‘Now stop fucking around,’ he yelled, exploding in anger. It seemed he was a little embarrassed to be seen having so much trouble with her in front of Grandpa. He stepped towards her, grabbed Ashley’s hair, and raised a hand to slap her around the head, releasing one of her wrists.

      ‘Fuck you,’ Ashley said, her body still a dead weight. He hit her, the blow powerful enough to dizzy her, but through it all Ashley kept her focus and worked her free hand behind her back.

      ‘Fine,’ Ted said and spat at her, ‘I’ll carry you, if I need to.’

      He released her other arm and reached down for her body, ready to grab her and lift her up, but Ashley’s hand found what it was looking for.

      She pulled the knife free from the back of her trousers. With a scream, she thrust it upwards, remembering how Kim had fought off the now dead father, and aimed directly for Ted’s throat.

      Ted’s eyes opened wide in shock and he let out a gasp as the knife plunged into his neck. Everything seemed to pause. Blood pooled around the protruding steel and ran down its length and down his throat. No one moved in that instant, clearly surprised at her actions.

      At her resolve.

      Ashley then took the handle in both hands and yanked sideways as hard as she could.

      Red liquid slopped from the yawning wound she had opened up, and it coated her chest. Ted instinctively brought up his hand, but the gash was so deep that his fingers sunk inside, getting lost to the knuckle. Blood ran from his mouth and he fell sideways.

      She knew he wasn’t dead, but at least he was down.

      Then, however, the shock began to wear off of the family.

      ‘Get her,’ Adela screamed.

      Ashley sprang up to her feet and held the weapon out before her as Henry boomed forward. She backed up, and an idea formed in her mind. One that would cost her her life, but would ensure she would not become one of these things.

      She turned her back to the approaching Henry and ran in a different direction.

      Towards the thing in the wall.

      Towards dear old Grandpa.

      ‘What’s she doing?’ the mother yelled, frantic. Ashley ducked under the thing’s outstretched arm, feeling the writhing tendrils snap and drool at her back, and thrust the knife forward, throwing her body weight behind the attack. The knife ricocheted off the edge of an eye socket, striking bone, and found its way completely inside of it with a squelch. She pushed hard and buried it up to the hilt.

      Again, everyone froze. She expected some kind of reaction, some kind of screams or roars of anger from the family or from the thing, but there was nothing. The family didn’t know what to do, and the thing didn’t seem to be affected by the knife protruding from its head. It moved its arm back towards Ashley, and again she ducked, pulling herself back and drawing the knife with her. She managed to scramble away just as the arm tried to take hold of her.

      Looking at the steel of the blade, she saw it was coated in a dark, almost black substance, one a little too thick to be blood.

      Silly girl, the thing called to her, mocking her, from inside her own head. I cannot die. But you can.

      ‘I welcome it,’ she said. ‘I won’t become a monster.’

      So be it.

      ‘Kill. Her,’ it said aloud to the family.

      Ted tried to get to his feet, but he was struggling to stand, still preoccupied with his open throat, but Henry and his mother started to advance. Ashley held the bloodied knife out to ward them off and looked past them, seeing the path back towards the tunnel.

      They were going to kill her, that much was certain. It was what she wanted, but that path was a potential way out. Did she really have to just lay down and accept death?

      Could she actually fight her way through and get free?

      The giant and his mother slowly stalked towards her, closing the gap, but evidently wary of her.

      Showing her a grudging respect.

      Ashley assessed the situation. Out of the two of them, given Henry’s mass and bulk, she guessed Adela would be the faster of them, so if it came down to a direct foot race, she would have a better chance against Henry. Which meant she needed to take out the mother, or at least slow her down.

      She twisted the knife in her grip, taking the tip of the blade in two fingers of her stronger right hand. She had no idea if what she was planning would work, but what did she have to lose? Ashley pulled her right arm back and held her left out before her, both to aim and to balance herself. She then flung her right arm forward and launched the knife toward Adela.

      Ashley’s heart was in her mouth as the blade spiralled through the air towards its target.

      She half expected to see it sail past the old woman and fall harmlessly to the floor, but it didn’t. After all the shitty luck she and her friends had suffered this weekend, it seemed some was finally on her side. The knife found its target, blade first, and Ashley heard the wet thunk as it squelched into the woman’s stomach. Adela let out a cry of pain and dropped to all fours.

      Ashley heard that thing in her head again, seemingly amused by everything.

      Very good, little girl. You have a gift for this. A shame that you cannot be one of my pets. You would have excelled. And you would have learned such wonderful truths.

      ‘Ma,’ Henry screamed and ran to Adela.

      Ashley set off, waiting around no longer, but quickly cast a glance back to the thing in the wall. She saw that it was again breathing deeply, and all of its beady little eyes were looking at her.

      She felt it again, that charge in the air.

      ‘I’m fine,’ Adela wheezed out as Ashley sprinted past her and her giant son.

      As she ran, she began to smell it. Faint at first, then more potent.

      Cooking meat.

      Then the pain struck. Ashley held up her hands and saw that the skin had started to blacken.

      She remembered what had happened to Benjamin, only moments ago, and realised her fate.

      She was to be burned alive.
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      Ashley screamed in agony as the sizzling pain began to spread.

      This is going to hurt, the thing taunted. Stay still and accept your fate, and the pain will be much less. That I promise you.

      Adela was still coughing on the floor, but motioned to Henry. ‘Get her,’ she groaned, waving her arms.

      Ashley ran.

      She couldn’t avoid the agonising death that had already begun. She knew the meat would cook and fall from her bones and she would be alive to feel it, as Benjamin had been, and that terrified her. But she was too scared to stop and simply let that agonising end just happen to her.

      So she ran, sprinted for all she was worth, because there was nothing else to be done. She pumped her legs as hard and fast as she could. Through it all, the hot pain grew worse and seared and boiled through her. She screamed as she ran, seeing blisters form on the back of her hands and arms.

      Come back, you bitch. You fucking cunt.

      The thing sounded angry, furious even. But more than that, Ashley was sure there was a hint of desperation.

      She heard Henry’s heavy footfalls behind her as he gave a laboured chase.

      The pain was like a hot lava rolling over her flesh.

      She continued to sprint.

      The smell of her own burning skin grew stronger and turned her stomach.

      This is it, she thought as she ran around a large rock formation, out of view of that horrible thing, readying herself for the worst of it. I’m going to die.

      Return to me, you pathetic husk. Do it now and I may yet let you live.

      She ignored the empty promise. Thoughts of seeing Benjamin’s skin melt and hang from his body were fresh in her mind, and she knew she could expect the same excruciating end, but all she could do was focus on the exertion of running and hope it could block out some of the pain.

      For a little while, at least.

      Up ahead, illuminated by the writhing, glowing worms from the ceiling, she saw a dark opening in the rock wall; the opening to the tunnel. As she ran towards it, Ashley briefly wondered if those glowworms were just a natural phenomenon, or if they were somehow related to that thing that was now burning her alive.

      She was quickly through the hole and into the tunnel, jumping down to all fours and scrambling forward, before she realised something.

      The searing pain that had been building and building was no more. Well, that was wrong, the pain was still very much there, but it didn’t seem to be getting any worse. Ashley didn’t want to stop to check herself over, as there wasn’t time for that; she could still hear Henry running after her. In fact, she soon heard him enter the tunnel behind her, but she was almost certain that whatever was starting to happen to her had stopped.

      The burning smell had faded and, she noted, the voice was no longer with her. The monster’s taunts and demands had ceased. She tried to look down at her hands as she crawled, to see if the black patches and blisters, blisters she could still feel, were still spreading, but it was just too dark.

      Could it be? Could she let herself believe that maybe she had gotten free of the abomination’s influence?

      Again, she thought back to what had happened to Benjamin, and she remembered how the thing in the wall had acted when it ended him. It had started to breathe heavily, as if exerting intense concentration or strain, but she also remembered that all of its horrible little eyes had spun to lock directly onto him.

      And maybe that was the key.

      When she ran around the rock formation, she had broken its line of sight, and hopefully also broken whatever link or ability it had to scorch her from this earth. Perhaps she had cleared its range?

      Perhaps there was hope?

      But that hope was precarious, because even now she heard Henry thundering through the tunnel behind her.

      How can anyone that big move so fast?

      ‘You’re going to be sorry for that,’ he shouted, his voice sounding close. ‘You stabbed Ma, and I’m going to make you sorry for that. I’m going to twist your head off like I did with your friend.’

      Up ahead, Ashley felt the tunnel close in, and she remembered the section from earlier. Things were going to get a little tighter.

      If she could just keep going, perhaps Henry would be slowed down, giving her a chance to get farther away.

      She pushed herself through and, just as she was about to give an extra burst of speed, she heard Henry roar from behind. The sound startled her because it was so close, closer than she thought he’d been to her. Ashley spun her head and could just make out Henry’s form in the darkness, almost upon her.

      A large hand thrust out and grabbed her ankle.

      ‘Gotcha,’ he said. She heard him groan as he slowly squeezed himself forward. The pain in her ankle from his grip was immense, like the bone was actually being crushed in his hand. He grunted again and Ashley realised they were sounds of exertion as he was trying to push himself through the narrowing gap. It would have been the ideal time to put some distance between them, but he had hold of her tight.

      She was going nowhere.

      Unless...

      Without thinking, or really caring anymore, Ashley acted. Instead of pulling away from Henry, as he would have expected, she twisted herself in the tunnel and lunged herself forward towards his bulk. She heard a surprised grunt as the hand released from her leg and grabbed at her waist. Ashley fell into him, face to face, feeling his breath on her. It made her gag.

      ‘Decided to give up? Well, too late, I’m not going to go easy on you.’ His grip tightened, squeezing her waist. ‘I’m going to make this hurt. Going to pull your arms and legs off, make you suffer like the insect you are. In fact, I’m gonna—’

      He stopped his taunting and began to scream.

      Ashley did not wait around to listen to him any longer. While he had been letting her know what he was going to do, she had already acted and brought her hands up to his fat face. His rubbery skin was sweaty, but her hands felt their way into position, and she plunged her thumbs into his eyes, as hard as she could.

      As her appendages pressed into his eyeballs, Henry shrieked and howled and brought up a big arm to swat her away. Ashley expected it and pulled her thumbs free, ducking down. His large arm sailed over her, and she was quickly up again, continuing her attack, again burying her thumbs, digging the nails in first, into his beady eyes. The first time she had felt a resistance, this time she felt a gooey pop.

      Warm liquid ran down the heels of her hands. Ashley screamed in anger, in absolute fury, and pushed harder and harder, letting out every bit of pent-up aggression that had, so far, been repressed by fear.

      Henry’s hands rose again, but she had done what she needed to. She quickly turned and scampered away as the large, grotesque monster continued to howl.

      Through his screams, Ashley heard another voice grow close. It was Adela, the mother, and she was yelling at her son, telling him to move. Henry just continued his childlike wails.

      ‘I can’t get by you,’ Adela screamed at Henry, ‘and she’s getting away!’

      And so she was.

      Ashley crawled as fast as she could up the tunnel, much faster than she had on her descent, renewed by an adrenaline rush borne from genuine hope. Against all odds, she knew she had a chance at escape.

      On and on she went, pushing up the incline, forcing her muscles to work harder for her. Soon, she saw a dull light source in the ceiling up ahead, one that lit the end of the tunnel.

      It was the hole Kim had pushed her down earlier.

      Ashley crawled to the light and looked up. The heavy, metal grate was open, bent into an odd shape. She took a moment to steady herself, got to her feet, and jumped, managing to grab onto the lip of the opening. She used her legs to give herself purchase against the dirt wall and, with great effort, pulled herself up, back into that room of desecration.

      It was horrifying to once again see what had become of Craig, but Ashley stopped dead in her tracks when she saw poor Kim’s headless body sprawled out on the floor. An enormous pool of blood nestled at the torn and bloodied stump of her neck.

      Ashley then slowly walked through the room, trying to keep her eyes forward, not wanting to look at what had become of her friends. Especially Kim, who had given her life for Ashley.

      As well as ripping Kim’s head from her body, the family had evidently decided to feed on her as well. Her coat had been removed, piled next to her body, and patches of skin were savagely torn away. Her stomach, too, had been pulled open.

      The thought of leaving Kim’s body there in such a state didn’t sit well with Ashley, but what else could she do?

      An idea struck her, but she would have to be quick. Maybe she couldn’t get Kim out of there, but she could at least bring back something her friend valued. She would make sure that one item didn’t stay here in this hell with these things.

      Ashley squatted next to her friend, but looked away, not wanting to see too much. It was a mistake, though, and she pulled in a disgusted gasp. She had turned her gaze to the side, but only succeed in seeing Kim’s dismembered head in the corner. It lay on its side, eyes wide in horror, mouth open.

      Like it was mid scream.

      It looked both real and like a cheap dummy at the same time.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Ashley whispered and dug through the pockets of the coat, quickly finding what she was looking for; the gold lighter left to Kim by her mother.

      Ashley put it in her own pocket and got back to her feet. She couldn’t hear anyone else approaching through the tunnel, but knew she still needed to be quick. She set off running again, up the stone steps, back to the basement. While the hanging bodies of victims past was still a macabre and gruesome sight, given what Ashley had just escaped, it felt like a step closer to sanity.

      A step back towards the real world and out of this nightmare.

      She ran past the hanging meat and bones as carefully as she could and took the timber steps two at a time back up to the kitchen, back up to the main level of the house.

      She paused for breath, leaning against a wall in the hallway. Soon she would leave this place behind, forever.

      But before she did, an idea grew in her mind, worming its way to the surface.

      An idea of how she could get revenge on these people.

      Leaving the place standing, after what had happened, not just tonight, but over who knows how many years, seemed wrong.

      These fuckers, what was left of them, shouldn’t get to just carry on. Something had to be done. And she had an idea of what that could be. She had seen one of them die. And how had it happened?

      Fire.

      That, and some horrific, impossible being that had abilities she couldn’t comprehend. But what if fire was the key to it? What if that was the element that could actually hurt them? She remembered how Tim had always been afraid of fire and the story he had told as to why. Clearly a lie used to build sympathy, but what if the fear was real?

      The jigsaw pieces fell into place.

      Her mind was made up, now driven more for revenge for her friends than to save her own life.

      Ashley would scorch the place from the earth.

      Working quickly, she retrieved Kim’s mother’s lighter. The kitchen was littered with junk, some of which were old rags of clothing; rags which were quite dry. She held the lighter to the bits of cloth until a flame took hold. Then she did the same again and again to whatever else she could find that was flammable.

      Small pockets of fire began to grow, but she needed more, and there was another room she knew would be a good place to go next.

      The library.

      A room they had investigated earlier, back before their nightmare had started in earnest.

      It seemed like a lifetime ago now, not just a few hours.

      She ran to that room and again got to work with the lighter, getting most of the books and loose sheets of paper to take quite easily. However, as she worked, a particular book caught her eye. For the first time in a while, Ashley thought ahead, to what she would do if she actually made it back to civilisation.

      She would need to tell the police about what had happened. Her friends were dead, not something she could ignore, but how was she supposed to explain it all?

      She picked up the leather-bound book, which had been sitting on the small writing table, and quickly skimmed through some of the pages. Flames danced their way around the shelves, crawling over the wood and books like liquid, but that did not impede her concentration. Ashley quickly realised the book was a kind of journal, written by Benjamin. She saw passages mentioning other places not of this earth, and there were sketches of things that were absolutely not human; one of which she recognised.

      A crudely sketched rendition of the thing below the ground.

      Grandpa.

      The rapidly spreading fire begin to give off a strong heat, and Ashley knew she had to go. She tucked the book under her arm and ran outside, onto the porch, into the night air.

      Into freedom.

      Almost.

      As she broke free of the threshold, a fist swung from beside the door and caught her hard on the side of the chin.

      The force of the blow shook her jaw and rattled her teeth, and she fell sideways to the porch floor. The book spilled from her grasp and she rolled to her back, dazed and disorientated.

      Tim looked down at her, his mouth smeared with blood.

      ‘Hello, little mouse.’
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      Tim couldn’t believe it.

      Surely it was impossible.

      No one had ever returned from seeing Grandpa, at least not as the same person they were before going down.

      Mother, Ted, and Henry had all gone down there after her, and even Father had followed, in his pathetic state, clutching at his neck. She had been outnumbered by things infinitely superior and stronger than her.

      So how was it she was able to escape?

      And her, of all people?

      The fucking mouse?

      It was insanity.

      After Mother had ordered them all down after her, Tim had hung back. He’d made as if to follow, but after she dropped down, he simply waited. They were all too distracted to notice he wasn’t with them.

      And besides, he knew he only needed a little time.

      The food left in that room would soon spoil, and Tim was not a fan of waste, so leaving it was a crime. He had approached Kim’s headless body.

      And started to feed.

      At first, he just wanted a small amount, just enough to fill him a little. More than the meagre scraps he’d been given.

      But as he tasted the succulent, salty flesh, he couldn’t stop. The hunger, the desire to feed, had taken over.

      So, he got to work.

      Tim didn’t care if they all came back and found him like this. Fuck them, he’d waited long enough for what he was owed and was tired of being on the fringe.

      He was one of them, one of Grandpa’s children just as much as the rest were, and as far as Tim was concerned, that meant getting what was promised.

      No more waiting.

      He gorged.

      And had kept going until he heard commotion in the tunnel.

      The noise, which sounded like Henry and Mother, snapped him back to reality. They would find him and see he had disobeyed them.

      He remembered Father’s threat of a trip down to see Grandpa.

      Fear of what that meant, and what would become of him, forced him to flee, and he ran from the house, hoping to give them time to calm down.

      He hadn’t eaten enough to change him, hopefully, so there was no need to overreact. He could still do his job, just as he always had.

      So, he hid in the trees.

      Watching.

      Waiting.

      Then, Tim saw something he couldn’t quite believe.

      Ashley, the little mouse girl, was free. And, judging by her actions as she set fire to Father’s books, she had clearly not been turned.

      But at the same time, she wasn’t her old self, not the doormat Tim knew.

      She looked full of anger and hate and... purpose.

      He couldn’t even begin to comprehend how she had gotten away, but he saw an opportunity, an opportunity to prove himself again to the family, make them forget, or not even notice, what he’d done. He would capture her, the girl who had obviously given them the slip, and prove he deserved to be among them. Not as a little worker ant, but shoulder to shoulder as an equal.

      He slowly made his way to the doorway, hiding just beside the frame, and ducked below the window to the library. He pressed his back against the wall and waited.

      He knew, eventually, he would have to deal with the fire the girl was starting, and that was something he did not look forward to, but first he needed to deal with her.

      He didn’t want to just run in and attack her. Tim didn’t know how, but Ashley was up here and the family weren’t. They were nowhere to be seen. He didn’t know how that was possible, but there it was, so he knew he needed to afford her some respect. At least until he could figure out what kind of threat she realistically posed.

      He waited a little longer and soon heard her running footsteps make their way down the hall. She ran from the house, oblivious to his presence.

      Tim was already poised and let fly with as hard a punch as he could muster. His fist hit its mark.

      The feel of the impact was satisfying, as was watching the girl flail to the floor.

      That was easy.

      He strode over to her and looked down.

      ‘Hello, little mouse,’ he said.
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      Ashley saw stars.

      Her vision was spinning, her jaw ached terribly, and she felt a pressure push down on her throat.

      Tim had taken his boot and stepped down onto her neck, pinning her to the floor. He bent forward and studied her.

      ‘Where are my family?’ he asked. At first, she didn’t answer, but he increased the pressure, causing her to gag. ‘Where?’

      ‘Still down there,’ Ashley said.

      ‘And how did you get away?’

      ‘I ran.’

      ‘Bullshit, I don’t believe it. What happened?’

      The pressure on Ashley’s throat eased a little, allowing her to speak more freely.

      ‘What happened?’ she asked. ‘You really wanna know? Well, first, that fucking thing down there, your Grandpa, killed your father. Burned him alive.’ Tim winced. ‘Then I cut your brother’s throat. He’s still down there, probably gurgling on his own blood. Then I stabbed your mother. Right in the gut. And to finish? I gouged out that fat fucker’s eyes and left him in the tunnel like a stuck pig. That’s what happened.’

      He was silent for a moment, giving serious thought to her words. ‘Bullshit,’ he said eventually. ‘You couldn’t have done all that. No one could have, let alone you.’

      ‘Go and see for yourself,’ she said. He paused again, looking her over.

      ‘What happened to you? What are those marks? Those burns?’

      Ashley had seen the blisters, red and angry, on her skin. Whilst ugly, they hadn’t been as bad as she’d feared. However, she had only seen what they had done to her arms and had no idea what state rest of her body was in.

      ‘That fucking monster, it tried to do to me what it did to your father,’ she said. ‘But I didn’t let it’

      The fire in the house behind them began to spread. Ashley could hear the flames crackle.

      ‘You’re lying,’ Tim said through gritted teeth.

      ‘No,’ she said, ‘I’m not. And you know I’m not, don’t you?’

      ‘I don’t know what to think,’ he said, shaking his head.

      ‘What is that thing down there?’ Ashley asked, partly playing for time, partly genuinely curious.

      ‘Grandpa? He’s nothing you can understand. Besides, why should I tell you anything?’

      ‘Just curious,’ she said. ‘Not every day you see something that goes against everything you ever believed in.’

      Tim laughed, but he wasn’t mocking. ‘Yeah, I guess he is something to behold. I remember a similar feeling when I first saw him. Kinda takes your breath away, doesn’t he?’

      ‘So, what is he? Things like that don’t exist.’

      ‘Well, Father knows more than I do, but apparently Father is dead now, isn’t he?’

      ‘Tell me,’ Ashley said. ‘I need to know.’

      Tim shrugged, but went on. ‘It was Father who first found it down there. He was with his father at the time. They were mapping out a tunnel they found, or something like that, when they came across... whatever it was. It looked different back then, according to Father, but it took the older man, used his body as its own, and then turned Father. That was the start of it all. Father followed its instructions and found someone else, someone suitable; his wife at the time. She was turned—that would be Mother—and they started to build a family. And we grew from there.’

      ‘But why does it need to do that? What is it?’ Ashley asked.

      ‘Hard to explain, I only know what Grandpa showed me. When he turns you, when his old blood works its way into your veins, it shows you things. I don’t know if it’s deliberate or not, but you get these... visions. The blood in us craves food. Sustenance. So, we oblige, and the more we eat, the more it shows us. About how things really are in the universe. I was never one for learning when I was... like you. Didn’t care for it. But let me tell you, the kind of knowledge that thing shows us, it’s addictive. We also get stronger the more we feast, but it changes us, too, makes us look different, as you’ve seen. And, contrary to what you might think, getting people out here isn’t easy, especially these days. People go missing nowadays and it’s a big thing. The world’s a small place, and word gets around quick. So, it isn’t easy for us to stay hidden. We don’t want too much attention here, and the woods are protected to an extent. Grandpa has made it his domain, and it gives off a certain vibe, for lack of a better term. People just want to avoid the place. Bad in some respects, because we don’t get people just wandering though anymore, but it protects us as well.’

      ‘So you have to work for your supper?’

      ‘Yeah, I guess so. Don’t judge me, Ashley. I mean, yeah, it turns out being a monster is actually kind of fun. Fuck it, it’s more than fun, it’s euphoric, but we do it out of necessity. Grandpa’s blood is in us and we can’t ignore what the blood wants. So, we oblige.’

      ‘But our families will realise we’ve gone missing,’ Ashley said. ‘They’ll send the police to look for us. People will come.’

      Tim shook his head. ‘No, they won’t. It’s a big area outside these woods, a big place to search. There are other pockets of trees and woodland around here, and those places might get searched, but this place? Nope, afraid not. Grandpa’s protection is enough. Always has been.’

      ‘And how long have you been doing this?’

      ‘Me? Well, I’m older than I look. A lot older. You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. But the family... I guess some of them have been doing it for centuries.’

      It sounded impossible to Ashley, but, after all she’d seen, she had no doubt he was telling the truth. ‘And you never thought to fight against it? Did you ever think that this was wrong?’

      He shook his head. ‘Doesn’t work that way. Once he’s inside you, then that’s it. Besides, how can anyone fight something like that? You saw it, didn’t you? It can’t be fought, Ashley, only obeyed.’

      ‘But you could try,’ Ashley said, trying to reason with any kind of humanity he might have left.

      ‘No,’ Tim said, as if talking to a child, ‘you can’t. The longer we go without eating, the worse it gets. The impulses he embeds in us get stronger and harder to control. The violent urges, the aggression, the depravity; those are the things it revels in. The only way to satisfy those urges is to indulge, and that’s one of the reasons we do what we do. The longer we go without, the harder it is to control. Fuck, you saw how my family treated each other. Dysfunctional hardly covers it.’

      ‘Try to kill it,’ Ashley said.

      ‘You can’t.’

      ‘Try.’

      ‘You can’t!’ he shouted. Tim then turned his head, aware that the flames were getting stronger. She saw a brief look of fear in his eyes.

      ‘Fire,’ Ashley said in realisation. ‘Fire can hurt you. It can kill you people, can’t it?’

      ‘Knowing that isn’t going to do you any good, little mouse. Not now.’

      ‘But will it work on that thing?’

      ‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m not lying when I say it can’t be killed, Ashley. Fire has its uses, sure. It can burn away his link to us, his link to our reality, but nothing more.’

      ‘So what would happen if we set it on fire, then? Torched the fucker? Would that send it back to wherever the hell it’s from?’

      Tim laughed again, genuinely amused. ‘Jesus, Ashley, I have to give you credit. I’ve never seen this side of you before. Never knew you had it in you. Suddenly, you’re this kickass warrior girl, huh? I like it, I have to say. But no, you’d never get the chance. He would stop you. And even if you somehow succeeded, fire won’t kill it. He would only come back. He is... forever.’

      ‘But we could try, Tim.’

      ‘No,’ he said, ‘we couldn’t. You can’t talk me round to this, Ashley. I’d never go against him. And he knows that. Even if I had half a desire to, he’s just too strong. The place he’s from, it’s not like our world, our existence. From what Father has told me, and from what I’ve seen, it’s like a living nightmare. Sometimes the things that exist there find a doorway through here.’ Tim then leaned forward, putting more weight on Ashley’s throat. ‘And you wanna know the scariest thing?’

      ‘What?’ Ashley squeaked out.

      ‘That thing down there, as powerful as he is, he isn’t one of the worst. In fact, I think he’s pretty low on the food chain where he’s from, compared to some of the other things that roam around there. How crazy is that? Can you imagine if one of the really big, nasty ones wanted to find their way here? We’d all be fucked.’

      He laughed, but it was a manic laugh, one that belied a genuine fear. Whatever he’d seen, whatever visions he’d been given, as awesome as they might have been, they clearly scared him.

      His laughter died down and he looked back at the ever-growing fire.

      ‘So, Grandpa killed Father, huh?’

      Ashley nodded as best she could with his boot on her throat. ‘Yes.’

      ‘Then that opens up a space,’ Tim said, shrugging. ‘I thought maybe I’d get my shot if they got rid of Claudia, like they were planning, but this might work as well.’

      ‘No it won’t,’ Ashley said, struggling against his weight, fighting the urge to gag. ‘Do you really think you’ll get what you want now? They couldn’t get me to join, could they? That means you’re fucked. They still need their little errand boy, which means you’ll still only get their leftovers.’

      The pressure on her throat increased again.

      ‘No,’ he said, gritting his teeth in anger. ‘Things need to change. And I’ll make sure they do.’

      Ashley had hit a nerve, goaded him to anger, just as she’d hoped. Whilst he bubbled with rage, she had brought a leg up and aimed the sole of her boot at Tim. She kicked out, hard, extending her leg with everything she could. The sole of her boot sunk between his legs.

      Tim’s eyes opened wide and he let out a noise, something between a groan and whimper. He grabbed his crotch, back-pedalled a few steps, and doubled over.

      Ashley got to her feet, rubbing her aching throat.

      She set herself, then ran towards him with a roar.
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      Tim’s testicles throbbed, the dull ache making him lightheaded and nauseous. The bitch had kicked him so hard she’d almost popped his balls.

      Before he knew it, he heard her scream, and she came sprinting at him.

      In that moment, he genuinely thought Ashley had lost it.

      He could do no more than brace himself as Ashley crashed into him with such force that he was thrown back into the library window. The single pane of glass reverberated and cracked under his weight. Still reeling, Tim barely had time to bring his hands up in defence before Ashley charged him again, tackling him. The glass of the window behind them gave way and they both fell through.

      Tim’s world spun in a shower of glass and he found himself inside, on the library floor, with Ashley sprawled out beside him. He was also aware of the sudden increase in temperature.

      He looked up and saw just how bad the fire had gotten; the room was engulfed in flames. The bookshelves were a blazing inferno, and the fire had even taken hold of the wooden walls at the far end of the room.

      No. This can’t happen. This can’t happen. Not like this.

      There wasn’t much Tim was genuinely scared of anymore. Though he wasn’t as strong as the others in his family, he could still recover from most things, painful though they may be. This, though, would be different. There would be no recovery.

      No coming back.

      And it would be agonising.

      He had to escape.

      Tim got to back to his feet, ignoring Ashley who lay, coughing, on the floor, and tried to ignore the pain that still throbbed from his groin. He stumbled back towards the now broken window. Upon taking a step, he felt a sudden stab of pain in his back and yelled out. Tim reached a hand around and felt a shard of glass sticking out from his lower left side, something that must have happened during the fall. He grabbed it and pulled, flaring up more pain, but it refused to budge.

      Fuck it, he could deal with that later.

      He was aware of Ashley slowly getting to her feet as well, but that didn’t matter, he just needed be outside, away from the heat and the smoke and flames. Everything else could wait.

      He fell on the sill of the window, feeling some remaining jagged glass press into his stomach, and began to roll through it.

      But something stopped him.

      A hand, grabbing the belt of his trousers.

      He turned to see the bitch, Ashley, holding him, teeth clenched and jaw set. Her face was smattered with light burn marks, her cheek was gashed open, and she was covered in cuts and bruises and filth and dirt, yet she would still not just give up and die.

      Warrior girl indeed.

      He felt a begrudging respect towards her, but in that moment, respect didn’t matter, survival did. His hand wormed around a shard of glass still stuck in the frame. It drew blood as he pulled it free, ready to thrust it into her weak and supple flesh.

      As he made to turn his body, the pain from the glass in his back erupted again and, with a scream, he looked down to see Ashley was forcing it deeper inside of him with her free hand.

      He coughed and spat blood, lashing out an elbow that knocked her back.

      ‘You fucking bitch,’ he screamed. He held up the shard of glass and charged at her, enraged that someone as lowly and weak as her seemed to be destroying everything his family had built.

      The glass found nothing but air as Ashley dropped a hip, then weaved the other way, grabbing him tightly around the waist. She pulled at him, using his own momentum against him, and toppled them both into the flame-engulfed bookcase on the far wall. The flames were everywhere now, and Tim felt their stinging heat on him.

      ‘No!’ he yelled, trying to pat himself down, not even knowing if the flames had spread to him. It was a reaction he couldn’t control. ‘No, get it off me.’

      He began to scream, aware he was losing it. But he couldn’t afford to lose it.

      Not now.

      If he kept his head, he could still get out. He could still make that bitch suffer for what she’d done.

      But the panic that had set in was hard to overcome.

      Was this akin to what their victims felt?

      He didn’t care for the irony.

      ‘Tim,’ he heard Ashley yell, and he looked up. She’d moved to the side of the bookcase, pressing herself into it, letting the flames lick and kiss at her, seemingly uncaring. He soon realised what she was doing as the bookcase began to creak. ‘Fuck you.’

      He looked up and saw the top of the case begin to fall.

      Tim tried to run, to scamper and crawl out of the way, desperate to reach safety.

      But it was not to be.

      A heavy, scalding weight crushed down onto him, pinning him to the floor. It snuffed out any hope of survival.

      The bookcase lay on top of him and the fire that coated it so completely now began to find its way to his flesh. It took hold of his clothing first, and he could feel the skin beneath begin to sear as fire did what it did best.

      He screamed and squealed in pain.

      No, not like this, please. Please, no. Please, please, please.

      Tim flattened his hands on the ground and pushed, trying to lift the heavy piece of furniture that weighed down on him. It took a lot of strain, but he managed to get it to raise slightly. If he could just crawl out—

      It suddenly dropped heavily again, forcing itself down on him, flattening him to the floor. Twisting his head, he saw that Ashley had planted a foot on the top of it and was pushing down, trapping him. He tried desperately again to lift it, but his arms were pinned tight and he could find no purchase.

      The flames began to ravage his body. His clothes now completely took hold and set ablaze. Tim could do nothing but lie there, helpless, and scream as the fire engulfed him completely.
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      It was quite a sight, seeing the man she thought she loved turn into a human torch beneath her.

      But he was never really that man. It had all been an act, a way to fool her and her friends. Just to get them out here.

      To kill them.

      And he’d almost succeeded.

      Almost.

      Now, Ashley hoped, he was feeling a little of what his victims must have felt.

      Helpless, unable to stop the pain inflicted upon him.

      Unable to avoid death as his life was slowly taken away.

      Tim still screamed and writhed, his cries high-pitched and desperate.

      It wasn’t a sound she could ever enjoy, because she wasn’t like them, she wasn’t a monster, but it did bring her some closure, some measure of revenge.

      Flames threatened to wrap around the leg she was using to push down on the bookshelf. She’d planted her foot in a small section where the fire hadn’t yet taken hold, but that space had dwindled fast and was now almost non-existent.

      But even if the fire caught her, she refused to let up. Not until she was sure Tim was dead.

      In the time it took for him to stop screaming, and for his melting body to fall still, Ashley never once looked away.

      She watched him die.

      And when she was certain, absolutely positive that he was dead, she finally removed her foot from the blazing bookshelf. She had cut it fine, too, as the material of her hiking trousers had started to melt and smoulder.

      The heat and smoke in the room was becoming unbearable and, now that Tim was finally dead, she needed to turn her attention back on herself.

      Back to survival.

      She looked once more upon Tim’s fire ravaged-body, then vaulted through the window to the porch outside.

      The air felt fresh and clean, causing a coughing fit.

      Ashley grabbed the book she’d dropped earlier, after Tim had struck her, and ran off into the woods.
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      Ashley’s journey back through the woods was a long one.

      She followed the trail back the way they had come in; on guard and fully aware that, somewhere out here, Tim’s bitch sister and faceless brother were lurking.

      During her trek, she fully expected them to show up, to ruin her escape, but that didn’t happen. Perhaps they had scuttled off somewhere to try and recover from their wounds, or had taken a different route back to the house. If so, she hoped they found nothing but a blazing inferno and were helpless to do anything other than watch their home burn.

      As Ashley walked, a new morning finally broke through the darkness. Shortly after, she finally passed out of the woods and into the open fields.

      Back to the wilderness.

      Once free of those cursed woods, she kept going for over an hour straight, making sure she put plenty of distance behind her.

      Then she finally stopped, collapsed to the floor, and wept.

      It was as if a switch had been flipped. Every feeling of sadness and loss and anger that had been pushed beneath the surface finally got release and erupted from her in a wave.

      She cried and cried, loudly and desperately.

      She remembered Kim and Craig, and what had become of them. She remembered the pain and terror she had endured.

      She remembered it all.

      But it would not ruin her, it would not define her.

      She wouldn’t let it.

      Dealing with what had happened would take time and a lot of tears.

      But she would deal with it all.

      Ashley gave herself a few more moments, then got back to her feet, holding the book close to her. From the small snippets she had seen within it, she was certain it would read like the ramblings of a madman.

      The thing was, she knew it was true. All of it. Hopefully, the book would explain the things she’d faced out here and help her to come to terms with what had happened.

      Then again, maybe knowing the truth behind all of this wasn’t something she needed in her life.

      But she could make that decision herself, in time.

      Ashley dug her hand into her pocket, felt the cold metal of Kim’s lighter, safe with her, and pressed on.

      She had no idea how she would explain things, or what lay ahead for her.

      There was still a hell trek to overcome before she reached anything approaching civilisation, and she had no supplies other than the clothes on her back.

      No food, no water, no shelter.

      Nothing.

      After everything she’d been through, Ashley realised something as simple as Mother Nature could actually be the death of her.

      But she wouldn’t allow that to happen.

      She wasn’t the same person as the one who had walked into those woods the day before.

      She would make it, and she would survive.

      Of that, Ashley had no doubt.
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      Adrian James looked down at the floor as the person at his feet begged. It was a person he knew well.

      ‘Please,’ the dying person pleaded.

      Adrian wasn’t listening—nothing was going to stop what was about to happen.

      Because it had already happened before.

      The act of taking the life was every bit as difficult and soul-destroying as he remembered it being the first time around: the pleading, the struggling, and the weak resistance which he easily overcame. Adrian snuffed out the flame of life, and the body lay still.

      The room they were in, illuminated only by faint candlelight, fell silent after the death rattle—the last wheezing breath—petered out of the corpse.

      After the deed, Adrian slumped to the floor, feeling incredibly drained. He studied his hands—murdering hands that he’d just used to kill.

      Was he a monster?

      Adrian felt something squirm inside, a knot in his gut that tightened and tightened. Then he purged, spilling the contents of his stomach across the dirty carpet floor.

      When his vision finally cleared, he looked up at the walls of the room. Once white, they were now dull and yellowed.

      Then the paint started to discolour even more before his eyes.

      Something was wrong here.

      This wasn’t how he remembered things.

      Dark pools of black formed in places along the walls, and from these pulsating pockets, sickly yellow tendrils ran free, weaving their way around the remaining space, spreading and covering the entirety of the walls.

      A sickness running wild.

      Adrian was crying now, wailing uncontrollably. What had he done? He was a monster, there was no question of that. A killer.

      A murderer.

      He hugged himself and fell to his side, curling up into a foetal position as he continued his sobbing, feeling the wet, sticky patch of vomit beneath him.

      Then he felt a breeze around him and detected a foul smell—worse than the one that already emanated from the carpet.

      Adrian looked up just in time to see the surrounding room completely disintegrate before his eyes like it was never there. Blown away as if made of smoke. And what lay beyond terrified him.

      He screamed.

      This wasn’t real—couldn’t be. It was madness.

      The ground beneath him—hard and black—stretched out, on and on, a seemingly never-ending landscape. It was a smooth, rocklike formation that secreted a thick red liquid beneath his weight. Enormous, jagged mountains broke from this ground and clawed up at the dark sky, and these themselves were dwarfed by terrible, perfectly cylindrical black towers.

      This alien landscape, however, was not bereft of life.

      Beings that defied sanity roamed, feeding off each other. Grotesque titans scooped up smaller, helpless monstrosities and thrust them into what appeared to be mouths. One being was so vast it stood level with the mountains as it screeched into the star-filled sky.

      Other creatures, which were closer to Adrian, emerged from the ground—large, moaning mouths on long bodies lined with rolling eyes. They devoured anything that was within reach. One of these snake-like beings was ripped from the ground by a rolling, formless mass, then mashed and torn apart inside the gelatinous thing.

      A screaming, humanoid figure—one that seemed human, only devoid of skin—was pinned down by a twisted horde of much larger creatures. Without legs, they pulled themselves along the hard ground on stumped midsections and toyed with the person—a man—tossing him around and dropping him from heights that should have ended his life.

      But he did not die.

      He simply moaned and screamed in agony. Then the monsters got to work. Not content with just pulling his exposed flesh from his body, they thrust engorged stalks that protruded from their underbellies into him, piercing him.

      Adrian watched this horror unfold and continued to scream at the madness that surrounded him. Immense noises echoed, booming through the air, completely drowning out his own howls.

      Then he heard something else amongst the chaos, something more focused. Something meant just for him.

      He felt it inside his mind.

      Something was communicating with him, and him alone.

      It was not via a language he understood, yet he could still detect the intent.

      This thing hungered for him and his fears.

      For his guilt. For his madness.

      Adrian felt this pull and turned himself around to face the direction it was coming from. A vast, raging body of thick liquid—a sea of boiling rage—was spread out before him. Whatever was communicating with him, he knew it was deep within that watery expanse.

      And it called to him and tore at his mind.

      Adrian fell to his knees, then rolled onto his back, continuing his screams. The sky above was a never-ending cosmos, and not one he recognised. Even the stars that sat high up behaved differently—pulsing, twisting, and moving. They coiled together, swirling and mixing to form something that was familiar to him somehow.

      The thing inside of his head now seemed fearful, scared of the cluster in the sky.

      He then realised what this formation of countless stars—the slightly elliptical shape that contained an iris within—reminded him of.

      It was an eye

      A great, cosmic eye.

      It moved, and Adrian knew it was focused directly upon him.
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      ARLINGTON ASYLUM, ENGLAND - SEPTEMBER 1954

      

      Adrian James screamed out again, but this time he could hear himself clearly, no longer clouded by that sinister voice inside of his own mind.

      His panicked cries reverberated around him.

      The other nightmarish sounds were no longer there.

      He thrashed and kicked, but his arms and legs would not cooperate.

      Adrian then opened his eyes, immediately seeing different surroundings. No longer in that cosmic madness, he now recognised a more familiar environment.

      It was a small, dimly lit room containing only himself, the bed he was lying on, and a small, dirty toilet to his left. A single window sat directly above him lined with thick iron bars, and the dull light of the morning beyond seeped through. The walls were bare brick, grey and streaked with watermarks.

      He looked down, breathing rapidly, still fighting and squirming, trying to get his bearings which were slowly returning. He was dressed in ill-fitting cotton overalls, once white, now yellowed and damp with perspiration. His arms and legs were restrained with wide, leather straps.

      Memories started to flood back, finally overwhelming the lingering nightmare that refused to disappear.

      Adrian then heard a metallic sound from the iron door ahead of him as it was unlocked.

      The door creaked open and four men entered.

      Two were dressed in simple white uniforms and took their positions at each side of the room, arms folded across their chests. Of these two, the man farthest to Adrian’s right loomed over him, a giant looking down. He wore a sneer and his dark eyes bored into Adrian.

      That was Jones.

      The man to the left was Duckworth, less imposing, but still not someone Adrian wanted to cross.

      The other two men present were the more senior figures. One was a doctor—Dr. Reid. He was a serious-looking man in his early fifties who wore thin, round glasses and had a neatly trimmed goatee and closely shaved head. As ever, he wore a three-piece suit, this one a light brown.

      The other man was older and dressed in a fitted black gown, one that had a faint embroidered pattern. It also had a high neckline that was finished with a clerical collar. This man was well into his sixties, and his grey hair was combed with a neat side part.

      It was Director Templeton—the man who ran the facility.

      ‘Now, now,’ the director said. ‘All this screaming. What in the world is wrong, Adrian?’

      Adrian’s memories then flooded back completely, and he realised that the fantastical, horrific things he had witnessed only moments before were nothing more than a dream.

      A nightmare.

      He knew exactly where he was.

      It was where he was supposed to be—Arlington Asylum.

      ‘Nothing is wrong, Mr. Templeton,’ Adrian finally said. His strained throat—sore and raw—hurt when he spoke. ‘I’m fine.’

      ‘Good,’ Templeton said and stepped forward. ‘I’d hate to think our treatment was doing more harm than good. And I’m quite certain we are on the verge of a breakthrough with this medicine.’

      Adrian heard the screams of the insane rattle around from beyond his room as Director Templeton’s lips spread into a wide smile.

      ‘Now,’ Templeton went on, ‘tell me what you remember.’
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      ‘What I remember?’ Adrian asked.

      The director nodded. ‘Yes. You were screaming quite severely in your sleep. Bad dreams?’

      Adrian ran a hand over his face and could feel the dampness of sweat. He looked down at his palms to see them glisten. ‘You could say that,’ he said.

      ‘Then tell me about them.’

      Adrian looked up at the older man. Director Templeton had a gentle face with grey eyes set into skin that had started to sag with age. The man had a quality about him that drew Adrian to him, one he felt he could trust. This had been true ever since their first meeting, back when Adrian had almost…

      ‘Please,’ the director pressed. ‘It would help us greatly to know.’

      Adrian shrugged. ‘It was just a dream. Is it important?’

      ‘Why yes,’ Templeton replied. ‘The medicine we gave you often spikes the brainwaves, we believe. Dreams are a fantastic indicator of how well it has worked. This was your first dose, and I am keen to know how effective it was.’

      Adrian paused and shifted on the uncomfortable bed, going over the nightmare in his mind. Not that he particularly wanted to. ‘I dreamt that I killed somebody,’ he said, sombrely.

      The director nodded, and Adrian even saw Dr. Reid raise his eyebrows. ‘And how was that?’ Director Templeton asked.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘What I say. How did it feel?’

      That was indeed an odd question. ‘Horrible,’ Adrian said.

      ‘Just horrible? Anything else?’ Templeton pushed.

      Adrian shook his head, but that was a lie. When he replayed the act of killing over in his mind, he could not deny that he felt a certain sense of power with it. His face flushed with shame. Was that actually how he had felt when he’d carried out the foul deed?

      ‘You can be honest with me, Adrian,’ the director said. ‘This will only work if we are honest with each other.’

      ‘I am being honest,’ Adrian lied. Whether he trusted Director Templeton or not, he was not going to admit to those feelings.

      He was not a monster. At least, he desperately wanted not to be.

      ‘Okay,’ the director went on. ‘Tell me, this dream. Was it a memory?’

      This man certainly didn’t miss a beat.

      Adrian looked down and nodded.

      ‘So, am I correct in thinking this was the incident that you have told me about already?’ Templeton asked. ‘The one with your father?’

      Again, Adrian nodded, even though it was not true. The dream was of a different memory.

      ‘Can you tell me about what happened when you killed him?’

      ‘I’ve already told you,’ Adrian said. ‘It’s why I’m here. You know everything about what happened.’

      ‘But what happened in the dream, Mr. James? I am keen to know how accurate it was.’

      ‘It was accurate,’ Adrian said, growing tired and annoyed. ‘It happened pretty much as I remember it.’

      ‘And what about the details?’

      ‘The details are the same,’ Adrian snapped, raising his voice. He shifted again on the bed. The restraints dug into his skin, and the mattress of the bed, thin and lumpy, was hard beneath him.

      ‘Okay,’ Director Templeton said, holding up his palms in supplication. ‘That’s okay.’ He then looked up to the large orderly. ‘Mr. Jones, could you please release Adrian here from these dreadful restraints? He is quite clearly uncomfortable.’

      ‘Are you sure?’ Jones asked, his voice deep and soulless. The man was well over six feet tall, possibly pushing six and a half, with a broad frame. He had short black hair to match his dark eyes, a misshapen nose, and he carried himself with authority. Adrian had wondered if perhaps Jones had a military background. The man nodded at the director and bent down over Adrian, engulfing the patient in his shadow. Adrian winced as Jones grabbed him, causing the bigger man to smirk. The restraints were released, and Adrian felt the tingle of blood coursing through his veins again as the circulation was able to flow unobstructed.

      ‘Better?’ Templeton asked, and Adrian nodded.

      ‘Thank you.’

      The director waved his hands dismissively. ‘Think nothing of it. Those straps were for your own good, I hope you know. The medicine has been known to cause extreme reactions. Dreams like the one you’ve had are common, but some are more potent than others. Some people have actually thrown themselves from the bed, such was the ferocity of what their mind was showing them.’

      Adrian nodded, rubbing his wrists.

      ‘Now, is there anything else?’ Templeton asked.

      ‘What do you mean?’ Adrian replied.

      ‘In the dream? Was that everything?’

      The older man seemed to know much more than he had any right to. ‘There was something,’ Adrian admitted.

      Templeton smiled and leaned forward eagerly, the flat springs on the bed squeaking as he did. ‘Go on,’ he said.

      Adrian realised that every eye in the room was focused on him, and Dr. Reid was looking less than impressed. Adrian had already had some dealings with the doctor and found him to be cold, but clearly the man was knowledgeable in his field. Adrian noted an ever-so-subtle shake of the head from Reid. Did he think this a complete waste of time?

      ‘Well,’ Adrian started, ‘after I killed… him, the room I was in changed, somehow.’

      ‘Please explain,’ the director pressed.

      ‘I can’t,’ Adrian said. ‘It just sort of, flaked away, like it wasn’t even a solid structure. And then I was somewhere else.’

      ‘And can you describe where you were?’

      A humourless chuckle escaped Adrian’s lips before he had a chance to stop it. How on earth was he supposed to describe the nightmarish vision that his mind had thrown up? He gave an attempt, regardless.

      ‘Well, the whole landscape was… different.’

      ‘Different, how?’

      ‘I know how this will sound, but I don’t think it was on this planet.’

      The director raised his eyebrows, but he did not look skeptical. In fact, he looked pleased. Dr. Reid, however, was visibly less-so.

      ‘Do we really have time for this, Isaac?’ the man asked.

      ‘It is Director Templeton,’ the director said, calmly exerting his authority. ‘And yes, we certainly have time for this. It is of the upmost importance.’ Reid shook his head, this time not caring to hide the gesture, but the director didn’t even look back to notice. Instead, his gaze was fixed expectantly on Adrian. ‘Please,’ he said, ‘go on. Tell me about this… other place.’

      ‘It was horrific,’ Adrian said. ‘The ground was like black rock, but felt a little different under my feet. There were huge mountains and these gigantic pillars that touched the sky. The size of them was hard to comprehend.’

      ‘Anything else?’

      ‘There were these… things.’

      ‘Things?’ Templeton asked, and Adrian nodded, not sure how best to describe them. Then another, more fitting word sprang forward in his mind.

      ‘Monsters,’ he said. ‘Nightmarish monsters of all sizes. Some in the distance were as big as the mountains themselves. The whole place just felt evil. And the sky was different too. A little like looking up at the night as we know it, but the stars moved differently. And I swear that they pulled together at one point, swirling about each other like some unfathomable eye that hung in the space beyond.’

      ‘This is good, Adrian,’ Templeton said. ‘And was there anything else? Anything at all?’

      Adrian thought, and then remembered the boiling sea. And he recalled that feeling he had, as if something were making contact.

      ‘I think so,’ he said. ‘There was this expanse of water, if that is the right word. And I somehow felt that there was a presence beneath it. Something that was reaching out to me, in my mind.’

      The director’s expression grew even more eager. ‘How so?’

      ‘It felt like it wanted me. I don’t know how else to explain it. It knew I was there, and it wanted to… claim me.’ Adrian shook his head. ‘It’s hard to explain.’

      The director gave Adrian a reassuring smile. ‘Very good, Mr. James,’ he said. ‘I think that is enough for now. I can imagine this is difficult and more than a little distressing.’

      ‘I guess so,’ Adrian said. The director then got to his feet, groaning slightly as he did, the action clearly taking some effort. Adrian heard the popping of the man’s knee joints as they took on the strain of the rest of his body.

      ‘Is that normal?’ Adrian asked, ‘Dreams like that, I mean? Does it always happen after taking the medicine, because I’ve never experienced anything like it before. I never knew I had that kind of imagination.’

      ‘They are normal,’ Templeton reassured. ‘But, Adrian, do we ever really know ourselves? That is the question I am trying to answer here, and this new medicine will help me do that. If successful, the patient will be at ease with who they are. Once that happens, I feel that in most cases our work will be done—there would be no more need for treatment.’

      ‘And it will work for me?’

      The director nodded. ‘I am sure of it. And once it does, all of that suffocating guilt you now feel will be gone. You can live out your life without regret.’

      It was a soothing notion, one Adrian had heard before. It was the same promise that had drawn him here in the first place. Still, he wasn’t certain he deserved that kind of relief or absolution.

      He actually felt that this place, Arlington Asylum, was exactly what he deserved.

      Adrian’s four guests then moved towards the door, but Templeton looked back over his shoulder. ‘That is all for now, Mr. James, I appreciate your candour on this. You are free to wander the ward as you see fit and we will catch up soon. Have a good day.’

      Adrian only nodded in response as they exited the room, leaving the door open behind them.

      The truth was that there were no good days in this place, only repetition and misery that repeated in an endless cycle.

      This was his life now.

      This was his punishment.
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      Adrian walked down the long hallway, heading towards the Communal Area—a large room where the inmates in the ward were able to assemble and, if their mental capacity allowed, talk and socialise. He knew in that regard he was lucky. It was a privilege awarded only to Ward B residents.

      His ward.

      From speaking with other inmates, he knew that the other main area, Ward A, was a place even worse than his current one. Patients there were afforded no time of their own, always under constant observation and therapies. Though Adrian knew that these treatments amounted to little more than torture.

      Adrian passed the room next to his own and looked in to see his neighbour, Tom, asleep on his bunk. The poor old guy looked worse and worse with each passing day, so Adrian decided not to wake him.

      All the doors to the rooms he passed were the same: rusty iron with small, square viewing hatches cut into them. Most of these doors were now pushed open, indicating the rooms were likely empty. The corridor itself was narrow with dirtied white-tiled walls that ran up to the high ceiling. The floor covering consisted of old, hexagon-shaped tiles, coloured with a slight tinge of green that could just be made out beneath old stains. The area was poorly lit, lending the narrow corridor a claustrophobic feel.

      Adrian didn’t know too much about the facility he was housed in, other than the name of it, and that Director Templeton ran it, but he understood that whatever funding or financing the asylum had was insufficient. Very little of the budget seemed to go towards the upkeep of the building, that much was obvious, and the management, such as it was, were happy enough to let the place go to rot and ruin.

      He followed the corridor around to the left, passing more rooms as he walked. Sometimes, even though the doors were open, he saw patients inside who had apparently decided not to leave the safety of their four walls for now. One such man—Malcolm—sat on his bed, rocking back and forth and scratching at the skin on his arm that looked red-raw.

      Malcolm had been here for months, longer than Adrian, and hadn’t shown any signs of improvement during his time here. If anything, his state of mind seemed to be declining, and there was talk that he may soon be transferred to Ward A.

      Adrian carried on to a large metallic double door at the end of the hallway. It contained wide vision panels in the top half, the glass within crisscrossed with wire. One door leaf was open, and Adrian could hear the buzz of voices within, somewhat drowning out the usual background noise of pained moans and cries.

      This was the Communal Area.

      The large space had maybe thirty people inside, but was so big that it still did not seem full. The ceiling was much higher than that of the corridor, arched and supported on old timber beams. The windows on the far wall were tall and thin, six in total, lending the space some natural light. All were covered with rusted iron bars, reminding everyone inside that there was no way out.

      Not that anyone would try, given the number of orderlies present.

      Most of them—all dressed in their plain white uniforms—stood watching from their positions against the walls, but some walked between the patients, making sure nobody stepped out of line.

      And Adrian had seen first-hand what happened when any of the patients acted up. While none of the orderlies were as bad as Jones, even the less sadistic were still swift and brutal in their methods of maintaining order.

      Looking around the gathering of lost souls, many of whom milled aimlessly around the basic tables and chairs that were dotted about the room, Adrian spotted the group he had chosen to interact with most during his stay here.

      He made his way over to them, careful not to bump into the subdued, zombie-like patients that stood in his way. They were obviously heavily medicated, to the point of being completely placid, and Adrian wondered if all of them were taking the same medicine that was administered to him.

      Watching these patients aimlessly roaming the space caused Adrian to wonder if this was what he had to look forward to.

      Was this the ‘cure’ that the director had promised him?

      After all, you couldn’t feel pain and torment if you couldn’t feel anything at all.

      Which actually sounded appealing.

      He reached the table where his four friends, if that was the correct term, were seated. In truth, this was merely a group that had formed through nothing but circumstance—all seemed relatively compos mentis when compared to most of the people here. It was perhaps this fact, more than any other, that drew them to each other.

      Other than Adrian, the newest member, the group consisted of Seymour, Jack, Trevor, and Sean. It was Trevor—a sleek man with short, mousy hair—who spotted Adrian first. He raised a hand and waved in greeting—a meek gesture that was quickly withdrawn, fearing the gaze of others. Trevor, it seemed, was his usual self today: a timid shadow of a person.

      But he could be different. There was another side to him that Adrian had seen only once before.

      Another personality altogether.

      Mother.

      Adrian took a seat next to Sean, given it was the only space available. Sean was a stick-thin, haggard man who had a severe opium addiction, and he was struggling with being cut off from his one true love in this world.

      The man's teeth—the ones that were left—were a mixture of black and yellow, caused not by the opium, but by his complete disregard for any kind of personal hygiene. A result of many years of neglect. His condition and reliance on the drug was so bad that when he tried to eat, he often regurgitated any food back up, along with streams of green bile. To Sean, it was not food that gave him sustenance, but the opium, and without it his life in here was hell.

      Then there was Jack, a giant of a man—even taller than Jones—who was also the most gentle soul Adrian had ever met. He had no hair at all on his head, not even eyebrows or facial hair, and had a thick browbone that protruded out over his eyes like a small canopy. He had kind eyes that often seemed lost—like a puppy—and of everyone here, Jack was the one Adrian felt most sorry for.

      In addition, Jack seemed to be mute and had never uttered a word in all of Adrian’s time here.

      As Adrian sat down, he was greeted by the last member of the group, Seymour, and he knew the welcome would not be a pleasant one.

      ‘Good morning,’ the large man said. Seymour was not tall, but round, and his clothing struggled to contain a stomach that pressed against the thin cotton beneath. He had messy brown hair that was beginning to grey, and his gelatinous chin wobbled as he spoke.

      ‘Good morning,’ Adrian replied, waiting for the inevitable additional comment.

      Seymour didn’t disappoint.

      ‘You look terrible, old boy,’ Seymour said, with a chuckle. ‘Even for someone as ugly as you.’

      It was typical of the fat man, always quick to tease and put others down.

      He was also quick to anger.

      ‘Anyone hear the noises coming from Malcolm's room last night?’ Trevor asked, quickly changing the subject.

      Malcolm Peters was the man Adrian had seen on his journey to the common area, but he hadn’t heard the screams in question. Of course, he had been unconscious all night, lost in his terrible dreams following the dose of medication.

      ‘I did,’ Seymour answered. ‘Fucking horrible sounds. I reckon he was in pain.’

      ‘Anyone seen him today?’ Sean asked, scratching irritably at a red patch of skin on his arm.

      No one verbalised an answer, but all shook their heads.

      ‘Heard they’d upped his medication,’ Seymour added. ‘Guess that means it won’t be long until he disappears as well. Just like the others.’

      ‘You mean it won’t be long until he’s better and released, just like the others?’ Trevor asked.

      Seymour laughed. A big, full-on belly laugh. ‘Don’t be so stupid, boy,’ he said. ‘People don’t get better here. And they’re never released.’

      ‘Of course they are,’ Trevor shot back, but his voice was small and weak, as it normally was in his more placid state. ‘The treatments here work.’

      Seymour shook his head with a smug look of superiority. Adrian didn’t like Seymour, but he did tend to agree with him on this point. A small part of him did indeed cling to the hope that this miracle medicine Director Templeton was developing would work, but he was well aware that it was all experimental. The chances of people leaving here, actually cured of their mental conditions, were slim at best. He had come to that conclusion a while ago.

      And he’d also made peace with it.

      After what he had done, he didn’t deserve to be cured of his guilt.

      He deserved to be right here amongst the misery.

      ‘Trev,’ Seymour said, ‘come on, think about it. In all your time here, can you remember a single person being released?’

      ‘Yes,’ Trevor said, with a little more conviction. ‘Angus Frey and Edward Simmons. And Alfie, only last week. They’ve all been released and are all cured.’

      ‘All have disappeared,’ Seymour said, ‘but not all cured. And certainly not released. I can’t believe you thought…’ but then Seymour trailed off, alerted by someone behind Adrian. Seymour’s eyes dropped and his shoulders slumped. Adrian turned to see one of the orderlies—Duckworth, the one from his cell earlier—walking up to the table.

      ‘All getting a little excitable over here, wouldn’t you say?’ Duckworth asked. He had a mop of red hair and pale skin, but was well-set. No one answered him or even made eye contact. Adrian could see that Duckworth had his cosh—a lead club wrapped in leather—already in hand, and he was patting it repeatedly into the palm of his other hand. Everyone remained silent, hoping the orderly would be happy that he’d proven his point and just walk away. Thankfully, luck was on their side.

      ‘Keep it down,’ the orderly said and moved on, much to everyone’s relief.

      Adrian looked over to see Jack hunched over in his seat, his head bowed, and he rocked back and forth. Adrian laid a hand on his shoulder to calm him.

      ‘It’s okay, big man,’ he said. ‘He’s gone now.’

      Jack smiled, and his rocking slowed.

      Adrian was then about to change the topic to something a little less excitable, but wasn’t given that chance.

      ‘There he is,’ Seymour whispered. Adrian turned and saw Malcolm entering the large room through the double doors.

      He looked like hell.

      Worse than normal.

      Already a tall, gangly man, Malcolm’s skin was now ashen, almost grey, and he had dark purple bags beneath his eyes, one of which always hung lower than the other—seemingly a genetic defect.

      And he looked even thinner than usual, too, which was saying something for him. His cotton clothing hung loosely off him as if several sizes too large. He also seemed unsteady on his feet as he swayed over to an empty seat and plopped down into it.

      ‘Does that look like a man who is getting better?’ Seymour asked, but no one answered.

      Adrian felt his gut lurch, and a sudden, queasy feeling washed over him. Last night he had started the same treatment Malcolm was on, and this could well be a glimpse of what he had to look forward to.

      Still, that might not be a bad thing.

      He thought back to his dream last night.

      Not the nightmarish landscape, but what came before.

      Activity at the entrance of the room drew their attention as dinner was wheeled inside. Large silver troughs contained the bland, runny slop that they would soon gulp down.

      Orderlies began heaping the gruel onto paper plates.

      ‘All right,’ one of them shouted, raising his voice above the general noise of the room. ‘Anyone who wants to eat, make your way over to the food here in a civilised manner. And make sure you queue—we aren’t fucking animals. If any of you step out of line, you’ll not eat for a week.’ He raised his cosh high in the air. ‘In fact, I’ll make sure to crack your jaw so hard that you won’t be eating for a month. Understand?’

      No one needed to reply, and the man didn’t wait around for an answer. The patients in the room gradually got to their feet and started to filter over to their awaiting meals.

      ‘Adrian?’ Trevor asked as the group stood up. ‘How was it?’

      ‘How was what?’ Adrian asked.

      ‘The medicine. Did you… did you dream?’

      Adrian nodded. ‘Yes, Trevor, I did.’

      ‘Same happened to me,’ Trevor said. He’d started his treatment a couple of weeks ago and had received multiple doses so far. ‘They get worse, but the director told me it’s one of the ways they know it’s working. He says it’s a sign that it’s helping my mind.’

      Adrian didn’t know exactly what this medicine was, or what it did, but he wasn’t as optimistic as Trevor. However, he didn’t have the heart to crush the shy man’s hopes. ‘That’s good, Trev,’ he said, and the man smiled in response.

      ‘Yeah,’ Trevor said, still smiling. ‘It is.’

      But his voice faltered, and it was clear that he hadn’t entirely convinced himself.
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      Dr. Thomas Reid was not happy.

      He walked alongside Director Isaac Templeton as they made their way back towards the Administration Ward. They passed from Ward B, through the secured door, and then into the Main Hall, which also served as a reception area to the facility. It was a wide-open space with a cluster of desks towards the back where a smattering of administration staff worked, writing up reports and filing paperwork. The front section of the hall had an unmanned reception counter that had not been used for many a year and had gathered piles of clutter that threatened to spill off to the floor. Dr. Reid knew that Arlington Asylum was not open to the public, and hadn’t been for a long time, but the layout of this reception area suggested it once was.

      The two distinct areas were demarcated by timber partitions on either side of the room that extended a few feet inwards, leaving a wide opening between. The main walls of the hall were lined with a similar style of oak panelling that ran up to a moulded rail set about five feet from the floor. Above that, the walls were finished in flaking plaster. The ceiling above was arched, giving the area a grandiose feel. In its heyday, it would have been quite impressive.

      Both men walked from one side of the Main Hall towards the door to the Administration Ward on the opposite side, weaving between desks as they went.

      ‘You know,’ Dr. Reid began, deciding to air his concerns, ‘I still don’t know very much about this medication that’s being administered.’

      ‘Yes, I am aware of that,’ Director Templeton replied.

      ‘Well, as the head physician here, don’t you think it is something I should be made aware of?’

      ‘You have your role here,’ Templeton replied, dismissively. ‘This is something that doesn’t concern you.’

      ‘Well, it should concern me,’ Reid answered, raising his voice slightly. Being kept at a distance had been annoying at first, but now it was becoming infuriating. ‘Again, you appointed me as Head Physician. It is my job to know what is going on with my patients.’

      Director Templeton stopped and turned to face Reid. As he did, Reid could feel the eyes of the surrounding staff look up from their work and settle on the pair. ‘Correction,’ Templeton said. ‘These are my patients, Dr. Reid. Every single one of them. They belong to me. And you are here under my employ, so you do as ordered. Do you understand?’

      Reid clenched his teeth, and his first instinct was to retaliate. After all, what did this man—a God-damn priest—know about healing the mentally ill? Reid was the only qualified person working in the asylum, as far as he could tell, and the only person with any real authority to determine what was best for these patients. He was the one who should be running the show.

      But he let his teeth unclench because he wasn’t running the show, was he? There was a reason he was working here, relegated to this private hell-hole of an asylum. He needed to get his career back on track, and this was the only place that gave him the opportunity to do so. He had to be careful not to ruin this chance, at least until he had rebuilt his reputation sufficiently to move on.

      But he needed results, some breakthrough that would put him at the forefront in his field again. It was fair to say that whatever organisation Templeton represented cared little for the patients in their care, so he could certainly indulge in more radial methods and treatments here. Indeed, many of the patients were held against their will, without showing any symptoms of mental issues beyond the stress of being held prisoner.

      ‘I do understand that,’ Reid conceded and turned to walk on, hoping Templeton would follow along away from the ears of the staff. Fortunately, Templeton did just that, so Reid continued. ‘I don’t mean to be disrespectful, or ungrateful, it’s just that I don’t think I can do my best work if things are kept from me.’

      They arrived at the door to the Administration Ward, which was smaller than the others and contained a few spare offices, some small padded cells used to isolate patients, a library, a room that had been converted into a Chapel, and separate offices for Reid and Templeton.

      Templeton did not answer the question at first, but instead pulled free his ring of keys and selected one that would open the door before them. Once through, and the door locked behind them, Templeton turned to Reid and gave his reply.

      ‘You are afforded plenty of patients on which to carry out your studies and claw back what little reputation you can, but this facility has a greater purpose, one that I am fulfilling. One that will, believe it or not, change the world. And until I know I can trust you completely, I will simply leave you to tinker with your outdated and misguided methods.’

      ‘If you really believe that,’ Reid asked, ‘then why bring me on board in the first place? Why do you even want me here?’

      ‘From time to time, we will need the expertise of someone like yourself. But, more than that, when you realise what it is we are doing here, I am hopeful you will see the potential we have and commit yourself to the cause.’

      ‘Then tell me what the cause is,’ Reid said. ‘How can I commit to something I am not aware of?’

      Templeton just smiled. ‘In time,’ he said, infuriating Reid even further. ‘Prove yourself first, then all will be made clear.’

      ‘And how exactly am I supposed to prove myself?’

      ‘Continue your work for now,’ Templeton answered. ‘And when the time comes, do not disappoint.’

      Dr. Reid raised his eyebrows in surprise. Director Templeton was much older than he was; shorter, too, and supposedly a man of God, but Reid was almost certain the old man had just issued him a veiled threat. Templeton then patted him on the shoulder and walked off towards his office, leaving Reid dumfounded.
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      Adrian looked down at the beaten and bloodied man; his pitiful face had already begun to swell and bruise. He spat blood, some of it coating Adrian’s shoes.

      ‘Say it,’ Adrian seethed, fists still clenched. ‘Say it to me now.’

      The man crawled forward, like a dog, and grabbed at Adrian’s ankle.

      This man was his father. Someone who, over the years, had beaten and abused both Adrian and Adrian’s mother. He’d worn them down to hollow shells of the people they once were.

      Snuffing out the people they could have been.

      But Adrian was bigger now, an adult in his own right, and he’d finally had enough. So, in the dark and dingy home, one that his father had stripped of warmth over the years, Adrian erupted. After being called a ‘worthless mistake’ yet again, he snapped and assaulted the old drunken monster, smashing his fists into his father’s face.

      The suddenness and ferocity of Adrian’s attack overwhelmed his father, who made a futile attempt to fight back. Adrian’s mother screamed at him to stop, telling him not to go too far, but when the man fell Adrian unleashed a flurry of kicks to his father’s head and watched as the cartilage of the man’s nose crumpled and splintered.

      Expelling all of his pent-up rage felt good—exhilarating, even. So, he kept going, indulging in the violence, and taking a kind of sadistic glee in the power he felt making the man suffer who had caused him such anguish.

      ‘Say it to me now!’ Adrian screamed again. ‘I dare you!’

      He wanted his father to beg for forgiveness and plead for his life. Instead, the old bastard simply looked up at him with his one good eye and spluttered out his reply.

      ‘Worthless fucking mistake,’ he said, managing a pained smile.

      Despite Adrian’s mother’s protests, Adrian allowed himself to fully embrace the anger that fuelled him. He grabbed the man by the throat and squeezed with all he was worth. His father fought back—a pathetic and weak attempt—but soon his face went from being beet-red to a shade of blue, and his eyes bulged from the sockets. With a wheeze, his life was finally choked away.

      ‘Good,’ a voice said as the walls around Adrian started to change. They peeled and flaked away to reveal a world outside that was not his own. A nightmarish place. He heard his mother’s terrified cries as something took her—a twisted, monstrous being—and crushed her skull.

      Adrian screamed.
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        * * *

      

      Adrian was pulled from unconsciousness and back into reality.

      It took him a moment to realise why.

      The asylum was never exactly a quiet place—the cries and moans of residents around the facility were a constant background noise that took him days to get used to after he had first arrived. But the noises that woke him now were different.

      Something was happening.

      Adrian lifted his head from the hard pillow and stared over to the closed door of his room, as if doing so could help visualise just what was going on in the hallways beyond. But it didn’t help, because while he could understand and make sense of some noises he heard—panicked yelling and angry shouts—there was another, terrifying sound that made no sense to him at all.

      It seemed… inhuman.

      Guttural groans and roars that were unfamiliar to him. The sounds were getting closer now and were punctuated by a howl of someone in tremendous pain. That was followed by some kind of gurgling and spluttering.

      The chaos of what was happening in the corridor moved closer and was soon outside of his room. Something clashed against the sturdy metal door hard enough to make it rattle in its frame. More pained cries, and then the viewing hatch was knocked open.

      Mouth agape, Adrian gazed out into the darkness, not daring to move. The noises outside plateaued, and he could hear somebody struggling desperately, gasping and groaning. Whoever this man was, his pained pleas were soon overwhelmed by a monstrous growl.

      Adrian was terrified, but he was also desperate to know what was going on. Surely the thick door between them would keep him safe from harm? He got to his feet and, ever-so-slowly, made his way over to the now-open hatch. He heard a horrible crunch from beyond and yet another cry of agony, then a prolonged ripping sound as the cries heightened before blurring into a wet gurgle.

      Adrian reached the hatch and carefully peered out. Before he had the chance to take anything in, a blood-covered face slammed into the opening, causing him to yell and jump back in shock.

      Adrian looked at the terrified face in repulsion. This man was one of the asylum's orderlies, but it was hard to be sure as to which one because his jaw was missing completely; it had been ripped off, leaving jagged wounds and exposed red flesh and tendons beneath. His tongue lolled down through the door’s hatch and into Adrian’s room. It writhed and twitched, almost with a life of its own.

      Adrian made eye contact with the orderly, but immediately regretted doing so. The eyes seemed to plead for help, but the only sounds the man could make were incomprehensible moans. As quickly as it had appeared, the face was yanked away, and Adrian heard more growls. Then a pained, high-pitched cry.

      He was scared, but couldn’t help himself; Adrian slowly moved forward and peered out to see the dark corridor beyond. He could make out a tall, spindly figure in the darkness, holding what appeared to be the orderly’s head in its long, claw-like hands as the detached body was dropped carelessly to the floor. Whatever this thing was, it was almost seven feet tall and its skin was pulled tight over oddly shaped bones that protruded beneath.

      Adrian drew in a sharp gasp of breath as fear gripped him further, and as he did it appeared the demonic thing outside heard him. While still holding the severed head, it turned, allowing Adrian to see its face: melted and warped, the features like that of some horrific painting. One eye hung considerable lower than the other, almost in line with the corner of its unnaturally wide mouth, which opened like that of a snake, revealing rows of long, serrated teeth. The edges of its thin lips turned up into a smile as it raised the detached head up and pushed it into its open maw.

      The demon made a sound reminiscent of a chuckle as the jaws clamped down over the cranium and started to exert force. It didn’t take long for the head to crunch and compress, eventually popping completely, causing a shower of gore and grey brain-matter to burst free.

      Another sound came from the tall, gangly thing outside of Adrian’s room. It was a kind of huffing, snorting noise. The thing’s shoulders bobbed up and down and its smile increased as it began to chew.

      Adrian realised that it was laughing.

      Then Adrian heard approaching voices, and he turned to look farther back down the dark corridor. In the distance, he could see bodies littering the floor—other orderlies who had met a similar fate as their friend. The approaching group seemed to be coming from that direction, but had not arrived in full view as yet. The chewing, demonic thing outside evidently heard the same voices and running footsteps, too, as it turned in the same direction. It began to backpedal, but before running off into the darkness completely, it cast Adrian one last look.

      It may have just been Adrian’s imagination after seeing something so horrific, but he was sure he recognised a familiarity in that melted, twisted face.

      Malcolm?

      Adrian heard the monster’s thumping footsteps move down the corridor as it fled. A group of orderlies finally emerged, sprinting after the thing, armed with knives, coshes, and sticks.

      And one of them had a different kind of weapon altogether.

      In his hands, he gripped a thin pipe that was fitted with handles and a nozzle at the end. A rubber tube ran from the back of the shaped metal pipe and connected to a small tank that was strapped to the man’s back. From the end of the nozzle, Adrian saw a small, blue flame.

      Could that weapon really be what he thought it was?

      If so, why the hell did an asylum need to be equipped with something like that?

      ‘Get it,’ an orderly yelled as they sprinted in a huddled group down the narrow hallway. One orderly bringing up the rear saw Adrian’s open hatch and locked eyes with him through it. The man quickly slammed the cover shut, cutting off Adrian’s view of what was happening.

      Adrian then heard the voices and clattering footsteps disappear as they moved further away.

      It seemed the chase was on.

      Adrian stood before his door in silent disbelief.

      What had he just seen? And could that thing have really been Malcolm?

      Unable to make sense of it, he eventually made his way back over to his bed and dropped down onto it. He lay back and pulled his knees up to his chest, feeling himself shaking with fear and adrenaline.

      He listened, trying to make out any sounds in the distance that would give him a clue as to what was going on, and he could hear wild cries, screams, and roars. Whatever was happening, Adrian knew there was violence involved.

      And amongst all of that, the patients in the facility seemed particularly agitated tonight, and their mad bellows were also clearly audible.

      Adrian had no idea of the hour, but he knew he would not sleep again that night.
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      It was late, but Reid could not sleep. He was seated in his office, a rather small, cramped room which housed his chair and writing desk in the centre, spare chair near the door, and tall bookcases lining the walls. Each case was crammed full of files and medical journals, while his desk itself was a sea of loose papers, parchment, and notes. As precise and meticulous as he believed he was, his office was in stark contrast to that—organised chaos was how he liked to describe it, with more emphasis on the chaos than the organised.

      He was trying to focus on the job at hand—of writing up a report on a patient. Reid had a treatment in mind for the man, and it was the same treatment that had derailed his career and landed him in this God-forsaken place. Though it was not the report that was keeping him awake.

      The altercation with Director Templeton was playing on his mind, specifically the things the man had said to him.

      Prove yourself. Do not disappoint.

      All vague riddles and threats, with nothing of substance behind them. What the hell was expected of him here?

      He tried to concentrate on the words he was scribbling in his ledger as his eyes had started to ache with tiredness, but he knew it was pointless trying to rest them, as his mind was just too active. To help, he had switched off the light in his office and was now writing by the gentle, flickering glow of his table-mounted lantern. He’d owned the lamp for many years, even brought it with him when he’d started at Arlington Asylum, and found that the soft hue it gave off was much more forgiving on his eyes than the sharp illumination from the electric lights fitted throughout the facility. It also usually helped his mind to settle.

      But not tonight.

      He was not the kind of man to take kindly to threats—obscure or not.

      Ignore the old fool, Reid said to himself. Concentrate on your work, then you can leave this place behind forever.

      He tried doing just that and went back to a report which outlined the treatment he was planning to try on one of his patients—a young man, only seventeen, who had been picked up after living on the streets. He suffered from fits of violence, and with no warning he would erupt and lash out at anyone around him. Afterwards, when the episodes subsided, he always showed great regret for his actions, and Reid felt that he was the perfect candidate to try the procedure on again—the one that had almost ruined him last time.

      It was less of a risk now.

      If he failed, no one would care. He could simply try again. Not like last time, with Elton Breyer.

      The procedure that was supposed to push him into fame and renown had not gone as expected.

      Elton had been tied down to Reid’s table, fully awake and cognisant. Reid knew exactly what he had to do, and how much pressure to exert, but knowing something and actually carrying it out were two different things. Reid remembered taking hold of the instrument—which was long and thin, with a sharp end and made of lightweight aluminium—and bringing it down to the inside corner of Elton’s left eye. The young man’s blue irises had looked up to him as he did, wide with fear at the approaching pick. Reid felt the instrument slip in beside the wet eyeball and could see the fleshy orb push slightly to the side, making room for the new object that had invaded its space.

      Reid had then brought up a mallet and started to gently hammer the pick into Elton’s head. It had slipped inside easily, moving down farther and farther until Reid had felt resistance.

      He had reached the brain.

      With a steady hand, he had hammered the pick again and penetrated the rubbery matter. Elton had let out a moan, and his body had begun to convulse. Reid had kept hitting the instrument, pushing it down farther, and Elton’s convulsions had become more severe. Finally, Reid had stopped, keeping the pick in place at what he thought was the correct depth. Then he had gently moved it from side to side, hoping to successfully sever the connections to the prefrontal cortex and frontal lobes of the brain.

      This procedure, known as a transorbital lobotomy, should have put an end to Elton’s violent episodes and made him much more docile. While not conceived or developed by Reid himself, it was still considered an untested and unpractised procedure, and therefore looked down upon by the stuffy old medical elite—especially here in England. However, it was much easier and simpler to perform than a conventional lobotomy, saving time and money, and Reid had ambitions of taking this idea and pushing it to become common practice in his home country—and collecting all the plaudits that were owed to him as he did.

      But things had not worked out that way.

      Instead, Elton had died on his table and Dr. Thomas Reid’s promising career had gone into free-fall.

      But he was determined to prove that the procedure was not only viable, but also the best way to treat most mental ailments.

      Which meant he needed to try again.

      And he had scheduled his first re-attempt for the very next day. If successful, he intended to try again and again, and hone the procedure until he was able to carry it out flawlessly, each and every time.

      Then he could leave Arlington Asylum behind, and the clueless Isaac Templeton—a religious idiot playing at medicine—could go to hell.

      Reid dropped his pen and let out a sigh. That was enough for tonight. While he was a man who did not need a lot of sleep to operate well, he was in danger of overdoing it and leaving himself too exhausted tomorrow to be at his best. And when he was overly tired, Reid tended to think of his wife and son, and he could not afford to let himself do that. He removed his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose.

      Time for sleep, at least for a few hours. And even if sleep did not come, he could at least rest his tired eyes.

      He then got to his feet and turned off the lantern before leaving his office and locking it securely behind him. Like every other area of the asylum, his personal quarters were just off the Main Hall. That area acted as a hub, and the other wards were connected to this central section like the arms running from the head of an octopus. The building itself was all single storey, with no stairs or elevators to speak of.

      Though that wasn’t true, was it? There was an old-looking service elevator at the back of the Main Hall, one that Reid was not allowed to use. He knew it went down, but to where he had no clue, and Templeton would not tell him.

      Secrets upon secrets, in a structure that almost seemed designed to be hidden from the world: sunken into a surrounding forest, with only one road in and out.

      A road that was not much travelled anymore.

      Hell, even the administrative staff who worked in the Main Hall seemed to live on site. At times, this place felt more like a prison than a place of work. He was allowed to leave, but excursions needed to be arranged with Templeton, who held the key, and it was made clear that the facility was not to be discussed with anyone outside of its own walls. Another threat from Templeton, this one followed with a promise of expulsion.

      And given that Arlington seemed to be his last chance at professional redemption, Reid could ill afford to go against the director.

      Reid made his way towards the Main Hall, savouring the quiet. At this time of night, things were usually silent in the area—the cries of the insane insulated to their own wards.

      And he expected that tonight would be no different.

      But as he got closer to the Main Hall, he heard it.

      Voices.

      Screams.

      They were panicked, and as he got closer, he could make out the sounds of a struggle. Screams bellowed, and muffled orders were barked out.

      Above it all, a horrific screech.

      Reid stopped, not knowing if he should run back or continue forward. Curiosity got the better of him and he jogged onwards.

      What on earth could make a sound like that? His first instinct was that there was an animal loose in the asylum. How that had happened, he had no idea, but what else could explain it?

      He reached the blank iron door that separated the zone he was in from the Main Hall and unlocked it. Whatever was happening beyond seemed to be in full flow. He gently pushed the door open, just in time to hear an ear-piercing scream as someone wailed in agony.

      Reid peeked through the opening and could scarcely believe his own eyes.

      A group of orderlies had surrounded… something… and were trying in vain to subdue it. They seemed to be failing in their efforts, however, and Reid saw who it was that was crying out in agony. One of the orderlies was without his arm, and blood pumped freely from the stump at his shoulder. The severed appendage was on the floor close to the creature that they had all surrounded.

      And Reid had no idea what it was.

      Humanoid in shape, certainly—with arms, legs, a torso, and head, but it was not human. First of all, it was far too tall, and its limbs were stick-thin. It evidently possessed a power that belied its slight build, however, having pulled a man’s arm clean off. Reid was too far away to make out its face or finer features, but its thin skin looked to be black, or at least a dark purple.

      Reid then saw Jones run into the room, coming from Ward A.

      ‘What do we do?’ one of the other orderlies yelled, desperate for help and instruction, clearly at a loss as to how best handle a situation such as this. Jones circled round to another of the men, one who was equipped with a strange weapon, one that was connected to a metallic tank on his back.

      Jones relieved the man of the instrument and quickly put it on himself. ‘We kill it,’ he said.

      ‘But what about the director? Will he allow us to do that?’ another asked.

      Jones raised the end of the weapon and aimed at the feet of the approaching beast.

      ‘I’ll explain it to Templeton,’ Jones said, before a stream of orange and yellow liquid flame burst free from the metal nozzle.

      The creature was immediately engulfed in searing fire that swam up its body, coating it completely. The monster roared and screeched and continued to run towards Jones. The orderly, however, was not easily fazed and circled the creature before letting loose with another burst from the weapon. Flames engulfed it completely now, so fierce that Reid could barely make out the black of its skin beneath the yellow and red flames.

      Eventually, the thing’s screams faded, and it dropped to the floor—lifeless. The smell of burning meat flooded the air.

      ‘Give it a minute,’ Jones commanded in a confident voice. ‘Then put the fire out. I’ll go and speak with the director.’

      ‘The changes are getting worse,’ one of the orderlies said, as others rushed to the aid of the man who had been stripped of an arm. ‘We can’t go on like this.’

      ‘We can, and we will,’ Jones replied, taking off the weapon and thrusting it into the arms of the complaining man. ‘We are all here for a reason, and that reason doesn’t change. If anyone has ideas about leaving, they will answer to me. Understand?’

      No one presented an argument.

      Satisfied, Jones walked away from the room, leaving his colleagues to put out the fire before it spread further.

      Reid quietly pulled the door closed before he was seen.

      His mind struggled to comprehend what he had just witnessed. Monsters did not exist. He was a man of science, unwavering in his beliefs, so how did he reconcile his mind with what his own eyes had just shown him?

      He felt his heart beating quickly in his chest and realised he was sweating. A nervous energy flooded him.

      And something else concerned him as well; something an orderly had said after they put the creature down.

      The changes are getting worse.

      It was clear from what was said that Director Templeton was aware, at least to some extent, of what was going on here.

      Reid knew he needed answers and resolved to confront Templeton about this as soon as he could. He headed back to his office in a daze and decided to stay there for the night.

      First thing tomorrow morning, he would pay the director a visit.

      He fell into his seat and dropped his head into his hands—just what in the hell had he gotten himself involved in?
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      The very next day, after a night without any sleep, Reid saw Director Templeton enter the Administration Ward and make his way straight to the Chapel—which was a morning routine for the director. It was here Reid planned to confront Templeton about what he had seen the previous night.

      The image of that inhuman thing—and what it had done to that orderly—had stuck with Reid ever since he’d witnessed it the previous night. Reid had used the time throughout the night to try to explain just what it was he had seen, and the best he could come up with was that the thing was indeed human, but had somehow transformed or mutated. He’d skimmed through his medical books in his office to try to find a known condition that could explain such a transformation, but had come up empty-handed.

      Nothing could explain what he had seen. At least nothing that he was aware of.

      However, he had a feeling that Templeton may have a little more knowledge of what was going on around here.

      Reid opened the door to the Chapel and stepped inside to see the director seated in one of the rows of pews at the front of the room. The walls here were white plaster, and on their surfaces were pictures and effigies of biblical figures. The ceiling was not as high as in other areas of the building, and the floor was an ugly white tile, giving the room quite an underwhelming feel. On either side of a central aisle, rows of uncomfortable-looking wooden pews stretched back from the front. At the head of these seats was a simple altar—a table covered in white cloth. This shrine housed a large, ornamental crucifix that stood centrally, with an open Bible beneath it. Either side of the thick book burned sticks of incense, filling the whole room with a pleasant aroma of jasmine.

      Other than the assorted ornaments and effigies, the only other thing of note was a large mirror that was affixed to one of the walls.

      Whether this room had always served as a Chapel, or whether it had been converted for such a purpose, Reid did not know.

      Nor did he care.

      Templeton did not hear him enter, or made no show of being aware of his presence, and continued to sit with his head bowed. Reid made his way over to the director, walking down the central aisle, and took a seat next to him.

      ‘I never took you for a religious man,’ Templeton said with his eyes closed. ‘Care to join me in prayer?’

      ‘No,’ Reid answered, ‘I’m not one for superstition or make-believe.’

      Templeton let out a small laugh. ‘To each his own.’

      ‘At least,’ Reid went on, ‘I thought I believed that. I was certain that all things supernatural, including demons and monsters and the like, were just made-up stories, the product of a weak or retarded mind.’

      ‘It sounds like you may have had a change of heart?’ Templeton said. His voice was flat, unreadable, and still he did not open his eyes.

      ‘Hard to say,’ Reid said, letting some of the frustration he was feeling show through in his tone. ‘But after last night, and what I saw, I don’t know what to think anymore.’

      ‘Is that right?’

      Templeton showed no emotion at all, other than perhaps a slight, amused curiosity—which only angered Reid more.

      ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘that is right. And do you have any idea what it is that I saw?’

      ‘Does it matter?’ the director asked, the question throwing Reid off his train of thought. ‘If you saw something that has made you question the very beliefs you held as sacred, then surely there is a more important question to be answered?’

      ‘Really? And what would be more important than getting to the bottom of it? You don’t think the truth is important?’

      Now Templeton opened his eyes, and he turned to face Reid. ‘Oh no,’ he said, ‘do not misunderstand. The truth is the only important thing in our lives. But I’m afraid people cling to truths that are, in fact, outright lies, and they live their lives never actually knowing real truth. Just as you have been doing.’

      Reid shook his head. ‘More riddles? Really?’

      ‘Not riddles, Thomas,’ Templeton said, using Reid’s Christian name. ‘I am simply asking a valid question. You say you saw something that has perhaps changed the way you view the world. Instead of contemplating that, and what it means to you, you rush to me for answers. But you need to provide your own.’

      ‘I am getting tired of all this vague rubbish you spout, Director,’ Reid said, raising his voice.

      But Templeton just shrugged. ‘Then do not ask anything of me. Go about your business.’

      ‘Go about my business?’ Reid was yelling now, and he got to his feet, looking down on the other man. ‘Do you know what I saw last night? I saw something in the Main Hall that was, as far as I could tell, not human. Roaming around, attacking the people that work here, and in the end it was put down by a weapon that has no business being kept in a place like this. Yet there it was, spraying its flame and killing whatever the hell that thing was. A little coincidental that such a thing was here when needed, no? And I know that you know something about it, because the men practically said as much. Now, I want you to give me some straight answers for once and tell me just what the fuck is going on here.’

      Calmly, Director Templeton rose to his feet and looked Reid directly in the eyes. ‘No,’ he said simply, and smiled. Then he turned to leave.

      Yet again, Reid could not believe the audacity of the man.

      ‘What do you mean, no? That isn’t an acceptable answer,’ Reid said.

      ‘I’m afraid it’s the only one you are getting,’ Templeton shot back.

      ‘Not good enough. If you don’t explain this to me, then I’m leaving this place for good. You will be on your own here.’

      ‘That seems fair,’ Templeton said. ‘I’m sure you will find a plethora of opportunities just waiting for you when you do. Best of luck for the future.’

      ‘I want answers, Templeton!’ Reid screamed.

      Templeton reached the door to the room and turned back to face Reid. ‘Then find them, Doctor. I am not stopping you.’

      ‘Find them? Why not just tell me?’

      ‘Because truths that are given and not earned are not really valued. What we are doing here is hard to accept. We are learning truths about the things that govern our reality, our very existence. Something that transcends your science.’

      At this, Reid had a realisation. He looked around the room they were in, the one Templeton visited every morning, and then at the robes Templeton always wore.

      ‘God,’ Reid said. ‘This is something to do with God, isn’t it? What, you think you are somehow able to communicate with him?’

      Templeton let out a loud laugh and shook his head. ‘I’m afraid you haven’t got it worked out just yet, Thomas. But keep looking. The truth will reveal itself to you, I have faith in that.’

      And then he exited the room.

      ‘Goddamn it!’ Reid huffed.

      His attempt to extract the truth from Templeton had left him feeling more confused than ever.

      No answers, only more frustration.

      Then he remembered what Templeton had told him about answers: Find them. I am not stopping you.

      Fair enough, Reid thought to himself, intending to do just that.
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      Adrian and his group—Jack, Trevor, Sean, and Seymour—were all seated in the Communal Area yet again. It was a change to the four walls of his room, but was fast losing its appeal—every day the same cycle.

      Rinse and repeat.

      And while not usually an environment of fun or jubilance, it felt especially on edge this morning as the group discussed what they had heard the previous night.

      Only it was different for Adrian—he hadn’t just heard it, he had seen it. However, he’d decided not to divulge that fact and let them speculate on their own. After all, what good would it do to explain that a creature beyond their understanding decapitated an orderly and then devoured the severed head?

      ‘I heard it, sounded like people were dying,’ Sean said. ‘What do you guys think it was?’

      Jack wrapped his long arms around his chest and hung his head. The conversation, coupled with what he had no doubt heard last night, were clearly upsetting to him. Adrian caught his attention and gave him a friendly smile. Jack noticed the gesture and returned it with one of his own.

      His smiles always seemed sad, somehow.

      ‘Someone got out,’ Seymour answered, confident in his own assessment. ‘Tried to escape. Can’t say I blame them.’

      If only they knew, thought Adrian.

      He guessed that most of the patients in the ward would have been aware of the commotion that had taken place, but Adrian doubted any had witnessed what he’d seen. It was only through sheer chance—having his hatch knocked open—that he’d seen anything at all, and the violence that had unfolded stayed with him, replaying itself over and over in his mind.

      The orderlies, too, looked different today. Usually, these men tried their very best to be intimidating and imposing—and if not, they showed outright indifference—but today they seemed… a little timid. When one especially agitated inmate started to act up, the orderlies were much slower in dealing with him than usual. Instead of instant action, they seemed hesitant, looking to one another for reassurance before diving in.

      Adrian had to wonder if the thing from last night was still prowling around here somewhere. In truth, he was surprised that he and his fellow patients had been let out of their cells this morning, same time as usual. Surely if that thing were still on the loose, then they wouldn’t have been allowed to out of their rooms, would they?

      ‘I hate this place,’ Sean said, once again picking at the angry red scabs on his arms. The man’s body was dotted with sores, caused not by needles, but by the continual scratching of his skin, clawing at an itch that could seemingly never be sated. And he constantly fidgeted as well—his left knee always bouncing and his fingers constantly picking at something. Adrian had no idea how long it took someone to get through opium withdrawal, but Sean was deep within it and showing no signs of coming out of the other side. ‘I’ve seen and heard some strange things in my time here, but nothing like that.’

      ‘Could it just be that someone got free?’ Trevor asked, with a quiet voice.

      ‘Of course,’ Seymour asserted, ‘and caused himself a little trouble, I’d wager.’

      ‘A little trouble?’ Sean asked. ‘Mild way of putting it. What I heard didn’t sound like any man.’

      ‘You’d be surprised at the sounds the mad can make.’

      ‘The mad?’ Trevor asked. ‘You mean, people like us?’

      ‘I ain’t mad,’ Seymour said, gritting his teeth. ‘So don’t lump me in with the rest of you.’

      ‘I didn’t mean that,’ Trevor said, tentatively. ‘It’s just… aren’t we all in here for the same reason?’

      ‘No,’ Seymour shot back. ‘Most of us ain’t in here by choice. I don’t wait around and hope for some miracle that will never come, like you. I was taken and thrown in here against my fucking will. Ain’t nothing wrong with me. And I’m sick of being stuck in this place with the rest of you crazies. You mark my words, I’m getting free of this shit-hole.’

      A smile formed on Adrian’s lips as he realised that Seymour was just as scared as the rest of them. The source of the large man's anger now made a little more sense to Adrian. It was fear. Getting angry was the only way he could deal with his situation.

      Adrian felt a small sense of pride at connecting the dots.

      In another life, maybe he could have been on the other side of the fence, helping people in need instead of being one of the infirmed.

      ‘Something funny, boy?’ Seymour asked, venom cutting through his voice.

      Adrian stared at him, not wanting to back down, but not wanting to start any unnecessary trouble, either. He shook his head. ‘No, nothing is funny.’

      ‘Then what the fuck are you smiling at?’

      ‘Nothing,’ Adrian said.

      Seymour was used to bullying the rest of the group, who would all fall in line when confronted, as Adrian had seen with Trevor. But Adrian was the new boy, and he got the feeling Seymour was still sizing him up, trying to figure out if he was a threat to Seymour’s alpha-male status, or simply a follower like the others.

      Then there was Jack, of course.

      Seymour never bothered the giant, but then again Jack was always silent. However, Adrian got the impression the docile man was always listening.

      ‘I don’t believe you,’ Seymour said, leaning forward and poking a fat finger into Adrian’s chest. ‘Now apologise, or I’ll rip off your jaw.’

      Adrian stayed silent at first, just wanting to defuse the whole situation. The orderlies may not be as quick to dive in today, but that didn’t mean they would ignore this little exchange for long. ‘If you keep this up, we’re going to wind up in trouble,’ he said.

      ‘Then wind your neck in,’ Seymour spat back, red-faced.

      ‘Can we just leave it, before someone hears?’ Trevor pleaded and looked around the room, nervously.

      Seymour leaned back in his chair, but still looked furious.

      ‘Apologise,’ he said to Adrian.

      Adrian cast a glance over to Trevor, who was looking back with pleading eyes. He then turned to Jack, who was still looking down to the floor with a sad, nervous expression. And Sean was pretending to ignore everything, instead concentrating on the sores on his arm, drawing blood as he picked at them.

      Adrian took a deep breath, then exhaled. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, slowly balling his hands into fists, an involuntary reaction that he hoped no one noticed.

      Seymour’s round face broke into a wide, self-satisfied grin, obviously pleased with the power he’d exerted over Adrian.

      ‘Good,’ he said. ‘Just make sure it doesn’t happen again, boy.’

      Adrian turned away, seething inside. Seymour had bullied and belittled Adrian—embarrassed him and knocked him down—and Adrian hated it. Seymour had briefly instilled in him the same sense of worthlessness that his father used to on a constant basis.

      And Adrian had to fight to keep the monster inside. He couldn’t allow it to show itself again. Thankfully, the orderlies wheeled in the trays of food—dinner time. It would give him something to focus on other than strangling that fat fucker Seymour. Because he knew that giving in to those urges would be wrong.

      He wouldn’t be that person, he would not turn into his father.

      So he let it lie.

      For now.
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      Brian Hodgson had been found living on the streets three years ago.

      He was the mental age of a child, despite being forty-two. With no one to care for him, or care about him, he had been a prime candidate for Arlington Asylum.

      And while the notes did not say exactly how he was brought in, Thomas Reid knew that if the man had any capacity to object, it would not have mattered. Reid set the notes down and observed his subject.

      Brian was currently submerged in a tin bath, which was filled with ice-water up to his neck. He had been this way for over twenty minutes, with orderlies on hand to make sure he stayed inside the freezing-cold water. Brian was a docile man, however, so the chances of him disobeying instruction was doubtful.

      His teeth chattered together as he drew breath, and Reid noted a blue tinge on his lips.

      Reid had no confidence that this treatment would prove successful, but wanted to see it through regardless, just to satisfy his own curiosity.

      That was one of the perks to Arlington Asylum—there were no restrictions over the treatments and therapies he performed, and he was given free rein to indulge his theories. Reid had worked in other facilities like this, and none in truth really cared for the patients they treated—looking at them as little more than objects to use for further study—but even those places had a chain of command and someone to answer to.

      Not here, however.

      Reid took out his pocket notebook and scribbled an entry, outlining the patient’s progress.

      Not that there was much to report.

      He was cold.

      Brian had never been a violent patient, and his mental capacity was something that, Reid felt, was just part of who he was now. Perhaps it was due to difficulties in the womb, or a problem at birth that had affected his brain development, but it was nothing that Reid thought could be fixed. Still, Reid was not pursuing this line of treatment to see an improvement in the patient—he was more interested in knowing just how much Brian could bear, and if his tolerance differed from patients with other afflictions. Did his docile state mean he would willingly accept more punishment—even holding out until it killed him—rather than complain or fight back?

      ‘Keep him in for another twenty minutes,’ Reid said to the orderlies. ‘Then get him out and return him to his cell.’

      Reid left the room and continued to the next.

      Today was the day Reid was supposed to be trying his second-ever transorbital lobotomy, but last night’s events, coupled with his lack of sleep and the non-productive talk with Director Templeton this morning, had meant he was not in the right frame of mind for something so important. So, he had postponed it.

      Not that it mattered.

      The patient wasn’t aware of what was coming, so Reid didn’t need to rearrange much.

      His next stop on Ward A was to see Patrick Evans, a man who had to be kept in a restrictive jacket due to his insistence that his entire body was crawling with maggots and other insects. The state of his skin from scratching in an attempt to free himself of the imaginary bugs was disgusting: angry, red scars and cuts dominated his flesh. An earlier treatment Reid had sanctioned was to actually cover the man in bugs to see what he would do. The results were explosive, and he hit levels of frantic panic that Reid had rarely seen before. Since then, Patrick’s default state of constant agitation was much higher than before that experiment. All in all, a rather pointless exercise.

      Now Reid was trying a different method—a treatment that had, at best, mixed results. Again, Reid held out little hope of any success, but wanted to see it for himself.

      He walked into the small dark room, hearing the screams of pain before he entered. A single light overhead shone down onto the bald, writhing man who was strapped into a high-backed wooden chair. Wires were connected to his naked, malnourished body, and they ran to a trolley-mounted control box to his side that an orderly was operating. With each twist of a knob on the panel, jolts of electricity were sent coursing into Patrick’s body. He shook violently as another shock was administered, and Reid could see the veins in the man’s scarred neck bulge out through the skin.

      ‘Please,’ Patrick begged, barely managing to strain the word out as his body locked up again.

      This electroshock therapy had been administered intermittently on him for over an hour. Reid again brought out his notebook and jotted down what he saw. The real results would come after the treatment, however, and Reid had poor Patrick scheduled for two weeks of this, in three hour stints every other day. If he survived, perhaps he would be a changed man and be free of those bugs forever.

      Reid stayed with the man for a little while longer, watching his treatment and suffering with interest, but even so it was a struggle to keep his mind focused today. There was a constant, dull ache behind his eyes, and a terrible headache was brewing that he knew would, in time, turn a bad day worse.

      The men under his charge, the orderlies who worked and lived at Arlington Asylum, seemed off today. Or some of them did. And he recognised that it was the ones that had been present for the previous night’s events with that… thing who were not quite themselves.

      The only one who seemed business-as-usual was Jones, and to see him work, one would never imagine he had been through such an ordeal as Reid had witnessed.

      After confirming that the electroshock therapy was progressing well, Reid left that room as well, then turned to head to the next. Up ahead was a small cupboard used to house cleaning equipment and some old medical tools that were rarely ever used. Upon his approach to this cupboard, Reid noticed that the inward-swinging door was ajar, and he could hear voices within talking in hushed whispers.

      Ordinarily, Reid would have no interest in the idle chit-chat of others. He didn’t care enough about their problems to make it his business, but right now things were different. Reid slowed his walking so that his steps were as silent as he could make them, inched close to the side of the door without revealing himself, and listened. He heard the voices of two people inside—orderlies, he assumed. And, from the sound of it, both had been present during the fantastical and gruesome events of the previous night.

      ‘I tell you,’ one said, ‘they aren’t in our control anymore.’

      ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ the other argued—his was a much deeper voice. ‘This is why we are here.’

      ‘To be killed?’

      ‘If that is what is needed, then yes.’

      ‘Your life means that little to you?’ the first man argued.

      ‘You know why we are here, and what we pledged ourselves to,’ the second replied. ‘Am I to take it that you are doubting your promise and your beliefs?’

      ‘It’s not that,’ the first said. ‘It’s just-’

      ‘It’s just nothing,’ the second man cut in. ‘We all serve The Church, and therefore the director, too, while we are here. If you give me cause to doubt your devotion, then I will have to take this higher.’

      ‘No, there is no need for that. It’s just… last night I was terrified. Weren’t you?’

      ‘A little,’ the second man admitted. ‘But more so, I was excited.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Don’t you get it? What we saw last night, and the other things we have seen here, it is all proof. Proof that validates everything we believe in. How can we doubt The Church now?’

      ‘I… I guess,’ the first man said.

      ‘Keep your faith, brother, and all will be well. Now, let’s go, I need to assist that idiot Dr. Reid today.’

      ‘Do you think he will come to see the truth?’

      ‘Perhaps. If not, then he may end up like his predecessor.’

      ‘Or worse,’ the first man said, with an actual hint of humour. They both chuckled.

      Reid heard shuffling inside and decided he had heard enough. He spun on his heels and, as quickly as possible without making a sound, moved back down the corridor and rounded the corner. When he was out of sight, Reid leaned against the wall and tried to make sense of what he had just heard.

      The Church? It did not sound like they were talking about any religion he was aware of.

      And a predecessor?

      If Reid hadn’t felt in enough trouble after seeing that creature last night, it now seemed that this whole facility was wrapped up in something very strange.

      Enough was enough, he was going to get to the bottom of it all.

      And he was going to do it now.
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      After lunch—more grey slop that tasted of nothing—Adrian was tempted to go back to his cell for the remainder of the day, if only to keep away from Seymour. The fat man seemed pleased to learn that Adrian, like the rest of the group, would bend to his will, leaving him as the sole alpha in charge.

      ‘Worst thing about this place?’ Seymour asked, to no one in particular, just enjoying holding court. ‘No women. Men everywhere. Wall-to-wall cock. Man like me? He needs the attention of a lady.’

      Trevor winced at this. Adrian sensed this was not a conversation the meek man wanted to have, and he knew it was Trevor’s relationship with a certain woman that had landed him in Arlington Asylum in the first place.

      ‘Sean?’ Seymour said, keen to engage the rest of his little flock. ‘Do you know what I’m saying with this? You miss the touch of a woman as well?’

      Sean nodded but did not look up from his work—peeling the skin from an angry sore on his arm.

      ‘Come on, man, give me something back. What’s your favourite thing to do with a woman?’

      Sean just shrugged. ‘Don’t know.’

      ‘What do you mean, you don’t know? You must know. Their tits? Or do you go straight to the good stuff?’

      Sean didn’t answer.

      ‘Have you even been with a woman, boy?’ Seymour asked, clearly enjoying tormenting Sean and making everyone uncomfortable. Sean, again, did not answer.

      ‘Don’t tell me men are more your thing? Because that would explain why you are here. Is that it? You a fan of cock?’

      Sean shook his head. ‘No.’

      ‘Good,’ Seymour replied. ‘So answer me. Tell me some of your conquests. We need to do something to pass the time here.’

      ‘I don’t want to, Seymour,’ Sean said.

      Seymour’s eyes opened wide in realisation. ‘You don’t have any, do you?’ He let out a big, full-on belly laugh, and Sean’s face flushed. ‘You’ve never even tasted a woman, have you? That is pitiful. Jesus, what is it with you? That poison you pump into your veins make you limp? Pathetic worm.’ Seymour wiped a tear away from his eye. ‘Unbelievable. Now, I’ll tell you what really gets me going,’ he said as he leaned in close and his voice took on a sinister tone. ‘When she doesn’t want it. She’ll try to fight back, but that won’t help her any. You just force it, you see. Split her in two. Nothing like that sense of power.’

      He chuckled, and Adrian’s already low opinion of the hideous man now dropped even farther. He felt a surge of anger grip him, and his thoughts were cast back to his mother, and the things she suffered at the hands of his father. When Adrian looked over to Seymour, that was who he saw.

      The anger rose, and he knew he could not control it.

      Then Trevor let out a chuckle.

      ‘You like to talk, don’t you, fat man?’

      His voice was different from normal—though he was usually weak and timid, he now sounded… insidious.

      And more feminine.

      They all turned to face him and saw a dead, hollow smile on Trevor’s face.

      Adrian held his breath—it looked like Mother was here.

      ‘Shit,’ Sean muttered.

      Trevor flipping personalities was the last thing they needed right now.

      ‘Hello, boys,’ Trevor said.

      Adrian had seen this before, and he knew that Trevor was adopting the personality of the woman who had traumatised him so much in life. ‘What have I missed?’ Trevor asked.

      No one said anything, not daring to make a sound. Trevor turned to Sean. ‘How about you? Are you going to show some manners and answer me? Or are you thinking about when you can get your hands on more of that sweet opium? I have news for you, you pathetic worm, that ain’t ever happening.’

      Sean looked away, so Trevor instead turned to Jack. ‘And you. Still with us, big fella? Or are you away with the fairies again?’ Like Sean, Jack stayed silent, so Trevor turned to Seymour. ‘And what about you, fat boy? Cat got your tongue? Care to tell us more of your stories of conquest and of the women you forced yourself onto?’

      Seymour followed suit and said nothing, either. Usually so quick to anger, even he did not want to provoke what Trevor had become. Adrian then noticed Trevor’s gaze fall on him, just as an orderly walked over to them.

      ‘Come on, Adrian, don’t let me down. Someone here must be man enough to let me play with them? You’re the worst of all, aren’t you? Filthy little monster, just like your father. What do you say to that?’

      Adrian wanted to say a lot, but he knew that Trevor, or this version of Trevor, was goading him, trying to provoke him into talking back. Because once you spoke back to Mother, that’s when the trouble really started. So Adrian, like the rest, stayed silent.

      ‘Pathetic,’ Trevor said.

      ‘What’s going on here?’ the orderly demanded, now standing beside them.

      This was not going to end well.

      ‘Well, who is this?’ Trevor asked, turning to look up at the orderly.

      ‘None of your fucking business,’ the orderly replied. He was tall with black hair slicked over to one side. The man brought up his cosh under the jaw of Trevor. ‘Understand?’

      Trevor chuckled. ‘Well, someone needs to learn some manners, don’t they?’

      And that was it.

      Trevor leapt up out of his seat with frightening quickness and clung to the orderly like a lion tackling a gazelle. And, like a lion, Trevor bit down on the screaming orderly’s face. They both tumbled to the ground in a heap as the noise level in the Communal Area rose—the outburst drawing almost everyone’s attention. People gathered around as Trevor quickly got himself on top of the orderly and bit at his cheek, pulling away flesh. A tear that ran with blood formed in the skin. Trevor then dug a thumb into the unfortunate man’s eye as his screams increased.

      Trevor, meanwhile, just laughed manically as he went to work.

      It didn’t take long for other orderlies to arrive and intervene, violently pulling the attacking inmate from their co-worker. Trevor hit the floor, and they descended on him with a flurry of kicks, punches, and savage whacks from their coshes. Trevor continued to fight back, but was overwhelmed. He screamed profanities and insults until, eventually, he was beaten unconscious, lying in a pool of his own blood. Two orderlies grabbed Trevor and dragged his limp body away, as others helped their still-screaming colleague, who now had a chunk missing from his face, the teeth beneath visible through the ruined, bloodied flesh.

      The other orderlies went to work on the inmates who had gathered, unleashing random attacks to push back the crowd. Whatever trepidation these men had been feeling earlier was now gone, washed away by this chance to unleash their frustrations.

      Adrian took an elbow to the face during the melee, and it was powerful enough to snap his jaw shut and send him sprawling.

      When he looked up, a brawl had broken out.

      Well, maybe brawl was the wrong word. It was a one-sided beating, dished out by the men in white uniforms who overpowered anyone daring to stand against them.

      Adrian got to his feet and stepped back, feeling himself bump into someone. He turned around to see Seymour.

      ‘Watch where you’re going, boy,’ Seymour said. Adrian sensed an opportunity, hoping his actions would just get lost in the chaos.

      Without thinking, he lashed out and swung his right fist, connecting with Seymour's jaw, which gave a satisfying crack. Seymour’s eyes opened wide in surprise, and he took a few steps back.

      That should have been enough. Adrian had paid Seymour back for the things he’d said earlier, for the way he’d made Adrian feel, but that one punch felt good.

      Too good.

      So, it was not the last. He swung again, lefts and rights, battering the staggering man about the head.

      ‘You fucker,’ Adrian said through gritted teeth. Seymour wailed like a pig.

      ‘Stop,’ he begged in a pathetic, high-pitched voice. ‘Please.’

      His begging only made things sweeter for Adrian, and he pushed Seymour to the ground. The fat man flailed on his back like a stuck pig.

      Adrian dropped down on top of the other man and began striking him again as Seymour tried to cover his face. Each blow was further release of the pent-up rage and misery that had been building inside.

      It was a purging.

      And it felt exquisite.

      The idea that this was wrong, and that Adrian was descending into the kind of behaviour that had defined his father, soon registered in his mind. Upon realising what he was doing, and who he was becoming, Adrian stopped. Just as he did, he felt himself pulled away and thrown to the hard, tiled floor. He looked up to see three orderlies surround him and instinctively prepared himself for a beating.

      He was not disappointed.

      Like Trevor before him, Adrian was kicked, punched, and struck with the brutal coshes. Pain bloomed in his ribs and the side of his head as the blows continued.

      Adrian did not fight back—knowing that path would only lead to more pain.

      The chaos continued until, eventually, all the patients in the room were subdued, and they huddled together in fear of more retribution.

      Adrian was hoisted up, barely conscious, and dragged from the room. Just as he reached the door, the two orderlies that were carrying him stopped. Adrian lifted his head, painful though it was, and saw someone blocking the way.

      Jones.

      ‘I’ll take him,’ Jones said, curling his top lip. ‘The rest of you restore some fucking order in here.’

      ‘Yes, sir,’ one orderly said.

      Jones leant in closer to Adrian. ‘Take it you’ve been causing a bit of trouble, have you? Gonna make sure you learn never to do that again.’ He then crouched down farther and, in one swift, powerful motion, hoisted Adrian up on to his shoulder with such ease it made Adrian feel like a child.

      He then left the room, Adrian slung over his shoulder like a sack of meat.

      ‘You’re in for a world of trouble, now,’ Jones said, with no small amount of glee in his voice.
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      Adrian was carried from Ward B, through the Main Hall, and into a place he had heard of but was unfamiliar with—all the while draped over the shoulder of the large orderly. His view was obstructed by the form of Jones as Adrian hung upside down, dangling behind the man’s back. Adrian had to turn his head to the side to see anything of the passing scenery.

      He knew he was heading to isolation. Like so many other areas of the building, the walls here were tiled up to head height, this time a dull-white, before bare plaster took over up to the high, arched ceilings. The floor added a little more flavour to the decor with interlocking, diamond-shaped, cream and burgundy tiles. Adrian’s head was already spinning from the beating he’d taken, and the pattern of the floor only served to increase his nausea, so he closed his eyes until Jones stopped walking.

      They had reached their destination.

      Jones opened a blank door with a closed viewing hatch and tossed Adrian inside like a sack of discarded meat. Thankfully, the floor was soft, and as he fell into it, Adrian realised it was padded, as were the walls. A single bright bulb overhead illuminated the area with a sharp light that spilled down the white padding to the walls that were streaked with yellow and dark brown stains. Adrian also noted that the room had a foul, sour smell to it.

      Jones entered and pulled the door closed, sealing them both inside.

      ‘Your friend is next door,’ he said, nodding his head to the left-hand wall of the room. ‘The one that thinks he’s a woman. He ain’t awake yet, but when he comes to, I’ll take pleasure in giving him a good going over. But, until then…’

      Jones then took a heavy step forward and grabbed Adrian by the throat, heaving him to his feet. Adrian again braced himself for whatever pain was about to come and, even though Jones was only one man, the power and ferocity of his first punch was a shock. As the punch crashed against his cheek, Adrian felt a split form in his gum as a tooth dislodged. A sharp pain spread through his jawbone, and Adrian let out a cry as his vision spun.

      Another punch, this one to his gut, winded Adrian, and he bent double and coughed as he struggled to regain his breath. Jones released his hold on Adrian's throat and allowed him to drop to his knees.

      ‘Now, I need you to remember the pain you are feeling,’ Jones said in his deep, gravelly voice. ‘See, I can’t have people acting up in here. We need to maintain order so that the masses fall in line. And do you know the best way to maintain order?’

      Adrian let out another cry as Jones stepped down atop his left hand, which was splayed flat on the floor. The bone of Adrian’s knuckle was pinned in an agonising position beneath the heavy boot of the orderly.

      ‘By making sure people like you know what the punishment is for stepping out of line. I want you to tell your friends about what is happening to you here today. I want you to tell them every detail. Then, maybe, little outbreaks like the one we had today will not happen.’

      Jones reached down and pulled Adrian to his feet, bringing them both face to face. Adrian swayed unsteady in the man’s grip.

      ‘But if not, then I’m still happy. And I’ll let you in on a little secret as to why…’

      He pulled Adrian in close, and Adrian felt Jones’ breath on his ear as the orderly whispered to him.

      ‘Because I really, really enjoy doing this.’

      Two large hands suddenly gripped the sides of Adrian’s head as Jones unleashed a savage headbutt to the bridge of Adrian’s nose.

      He heard an audible crack and agony erupted all over his face.

      ‘Stop,’ Adrian pleaded, feeling blood flow from his nostrils and over his lips. The pain continued to grow and throb. ‘Please.’

      Jones just laughed. ‘Oh, I don’t think that is going to happen, inmate. We just started, and I’m just getting warmed up. Feel free to fight back if you think it will help.’

      Jones then threw Adrian to the floor and swung a hard kick into his ribs. Arian screamed out again before the sole of Jones’ boot found its way down onto Adrian’s throat, pushing down and cutting off his air.

      Yet again, Adrian was beaten down and belittled.

      When Seymour had done it earlier, Adrian had managed to get some measure of revenge. But here, with Jones, that just wasn’t going to happen. He was forced to take whatever was coming to him.

      Just like he did as a child whenever his father came home—sometimes drunk, sometimes sober.

      Always violent.

      Adrian hated it—the feeling of helplessness, of not being able to stand up for himself and fight back. Of being forced to accept what was thrust upon him.

      ‘I…’ Adrian wheezed, ‘want to speak with—’

      But then Jones pressed his foot down harder, cutting Adrian off.

      ‘Speak to who?’ Jones asked with a sneer. ‘Sorry, I can’t make out what you’re saying. Make yourself clear, inmate. Enunciate.’

      He laughed at himself and kept the pressure up. Adrian’s throat felt like it was about to collapse beneath the weight, and the sides and ridges of the boot sole scratched and scraped at his skin.

      ‘Director,’ Adrian forced out. ‘Speak… with… Director… Templeton.’

      Jones laughed again. ‘Afraid you don’t get to make orders like that. You don’t get to decide when the director will listen to you. Understand?’

      Adrian then croaked out one more word, hoping it would be enough.

      ‘Monster.’

      The weight eased ever so slightly as Jones’ expression changed. His eyes narrowed, and his brow furrowed.

      ‘What did you say?’

      ‘Monster,’ Adrian choked out, finding it a little easier to speak now that Jones’ foot had lifted a little. ‘Last night.’

      The foot removed itself completely, and Jones squatted down over him.

      ‘And what do you think you know?’

      Adrian took deep, painful breaths between his words as he replied. ‘In the corridor. A monster.’

      ‘Monster?’ Jones sneered. ‘I think your faculties are slipping, inmate. Fortunately, you are in the best place for that.’

      Adrian shook his head. ‘No. I know what happened. And I want to talk to the director.’

      Jones also shook his head. ‘Ain’t going to happen,’ he said. ‘No reason for it. You’ve nothing of any importance to say.’

      Adrian narrowed his eyes and lifted his head, trying to sound as serious and assertive as he could, given his position on the floor. ‘I saw it,’ he said. ‘I saw that monster, and I saw what it did to those men. And… I know who it was before it changed. Now get the director, otherwise, I tell everyone in here what I saw. Think you can keep order if the patients believe vicious creatures are roaming the halls?’

      Jones bent down and grabbed hold of Adrian’s throat. ‘You pathetic fuck,’ he said with a snarl and genuine anger in his voice. ‘You don’t issue the orders here.’

      Adrian shrugged. ‘Then you have a choice to make. Keep me in here for good. Kill me. Or get the director. If not, I go back and shout about what I know.’

      Jones punched Adrian again, driving his massive fist down into Adrian’s chest, almost cracking the chest bone. But, while Adrian rolled around in agony, Jones left the room.

      It seemed Adrian would get his audience with Director Templeton after all.

      Not that that he had any idea what he was going to say.
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      Reid sat in his office, pretending to work on reports in solitude, but instead paying close attention to the corridor outside. The wooden door to his room had a pane of glass across the top half, allowing a clear view into the hallway. If he stood close to the door, he would be able to see Templeton’s office farther down the hall. But right now, he knew that Templeton was in his office, so he had to wait for his opportunity to act.

      Reid heard footsteps outside again and saw the large brute Jones come storming past his door.

      The man looked angry, more so than usual. Reid got to his feet and approached one of his bookcases, angling himself so that he could see through the pane of glass in the door. From this position, he watched as Jones walked up to Templeton’s office and banged on the door. Templeton appeared, and the two spoke. Jones seemed to be agitated, gesturing animatedly with his hands. However, they were too far away for Reid to hear anything of what was said.

      Not that it mattered.

      Reid just wanted Templeton out of his office for a while. He had studied the director’s movements that morning, trying to find any pattern to his behaviour that would leave his office abandoned for a period of time. If no opportunity presented itself today, that meant waiting until the following morning when the director spent time in the Chapel.

      The man had left his office a few times over the course of the day, but locked it each time, so Reid was also trying to formulate a way to get his key.

      Or a spare.

      But one way or another, he was going to get inside of that office, and he would find the answers that Templeton was so reluctant to give.

      Reid continued to watch as Templeton finally stepped from his office and pulled the door closed behind him, then followed Jones back down the hallway.

      However, Reid noted that Templeton did not lock the door behind him. Reid buried his head in a book, making a show of studying the words within as the two men passed his office. As Reid glanced up, Templeton gave him an unreadable look as he went by, and Reid found himself nodding in acknowledgement. It seemed the natural thing to do.

      Soon, both Jones and Templeton turned a corner up ahead and were out of sight. Reid had no idea how much time he had to work with, but he knew it wouldn’t be long.

      He knew he had to act quickly.

      Reid jogged from his room, not bothering to lock his door, either, and ran down the empty corridor to Templeton’s office. He quickly glanced around, to make absolutely sure no one was present, then opened the door and stepped inside.

      Director Templeton’s office was much different than his own. For one, it was larger, which did not surprise Reid too much. But the other significant difference was just how tidy and ordered everything was.

      His sleek oak desk had on it only an open ledger and a selection of pens, all lined up neatly. A stained oak chair with leather padding was tucked under the desk, and the books in the cases around the room were all organised in alphabetical order, rather than jammed into any spare space as most of the paraphernalia on Reid’s shelves were. Oak dominated the room—not only the desk and chair, but also the full-height wood panelling on the walls. Even the bookcases were built from good, sturdy timber.

      The office also smelled of incense, reminding Reid of the Chapel, and he saw a single, wall-mounted candle on the far side of the room, beside a tall window that was positioned centrally. Outside, Reid could see the grounds run up to a high stone wall that closed the facility off from the outside world. A thick rug lay beneath the desk and chair, plush red, leaving the rest of the wooden floorboards beyond it exposed.

      But Reid did not have time to dwell on the details—he was here for a reason.

      He ran around to the other side of the desk, to the ledger that was practically begging to be read.

      It was filled with reports on the facility’s day-to-day activities. Quickly flicking through the pages, Reid searched for something of note—anything out of the ordinary, or some reference to the mysterious substance Templeton was administering to the patients of the asylum. However, other than a few brief notes about how much of it was to be administered, he could see nothing that gave him anything to go on. Perhaps if he had time to study the ledger in more detail, he could find more.

      But time was short.

      Reid next looked at the desk drawers, but found them locked, much to his frustration. However, surely that meant there was something inside worth seeing?

      He continued looking and realised that many of the books that lined the shelves were not medical but, strangely, tomes on the occult and strange practices. Not the sort of thing one would expect to find in the office of a religious man who ran a mental facility.

      Then again, it was not the sort of place one would expect to find an actual monster, either.

      As Reid took a step toward the bookshelves, he felt a floorboard beneath the thick rug sink a little under his weight. It might have been nothing but a loose board, or it could be something more.

      He quickly pulled the carpet back and saw that one of the boards beneath was a slightly different colour than the others. And, where the others were nailed down, this one was loose. Digging his fingers around the edges of the cold wood, Reid soon managed to tilt the board up, revealing a small, dark hole beneath.

      And there, sitting in the hole, was a small, shiny key.

      Secrets upon secrets.

      Reid grabbed the key, already having an idea as to what it opened. He put it into the lock on the desk drawers and, as expected, it released.

      With no small measure of excitement and nervous energy, Reid dug through the drawers. He found many folders, and in one Reid saw records of written correspondence between Director Templeton and someone named Kane Ainsworth. There was also, in the shallow top drawer, a thick black pocketbook. Reid flicked through it, noticing the dates and neat handwriting within, and realised it was a diary.

      The private diary of Director Templeton.

      He knew he had something to go on here and weighed up his next move. Did he stay here and look through as much as he could? That came with the very real risk of Templeton walking in on him, especially as Reid had no idea how long the director would be. The other option was to take something with him—steal it to review later when he had more time and privacy.

      That seemed the most sensible idea, so he stuffed the diary into his jacket’s hidden pocket that was cut into the lining.

      He considered taking some of the folders as well, but they were larger and more difficult to conceal. If he ran into anyone on his way back to his office, he would not be able to hide what he was carrying.

      So he shut the drawers, leaving the folders where they were.

      For now.

      Hopefully, the diary would shed a little more light on things for him. Working quickly, Reid locked the drawers and placed the key back beneath the floorboard where he had found it. He flattened out the rug and made sure the chair was back in its correct place, the legs finding the corresponding indentations in the carpet fibres, and quickly strode to the door and looked out.

      Much to his relief, there was no one around.

      Reid then slipped from the room and pulled the door closed behind him. A brisk, uninterrupted walk back down the corridor saw him reach the safety of his own office without discovery. Once inside, and with the door securely locked, he allowed himself a moment to bring his nerves under control. Thieving and sneaking around in the shadows was not his forte—he was a doctor, after all—though he could not help but feel a little delight at his success.

      Reid then walked over to his chair and let himself fall into it. He pulled the diary free and looked at the cracked leather of its cover.

      ‘Now, Director Templeton,’ Reid said to himself, ‘let’s find those answers you were talking about, shall we?’
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      While waiting for Director Templeton to show, Adrian took stock of his injuries; he ached everywhere, and suffered acute pain in his chest, ribs, and even his jaw. He dug a finger into his mouth and touched his teeth, feeling that one rear molar had come loose. When he brought the digit back out again, it glistened red, coated in blood.

      Not long after his arrival, Adrian had resigned himself to seeing out his days in Arlington Asylum—suffering in this hell. Existing here was not a pleasant experience, as days seemed to mix in with each other, becoming one long, monotonous cycle of stupefying misery. But he was, in a macabre kind of way, comfortable with that.

      He deserved it.

      But now, given what had happened recently, he had to consider if that sentiment still rang true.

      He was, after all, here of his own volition, and he wondered what the director would say if he decided that he wanted to be set free.

      Adrian cast his mind back to his first meeting with Director Templeton—a moment when Adrian was about to do something rather drastic.
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        * * *

      

      After filling his belly with booze, using the last of his money, Adrian took himself down a dark alley in the bustling, uncaring city. The public house he had come from was a place for the lower echelons of society to gather, but with its roaring fire and friendly chatter it was at least a warm place. What he needed now, however, was somewhere cold and forgotten. Somewhere he could bleed out from this world, unnoticed. With a blade tucked into his hand, he found a suitable narrow alleyway, which was dark and secluded—perfect for his needs. His body would probably remain there for a few days, unfound, but this dirty, cobbled corner of the earth was as good a resting place as any for him.

      Adrian walked far enough into the alley that no one passing by the main street would be able to see him. He leaned against the cold brick wall, slid down to his rear, and pulled free the blade from the shaving knife—dull and rusty as it was. He put it to his wrist and took a breath as he prepared to slice.

      ‘Things really that bad?’ a voice said.

      Adrian pulled the blade away and spun his head, instantly embarrassed at getting caught in the act. He was confused as to exactly why it embarrassed him, but he quickly folded the blade away and tucked it into the pocket of his old, worn coat.

      ‘Who’s there?’ Adrian asked, struggling not to slur his words with the amount of alcohol that swam in his system. He squinted into the darkness to see the silhouette of an approaching figure coming towards him from the main street.

      ‘Don’t be alarmed,’ the well-spoken man said. ‘But I see a chap disappear into a dark alley, holding an ill-concealed blade in his hand, and I have to worry about what his intentions are. I didn’t see you follow anyone down here, so I assume you plan to do something rather foolish to yourself. Am I correct?’

      ‘Leave me alone,’ Adrian replied, in no mood for discussion. He just wanted to be left in peace to slice his wrists open and bleed out on the ground.

      ‘Oh, come now,’ the mystery person said. ‘What sort of man would I be if I did that? I have a feeling you are in need of help. Let me guess, down on your luck?’

      Adrian just shook his head as the man came closer, stepping out of the shadows. He was advanced in years, with grey hair and a friendly face. He wore a thick coat, and Adrian could make out dark robes beneath. ‘What would you know?’ Adrian asked.

      ‘More than you think, actually,’ the man said. His voice was friendly, almost chipper. ‘You could say I’m an expert in this field.’

      ‘An expert in misery?’ Adrian asked, not bothering to hide the sarcastic tone in his voice.

      ‘You could say that, yes.’ The man walked up to Adrian and squatted down before him. He gave Adrian a smile, one that attempted to be warm, friendly, and understanding. However, Adrian sensed the kind expression was rather rehearsed and not quite genuine. ‘I work with people who are suffering, people with nowhere else to turn. People like you.’

      ‘You don’t know me,’ Adrian said. ‘You don’t know anything about me.’

      ‘Well, that is only partly true. But I know you are suffering. A man tries to take his life in an isolated, miserable place like this alley? That tells me you are also alone in life. It tells me you have no one to turn to. Hence, you feel this is the only way out.’

      ‘It is the only way out,’ Adrian said. ‘It’s what I deserve.’

      ‘No,’ the man said, firmly. ‘It isn’t. You only think it is. And you only think that because you can’t see any other options. But there are options, my friend. There are people out there who can and will help you.’

      ‘People like you, I assume?’ Adrian asked, and then he looked closer at the strange man and saw a white collar beneath his coat.

      ‘Indeed,’ the man replied. ‘I appreciate that you will be skeptical of what I’m about to tell you, but I would ask you to hear me out. In my work I deal with misery and mental disorders on a daily basis. I help people who are suffering from… how should I put this… non-physical ailments? And I have developed a medicine that is, if I may say so, ahead of its time. It is showing results that many doctors around the world have only dreamed of achieving. And it is actually making people better, I tell you.’

      ‘Wait, aren’t you a priest or something?’ Adrian asked, pointing to the collar. ‘I’ve never heard of priests developing medicines.’

      ‘Well, now you have,’ the man said. ‘And this medicine can work for you. It can make you better.’

      ‘I don’t want to be made better,’ Adrian insisted. ‘I want to be left alone.’

      ‘I don’t believe that,’ the man said. ‘I don’t believe you’ve done anything so bad that you don’t deserve a second chance.’

      ‘You don’t know what I’ve done.’

      ‘Not yet, but I will soon enough, I’d wager. And I guarantee that no matter what it is that you think is so heinous, I will have heard worse. And I promise you, I have cured people who have done worse. You don’t have to suffer with this guilt.’

      Adrian studied the man’s face, looking for some hint that would give him away, reveal the lie, but he seemed serious and genuine.

      ‘Come on,’ the man pressed. ‘Considering what you were about to do, what do you have to lose?’

      That struck a chord with Adrian. After a long moment of silence, he answered. ‘Nothing, I suppose.’

      ‘Indeed,’ the man replied. ‘You come with me and you have a chance at a better life. If I fail in what I’m offering, then you are free to walk away and, should you still want to, end things as you wish. In fact, I could probably offer something that would not hurt as much as what you were planning. It would be like dropping off into a deep sleep.’

      Adrian shook his head, confused. ‘Just what kind of priest are you?’

      The man held out his hand. ‘One offering you help,’ he said.

      Adrian didn’t shake, not straight away; instead he rolled the offer over in his mind.

      Could it be possible? A way out from his misery?

      Did he even deserve that?

      Eventually, Adrian took the hand.

      ‘You won’t regret this,’ the man said with a grin. ‘And allow me to introduce myself. My name is Isaac Templeton.’

      ‘Adrian James,’ Adrian told him as they shook.

      Mr. Templeton widened his smile.

      After that, Adrian left the alleyway with his new acquaintance and was taken to a facility—an asylum—just outside of the city, tucked away in a large, wooded area.

      And so began his stay.

      During his first consultation with Templeton—in the facility’s Chapel, rather than the director’s office—Adrian learned that Templeton was the director of the asylum and that everyone here reported to him. Of all the people who could have found him in that alleyway, it just so happened to be this man.

      Was that luck, or something more? Could it be that fate had handed Adrian a second chance?

      However, it didn’t take Adrian long to detect that there was something very wrong with the people in the asylum. That was obvious of the other patients, but it also held true of the staff.

      After his first few days it became clear that all was not as it seemed, and he seriously doubted that Director Templeton’s promises would come to fruition.

      But then again, it did not concern him too much. This place would offer him a miserable existence, which was exactly what he deserved.
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        * * *

      

      ‘My associate here tells me that you wish to speak to me, Adrian?’ Director Templeton asked.

      With Jones behind him, the director looked down at Adrian from the doorway of the isolation room, but without the normal expression of warmth that he had held in past meetings between the two. Nor did he look shocked at the bloody and beaten state Adrian was in.

      ‘Yes,’ Adrian said, still nursing his jaw.

      ‘He tells me you have something to say about last night?’ the director went on, then cocked his head to one side. ‘What could you possibly have to tell me that is so interesting, I wonder?’

      ‘I’m sure you already have an idea,’ Adrian said. ‘There was an attack in my ward last night. Happened right outside of my room.’

      ‘Is that so?’ the director asked, clearly acting coy.

      ‘It is. And during that attack, the hatch on my door was knocked open. And do you know what I saw when I looked out?’

      ‘Enlighten me,’ the director said, taking a step inside the room. Jones grabbed his arm.

      ‘Director, I’d rather you—’

      ‘It’s quite all right, Mr. Jones,’ Director Templeton said, giving a nonchalant wave of his hand. ‘I do not think Adrian here intends to try anything stupid.’ He then turned back to Adrian. ‘Do you?’

      Adrian shook his head. ‘No. I don’t want to cause any trouble.’

      ‘You are here for a reason, inmate,’ Jones said. ‘Attacking another patient is not something we tolerate.’

      ‘Is that right?’ the director asked with a smile. ‘Is that what happened?’

      Adrian looked away. ‘I guess so.’

      ‘Interesting. I don’t recall you being violent in here before. Did something happen?’

      ‘It doesn’t matter,’ Adrian said.

      ‘I think it does,’ the director replied. ‘It matters very much. I wonder what caused you to regress. To become the monster that you are trying so hard to outrun.’

      ‘I think you are focusing on the wrong thing,’ Adrian said. ‘I saw exactly what was loose in the halls last night. And I saw it pull the head from the body of one of your men.’

      Director Templeton chuckled. ‘I’m sorry, Adrian, but it sounds like the medication has been giving you some rather vivid dreams. But you were aware that this could be a side effect. Quite frankly, I’m surprised you have let it confuse you so.’

      Adrian shook his head. ‘This wasn’t a dream. I was as awake as I am now. And I know what I saw.’

      ‘I’m afraid you are mistaken. I can say for certain that there are no monsters running around our asylum, Adrian. If there were, would today just carry on as normal around here? Come on, my friend, just think about what you are saying.’

      ‘Where’s Malcolm?’ Adrian asked. ‘I haven’t seen him today.’

      ‘He has been moved,’ Director Templeton said, without skipping a beat. ‘Unfortunately, his condition was worsening, so we needed to relocate him to a ward where we could pay closer attention to him.

      ‘I don’t believe you,’ Adrian said.

      Director Templeton simply shrugged. ‘Whether you do or do not is of no consequence. But I am telling you the truth. Now, are we finished here? I have a lot to do today.’

      Adrian paused for a moment before asking the question that was playing on his mind. ‘I came here of my own free will. What if I said I wanted to leave?’

      ‘Leave? The facility?’

      Adrian nodded. ‘Yes.’

      ‘Is this a hypothetical question, or do you actually want to throw away the progress you have made?’

      ‘I’m not certain,’ Adrian said, honestly.

      ‘Either way, the answer remains the same. Given your recent, violent outburst, I do not believe I could release you in good conscience. I believe you would be a danger to others. So, your request would be declined.’

      Adrian had expected that answer. ‘You would keep me here against my will?’

      ‘Until you are better, yes,’ the director said. ‘Speaking of which, I think it would be a good idea to step up our efforts with you. We will administer more medicine tomorrow, and at a much higher dosage.’ He paused, before adding, ‘And I expect to see great results. But for now, I must be on my way. You can spend a little more time in here thinking on your actions, Mr. James.’

      With that, Director Templeton turned and left the room. He stopped next to Jones and addressed the man while looking back at Adrian.

      ‘Come along, Mr. Jones,’ the director said. ‘I wish to discuss something with you.’

      The door to the isolation room was closed and locked, leaving Adrian alone.

      In truth, ever since he had first set foot into Arlington Asylum, Adrian had suspected that he would never be allowed to leave. There was something off here, but at the time he honestly hadn’t cared.

      But now, after what he witnessed the previous night, and hearing Director Templeton actually confirm his suspicions, Adrian was conflicted.

      Any illusion of free will that he had been subconsciously holding onto was now shattered. He was a prisoner here.

      And he would die here.
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      Director Templeton’s diary was a find indeed.

      It started at the turn of that year, 1954, on the eighth of February, and from the way it was written Reid guessed that earlier records were in previous diaries. In the first entry, the asylum was in full operation, and it made mention of a head physician—one Christopher Vine.

      

      8th February 1954

      Things are progressing well here. My one concern is Mr. Vine. Whilst his knowledge in his field seems second to none, he is a somewhat ethical man, which means pushing our patients to their limits is difficult with his involvement. Still, he is proving useful in helping us develop our methods, and it is thanks to him that we will soon be able to administer the substance to patients in a more efficient manner than ingestion. Of course, he would not have divulged the information needed if he knew our intentions, but I was able to coerce out of him the best way to efficiently administer a foreign liquid into a person’s bloodstream without causing unforeseen complications.

      He is also training my brothers who accompany me on my mission here at Arlington Asylum on this method, thinking it would be used for blood transfusions. Though perhaps that isn’t too far from the truth.

      As helpful as he has been, I fear his moral compass may provide a problem in the near future if we are not able to make him see and believe in what we are trying to achieve.

      That would be no small feat, as I remember my own reluctance in accepting the truth—such was my ingrained and short-sighted way of thinking. I thought I knew for certain how the world, and beyond, should exist.

      Still, for the short term, we shall carry on as we are.

      

      Reid continued to thumb through the diary, looking for passages in the immaculate hand-writing that could be of interest. It was not an easy task, as time was against him—given it was still the middle of the day—and he had work to be getting on with. Not only that, Templeton would likely be returning to his office shortly and, while Reid had no intention of returning the diary any time soon, if the director discovered it was gone, Reid imagined he would be one of the first people questioned about its disappearance.

      He was prepared to lie his way through this, of course, and planned to keep the diary with him and read more tonight, hopefully undisturbed; but for now, he felt an urge to discover as much as he could in the short space of time he had.

      A number of names popped up throughout the various passages, and the former head physician was a constant presence. However, there was another that was mentioned a number of times.

      Robert Wilson.

      

      15th February 1954

      I paid a visit to my old friend Robert today.

      Sharing the same space as him is always a sombre, wondrous, and even frightening experience. To be in the presence of such a being, in whatever incarnation this could be classified, never fails to instill in me a sense of awe and a feeling of insignificance when compared to the entities and intelligences we now know to exist somewhere beyond our understanding.

      Oh, what it must be like to exist as such a being, to know what they know. Secrets and truths about the order of things that we, lowly creatures as we are, can scarcely comprehend.

      One even wonders if perhaps, just perhaps, ascension is possible for us. My initial thoughts were that the notion was nothing more than fanciful hopes and dreams, but recently I have not been as convinced of that.

      There may yet be a way. Not to worship a god, but to exist as one.

      And I often wonder what happened to my good friend Robert Wilson. Where is his soul now? And what wonders does he behold?

      

      To Reid, the diary entries sounded like the ravings of a madman—or a religious zealot, which to him was the same thing.

      During his conversation with Templeton, he had guessed that the director’s motives were in some way related to God, but after reading the entries, he no longer believed that to be the case. Templeton spoke of things—beings, he called them—that could perhaps be conceived as gods, but not the God that a Catholic or Christian priest would worship. Regardless, it was all nonsense, but Reid was concerned that such fanciful notions were the very reason this facility seemed to be in operation.

      There was also mention of a church—and again, this church was not one that Reid was familiar with. It seemed to be the organisation behind the asylum.

      This facility was the church’s operation, and Templeton was the one heading it up.

      

      04th March 1954

      The Church has given me instructions to progress things, as demanded by the Great Ailing One. We are to administer more doses of what we have collected to the inmates here.

      The results should be… interesting.

      Dr. Vine is also becoming more of a problem. I had hoped to bring him into the fold, into our family, but I fear his mind is not open to new possibilities. And he would, no doubt, strongly object to the real work we need to carry out here. Things will come to a head soon.

      For his own sake, I hope he can see the potential before him.

      

      Reid thumbed through further and eventually found the entry he was looking for.

      

      29th March 1954

      It is done.

      Unfortunately, Dr. Vine could not accept the truth and would not be swayed, as I feared, so we had no choice but to act. Still, his expertise will be missed, and we will need to consider replacing him as soon as possible. While we will be able to cover up his death relatively easily, I think the next successful applicant would need to be someone with fewer connections to the outside world. And someone who is a little more willing to push the boundaries in the treatments they develop.

      I shall begin my search. In the meantime, we will continue administering the medicine to selected patients.

      The discoveries we have made in such a short amount of time have been remarkable.

      

      Reid would have continued reading more if he had not heard approaching voices outside of his office. He quickly slipped the diary into his desk drawer and picked up a file from his desk. He opened it up and looked at the scrawled notes on the page, feigning interest.

      In his peripheral vision, he saw Jones and Director Templeton pass by his door, stopping just outside. As the two talked, the director cast a look inside at Reid.

      Templeton seemed a different person to him now.

      Before, he was merely an old fool. A man who followed a make-believe god and had found himself in a position that was beyond him. Someone Reid was using as a stepping stone to move on to greater things. He had been a man Reid could simply manipulate and deal with until he was ready to leave Arlington Asylum behind.

      But now?

      Now Reid knew that Templeton was something else entirely. True, he still believed in the fantastic and the impossible—though the creature from the night before was testing Reid’s conviction on that—but Templeton was also backed by this strange group, or organisation, which held the same beliefs. Also, it would seem that most, if not all, of the staff here were members of the same… cult.

      And to top it all off, this diary strongly implied that Reid’s predecessor had met an untimely end, and that Templeton was responsible.

      Whether he had carried out the act himself or not, Templeton had the power to decide who lived and died here—patients and staff alike. And that was a terrifying thought.

      Jones and Templeton finished their conversation, and Jones strode away, leaving Templeton alone. He looked inside Reid’s office again and gave Reid a smile and a wave.

      Reid felt a knot form in his stomach.

      He gave a quick courtesy wave in return, and the director headed back to his office.

      Suddenly, Dr. Thomas Reid felt like he was living on borrowed time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

    

    
      A loud knock on the door of the isolation room pulled Adrian from his thoughts.

      ‘Stand away from the door,’ a voice yelled, though it was muffled by the thick iron. An audible click sounded before the heavy door swung open. Three orderlies stood outside, one of them Adrian recognised as Duckworth.

      Thankfully, Jones was not among them.

      ‘Get up,’ Duckworth said, brandishing his cosh.

      Adrian did as instructed, though his movements were laboured and lethargic due to the pain that radiated throughout his body. His jaw still ached with every slight movement, and a sharp, stabbing pain continued in his ribs.

      When he got to his feet, two of the orderlies swooped into the room, and each took hold of an arm. As they restrained him and jostled his body, another jolt of searing agony erupted in his sides. Duckworth remained at the door, overseeing proceedings.

      ‘Don’t try anything, understand?’ he said. Adrian just nodded in response, feeling beaten and broken. ‘Good, now let’s go.’

      The other two orderlies pulled him forward, and he followed without resistance. Adrian barely registered the trip back to Ward B, instead lost in his thoughts, struggling with his internal conflict.

      Did he really want to remain here at the asylum any longer? Was his need for punishment that great?

      Adrian had no idea how it was possible, but he knew in his gut that what he had seen was real, despite Templeton’s assertions to the contrary. And, if Adrian remained here, he knew that he, too, would eventually end up like Malcolm, which was an irony in itself.

      He was desperate not to become his father—a monster—and he had come here in the hope of avoiding that fate. And yet that was literally what he could soon become—a monster.

      He remembered the sound the creature had made.

      That laugh.

      Maybe becoming something like that was fitting for him, but he dreaded to think of what his poor mother would have made of that.

      Not that she wouldn’t have hated him already, of course.

      After Adrian was dragged through the Main Hall, where the workers at their desks barely looked up at him, Adrian was then pushed through into the corridor of his ward and released.

      ‘Keep your nose clean, inmate,’ Duckworth said to him before the secure door was closed in his face.

      With nothing else to do, Adrian ambled back towards his room.
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      ‘Try to relax,’ Reid said to David Readman, who lay on a stainless-steel table that came up to Reid’s midsection. He was standing at its head so that he could look down at the face of his young patient.

      David solemnly nodded, knowing something was going to happen that would change things forever. Reid hadn’t outlined to David what he was planning to do, feeling there was little need in worrying the patient unnecessarily. David had been strapped down with leather restraints across his chest, waist, and legs to ensure he did not try to lash out and make things more difficult than they needed to be.

      Reid had postponed the procedure once already and, truth be told, wasn’t exactly feeling like himself today, either, so had considered delaying it again. After all, his plan of using Arlington Asylum as a stepping stone to propel him on to greater things now looked like a miscalculation. He didn’t think he would be allowed to leave this place. Not alive, anyway.

      But then again, he had to keep himself occupied, and finally succeeding with this procedure was as good a use of his time as anything.

      Two orderlies were present with him in the room, watching Reid as he prepped himself. Normally, he would have paid their presence no mind, but now that he knew they were all wrapped up in the same cult—if that's what it was—it made them more difficult to ignore.

      The small room was barely big enough to fit them all in, especially with the table that held David Readman. The walls were bare, and there was a single, barred window on the back wall. Fortunately, the light given by the fitting in the ceiling was generous, and that was important for the procedure Reid was about to carry out.

      Come on, concentrate, Reid said to himself. This was important to him, a chance at redemption. Whatever trouble lay ahead with Templeton could wait. He needed to be in the here and now.

      Reid turned to the instrument table at his side; it contained only two objects, a mallet and a pick, both made from lightweight metal. He took them both in his hands and turned back to David.

      The young boy’s eyes were wide with fear and, for a moment, Reid could have sworn he was looking into the eyes of Elton Breyer, the person he’d tried this on before.

      The boy who had died.

      ‘Everything will be all right,’ Reid said in as comforting a tone as he could muster. He then lifted the pick and brought it slowly down towards the inside corner of David’s eye. For his part, young Mr. Readman was able to hold himself together quite well, despite his obvious worry. And especially considering he had no choice but to watch the sharp point of the spear-like object as it dropped towards his eyeball.

      Reid heard the young man give out a whimper, and he felt the pick make contact. Reid then raised the mallet and braced himself.

      This was it.

      ‘Please,’ David begged. ‘Don’t.’

      Reid dropped the hammer and felt the pick slide into the socket with a faint squelch. Another tap and it dropped down farther. He noticed the eyeball bulge slightly in its pit, the same as had happened with Elton.

      Tap, tap, tap.

      The pick burrowed in deeper, and David began to convulse, but the restraints held firm. The pick was buried in too deep to be dislodged by the boy's movements.

      Another tap and Reid felt it—the sharp point had found and penetrated the brain.

      He just prayed it hadn’t speared its way in too far. David began to moan as Reid set the hammer down and took a firmer hold of the pick. He gently moved the instrument from side to side, feeling resistance as the point scraped away at the matter it was buried into.

      Reid was working blind, but he proceeded carefully.

      David began to buck wildly now, and a string of saliva rolled from the corner of his mouth. He uttered a sound, but it was incomprehensible—like the babbling of a child.

      Reid wanted to continue, to scrape away more of the matter, and to know for certain that the connections to the prefrontal cortex and frontal lobes were severed. But that was precisely how he’d felt when doing this to Elton, and then he had wound up killing his patient. This time he would show restraint. If the procedure was not successful, then he would just try again.

      So, instead of scraping further, he eased the pick from David’s eye socket. A squelch sounded as it released, like the sound of a boot pulling free from mud.

      The patient continued to buck and writhe for a good ten minutes, and Reid studied him the whole time.

      Slowly, the convulsions ended.

      ‘David?’ Reid asked. The young man turned his gaze to Reid, and the doctor noticed a bruise already forming on the inside of his left eye. ‘Can you hear me?’

      David did not respond.

      ‘Do you understand what I’m saying?’

      Still nothing, just a blank stare.

      ‘I think you broke him,’ one of the orderlies said from behind. Reid spun his head and shot the man an angry scowl. Whether they were part of the cult or not, Reid was still in charge in this room.

      ‘Shut your mouth, you stupid fool,’ Reid snapped. ‘You are here to assist, not make comments. Understand?’

      The man clenched his jaw, but nodded his consent.

      Reid then got to work undoing the restraints that held his patient. Reid knew that David had been prone to bouts of violence, so he would need to be monitored just to be sure those episodes did not continue. However, Reid was confident in his work, and pleased at his success.

      ‘Come on,’ Reid said, ‘get up.’ He pulled at David’s shoulder and was encouraged when the young man obediently followed Reid’s lead. He then swung the man's legs from the table and pulled him up completely, praying David could stand and hold his own weight.

      He could.

      David stood, swaying gently and waiting, like a zombie without a purpose.

      Reid clicked his fingers in front of the man’s eyes, and they moved towards the noise, following Reid’s digits. David’s motor skills seemed to be functioning, but the man simply would not—or could not—speak.

      ‘Take him back to his room,’ Reid instructed the orderlies. ‘I want him under constant observation. If anything changes, I want to know about it. Especially if he becomes agitated or excited.’

      The two orderlies grunted in confirmation, but that was all they said before grabbing David by the arms and pulling him from the room. Again, David was completely submissive and stumbled along with them from the room.

      Reid was then left alone to consider how the procedure had gone. David indeed seemed more docile, but there was a danger he was now too docile. Just a husk of a person, with no personality to speak of.

      The man he used to be, scraped away and erased.

      Still, better that than the way he was before.

      And at least he was still breathing… for now.

      Reid felt a small surge of pride at his work. Things were still inconclusive, but so far the signs were good. And it was a massive improvement on his last effort.

      All in all, a success.

      And the distraction had been a welcome one. If Reid continued to concentrate on his work, then he perhaps could keep his mind occupied a little longer until he had the time and privacy to get more acquainted with Templeton’s diary.

      He wanted to know as much as he could about what was going on here, because one thing was for certain—he did not plan to stick around to see much more for himself. He would escape this place, and not look back.
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      As Adrian ghosted his way back to his room, he passed his neighbour’s cell and saw Tom lying on his side with his knees pulled up to his chest. The old man was shaking and sweating profusely. If it was possible, Tom seemed even worse than the last time Adrian had seen him, and the skin around his face had sunken further, making him look deathly ill. His eyes were bloodshot, and the skin beneath them was a dark purple colour.

      ‘You don’t look so good, Tom,’ Adrian said through the open door. He stepped inside, and Tom turned his head. The man forced a friendly smile, but he looked pained, and his skin was horribly pale.

      ‘Don’t look too hot yourself, son,’ Tom replied with a strained voice. ‘You been done over?’

      Adrian nodded. ‘Yeah, apparently I was a little unruly. Took a beating and got thrown in isolation.’

      Tom forced out a chuckle. ‘Always thought you were one to keep your head down.’

      Adrian shrugged. ‘Me too.’ He walked over and squatted down next to the old man. ‘Is there anything I can do for you? Should I call for help?’

      ‘No,’ Tom said. ‘No point. I know what’s ailing me. It’s that cursed poison they keep pumping into me. And they’ll be back tonight, I’m told. It’ll probably finish the job.’

      ‘Refuse it,’ Adrian said.

      ‘Won’t do any good, friend,’ the old man replied. ‘You know that as well as I do. We’re prisoners in here. Things to be played with at the whims of those above us, until we are too bent, broken, and buckled to be useful anymore. Then we are cast out. Ignored, forgotten, and left to die.’

      Adrian went to respond, but quickly realised he couldn’t think of anything to say. There was a moment's silence between them.

      ‘You been getting this medicine too?’ Tom asked.

      Adrian nodded. ‘Just started the treatment.’

      ‘Treatment?’ Tom replied, forcing out a chuckle at the word. ‘It ain’t treatment, lad. Like I say, it’s poison. You know, I remember seeing the Krauts use poison gas a few times in the Great War. Our own men used it a few times as well, to be fair. I was out in Belgium and saw what that gas did to people. Not just soldiers, townsfolk as well. People just trying to avoid death, but it got them all the same. Ruined their insides and burnt them away. I reckon I’m just going through the same kind of death as those poor people, only slower and more drawn out.’

      ‘Jesus,’ Adrian said. ‘I had no idea it was that bad.’

      ‘It wasn’t, at first. I barely noticed it. In fact, I felt a little better. Brighter. Almost had a spring in my step. But it changed me, changed the way I think. Even now, part of me is wondering if I could reach out and grab your throat.’

      ‘Are you serious?’ Adrian asked, instinctively leaning back.

      ‘Don’t worry, I don’t have the strength even if I wanted to. Guess this is what you’ve got to look forward to, lad.’

      That struck a chord with Adrian.

      ‘Let me ask you something,’ Tom said. ‘Since they gave you that poison, do you dream?’

      Adrian nodded. ‘Yeah.’

      ‘They’ll get worse. Everything you’ve ever done that you’ve regretted is going to be replayed to you, night after night, like a stage play of shame. But behind that stage is… a place; somewhere horrible, like hell, only worse. And you know what’s scary? I think that place is real.’

      ‘They’re just dreams, Tom,’ Adrian said, but couldn’t deny how much the other man’s words resonated with him.

      ‘See, that’s the thing. I don’t think they are. And I swear to the Lord above that there is something inside me, in my head, and when things are quiet, I can hear it talking to me.’

      ‘Sounds like a fever,’ Adrian said.

      ‘Fevers don’t talk, lad,’ Tom replied. ‘Fevers don’t tell you things about the people you share this place with, and what torments them.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘It told me a little about you today. Told me what wracks you with guilt. How the life that you took eats you up inside.’

      Adrian was stunned. How could Tom possibly know about his past?

      ‘My father? Yes, I regret what I did, but—’

      ‘Not him, lad. That isn’t what I’m talking about. That isn’t what tortures you, is it?’

      Adrian said nothing in response. He couldn’t explain how Tom knew that and, furthermore, he had no desire to continue the conversation. He rose to his feet.

      ‘I think you should sleep,’ he said, then walked back towards the door.

      ‘Only more dreams waiting for me there, lad,’ Tom said.

      ‘Bye, Tom,’ Adrian said. He was about to leave the old man alone when Tom stopped him.

      ‘It’s coming for you, Adrian,’ he said. ‘It knows you, inside and out, and wants you as well. If you have the strength, maybe do something about it before it’s too late. Lord knows I wish I was strong enough to do what I need to, but to be honest I just don’t have the guts for it.’

      Adrian didn’t need to ask for clarification; he knew exactly what Tom was talking about.

      Adrian said no more and left Tom alone. He walked to his room next door and dropped down onto his bed. His stomach ached for food, but he had no desire to face anyone else today. He felt drained and utterly confused.

      Adrian lay back and rolled on to his side, trying to quiet the frantic, confused voices in his mind.

      But they would not be silenced.

      Was the thing Tom spoke about now talking to him as well?
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      Director Isaac Templeton sat in the Chapel, enjoying the quiet. It afforded him the chance to think things through in an orderly manner. He was pleased with how things had progressed with Adrian James—an excellent candidate who was starting to show a reaction to the treatment already, indulging in violent tendencies even after only a single dose.

      By chance, the man had witnessed more than he should have, but that would not be a problem. The situation concerned Brother Jones, however, as he thought Adrian James’ story would create tension and agitation within the ranks of the afflicted, especially in Ward B. But Templeton was confident that another crazy tale floating about between the patients would not create any complications. Still, better to deal with the issue, just in case.

      Ending the life of Adrian James was not an option, of course, not after the treatment had already started. It was a waste, and besides, Mr. James was marked now, and promised to… it. Templeton dared not take away that which was owed.

      Dealing with the thing in the basement was a privilege, he knew that, but one that had to be handled carefully. Everyone answered to someone, and his superior in the Church—one Kane Ainsworth—was growing concerned at the speed with which things were moving. Because of that, Templeton had to check in with the man by telephone each and every day. Failure to do so would mean a visit from a clean-up crew, who would put an end to what they were doing at this asylum. For the greater good, of course. It was an annoyance, to be sure, as Mr. Ainsworth was far too cautious, but it was one that Templeton had to bear. And he did not doubt that if, and when, things stepped up, his check-ins would need to be more frequent.

      The other issue that played on his mind was that of their new physician: Dr. Reid.

      After speaking with Adrian James earlier, Templeton had returned to his office and immediately felt that something was off.

      It did not take him long to discover that the position of his chair was ever-so-slightly different than he always left it—rotated to the left by a fraction.

      Someone had been in the office in his absence, just as he had expected they might.

      Templeton had then moved his chair and pulled back the rug beneath, retrieving the key and opening his desk drawers. He then checked to make sure everything was in place.

      It wasn’t.

      His diary was gone.

      And he knew who was responsible—the good doctor had taken the bait.

      Hopefully, it would be enough to push Dr. Reid to follow the trail Templeton left for him. If the man came to discover the truth at his own pace, rather than having it forced upon him, he might come to accept it more easily.

      And what had happened poor Dr. Vine could be avoided.

      Templeton felt that Dr. Vine had found out too much, too quickly, and his scientific mind could not accept what was in front of him.

      It was just too unbelievable.

      And so, measures had been taken to protect the facility.

      Now Dr. Vine existed in the basement below the asylum, in the dark, surrounded by horrors.

      Templeton just hoped Dr. Reid would be different. Having him join them, as a true believer, would be a valuable thing.

      However, if that proved not to be possible, Reid would have to be dealt with as well.

      And now was the time to take another step. Dr. Reid would again see the medicine in action, only this time he would witness its full effects.

      Templeton stood up. He used to make the sign of the cross over his body when leaving a place of worship.

      No longer.

      In truth, he now just liked the familiarity the Chapel offered him. Places like this always instilled in him a sense of wonder, where he worshipped a being much greater than he.

      It still fulfilled the same purpose, only he no longer worshipped a false god. The cause he now devoted himself to was very real.
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      The hour was growing late, and Reid was in his office, engrossed in Director Templeton’s diary.

      He had learned a little more about the mysterious Church, and Templeton’s devotion to it. It was not an organisation Reid had heard of before, but it would seem that they somehow had a great deal of reach and resources. And it was also apparent that this facility was only one of many operations the Church had in place, all of which seemed to study what they called the other place.

      Movement from beyond his door caught his attention, and Reid looked up to see the director outside, raising his hand to knock on the glass.

      In a panic, Reid dropped the diary and buried it beneath some loose papers that cluttered his desk.

      Reid waved Templeton in, trying not to appear as flustered as he felt.

      Templeton was smiling as he entered and wore an expression that simply said caught you. Reid felt a tightening in his chest and knew precisely what the director was here for—he’d realised the diary was missing, and Reid was his suspect.

      Caught red-handed.

      ‘I hope I haven’t disturbed you?’ Templeton asked.

      ‘Not at all,’ Reid replied, exerting every ounce of composure he could summon. ‘How can I help you?’

      ‘I need to ask you something,’ Templeton went on. He then took the small chair that rested against the far wall and placed it opposite Reid. He sat down, uninvited.

      ‘Go ahead,’ Reid said.

      Here it comes.

      ‘I want you to accompany me later, if you would be so kind?’

      That was not what Reid was expecting.

      ‘Accompany you where?’ he asked.

      ‘We are administering more of the medicine to a patient tonight in Ward B. One that has been receiving the treatment for a while.’

      ‘Of course,’ Reid said. ‘I’d be happy to.’

      ‘Excellent,’ Templeton said, clapping his hands together. ‘I know the medicine we are testing here is something that interests you, and I think it only fair that you get to see the full effects.’

      Again, Reid was taken aback, as Templeton had previously withheld all information about the medicine.

      ‘I’d like that very much,’ Reid said. ‘But can I ask, what has changed?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘When I asked you about it did previously, you always avoided giving me an answer.’

      ‘True,’ Templeton said, ‘but you’ve seen it administered to Adrian James, and also you were present when he came around.’

      ‘That didn’t exactly give me a lot of answers, though.’

      ‘No, but it gave you information. A taste. Tonight, I think you will learn a lot more.’

      Reid nodded. ‘Okay. When should I be ready?’

      Templeton shrugged. ‘No time like the present. Are you busy now?’

      ‘I guess not,’ Reid said, hoping Templeton had not seen him hide the diary and, more importantly, could not see it now. Reid had hastily thrown papers and a file over it, but couldn’t be sure it was completely hidden to Templeton from his vantage point.

      ‘Excellent. Then let us make haste. We will be going to see a patient named Tom Cunningham. He has been taking the medicine for a while now, but I think tonight's dosage will be his last.’

      ‘Will he be cured of his ailments, then?’ Reid asked.

      Templeton smiled. ‘Oh yes. After tonight, I guarantee he will be a different person completely.’

      The older man rose to his feet, his knees popping as he did.

      ‘That sounded painful,’ Reid said, but Templeton just shook his head.

      ‘Just a symptom of my age,’ he said. ‘Creaking old bones. If one lives long enough, it is unavoidable, I’m afraid. Something you have to look forward to.’

      Templeton then opened the door and turned back to Reid. ‘Let’s go. You can finish my diary when we are done.’

      With that, he disappeared from view, leaving Reid standing alone, open-mouthed.

      So Templeton had known he had taken the diary, and perhaps even seen him reading it.

      And what’s more, he didn’t seem to care.

      ‘Whenever you’re ready,’ Templeton called back from down the corridor. Reid slowly got to his feet, suddenly feeling very apprehensive.
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      Adrian had killed again—re-lived the moment when he had taken a life.

      And not just any life.

      He felt the same sense of horror, shame, and crippling guilt. And he knew that his own life was now forfeit, no longer worth living.

      He did not deserve to exist anymore.

      He had just proven that he was exactly like his father.

      Adrian raised the pillow and looked at the lifeless husk on the bed below him. A frozen expression of panic was etched on the face of the corpse. That look would stay with Adrian forever.

      Then, everything changed.

      The room he was in—one that he recognised from his past—disintegrated. It pulled itself apart like torn-up paper and blew away on a breeze that Adrian could not feel.

      And the landscape he was now left standing in could be summed up in a single word—Hell.

      That word perfectly captured the nightmarish surroundings.

      And this hell was familiar to him.

      Behind him was the same boiling expanse of water that he had seen before. The landscape was as he expected—vast plains of black rock with towers and mountains in the distance. Large ravines sunk down in places, and there were pockets of moving, vein-like trees, some denser than others, scattered about.

      And up above was an alien sky.

      And that eye.

      It both amazed him and filled him with wonder, but also instilled in him a profound sense of dread that shook him to his core. Never had he felt as insignificant as he did under the gaze of that unknowable thing.

      Then he heard the voice.

      Not from the cosmic entity above, but from somewhere else.

      From the boiling sea.

      ‘Adriaaaaan.’
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        * * *

      

      Adrian awoke with the sound of that terrifying, inhuman voice still playing in his mind.

      As inexplicable as it was, it sounded both evil and ancient at the same time. Even though he knew it was something that had only been conjured up by his sub-conscious, it still scared him.

      He looked around and realised he was still in his room, but his door was now closed. It was dark outside and, again, his stomach cried out in hungry protest. But it was too late to feed now.

      He must have dozed off after lying on his bed, though for how long he had no idea. All he knew was that it was now the dead of night.

      And people were approaching outside.

      He heard muffled voices, but could not make out what was being said. He did recognise some of them, however—Director Templeton and Dr. Reid.
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        * * *

      

      ‘I just think I owe you an explanation,’ Reid said, as they approached the door to Tom Cunningham’s room. ‘About the diary.’

      Templeton gave a dismissive wave of his hand. ‘Not necessary. We’ve more important matters at hand.’

      The two of them were accompanied by Jones and three other orderlies, one of whom had with him an intravenous drip connected to a plastic bag. He was carrying it very carefully, and a black substance swam within the bag.

      The medicine.

      Another orderly had some heavy-looking leather restraints with him, while Duckworth was wheeling another bed down the corridor. Its rusty wheels squeaked with every turn.

      Lastly, Jones was carrying with him the same weapon Reid had seen him use only the night before. When Reid had first laid eyes on the weapon strapped on Jones’ back, Reid had raised an inquisitive eyebrow at Templeton. The director had merely shrugged.

      ‘All will become clear,’ he’d said. ‘But I hope it won’t be needed.’

      Templeton unlocked the door, and they entered to see the patient curled up in bed on top of his covers, his thin clothing soaking with sweat. A potent, sour odour permeated the air.

      ‘Good evening, Tom,’ Templeton said to the man, who seemed to be rousing from sleep.

      ‘Huh?’ the disoriented patient croaked in reply, squinting through reddened eyes that narrowed further when Jones flicked on the single light above.

      ‘What’s happening?’ Tom asked, still groggy.

      ‘I think you know,’ Templeton said. ‘Time for more of your medication.’

      Tom curled his top lip, and Reid was a little taken aback at how ill the man looked. No medication in the world would save him.

      ‘Don’t want it,’ the patient said, but Templeton only chuckled.

      ‘We will decide what is best for you.’ He then turned to the orderlies. ‘Prepare him.’

      ‘No!’ Tom managed to yell out, but it sounded weak and feeble.

      Jones and the others descended on him.
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        * * *

      

      Adrian could hear something happening in the room next door.

      Tom’s room.

      He could hear the old man yelling out in protest. Adrian knew what was taking place and, after last night, had an idea of what would become of Tom.

      He considered screaming for them to stop, to try to prevent what was happening, though he knew it wouldn’t do much good.

      So why waste the energy?

      Every single soul in this asylum was doomed.

      He knew that.

      Might as well accept what was deserved.
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        * * *

      

      Reid was never one for showing much in the way of emotion, certainly not towards his patients, but seeing the old man—desperate and weak—so easily overpowered and strapped down to the mobile bed they’d brought with them, made Reid feel sorry for Tom.

      ‘Please,’ Tom begged, and Reid could see tears roll from the sides of his eyes, following the wrinkles and contours of the man’s cracked skin. ‘I can’t bear any more.’

      Templeton bent down and brought his face close to Tom’s ear. In a gentle voice, he whispered to the old man, ‘Try not to resist. I promise you, Mr. Cunningham, this will be the last time you will ever have to take this medicine. And afterward you will be relieved of all your misery, torture, and torment.’ He raised a finger and placed it to the centre of Tom’s forehead. ‘You will be free.’

      ‘I’ll die,’ Tom argued, his voice cracking as he started to sob.

      Templeton did not confirm or deny the statement. ‘Be brave,’ was all he said. Then he turned to the orderlies again. ‘Insert the drip. Let’s begin.’

      Tom could only cry, helplessly, as the men got to work. A sharp needle penetrated the skin to the inside of his arm and found a vein. A cannula was then inserted, connected to a drip bag that was held on a thin metal stand.

      Reid watched on as the black liquid oozed down the length of the transparent pipe and into Tom’s veins.

      ‘Please,’ Tom begged again, but his voice was not one of importance or consequence. He simply did not matter.
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        * * *

      

      Adrian continued to try and ignore what was taking place next door. After being put into isolation and beaten by Jones, he did not want to give them a reason to punish him any further. And he certainly didn’t want to give them cause to up his treatment.

      But Tom’s pitiful moans and pleading were getting to be too much. The poor old man had suffered far too much, and now he just needed some care and compassion.

      Adrian sprung to his feet and thumped the wall with the meaty side of his fist. However, the wall was so thick that the strikes only gave off a pitiful, muffled thud, one he doubted would be heard by anyone but himself.

      ‘Leave him alone,’ Adrian yelled. ‘For the love of God, just leave us all alone!’
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        * * *

      

      Reid could hear shouting coming from the cell next door, but, like everyone else in the room, he paid it no mind.

      Instead, he was transfixed on Tom Cunningham, as the black ooze continued to enter his bloodstream.

      ‘How much are you putting in?’ Reid asked. ‘The last one I saw was only a few milligrams. Won’t this kill him?’

      ‘Just show patience, Dr. Reid,’ Templeton said. ‘As you can see for yourself, Tom is not in the best of health, so I want to be sure that we are on top of what is happening.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Remember what you told me, about what you witnessed last night?’

      Reid nodded. ‘Yes.’

      ‘Well, that was unfortunate. And unforeseen. It was the first time we hadn’t been prepared for such an event. It took us unaware.’

      ‘So what the hell was it?’ Reid asked.

      But Templeton just went on with what he was saying, dismissing the question.

      ‘I’m not sure how much more time Tom here would have, so we need to speed up the process while we are in a position to handle it.’

      The man on the bed stopped his groaning and fell silent after giving out a prolonged wheeze. Templeton went on.

      ‘I am aware that you have read at least some of my diary, Doctor. And, as you said, you saw something last night that you could not explain. Tell me, how hard was it for you to believe what you were seeing?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘I mean, did you accept what your own eyes were showing you?’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘That’s good, Dr. Reid. Many in your line of work would not. Now, let me ask you this. What was it, exactly, that you saw?’

      Reid paused for a moment, considering the question. Tom gave a brief moan, then settled again into silence.

      ‘I don’t know,’ Reid said.

      ‘Try. How would your scientific brain rationalise something that couldn’t be rationalised?’

      ‘I’m guessing that this medicine has something to do with it,’ Reid said.

      ‘Indeed,’ Templeton replied.

      ‘So it does something to the human body? Mutates it somehow? I’m not a chemist or biologist, so I cannot even begin to explain how that happens.’

      ‘That may be partly true,’ Templeton said. ‘But in actuality, there is a kind of transference taking place. The medicine you see entering Tom Cunningham’s veins is the catalyst for that change.’

      ‘A transference of what?’ Reid asked. ‘Cells?’

      ‘You are still thinking in terms of science, Thomas—of things we understand. Just how much of my diary did you read? I would like you to consider possibilities more… eldritch in nature.’

      ‘Eldritch?’

      ‘Something a little more outside of your belief system, Doctor.’

      ‘These gods you spoke about?’

      Templeton nodded.

      ‘I don’t know what else to say, Isaac,’ Reid snapped. ‘You are asking me to use fantasies and fairytales to replace actual science.’

      ‘Something that you cannot explain, I remind you.’

      ‘There is a lot in this world that I can’t explain. It doesn’t mean I attribute it to make-believe gods.’

      Templeton just smiled. ‘You still cling to redundant notions of how things are, Dr. Reid. I sympathise. I’ve been there myself. But I have seen the truth, as you soon will.’ He then pointed to Tom. ‘Watch.’

      It did not take long for things to happen. Tom’s eyes flicked wide open, and his jaw dropped. Then he let out a horrifying scream.

      His eyes rolled back in his head, but he was not dead.

      An unnatural growl emitted from his throat.

      And then the change began.

      His jaw cracked and dislocated, and the mouth pulled itself open farther to an unnatural length. His teeth were pushed out from the gums, along with small pools of blood. Some of the teeth fell back into his mouth, others to the bed beneath him. Longer, sharper teeth now emerged, pushing their way through as the mouth continued to contort, taking in more of a vertical, elliptical shape. Both eyes dropped and engorged, the whites and irises flooded by a pool of black.

      At the same time, Tom’s thrashing body transformed, too. His arms and legs elongated, becoming spindly things, and Reid could hear bones crack and splinter as they changed shape. The knees buckled inwards with a nasty pop, and a webbing formed between the long fingers and toes. All the while, skin that was turning a dirty green, tightened around bones. The chest cavity pushed itself out so far that the flesh split around it, revealing bone beneath.

      Lastly, Tom’s tongue thinned and stretched as well, dangling from the mouth like a sore, loose nerve ending.

      The abomination that Tom had now become—bearing qualities of both amphibian and insect—let out a screech.

      Reid moved back to the far side of the room, pressing himself into the wall, and put a hand over his mouth in horror.

      ‘Steel yourself, Dr. Reid!’ Templeton yelled above the horrifying noise. The director did not look at Reid as he spoke; instead his gaze was fixed on this creature in awe and wonder. ‘This is exactly what you wanted to see. This is the truth of how things really are, so bear witness to it.’

      ‘This is insane,’ Reid yelled back, terrified. The creature writhed and squealed on the bed, fighting against its bonds. The leather straps creaked and groaned in protest. Eventually, Reid knew, this monster would break free. ‘Kill it,’ he shouted to Jones, trying to make it sound like an order. Jones just ignored him, but did, Reid noticed, keep the weapon he was carrying trained on the monster.

      ‘Remember this moment, Dr. Reid,’ Templeton said. ‘For when you look back, you will know it was now that you started to believe.’

      ‘I want nothing to do with this,’ Reid snapped, and Templeton eventually looked over at him. The creature on the bed continued to fight.

      ‘Yes,’ Templeton said, ‘you do. The night is not yet over.’ He now turned to Jones and the others. ‘We must move this child. Follow me.’

      Templeton then walked to the door and pulled it open as the orderlies gathered around the bed. They carefully wheeled it out to the corridor as the monster kicked, bucked, and roared.

      Reid pressed himself further into the wall as they passed him. His breathing was fast and erratic.

      Templeton yelled from the corridor outside.

      ‘Dr. Reid, I suggest you accompany us. You still do not know everything there is to know. You wanted answers? You wanted the truth? Well, tonight is a night for revelations.’

      Reid remained in place, terrified and conflicted. He did want answers, but now feared what those might be.

      ‘Well?’ Templeton called back over the sound of the creature.

      Reid took a breath. ‘I’m coming,’ he said. He then pushed himself off the wall and left the small room.
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        * * *

      

      The terrible sounds of whatever ungodly thing poor Tom had become eventually died down, leaving only the frightened cries of Adrian’s fellow inmates. God knows what they made of the nightmarish noises.

      But Adrian knew exactly what had happened.

      He had seen firsthand the thing Malcolm had become, and now the same fate had befallen Tom. He knew it.

      And he remembered the poor old man’s words from earlier.

      Guess this is what you’ve got to look forward to, lad.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

        

      

    

    
      Reid hesitantly followed as Templeton led the way; the group of orderlies gathered around the bed they pushed along. The creature tied to the bed did not relent for a moment, struggling and thrashing against its restraints, which seemed to give more and more. Reid was concerned that they would not hold much longer and he prayed they would reach their destination quickly, as he did not want to get caught up in the kind of carnage he had seen the previous night.

      Jones walked beside the bed as it moved, flame-spewing weapon in hand. The end was lit, and the small blue flame was ignited, ready to burst forth with a stream of red-hot flame.

      They moved from Ward B and into the Main Hall, then from there continued to the very back of the large open space. Given the late hour, the room was empty and would have been deathly quiet if not for the noise the thing they were transporting created.

      They finally stopped before the old service elevator, the one that Reid had not yet used, though he had a feeling that was about to change.

      A mesh gate protected the dark red steel door to the lift. Templeton unlocked the gate, and it swung open with a creak. He then slid up the inner door to reveal a bare, spacious internal area.

      Templeton moved aside, allowing the bed to be wheeled into the elevator. Templeton then joined his group inside and turned to Reid, who had still not crossed the threshold.

      ‘Well?’ he asked, but Reid hesitated. If that thing got loose in such an enclosed space, then they were done for, and Jones’ weapon would be useful only to incinerate them all.

      ‘I…’ Reid began, but trailed off.

      ‘Mr. Jones, could you please help the good doctor along?’

      Reid looked up to see Jones stomp back out towards him, and the large man grabbed him. ‘Come along, Dr. Reid,’ Jones said and dragged Reid into the elevator.

      ‘What the hell are you doing?’ Reid snapped as he fought uselessly against the bigger man, but Jones seemed to have no trouble manhandling him with his one free hand.

      ‘It is too late to back out now,’ Templeton said as he slid the door closed. Reid was then released, and he felt the sway of the elevator as it started to drop. The mechanics of the machine worked noisily, partially drowning out the screeching of the impossible thing that still fought on the bed.

      The feeling of nervousness in Reid increased, and even though the inside of the lift was far from cramped, he still felt as if the walls were closing in on him. Claustrophobia was never an affliction that had troubled him before, but now he had a desperate need to be out of the space.

      The elevator rumbled down farther, eventually coming to a stop with more force than Reid was expecting, causing all inside to rock on their feet. Templeton pulled open the door to reveal a subterranean level. From his vantage point within the elevator, Reid could make out a long, wide passageway with a high, curved ceiling above.

      The walls and ceiling were both constructed from wet stone, but the ground that the group walked on was little more than dirt and dust. And whereas ceiling-fixed electric lights illuminated the facility above, there was no such luxury down here. Instead, the flickering light was cast by lit torches mounted on the walls, giving off circles of light not quite powerful enough to reach the other side of the passageway and leaving pockets of darkness between.

      They did cast enough light, however, to illuminate doors cut into the thick stone walls, formed from rusted iron grates on hinges and showing only darkness behind.

      But from that darkness, horrible noises could be heard. Inhuman moans echoed, and they became more agitated—or excited—when the creature the group had with them on the bed cried out as well.

      ‘What’s down here?’ Reid asked. His throat was dry and his palms damp.

      ‘Allow me to show you,’ Templeton said. He turned and walked out first. The orderlies wheeled the bed after him… and then it happened.

      One of the orderlies, who had taken a position at the head of the bed, bent his body double as he pushed forward—it was at this moment that the creature opened its dripping mouth, and that thin tongue burst forward with frightening accuracy. The flimsy-looking muscle penetrated the orderly’s right eye with force, and as it did, it straightened out to its full length. The orderly let out a sharp shriek and instinctively pulled his head back, but it snapped to a stop as the tongue buried into his eye socket held him in place. Greasy water spilled down his cheek as the orderly started to scream.

      There was a frantic buzz of activity as the other orderlies—sans Jones—tried to pull their colleague free. Jones, instead, turned his weapon on the creature on the bed, but Templeton calmly placed a hand on the long nozzle and pushed the aim down.

      Reid himself had backpedaled farther into the lift, removing himself from any immediate danger as best he could.

      But the chaos and panic continued and, eventually, the orderlies managed to pull their struggling colleague free. The tongue of the monster, upon losing its hold, quickly slithered back into its mouth, but not before Reid noticed a few drops of black liquid pump out from its end. Reid then looked to the wailing orderly, who was thrashing in pain as the others helped him down to his back. He had a hand clamped over his ruined eye, and dark fluid ran from between his fingers.

      It was quite clear to Reid that something had been excreted into the man’s eye socket from that vile tongue. Jones and Templeton, who were now more animated, were clearly thinking the same thing, and it seemed to concern them more than the injury caused to the orderly.

      ‘Sir,’ Jones said, ‘the liquid. Is that…?’ He trailed off, but Templeton answered anyway.

      ‘I believe it is.’

      ‘That hasn’t happened before.’

      ‘It has not. I think things are progressing, the transformations evolving.’

      Reid had no idea what the hell was going on, but he wanted to be away from this madness.

      ‘Will he turn?’ Jones asked.

      ‘I don’t know,’ Templeton said as the man continued to scream. ‘But we must take precaution. We can’t let a change take place while we are unprepared.’

      ‘We keep him here, then?’

      Templeton nodded.

      And that was it. Jones walked forward, pushed away the other orderlies, and took hold of the squirming man, dragging him across the ground with one hand. The orderly kicked and writhed as Jones pulled him over to one of the grated doors, where Jones peered inside, checking the space. He then retrieved his ring of keys and, in short order, unlocked the door and pulled it open.

      The orderly had begun to crawl away. ‘No,’ he yelled out, seemingly aware of what was going to happen. ‘You can’t.’

      ‘Be calm, brother,’ Jones said. ‘This is for the best. Embrace what will happen.’

      Jones then stepped towards the pleading man and grabbed him. The man tried to fight back, but Jones quickly overpowered him and thrust him through the now open door. He then pushed it closed and locked it, trapping the orderly inside. He quickly reappeared from the darkness, his face pressed up against the iron bars.

      ‘Please,’ he begged again. ‘Please don’t do this.’

      Jones ignored him and walked back over to the others.

      ‘Now,’ Templeton said, looking down to the thing that used to be Tom Cunningham, ‘our new friend here grows angry. We must move quickly.’

      Jones took the lead, grabbing the bed—from the bottom this time, aware of what had happened before—and pulled it farther into the open corridor. The bed wobbled on the uneven ground, but he still maintained a steady pace, pulling the bed over to a door adjacent to the recently imprisoned orderly. That man continued to plead for release and continued to be ignored. The other door was opened, and Jones wheeled the bed inside.

      He reemerged and locked the door.

      ‘Thank you, brother,’ Templeton said to him, giving him a warm pat on the shoulder. The director then looked back to Reid, who still stood in the elevator, terrified for his life. The noises that reverberated from the cells, and through this subterranean ward-from-hell, were maddening.

      ‘Doctor?’ Templeton said. ‘Would you care to join us?’

      Reid didn’t move. ‘I want to go back upstairs. I’ve seen enough, now let me go.’

      Templeton shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, but you have not seen enough. Not even close. There is more to see, good doctor, and I did not bring you down here merely to show off these cells. Now come along before I order Mr. Jones to collect you. I can’t promise he will be gentle.’

      Even at this distance and in the dim light, Reid could make out the cruel smile that spread across the face of Jones.

      Reid took a breath and forced himself out of the elevator.

      ‘Fine,’ he said, but when he crossed the threshold out into the open space of this area, he suddenly felt horribly exposed. The air was cold and stale, and as he walked forward he swore he could feel eyes on him.

      He peered into some of the dark cells he passed, trying to see as much as the dull light would let him. Some of the cells appeared to be empty—or if they were inhabited, then the things inside were content not to show themselves—but the residents of others stood in full view behind the iron doors, revealing their forms through the metal.

      Monsters, creatures, and nightmarish abominations.

      Seeing such horrors caused Reid to pause and draw in a sharp breath. The first monstrosity that he saw had a vaguely humanoid shape to the top of its body and walked like an ape, supporting itself on two long, trunk-like arms that ended in sore-looking stumps, devoid of hands or fingers. It had broad shoulders, but its body withered away at the waist, curling to nothing so that its bulk hung between the massive arms. Its head, once human, was bald and the cranium was lined with small, white eyes that all gelled together like fish eggs. Instead of a mouth, the skin seemed to have sealed over, gagging it, however the thing was still able to make animalistic noises from the strange opening across its stomach: a circular wound with spiralling flesh behind it that kissed and puckered at the air.

      Suddenly, the thing lifted a great arm and slammed it forward into the door, causing a deafening, metallic crash to ring out. Reid jumped back and let out an involuntary shriek. The thing punched again, and the metal door shook violently against its frame. The sounds from the other cells grew more frantic and more… excited.

      In another cell, Reid saw a creature with a stick-thin body lined with sharp spines. It had a grotesquely engorged head that looked like little more than a sack of fat, hiding whatever face it had beneath. Strained moans could be heard from within the folds of the sagging, pulsating flesh.

      Reid pushed himself on, trying not to look at the surrounding horrors, but a morbid curiosity worked against him. The next thing he saw at first seemed human—normal height, standard build, and naked. However, when it moved forward—with odd, jerky movements—Reid saw that its face had sunk so much that the eyes bulged from the sockets, ready to pop out, and its arms were buried inside its own stomach, fused into the flesh and lost within. It smiled and giggled, then opened its mouth wide, allowing Reid to see rows of small, stubby teeth running to the back of its throat.

      Another creature, smaller than the rest, clung to the door of its cell, gripping on it like an underwater mollusc on a rock. Its once human shape had flattened out, its skin gelatinous, slimy, and transparent, revealing stringy insides. The creature’s face, now only spirals of small eyes around a large suckling mouth, was central to the mass of its body.

      Reid saw more twisted visions—a thing with multiple legs that was more spider than man, a creature with no skin and pulsating innards that opened into separate mouths—in each and every cell he looked into. Templeton and his congregation waited for him at the end of the passage before a tall, imposing double door made of sturdy metal. It was rusted and aged, but Reid had no doubt that it would hold firm.

      When Reid reached them, Templeton spoke. ‘Are you ready, Dr. Reid?’

      ‘What’s in here?’ Reid replied.

      ‘An old friend.’

      The door was unlocked and then heaved open, each of the two leaves scraping against the dirt floor as they were pulled apart.

      Reid looked inside.

      ‘What is this?’ he asked, his voice barely more than a whisper.

      ‘This,’ Templeton said, ‘is Robert Wilson. At least, it used to be.’

      The room inside was a large one, of similar construction as the passageway outside—stone walls and ceiling—but the flooring within was cast with uneven concrete.

      In the centre was a bed, and on it was the form of a man.

      His skin was pale and sunken, revealing the outline of bones beneath, and he had long, thin hair with a scraggly beard to match—both the colour of ash. His eyes were shut, and Reid could detect no signs of breathing.

      ‘You brought me down here to see a corpse?’ Reid asked.

      ‘Not quite,’ Templeton said. ‘Robert has been lying here, like this, for a long time. However, you will notice that there is no pooling of the blood in lower portions of the body, no purple patches on the skin, and rigor mortis has not set in. Please, examine him and see for yourself.’

      ‘I’ll take your word for it.’

      Templeton chuckled. ‘Very well. What I’m telling you is that the body you see before you is alive, technically. And blood pumps through its veins.’

      ‘So he’s in a coma?’

      ‘Robert? Truth be told, I don’t know where my old friend is anymore. If he exists anywhere at all, that is. But this body is still a host to life, that much I can promise you.’

      ‘What kind of life?’

      ‘The kind beyond our understanding,’ Templeton answered with a wide smile. ‘There is something using this body as a vessel. Using it to reside, at least in part, in our world. In our reality.’

      ‘That is ridiculous,’ Reid said, raising his voice. ‘For sanity's sake, Isaac, will you please just give me a straight and honest answer?’

      ‘This is your answer,’ Templeton said, gesturing towards the man on the table before them. As Reid focused more on the details of the room, he noticed that fine growths lined the body—thin tendrils of a pinkish-purple colour that were almost as fine as hair. These tendrils fell from the body to the floor, some wrapping around the legs of the bed as they pushed farther out into the room.

      The director went on. ‘This being is something that exists in a place beyond our own.’

      ‘What kind of place?’

      ‘We do not know, exactly. A realm of purity. The beings that dwell there know secrets to the cosmos that we can scarcely comprehend. They are many orders of magnitude above us. And this is one such being.’

      ‘A god?’

      Templeton chuckled. ‘For so long I had an erroneous comprehension of what that word meant. But now I know.’

      ‘I hate to derail your speech, Director, but this doesn’t look like a god to me. It’s a bag of meat, like the rest of us.’

      ‘The body is exactly that, you are correct. But the body is only a puppet, one the Great Ailing One uses to form a connection to this world, allowing it to exert its will here.’

      ‘Great Ailing One?’ Reid asked, now even more confused.

      ‘This is what we have come to call it.’

      ‘Ailing? As in it’s ill? Dying?’

      ‘In a sense. Its time of existence in its own realm is eroding.’

      ‘A dying god? Am I supposed to believe this? Isaac, if something can die, then it is very much mortal, like you and I.’

      ‘No,’ Templeton said. ‘Nothing like you and I. We do not know much, only that something happened in its own existence, and now it is decaying.’

      ‘And you know all of this how? You talk to it?’

      The director nodded. ‘That’s right.’

      ‘This is ridiculous,’ Reid snapped. ‘I cannot believe what I’m hearing. You people and whatever cult you are part of have lost touch with reality.’

      ‘Then explain what you have seen with your own eyes, Dr. Reid. Explain to me how those things out there came to be?’ He pointed back to the area behind them where the abominations were imprisoned.

      ‘I can’t,’ Reid conceded. ‘But it is not attributed to a god. Just think about what you are saying. I won’t fall victim to the same hysteria that has gripped the rest of you weak-minded fools,’ Reid said, raising his voice even higher now, letting the anger that was building run free. ‘Enough is enough.’

      Templeton shook his head. ‘I’m disappointed, Doctor. I expected more from you.’

      ‘Then I’m glad to have let you down,’ Reid said defiantly. He knew that by rebuking what they were saying, he was putting himself in danger, but it was all too much.

      ‘Bring him… to me.’

      Reid spun his head around at hearing those words. No one present had uttered them, yet he had heard the voice clear as day. Then he saw that the body on the table had its eyes wide open, revealing black orbs.

      ‘What was that?’ Reid asked, unable to hide the fear in his voice.

      ‘It seems someone, or something, would like to speak with you,’ Templeton said, with a sinister smile.

      Then Jones and the other orderlies made their way over to the doctor.

      Everything else was a blur to Reid—flashes of them taking hold of him, moving him over to the body of Robert Wilson, and seeing the mouth open to reveal the blackness within. An inhuman tongue slithered out and forced its way into his own mouth.

      He tasted the foul, slimy thing as it spit something inside of him.

      Then he dreamed.

      Oh, how he dreamed.
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      ‘Out of isolation already?’ Seymour asked, his lip curled into a cruel smile. ‘Thought they would have kept you in there all week.’

      Adrian took a seat, ignoring Seymour completely. Regardless of what had happened yesterday, and what he had suffered, he still couldn’t say he regretted attacking the obnoxious man.

      He had considered staying in his room all morning, just so that Seymour would not see the bruises and wounds now displayed on his face, but his hunger was just too great.

      ‘Give you a beating, did they?’ Seymour went on, pressing the issue and looking for a rise. Adrian did not give him the satisfaction. Instead, he turned to Jack and greeted the giant with a friendly smile. Jack smiled back and patted Adrian on the shoulder with a large paw.

      ‘How are you today, Jack?’ Adrian asked. He didn’t expect a verbal answer, but Jack instead gave him a thumbs up. Adrian looked to the others in the group, Sean and Trevor. Poor Trevor looked as beaten as Adrian was, with a large lump on his forehead and dark, purple bruises to the left side of his face.

      ‘They let you out, too?’ Adrian asked. Trevor nodded, seemingly his usual self at the moment.

      ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘This morning.’

      ‘Seems like you had a rough night.’

      Again, Trevor nodded. ‘I guess.’

      ‘Makes two of us.’

      ‘Well,’ Seymour cut in, ‘can’t say you both didn’t deserve it.’

      ‘Not today, Seymour,’ Adrian said. ‘Just drop it.’

      Seymour just laughed. ‘Don’t tell me what to do, boy.’ He was still trying to exert his authority over Adrian, who gritted his teeth together but kept himself in check.

      ‘Anyone hear that last night?’ Sean asked, thankfully changing the subject, though not to one Adrian necessarily wanted to discuss.

      ‘Hear what?’ Trevor asked, seemingly not aware of the disturbance.

      ‘Same as the night before,’ Seymour said. ‘More trouble. Think someone else got free.’

      ‘It wasn’t someone getting free,’ Adrian said, then stopped himself.

      ‘What would you know?’ Seymour asked, challenging him. Adrian still didn’t want to divulge anything, fearing he would just upset Jack and Trevor. Seymour and Sean he was less concerned about.

      ‘Whatever it was,’ Sean said, ‘something’s going on. It isn’t safe here anymore.’

      ‘When was it ever safe?’ Seymour asked. ‘In here there is no such thing as safe.’

      ‘Well, there’s nothing we can do about it,’ Adrian said, looking past the group he sat with, impatiently waiting for breakfast to arrive. It would be more slop, but right now that sounded downright appealing.

      ‘Speak for yourself,’ Seymour said. ‘You may be happy enough staying here like a good little puppet for your masters, but I’m not.’

      ‘This again,’ Adrian said, shaking his head.

      ‘Yes, this again,’ Seymour answered. ‘And you might want to listen, boy. If you had any sense about you, you’d be begging me to come along when I get out.’

      ‘Have a plan of action, do you?’

      ‘Not yet,’ Seymour conceded. ‘But that doesn’t mean I won’t make it happen. I’ll get out of this prison, I promise you that.’

      ‘Of course you will,’ Adrian said, then got to his feet.

      ‘Where are you going?’

      Adrian nodded to the food that was now being wheeled into the room in large, silver vats. ‘Breakfast,’ he replied, tired of listening to the fat man. ‘Anyone else coming?’

      Jack smiled and got up with him. Seymour remained seated, and Sean seemed in two minds, clearly wanting food, but looking to Seymour for approval.

      ‘What about you, Trevor?’ Adrian asked. ‘I’m guessing you’re as hungry as I am.’

      Trevor did not answer.

      Someone else did.

      ‘Oh, I’m hungry all right,’ an effeminate voice said.

      Trevor then turned and flashed Adrian a sinister smile.

      Shit.

      It appeared Mother was back.
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      ‘Thomas, help us!’

      The flames in the room were absolute and the heat unbearable.

      Thomas Reid stood in the doorway to the bedroom while the fire spread through the house—but this room was worst of all.

      It was an inferno.

      And inside were his wife and his young son.

      The blonde boy hugged his mother tightly, tears streaking his blackened face. The smoke was suffocating, and Reid struggled not to vomit as he coughed and heaved.

      The flames crept closer to his family.

      ‘Please,’ his wife begged.

      He knew he should be helping them. As the husband, wasn’t it his job to burst in there, face down any danger, and carry them to safety?

      But the fire and heat grew stronger.

      And Thomas Reid stepped away.

      He fled from the house, listening to the screams of terror from his wife and child.

      He made it safely from the house as they were burnt alive.

      In an instant, time seemed to have passed, hours gone by, and he was standing close to the scorched, blackened shell that used to be his home. The authorities, having successfully put out the fire, were wading through the fragile structure. Grief and shame overcame Reid. He broke away from the officer he was speaking with and bolted into the house and up to the bedroom.

      There, he saw what was left of his family. Woman and child, black and charred, fused together from the ungodly heat.

      He fell to his knees and screamed.

      And when he looked up, Thomas Reid was not in his house anymore. He was somewhere else.

      A terrible hellscape that defied belief.

      And a voice came to him, from a raging, bubbling sea.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Good morning.’

      Reid opened his eyes. His heart was racing, his breathing quick, and he could feel perspiration line his body. He saw a familiar, smiling face looking down at him.

      Templeton.

      Reid scanned the room he was in, one that was alien to him at first, but his mind soon started to catch up and calm his panicking body.

      He was in his sleeping quarters. A small room, like the others in this wing, containing just enough space for a single bed, a writing desk, and two wardrobes. There was a window above his head that let in daylight, and the entire room was decorated in light colours—from the white plaster on the walls, to the cream carpet, and even the white bedsheets.

      Reid let himself take a deep, soothing breath.

      The springs beneath the mattress squeaked as Director Templeton shifted his weight from the seated position he had taken on the foot of the bed.

      ‘How are we feeling?’ he asked in a kind, gentle manner.

      ‘Fine,’ Reid said, still confused. He sat up and rubbed his eyes. ‘What are you doing here?’ he asked, then he remembered what had happened the previous night.

      Tom Cunningham’s mutation. The ward-from-hell beneath the asylum. The creatures that lurked down there in the shadows.

      And the room beyond that housed Robert Wilson.

      Reid gagged as he remembered that sickening tongue worming its way into his mouth and throat.

      ‘You,’ Reid snapped and jabbed a finger at Templeton. ‘You let that thing at me. Forced me to it. What the hell did it do to me?’

      Reid pushed himself up to a sitting position, fists clenched. Templeton just chuckled. ‘Please stay calm, Dr. Reid,’ he said. ‘There is no need for anger or overreaction.’

      ‘Overreaction? I ingested the same filth that mutated the patient last night.’

      ‘And you will be fine for it,’ Templeton said. ‘I promise you that.’

      ‘You call turning into one of those abominations fine?’

      ‘You will not turn, as you didn’t take enough.’

      ‘Then why do it? Is this just the start? Do you plan on keeping me prisoner here and turning me gradually, like you did with those patients? Is that what you did to my predecessor?’

      ‘What happens to you will be your decision, Dr. Reid. Now, indulge me. Did you dream?’

      ‘What difference does that make?’

      ‘Please, just answer me.’

      ‘Yes,’ Reid snapped. ‘I dreamt. What of it?’

      ‘Of something from your past, am I correct? A painful memory or regret. And then you saw a place, didn’t you? Somewhere not of this world?’

      Templeton was indeed correct, of course, but even so, Reid had heard this before—from the patient Adrian James. He guessed Templeton had heard it countless times from other patients on this so-called treatment as well. ‘That’s right. I sense that is a common occurrence after taking that… fluid.’

      ‘Indeed. Amazing, is it not?’

      ‘Not really,’ Reid answered. ‘A hallucinogenic property?’

      ‘Oh no, that was no hallucination.’

      ‘You should try for yourself and see.’

      ‘I have,’ Templeton said, still smiling.

      Reid paused. ‘You have?’

      ‘Of course. And the experience was exhilarating. I know I called it a dream, but since you have experienced it you can appreciate that it is so much more.’

      ‘And what would you call it?’ Reid asked.

      ‘A vision,’ Templeton replied. ‘The place that you saw really exists. Our world, our reality, is not the only one—far from it. What is inside of you now, swimming through your veins, is the blood of a Great Being.’

      ‘A god?’

      ‘Yes, but not as we understand the term. You see, with its blood in our veins, even a small amount, we are imparted with some of its wisdom. However, it seems the more we administer, the less we can take it. And, well, you have seen what happens when it goes too far. But I am certain that we can somehow overcome this temporary barrier and learn more secrets from the Ancient Ones. You see, I have discovered that when we die, we do not simply rot in the ground. The soul is a very real thing, though maybe not as we had envisioned it. And if that is true, it is perfectly possible that the dead actually exist out there in the ether somewhere.’

      ‘Nonsense,’ Reid said, letting his anger show. From gods to spirits and now to the afterlife—what rubbish would the director throw at him next?

      Templeton laughed. ‘Even after all you have seen, you still don’t believe?’

      ‘I believe there is something strange going on here, and this substance is somehow responsible for patients mutating in ways I never thought possible, but I do not believe that some great being in the sky is responsible.’

      Templeton stood to his feet and shook his head. ‘Well, I hope you come around soon, Dr. Reid. For your sake.’

      ‘Is that a threat?’

      ‘A warning. At least consider that what I’m saying could be true. Also, consider the possibilities of what could come from that, and what kind of rewards would be presented to you, being at the forefront of this discovery.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Well, I know about your family. And as I say, I firmly believe that there is a chance you could one day meet with them again. Is the possibility of that truth not worth having an open mind?’

      Reid looked away and shook his head. Fairytales and magic stories—he was growing tired of it all. Moreover, if that were true, he did not think he could ever face his wife or son again. ‘I’ll not hear it,’ Reid said.

      ‘Then hear this,’ Templeton went on. ‘What we discover here will one day soon be made known to the world. Our beliefs will be the one true way, because no one will be able to refute it. And then, imagine where we will be. Those of us that want to could become rulers of this reality. And if you were among our ranks, there would be a seat at the table for you. Imagine that—all the renown and respect you’ve ever wanted would be yours. No one would ever look at you as a failure again. Does that not sound appealing?’

      Reid clenched his teeth, but did not reply, because, as much as it shamed him to admit it, the notion was indeed appealing.

      Fairytales and magic stories or not.

      Perhaps the substance in his veins was making him more susceptible to this nonsense, or maybe it was his own hubris, but a small part of him found the director’s suggestions tempting.

      ‘Is that what you are hoping to get out of all of this, Isaac?’ Reid asked. ‘Power and fame? Is that worth all the death and misery you have caused?’

      ‘Power and fame are not my goals,’ Templeton said as he got to his feet. ‘I look to something beyond that. But consider what I’ve said, Dr. Reid. I think you would be a great addition to our Church, but only the devout can be accepted. However, you now have a special link with the Great Being, so the next time I take you down there, I am hoping your experience will be a little more… enlightening.’

      ‘I have to go and see that thing again?’

      ‘Yes. Tonight.’

      ‘And do I get a say in this?’

      Templeton shook his head. ‘Unfortunately not. Feel free to take the day off today. Finish my diary if you like. You can wander the upper level of the asylum, as always, but you understand that you cannot leave.’

      ‘So either I join your religion or I die here? Not exactly a good way to turn me into a true believer, is it?’

      Templeton shrugged. ‘On the contrary, fearing for one's life is often the best way to keep people in line. At least until their minds can finally accept the truth.’

      Templeton turned and walked over to the door. ‘You’re insane, you know that?’ Reid told him.

      ‘Insanity is just perspective, Dr. Reid,’ the director replied. ‘You will see things my way soon enough. Good day.’

      And with that, the director left the room.

      Reid lay back down in his bed, unable to believe what had happened to him these last few days. His head spun at the madness of it all, and now he was left with two choices: stick to his beliefs and die here, or join a delusional cult and pledge his life to them.

      Neither option sounded appealing.

      Unless what the director is saying is true?
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      Adrian, like the others, pushed his chair back away from Trevor. If Mother was here, then that meant trouble was not far behind. Adrian looked over to an orderly in the hopes of catching his attention.

      ‘Seeing you quite a lot lately, boys,’ Trevor said, and Adrian realised that was true. Mother making an appearance two days in a row was unheard of, at least to him. No one answered Trevor, but thankfully one of the orderlies happened to look over, and Adrian, in turn, gave the man a wide-eyed, pleading look, hoping it would be enough to get noticed.

      ‘I’m feeling a little achy,’ Trevor went on. ‘Something happen to me while I was asleep? One of you boys get a little rough with me?’

      Adrian did not want to get caught up in whatever chaos Mother brought with her—not again—so he pushed himself further away. The orderly seemed to take an interest in what was going on and started to walk over. Adrian hoped that he could summon help and be able to restrain Trevor without needing to hurt him, and that the whole thing could be handled with without any violence or injury.

      Of course, that was asking too much.

      ‘Something going on here?’ the orderly asked.

      Trevor turned to him and smiled. ‘Oh, you’ll do. Come over here and play with me, boy.’

      ‘Sit down,’ the orderly snapped. Adrian shook his head. Hadn’t the fool witnessed what had happened the day before? Threats just wouldn’t work.

      And they didn’t.

      Trevor screamed like a demon and launched himself at the orderly, again kicking and biting in an effort to cause as much damage as possible. They both tumbled to the floor, and Adrian noticed the orderly’s ring of keys spill from his belt as the pair fell. An impulse quickly gripped him—to dash over and grab the keys, hoping he would not be seen. He could potentially use them to escape and get free of this place. But almost as soon as the notion came to him, he quashed it.

      There was too much risk.

      And, regardless of everything he had witnessed recently, he still didn’t think he deserved his freedom.

      Other orderlies ran over to break up the scuffle, and this time Adrian removed himself from the situation as they piled in with their fists and feet, punching and kicking at Trevor, who was hauled from his prey. A ring was formed around the two as the man Trevor had attacked seemed dazed and confused, but—other than some cuts and scratches—not as badly hurt as his last victim.

      ‘Everyone back!’ one of the orderlies yelled, and everyone in the room dutifully complied, with no repeat of the brawl that had erupted yesterday. Trevor was dragged, kicking, screaming and cursing from the room without further incident.

      ‘Bunch of cunts,’ he screeched as he was taken from the room. ‘Not a strong dick between the lot of you.’ His voice faded out as he was pulled farther down the corridor outside.

      ‘Don’t any get any ideas,’ an orderly barked. ‘Keep calm and get back to what you were doing. Anyone tries anything, you’ll follow that madman into isolation. Understand?’

      A silence followed and Adrian saw one of the orderlies push Seymour out of the way, retrieving the ring of keys that had been discarded on the floor. After that, it didn’t take long for everyone to disperse, and Adrian and his group re-took their seating positions.

      He breathed a sigh of relief. That could have been much worse.

      ‘That fucker is a liability,’ Seymour said, ‘but he does have his uses.’

      ‘Uses?’ Sean asked.

      ‘A good distraction,’ Seymour replied with a big, self-satisfied grin.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Remember what I said before, about finding a way to get out of here? Well, I think I have a plan.’

      ‘What?’ Adrian asked.

      Seymour leaned in close to them and held up his hand. There, in his chubby palm, sat an iron key.

      ‘How did you get that?’ Sean asked, but Adrian had already pieced it together.

      ‘Swiped it from the ring the guard dropped,’ he said.

      ‘If someone finds out you took that—’ Adrian started, but was cut off.

      ‘But they won’t find out, will they?’ Seymour snapped. ‘Now, guess what this will unlock?’

      Adrian knew exactly what it would open, as it looked like the same ones the orderlies used to lock them in their rooms every night.

      ‘But then what?’ Adrian questioned. ‘So you get free of your room? Where do you go then? You won’t get far.’

      ‘I’ll get far enough,’ Seymour said. ‘Because I’m willing to do whatever it takes. We all have a chance here.’

      ‘We?’

      ‘Are you telling me you just want to stay here when you actually have a chance to escape?’ Seymour turned to Sean. ‘What about you, worm-boy? Fancy getting free of this place and getting some more of that opium you crave so much?’

      Sean didn’t seem to consider the proposal for very long before he nodded.

      ‘I do,’ he said.

      ‘And you, big fella?’ Seymour asked, looking over at Jack, but the large man quickly shook his head and brought his arms up to hug himself protectively.

      ‘Come on,’ Seymour pressed, ‘stand up for yourself. Come with us and have a chance at a half-normal life. I’m sure there is a girl as big and dumb as you out there that can make a man out of you.’

      ‘Leave him alone,’ Adrian said. ‘He isn’t going anywhere.’

      ‘Keeping him here to die with you, then?’

      Adrian didn’t get a chance to reply because an orderly yelled out to them all.

      ‘Everyone make your way over and get your food, and be quick about it.’

      People started to rise obediently, and the hunger Adrian had briefly forgotten about during the fight quickly returned.

      ‘Well?’ Seymour pressed with an urgent whisper. ‘What about it? You were handy enough with me yesterday. Figure you might be of some use.’

      ‘I don’t want anything to do with it,’ Adrian said, getting to his feet.

      ‘Stop being so fucking placid,’ Seymour spat. ‘Whatever self-loathing you need to do, do it outside of this prison. Show some backbone.’

      ‘Just drop it,’ Adrian said.

      ‘No,’ Seymour replied. ‘Now think hard about this, boy. Tonight, Sean and I are getting out of here. Are you coming with us?’

      Adrian didn’t know how to answer that. He didn’t know if he deserved freedom, but he also didn’t fully trust what was going on in this asylum. ‘I’m… I’m not sure.’

      ‘Well hurry up and make up your mind,’ Seymour hissed. ‘When we’re out, we’ll come to your room. But you’ll only have one chance, so choose wisely. I won’t hang around.’

      Adrian spent the rest of the day in the Communal Area, debating the choice in his head. Every so often Seymour would push him on the subject, but Adrian ducked the questions because he genuinely didn’t know how to answer them.

      Could he really allow himself to believe that he deserved redemption and a second chance outside of the asylum?

      Eventually, night fell, and the patients were all ordered back to their rooms and locked in.

      Adrian sat on his bed and continued his internal struggle. In a few hours, he might have the chance to escape this place. He knew the odds were against Seymour and Sean, and the consequences of their actions would be harsh. But what if they made it?

      Adrian couldn’t decide if it was a risk worth taking, or if he even wanted his freedom.

      The hours rolled on, and Adrian lay on his bed… waiting.
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      Reid’s day had been a slow one, without direction or purpose. The idea of going to work seemed futile considering the position he was now in—any strides he made would be pointless if he wasn’t around to collect the plaudits from the medical community at large.

      Instead, he spent the day in his office, sometimes paging through Templeton’s diary—which outlined more of what he now knew about Arlington Asylum and its workings—but mostly daydreaming and staring at the blank walls, weighing up his options.

      Surely there was only one answer to give to Templeton. To agree to the offer and live.

      But that would mean accepting that he was a prisoner here for the time being, until an opportunity presented itself to escape.

      He also considered the substance that was now flowing through his veins—the black liquid that had excreted from the tongue of Robert Wilson. While he didn’t feel ill, exactly—he actually felt healthier and more alert than he had for a long time—Reid did wonder if the substance was poisonous, and if even a small amount would lead to a slow, prolonged death. Still, if Templeton was telling the truth, then the director had the same substance in his blood as well, and he seemed to be suffering no ill effects.

      Other than his mental state, perhaps.

      As much as Reid was certain that the beliefs Templeton and his followers clung to were fallacies, he still couldn’t explain the things he had seen here, which was maddening to him.

      And that was how he spent his day—driving himself crazy and mentally going round and round in circles, waiting for Templeton to show as he promised he would.

      Eventually, when night fell, Templeton arrived at Reid’s office and entered without knocking.

      ‘Have you left this room at all today, Dr. Reid?’

      Reid shook his head. ‘Not really.’

      ‘Well, let us remedy that,’ Templeton said, clapping his hands together. ‘It is time.’

      ‘To see your old friend again?’

      ‘That’s right. And I promise it will be a little more enlightening for you this time.’

      Reid chuckled. ‘And by that, do you mean I will be violated again?’

      Templeton shook his head. ‘That won’t happen. Now, if you will, we should go.’

      ‘You come alone?’ Reid asked. ‘Thought you would have brought your bodyguard.’

      ‘Mr. Jones is out in the hallway, along with some other believers who have requested the privilege to go down to the basement.’

      ‘Privilege? Wow, you people really have your perceptions messed up.’

      ‘If you don’t mind,’ Templeton said, tapping his foot, ‘there is nothing more to talk about. Now please, let’s go. Otherwise I will have to call in Mr. Jones.’

      Reid sighed, but got to his feet. He hated that he was being bullied into this, though he knew he had no choice. Jones was perfectly capable of incapacitating him and carrying him down there if Templeton wished it.

      Reid figured he may as well walk under his own volition and prolong an illusion of choice for as long as he could.

      ‘Fine,’ he said, ‘let’s go.’

      ‘Excellent,’ Templeton said and, as Reid passed, took hold of his arm. Reid turned to face him as Templeton spoke, making strong eye contact. ‘Keep an open mind tonight,’ he said, ‘because what you will experience will determine your future.’

      It was a clear threat.

      Reid shrugged Templeton off and stepped out into the hallway, in no way ready for what was to come.
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      Adrian wasn’t sure of the exact hour that Seymour showed up at his door, only that it was the dead of night.

      And Adrian had made up his mind.

      His hatch dropped open, slowly, as to not make too much noise.

      ‘Adrian,’ the voice of Seymour whispered through the void.

      ‘I’m not going,’ Adrian told him, hoping it would be enough to drive Seymour away. He didn’t want an orderly to wander by and associate Adrian with the escape attempt.

      ‘Why?’ Seymour asked, incredulous.

      ‘Because it won’t work.’

      ‘Idiot,’ Seymour seethed in an angry whisper. ‘Fine, stay here and rot. No more than you deserve.’

      The hatch slowly closed with a squeak, and Adrian let himself breathe a sigh of relief.

      Though that turned out to be premature.

      ‘Hey,’ a voice called. It wasn’t Seymour, however, but someone farther away. Adrian heard Seymour frantically whisper to someone else—Sean, he assumed—before he heard his door unlock. Seymour and Sean came hurrying into the room, shutting the door behind them.

      ‘Shit,’ Seymour whispered, looking panicked.

      No, no, no.

      This couldn’t be happening. Adrian would inevitably get drawn into this and apportioned some of the blame.

      ‘Get out,’ he said through gritted teeth.

      ‘Shut up,’ Seymour snapped back. They could all hear quick footsteps approach from farther down the hallway. ‘Shit,’ Seymour said. There was no way to lock the door from the inside and, therefore, no way to stop whoever was approaching from gaining access.

      Adrian felt anxiety begin to rise, and his palms began to sweat.

      Okay, he thought to himself, no need to panic. Just explain what happened. Get them to believe that you aren’t part of this.

      The door swung open, and a large, overweight orderly stood on the other side, cosh in hand, ready to attack.

      ‘How the hell did you get out?’ he said and stepped inside. Even though there were three of them, he showed no fear of being outnumbered. But then, why would he? Patients were beaten and ground down into submission here. And neither Sean nor Seymour seemed like they had it in them to overpower the orderly. They looked terrified.

      ‘Please,’ Adrian said, ‘I have nothing to do with this.’

      ‘Shut up,’ the orderly said. ‘You’re all in trouble. Gonna get taken off to a more secure ward, I reckon. The director has things in place to deal with people like you. And believe me, you’ll be sorry when you see the… therapies… he’ll put you through.’

      The orderly sneered as he spoke, relishing the fear he was instilling in them. He walked over, and Seymour and Sean pressed themselves onto the bed, next to Adrian.

      ‘I didn’t have anything to do with it,’ Adrian repeated.

      The only response he got this time was a club from the cosh across the side of his head. The blow hit him so hard it knocked him from the bed to the ground below, and his vision spun.

      He heard the sound of a scuffle above, but was too disoriented to know exactly what was happening. He managed to push himself up to his knees, hoping things would soon come back into focus. Another blow hit him, this one to the back of the head, and again he went down. Then another—a kick this time—then punches rained down as the orderly beat him mercilessly. Adrian tried to croak out an explanation, and an apology, in an attempt to make this stop, but nothing would work.

      A familiar feeling of helplessness washed over him as the ferocious attack continued. It was as if he were young again, back home, at the hands of his father.

      But he had stood up to his father. And upon realising that, another familiar feeling emerged.

      Rage.

      Anger at the injustice of it all. It bubbled and boiled, coursing through him until it claimed him completely.

      ‘No!’ he screamed, loud enough to momentarily shock the orderly. Adrian then used this brief pause in the attack to jump to his feet and, with a roar, wrap his hands around the orderly’s throat. The two wrestled and fell to the floor, with Adrian able to position himself on top of the bigger man. He kept his hold on the orderly’s neck and squeezed as hard as he could.

      The man fought back and struck Adrian, punching him in the head, but Adrian was overcome with blind fury and barely registered the blows. He tightened his grip, and the guard began to gag.

      ‘Let… me… go,’ the man wheezed with tears starting to form in his eyes. It started as an order, but Adrian didn’t let up. ‘Please,’ the man added, now begging with Adrian to stop. It felt good to hear the man’s pleas, so Adrian didn’t let up; instead, he pushed the tips of his thumbs down onto the man’s Adam’s apple. The orderly gagged and coughed as Adrian continued to press down as hard as he could.

      The cartilage beneath the tips of his thumbs resisted for a moment before he felt a crunch, but still he did not let up, pushing with even more force. The skin gave way, and his thumbs pierced through while the orderly made a horrible, gargling sound. Blood pooled, then ran freely from the wound that opened in his throat. The orderly made a weak attempt to fight back, but it was futile, and Adrian indulged himself further, digging his fingers into the hole he had created.

      Then he ripped.

      The orderly’s throat pulled open, forming a gaping red gash as the man’s wet gargles continued to sound. The stringy insides of the gullet were exposed and blood gushed freely. The orderly kicked and fought as his life slipped away.

      Adrian continued to rip the ruined throat apart until the guard stopped moving completely and his eyes became glassy and blank.

      It took a while, but slowly Adrian’s rapid breathing eased, and he once again started to regain his composure. He pulled his hands from the open wound and lifted them before his eyes. The sight of the murderous weapons—dripping with blood and chunks of claret—brought him fully back to his senses.

      ‘What did you do?’

      It was Sean. Adrian turned to see both him and Seymour standing in the corner of the room, huddled together, having witnessed his barbaric act.

      And it was a good question—just what the hell had he done? There was no way he could go back to how things had been after this.

      He was in trouble. Serious, serious trouble.

      He began to panic.

      ‘I didn’t mean to,’ Adrian said. ‘I just… I just…’

      ‘You just made up your mind,’ Seymour said, with a hint of a smile breaking through his obvious shock. ‘And now, we need to move.’
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      ‘We need to go,’ Seymour repeated as he bent down to the dead orderly and relieved him of his set of keys. The one he had stolen earlier was on its own, whereas this appeared to be a full set, all attached to a black metal loop. One in particular stood out as being longer and chunkier than the others.

      He got back to his feet and saw that Adrian looked like he was teetering on the edge, ready to lose it, but Seymour didn’t want that to happen. He needed Adrian with him, as the man had proven he could be an asset—the body of the orderly with the yawning throat confirmed that—but Seymour also knew that the more people he had with him, the more potential there was for others to take the fall should something go wrong.

      And considering what Adrian had done to one of the guards already, it wouldn’t take much to divert all blame his way.

      Seymour also knew he couldn’t give Adrian—who was now just staring at his bloodied hands—the chance to dwell on what he had done, so grabbed the younger man by the arm. ‘Move,’ he commanded and heaved Adrian up. Thankfully, the confused man complied.

      ‘I… I… I just…’ he stammered, but Seymour didn’t want to listen to it.

      ‘It’s done,’ Seymour said, ‘no going back now.’

      He didn’t wait for an answer, and instead pulled Adrian from the room, ushering Sean out ahead as well. Only when they were in the hallway did he realise it would have been wise to check to make sure no one else was around first. The oversight annoyed him, and he knew he would have to be more careful. This time, they had gotten lucky.

      ‘Sean,’ he hissed, ‘go and check up ahead, make sure no one else is around.’

      ‘Me?’ Sean asked, looking genuinely shocked. Seymour felt a pang of anger bubble in his gut. Sean was a liability, a pathetic soul who drifted along with no drive and no initiative of his own. Seymour didn’t know if it was the drugs that made him this way, turning his mind to mush, or if it was his natural personality, but he didn’t care.

      He wouldn’t let anyone stop him from getting out of here.

      He kicked Sean in the back and sent the thin man sprawling to the floor. ‘Just fucking go,’ he said, pointing up ahead into the darkness of the corridor.

      At first, Sean looked like he was going to protest, but he soon saw sense and scuttled ahead, as light-footed as he could.

      ‘Useless,’ Seymour said under his breath. He then tried to focus on what the next move would be. While this was not a well-thought-out escape attempt by any stretch of the imagination—the opportunity itself having come about by pure chance—he still knew that some form of plan would be needed.

      The first step was easy—they had to head forward to the ward entrance in the Main Hall, which was in the opposite direction from the Communal Area. Sean was up ahead already, and peeked around the corner before turning back and giving a thumbs up.

      All was clear.

      Seymour set off, pulling Adrian behind him. Seymour hoped one of the keys they were now in possession of would unlock the door from Ward B and bring them out into the central area of the facility.

      Seymour had no idea how many orderlies or other staff would be present at this time of night, so they would need to tread carefully and, if at all possible, stick to the shadows.

      He caught up to Sean and looked around the corner as well, seeing a thick metal door at the end of the corridor. This was the exit from the ward.

      There were no vision panels or viewing hatches, so they would have no idea if someone was on the other side until they opened it.

      If they could open it.

      As he set off towards the door, Seymour noticed his heart-rate rise; the nerves and adrenaline that were already present after watching Adrian work now ramped up further. He clenched his fists and felt sweat on his palms and prayed the way ahead was clear.

      They reached the door, and Seymour pressed his ear to the cold metal, hoping to pick up any sounds from the other side. There were none, which meant that no one was present, or the door was blocking out any noise. If it were the latter, then it would be a problem.

      ‘Now what?’ Sean whispered, already out of breath.

      Seymour brought out the set of keys and knelt down in front of the lock. The first key that drew his attention was the longest one, but this didn’t fit, so he moved on to the next.

      ‘This is taking too long,’ Sean said. Seymour reached up and grabbed a handful of the man’s scraggly, greasy hair.

      ‘I’m going as fast as I can,’ he said through gritted teeth. ‘So just shut up and keep a lookout. Understand?’

      Sean nodded, and Seymour released him. He didn’t want to—he wanted to beat him, to kick him up and down the hallway, and the urge to hurt this man who dared question him was difficult to control—but he couldn’t give in to it. Not just yet.

      So he turned again to the job at hand and worked his way through the keys.

      ‘I’m going back,’ Adrian said. Seymour looked up at him, wide-eyed.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘I can’t do this. I need to go back.’

      Seymour got to his feet. ‘For God’s sake,’ he said, ‘you need to stop this and open your eyes. Look at the position you are in. Look at your hands, for God’s sake. They’re covered in blood. If you go back, then you take the punishment for what you’ve done. With us, at least you have a chance to get out of here. And why on earth would you want to stay in this hell-hole? Don’t you have any respect for yourself? What they do to us here isn’t right. They don’t want to help, you know that. And you also know that nobody ever leaves here. Not alive, anyway. So make up your mind, because I’m not going to keep having this argument. Do you want to stay here and die, or take a chance at having a life?’

      ‘I don’t deserve to get out of here,’ Adrian said, his voice quiet. More rage bubbled inside of Seymour, and he struggled to keep it under control. It had only been a few minutes ago that Adrian himself had unleashed such rage—which impressed Seymour—but now he was acting more like Sean, more like a husk of a real person.

      Submissive and pathetic.

      ‘No one deserves to be stuck here, Adrian,’ Seymour said, going against his instincts and trying a more friendly approach. ‘I don’t care what you’ve done. So stop wallowing and pull yourself together. Sean and I need your help, because we sure as hell don’t deserve to be trapped in here.’

      Seymour then turned away from Adrian and again bent down, working on the lock, trying key after key. Thankfully, Adrian didn’t go anywhere and just loomed over him, looking lost, but still present. That would do for now.

      Eventually, a key fit, sliding smoothly into place and taking hold. Seymour held his breath, slowly turned it, and was rewarded with an audible click.

      The three of them looked at each other, knowing the time was at hand.

      ‘Well,’ Seymour said. ‘All or nothing now. Are we all in this together?’

      The truth was that he certainly wasn’t in this with them, and would gladly throw them to the wolves if needed, but he wanted them to think that he could be trusted.

      ‘I’m in,’ Sean said.

      ‘Good,’ Seymour answered as he got to his feet. He looked to Adrian. ‘And you?’

      There was a frustrating pause, and Seymour half-expected him to go crawling back to his room and wait for his master’s punishment, like a disobedient dog. But the answer surprised him.

      ‘Okay,’ Adrian said. ‘Let’s get out of here.’

      ‘Excellent,’ Seymour said.

      The door gave out a slow creak as he pushed it open.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

        

      

    

    
      The door from Ward B led them through a shorter hallway, one lined with wood panelling. On the walls above the panelling were pictures and paintings of men in suits. Adrian only recognised the person in the last photograph, the one nearest a wooden door at the end of the corridor. It was a black and white photo of Director Templeton, who stood poised for the camera.

      But Adrian ignored the pictures and instead focused on escaping, something that would have seemed absurd to him less than an hour ago. And now he didn’t have a choice as he, quite literally, had blood on his hands. The wet, sticky substance was already starting to dry and flake, darkening in colour.

      Fuck.

      How had things spiralled out of control so much?

      Seymour led them to the door, which they quietly opened, looking through to see a large, dark, open space. The Main Hall was cluttered with ill-matching desks and bookcases, and loose papers and books were strewn everywhere, stacked on desktops and crammed into the overflowing shelving.

      Whenever Adrian had been brought through here previously, it had always been during daytime hours. Now, however, in the dead of night, the vacant office seemed eerie.

      They stepped into the space to see other doors, like the one they stood in front of, cut into the walls of the hall, both on the same side and opposite. And to the back of the room, Adrian saw a large, metal elevator door, painted a dull red. It seemed out of place with the decor of the rest of the room, as did the smaller, single door of the same colour farther to its right.

      But it was the other end of the Main Hall where everyone's attention was drawn.

      Towards the exit.

      A double door set with long, full-height, glazed panels. Beyond the glass, like every other possible point of escape in this place, Adrian could make out the familiar sight of those restrictive bars. There would be no breaking through, so they had to hope one of the keys they had would unlock it.

      They quickly ran up to the large entrance door, and Adrian could feel his heart pounding.

      Would escape really be this easy? And where the hell was everyone?

      Granted, the office staff probably wouldn’t work through the night, but the route from their ward—save for the orderly Adrian had killed—was too straightforward.

      Something didn’t seem right with all of this.

      Seymour didn’t wait to be asked, however, and started trying every key he had on the front door, working through systematically.

      Adrian and Sean looked around, nervously. It was quieter here than on their ward, the background sounds of the damned drowned out by the thick metal doors and walls that separated the place from the individual wards.

      ‘No,’ Seymour said, frantically trying to jam the last key into the lock.

      But it was no use.

      ‘What?’ Sean asked, though it was apparent what the problem was.

      ‘None of them fit,’ Seymour said, a hint of panic now creeping into his voice.

      ‘How can that be?’ Sean asked.

      Seymour answered, but not verbally. He dropped the keys and let loose with a punch, catching Sean on the jaw and sending him flailing to the floor.

      ‘Because none of them fit, you cretin!’ he shouted.

      ‘Quiet,’ Adrian snapped, ‘someone will hear us.’

      Seymour suddenly turned on him, grabbing a handful of Adrian’s clothing. ‘Don’t tell me what to do,’ he said through gritted teeth. Thankfully, however, he lowered the volume in his voice a little. Sean slowly got to his feet, nursing his jaw.

      ‘If you keep shouting,’ Adrian said, keeping his own anger in check, ‘then you’ll draw people to us. We’ve been lucky so far.’

      Seymour let go of Adrian, but did not step away. ‘Well, now what? If we don’t have the keys to get out, then we’re in trouble.’

      ‘What do you mean, now what?’ Adrian asked. ‘This whole thing was your idea.’

      ‘Well, we’re out of options. We need to go back.’

      ‘Go back?’ Adrian asked, grabbing Seymour’s arm. ‘We can’t go back. There is a dead guard in my room with his throat ripped open. Did you forget about that?’

      ‘I didn’t forget,’ Seymour said with a sneer. ‘But it’s your problem. I can go back to my cell, and you can take the fall for all of this. Nothing to do with me or Sean. Isn’t that right, Sean?’

      Seymour turned to look at Sean, a self-satisfied grin on his face. Adrian was raging—there was no way he was going to allow Seymour to lay the blame for all of this at his feet, or let the fat man carry on like nothing had happened.

      He would make the bloated fucker pay.

      Visions of tearing open his throat surged through Adrian’s mind, and he clenched his fists, ready to indulge.

      ‘Quick,’ Sean suddenly said, ‘people are coming.’

      Adrian listened, then heard it too. As much as he wanted to hurt Seymour, there wasn’t time right now.

      ‘What do we do?’ Sean asked, his voice trembling.

      ‘Shit,’ Seymour said. ‘We can’t just stay here.’

      ‘But we can’t go back,’ Sean said. ‘They’ll see what he did.’ He pointed to Adrian. ‘And they will know it was us.’

      Adrian knew there was no way out now. By killing that guard, then following Seymour blindly, he had doomed himself.

      He had nothing left but time, and likely only a small amount of it. Still, maybe there was a way to avoid detection for a little while longer.

      That meant picking a door and finding somewhere to hide to regroup. Ideally, a door that would not lead to a heavily populated area.

      ‘There,’ Adrian said, pointing to the other side of the room to a door next to the elevator.

      ‘Why would we go through there?’ Seymour asked, but Adrian didn’t feel the need to answer. Instead, he just snatched the ring of keys from Seymour’s hand and ran over. ‘Hey!’ Adrian heard Seymour yell, but he didn’t stop. He didn’t care if they followed him or stayed where they were—the hell with them.

      If Adrian couldn’t avoid whatever repercussions lay ahead, then he could at least postpone them for as long as possible. As it turned out, he wasn’t going to be alone—he heard Seymour’s and Sean’s rapid footsteps as they followed behind.

      When he reached the door, Adrian noticed further details—the dark red paint had blistered and flaked, revealing rusted metal beneath, and there were also what appeared to be gouges, or deep scratch marks, cut into its surface. Adrian lifted the ring of keys he had taken from Seymour and took hold of the longest one, somehow knowing that it—distinguished from the others—would work.

      The key slid easily into the lock, and when Adrian twisted it, the lock clicked open.

      ‘What’s the point of going through here?’ Seymour asked. ‘It doesn’t help us get out.’

      ‘If we stay here we get caught, simple as that,’ Adrian explained, though he still wanted to strangle Seymour. Adrian then pushed the door open to reveal a stone staircase running down below, twisting back on itself. The walls had small electric lamps on them that burned a dull yellow, but were too weak to give off any meaningful light.

      ‘What’s down there?’ Sean asked.

      ‘Don’t know,’ Adrian said, ‘but you can stay here if you want.’

      ‘I’m not going,’ Seymour said, crossing his arms defiantly. That was actually music to Adrian’s ears, but then they heard something that changed everything—a door in the Main Hall opening, from Ward B, and frantic, approaching voices.

      ‘Get the director. We need to find whoever did this,’ someone yelled.

      Clearly there had been orderlies patrolling the group’s ward, but had been behind them as they made their escape. Now, however, it seemed that they had found Adrian’s handiwork, and they were furious.

      ‘Shit,’ Seymour said.

      Adrian, Seymour, and Sean quickly slipped through the door, and Adrian pulled it closed behind them, locking it as soon as it was shut.

      ‘They’re going to find us,’ Sean said, his voice quivering.

      Adrian turned and looked down the spiral staircase, seeing it twist into darkness. And from that dark, strange moans and cries drifted upwards to meet them. Not the usual shrieks of the patients who resided here, but something entirely different.

      And it came from the only way forward.

      ‘Let’s go,’ Adrian said, and they began their descent.
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      Reid did not want to be back in this room.

      Even being surrounded by Templeton and his selection of privileged orderlies did not make him feel safe here.

      None of them were safe in the presence of that thing.

      Templeton and his group all looked upon this husk of a person in awe, some seeming positively excited to be in attendance.

      First timers, he guessed.

      ‘I cannot believe I am here,’ one of the orderlies said.

      ‘You have done well, Brother Andrew,’ Templeton said, like a teacher praising a young pupil. ‘But remember we are here for a reason. I would like you all to be steadfast and resolute.’

      ‘Understood,’ Brother Andrew replied, straightening up his body—all that was missing was a salute.

      Reid looked back to the body of Robert Wilson on the steel bed and saw that things had changed in here since his last visit. The body had bloated somewhat, but that wasn’t all—those thread-like tendrils that ran from its skin had grown in girth as well as number, no longer resembling fine hairs, and now more like string. Their reach was increasing as well, some even running up the walls to the ceiling above. Whatever mutation was taking place in the room, it was growing stronger, and was clearly far from finished.

      ‘So why are we here?’ Reid asked.

      But it was not Templeton who answered.

      Robert Wilson’s eyelids slowly parted, revealing dark eyes below—orbs that swam in black. His mouth opened, and he spoke with a breathless voice. ‘I… see… your… wife… and… child.’

      Reid looked to Templeton, who raised his eyebrows and smiled.

      The thing that seemed to be speaking through Robert Wilson went on.

      ‘They… still… burn.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ Reid asked Templeton. ‘Is this some kind of trick?’

      ‘It is no trick,’ Templeton said in response. ‘You may want to listen to what is being said.’

      ‘They… still… suffer. Outside… of… your… world. And… in… mine.’

      ‘Lies,’ Reid snapped.

      ‘They… blame… you. You… abandoned… them.’

      ‘Tell it to stop!’ Reid shouted at Templeton. ‘Enough of this nonsense.’

      Templeton just shook his head.

      ‘It… is… time,’ Wilson said, and Reid was unsure as to whom he was referring. ‘I… grow… stronger. More… of… my… blood… must… flow.’

      ‘Increase the administration?’ Templeton asked. ‘We will need to draw more from you.’

      ‘Take… it. Bestow… my… knowledge… unto… others. Increase… my… flock. It… must… be… done… now.’

      ‘It will be,’ Templeton said, and he turned to Jones. ‘Do it.’

      Jones nodded and retrieved a large case from the corner of the room. He placed it on the floor and opened it, revealing an assortment of needles, tubing, clear plastic containers, and plastic drip bags inside.

      ‘What’s happening?’ Reid asked, feeling utterly confused.

      Templeton smiled. ‘It’s time to step things up.’
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      The steep, dark stairwell had taken them down to a subterranean level and brought them out into a long, wide passageway that, to Adrian, had more than a passing resemblance to a dungeon.

      The walls were stone, as was the curved ceiling, but the ground they walked on was dirt. Torches were fixed to the walls, and there were grated doors at regular intervals along both walls all the way to the end of the long passageway.

      Ominous grunts, moans, and some decidedly inhuman sounds could be heard from whatever lay beyond the metal doors.

      ‘It isn’t safe down here,’ Sean said, and Adrian had to agree. While he’d never felt particularly safe in the asylum, the fear in him now spiked, and his thoughts turned back to the abomination he had seen outside of his room a couple of nights ago. Were the things inside these cells down here similar creatures? If so, that meant the group were in real danger.

      ‘I say we go back,’ Seymour said.

      The idea was appealing, but going back meant certain capture, so instead, Adrian studied the thick metal bars on the doors—they looked strong and sturdy, and evidently had been sufficient to hold back whatever was inside. As long as that remained the case, were they really in any immediate danger?

      ‘Go, then,’ Adrian told him.

      ‘And you’re just going to stay down here, are you?’ Seymour asked.

      ‘What else am I supposed to do, Seymour? You made it perfectly clear what my situation is. If I go back, then I get blamed for what happened to that orderly—’

      ‘Well, you did kill him,’ Seymour snapped.

      ‘Only because you brought him to me. I was happy being left alone,’ Adrian said and pushed Seymour, who backpedaled a few steps.

      ‘Stop,’ Sean said meekly. ‘This won’t help.’

      But Seymour—never one to keep his anger in check or to think things through—ignored him and shoved Adrian in return. ‘Don’t you dare lay your hands on me,’ he said. ‘Typical of someone like you, always blaming others for your mess.’

      ‘Typical of someone like you,’ Adrian countered, ‘to always use others for your own benefit.’ He lunged forward, thrusting his palms into Seymour’s chest again, pushing him as hard as he could and this time sending Seymour toppling to the floor. ‘I’m warning you,’ Adrian said, ‘don’t push me any further.’

      Seymour looked enraged and slowly got back up to his feet. Adrian braced himself for an attack. ‘Or what?’ Seymour asked. ‘You’ll tear my throat open too? Like you did to that orderly?’

      ‘I might,’ Adrian said.

      ‘I’d like to see you try.’

      Seymour then ran at Adrian, and the two wrestled with each other, each trying to gain the upper hand. As they fought, they stumbled over to one of the side walls of the corridor. There, Seymour managed to get the upper-hand and forced Adrian back until Adrian was pushed into the cold metal of one of the doors.

      Seymour then wrapped his meaty hands around Adrian’s throat and squeezed. Adrian struggled for breath, and he heard Sean’s feeble pleas for them to stop, but he had no intention of listening. Instead, he gave in to his anger and brought up a hand. He then pushed a thumb into Seymour’s eye, and the larger man screamed out in pain. Using the momentary relief, Adrian grabbed Seymour and spun them both, now pushing him against the grated metal door, face first. He took a handful of the man’s greasy hair, pulled his head back, and then slammed it into the hard metal.

      Seymour cried out again, but this only served to drive Adrian on. Again and again, he slammed Seymour’s face into the unyielding iron of the door.

      And then he stopped, with his breath caught in his throat.

      Something was moving within the cell before them, and through the flickering of a nearby torch, Adrian caught a brief glimpse of it.

      And from Seymour’s whimpering, it seemed he had seen the same thing. ‘Let me go,’ he said, his voice a scared whisper. ‘Please, let me go.’

      Adrian realised that he still had the man’s head pushed hard into the metal door, his face pressed into a space between the bars.

      The thing inside stepped farther forward, and Adrian backed up as it emerged from the shadows. Seymour, now released, quickly backed away the door as well. ‘What the hell is that?’ he asked.

      Not that anyone could give him an answer.

      Something large, with no lower half, stepped forward on two massive arms. The thing looked like a creature born from hell, and its head was covered in small, jelly-like eyes that flicked about in all directions. A thick, guttural sound came from the round mouth that opened within its stomach, parting the dark grey skin.

      ‘It can’t be real,’ Sean said. ‘This can’t be real.’

      Adrian knew that it was. This wasn’t a dream or hallucination—something very wrong, and very unnatural, was going on at this asylum.

      They stepped back from the door, away from the monster inside, but Adrian needed to see more. He crept to another cell and cautiously peeked inside. There, he saw another one of those things, though he was confident the one he was looking at was dead. And, though it was now little more than a burned and charred husk, it looked familiar to Adrian, with its wide, snake-like mouth, twisted features, and tall, spindly body.

      It was the thing he had seen outside of his cell.

      Malcolm.

      ‘What the hell is going on here?’ Sean asked, looking over Adrian’s shoulder.

      ‘I have no idea,’ Adrian said. He then walked to the other cells, getting as close as he dared to look inside. Within some cells there were only smouldering remains, but in most there were demonic things that were very much alive.

      Most retained a semblance of the humans they once were, but whatever transformations they had gone through had changed them into nightmarish beings that defied belief.

      ‘Hello,’ a voice called from one of the cells, catching them off guard. Adrian looked over at the cell close to where the sound had originated. He slowly walked towards it and peered inside.

      To his surprise, he did not see another monster, as expected, but a human. An orderly, to be precise, one he had seen in the facility before, though he looked a lot different now. The man’s face had swollen horribly, and his rubbery-looking skin was uneven and had turned various shades of greys and greens, reminding Adrian of mould. ‘You have to help me,’ the trapped orderly begged in a raspy voice.

      Adrian felt like he had stepped out of reality and into a nightmare.

      ‘We need to get out of here,’ Seymour insisted. ‘Now.’

      Adrian didn’t like Seymour, but after seeing this place, he could not argue with the man. There was nothing they could do for this orderly even if they wanted to. Coming down here suddenly seemed like a bad idea.

      ‘I agree,’ Adrian said, then turned back to face the stairwell they had descended, ready to flee this place, but a voice from behind stopped them.

      ‘Well, well, how did you all get out?’

      Adrian’s heart dropped. He recognised that voice. He slowly turned around to see Director Templeton at the far end of the ward, emerging from a large door. He was accompanied by Dr. Reid, Jones, Duckworth, and three another orderlies.

      ‘Shit,’ Adrian said.

      ‘Shit, indeed,’ Jones agreed. ‘Shit, indeed.’

      ‘Please wait,’ Sean said, holding his hands up in supplication. ‘We’re sorry.’

      But Adrian could see the look in the director’s eyes; there would be no mercy here.

      No forgiveness.

      The group, led by Jones, started to walk over to them.

      ‘I’m afraid it is too late for apologies,’ Director Templeton said. ‘And you, Mr. James,’ he added, pointing to Adrian. ‘I’m especially disappointed in you. I thought we had made real progress.’

      ‘Rubbish,’ Adrian said. ‘Whatever it is you’re doing here, it certainly isn’t helping people.’

      The director shrugged. ‘Believe what you will. I have little time for this.’ He turned to Jones. ‘Handle the situation, will you?’

      Jones nodded, then commanded the rest of his men, ‘Restrain them.’

      ‘Fuck,’ Seymour said from beside Adrian. ‘What have you gotten us into?’

      Adrian ignored the insinuation, focusing instead on the advancing men. He felt his heart begin to race again as his adrenaline spiked.

      Tonight had not turned out as expected. He had gone from being resigned to a continued existence in this miserable place, to an unwilling participant in an escape attempt, and now it appeared he would be fighting for his life.

      And it was a fight he would probably lose.

      Still, he clenched his fists and raised them up.

      ‘We can’t win this,’ Sean said.

      ‘I know,’ Adrian replied.

      Seymour let out a growl of frustration. ‘This can’t be happening,’ he said. ‘I was so close. I refuse to be trapped in here any longer.’

      ‘You don’t have any choice, fat man,’ Jones said.

      Adrian heard Seymour’s breathing deepen. ‘Fuck you,’ he spat back.

      Instinctively Adrian, Seymour, and Sean huddled together as the group of orderlies started to surround them.

      ‘This isn’t going to go well,’ Sean said. Adrian knew he was right, but there was nothing they could do to change that. It was going to happen, regardless.

      Once the group was fully surrounded, Jones gave the order.

      ‘Get them.’

      And the assault began.

      The orderlies rushed in, all armed with their coshes. Adrian swung a punch, connecting with the cheek of the first guard to reach them. It was enough to knock the man back, but Adrian felt pain shoot through his hand. Through his peripheral vision, he saw two orderlies tackle Sean and easily wrestle him to the floor. Unfortunately for Seymour, he had Jones to deal with, and the large orderly beat him down quickly with vicious blows to the head.

      The remaining orderly dove into Adrian and tried to restrain his arms, but Adrian managed to pull them free and gouged at the man's eyes. He then grabbed the orderly by his uniform and, remembering how he’d pinned Seymour up against the door earlier, attempted to do this same again. He pushed the orderly back, managing to overpower him, and slammed the man into one of the gates in the wall.

      His plan was an absurd one, but Adrian was hoping that the thing within would perhaps take care of the orderly he was struggling with. But as crazy as the plan may have been, when the orderly started to scream in pain, Adrian knew it had worked.

      He backed off the guard, who remained stuck in place at the metal door. Looking past the orderly, Adrian saw why.

      A thin, purple stalk had penetrated the man’s torso, and it snaked its way down his form, wrapping around his leg and holding him in place. Adrian took another step back as the orderly continued to cry out in pain, his screams growing higher in pitch as blood oozed from the wound in his gut. Adrian moved to the side, and could now see the creature from which the tentacle originated—a gelatinous thing that clung to the metal door. The spindly vine had emerged from a puckering mouth, but the open maw had stretched in size, and Adrian saw it had clamped around a portion of the man’s back that had protruded through a gap in the bars and was pulling him inside as much as it could.

      The orderly’s screaming drew the brawl behind Adrian to a temporary close as everyone watched the gruesome, macabre scene unfold.

      After another scream, Adrian could make out a powerful sucking sound coming from the creature’s gulping mouth. It took Adrian a moment to realise what was happening, but the situation made a terrible kind of sense as the jelly-like body of the monster began to expand.

      At the same time, the orderly began to wither.

      Blood spluttered from the man’s mouth as he continued to flail.

      He was being pulled inside out, the contents of his body—blood, guts, and organs—now slurping through and pooling in the transparent mass of the feeding entity.

      ‘Andrew!’ one of the guards cried out, shocked to see what was happening to his friend, who continued to squirm in vain. The writhing stalk had a firm hold of the orderly, and the mouth proceeded to pull his innards from his body. It continued to feed even as Andrew’s movements slowed.

      When it had eventually taken its fill, the vine worked its way back through Andrew and back into the mouth, which closed with a slurping sound. There was a large hole in the man's stomach, showing a hollow, red pit behind, and his body sagged and drooped unnaturally. He tried to take a step, somehow still alive, but his knees buckled, and he tumbled to his side, sliding along the wall and falling motionlessly to the floor before an adjacent door.

      Adrian was sickened by what he’d just witnessed—the way that thing had fed was so bestial, so inhuman. Not evil, just instinctual, like the way a spider would feast on a fly—uncaring and impartial. The blob slowly worked its way down the door; its sticky skin, which now gave off a red hue, rolled down the metal bars before it pulled itself along the floor and disappeared into the darkness of its cell.

      So caught up in the vile sight was Adrian that he didn’t hear Jones approach from behind. The first he knew of it was when the orderly had knocked him to the floor with a mighty blow to the side of the head. His vision spun, pin-pricked with white dots.

      Adrian barely had time to roll onto his back before Jones started to kick him viciously, every swing connecting to the head, side and stomach. Adrian begged him to stop, but Jones would not let up.

      ‘I’ll kill you,’ the orderly said, gritting his teeth. ‘I will fucking kill you, you pathetic piece of shit.’

      Adrian had no opportunity to fight back, the attack overwhelming him completely. He felt his consciousness begin to slip away, and the last thing he heard before blacking out entirely was the voice of Director Templeton.

      ‘Be calm, Mr. Jones. He is more useful to us alive.’

      Another kick to the head, and darkness claimed Adrian completely.
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      ‘Adrian, why?’

      The voice rang out all around him, coming from everywhere and nowhere at the same time.

      It was sad, full of hurt.

      And all around him was that nightmarish hellscape.

      Demons as small as bugs, and others taller than the smooth black mountains, roamed across the land.

      Up above, in a sky speckled with stars that moved and pulsed, many swirled together and formed that great eye in the cosmos. An eye that seemed to look down directly at him.

      ‘Why?’ the voice cried out again, sobbing. It seemed to echo from somewhere. He turned. Was it coming from that vast expanse of bubbling black liquid?

      Then he heard a different sound.

      Mocking laughter that boomed loud enough to fill the sky around him.
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      As Adrian came back to consciousness, he immediately sensed movement—a forward momentum—before he opened his eyes. His head hurt, badly, and a throbbing pain jack-hammered around inside his skull, strong enough to make him nauseous. Adrian had no idea as to the extent of his injuries—a concussion, or maybe even a cracked skull.

      He could make out a constant squeaking sound among the loud moans and cries of the damned. He was apparently in some area of the asylum, but the screams here seemed louder and more intense than his own ward.

      Adrian slowly opened his eyes.

      The squeaking sound was coming from the thin wheels of the uncomfortable wheelchair he was restrained to.

      A corridor, different from the one he had grown used to in his own ward, moved by as he was pushed forward. The walls here were a dull grey plaster and the floor a combination of mismatched tiles streaked with filth and even… blood.

      As well as doors, the walls were punctuated by large viewing windows filled with wire-mesh glass. Some rooms here looked much larger than Adrian’s own, but it soon became clear that these were used for more than just accommodation.

      He saw what they were doing to people inside—therapies that seemed more like torture. Multiple examples of mistreatment could be seen through the various windows that did nothing to drown out the agonising screams of pains.

      One man was strapped down to a table, his head facing the window. Instead of a scalp or hair, Adrian could see the exposed brain, the top of the man’s head cut away cleanly. A group of orderlies stood close, taking great interest as one of them pushed needles into the creases of the unprotected matter. The poor man enduring the torture did not kick or scream or fight, he merely stared up to the ceiling, evidently catatonic.

      In the next cell, darker than the last, a screaming patient was strapped to a wooden chair in the centre of the room—only the chair was upside down, secured to a thick pole. It slowly rotated, again and again, with the man begging for it to stop—his face purple from the blood that had rushed to his head. Adrian could only guess at how long he had been left alone like that.

      In another room, a poor man was tied to a chair and had a large, metallic contraption secured to his head. The device held two oversized screws on each side that were being turned and tightened by orderlies who turned the lengths of metal, twisting them in, so that the thick ends exerted pressure to the temples of the patient’s head. He, like so many others, was crying out in desperate pain. Blood ran from his nose as the orderlies continued to increase the pressure, and another stood by, taking notes.

      A larger room contained multiple patients, these all wearing plain uniforms with arms that wrapped around each other, fastened together at the back. The men in here looked painfully thin, almost skeletal, and their eyes were blank, lost, and dejected.

      Absolutely hopeless.

      One man lay motionless in the centre of the room, his eyes a glassy, blank stare. He was clearly dead.

      Adrian quickly realised where he now was—Ward A. He knew nothing good would come of his stay here.

      Adrian was wheeled into a room that was bare, save for a single chair in its centre, one that tilted backwards and had a foot and headrest, so that the user could lie back. A thin metal stand was next to the chair.

      The room stunk of stale sweat and urine.

      Adrian was turned around and now saw the orderly who had been pushing him through the hallway—and he recognised the man immediately. There was a dark purple lump on his cheek from where Adrian had punched him down in the underground ward.

      The orderly touched a finger to the cheek. ‘You’re gonna pay for this, boy.’ Adrian didn’t answer. The orderly then walked from the room and called out to someone unknown. ‘We’re ready.’

      It didn’t take long for more of his colleagues to join him and, with no further fanfare, the group freed Adrian and wrestled him from the wheelchair and into the tilted seat. Adrian tried to fight back, but was struggling against too many people and was quickly overpowered. Thick straps were fastened around his ankles, wrists, throat, and waist, securing him to the chair.

      ‘Now what?’ one of them asked.

      ‘We wait,’ another said. ‘The director will be here soon to guide us in the required treatment.’

      The orderly with the lump on his cheek chuckled and leaned in to Adrian, bringing his face close enough so that Adrian could smell his rancid breath.

      ‘Oh yes,’ he said, ‘you really are going to pay. Believe me, this is not going to be pleasant.’
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      Brother Jonathan Stevens felt a coiling in his gut. Something was changing inside of him.

      He could feel it.

      Ever since that creature had punctured his eye with its tongue and emitted its blood into him, he had been aware of the continuous change. His body felt—and looked—swollen and bloated, with sores developing over his greying, rubbery skin.

      He knew what he would soon become.

      And it terrified him.

      Jonathan believed in the cause, always had, but could now see how unimportant his devotion truly was. The director had ordered him imprisoned down here, and Brother Jones had been all too eager to comply.

      Then Jonathan had been thrown in this cell, like one of those monsters he could now hear around him, and was left alone in this dark, hellish dungeon.

      But now he had an opportunity—for escape and revenge.

      Brother Andrew Ellis, a good friend of his, had been killed by one of the creatures in the cell next to Jonathan’s own. Andrew’s ruined body had fallen directly outside of Jonathan’s door, close enough to reach. And, while a melee had broken out between his brothers and some escaping patients, Jonathan had used the distraction as an opportunity—he had reached his hand through the grated door and retrieved his brother’s keys from his belt before sinking back into the darkness.

      He would no longer be a prisoner down here, to the Church he once gave his life to. He would not be cast aside as something to be locked-up and experimented on.

      He would get his revenge.
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      Dr. Reid and Director Templeton made their way to Ward A, where Adrian James and his fellow would-be escapees had been taken. And, per Templeton’s orders, they would be increasing the administration of the medicine in this ward as well.

      Dr. Reid walked at Templeton’s side, completely silent. The encounter with the entity below weighed on him. Even if he was not wholly devoted to the cause of this Church—which he wasn’t—he was now questioning himself.

      And that was a start, he supposed.

      ‘Penny for your thoughts, dear Doctor?’ Templeton asked.

      Reid was slow in responding. ‘I’m not sure I can make sense of my thoughts.’

      ‘Understandable,’ Templeton said. ‘I know how overwhelming it all is. And believe me, I wish things could have been different. But, as you can appreciate, there is no easy way to reveal this kind of truth to people.’

      ‘Why even reveal it at all?’ Reid asked. ‘Why couldn’t you have just left me in the dark? Why did you have to bring me here in the first place?’

      ‘Because we need someone like you, someone with your expertise.’

      ‘But why? If you believe in what you say you do, then what good is my knowledge to you? Isn’t it primitive and useless to you and these… gods?’

      ‘In all honesty, when we know more, I expect it will be. But so far, our greatest findings have come through study and experimentation. It has always been that way. In fact, it was your predecessor who helped in our breakthroughs here at this facility. But as you can imagine, getting people with the requisite knowledge to join our cause is somewhat difficult. They usually find it hard to accept when we show them.’

      ‘So why me? What made you think I’d be any different?’

      ‘Frankly, desperation,’ Templeton said. ‘You were in a position where you had few options, if any. And that was to our advantage.’

      ‘So you preyed on me.’

      ‘If you want to be that dramatic about it, then yes. But let us not pretend that you are a victim here, Dr. Reid. You were cast out from medicine through your own actions, and I offered you a path to redemption. But now surely you realise that the things you can achieve with us here are orders of magnitude beyond anything you ever expected? Never lose sight of that.’

      ‘And if what you are saying is true, then what do you hope to get from that thing in the basement? If it is as powerful as you say, what use are you to it?’

      ‘It needs our help to continue in what it is trying to do,’ Templeton said.

      ‘And then what? You think you will survive it? You can’t trust that thing.’

      ‘We don’t need to. We just need to learn from it… for now.’

      ‘For now? What happens when you lose control?’

      ‘We won’t. This is a breakthrough the likes of which my organisation has never known: constant communication with one of these Great Beings, carried out through the vessel it inhabits. I am well aware there will be a time when things perhaps go too far, in which case there is a fail-safe.’

      ‘Which is?’

      ‘We burn the vessel. Scorch the link.’

      ‘That will work?’

      ‘It will.’

      ‘But then your connection with this Great Being will be no more.’

      ‘Which is why we need to learn as much as we can in the time we have.’

      ‘By turning patients into monsters?’

      ‘By learning how much the human body, and more importantly the human mind, can withstand. And then we wish to discover how to push beyond that barrier. To ascend.’

      Reid stopped in his tracks. ‘Ascend? You mean to become one of those things?’

      Templeton smiled and drew to a halt as well. ‘Possibly. I wish to gain their power and knowledge. Why restrict ourselves to these mortal coils? I believe that there is a way for us to evolve into one of these beings.’

      ‘You want to be a god?’

      Templeton chuckled. ‘And you don’t? Regardless, I feel we are on the edge of something great. Increasing the distribution of the Great Being’s blood should lead to some interesting results. Time to pick a side, Dr. Reid. You can either stand with those who turned their backs on you, or join us in forging a new future for mankind. But choose quickly; this offer is not indefinite.’

      The two walked on in silence until they reached their destination. Reid could hear the cries of the tortured and tormented in the ward around him. It was this torment, he knew, that the Great Being fed on, and drew strength from, thanks to the spread of its blood. The director felt a tingling in his body.

      He had some of the sacred blood in his own veins, as all the believers here did. Not as much as was administered to the patients, but a sample nonetheless. Enough to give them a glimpse of the truth and power the entity possessed.

      It was clear that Templeton’s orders were being carried out, and the medicine was administered with greater frequency and enthusiasm than ever before. He saw many drips—filled with that black liquid—connected to the patents as they walked down the corridor. The sight made him remember a term he had heard during his studies in school: that blood is life.

      That may be true, but now he knew there was more to it than that, at least concerning the substance that was so coveted in this place.

      The blood was the truth.

      They reached the cell where Adrian James was being kept, and even though the man was restrained to the chair, a group of orderlies stood by to make sure there would be no repeat of his attempted escape.

      ‘Mr. James,’ Templeton said as they entered the room. ‘I want to say that things didn’t have to be this way. I was prepared to take things slowly with you, but you brought this on yourself. I guess I was wrong about you—I think you are very much a man like your father. More animal than human.’

      Adrian glared at him, but did not respond.

      ‘What do we do with him?’ one of the orderlies asked.

      ‘First, what of the others who were with him?’

      ‘They are currently being treated,’ another orderly answered.

      ‘Excellent,’ Templeton said, clapping his hands together. He took a step closer to Adrian. ‘You know, I’m well aware that you did not tell me everything there was to know about you during our sessions. Killing your father was only the start of your misery, and there is more that you haven’t shared—that you are desperate to keep secret. Well, know this, when the blood is in your veins, as it already is, there are no secrets from the Great Ailing One. It already knows everything about you… about what you’ve done. I have a feeling that you are going to face that unpleasant truth very soon, in ways you can’t imagine. It will likely destroy you. I want you to remember that as you lose consciousness, Mr. James. I want it to be the last thing you think of while you leave this world and arrive… somewhere else. All because you dared to cross me.’

      With that, Templeton swung his hand and struck Adrian across the cheek. He then turned to one of his colleagues.

      ‘I think it is high time we make use of the device we recently received, don’t you?’

      One of the orderlies smiled and nodded before running from the room, taking another two with him. Templeton turned back to Adrian. ‘I have not had the chance to use this as yet, you see. Bit of an experimental method where volts of electricity are pumped into your body. The power of the surges can vary, I’m told, depending on the condition one is treating, and I think that yours is most serious. So, let us see just how high the device will go, shall we?’

      The director smiled as fear crossed the face of Adrian James. Soon the orderlies returned, wheeling in a control board filled with switches and dials. From this board, multiple wires ran out, with electrodes at the ends. The orderlies took their time taping these electrodes to the patient’s head, chest, fingers, and even his groin. Reid knew what this would do, and also assisted in the placements of the electrodes after seeing the haphazard way the other orderlies were applying them. This drew a smile from Templeton, and Reid felt a momentary sense of pride.

      Then he admonished himself—was he really trying to please this man?

      ‘No, don’t do this,’ Adrian James pleaded. ‘I’m sorry, I really am.’

      ‘Too late for that,’ Templeton replied and stood at the controls. Each electrode could be activated individually, so he chose the one connected to Adrian’s left temple and turned it up, not all the way, but enough for a good shock. Adrian convulsed, his body jerking up and down, and veins formed on the man's face as he tried, and failed, to push out a scream.

      ‘Oh, I like this toy very much,’ Templeton said, and flashed a smile over to Dr. Reid. ‘Shame I don’t have time to utilise it. There is too much to be getting on with. But I will leave it to my colleague.’ He waved over one of the orderlies to take over. ‘I have work to do,’ he said. ‘And so does everyone else. Get to it.’

      There was a buzz of activity as those not needed left the room, with only two orderlies remaining. Reid and Templeton left as well, as Mr. James screamed in agony—the sounds of pain accompanied by the crackling buzz of electricity.

      Reid looked up to Templeton, who was smiling, as some orderlies gathered around, making Reid feel distinctly threatened and uncomfortable.

      ‘Well then, Dr. Reid,’ Templeton said, ‘what is it to be? Are you with us, or are you against us?’
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      Adrian was in agony.

      Seething, white-hot pain stabbed through his skull and threatened to burst it open.

      He was faintly aware that he had been left in the company of a single orderly now, and that the man was controlling the device that sent waves of agony coursing through Adrian’s body. So absolute was the torture, that it was hard to focus on anything other than the pain.

      Eventually, however, the suffering subsided, and Adrian was allowed the opportunity to scream. He felt drool running down his chin.

      ‘Please,’ he mumbled, but he could tell that his speech wasn’t clear. The orderly laughed—a spiteful, mocking chuckle.

      ‘Sorry, friend,’ the man replied, ‘under strict orders here. Can’t say I’m not enjoying it, though. But I’ll vary things a little bit for you, how does that sound?’

      Adrian didn’t answer.

      Instead, he tried to ready himself for the pain that was coming; but no matter how much he braced, when it came it overwhelmed him completely. And this time the relentless, pulsating shocks did not explode into his skull—instead they centred on his groin, causing excruciating spasms, as if a thousand stinging needles were penetrating his testicles. Adrian bucked and writhed involuntarily before vomiting down himself.

      No pain that he’d ever previously experienced could have prepared him for this.

      And then it increased.

      The orderly sent volts coursing through Adrian’s arms and chest, but did not let up on the pain centred on his groin. Adrian wanted to call out and beg for this to end, to kill him if need be, but to just stop the torture. Yet speech was impossible, as he could barely control a single muscle in his body.

      The orderly then turned down the electric current, but the effects remained with Adrian, and he continued to convulse. His vision slowly came back into focus, and he saw another orderly staring over him, fixing a clear bag of black liquid into the drip stand. Somewhere in his tormented mind, Adrian knew what that was.

      The medicine.

      A large needle was lifted to Adrian’s arm, ready to penetrate his skin to fix the cannula and administer the poison into his bloodstream.

      But the orderly stopped.

      ‘What the hell was that?’ he asked.

      Adrian had heard it too. It was an almighty roar, coming from somewhere outside the room. Then other voices could be heard, panicked shouts and screams, as well as other inhuman noises, reminiscent of what Adrian had heard in the underground ward.

      ‘Go and see what’s happening,’ the orderly at the controls ordered. ‘I’ll stay here with him.’

      The second orderly seemed to hesitate, but did as instructed and walked out to the hallway.

      ‘Don’t think you are getting out of this so easily,’ the remaining orderly said. ‘I’m still under orders.’

      He switched on the electricity, and Adrian’s pain began again, this time throughout his whole body.

      The pressure and pain that built up inside him penetrated to his very core, to his bones, and he was sure he would die.

      To add to his humiliation, Adrian felt his bladder release.

      Thankfully, this round of torture, while the most extreme yet, did not last as long. When he was able to refocus, finally, Adrian saw that the other orderly was back, and he looked terrified. He was speaking to his colleague in frantic tones.

      ‘What do you mean?’ the first man asked.

      ‘I don’t know how else to describe it, but I’m telling you it’s true. We’ve lost control. It’s hell out there.’

      ‘It can’t be.’

      ‘I’m telling you, it is,’ the second orderly insisted. ‘We have to go. If we don’t, we’ll die.’

      The other man seemed to consider the words as the nightmarish noises outside increased in volume. ‘Fine,’ he finally said; then he turned to Adrian. ‘What about him?’

      ‘Forget him,’ the other man said. ‘Leave him here.’

      The first orderly nodded. ‘Let's go,’ he said, and the two of them ran out of the door, leaving it ajar and Adrian alone.

      Adrian took the time he had available to him to try to compose himself. Slowly his spasming body began to calm, and the pain, though still throbbing, started to ease and become somewhat bearable. He could now concentrate fully on the noises outside.

      Something was indeed happening out there. Something serious.

      Screams, cries, and monstrous bellowing sounded out. Some noises closer than others.

      Then he heard panting and approaching footsteps, the slapping of bare skin on the tiled floor coming closer and closer.

      Adrian held his breath. He knew that whoever—or whatever—was approaching would not be friendly, and to make matters worse, he was completely immobile.

      Then he saw the shadow on the floor of the hallway outside, one that approached with uneven movements. The silhouette looked human, but swayed on unsteady legs. Eventually, the form appeared in the open doorway and looked inside.

      Adrian breathed a sigh of relief.

      It was a patient. Not one Adrian knew, but he looked terrible. His skin was grey and covered with welts and lumps.

      ‘Hey!’ Adrian called, alerting the man to his presence.

      ‘What… happened?’ the man replied, but his voice was strained, and he was clearly in pain.

      ‘I don’t know. What’s going on out there?’ Adrian asked him in return, as the man staggered into the room.

      ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘They tortured me and put that… stuff into me. Lots of it. Then… something happened. Everybody ran. And now people are changing. Everything is changing.’

      The lights in the room, and in the corridor beyond, began to flicker.

      ‘Okay, listen,’ Adrian said, ‘I need you to free me. Understand? I need you to get me out of these restraints.’ The patient didn’t seem to be listening, instead lost in a faraway gaze. ‘Hey!’ Adrian yelled, startling the man back into focus. ‘Let me out of here!’

      Eventually, the man gave a slow nod, and he began to undo the straps on Adrian’s arms. When those were free, he started work on Adrian’s legs, but stopped as he began to cough. It was light at first, but quickly rose in intensity until the patient could barely control himself.

      ‘Are you okay?’ Adrian asked, but the man stumbled to the floor, hacking up spit and bile. He began to convulse, and a stream of blood erupted from his mouth, even running from his nose and seeping from his eyes.

      ‘Help… me,’ the man croaked, reaching up from the floor.

      His skin began to change. It twisted and melted, pulling itself into a different form as he started to scream.

      Adrian quickly began to undo the rest of his bonds, all the while keeping his eyes on the transforming patient. The lights continued to flicker, leaving Adrian with flashes of the painful change that the man was now going through.

      His sores grew more substantial and opened at their heads, taking on a more distinctive form: small, puckering mouths. Tiny, needle-like lengths of pink flesh wriggled free from these mouths, and rolled around their edges, licking the skin, before disappearing back inside.

      Tongues.

      The patient’s skin turned a sickly yellow, and his limbs began to stretch out as he continued to scream—elongating as his fingers melted together. Eventually, his arms and legs extended to form long, sharp appendages.

      ‘Help!’ the patient screamed, looking desperately to Adrian as his eyes expanded, pooling wider like the yolk of a cracked egg.

      Adrian knew that he could do nothing for the man, and he had seen enough in that ward-from-hell underground to know that the patient was becoming something else: an ungodly creature that would act in only one way.

      Adrian finally freed himself and jumped down from the chair. His legs were still unsteady, and strength evaded him, nearly causing him to fall into whatever the struggling man was now becoming; but he managed to grab the chair and steady himself. He then moved as quickly as he could and ambled from the room, leaving the screams of his fellow patient behind as the transformation continued.

      Once out in the hallway, Adrian pulled the door shut and secured it with the thick deadbolt that was fixed to its outside face. He allowed himself a moment to lean against the wall and gather what little strength he could.

      Then he looked up and saw how everything had changed. It was no longer the same asylum.

      It was hell.
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      Things had been quiet for a while. The body of his former colleague still lay outside of Jonathan Stevens’ cell, and it didn’t look like anyone was going to be coming down anytime soon to clean it up.

      Which meant that this was as good a time as any.

      He knew had to act before he lost his mind entirely to whatever was taking over his body and soul.

      Jonathan drew out the keys that he had taken and approached the door. He pushed his arm through the space in the iron grating and carefully angled the keys in his hand back on themselves, working to find the lock. It was difficult, but eventually he was successful and he heard the click that signalled his release. He pushed the door and it swung open.

      Jonathan was free.

      But he did not intend to free only himself. He walked to another cell and peered at the creature inside. It looked back with insect eyes, studying him. Curious, but in no way aggressive.

      Perhaps it knew what Jonathan was—or what he would soon become.

      And so, Jonathan walked to the cell and released the unholy abomination. Then another. And another.

      None that walked from their cages attacked him, though a few did turn on each other, and once all the cells doors were open, the dungeon quickly turned into a pit of chaos and violence. Many of the smaller, weaker monsters were torn limb from limb.

      Which would not do at all.

      Jonathan quickly ran to the exit from this level—the smaller, single door next to the elevator. He opened it and turned to look back.

      Many of the creatures were watching him… and following.

      He hoped they would continue to do so as he made his ascent.

      And thankfully, they did.

      He allowed himself a smile as he continued up, bringing hell with him.
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      The sight of the hallway before Adrian shocked him. The lights above still flickered, threatening to cut out at any time. The corridor itself, however—the materials and construction—seemed to have changed somewhat. Organic matter and flesh had begun to seep through the cracks of the tiling, streaking out in vein-like patterns. The floor beneath his bare feet felt slippery and squishy to walk on, and there was a rancid smell that permeated the air.

      Then there were the nightmarish sounds—wails and roars, coupled with terrified and pained screaming.

      Through the screens and windows that punctuated the walls, Adrian could again see acts of cruelty and torture being committed, though now they were much worse—and things had reversed as the orderlies were no longer the tormentors.

      In one room he saw an orderly stripped naked and secured to a bed—a horrific monstrosity with an exposed brain and hanging mouth stood over him. The creature had already torn off the skin from the orderly’s head and face and was now stripping lengths of flesh from his body with long, thin fingers, revealing the red, glistening muscle beneath. Adrian ducked down below the window and crept farther down the hallway that was, so far, thankfully clear.

      In the next cell, Adrian saw another role that had been reversed; an orderly now sat in the upside-down chair, and he was being rotated by a tall, gangly thing with no face, though it did have a long, slit-like mouth along the length of its boney chest. The unfortunate man’s intestines had been pulled free from his gut, and the thing held a length of it in one hand as it operated a wheel to rotate the orderly with the other. With each and every turn, more of his insides spilled free and wrapped around him as he screamed and screamed.

      Adrian kept going as quickly as he could, trying desperately to stay out of sight of these horrific creatures—not that he didn’t find some justice in the acts of depravity they were acting out on the staff of the asylum.

      In the larger room where Adrian had seen multiple malnourished patients, he caught sight of the monstrosities within actually feeding on each other, two unfortunates chosen as prey as the others violently ripped and tore at their bodies. An orderly had also been caught up in the chaos, but was long since dead, and there was very little left of his body save for a fleshy husk.

      Adrian continued to the ward exit, moving as quickly and quietly as he could until he heard a loud banging sound coming from one of the rooms behind.

      Turning around and looking down the corridor, he could see that the noise was coming from the room he had just escaped.

      The door was forced open as the savage creature he had left locked inside fought its way out and into the hall. It walked on needle-like arms and legs, scuttling like a spider, and even from this distance Adrian could see that the man’s head was now at the rear of the insect-like thing, and a new face, complete with mandibles and multiple eyes, had formed where his groin used to be. The once human face at the back seemed to be locked in an eternal scream, the mouth opening and closing with no sound emitting from it. From the other end, however, a terrible screech sounded out as the thing laid its many eyes on Adrian.

      It scuttled forward with scary speed, and Adrian was forced to forgo stealth and just get the hell out of there. He leapt up and ran as the monster crawled after him, making a hissing sound as it did. He sprinted around an upcoming corner and spotted the exit to the ward up ahead. The other monstrosities in the ward became aware of his presence, alerted by the noise he was making as he ran, and fierce growls rose all around as Adrian pushed and gave an extra burst of speed.

      Then two people stepped out from one of the rooms up ahead, close to the exit. However, they were not one like the other demonic things in this ward; they were people Adrian recognised. The large, round man in the lead looked panicked and appeared to be running for his life, escaping from… something.

      Another man, this one more slender, ran behind him—also terrified and looking very, very ill.

      Seymour and Sean.

      Seymour’s hands and arms were coated in blood, and in his right hand he held a set of keys.

      Adrian had no idea where Seymour had gotten them, but he didn’t care—he was just thankful that he now had a chance to get out of here.

      Seymour and Sean reached the exit from the ward and freed themselves, stepping over the threshold. Adrian then pushed himself harder, running for the door. Seymour turned to close it, and as he did, he locked eyes on Adrian, who was sprinting for all he was worth.

      ‘Seymour,’ Adrian screamed, now agonisingly close, ‘let me through.’

      Seymour paused, then a snarl formed on his face.

      He started to close the door.

      ‘No!’ Adrian cried out. He was so close and could feel the scuttling creature behind him gaining ground. If Seymour trapped him in here, then Adrian was doomed to a violent, agonising death. In desperation, he launched himself forward into the door, just as it was about to slam shut. He thrust his arm through the gap, and the heavy door pressed into it, trapping the appendage. He let out a cry of pain, but knew he had to ignore it. He pushed as hard as he could against Seymour, who was keeping him from entering.

      Normally Seymour, with his weight advantage, may have been the stronger man, but Adrian had adrenaline and desperation on his side. With that horrible, crawling nightmare almost upon him, he found additional reserves and managed to force the door open—overpowering Seymour and creating a large enough gap for him to squeeze through.

      Adrian fell to the floor on the other side and spun his head to see Seymour slam the door shut, just as the creature leapt towards it. Before it closed completely, he saw that other abominations were pouring out from the various rooms off the main corridor. Adrian then heard great bangs against the door that Seymour was fighting to keep shut.

      ‘Help,’ Seymour yelled, desperately. Sean was frozen with fear, and part of Adrian wanted to run and leave Seymour to it—to let him meet his fate. But if he did that, then the creatures would swarm out and no doubt finish him off as well. So Adrian jumped up, his arm screaming in pain, and heaved the strong metal bolt across into its latch. Angry, frantic pounding could be heard from beyond the door, growing stronger as more bodies joined in the attempt to force it open. And as sturdy as the door looked, he knew it wouldn’t hold forever.

      Seymour took a few steps back and turned to say something, but Adrian didn’t want to hear it, instead unleashing a furious punch with his good arm, connecting with Seymour's chin. The fat man stumbled backwards, and Adrian kept up his assault, hitting him again and again, forcing him to the floor. Seymour tried to bring his hands up to protect his face, so Adrian unleashed a flurry of kicks to his stomach.

      ‘You tried to leave me for dead!’ Adrian shouted. Seymour pulled his knees up and tucked his head down, arms around himself in a protective foetal position.

      ‘Stop!’ he shouted, but Adrian was in no mood to listen—he was in a mood to fight. So he continued, feeding his anger.

      ‘I’ll kill you,’ he said, truly believing every word. The selfish, fat bastard had it coming.

      ‘We need to go,’ Seymour managed to get out between blows. ‘The exit. It’s right there.’

      Adrian paused his attacks and looked down the length of the Main Hall. There, beyond the reception area, was the exit, precisely as Seymour had said.

      However, it made little difference, as neither of them had a key.

      ‘Doesn’t matter,’ Adrian said, preparing to attack again, ‘we can’t get out.’

      And then the room was swarmed.

      Not by creatures, but by orderlies, led by Jones, who was armed with a fire-spewing weapon. They poured in from other wards that connected to the Main Hall.

      Even Director Templeton and Dr. Reid appeared as well, and everyone looked concerned.

      ‘What happened?’ the director demanded.

      ‘Not sure,’ Jones said. ‘Ward A seems to be compromised.’

      ‘Not compromised,’ another argued. ‘Lost.’

      Adrian looked around, frantic, trying to figure out his next move. But he did not get far.

      ‘Grab them,’ Templeton said, pointing over to Adrian and the others. Knowing it was useless, Adrian did not fight back. ‘Everyone calm down,’ Templeton ordered, trying to quash the growing sense of panic in the room, made even worse by the sounds coming from Ward A.

      But then Adrian heard it. Similar sounds as those monstrous nightmares, but not those from Ward A.

      These were coming from somewhere else.

      He turned to look at the back of the hall, towards the door to the spiral staircase. Inhuman shrieks sounded beyond.

      And they were getting closer.

      ‘What the hell is that?’ one of the orderlies asked.

      Then the door slowly creaked open and out stepped an orderly. But he looked… different, somehow. Riddled with sores, and his body had swollen with tumour-like growths.

      ‘Brother Stevens,’ Templeton said. ‘How did you get free?’

      But Brother Stevens did not answer.

      He just smiled.

      And from behind him, a legion of those nightmarish creatures poured into the room.
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      Reid’s heart was in his mouth as he saw those things burst through the doorway—a variety of monstrosities and nightmarish visions that had once been imprisoned down below, were now free and here to cause destruction.

      The men that were gathered, armed as they were, stood no chance.

      It was a slaughter.

      The closest orderly to the advancing creatures was quickly attacked and pulled to the ground by that ape-like thing with no lower half. As the orderly screamed and flailed, it started to thrust its monstrous arms down onto him, one after the other. The orderly’s body crumpled beneath the heavy blows as red, glistening insides burst free. Adrian could hear his bones snapping, cracking, and crumbling. The rapid, vicious assault did not let up, and soon the body became unrecognisable, a disgusting mash of red meat and pink skin.

      Limbs were torn free from another screaming victim who was caught by a group of those horrors, until a jet of fire was spewed towards them in an attempt to push them back. Jones stepped forward, spraying a stream of flame, arcing it left and right. Some of the creatures, and even the dying orderly, were set alight. They all screamed and screeched as the flames stripped them of skin and flesh. The other nightmares were wary and moved back as a brief standoff took place.

      ‘Director, I need you to get out of here,’ Jones said.

      Reid thought that was a good idea, and he noted the director moving away from the conflict, backpedaling. Obviously, he was a coward when it came down to it, but Reid did not want to die either, so he joined Templeton and headed the same direction. The thunderous crashing and banging sounds still emitted from Ward A as a horde within fought to get through.

      ‘I think it may be time for those measures you mentioned, Director,’ Reid whispered to him, but Templeton did not answer—he simply stared at the prowling monsters that were temporarily held back by Jones.

      ‘Get into Ward B,’ someone yelled. Reid turned to see the three patients that had been apprehended. It was Adrian James who had spoken. ‘It’s safer in there,’ he went on. That made sense to Reid, not that there was anywhere particularly safe here anymore—but it seemed as good a place as any to retreat to.

      But then a more obvious solution came to Reid, and he kicked himself for not realising it sooner.

      ‘No,’ he said. ‘We get out of here. Out of the asylum.’ Reid then grabbed Templeton and shook him. ‘Open the main door,’ he said. ‘Then we can escape.’

      This brought Templeton out of whatever trance he was in, but he just shook his head. ‘Absolutely not,’ he said. ‘These things must not be allowed to go free.’

      ‘What?’ Reid asked, incredulous. ‘Are you insane? This place is lost, we’ll die.’

      ‘No!’ Templeton yelled. ‘We will not abandon our posts.’ He turned to his head orderly. ‘Mr. Jones, if we cannot retake control of the situation, then we must make our way down below and draw things here to a close.’

      Jones nodded and took half a step forward. The horrors he held at bay responded in kind, evidently fearful of what his weapon could do, as some of their brethren lay crumpled, burning, and unmoving on the floor. The smell of cooked meat had already begun to fill the air.

      He ignited the nozzle again and sprayed flame forward. ‘I’ll get things under control,’ he vowed, his voice determined.

      But he was wrong.

      As he bore down on one creature in particular, setting the multi-armed abomination ablaze, other fast-moving beasts circled on either side. They were quick, scarily so, and pounced on Jones, who had no chance to re-aim his cumbersome weapon.

      They pulled him down, though not without a struggle as the large man fearlessly fought back, punching at the things that surrounded and overwhelmed him. Even as they bit down on him and ripped at his flesh, he continued to resist. Jones’ face soon become a mangled mess as skin was torn free; even when the fight finally left him and he lay motionless, he still did not scream.

      But instead of finishing the mortally wounded man off, something curious happened. All but one of the creatures backed away.

      The one that remained, a crawling thing with a wide mouth that pulled itself along on needle-thin arms, moved over Jones. With long, spindly hands it tore open the man’s mouth, wide enough for Reid to hear a snap as it dislocated. This, eventually, brought a grunt of pain from Jones.

      The creature then moved its head down and opened its mouth. Reid expected it to bite down and feast.

      Instead, it began to heave. A stream of black fluid erupted from the maw and splashed down into Jones’ own. He coughed and gagged, but the constant flow of foul liquid continued to pour, splashing and coating his face, and he could do nothing but swallow and drown in it.

      The vile purging went on, and Reid was sure Jones should have choked to death by now. Certainly the man was no longer moving.

      Eventually, the creature ceased its vomiting and moved back, and Reid now expected the other monsters to continue their attack on the rest of them.

      But they all held off.

      They watched the body of Jones… which soon began to twitch. Small, sudden movements that quickly turned into full-on convulsions. A gurgled sound came from his mouth, one that sounded… wrong. Not human, and it grew louder as Jones began to thrash about.

      Then the changes began.

      Jones’ muscles swelled to inhuman proportions, threatening to burst through his skin. In some areas his skin even split, and red sinew pushed through. The man’s form grew in length as well—the straps holding the tank to his back snapping and letting the metal object drop heavily to the floor—and his head was pulled down closer into his massive torso. The mouth on his skinless face widened to reveal rows of razor sharp teeth.

      This new nightmare then stood to its feet, easily over nine feet tall, a hulking mass of muscle and strength. It let out a bellowing roar and started to attack the other creatures around it indiscriminately. One was crushed underfoot as the raging beast took a step, pushing down with trunk-like legs. Another was scooped up and torn in two as it squealed in protest.

      This walking nightmare that Jones had become let out another deafening bellow.

      ‘We need to go,’ a voice said. Again, it was Adrian James. Reid took out his keys and ran to Ward B, heeding the advice. Patients and orderlies alike all ran with him, even Templeton. ‘Quickly,’ the director yelled in a panicked voice.

      Reid fought with his keys as the monsters behind, led by this new behemoth, made their way forward. Eventually, he pulled free the correct one and managed to unlock and heave open the door. He was forced forward by a mass of bodies behind him and pushed to the floor as the keys spilled from his hands, skidding off ahead.

      ‘No,’ he yelled. ‘We need to lock it.’

      He rolled to his back as more bodies ran over him, fearing for their lives. Through the doorway, he saw it—the mass of creatures growing closer and, beyond them, Director Templeton, who had fallen to the floor and was swarmed by a group of monsters. At the same time, he could see the door to Ward A give way on the opposite side of the Main Hall, allowing even more of these terrifying creatures to spill through.

      And they would soon make their way in here and kill him.

      Reid closed his eyes, certain this was the end.

      A metallic slam rang out.

      He opened his eyes again and saw that Adrian James had slammed the door shut and was now locking it with the very keys he himself had dropped, moments before violent bangs and crashes reverberated through the metal. The heavy door shook and rattled in its hinges as the denizens of hell on the other side fought to get through.

      But for now, it held.

      Adrian James then backed up.

      ‘It won’t hold for long,’ he said, and Reid tended to agree.
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      ‘We need to get farther back,’ Adrian said to the large group squeezed into the hallway. All eyes were on him now, looking for guidance. ‘They’ll be through soon, so our best bet is to lock ourselves in the Communal Area for now.’

      ‘All we are doing is boxing ourselves in,’ Seymour said.

      ‘I agree,’ Adrian said, ‘but we don’t have much of a choice, do we?’

      He looked to the doctor, who was now getting to his feet, and the other orderlies, who looked as scared and lost as he felt. One stocky orderly, with dark, messy hair, stepped forward—apparently unwilling to let a mere patient give the orders.

      ‘No,’ he said. ‘We do not follow you. We follow Brother Templeton.’

      Brother? He’d heard that term uttered recently and had a suspicion that the people who worked at the asylum were not as they first appeared.

      ‘Then go and ask him for instructions,’ Adrian said. ‘Last I saw of him, he was being hauled away by those things. Monsters that you people created and set free.’

      He was well aware that there were only three patients—himself, Seymour, and the sick-looking Sean—against the large gathering of orderlies, so they could be quite easily overwhelmed. But then again, what exactly would the orderlies do to him? Isolation seemed a little unfeasible, right now.

      An idea formed that he hoped could even things out if he could just keep these orderlies at bay for long enough. Fortunately, help came from an unlikely source.

      ‘He’s right,’ Doctor Reid said. ‘In case you all missed it, we have lost control of this facility. If we stand around here much longer, those things are going to get in here and rip us apart. So can we stop the grandstanding and make a move?’ The orderlies looked to each other, unsure of what to do. ‘Now!’ Dr. Reid snapped.

      It seemed to work. Whether he had any real authority, Adrian wasn’t sure, but Reid had at least appealed to their survival instinct enough for them to retreat through the short, connecting corridor they were in to the main ward beyond. As the crowd of people moved, Adrian, Seymour, and Sean kept pace, with Sean struggling but pushing himself to keep up. His skin had taken on a horrible shade of yellow, and he was sweating profusely.

      Adrian felt uneasy running beside the men who had once acted as guards and bullies to them, but right now he had no choice. They filtered through the next secured door, and Adrian locked it behind him as the vile creatures from the Main Hall continued their barrage.

      As they set off again, Adrian heard a voice.

      ‘What’s going on?’

      It came from behind one of the closed cell doors, and Adrian recognised it immediately. His first instinct was to set the man free, but then he stopped himself. Could they really take a chance of letting him free right now? Adrian walked to the door and dropped the viewing hatch, seeing Trevor’s scared face appear from the other side.

      ‘What’s happening?’ Trevor asked.

      ‘It’s hard to explain,’ Adrian said, ‘but we are all in a bit of trouble.’

      ‘With the orderlies?’ he asked, then peered past Adrian, seeing patients and orderlies standing together. A frown formed on his face.

      ‘Not exactly,’ Adrian said. ‘There are… things here that are loose. And they are attacking and killing people.’

      Trevor’s frown deepened. ‘I don’t understand.’

      ‘Me either, Trevor, but that’s what’s happening. Now, I’m going to let you out, as long as you are feeling like yourself. Because, to be honest, right now we can ill afford for Mother to show up.’

      ‘I… think I’m fine,’ Trevor said in a soft voice. Adrian took this meekness as a sign that he was telling the truth, and that Mother was not in control right now. How long that would last, of course, was another matter entirely. Still, it didn’t seem right to leave him locked in his cell—trapped, with no way to even attempt an escape. He deserved the same chance as the rest of them, slim though it was.

      So, Adrian acted. He marched up to Dr. Reid, who cowed away slightly, and relieved him of his keys. He then walked back to Trevor and opened his door.

      ‘I’m not sure I want to be out,’ Trevor said, surprising Adrian, but still took a tentative step from his room. ‘I told Seymour earlier that trying to get out would end in trouble.’

      ‘Trouble is already here,’ Adrian told him as chaotic noises still reverberated from the Main Hall. ‘Things have changed.’

      Even now, Adrian could see tendril-like strings of flesh forming on the walls, floor and ceiling. They were thinner and less noticeable here than in Ward A, but he knew they would soon grow larger and envelop more of the surrounding space.

      ‘So what do we do?’ Seymour asked, angrily. ‘You’ve brought us down a dead end.’

      Adrian ignored him, partly because he didn’t want to listen to Seymour right now, and partly because he had no way to answer the question—he had absolutely no idea what they were going to do. Running back into the ward hadn’t exactly been a choice—it was an instinctual act of survival.

      In truth, the only real outcome to this that he could see, for any of them, was death. They would either be ripped apart by those ungodly monsters or, even worse, become one of them. But that didn’t mean that the patients trapped in the building had to sit in their cells and wait for death to come calling. He could at least give them all a fighting chance.

      Adrian walked to Jack’s cell next and pulled open the door. Jack was sitting on his bed, looking terrified.

      ‘Stop,’ the dark-haired orderly shouted. ‘You can’t just start letting inmates free.’

      Adrian ignored him. ‘Come on, Jack,’ he said to the giant, who had his arms wrapped tightly around himself and was rocking back-and-forth, obviously disturbed at what he had been hearing. ‘It’s okay.’

      That was a lie, it was not okay, but he knew he had to try to coax the man out gently.

      ‘I know you’re scared, big man,’ Adrian said, ‘but I need you to come with me. It isn’t safe here.’

      Jack shook his head, so Adrian stepped inside. He sat down next to Jack, feeling dwarfed by the giant’s frame, and rubbed a hand on his back in an attempt to comfort him. ‘I’m not gonna lie,’ Adrian said. ‘Things aren’t looking good. I know you can hear what’s going on out there, and I hear it too. I’ve seen it. But staying in here isn’t safe. I can’t guarantee that anywhere is safe, but the more of us that stick together, the better chance we have.’

      Jack shook his head again and continued his rocking. Adrian went on. ‘I’m not leaving you behind. I want us to at least try to make it through this. So please, will you come with me?’

      Adrian felt for Jack. As big and strong as he was, the man was positively childlike, and right now he looked terrified. ‘Please,’ Adrian coaxed again, ‘be brave and come with us. You can do it, Jack.’

      After what seemed like an eternity, Jack seemed to make up his mind. He stood to his feet, his body rising up and up, making Adrian feel tiny. The large man still looked scared, but he nodded.

      Adrian got to his feet as well and patted Jack on the arm. ‘Thank you, Jack,’ he said. ‘Now let’s go.’

      They both left the room, and Adrian quickly moved to the next door, unlocked it, and pulled open. Then he did the same with the two opposite and started working his way along the hallway, releasing confused and scared patients as he went.

      ‘Stop,’ the same orderly said again. ‘I’m ordering you to—’

      He was cut off, again by Dr. Reid. ‘Be quiet, you fool,’ he said. ‘The more of us there are, the better. Now just shut up.’

      The orderly clenched his fists and curled his lip, apparently unhappy with the way he had been spoken to. However, as instructed, he said no more.

      And so, Adrian kept going, releasing more patients. The hallway started to fill up and become crowded, and Adrian noticed that, even though he didn’t fully understand what was going on, Jack was helping as well, beckoning people from their rooms after Adrian had unlocked them.

      Then they were stopped by a short, sharp yell from beyond them in the hallway.

      ‘Hey!’

      Adrian looked up to see a group of three more orderlies come running from the direction of the Communal Area. They looked angry and confused, all with coshes in hand.

      It was the orderly in the centre who spoke.

      ‘Everyone back in their rooms,’ he demanded. ‘What the hell is going on here?’

      ‘Enough,’ Adrian said, sternly, and loud enough for them to hear. Whatever was going on, these idiots had no control over it, and it was time they knew that. ‘Listen to that noise,’ he said, pointing back towards the Main Hall. ‘Those things, whatever they are, whatever you’ve been trying to bring through here, have taken over. Your colleagues are dead. I saw them get torn apart. Whatever you’ve been trying to do here, it failed.’

      ‘You’re lying,’ the orderly replied.

      ‘Am I?’ Adrian asked, stepping forward. ‘Then go out there and find out for yourself. Or just take a look at your friends here. Why else do you think they would be running alongside us? Because they can’t control what is happening, and they have no way out. So, if you don’t help us, then pretty soon we’ll all be dead.’

      Murmurs of discontent rippled through the gathered crowd.

      ‘What do you mean?’ one patient asked.

      ‘What’s happening?’ questioned another.

      ‘Enough!’ the orderly shouted. ‘I’m warning you all, back in your rooms now, or we’ll throw you in there ourselves.’

      Then a thunderous, crashing sound rang out around them, and the chaos from the Main Hall grew closer. They were through the first door, and something started to pound relentlessly on the ones behind them.

      Adrian knew exactly what was coming. The thought of it terrified him, and his heart began to race. Ultimately, there was nowhere for him to go, but he didn’t want to just stand here and wait; he had an urge to keep going to the last, a survival instinct that he didn’t know he possessed.

      He turned back to the orderlies who were holding them up and saw a look of genuine doubt creep over them. Another two appeared from around the corner behind them, joining their friends.

      ‘What the hell is going on here?’ one asked, a question that had been repeated quite a lot recently.

      The crashing sounds continued.

      ‘You need to make up your minds,’ Adrian said, ‘and quick. Those things back there will break through soon, and when they do, they’ll come for all of us.’

      ‘Where are Templeton and Jones?’ one of the new orderlies asked.

      Adrian shook his head. ‘One of those things is Jones. Or it was. And Templeton is dead. I’m not waiting around for the same thing to happen to me,’ he said, and proceeded to open more doors. ‘And I’m not leaving these men trapped and helpless here, either.

      ‘Stop,’ the stubborn orderly insisted.

      ‘There are more of us than you,’ Adrian replied, hoping to push some of the patients—normally so placid—to help themselves. ‘So you do what you need to do… and we’ll do the same.’

      ‘You’ll do as you're told,’ the orderly insisted.

      ‘No, we won’t,’ a patient answered. It was an older man that Adrian had seen in the Communal Area from time to time. Someone who always looked miserable and always kept to himself. ‘I never asked to come here, I was taken. Brought against my will. You people are nothing but criminals and degenerates, and I’ve had enough.’

      Others agreed with the older man, and there were some half-hearted shouts of support. Much less enthusiastic than Adrian had hoped, but it seemed at least some were willing to fight back. Enough, he hoped, to overwhelm the orderlies, should they need to.

      Thankfully, he saw this new group of guards physically wilt—not used to having people stand up to them. And, of course, the incessant crashing and banging on the weakening door behind them played a part too.

      One orderly whispered something to the self-assumed leader of the group, but Adrian was just able to make it out. ‘We can’t control them all.’

      ‘For the love of God!’ Dr. Reid screamed. ‘I’m getting tired of this. We are all in trouble here. What this patient is saying is correct. Your friends here have seen it too. We’ve lost control, and if we don’t move, we’ll die. Now either come with us or stand aside. I hold rank, and I’m making that an order.’

      ‘You don’t give the orders, Doctor,’ the defiant orderly said. ‘Not unless Templeton approves it. And he ain’t here to do so.’

      ‘That’s right, because he’s dead.’

      ‘He’s right,’ Adrian said. ‘If you have any sense, you’ll think about standing with us when that door gives.’

      ‘Stand with you? Why would we do that? We aren’t like you people. We aren’t feeble and infirmed. We serve something higher.’

      Adrian kept releasing more of the prisoners, getting closer and closer to the orderlies as he did.

      ‘Well,’ Adrian said, ‘I hope you really believe in what you serve, because you are about to meet it. And I have a feeling you won’t like it.’

      Then it happened.

      Adrian knew it had been coming, and now was the time.

      The door behind them finally gave.

      Metal crunched and squealed as the door was pulled from its hinges. Then the inhuman sounds became louder.

      ‘They’re coming,’ Adrian said.

      And they did.

      Monstrosities barrelled into view, and patients and orderlies screamed in terror.

      But Adrian knew worse was to come, and he heard it approach—the booming thump, thump, thump of heavy footfalls.

      The thing that used to be Jones.

      It soon emerged as well, turning the corner into full view—its raging mass filling the corridor, so large that it had to stoop to keep its head below the ceiling. It saw them all and bared its teeth, letting out a nightmarish bellow that seemed to shake the walls around them.

      The panic and chaos around Adrian rose to new, unimaginable heights, and Adrian could think to do only one thing.

      ‘Run!’ he yelled.
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      Director Isaac Templeton should have been dead.

      After he’d attempted to escape with the rest of the crowd in the Main Hall, someone had rushed past and knocked him off his feet. He’d barely had time to roll to his back when one of the creatures—the very things he had nurtured into this world—seized him. It was a grotesque mix of human and spider, with multiple legs that had sprouted from a bulbous, fleshy base. A humanoid torso sat vertically atop this section, with a demonic, alien face melted into its head.

      Templeton readied himself for death.

      But instead of killing him, the thing hoisted him up and slid him beneath its underbelly, where small centipedal legs lined the underside. These small legs were far too short to reach the ground and be of any use for walking—the long, scuttling appendages to the side of the mass served that function—but Templeton soon realised what these smaller legs were for as he was thrust into them, face up. They then clamped shut over him, hugging him in place, and he could feel the sharp ends penetrate his skin as they pushed him forcefully into the disgusting belly of grey and yellow flesh.

      He was then carried away, helpless, as the thing moved, followed by a crowd of other shrieking creatures as well. His screams of terror were lost in the body that his face was pressed into.

      With his limited vision, Templeton saw that he was carried down into the passageway below ground, then over to the door that housed Robert Wilson. It was here that the gathering of monsters that had followed got to work on the door, heaving at the great thing. The door was strong, he knew that, but there were simply too many of them. It took a while, but soon the lock gave and the door was heaved open. He was then taken inside and dropped to the floor.

      Only things looked radically different in here now.

      Robert’s form had changed—swollen to grotesque proportions and littered with large, tumour-like sacks that hung down to the floor. His head had engorged as well, the cranium swelling to three times its normal size, with the skin around it melding and changing to resemble something more like a brain. And on this bulbous mass were multiple white orbs, each with dirty yellow pupils that twisted and rolled independently.

      The mass of his body spread, stretching out around the room like a virus, winding down to the floor and creeping up the walls and across the ceiling. And it wasn’t just the tendrils Templeton had seen before that were growing; most of the room was now coated in what appeared to be pulsating flesh. Within the expanse of this lumpy, writhing tissue were other eyes as well, like the one on the inflated cranium, as well as circular, gaping mouths of various sizes. Indeed, so spread out was the sea of Robert’s body, that his original outline was in danger of being lost within.

      At Robert’s feet sat another tumour-like sack, this one as tall as a person. A mass of eyes covered it, and a large, gaping mouth split it vertically down the centre.

      The spider-like creature that had brought Templeton down here, and its friends, all retreated, leaving him alone. Then Templeton saw Robert’s eyes open, revealing those black orbs beneath.

      And it was only at the last moment he noticed movement. He turned his head just in time to see a long, tentacle-like appendage slither out from the mouth of the sack—long, dark purple ropes of slimy, veiny flesh. Templeton had no chance to move as they wrapped around him, sticky and warm to the touch, and quickly tightened, trapping his arms to his side. Templeton let out a scream as the wriggling lengths tightened and constricted him.

      ‘Come… my… child,’ the voice from Robert’s body said. ‘It… is… time… to… ascend.’

      Templeton, fighting the whole time, felt himself pulled towards the open mouth, now larger than Templeton’s entire body. The pit beyond looked fleshy, wet, and dark. The smell that drifted from the insides that were lined with needle-like teeth was foul, like rotting meat. Templeton fought and kicked against his organic bonds, but there was no give.

      No hope.

      He was pulled into the wet, stinking pit, and the light cut out as the mouth closed around him, pushing the putrefied, gummy flesh onto his face, smothering him completely. He felt like he was being eaten alive, like he’d fallen prey to a Venus flytrap.

      The pressure was immense, and he felt teeth puncture his skin, causing excruciating pain. Templeton’s screams were then muffled as something he could not see slithered into his mouth, forcing its way down his throat to his stomach. He could feel this invading, phallic thing expel something inside of him—and it burned.

      The pain from the foreign sludge that pumped into him—coupled with the pressure of the sucking mouth—was simply too much to take. Certain he was in the throes of a horrific death, and in absolute agony and torment, Director Templeton lost consciousness.

      And even after he did, the Great Being continued to use his ruined body as it wished.

      Changing it.

      Shaping it.

      The entity had a specific purpose in mind for this mortal and his shell of flesh. It would use the husk to birth something. Something different from its other children.

      Something truly unique.
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      It was a stampede.

      Adrian struggled to keep his footing as the bodies of terrified inmates around him surged down the corridor. If he fell, then no one would stop to help him—he would be trampled and left to the horrors that now chased them all.

      So he concentrated on keeping his footing and making it to the Communal Area, even though he knew was pointless in the end.

      Because after that, there was nowhere else to go. No escape lay ahead, and those things would eventually get through and show them a gruesome end.

      They soon reached the large Communal Area, and the mass of people started to filter inside, fighting to get in, all acutely aware of the beasts that chased them, snapping at their heels.

      After he was through, Adrian turned and saw that Sean had dropped to the floor just outside the door and was screaming in agony. Others ran over him and he grabbed the leg of one of the patients close to him. The patient tried to pull away, but lost his balance and fell to the floor.

      ‘Help me,’ Sean said, desperately, as he started to convulse.

      The patient in his grasp kicked out at him. ‘Let me go!’

      The approaching creatures grew ever closer, but not everyone was inside yet.

      ‘Close the door,’ someone yelled, and those nearest the entrance obeyed, forcing them shut.

      ‘Wait!’ Adrian yelled, but it was too late—Sean and four other patients were locked out, on their own and the first to die. ‘You cowards!’ Adrian yelled, but through the glass of the door he saw that their actions may actually have been wise.

      The four helpless men began frantically pounding on the door, begging for a mercy they were not afforded.

      Before Adrian’s very eyes, Sean began to change, still holding the leg of the struggling patient. The creatures stormed into view as well—the behemoth standing tall above them all—but held back, watching as the transformation occurred.

      Sean screamed in agony as he began to fatten and stretch, his face turning into a round, open mouth containing a ring of sharp teeth that circled round and round, disappearing into the black gullet beyond. His arms and legs melded into the long mass of his body, until he became more worm than man, one of grotesque size. Its skin was a dull brown—tumorous and lumpy with a sheen of slime. Small, milky eyes pinpricked the wriggling form, and it began to move forward, crawling towards the patient Sean had been holding. He was backpedaling but had nowhere to go. The other creatures still held back, happy to let their new addition have its first kill.

      And kill it did.

      The monstrous worm opened its mouth wider than should have been possible, even considering its girth, and it lunged forward, taking the man’s kicking legs into its maw.

      It bit down.

      The patient screamed and kicked and writhed as the ten-foot worm began to suck him into its mass. Fighting all the way, the patient was dragged up to his waist, then to his shoulders, as he screeched in pure agony.

      His head was the last thing to disappear inside, swallowed up by the slimy thing.

      The other remaining men outside screamed for help, but they were left alone.

      Abandoned.

      Then things took an unexpected turn—if indeed anything that had come before could be considered expected.

      After holding its food within its bulk, the fat worm turned itself to face the door that separated it from the rest of the patients. It opened its mouth and purged, regurgitating the man it had just swallowed whole.

      The screaming inside the Communal Area increased as everyone—Adrian included—saw what was left of the poor patient spill out and slop out to the floor. Amazingly, he was still alive, though was writhing and moaning, mostly dissolved and melted.

      He was devoid of skin and his body was a pinkish-red in tone, his flesh gooey and dribbling down over his bones in streaks of sickly yellow. One side of his face was gone, revealing the workings beneath, the eyeball still present but sagging and losing its roundness. Steam rose from the screaming man as he lifted a deformed arm, pleading to the people hiding behind the door.

      ‘Heeeeeellllgh meeeeeeee,’ he cried, not able to properly form the words.

      The agony must have been unimaginable as whatever acids that coated him continued to melt and dissolve him.

      And it appeared this was a signal for the other creatures, allowing them to get to work and indulge themselves as well. And the first, of course, was the monstrous behemoth that used to be Jones.

      The other entities circled around it, seemingly fearful to get too close, as it reached down and grasped one of the unfortunate, abandoned patients. It clasped a huge hand around his throat and lifted him up. So large was the meaty paw that, when it closed, the patient’s neck actually seemed to stretch up to an unnatural length, his jaw crushing and cracking as it did, to allow the mass of the hand to form a fist. The man seemed to be trying to scream as the monster lifted him higher, but he could only form a strained sound, given the lack of airway available to him. He kicked and fought in the grip of the terrifying giant.

      The hulking thing raised another massive hand and grabbed at the man’s torso and then, in a slow, painfully drawn-out motion, it pulled.

      The man’s eyes opened wide as his head rose… but his body did not. Blood poured from between the brute’s thick fingers as the head split from the torso beneath, the neck pulling apart into long strings of red meat. The man’s mouth still moved, a reflex action of the fading nervous system, as a length of his spine dangled down from beneath the monster’s fist.

      His body was dumped to the floor and the severed head held high.

      The monster bellowed out an ungodly roar, and the others about it screeched excitedly.

      ‘What the hell is that?’ one of the orderlies asked, the same one who had done so much talking earlier.

      Fearful murmurings rippled around the room. They all watched through the wired glass panels as the beast dropped the detached head to the floor and squashed it underfoot. The remaining three patients were then set upon by the other creatures, who wanted their own chance to kill. One man was thrown to the floor and his stomach torn open, the innards on show feasted upon by a gaggle of smaller abominations, like pigs feeding at a trough.

      Another was surrounded by a different group that pulled the skin and flesh from his body in large chunks, leaving crimson-soaked bones glistening beneath. The last man, who was pinned screaming in a corner, lost of all of his limbs, leaving only a torso and head wriggling and squealing on the floor as blood pumped from the bloodied stumps.

      Now the behemoth stepped forward, over the melted man who still twitched, and it roared again, before slamming a fist into the door, rattling it on its hinges.

      Adrian knew that the door would not hold for long, and the hulking creature struck again, ready to indulge in more carnage.

      Everyone inside the room pulled back, running to the outer edges, hugging the wall tight—but there was nowhere left to go. They were trapped in here, and the creatures outside were about to find their way in.

      In short order, the door gave way, and the demons of hell came through.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 41

          

        

      

    

    
      It awoke.

      Consciousness flooded into its mind.

      From nothing came something, and its nervous system tingled to life.

      It kicked, finding itself confined in a warm and safe space.

      Something in its gut pulled free and slithered from its mouth, relieving pressure in its stomach and throat.

      It kicked again, squirming, quickly tiring of its confines, yearning for freedom.

      Memories began to surface.

      Echoes of a past life.

      No.

      That was wrong.

      It was not just a single past life.

      Confusing, contrasting memories fought for attention. Two different beings, on two separate planes of existence.

      A temperature change drew the thing’s attention, and it felt cold air on its skin as an opening formed in its protective cocoon.

      The thing opened its two eyes and could make out light—an ugly yellow hue, seeping in from the opening before it. It crawled forward, reaching for its freedom, and eventually pulled itself out of the fleshy, pulsating surroundings and into a new environment.

      It dropped to the hard floor, the cold rushing in to meet it from all around.

      It heard a voice, not its own, within its mind.

      Stand.

      The being complied and pushed itself up, feeling strength start to flow in a body consisting of only two arms, which it felt was restrictive and primal.

      Though unsteady, it was able to climb up and stand on its feet.

      The room around was covered in flesh, similar to that it had just escaped from.

      No, been born from.

      And at the centre of this expanse was a specific outline—a body similar to its own.

      That was the entity, the thing knew, that had birthed it and communicated with it.

      Its creator.

      And this creator had also transferred its memories and knowledge—though not all was available just yet. It came in gradual waves.

      This was frustrating.

      The thing wanted more, and it wanted it now, desperate to feed and gorge on the knowledge that was dripping into its consciousness. Sensing this anger, the parental entity spoke again.

      Patience.

      The newborn laid a hand on the flesh—an affectionate gesture—and it heard the multitude of mouths that lined the expanse of skin chatter in response.

      Then it listened as its creator told of the conflicting memories… and where they both came from.

      The being learned of its creator’s home—a place of wondrous chaos. And it learned of the place where it now existed.

      It was then told its purpose—the reason for its birth.

      And when it had all the knowledge it needed, the thing in Director Templeton’s ruined body left its creator behind forever.
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      Adrian braced himself.

      This was it.

      He had always maintained he was willing to accept death in the facility, and now it appeared it was before him in the form of monsters and devils.

      Punishment indeed.

      And yet he found himself pushed back against the far wall with the others, clinging to the false hope of life and continued existence. He realised just how desperate he was to live. Or to avoid a gruesome end.

      And what followed was a massacre.

      A sadistic orgy of violence, desecration, and depravity, dealt out by beings that had more suffering in mind than simple animalistic instincts of hunting and feeding.

      It wasn’t just killing, but prolonged torture and torment.

      With nowhere to go, it was a matter of sheer chance as to who would be claimed and killed first. Screaming, terrified men were plucked from the false safety of their huddled groups, thrown to the floor and opened up as the creatures swamped the room. The patients’ red, wet insides were raised up into the air with what appeared to be excitable glee from of the monsters. Limbs were pulled free and thrown into the cowering men who still pressed themselves against the walls, as if taunting them as their friends were killed.

      It was all too much, and Adrian’s grip on reality threatened to slip completely as he saw one patient crawling along the floor, screeching and desperate, in a state of utter terror. He didn’t seem to be aware of the fact that his body was ripped at the waist, with red, spaghetti-like strands of guts and intestines dragging behind him, leaving a trail of crimson liquid.

      A strong smell of copper filled the air—the smell of death.

      Adrian hugged the wall behind him as one of the living nightmares approached. It was that vile worm, what used to be Sean, and it wriggled its way closer, arching its centre as it did, its movements like that of a caterpillar. Adrian noticed other features at this close distance as well, including small, stabbing legs that held its weight as it moved. The thing drew nearer, reared up, supporting itself on its hind third, and opened its dripping mouth. But it wasn’t facing Adrian… not quite.

      Luckily for him.

      The thing made a disgusting, gurgling sound, and belched forward a yellow liquid from its mouth in a powerful blast. The fluid coated the patient next to Adrian, and Adrian quickly pulled away from him, feeling a ferocious burning on his arm where some of the liquid had landed.

      However, the patient next to him had taken the full hit and was howling in agonising pain. Adrian could smell it before he even looked up—a stomach-churning mixture of sour bile and burning flesh. The man’s hands were on his face, but as he pulled them away Adrian saw a melted mess beneath; a mixture of running yellows, pinks, and browns that held the vague shape of a face, but one that sagged and dropped. Adrian managed to put further distance between himself and the unfortunate victim next to him as another blast of the searing liquid coated the inmate. Then another, mercilessly, as he screamed like Adrian had never heard anyone before.

      The vile smell grew stronger as the man was coated in even more of the bile-like substance. He dropped to the floor, throwing his arms over his head, but the assault continued. The man’s hands soon melted into his bubbling cranium, and his clothing dissolved, leaving his dripping, oozing body visible beneath, now with a consistency of running wax. As his throat oozed away, stripping the vocal cords, the inmate’s screams halted, but he still writhed as his flesh pooled below him. A sagging ribcage was exposed as more and more of the liquid was spewed over him. Thankfully, he eventually stopped moving, and the creature moved in, lowering its monstrous mouth to what was left of his body.

      Adrian ran when he heard the slurping sounds as the beast started to suck up the watery remains.

      He slipped on an entrail and fell to the floor, suddenly feeling far too far exposed out in the open.

      Ready to be picked off.

      He scuttled backwards, practically crab-walking, and again pressed himself against the side wall. Looking out into the chaos, Adrian saw that poor Trevor had been taken as well. A hunched creature with a bloated, translucent belly showing black blood within had him captured, embraced in a hug. And it appeared to have just finished its act of regurgitating the black substance—that seemed to be at the heart of this madness—into Trevor’s mouth, and the poor man was now bucking and spasming in its arms.

      It then dropped him to the floor, seemingly finished with him, and moved on to its next victim, joining in with a crowd of other beasts that were literally pulling a man apart. Legs and arms were twisted free, and his stomach was pulled open. Lastly, his jaw was yanked off, leaving a lolling tongue that wriggled in the air before the head was detached completely.

      Adrian watched as Trevor then turned.

      Like the other transformations he had witnessed, this one, too, caused the victim to twitch and move in sudden, broken spasms. And the process was obviously excruciating, as Trevor screamed in pain while his chest expanded and a gelatinous gut pushed out even further. Grotesque, veiny bosoms formed and sagged down to his sides. His arms and legs engorged as well, fattening out as his body grew, and his head was pulled down towards one fat shoulder. Another monstrous head and face emerged and reared up, taking prominence—demonic, with a round, snapping mouth. Adrian couldn’t help but think it had feminine features, with sharp eyes and a thin nose. Trevor’s face was now completely melded into the flesh of the left shoulder, still screaming in silence as no sounded emitted from the moving mouth.

      This new creature stood high, almost as tall as the behemoth that was now running wild.

      But Trevor’s transformation was not quite complete.

      Something that loosely resembled male genitalia started to protrude from the underside of the sagging, grey gut. The long, stalk-like thing moved and bobbed independently, and even had a snapping mouth of its own—lined with teeth—at the head.

      A horrific mesh of male and female, twisted into a monstrous form.

      Mother, Adrian thought.

      And soon Mother was on someone, and the acts of depravity she carried out on that poor inmate were vile beyond belief. Screaming was of no use as the poor man was violently abused and then killed, his limbs twisted and torn away.

      Adrian wanted to give up. Seeing such carnage and depravity was just too much. Part of him just wanted to lie down and wait for death to come, but the fear of how painful that death would be drove him on.

      He crawled onwards, trying to skirt the edge of the room to avoid the violence and make it back to the door. Maybe there was a small chance that he could make it unseen, though the odds of that were not in his favour.

      Amongst the carnage of all that was happening, the most ferocious came from the hulking beast at the centre of the room, one that towered over everything else.

      It held aloft two men, one in each hand. The one in the left was fighting for his life as the paw of the monster engulfed his head, slowly crushing it, taking its time and enjoying his suffering.

      In the other, the man was close to death. He was already peeled of his skin, and the monster took periodic bites from the exposed flesh, tearing chunks away.

      Mangled bodies lay scattered at its feet.

      Adrian moved quicker, circling the room, desperate to escape the notice of the evil creatures.

      But soon his luck ran out.

      Something tall stepped in front of him, setting a heavy foot down. When Adrian looked up, he saw one of the more human-looking creatures standing above him. Perhaps one of the first to turn, it seemed stretched out, gangly, with long limbs and bumpy skin. The only other features that marked it as inhuman were the small littering of eyes about its chest and shoulders, and a mouth that split up in the centre of its stomach.

      It made an excited noise, almost a laugh, and then reached down for him. Adrian tried to crawl away, but felt its hand wrap around his ankle. It dragged him back, clearly stronger than him, but not as overpowering and dominant as most of the transformed nightmares that tore their way through the remaining residents of the ward.

      When it let go of him, Adrian quickly rolled onto his back and looked up at the thing as it stared down at him. Its teeth seemed far too long, and razor sharp, and it reached down again and grabbed him by the throat with both hands. Adrian felt himself heaved up, and he dangled before the demon as his legs kicked below him, trying and failing to find purchase on something.

      He felt himself slowly brought in towards the face of his attacker and could feel and smell its hot, rancid breath on his face. A thin, pink tongue slithered from the open mouth and snaked its way towards Adrian. The appendage was ridiculously long, and quickly found its way to his face, licking up his skin.

      Tasting him.

      A ripple of pleasure seemed to surge through the creature, and it emitted a long moan. Then it opened its mouth further, and Adrian readied himself to be eaten alive.

      But that was not the creature’s intent.

      Long fingers pushed their way into Adrian’s mouth and forced it open, pulling his jaw down. It then moved him closer and started to make gagging motions.

      Adrian soon realised what it had planned for him. Whatever criteria these things had to select who would be chosen to join their ranks, he appeared to have matched it.

      He was to be turned. He would twist and change and would soon be one of them. And he would commit the same acts of evil they revelled in.

      He would be a monster. Thoughts of his father leapt to the fore of Adrian’s mind. He remembered those acts of depravity his father revelled in, and the things he did to Adrian as a boy.

      No.

      He couldn’t allow that to happen—he would not turn into such a beast. That fate was worse than any other he had witnessed so far—hell, he would have preferred the end that came to the melted man who had been slurped up by the monstrous worm, and the pain that came with it. He would not become what he loathed so much.

      So Adrian fought back.

      The monster held him close to it, so Adrian used the proximity to his advantage, reaching out his hands to claw and fight. His attack was a targeted one, and he cut his fingers down the hard skin of the demon, making sure to scrape over the small eyes that covered its chest, driving his fingers into the milky bulbs. He felt some pop beneath him, and to his surprise the creature howled in pain. He continued with his attack, gouging and scratching at the small, inhuman eyes, breaking them open like fish eggs as a yellowy substance spurted free.

      Adrian felt the pressure on his throat release as the creature dropped him. As inhuman as these things were, they could still feel pain. He then cast a glance at the tank-like behemoth as it crushed men beneath it.

      Okay, so maybe only some of them felt pain.

      He couldn’t imagine anything being able to hurt that giant enforcer.

      Adrian moved quickly and made a dash for the exit. Up ahead, in the doorway, he saw Jack beckoning him on. The big man had gotten clear of the room, which Adrian was glad to see. And cowering next to him was that doctor, Reid. They had made it out, and as they were not being attacked, it seemed the hallway outside was clear.

      That gave him hope, so he pushed himself, running at full sprint. However, as he neared the door, he felt something grab his wrist and stop him.

      Another creature to fend off, he assumed, and he didn’t think he would be lucky enough to escape a second attack. But when he spun, he saw that it was Seymour—bloodied and battered—who grasped hold of his wrist.

      ‘Don’t leave me here,’ the fat man said, eyes wide in terror.

      Adrian didn’t reply, he just pulled his arm away, then turned and ran. He felt Seymour behind him, and hoped his unwanted companion did not draw attention.

      But that proved not to be the case.

      As the two men managed to break free of the room and sprint up the corridor alongside Jack and Dr. Reid, Adrian heard something following behind, emitting an awful, hellish screech.
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      Isaac Templeton’s mind swam back into consciousness as agony wracked his senses. He felt submerged, somehow, and tried to scream, but a suffocating, scalding liquid flooded his mouth and body, burning him up inside and out.

      He kicked and flailed as he felt his flesh burning.

      Desperate, he began to swim as hard as he could in a direction he assumed to be up.

      Eventually, he broke free of the surface and pulled humid air into his lungs. The cold of the environment above the boiling water was a stark contrast on his searing skin. Templeton opened his eyes… and immediately wished he hadn’t.

      He knew where he was.

      He’d seen this place before.

      In his dreams after consuming the blood of The Great Being.

      The endless, alien sky above dwarfed him, and flashes of red lightning illuminated the surface of the sea he bobbed up and down in. Those stars, circling together to form a great eye, were maddening to look at.

      The water continued to scald him, and Templeton looked at his arms to see them ruined and stripped of skin, with only red and black flesh exposed beneath.

      He should be dead—perhaps he was—but still he continued to exist. Another flash, and up ahead he saw a landscape. Agony continued to rage as the boiling water cooked him, so he began to swim again, this time towards the landmass up ahead, every stroke causing more and more white-hot pain.

      How long it took him, Templeton could not say, but eventually he heaved his ruined body out onto the hard shore—a black, rock-like surface, one that exuded a red substance when pressure was applied. Small pools of it formed around his hands and knees as he crawled from the water, screaming, allowing his steaming, ravaged body to take in the cooling air. He then heaved, involuntarily purging water and chunks from his stomach. As he looked down to the mass that he had expelled, he saw red flesh and stringy intestines.

      He began to scream again and, looking up, saw the same landscape from his dream.

      Only this felt much more real.

      Because it was real.

      Whatever happened to him back in the asylum had brought some part of him here, and had spat him out in the boiling sea.

      To be trapped for eternity.

      Creatures and nightmarish visions roamed before him, wandering the terrifying wasteland. A being so big that its head touched the sky scrawled its way across the far distance.

      The fear Templeton felt was absolute.

      How long until one of these horrors found him and then had their way with him?

      He began to sob.

      Then a noise caught his attention—the sound of something dragging over the stone ground—and he looked up to see whatever it was approach.

      The thing looked human, but without skin—only scabbed, blackened flesh. It crawled on all fours, keeping low.

      ‘So it is,’ the thing said, in a strained, gravelly voice. ‘I was told that you would come.’

      Whatever this thing was, it had a familiarity to it and, as it drew closer, Templeton recognised exactly who it was. But that was impossible.

      It can’t be him.

      The thing grew closer and pulled the ruined flesh around its mouth into a smile.

      ‘Hello, old friend,’ said Robert Wilson.
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      The being made its way from the chamber where its creator lay and into a large area beyond. It saw rooms off of the central space, all open and empty.

      On the floor was a ruined body, one that had been similar to its own, though now it was little more than a mangled husk. It also seemed to be drained of much of its meat.

      The entity studied the ruined corpse and felt something twinge within it. Concentrating harder, it felt as though it could reach out with its mind and actually touch the body.

      Which is exactly what it did… and the body twitched.

      With increased focus, the corpse was lifted from the ground—bobbing at first as the entity controlled the link between mind and matter. With extra effort came more confidence and control, and the body hung limply, unmoving, until it was pulled forward and then hovered above the entity.

      The thing with no name, or identity.

      Not yet.

      Then the being obliterated the hanging sack of meat, pulling its atoms apart, causing it to burst into chunks of red flesh and a shower of blood, all of which rained down over the thing. It savoured the feeling of blood and meat, which once brought life, slopping down upon it, coating it in the stink of death.

      A first step: learning just what it was capable of.

      The being then continued through the dark place. The whole environment seemed very familiar—but not from its creator. The memories it now accessed were, it knew, from its original host. A pathetic, weak creature, typical of the kind that inhabited this world.

      This plane of existence.

      But that sub-creature now existed somewhere else, its life-force thrust over to the home the creator. A home that the entity would never know, but one it yearned for. So, instead, it would have to make the best of this world.

      And change it.

      Now upstairs, the being felt that a transformation was underway in the environment around it; the creator was spreading its influence, reaching out with its winding, twisting roots, and in doing so was changing the surroundings. Growths had formed on the walls and ceilings, and pods of flesh pumped out small puffs of black spores into the air.

      It could hear other, lesser children of the creator close by, indulging in their desires. But it felt no desire to go to them. They were lower than it was.

      Beneath it.

      Two of them even wandered the level on which the creature now found itself. They were aimless, but steered clear of the being. They were scared of it.

      As they should be.

      It considered pulling them apart, for no other reason than to further test its powers; however, it was curious to see something else first.

      It walked to a doorway, and with a flick of its head, pulled the door open, breaking the primitive lock in the process. The being then wandered the corridor towards its destination, eager to see the place that the lowly human who had inhabited body before—Templeton… Isaac Templeton—was so attached to.

      The Chapel.

      A place, it understood, that these humans used for worship.

      False gods.

      The being soon reached its destination and entered the Chapel.

      It looked around, taking in the details, less concerned with the overall aesthetics of the room—which even now were beginning to warp and twist thanks to the creator—but more on the smaller details.

      The symbols of religion.

      The effigies.

      A man stuck to a cross, hanging in pain. This was a symbol of hope and virtue to these humans?

      The being scoffed.

      Hope and virtue were as pointless. They were not the real truths and values of this universe.

      It knew what these humans were—small, lowly, and blind. Insects scurrying around without the capacity to understand the true order of the universe.

      Perhaps it was a lingering echo of the humanity that resided within it, but the being had a desire to change things here. To violate what was a false place of worship. To cleanse its message from the world and replace it with one much more fitting.

      Much more pure.

      The being moved to a circular, ornate mirror that was fixed to a wall close to the entrance door. It looked into the reflective surface, gazing at the fullness of its own body for the first time.

      And was disgusted by what it saw.

      The skin was sunken and greyed, lined with tears and cuts that showed the flesh beneath, and the eyes were milky white, but it was still a distinctly human appearance.

      Distinctly weak.

      The being knew that this appearance would need to be improved. It grabbed at the skin on its head and began pulling, peeling at the flesh and attached hair follicles, pulling it away to reveal the bone beneath.

      It enjoyed the pain.

      Then it brought its hands to its lips.
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      Adrian ran with Jack, Seymour and Doctor Reid in tow. Behind them, something—he dared not look back to see what—scampered at their heels, screeching as it gave chase. Though danger was rapidly closing in, it seemed the way ahead was clear.

      Giving everything he had, Adrian broke through the first ruined door into the small, linking corridor, and then on through to the large Main Hall.

      He had hoped this space would be empty.

      But he was disappointed.

      Two creatures prowled the area. One was a tall, humanoid figure whose skull had split open at the head, revealing a writhing, moving brain beneath that blinked with small white eyes. Its tongue was long, wriggling down to its navel as its mouth hung open like a panting dog. It was accompanied by a small, dwarfish thing, with long arms that touched the floor. Its head had melted into its torso, and it had a wide stomach with a gaping mouth and sharp teeth cut into it. Out of the two, it looked less threatening, but no less horrifying.

      Adrian had noticed the two creatures the second he burst into the Main Hall but, as they turned to face him, he saw something else too, hanging above the door to Ward B—a pulsating sack with multiple black eyes, fused to the wall at the junction between the wall and the ceiling. It had no human shape to it at all, only a mass of flesh with large, blank eyes. Tendrils hung down beneath it, ready to snare unsuspecting prey.

      Adrian and his group did not break stride as the thing behind them gave chase, and with the creatures ahead of them, they were in danger of being surrounded.

      But he had an idea.

      Adrian remembered what had happened to Jones in this room when the man was turned, and what he had been carrying when he had been overwhelmed.

      So Adrian took a sharp right and continued his sprint, well aware the abominations in the room had noticed him and would soon be upon him. He saw the weapon lying discarded on the floor and prayed it still worked. The small blue flame at the end of the nozzle still burned, and he hoped that was a good sign.

      He heard the others—Jack, Seymour, and Reid—all keeping pace with him, wheezing and panting as they ran for their lives. But he also heard the approaching creatures, roaring and shrieking.

      Gaining ground.

      It would be close.

      Adrian hurled himself forward, feet first, and slid along the tiled floor on his rear. As he moved across the ground, he grabbed the nozzle—the end still hot in his hand—adjusted the weapon, and swivelled his body, aiming the dangerous end away from him.

      He had just enough time to see the others in his group run to either side of him, leaving his aim clear, and a half-man half-spider horror leaping in for the kill.

      Adrian squeezed the trigger.

      A jet of scalding flame erupted from the nozzle and, as it did, he could actually feel the heat from the blast emanating back towards him. The leaping monster was engulfed in flames, and Adrian only just managed to roll to the side as its blazing body crashed to the floor.

      Adrian quickly got to his feet and took aim at the other two monsters that were bearing down and pressed the trigger again. This time, however, he cast his aim lower, towards their feet, arcing the thrower left and right to make sure he caught them both in its stream.

      Like the creature before them—who was now getting back to its feet as it writhed and burned—these two monsters went up as well, a burning mass of macabre flesh. He hit them again, and they collapsed to the floor, then he turned back to the first beast, which was trying to crawl away as the flames that engulfed it seared away at its skin. Adrian slowly stalked the thing, dragging the tank of the weapon along the floor behind him, and hit it one last time in a prolonged attack.

      Eventually, it, too, stopped moving, and just continued to burn like its friends.

      After taking a couple of panicked breaths, and feeling his knees grow weak, Adrian dropped to his rear. He felt a large hand land on his shoulder and jumped, but looking up saw the smiling face of Jack. The large man gave him a thumbs up.

      Adrian laughed. ‘Thanks, Jack. Didn’t know I had it in me.’

      ‘I did,’ Seymour uttered quietly, but still loud enough for everyone to hear above the crackling of the burning creatures.

      Adrian didn’t react to the comment. ‘It isn’t safe here,’ he said to them all.

      Looking past his group, he could see the tentacles of that thing that hung to the ceiling above the door to Ward B snap and whip about, apparently aware of what had happened to its brethren.

      And knew it could be next.

      The thought did cross Adrian’s mind, but he had no idea how much fuel was left in this weapon, and had a feeling they would need every last drop.

      ‘So we need to get out,’ Seymour said, and he turned to Dr. Reid. ‘Don’t you have a key for the main door?’

      The doctor shook his head. ‘No, I was never in possession of one. If I ever wanted to leave for any reason, it had to be arranged.’

      ‘Then what good are you to us?’ Seymour said. He stepped forward and shoved the man backwards, a snarl forming on his face.

      ‘Stop it,’ Adrian said. ‘We don’t have time for this.’

      ‘Stop it?’ Seymour snapped back. ‘Are you serious? He’s one of the reasons all of this happened. He’s part of it. Tell me why we’re helping him again?’

      Adrian then realised that Seymour had a point, and he turned to Dr. Reid.

      ‘Wait,’ the doctor said, holding up his hands in supplication. ‘I was never a part of this. I was here strictly as a doctor and nothing more. I had no idea what these people were doing until recently, I swear.’

      ‘And why should we trust you?’ Seymour said and pushed the man again.

      ‘Because,’ Dr. Reid said, ‘it’s the truth. And I may not have a key, but I think I know where we can get one.’

      Adrian had a feeling he knew what the man was going to say. ‘The Director's office?’

      Dr. Reid nodded. ‘That’s right.’

      ‘Excellent,’ Seymour said. ‘Now we know where to look. Don’t need you anymore.’ He let fly with a punch, catching the startled doctor on the chin and sending him sprawling to the floor. Seymour then started to kick the fallen man, and Adrian saw a look of savage delight in the fat man’s eyes as he did.

      He knew exactly what Seymour was feeling when he let loose like that.

      It was a feeling he knew well.

      ‘Stop,’ Adrian commanded.

      ‘Fuck you,’ Seymour said, continuing his attack. ‘Who made you the leader?’

      Adrian stepped forward and pushed Seymour back as hard as he could. Seymour backpedaled, pinwheeling his arms a little, but managed to stay on his feet.

      ‘I said stop! We don’t have time for this. No one appointed me the leader, but if we stay here, we’ll die. We have a plan of action, so let's go.’

      ‘And what about him?’ Seymour said, pointing to Dr. Reid who was still groaning on the floor.

      ‘He comes with us,’ Adrian said.

      ‘What? Are you serious?’

      ‘I am.’

      ‘Well, I ain’t going anywhere he goes.’

      Adrian shrugged. ‘Fine, you can stay here.’ He then hooked his arms under the doctor's shoulders and heaved him to his feet. He looked the dazed man in the eyes. ‘This still doesn’t mean I trust you.’ Dr. Reid nodded his understanding, and Adrian asked, ‘Which way?’

      The doctor then pointed to a door up from Ward B. ‘There.’

      Adrian recognised the door; it was an area he had been dragged through before when he had been slung into isolation. He also saw that the door was open, hanging on its hinges.

      ‘Something got through,’ he said. ‘We need to be careful.’ He then looked at the weapon on the floor, knowing they would need it. The problem was, however, that the bindings that would hold the propane tank to one's back had completely torn when Jones had transformed. That meant he would need to carry the tank and try to aim with the nozzle at the same time.

      While he was figuring out a solution, Jack reached down and easily plucked up the tank. He then nodded to the connecting nozzle.

      Adrian understood.

      ‘Thanks, Jack,’ he said, and Jack adjusted his hands to give another thumbs up.

      Adrian retrieved the nozzle and checked to make sure the small blue flame was still on.

      It was.

      ‘Let’s go,’ he said, and he, Jack, and Dr. Reid began to walk away. But Seymour did not follow.

      ‘I said I wasn’t going anywhere with him,’ the fat man yelled. Adrian could still hear the carnage emanate from Ward A and knew that whatever was still happening in there wouldn’t keep the creatures occupied forever. When everyone was dead, the things inside would come looking for more.

      Which meant Adrian and his group needed to be free of this place before then.

      ‘Stay here on your own, then,’ Adrian said. They reached the door Dr. Reid had directed them towards, and Adrian turned back to Seymour, giving him another chance. ‘Are you coming?’

      Seymour looked furious, but was also clearly considering Adrian’s words. Eventually, he started to jog towards them, his mind made up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 46

          

        

      

    

    
      Thankfully, the journey to the office Dr. Reid and the group now searched had been a clear one with no further incident. But that didn’t mean they could take their time and rest easy. They’d had to kick in the door to the director’s office upon arrival—courtesy of the large patient, Jack—but as much as they searched, they could not find the key to unlock the main entrance.

      Reid was worried, as the lack of progress would undoubtedly infuriate Seymour, the one who seemed most volatile, and that could lead to another confrontation. And Reid wasn’t confident Adrian James would save him this time. So he continued to search, throwing books from the shelves in desperation, but noticed that Mr. James was entirely focused on something else.

      ‘It isn’t here,’ the fat man yelled, almost predictably. Seymour held up a small, open case that he’d retrieved from one of the shelves he was searching. Inside was a foam base, with the impression of a large key, but no key to go along with it. ‘Shouldn’t it be in here? If so, it's gone.’

      ‘I don’t know,’ Reid replied. ‘Keep looking.’

      Adrian, however, was currently focused on the folder in his hand, engrossed in what he was reading. Reid kept his head down and continued looking.

      Upon entering the room, Reid’s first place to look was in those drawers that Templeton kept locked, but it had turned up nothing. However, after grabbing the key from its location beneath the carpet, the others had noticed the director’s folders and notes, and it was one of these folders that now so intrigued Mr. James.

      ‘Would you just drop that and help?’ Seymour shouted.

      But Adrian ignored him, keeping his focus on the file. He eventually looked up at Reid.

      ‘Is this true? What I’m reading here?’

      Reid hesitated. ‘Depends on what you read.’

      ‘Don’t play coy. There are reports here saying the medicine that you forced on us is… blood. How can that be?’

      ‘Let’s just find that damn key,’ Reid said, but Adrian stepped forward.

      ‘No,’ he replied. ‘Answer me. What kind of blood turns people into those things out there?’

      ‘How should I know?’ Reid snapped back.

      ‘Because you’re part of it.’

      ‘I’m not. I swear on my life, I’m not. What I said before was true. This was all going on without my knowledge. I was being used, just like the rest of you.’

      ‘No,’ Adrian said, shaking his head. ‘Not like the rest of us. You weren’t locked up and fed that filth. You weren’t turned into one of those things like my friends were.’

      The man was growing angrier the more he spoke, and Seymour and Jack stepped closer as well, causing Reid to back up.

      ‘That’s true,’ he said. ‘But I was only trying to make people better, I swear. I didn’t want any of this. I told Templeton that, repeatedly, but he said I could either go along with what they were doing here, or I would die.’

      ‘Go along with what, exactly?’ Adrian asked.

      Reid sighed, realising he had no way to divert the subject any longer. If they were going to press on and find that damn key, then he needed to get them all searching again.

      And now it seemed there was only one way to do that.

      ‘I don’t know everything,’ Reid said, ‘but they did take me down below this place. There is an underground ward where more of those creatures were being held. And… there was something else down there as well.’

      ‘What?’ Adrian asked.

      ‘The body of a man, only I don’t think it is a man anymore. And I know this will be hard to believe but there is something… possessing it. Some kind of entity. Templeton and the others who work here, they are all part of some cult that worship this thing like a god. They extracted its blood and fed it to the patients here.’

      A silence hung over them all, eventually broken by Seymour.

      ‘You expect us to believe that rubbish?’

      ‘I don’t know if you’ll believe it,’ Reid said, shrugging, ‘but it’s the truth. I swear on my life. I didn’t believe it either, but I’ve… seen things. I’ve seen it talk, and I’ve tasted its blood as well. When I dreamt, I saw a place, the place that thing comes from.’

      ‘I’ve seen it too,’ Adrian said. ‘It’s hell.’

      Reid nodded. ‘Worse. Because, as much as I hate to admit it, this place actually exists.’

      ‘And this… thing, underground, is the cause of it all?’

      ‘Yes,’ Reid said. ‘According to Templeton, they had measures in place that would bring this whole operation to a close, if needed.’

      ‘Well, those clearly failed,’ Seymour said.

      ‘What were those measures?’ Adrian asked.

      ‘To burn it,’ Reid replied. ‘He believed that if the host's body was burned, then any link that thing had to this place would be destroyed.’

      ‘And the rest of the creatures?’

      ‘He seemed to think that it would destroy them, too.’

      Adrian James looked back to the file and flicked through it, seemingly lost in thought.

      ‘Utter horse shit!’ Seymour exclaimed.

      ‘Believe what you want,’ Reid said, then continued his search for the key.

      ‘I believe it,’ Adrian said.

      ‘Then you know we need to get the key and get out of here,’ Reid told him.

      ‘That, I can agree with,’ Seymour added.

      But it appeared Mr. James had another idea in mind. ‘No. Even if we escape, then those things will be free, and if they follow us out then God knows what will happen, or where it will stop. We’ve all seen what they do, how they kill, but also how they turn people. Who knows how far it could spread? We have to stop it.’

      ‘Excuse me?’ Seymour asked, incredulous. ‘You’re insane, aren’t you? You deserve to be here. Think about it, you fool, if we stay here, then we die. At least if we get out, then we have a chance.’

      ‘Not for long,’ Adrian said. ‘I’ve seen the place this thing comes from. It is chaos, hate, violence, and death. We can’t let it infect our world.’

      ‘It won’t,’ Seymour argued. ‘Because it's not real.’

      ‘I’m not arguing with you about this, Seymour,’ Adrian said. ‘We have a chance to put an end to this whole thing, but we need to work together.’

      ‘And what do you have in mind?’ Seymour asked, throwing his hands up into the air in exasperation.

      ‘We go down to the host and use that,’ he said, then pointed to Jones’ weapon that lay on the floor. ‘Then all of this stops.’

      ‘We don’t even know if that will work,’ Reid said. ‘Templeton couldn’t know for sure.’

      ‘We have to try,’ Adrian replied.

      ‘No,’ said Seymour. ‘I refuse.’

      Adrian shrugged. ‘Then you’re on your own.’

      ‘Says who?’ Seymour asked, defiant, then looked up at Jack. ‘Don’t tell me you’re with him? He’s going to get you all killed.’

      Jack took a step forward and stood next to Adrian, side by side, and folded his arms over his broad chest. His decision was clear.

      ‘You fucking idiot,’ Seymour spat. He then turned to Reid. ‘And what about you? Eager to die as well?’

      The truth was, Reid was not eager to die at all. He regretted telling Adrian James so much, and he knew that going back down there to face that thing was suicide. But without that weapon of theirs for protection, he wouldn’t last long on his own. Especially if they couldn’t find the key to escape.

      Reid felt like his whole world had fallen apart completely. He had leapt from one impossible choice—join a mad cult or die—to another; he could either wait around up here, unprotected, and likely die, or go down with them to try to end things… and likely die.

      ‘I’ll go,’ he said, hoping there was safety in numbers.

      ‘Idiots!’ Seymour said, laughing. ‘Fucking idiots.’

      ‘Stay here on your own then, coward,’ Adrian said. He picked up the nozzle of the weapon as his large friend retrieved the connected tank. ‘Or come with us and help. Either way, the rest of us are going to end this.’

      ‘You’ll die trying, you know,’ Seymour told them with a smile.

      Adrian shrugged. ‘Maybe so. But it’s better than hiding and waiting to die. And to be honest, I’m tired of waiting for death to find me. Time to meet it head-on.’
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      Isaac Templeton was being pulled along by someone who should not exist.

      ‘Come,’ Robert instructed in a hoarse voice. ‘We must be quick.’

      Robert had a tight hold of Templeton’s left wrist, and dragged him quickly along as Templeton scampered to keep up. Templeton kept himself low, like his guide, and his exposed, blackened flesh scraped across the harsh ground, sending searing pain through his exposed nerves. He let out a pained grunt.

      ‘Quiet!’ Robert admonished. ‘We must not be heard.’

      ‘What happened to me?’ Templeton asked in a panicked whisper. The noises that rumbled all around them were horrifying; thundering roars, guttural growls, and even shrieks of pain were the ambient sounds in this hellscape.

      A flash of red lighting cut through the cosmic sky, illuminating more of the horrific landscape. As it did, Templeton’s eyes were drawn to one of the massive, cylindrical towers—and he almost screamed. A huge, multi-legged monstrosity with a fat body at its centre clung to the side of the titanic structure, like a monstrous spider waiting for its prey. Another flash, and he saw it move, its many legs working independently as it scuttled to the hidden side of the tower.

      ‘I’m going to die here,’ Templeton said, sobbing.

      ‘Already dead,’ Robert replied, still pulling him quickly along.

      ‘So what happens here? Can we die twice?’

      Robert just chuckled. A horrible, manic sound. But no definitive answer was given.

      Robert led Templeton farther along until they reached a split in the ground, a crack that grew wider and wider as it ran down before them, cutting deeper into the ground. They dropped inside and followed the slope down as jagged walls rose up around them. Templeton saw someone clinging to the sides of this wall, hiding in the cracks. His flesh, like Robert’s, was devoid of skin—dark and scabbed with yellows and blacks. Templeton’s own, in contrast, still dripped with blood, raw and fresh.

      ‘Who is that?’ Templeton asked.

      ‘Another.’

      ‘Like us?’

      ‘Like us.’ Robert confirmed, yanking Templeton forward again.

      They continued further, and as they did Templeton saw more like them, all hiding and fearful. Poor souls who had been brought here, somehow, to exist in this nightmare.

      Farther into the perceived safety of the underground cavern, Templeton saw groups of the poor wretches gathered around small fires, or hiding away in the shadows. One, he noticed, was tucked away in a corner, sitting on the ground with her knees drawn to her chest. She looked miserable, but very different from the rest of souls here. While thin and dishevelled, she was at least in possession of the skin on her naked, sagging body.

      ‘Who is she?’ Templeton asked, unsure as to why she was so different from the rest of them.

      ‘A woman I have spoken to, on occasion. Margaret Hobbes.’

      ‘Why does she have her skin?’

      ‘Different things exist here, and she is protected by one. She just waits until her master needs her, then she is pulled away and just disappears.’

      Almost on cue, the woman’s eyes opened wide, and she let out a scream as her form dissipated before Templeton’s eyes.

      His lungs burned as Robert pulled him on, relentlessly.

      ‘Where are you taking me? Shouldn’t we stay here where it’s safe?’

      ‘Not safe. Never safe. We must go. The Great God Ashklaar demands to see you.’

      ‘Great God?’

      Robert just started his manic chuckling again as tremendous roars boomed from behind. Something big was coming. Shrieks from the gathered souls rang out as they all ran in panic.

      ‘Quickly,’ Robert said.

      Heeding Robert’s words, Templeton pushed himself on.
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      Seymour hated that he was so reliant on this group of misfits.

      They should have listened to him; his way would have led them to safety. Led him to safety, at the very least. But they had ignored him, and more importantly, they had the weapon. On his own he stood little chance of survival, so he went against his nature of leading and followed.

      He hated it.

      And he hated the people that circumstance had lumped him together with, and he hated that he followed them like a dog out into the corridor. As they moved, Seymour heard something—a door opening—and looked back.

      He shrieked at what he saw stepping out into the hallway. It was of human form, dressed in a blood-soaked gown, with grey skin and white eyes. The skin had been peeled away from the top of its head, revealing the skull beneath, and the flesh from its lips had been torn free, showing a grimacing smile of teeth and red gums.

      ‘Run!’ Seymour yelled and pushed past the others as he broke into a sprint. Panic rose as the rest of the group laid eyes on the thing that resembled some kind of dark, twisted priest, and they matched his efforts to flee. Seymour cast another look back, but this Dark Priest simply watched them, head cocked to the side like a curious dog. It followed, but at a slow, deliberate pace.

      They bolted out from the corridor, out into the Main Hall.

      Into hell.

      In their panic running from the strange thing behind them, they hadn’t paid any attention to what was ahead and entered a room full of horrifying creatures that had moved away from the carnage of the Communal Area.

      And while trying to stop, Seymour slipped, lost his footing, and fell into one of the monstrosities that was roaming about close by.

      One of the biggest in the room.

      The thing turned and looked down to Seymour as he lay on the floor at its feet. An appendage hung down from the monster’s groin, a phallus complete with a mouth of its own that snapped at Seymour as he scampered backwards.

      Seymour had seen this thing before. He knew the person it once was and had seen its transformation take place. Even now, he could see that familiar, pathetic face frozen in horror within the massive shoulder of the beast. Above that, a nightmarish, feminine face looked down at him.

      Mother.

      Seymour screamed as it reached down and grabbed him by the throat with a massive paw. He twisted his head to look back, desperate for help, but the others had already fled towards the door to the basement, leaving him behind.

      Leaving him for dead.

      Cowards!

      Panic flooded his senses as terrifying noises rang out throughout the hall. The gathered acted as one, rushing towards the fleeing prey, and the booming footsteps of the behemoth overpowered everything as it overtook the rest of the pack in great strides, trampling some underfoot as it moved.

      The chase was on.

      But Seymour would play no part in it.

      He saw the three men disappear through the doorway moments before the powerful creature started to squeeze itself into the opening as well, pushing and cracking the frame as it forced its sizeable bulk through the gap. The rest of the creatures snapped and shrieked at its back, eager to participate in the hunt.

      Eager to feed.

      Seymour struggled in the grip of Mother, but felt himself lifted into the air. The bitch brought him up so that it could look into his eyes, and he swore he saw a smile form on its hideous face.

      It exhaled, and a rush of foul, sickening air washed over him. A long tongue snaked from its mouth and pressed its wetness against his cheek. The tongue then rolled up his skin as the foul thing licked him.

      Savouring the taste.

      ‘Please don’t,’ Seymour begged.

      Then, to his surprise, he was dropped to the floor.

      Before he could even think of scampering free, the creature reached down and pressed his back and shoulders to the floor.

      Then it mounted him, and Seymour began to scream again.

      The weight of the thing was immense, and Seymour felt his ribs cracking as it let its bulk settle atop him.

      To his eternal horror, he then felt something else as the monster moved its huge hips around.

      No! Please, God, no!

      But God didn’t listen.

      Seymour felt the gnashing appendage bite at him, eating its way into his body, tearing through between buttocks and genitals. He shrieked in pain, but the torture continued as Mother pressed more weight down on him. No matter how much he fought and squirmed, it did no good—he was helplessly trapped.

      All he could do was endure… and feel.

      The force of the appendage that ate its way through him was frightening and unrelenting. Blood pushed its way from Seymour's mouth as his insides were torn and forced upwards. More blood spurted free and drowned out his gurgled screams. His ribcage cracked even more, causing searing pain to ripple through his chest, all while the devouring organ continued its march upwards with every thrust from Mother.

      And as Seymour was eaten away and mashed up internally, the blood that ran from his mouth was replaced by red meat as his intestines and guts were pushed up through the small opening, splitting open his mouth at the cheeks in the process.

      He bucked and writhed, utterly desperate, but the mass above him kept him pinned in unimaginable agony—one that went on and on until, eventually, Mother gave a final push with her writhing genitals, forcefully enough that it burst through his throat with a shower of gore.

      As Seymour’s vision faded to darkness, he saw Mother stand back up to her full height—a malicious smile on her face.

      Pleased with her work.
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      The carnage that the newborn entity witnessed was glorious.

      It had followed the lowly human beings as they fled from it, only to see them run into more of the creator's children. While most of the humans ran, chased by the children, one poor wretch was torn in two in an exquisite sight. The wretch’s still bleeding body was opened up and exposed, ruined and mashed insides on display.

      The great child that stood over the mangled body looked over to the entity. It took a single step back. Then another.

      And then it fled, jogging away with heavy footsteps.

      Afraid of the entity.

      As it should be.

      The newborn sensed that down below a chase was on—these pitiful humans were racing towards the creator, intending to burn the vessel it inhabited. To scorch it from existence.

      The entity felt no compunction to go down to stop it, however.

      What they were trying to do was irrelevant.

      For the creator's will was already done.
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      Adrian pushed on through the basement, racing as fast as he could with Jack and Reid keeping pace beside him. He gripped the nozzle of the weapon in his hands as Jack held on to the tank, each of them linked together via the connecting tubing.

      Adrian heard the sloshing of liquid within the metal tank as they moved, but it sounded alarmingly low.

      But that could well be the least of their worries.

      Behind them, the rampaging sounds of hell bore down, led by those booming footsteps from the behemoth. It let out a roar of pure rage, gaining ground with every moment. Adrian was also able to hear the screeches and howls of other abominations that followed in the titan’s wake.

      Adrian tried to keep his focus up ahead, on the door to the chamber at the end of the passageway.

      The one that supposedly housed the body of Robert Wilson—the vessel behind all of this.

      The door had already been pulled wide open, looking slightly bent and twisted. Whatever had gained entry into that place before them had obviously not been gentle in doing so.

      Which presented another problem.

      Once they were inside, how would they then buy the time to do what needed to be done? He could only hope that they would be able to force the door shut and somehow keep it closed long enough to burn the body inside to cinders before the legions of hell poured in behind them.

      And given the strength of the behemoth alone—even ignoring the combined might of the other creatures—he did not think the odds were close to being in their favour.

      Yet they had nothing left to do but try.

      And so they ran, harder, with the deafening chaos pursuing them from behind.

      Gaining and gaining and gaining.

      Adrian’s thighs and calves burned and his chest ached, his body begging him to stop, close to exhaustion. Jack, to his right, was cumbersome in his movements, but had a longer stride so was able to keep up. In fact, Adrian thought the larger man was holding himself back to let Adrian keep pace with him. And Dr. Reid, to his credit, was actually pulling ahead.

      ‘When you get through,’ Adrian wheezed, ‘pull that damn door shut after us.’

      But he wasn’t sure if Reid heard him at all. The man looked absolutely petrified. His face was a mask of terror, wide eyes focused on the door ahead.

      Adrian didn’t have the breath in him to tell Reid again, so just concentrated on pushing himself harder, praying he didn’t trip and fall.

      Boom, boom, boom.

      The behemoth closed in.

      Please, please, please. Let us make it, Adrian pleaded to any god that would listen.

      Well, perhaps not any god.

      The doorway grew closer, painfully so.

      They were going to make it through, but Adrian didn’t think they would have time to force that door shut.

      ‘We’re going to be killed,’ Dr. Reid panted, almost crying.

      He crossed the threshold, followed by Adrian as the titanic demon closed in behind. Adrian was about to stop and look back when he felt something push him farther into the room. In the same moment, he saw the tank of the weapon fly past him and hit the floor with a loud clank.

      As he fell, Adrian turned to see that it was not the creature that had nudged him, but Jack.

      The towering man had made sure Adrian and Reid made it through and was now forcing the door shut… from the other side.

      ‘End it,’ he said, his voice—the first time Adrian had heard it—soft and gentle.

      But as big as Jack was, the sight behind him positively dwarfed him. Adrian could only watch as Jack gave a mighty strain and was able to press the door closed.

      Adrian had no time to process what was happening, and he spun around, still gripping the nozzle of the weapon. As he turned, he saw that Reid was huddled into one corner of the flesh covered room, looking horrified.

      ‘Wha—’ Adrian stopped as he felt something wrap around his leg. He looked down to see a vine of black and purple, lined with small teeth, take hold of his calf. He grunted as he felt the teeth penetrate his skin. Adrian was then pulled to the ground and dragged forwards by the writhing tentacle, to a large, man-sized growth that lay close to the body, the one he presumed to be Robert Wilson. It had not escaped Adrian’s notice that this body was almost lost in the mass of fleshy growths that surrounded it. The vine continued to pull him in, towards the large sack, and Adrian felt the nozzle slip from his hand.

      ‘Help!’ he screamed over to Reid, but the man seemed paralysed with fear. Adrian then heard a sickening shriek from outside of the room and, in short order, the door began to open.

      ‘Welcome, my child,’ a voice said, coming from the open mouth of Robert Wilson. ‘I look forward to tasting your pain. I will make sure you get what you desire. Your mother will be pleased.’

      ‘Reid!’ Adrian cried out. ‘Please!’

      But the coward did not listen.
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        * * *

      

      Jack knew that they would not all make it out of this alive. Even if they reached the room that his friend Adrian was heading towards, the monsters that he did not understand—things that terrified him—were too close and too powerful.

      So Jack knew what he had to do.

      He was sad and didn’t want to die, but he knew that, eventually, everyone had to leave this life behind.

      Just like the man he had killed four years ago.

      Jack had been locked up for that, and the director had found him in prison, miserable and alone. He’d offered Jack a chance to stay somewhere better. More comfortable.

      But he had lied.

      However, Jack knew he did not deserve any better. The man that he’d strangled was mean, and had continually harassed and teased Jack, but hadn’t deserved to be killed.

      Jack had let himself down.

      He didn’t like being violent.

      And yet, he had killed someone.

      So, he decided that while he stayed at the asylum, he would keep quiet and keep his head down.

      It was an added bonus that he had actually made friends. They had all been as troubled and sad as he was, but that was something they’d had in common. And Adrian James had always been kind to him.

      Adrian was a nice man, Jack thought, and as they raced through that passageway, Jack decided that Adrian deserved to live. He was smart enough to perhaps put an end to this madness that was spreading.

      And Jack didn’t think he could do that himself.

      But he could help.

      So he had pushed Adrian through the doorway and hurled the metal container he was carrying into the room with him.

      Then he had pulled the door closed and given Adrian a message.

      It was the first time he had let himself speak in years, the last time being when he screamed in the man’s face as he had strangled the life from him four years ago.

      Jack then turned around to face what was coming for him and saw that they were closer than he expected.

      And that massive, monstrous thing reached him first. Jack linked his arms through the metal handles on the doors and closed his eyes.

      He knew this would hurt.

      But he didn’t realise just how much.

      He felt the thing grab him by the throat. Jack’s eyes opened instinctively, and he looked all the way up to the face of this monster that snarled down at him. He saw it bring its other arm back, then swing it forward into his gut.

      Through his gut.

      He felt the thick, muscular arm push its way through his stomach, snapping his spine, into the door behind.

      Jack screamed. The pain was horrible.

      Blood ran from his mouth. He knew he was going to die.

      Still, he kept his arms linked through the handles of the doors. He needed to give Adrian more time.

      He started to sob.

      ‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,’ he repeated over and over again, to no one in particular, gurgling as he did. Jack knew he deserved this for killing that man.

      And he was sorry for it.

      The beast before him pulled its arm from his guts as the lesser creatures jumped and moved impatiently behind it.

      Jack felt his legs buckle and had to fight to keep himself in place. The giant monster before him leaned closer to him, and he could feel its hot, nauseating breath on his face. He heard a deep chuckle rumble from its throat.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said again, feeling his strength leave him.

      Jack felt two large hands grip either side of his head. Then an immense pain spiked as the appendages pressed together, crushing his skull completely as grey brain-matter and red mush burst forth from between the creature’s thick fingers.
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      Adrian reached for the barrel of the weapon as he was dragged farther towards that disgusting open sack.

      He fought against the pull of the stalk-like thing that held him, but try as he might, the metal weapon lay agonisingly out of reach.

      ‘Reid,’ he yelled out again. ‘Please.’

      The door to the room was forced further open, and Adrian saw a flow of blood run from between the open gap.

      He looked again to the doctor, desperate, but Reid was useless to him, crouched, sobbing in a corner.

      Adrian was on his own and he was going to die.

      Whatever this large, tumour-like thing was, he was confident it was going to kill him, and then likely bring him back as one of those things. The creatures here would then break free, spilling out into the world.

      The words uttered by Robert Wilson—or the thing using his body—hung in Adrian’s mind. What it had said about him receiving a penance that he deserved, and also that his mother would be pleased.

      Was that true? Would his own mother really be happy that he was about to meet his death?

      Of course she would.

      Adrian could still remember the look on her face before he’d smothered it under that pillow. Caring for her after she’d been stricken with that damn illness was hard.

      Too hard to bear.

      It had stripped the life from her, making her a shell… a husk. Always in pain and always miserable. He’d loved her so much, and yet he could do nothing to help her.

      Or so he thought.

      But a solution did present itself, and he had taken it, and now that decision meant he was forever wracked with guilt and shame. He would never forget the feeling of holding that dirtied pillow over her face—ravaged, pale, and sunken—as she fought meekly against him.

      Adrian had killed his mother like he had his father before her.

      He truly was a monster, worthy of the pain, suffering, and death that was now waiting for him. So why bother fighting it? It’s what he deserved.

      But was that fate what everyone else deserved? Everyone outside of this damned asylum?

      Jack had given his life so that they would have a chance to end this. And given what a disappointment and monster he’d turned out to be—just like his father—shouldn’t he at least strive for one moment where he did something good? Something worthwhile that actually helped people?

      Even if no one would ever know.

      Though perhaps, if his dear mother did now exist somewhere, and she was looking down on him, she might feel something like pride for him.

      He clenched his fists together and clenched his teeth, readying himself. Adrian dug the balls of his feet into the floor and pushed his body forward, fighting against the strong pull from the alien vine that worked against him. The thrust managed to gain him a little ground, but as he looked up, he saw the door to the room open fully, and Jack’s ruined body flop to the floor in a pool of blood.

      Adrian pushed again, his fingers brushing against the warm metal of the nozzle, but he was not close enough to take hold fully.

      Another tentacle wrapped around his other leg.

      No. I won’t let you.

      The force working against him was greater now. And to compound things, the giant beast entered the room with a deafening roar.

      No.

      Adrian pressed his palms into the floor and arched his back a little, like a sprinter ready for the firing gun, and with every ounce of strength he could muster he pushed off his feet and again flung himself forward, arms outstretched.

      This time, he managed to grab hold of the nozzle with a firm grip. Working quickly, he manoeuvred it in his hands, turning it as the great behemoth made its way over to the cowering form of Reid, a swarm of other monstrosities flooding in behind it.

      The tank beside Adrian squeaked across the floor as it was pulled along with him. Adrian had now given up fighting against the pull.

      He had what he needed now and took aim at the form of Robert Wilson—the thing he hoped was the centre of this ever-expanding nightmare. He then held his breath… and pulled the trigger.

      A stream of fire burst forward.

      The behemoth and its brethren stopped upon seeing the flames arc through the air, and it growled in protest.

      But Adrian kept up the assault, despite still being dragged back. He saw the flesh at the centre of the room ignite, then he gave another burst as he felt his feet pulled into that foul, fleshy sack.

      Again and again he fired the weapon, as he was dragged completely into the darkness, and the sides started to close around him, trapping him inside the slimy, pungent growth. However, he managed to keep his arm free of the opening after the sack closed around it, painfully trapping the appendage.

      Another prolonged squeeze. And another. Firing blind.

      Eventually, it would fire no more, now out of fuel, and he was forced to drop it as he heard the screams of the creatures outside.

      Adrian had no idea if the plan had worked or not.

      Then he felt something slither to his face and force its way into his mouth.
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      Reid continued to press himself into the wall of pulsating flesh behind him, crying out in terror as the vile creatures made their way towards him. The fire that Adrian—who had disappeared into that tumorous sack—had thrown around the room had stopped the monsters momentarily, but as Wilson’s form burned, they seemed to find renewed vigour.

      And they turned their attention to him.

      The giant thing at the head of the pack took a couple of huge steps towards him, and Reid cried out, not yet ready to die.

      Especially not like this.

      But as the fire spread and the room became engulfed with searing hot flame, the behemoth faltered.

      Its huge legs seemed to wobble.

      It growled as it tried to take another step forward, but only succeeded in losing its footing completely. It then crashed to the floor, its head falling at the feet of Reid.

      The other monstrosities seemed to be faring no better, all dropping to the ground and writhing around before finally falling motionless. The great hulk before Reid gave a few more spasms, trying in vain to cling to life, but finally expelled a long breath, and soon it, too, was still.

      The only sound now was the incessant crackling as the room continued to burn. Reid felt the heat and smoke gather strength around him.

      Run!

      This was his chance.

      Perhaps it was now all over, and Adrian James had succeeded. Which meant that Reid was the last one left alive.

      He took a tentative step forward, needing to pass over the massive body of the behemoth that blocked the way before him. He slowly climbed atop its back, the enormous body holding firm beneath him.

      It did not stir.

      He made his way from the room, scrambling over the piled bodies of impossible creatures of nightmarish compositions, and as he did, he looked over to that sack of flesh at the foot of the burning mass. Adrian’s arm still protruded from it, but was unmoving.

      Perhaps there was a chance he was still alive? If so, shouldn’t Reid help?

      But the fire was growing stronger, and quickly, and Reid felt a sense of horrible familiarity. He remembered the burning room from his past, and his pleading wife and child. He knew at the time that if he had tried to save them, he would have been killed as well.

      And the fire here was growing too strong.

      The hell with Adrian James.

      Reid continued climbing over the lifeless bodies, seeing the remains of the towering fool Jack beneath them all, and made his way to the corridor beyond. It was cooler here, the air—while still heavy—much cleaner. There were a few motionless creatures scattered about the ground, now empty husks.

      Reid broke into a jog, a feeling of freedom washing over him.

      Considering the position he had found himself in not long ago, having to choose between being a prisoner or being killed, the turnaround in his fortunes had been drastic.

      Up the stairs he ran and out into the large Main Hall. He knew he would still need to find that key to escape, and that would take time, but if he was the only one left alive in Arlington Asylum, then it mattered little.

      However, as he made his way forward, he noticed that the key would not be needed at all.

      The main door to the facility lay on the floor—twisted, bent, and ruined. The remaining doorframe was cracked and misshapen and the way through free and unobstructed. Something had forced its way out.

      Reid hesitated, instinctually, but quickly realised that whatever it was, it would now be dead, too, given what had happened down in the basement. So his escape had been made that much easier.

      He felt his heart lift, and he let out a laugh as he sprinted forward, passing the sloppy, gory mess of Seymour’s body, and on towards the cold air that spilled in from the opening.

      Towards his freedom.

      He burst free from that damn asylum—finally—and out into the night, ready to continue his run back into the normal world.

      The sane world.

      But as he broke clear of the threshold, he stopped.

      There was a flight of grand stone steps outside of the facility that led down to the lower ground level outside. At the bottom of the steps stood two stone pillars, and it was between those pillars, on the bottom step, that something stood with its back to him.

      Something Reid recognised—that thing from the corridor before.

      The Dark Priest.

      And it was very much alive.

      Impossible, he thought, it should be dead.

      He heard a chuckle come from the thing as it turned to him, showing its mangled face.

      ‘Killing the link to the creator has no bearing on me, wretch,’ it said as if reading his thoughts.

      Then he realised that was exactly what had happened.

      ‘What are you?’ Reid asked, his voice quivering. Freedom stood just behind that thing, out beyond the stone driveway that led off between the trees and into the darkness, where the exit sat within the boundary walls. The walk to a populated area would take hours and hours, but it was something Reid could certainly do.

      Now, however, his escape seemed infinitely far away.

      ‘I am the purpose of the Creator. Its goal in this world was to create me, so that part of it could live on, free from the decay and death it is suffering in its own existence.’

      ‘But the other… things? They’re all dead,’ Reid said.

      ‘Those mongrels were nothing. Merely a result of the Creator spreading its influence, gaining enough strength here for what it needed to do.’ The thing opened its arms wide to either side. ‘To birth me unto this world. And it succeeded.’

      ‘What will you do?’

      The thing shrugged, which Reid saw as a very human gesture. ‘Whatever I wish. I will wait and learn… and then mould this world into what I wish it to be. A place like the home of my creator. And I will reside atop a throne of bodies and blood.’

      It then began to laugh—a horrible, demonic sound.

      ‘Please,’ Reid begged, ‘please let me go.’

      The thing continued to laugh, but gave a simple answer.

      ‘No.’

      It raised an arm towards Reid, then flicked up its hand. Reid felt himself suddenly rise up from the ground, pulled upwards by some unknown force… farther and farther until he was about twenty feet in the air, hovering.

      He cried out.

      ‘No! Please!’

      Then the Dark Priest below held both arms straight out before it and started to slowly pull them apart. It took a moment for Reid to feel the pain begin to rise in him, and he groaned and squirmed.

      And then the pain increased even more, growing stronger, and he started to really feel it.

      His skin, the very make-up of his body, began to pull itself apart, and Reid could do nothing, only feel every tiny ounce of absolute agony as it happened.

      His skin began to separate, splitting and pulling away from his body, dragging his clothes with it, leaving the meat and flesh attached to his bones, nerves and muscles now exposed.

      The skin fell to the ground like a discarded pelt, slapping to the stone with a wet squelch. Blood poured down from his body as the tendons and muscle began to pull away as well.

      He continued to screech in hellish torment as he saw the glistening red meat rip off of him and plummet below in bloody chunks.

      The Dark Priest continued its incessant, mocking laughter as Reid suffered an unimaginable hell.

      His guts and intestines pulled themselves free and hovered for him to see. One then wrapped around his neck, with another snaking into his mouth, choking him.

      All the while, the demonic conductor below orchestrated the desecration upon his dying body.

      One eye was pulled free, and the optic nerve severed. It, too, plopped to the ground, into the pile of gore that was building up.

      His pain was absolute.

      And finally it ended, but only when the Dark Priest allowed it to end. The thing pulled its arms out wider, and the last thing Reid felt was his body exploding in a shower of meat and blood.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The entity had truly enjoyed itself.

      It felt the wretch’s fear, pain, and suffering, and it was truly exquisite.

      It then turned and looked out to the world it intended to one day rule.

      For now, though, it was time to leave this place behind.

      The building—where it had come into the world—meant nothing to it.

      It needed to find a place to dwell, to grow, while it formulated the downfall and subjugation of the pathetic human race.

      The entity did not follow the path out, instead choosing to turn to its left, heading into the welcoming darkness of the trees.

      And it kept going.
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      The wriggling thing that had forced its way painfully down Adrian’s throat had become still. The compressing walls of the pod had eased, and the teeth that covered the internal lining no longer worked into his skin.

      Outside of his fleshy cocoon, he heard the crackling of fire. He could even feel its heat emanate through the pod that held him.

      And he was alive.

      A sliver of flickering light made its way through into his surroundings from outside, wedged open by his aching arm. He could smell burnt meat and thick smoke.

      Adrian moved his arms as best he could in the tight space available and grasped hold of the alien thing that was lodged in his oesophagus. He heaved at it and felt it slowly start to pull up from his gut, making him gag. It caused a horrible, burning sensation in his throat, but still he continued, tears running down his face.

      Eventually, the slimy tentacle was pulled free, and Adrian emptied the contents of his stomach as the head of it slopped from his mouth.

      After taking a moment, he then forced both arms through the small opening and started to squeeze himself through. It was a struggle at first, but eventually the walls of the pod gave, opening just enough for him to flop to the floor outside.

      Into an inferno.

      Flames coated the room and were close to the cocoon he had just escaped from. The heat was almost unbearable and the smoke overpowering, making it hard to see as the fire scorched the monstrous bodies that littered the floor.

      Adrian sucked in whatever air he could, though he couldn’t help but draw in smoke, causing him to cough and dry-heave again.

      With a spinning head, he knew he would not last long in this place. So he pushed himself up to unsteady feet, got his bearings, and then ran through the flames, feeling them lick at him as he went.

      He shielded himself with his arms as best he could, but soon became aware that the ruined clothing he wore had caught fire at the waist.

      But he didn’t have time to stop. So, instead, he stomped over the fallen bodies, careful of his footing to try to avoid the worst of the fire. He stumbled slightly, but was able to keep his balance and pushed on as the flames burned at his already stinging skin.

      Finally, Adrian managed to stumble out of the chamber, into the relatively clean, cold air of the passageway beyond. He ripped off his burning clothing and dropped them to his side, now completely naked.

      Not that he cared.

      After a few more stumbling steps, Adrian let himself fall the ground, pulling in mouthfuls of oxygen. He allowed himself a moment to rest—to allow his body to stop shaking and head to stop spinning.

      And in that moment, he was unable to stop his thoughts from running to his mother.

      To his last moments with her as she had begged him to end her suffering.

      She had hated that she was such a burden. And the constant pain was unbearable, so she had asked of him the unaskable. He had tried to dissuade her—begged her not to make him do it, but she had insisted, pleading that he be brave and do this one last thing for her.

      And, in the end, Adrian had obliged—reluctantly giving her the release she had so desperately wanted.

      But the woman at the time had been close to delirious, such was the pain she was in, and Adrian could never convince himself it was what she had actually wanted. He didn’t hold out long enough to find out for sure and had been too quick to kill.

      Again.

      And if it had been the delirium talking, then he had murdered his innocent mother, the one person in this world who had ever loved and cared for him.

      Then there was her struggle as he held the pillow over her face. Why would she fight back if she wanted to die? Adrian had taken it as a natural reaction, but was that really it?

      He would never know the answer to that, and he knew he would never find peace.

      It took a while, but eventually enough strength returned so that Adrian was able to drag himself to his feet and push on. He staggered through the passageway and then up the stairs to the Main Hall above.

      When he got there, he saw what was left of Seymour—a desecrated mess smeared about the floor.

      Adrian wasn’t exactly said to see what had happened to him, though he did feel bad for Jack, and the idea that his body would stay down below with those monsters did not sit well with him. He knew that soon enough, however, what was left of Jack would burn to nothing, along with the other lifeless creatures down in that hellish ward.

      Up ahead, the door to the exit had been ripped from its hinges, revealing the open air of the night outside. Something had broken its way through there, leaving the ruined door on the floor in the hall.

      But Adrian paid it no mind, too exhausted to care, feeling all but broken.

      He walked out into the night, finally stepping free of the wretched place that had so tormented him for so long.

      Freedom was his.

      As he stepped outside, he almost slipped on a pile of gore that covered the stone floor. Something had met a nasty end here. He trudged through whatever it was and continued down the stone steps to the wide gravel driveway below.

      The air was biting cold on his naked skin, and he realised he wouldn’t last long without some form of clothing.

      But perhaps that wasn’t a bad thing. He was tired, so very tired, and considered lying down to let exposure claim him. Considering what could have happened to him, that wasn’t a bad way to go. At least he was out of that God-forsaken place, dying on his own terms.

      But a rumbling sound up ahead drew his attention.

      Lights appeared as the sounds came closer.

      Headlights.

      Soon a convoy of automobiles could be seen breaking through the darkness, and they pulled up to close to the building, the gravel popping and cracking under their tires.

      There were five cars in all, and a large truck at the rear.

      What now?

      The doors opened, and people spilled free, all of them wearing odd, dark-red gowns.

      ‘Who are you?’ Adrian asked of the first man who approached. He was tall and gangly, with thin white hair and a hooked nose.

      ‘Are you an inmate?’ the first man asked, with a gravelly, old voice.

      Adrian didn’t know how to answer, so he just nodded.

      ‘Where is the man in charge? Isaac Templeton? Or any of the others who work here?’

      ‘All dead, I think,’ Adrian said. He brought his arms around himself in an attempt to ward off the cold.

      The man just nodded, solemnly, and turned to some of the others who were with him. Adrian saw that many of them were equipped with the same type of weapon he had used down in the basement earlier.

      ‘As I feared. Brother Templeton did not check in when he should have. I told him things were progressing too quickly to be properly controlled.’

      ‘I think you were right,’ Adrian said. ‘Now if you don’t mind, I’m going to continue past you and go on my way.’

      The man just laughed and then shook his head. ‘I’m afraid not.’

      Adrian had expected that answer. ‘Then what happens now?’

      ‘We cannot allow knowledge of what happened here to get out, and will therefore purge all evidence, so that nothing can be discovered. No loose ends.’

      ‘Figured as much. Does that mean you’re going to kill me?’

      Two other men approached, flanking the first. ‘No need for that,’ the man said with a smile. ‘You’ll come with us.’

      ‘Just give the word, Mr. Ainsworth,’ one of the men said. He was tall and broad, cutting an imposing figure. Another joined him.

      ‘Whenever you are ready,’ the hook-nosed man said with a smile.

      In an instant, the large man dove on Adrian and grappled with him, while the other pulled a burlap sack over his head. Adrian fought against them, but was quickly overpowered. He felt his arms tied behind his back, and his legs were bound together as well. He was then lifted and thrown over a shoulder.

      He then heard the hooked-nosed man again. ‘There are other facilities that you will be able to call home. Though I’m afraid it won’t be much of a life for you. Goodbye, inmate.’

      Adrian was carried away and thrown to the metallic floor in the back of the truck. Heavy doors were closed behind him as he screamed in anger. But it was useless—he was a prisoner again.

      Now and forever.
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      For Isaac Templeton, the journey he was on with Robert Wilson seemed to take days; but it was impossible to tell as no sun ever rose here.

      There was only the eternal night.

      He had been pulled through cracks and valleys ripped into the ground, up over rolling hills of obsidian, and through moving forests of flesh. And he had seen horrors that had almost shattered his sanity.

      There were times when he tried to talk to his old friend, to apologise for what he had done and to find out where he now was. And, more importantly, if he was stuck here.

      Robert’s answers ranged from muddled and vague, to entirely non-existent. One thing Templeton found strange was that Wilson seemed to harbour no ill will towards Templeton for what he had done. For, in truth, it was because of Templeton that Robert Wilson was here.

      But Robert’s concentration seemed focused purely on getting them both to where they needed to be.

      Wherever that was.

      And so they continued, and Templeton’s raw body was ravaged further over the harsh ground as he was forced to crawl—the exposed nerves and muscles becoming coated in black dirt as the flesh started to puss, then scab.

      The pain of it all never left him for a moment.

      Templeton’s body was ruined, and he was exhausted, but Robert still dragged him on, telling him that the Great God had the answers Templeton searched for. When Templeton grew tired of not knowing, he threatened to stop completely.

      Robert simply shrugged. ‘Then you will be left alone to torture and damnation here.’

      That was enough to get the terrified and confused Templeton moving again.

      Eventually, after cutting through yet another deep ravine—where he saw something unholy emerge from a wall and pull in a group of skinless people—they started an ascent. High above, towering in the sky at the head of the climb, Templeton saw a titanic monolith—the top of which was impossible to discern.

      The massive object was too wide to know for sure, but Templeton sensed it was cylindrical in shape. As they grew closer, he was able to make out details on the surface.

      While it had looked smooth and black from a distance, and indeed the material of which it was formed was of an obsidian appearance, other characteristics could be seen here too.

      For one, behind the glass-like structure, Templeton could see shards of red light trapped within swirling pools of black. There were also alien markings and depictions on the surface.

      But those details paled in significance to what Templeton saw lining the structure.

      People!

      Fused to the surface, they writhed and screamed in agony. Most were misshapen and melted, almost to the point of being unrecognisable, but some features could be made out—a sobbing face, the odd limb, a trail of intestines. A few seemed more whole, perhaps newly grafted to this thing.

      These poor souls stretched all the way up into the distance.

      Robert kept dragging Templeton closer, but now Templeton resisted.

      ‘What is it?’ he asked.

      ‘Ashklaar,’ Robert said, with a sense of reverence. ‘This is the god that wishes to speak to you.’

      ‘I don’t want to,’ Templeton said, feeling a further swell of dread bubble up inside of him.

      ‘No choice,’ Robert replied. ‘He has summoned you, and he will give you the answers you need. There is a way to survive in this place, and he will give it to you.’

      ‘I’m scared,’ Templeton admitted, and began pulling against Robert. The man let go of Templeton’s wrist and turned to him.

      ‘You cannot disobey the will of the god. You learned of The Great Ailing one, correct? The thing beneath the boiling sea? Well Ashklaar is feeding on that god, slowly digesting its very existence. The thing under the boiling sea. You believed that was a powerful being? Ashklaar burrows deep within the bowels of this place and it will continue to grow in strength, perhaps one day gaining enough power to eventually ascend, to reach the heights of the eternal nightmare Vao!’

      Robert pointed to the sky above, to that impossible, swirling mass of stars. And to that great, terrifying, cosmic eye.

      ‘What will happen to me?’ Templeton asked.

      ‘Whatever Ashklaar wishes. But now is your only chance. You can see what happens to those who attempt to turn away from its knowledge.’

      Robert gestured to the poor souls fused to the surface of the tower.

      Of Ashklaar.

      Templeton’s head dropped. He had no idea what to do and was completely overwhelmed.

      He felt like he was in a nightmare, only he knew better.

      This was real.

      Robert grabbed his arm again and pulled. Templeton submitted, not knowing what else to do, and allowed himself to be dragged onwards again, up to the base of this gigantic thing. The red light inside was mesmerising to him, every bit as much as the melted, eviscerated bodies that still lived were terrifying.

      ‘What do we do now?’ Templeton asked.

      In response, Robert pushed him from behind.

      Templeton let out a shriek as his body made contact with the scorching surface. He tried to pull away… but could not.

      He felt himself pulled into the smooth face of the tower, and a white-hot pain shot through him.

      ‘Robert!’ Templeton screamed. ‘What have you done?’

      Pain engulfed him, and Robert began to laugh as Templeton’s body moved upwards—dragged along the surface, sliding between the other poor souls stuck here.

      ‘Getting my revenge!’ Robert shouted from below. ‘It was you that cast me out here, and Ashklaar promised me this moment. Enjoy your eternal damnation, Isaac. You have earned it!’ The man started to bellow out a mad laugh as Templeton was pulled farther and farther up.

      Finally, when he was miles into the sky and could look out over the hellscape before him, he felt his body drawn deeper into the tower. His flesh started to dissolve and split painfully, and his insides ran along the searing surface, held fast by some unknown force.

      The pain was unimaginable, but he did not die.

      He never died, even as his body lost most of its form, becoming little more than pools of smeared gore as he was slowly melded into the form of Ashklaar. Time had no meaning for him because his existence like this would never end.

      There was no respite.

      Only eternal torment.
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      He was scared. Terrified.

      Just what the hell have I gotten myself into?

      The air was cold, even though the cave at the base of the cliff offered some protection from the lashing rain outside. Waves from the sea crashed and roared, and the wind howled into the large natural chamber. Flickering flames of torchlight illuminated the area, which was both high and wide, and had stalagmites and stalactites spearing through the ground and ceiling. The rocky walls were sparsely decorated with spray-painted graffiti, a sign that youths used this cave as a place to congregate, and the litter on the ground—food wrappers, empty bottles of alcohol, and even, disgustingly, used condoms—were also a testament to that.

      The man could smell salt from the sea and worried that the water would soon come rushing inside and start to flood the cave. Thankfully, however, the tide levels seemed low enough not to pose any danger, and the waves simply hit the sloping beach outside before gradually drifting back out. Another swell of seawater crashed onto the pebbles, and then the chaotic process repeated itself over and over again.

      It was almost loud enough to drown out the sound of chanting from the man’s brethren, as well as the terrified cries of those who were to be sacrificed.

      Almost drowned out their screams… but not quite. And it turned his stomach.

      The man hadn’t meant for any of this to happen. He certainly hadn’t intended to join a fucking cult! He’d just wanted to find a place to finally lay down some roots and meet a girl to fall in love with.

      He wanted to put his life back together.

      And here, in this strange town, the man thought he’d found all of those things. But then it had all changed. The woman he loved—at least he thought he loved—opened his eyes to something new. Something strange. At first, it was intriguing, even if part of him knew that getting involved was a mistake. The whole thing was just so life-changing that he couldn’t help himself. He was resistant and sceptical at first, of course, but the things he’d seen in such a short space of time had changed his outlook in short order. Then, he found himself begging to be a part of it all, to learn more.

      In doing so, he’d never realised what would be demanded of him.

      The man then felt a hand on his shoulder. It was her: the siren that had brought him into this new and terrifying world in the first place.

      ‘It’s time,’ she whispered, just loudly enough for him to hear over the waves and sobbing.

      The three people who were bound and kneeling on the floor of the cave looked absolutely terror stricken. As well they should. They knew what was coming. They begged, which was only natural, but knew what was coming. The two men and lone woman who now pleaded were all members of the Order, but none were willing to give up their lives for it. Their loyalty didn’t quite stretch that far. In the end, though, that choice had not been theirs to make

      ‘Please,’ the woman begged. Her voice was quiet, almost inaudible as a savage wave crashed to the pebbled beach outside.

      No one would listen to her, the man knew.

      His throat felt dry. This girl’s face was a picture of fear. And seeing one so young—early twenties at best—look so scared was an upsetting thing.

      But there was something else to her expression, as well. The realisation that an unpreventable death was only moments away. Not acceptance, because how could one accept something like that? No, this was more like a terrible understanding that nothing would save her now.

      Nothing.

      Her death, and the death of the two men with her, would take place tonight. And it would be the start of something both horrifying and incredible.

      A strong wind blew through the cave again, and the dark robes of the gathered members of the Order all billowed and flapped. All of these people were completely covered and hidden by the heavy material they wore. The man’s own garment, like that of most of the other members, was a thick robe of a dark grey colour. Dull and unremarkable, it was woven of itchy fabric that irritated the skin. He felt like he was wearing an old burlap sack with a large hood that covered most of his face.

      Only a handful of those present had different robes. Theirs were made of silk and were blood red, with elegant black patterns embossed on edges of the hood, the arms, and the base.

      These people were the Elders, and they scared the hell out of him. Thankfully, however, that other person wasn’t present at this time. That other thing. The man had seen it before, always dressed in simple black cloth with a high collar, like a priest. That thing was even given distance and respect by the Elders themselves. The man was certain that when that dark presence—there was no other term for it—stared at him, it was looking directly into his soul. Still, just the fact that the Elders were present now was enough to scare him.

      These victims, with hands tied behind their backs, had short chains around their necks and ankles, holding them in place. The iron chains were fixed to baseplates that had been bolted to the floor.

      Escape was impossible.

      The lives of the chosen would be forfeited in order to start something beyond imagination. Their blood was needed. As was their flesh. As were their souls.

      But it was more than that. It wasn’t just the sacrifices that were important. It was where they would be sacrificed. This cave was special, as were the clifftops above it, though he wasn’t entirely sure why.

      Three circular symbols had been drawn onto the rocky surface of the ground, and each of the chosen were placed within one. These symbols had initially been made in chalk, then tried again with the blood of the elders, and lastly redrawn with a liquid much darker and more viscous. What that liquid was, exactly, the man had no idea. But he did know a little of the markings themselves, and their meaning. The geometry of them—and geometry was the correct term—was special. The three rings, with other etchings within, were all confined inside a larger, circular seal, that had also been drawn in the same way.

      The Seal of Moloch.

      Other than the chosen three, no one else stood inside the outer seal. Instead, they all gathered around its perimeter.

      Once fully desecrated and drained of life, the bodies of the sacrificed would stay in this cave, inside their respective symbols, for a short time. That would allow death to permeate into the ground and very air around them. The bodies would be found in due time, of course. But that was apparently of no concern to the Order. By then, things would have already been set in motion.

      Another crash from the waves outside made the man jump. He noticed one of the Elders start to approach him and it was a struggle for him to keep from shaking.

      The Elder then lifted up an arm and held out a knife.

      Not shiny and sharp, but dull and rusted, with a thin blade that had a slight curve to it. The instrument used to start the killing did not need to be anything special, it only needed to inflict as much pain as possible.

      ‘Do what is required of you, my son,’ the Elder said. The man felt tears well up inside of him.

      I’m not a murderer. I’m not a murderer. I’m not a murderer.

      But if he didn’t do what was asked, and fully commit to the Order, then he knew full well what would happen. He would replace one of the chosen. He would then be the one shackled within the maddening seal in the centre of the cave, as all others watched on. It was his life that would be painfully taken from him. It was his body that would be sickeningly desecrated. And his soul that would… the man could scarcely even think about it. He knew the price of failure. They had told him he was special, destined for greatness, but that didn’t mean he could disobey their will.

      The man locked eyes with the female sacrifice chained to the floor. Her brown hair was wild, and dirt streaked her plump, naked body. She had large, dark eyes, and they bored into him, pleading for mercy. The man knew, should their roles be reversed, the woman would have no hesitation in taking hold of the blade and gutting him. He knew she would enjoy every moment of it.

      The Order had no shortage of blind devotees. But it seemed the devotion of these three did not extend quite so far as to give up their lives in the name of the ‘Truth.’

      Still, just because the woman would have indeed killed him if given the chance, did that justify what he had to do?

      ‘Now!’ the elder yelled in a voice that was both sudden and almost deafening, easily overpowering the cacophony of the roaring sea outside.

      The scared man felt his bladder loosen. He raised his hand and took hold of the handle of the blade.

      I’m not a murderer. I’m not a murderer. I’m not a murderer.

      ‘Very good, my son,’ the Elder said. ‘Now… do it.'
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      The morning air felt revitalising to Jim Taylor as he walked across the stony beach. The breeze had a bite to it, a sting, but it made him feel alive.

      After he had gotten up that morning just before dawn had broken, as was typical for him, Jim’s joints felt stiff. His body, a shell of what it once was, ached like this every morning, and was a symptom of his advancing years. Years seemed to advance at an ever-quickening pace.

      At seventy-three, Jim didn’t know how long he had left before he was finally reunited with his sweet Ada. And, just after waking—when he ached the most—was when he tended to think it would happen sooner rather than later. However, after heading off for his morning walk, things tended to look different. Jim’s body loosened. Hell, he’d even recently started some light jogging once a week.

      Jim loved the early mornings—it was the perfect time of day. The red of the dawn sky was beautiful, especially when looking out over the sea. The sound of the waves was relaxing and peaceful. He was usually the only one out and about at such an early hour, and he enjoyed the solitude of it all. It was times like this, walking alone and taking in the natural beauty of the world, that Jim felt like he could live forever.

      Well, maybe not forever, but long enough. There was another girl in his life now that he couldn’t bear to leave behind.

      Jess.

      She bounded across the beach up ahead of him, sprinting over wet pebbles and barking in delight. She would even trot into the shallow waters, going just deep enough for the sea to come up to the white fur of her chest.

      The Border Collie was thirteen years old, and therefore quite advanced in age in her own right, though you couldn’t tell that from looking at her. White and black, with one brown eye and one blue eye from a pigment defect, she was full of life and energy whenever they went out for a walk. A hint of arthritis had developed in the old girl recently, something Jim had in common with her, but she didn’t let it hold her back. Jim heard her bark again, and he watched as she sprinted off up the beach towards the base of twin cliffs that looked out over the sea.

      Between those cliffs, which jutted out into the sea like pincers, was a small river that cut into the land and ran back up through Netherwell Bay, separating two sides of the town. At low tide, you could walk the riverbed, which Jess loved to do. Today, however, Jim would need to use the footpaths and cross one of the many bridges farther up in order to get back to his own side.

      The stick Jim walked with—a thick, polished wooden one, with a formed handle and brass base—helped him navigate the uneven beach that was a mix of browns and greys thanks to the stones that littered it. There were a few patches of exposed sand, which was muddy given the rain overnight, but the majority was wet stone pebbles, and therefore slippery underfoot. That meant Jim had to move a little slower and more carefully than usual. Still, he wasn’t concerned about Jess running off. She was well trained and loyal. The dog would often wander ahead to play and do her own thing, but she would always return. Jim had a feeling he knew where his furry companion was running off to now: the cave at the base of the cliffs, dug into the nearest one to him.

      Hollows Cove, as it was known.

      The natural void in the face of the cliff was a place Jess loved to explore. Jim wasn’t keen on letting her, truth be told, given it was often full of rubbish left behind by gangs of young troublemakers. He remembered one morning when Jess had run into the cave and disturbed a group of youths who had apparently slept there after partying through the night. Jim had seen the remains of a fire on the beach outside, as well as scores of empty bottles. It seemed like these kids had enjoyed a good night, though they were having a terrible morning after being woken up by Jess’ barking. They looked pale and ill and were all clearly suffering from terrible hangovers—even though none of them looked old enough to drink. Jim had commanded Jess back to his side, then left the group to their suffering.

      That was the only time he’d ever found the cave inhabited during his walks, however, so he always let Jess explore as she wanted to. She wasn’t the kind of dog to bring back anything she found, so he didn’t worry about her picking up anything disgusting. And given the rain the previous night, which Jim could still smell in the air, he knew for certain the cave would be empty now.

      Jess’ barking suddenly became frantic.

      Furrowing his brow, Jim pushed himself on quicker, still being careful not to fall. At his age, that could be dangerous. Soon, the cliff base came into view, and he saw the yawning opening of the cave in its surface. Squinting, he could make out the sight of Jess bounding out, barking as she did. She looked over to him, barked some more, spun in a circle, then darted back inside. She had found something, Jim knew, but her tone wasn’t excitable, as it often was upon making a discovery. The barks were loud and urgent.

      He moved quicker.

      ‘What have you found, girl?’

      It took Jim another couple of minutes to reach the cave. He didn’t even have to enter to see what it was she had found. The gory remains were clearly visible, sitting centrally in the wide-open space of Hollows Cove. Red chunks of meat and flesh were strewn about a rocky ground that also glistened with blood.

      Jim’s heart missed a beat, and everything stood still as his mind tried to process what he was seeing.

      Then he turned to his side and vomited while forcing his eyes shut. However, in his mind’s eye, he could still see those horrible details he’d quickly taken in before turning away.

      A hand severed at the wrist, with short, blue-painted fingernails… on what fingers remained. A foot. A torso with the white ribs poking through the flesh and the skin stripped clean. Three heads sat on the ground, mouths open, eyes missing, and all facing each other. Intestines were draped between the heads, connecting them like points on a string-map.

      Jim managed to pause his retching and call Jess back to him, fearful that they were both in danger, and that her barking would alert whoever did this to their presence. The dog wouldn’t come at first, instead standing just before the hideous mess, growling at it relentlessly.

      ‘Jess!’ Jim screamed in a tone he had never used with the animal before. Jess looked to him, ears pulled back to her head, then turned again to the nightmarish scene. She barked once more, but eventually relented and returned to her owner.

      Jim didn’t want to wait around any longer. His heart was pounding in his chest, and a cold sweat had broken out over his skin.

      He’d never been one to carry a mobile phone before, thinking it a useless piece of modern technology, but he dearly wished he had one on him now. As it was, he needed to leave, find a phone, and then call the police.

      He was a former army man, and had seen many things in his time, such as death, murder, mutilation, and more. But this?

      This was different.

      It was just like what had happened in Netherwell Bay all those years ago, when Jim was a young man. He recognised it instantly after seeing the horrific desecration in the cave, and after spotting those fucking symbols on the ground.

      This was evil. And it was back.
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      ‘I’m not doing it, Mark,’ Beth Davis said. She had her arms folded tightly cross her chest and glared down at the man who was shaking his head in annoyance.

      Mark Pritchard was the Editor-in-Chief of the local newspaper where Beth worked, The Daily Enquirer, and he sighed in frustration.

      ‘Yes, you are,’ he stated.

      The short, skinny man was seated behind a desk that overflowed with paper, folders, and even takeaway food packaging. The office they were in was a large one—too large, considering the meagre size of the open-plan workspace outside that the rest of the team had to share. The office had a low L-shaped leather sofa and glass coffee table in one corner, with Mark’s desk central to the back wall. The chair behind the desk was framed by a large, arched window that overlooked the town of Ashford.

      At thirty-five, Mark was a year Beth’s junior, yet he had quickly risen to the position of Editor-in-Chief, despite working at the paper for three years less than Beth. And despite being—in her opinion—utterly useless at his job. Being the son of the majority shareholder obviously had its benefits.

      Mark was balding, and what little hair he did have was cut short atop a thin, weasel-like face. When he smiled, the gesture seemed to lack warmth or happiness. Instead, it always came across as a creepy sneer to Beth, hindered by discoloured and crooked teeth. When standing, and not hiding behind his desk, the man was only five-foot-four, and Beth often wondered if that was why he tried to order others around and belittle them, as if trying to make up for something.

      This little Napoleon had been captaining the once respectable newspaper down the toilet for years, chasing the basest stories, which were to be reported with little-to-no objectivity. Sensationalism was his mantra.

      Although, Beth had to wonder if that was exclusive to her newspaper, or the state of her industry in general.

      ‘Look, just sit down, will you?’ Mark asked as he gestured to the chair on the other side of his desk.

      ‘No, I choose to stand,’ Beth stated, still keeping her arms crossed. She liked looking down over Mark and could tell it made him uncomfortable. Even if the man stood she would still have had a few inches on him, and was maybe even a little broader than him as well. Beth didn’t consider herself obese, but she certainly wasn’t supermodel-thin, and was proud of that fact. She stood at five-nine and had long brown hair that, if not styled for work engagements, was usually maintained in a functional bun. Her slightly cherubic face was always made up with a light layer of foundation and subtle make-up, to help hide the smattering of freckles across her cheeks. But Beth's most striking feature was her bright blue eyes. That day, she wore a simple blue blouse, black trousers, and heels, something she considered professional but not too uncomfortable or flamboyant. Mark, on the other hand, was dressed in tight jeans and a dark-blue blazer over a white shirt. The shirt had been unbuttoned down to his chest, allowing his bare, pale skin below to be seen. He probably thought it looked hip and ‘smart-casual,’ but in Beth’s eyes he just looked like he was trying too hard.

      ‘I don’t understand what your problem is. Why do you keep fighting me on this stuff?’ Mark asked in an exasperated tone.

      Beth shook her head. He knew why. She’d made her position on this very clear before. And yet, here they were again, singing the same song and doing the same dance. Earlier that day Mark had demanded she change a story she’d written that was due to go out in tomorrow’s edition. Beth had spent months investigating reports of fake expense claims by a local member of parliament. A story, Beth soon found out, that had legs. One slight problem, however, was that Beth’s source had money and gambling issues of his own. A public figure himself, the man was still ready to waive the right to anonymity and be named in the story to help prove his case.

      Mark, however, had gotten friendly with the government official in question over the last year, and Beth was well aware that 'Little Napoleon' saw the friendship as a way to move up the social ladder. And despite Mark’s claims to the contrary, Beth knew full-well the reason he wanted to change the narrative of the story—to instead focus on her witness and his money troubles—was to protect his new friend.

      Beth’s story had originally remained as impartial as she could have possibly made it. She had indeed highlighted the money troubles of the witness, as they were relevant, but the other evidence was solid. Mark, instead, wanted to change it into a hit piece that actually protected the MP. He also felt that shining a light on a local businessman who could not be trusted with money was a ‘good public service.’

      ‘I fight you on this stuff because it's unethical,’ Beth said.

      ‘It makes for a better story,’ Mark replied. ‘It will sell more copies and also get more clicks on the website.’

      ‘But it isn’t the truth! You want me to say that my witness is at risk of losing his home.’

      ‘He is.’

      ‘No, he isn’t! It hasn’t gotten to that stage yet. Not by a long shot.’

      Mark closed his eyes, then gripped the bridge of his nose. He let out a sigh. ‘You're just splitting hairs,’ he said.

      ‘It isn’t splitting hairs, Mark!’ Beth shouted, feeling another surge of anger.

      Mark's face flushed red and his beady eyes quickly flicked to look behind her, off through the open door and out into the bullpen. Beth had answered back to him—loudly—and she knew that he hated being seen as weak.

      ‘Quiet down!’ he scolded with a snarl, but any show of intimidation he was trying to make was ruined by his obvious embarrassment.

      Beth then felt a discreet vibration from her trouser pocket, indicating someone was calling her mobile phone. There was no way she could answer now, however, not in the middle of this.

      ‘I’m not changing the story, Mark,’ Beth stated, calmly this time, but with a certain edge and defiance.

      Mark shook his head, took a moment, then slowly got to his feet. He leaned forward as he pressed his fists into the surface of the desk. He shot her a scowl and leaned in closer still. But Beth was not going to wilt away from this man. She wasn’t afraid of him. Instead, she took a step forward, causing him to shrink back a little in surprise.

      ‘Anything to add?’ she asked.

      He took a moment to answer, then nodded. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I think it’s best you take some time off.’

      ‘What?’ Beth asked, incredulous ‘Are you firing me?’

      ‘That’s not what I said,’ Mark replied, raising his palms defensively. ‘But, bottom line, the story is going to change before it runs tomorrow. So, perhaps you are best served taking a few days—hell, a few weeks—to get your head where it needs to be. You could even look to see if anything else comes up that would suit you better. Might be that this paper isn’t the best place for you anymore.’

      He wasn’t wrong in that regard. Beth's father would be rolling in his grave if he could see the state of the so-called journalism here. She wanted to argue back, to defy Mark and stay around here out of spite, if nothing else. But, at the same time, she also wanted to tell him where to stick his job.

      ‘This place is going to go down the shitter, Mark,’ Beth told him. ‘And you’re the one doing the flushing. You are out of your depth and flounder around like a spoiled child.’

      ‘Get out of my office, Beth,’ Mark said, gritting his teeth. ‘Before I do fire you.’

      And that challenge was enough. Beth had plenty of money saved up to last a few months without a job, and this could be the kick she dearly needed to move on to something better. She hated leaving a job half-finished, which was what this felt like, but what other choice did she have? Give this slimly little toad the benefit of breaking her?

      Not a chance.

      ‘You won’t get to fire me, Mark,’ Beth said, leaning in closer to him, putting her own hands on the desk as well. Mark pulled back farther. ‘Because I quit.’

      He didn’t get the chance to add anything else. Beth simply stood back up to her full height, cast him a last scowl, then turned and left his office. She made her way over to her desk and started to collect her belongings. Erland Cowell—a researcher, and one of her closest friends at the paper—cast her a confused look and mouthed, ‘Are you alright?’ Beth shook her head but did not go over to speak to him. Right now, she just wanted to be out of the building.

      She was done with this place. It was time to find a fresh adventure.
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      Beth threw her box of her collected possessions onto the passenger seat of her Ford Kuga SUV, then walked around to the driver's side. She got in, closed the door behind her, and let her head fall back to the headrest. A long exhale escaped her.

      God, how she needed a drink right now. The day hadn’t gone as Beth had imagined when waking up that morning.

      She was just about to fish her keys out of her pocket and start the engine, when she remembered the call she had missed during her meeting with Mark. After retrieving her mobile phone, she quickly unlocked it and checked the call log, where she noticed a number and area code she didn’t recognise. Beth also had a voicemail waiting to be listened to. She debated waiting until she was home before listening. After all, if it was something to do with work, or one of the stories she was working on, there was little she could do to help, and she didn’t feel up to a conversation outlining why she had just quit her job. Still, the fact that it was from a number she didn’t recognise piqued her interest, so she swiped the screen of her smartphone across to the voicemail app and hit dial. After navigating through an automated menu, the message started to play. The voice that spoke was one Beth hadn’t heard for four years. But it was one she recognised all too well.

      ‘Beth, it’s me... Josh.’

      It was her brother. And he sounded panicked.

      ‘Sorry for calling out of the blue, but I didn’t know who else to turn to. I’m in trouble, Sis. I mean real trouble. And I need help. Something… something has happened. I’ve gotten caught up in something, and I don’t know what to...’ his voice trailed off, and Beth heard him start to sob. ‘I need your help. Please. I’m in a town called Netherwell Bay. There is something wrong with this place. I can’t go to the police. I don’t know what to do, Sis. Please... I need help.’ He started to cry again. Beth couldn’t remember ever hearing Josh cry as an adult before. Not even at their own father’s funeral. The message then suddenly cut off and an automated voice took over: ‘To return the call, press one. To save the message, press two. To delete, press three.’

      Beth was too stunned to press anything.

      She hadn’t seen or spoken to Josh in years. He wasn’t exactly one for taking on responsibility or staying close to people, let alone asking anyone for help. Beth had last seen him on the day of their father's funeral, and prior to that hadn’t spoken to him for a number of years. In fact, she had been a little surprised Josh had actually turned up to say goodbye to their father. After the service, however, Josh had swiftly left again. Beth had no idea what he was doing with his life now, or where he was living. Until this message.

      She was well aware that Josh was no angel, and had often landed himself in trouble over the years she had known him. However, he’d always been able to worm or charm his way out of it. Beth had never, ever, heard him scared. It just wasn’t part of his makeup. She wasn’t even sure he cared enough about anything or anyone to allow fear to register. Yet, on the voicemail she had just listened to, he not only sounded fearful, but absolutely desperate.

      The automated voice then repeated its options to her, seeming impatient for a response. Beth chose to redial the number—which was a landline, not a mobile one. As it dialled, she realised that Josh was fortunate she had kept the same mobile phone number for all these years. In truth, she was a little surprised he still had her number in the first place.

      Beth listened to the ringing tone as the call awaited connection at the other end. And it continued to ring. And ring. And ring.

      She let the call continue for a few minutes, but ended it when she realised no one was going to pick up. Strangely, it didn’t give her the option to leave a message of her own. It just rang on and on.

      She felt a sense of urgency begin to rise in her gut. She quickly searched the mysterious number online, and the results showed that the call had come from a public payphone in a place called Netherwell Bay.

      Why the hell is he using a payphone? And where the hell is Netherwell Bay?

      She was more than a little surprised people even used public payphones anymore. Did Josh not have access to a mobile or house-phone of his own? Or was there a need to use something he couldn't be linked to?

      Beth decided that trying the number again would likely prove fruitless, so she saved his voicemail and contemplated what she could do. With no way of contacting Josh directly to find out what was going on, there was perhaps only one option.

      Beth used her phone again, this time to Google Netherwell Bay. Knowing that the UK had many towns with the same name, she also used the area code from Josh’s call to narrow down the search. She quickly found the place she was looking for.

      The first website she clicked on described a small, coastal settlement in the North East region of the country. The few pictures on the site showed a fishing town that time seemed to have forgotten. Given Josh was one for living the fast life, Beth couldn’t fathom what the draw of this place was to him.

      Unless, of course, it was a woman.

      She punched the route to Netherwell Bay into the route-planner application on her phone and saw that the drive would take a little over five hours—but only if she didn’t hit any major traffic.

      Was she really considering travelling all that way, on such short notice, just to help a person—brother or not—that hadn’t bothered to keep in touch over the years? Did he even deserve her help?

      Josh had ignored her for years. Beth, for her part, had initially tried to maintain a relationship with him. She’d tried damn hard, always texting and calling, desperate to be a good big sister. But a person can only be ignored for so long before they give up completely.

      The sensible thing for Beth to do would be to wait for Josh to call back, which he likely would, and then offer any help she could from a distance.

      But that wasn’t where her mind was going.

      Like it or not, he was still family. The only family she had left on this earth. Her father had always impressed upon her the importance of family. It was important to him, hugely important, given he did not know his own parents. That seemed to push him harder to look after his own kids. Beth was grateful for that, and it broke her heart knowing her father had watched his own son become estranged only a few years after losing his wife. Beth saw it as her responsibility to try and hold the family together as best she could and make her father proud, so she really tried with Josh. However, she knew that her father went to his grave with a broken heart.

      Josh's tone during the short message had scared Beth. He was obviously afraid, and that meant the trouble he was in was serious. Given what had just happened with her job—namely that she didn’t have one anymore—she had nothing holding her back. Even if the trip called for an overnight stay, the only thing stopping Beth was her own reservations.

      And, like it or not, she still felt responsible for her younger brother. That, above all else, was what helped her reach a decision.

      She would need to go home first and pack some things. Beth's job as a journalist had taught her that a short trip could quickly turn into something more prolonged.

      Given it was just before lunchtime, Beth figured she could be in Netherwell Bay before dusk, even if she allowed for a couple of food and restroom breaks on the way.

      ‘What the hell am I getting myself into?’ she asked out loud. For a day that had already started out strangely, things had just taken a very unexpected turn.

      But Beth's mind was made up. Josh was family. And she resolved to help him.
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      The long trip was finally taking its toll on Beth. Her eyes felt heavy and itchy, a consequence of focusing too hard on the road ahead without having taken a break in the last two hours.

      She had finally left the motorway a little over an hour ago and was now winding through the secondary roads of the countryside, with rolling fields and hills either side of her.

      Her neck felt stiff and her lower back ached.

      Beth just wanted the drive to be over. Her car was a spacious one, and well maintained, but even the most comfortable cars could only stave off the aches and cramp of being stuck in the same seated position for so long. The sound of AC/DC blared from the car’s sound system and Beth tapped her fingernails on the steering wheel along to the quick rhythm of the band’s music.

      After initially making the decision to head to Netherwell Bay, Beth had first returned home to pack some clothes and make sure her flat was secure. It had crossed her mind to look into booking accommodation ahead of time, but she’d decided against it, reasoning that she would be able to find somewhere suitable upon arrival, if it was needed. So, after grabbing a quick bite to eat and changing into some jeans, some comfortable Converse, and a beige, long-sleeved blouse, Beth had left for a town that—until earlier that day—she had never heard of before.

      Four hours of driving—even broken up with a couple of toilet breaks—was taxing. Beth checked the built-in satellite navigation system that displayed on the dashboard, and, thankfully, it showed just over an hour of the journey still remaining.

      The home stretch.

      Beth had spoken to Erland Cowell when he had called to check up on her. He was good at his job, and a good friend, but Beth was aware he carried a little bit of a torch for her. Something that was not reciprocated. He was handsome enough, and had auburn hair and stubble that was indicative of his Scottish roots, but she just wasn’t in the market for anyone. During the call, she told him what had happened with Mark, and also that she’d quit. Erland was shocked, and offered to fight her cause, but she’d told him not to. No sense in both of them losing their jobs. Erland had insisted that if there was anything he could do for her, she should just let him know. Beth told him she would, and that she would keep in touch. She meant it, too. These days her industry was full of underhanded and untrustworthy people, so she refused to let good colleagues just fade away into the past.

      Beth had also tried calling the number of the payphone in Netherwell Bay a few times during her drive, but each time had yielded the same results: endless ringing until she grew annoyed and ended the call herself.

      Beth sighed, feeling like she was losing a fight with fatigue. She tried the number again, using her hands-free setup so she could concentrate on steering the car. She figured that calling again would help break the monotony of the drive, if nothing else. It rang a couple of times, and then, to Beth’s surprise, the call actually connected.

      A voice answered, one that was clearly not her brother’s. It sounded aged and gravelly.

      ‘Hello? Who the bloody hell is this?’

      The curt tone took Beth off guard. ‘Hi,’ she eventually said. ‘I had a missed call from this number, so I was just calling it back.’

      ‘Well, this is a phonebox, love. Whoever rang you ain’t here anymore. Is it you that’s been calling this phone all day?’

      Beth paused for a moment. ‘Yes… I guess that was me. As I say, I had a missed call—’

      ‘And as I say, whoever it was ain’t here anymore. This phonebox is right outside my house, and I’m trying to enjoy some quiet time in my garden. Hard to do with this thing ringing all day. Didn’t even think it was still connected. Goodbye. And stop calling.’

      ‘Wait!’ Beth quickly said. ‘I promise not to bother you anymore, but can I ask, did you see anyone using that phone earlier today? Around lunchtime? I think it would have been a man in his early thirties. Dark hair, fairly tall?’

      ‘Didn’t see anyone!’ the grouchy man snapped. ‘Now bugger off!’

      The line went dead.

      Beth took a moment, shocked and slightly amused at the man she had just spoken to. ‘Charming,’ she muttered. Beth had a feeling Netherwell Bay would not be a welcoming place. From the little information she had found online, the fishing town was fairly small and, despite having a somewhat interesting layout, not a place that attracted tourists. Beth had been to small, out-of-the-way places before in her line of work, and they tended to be isolated and insular. And—as clichéd as it was to say—the locals generally tended to be wary and distrusting of outsiders. Was that the kind of general welcome she had in store? Or had the man she’d just spoken to been something of an oddball and not representative of the town at large?

      She would find out soon enough. Beth raised a hand and started to massage the back of her neck, trying to work out a kink that was developing. After the call with the rude man had ended, AC/DC had again begun to thunder out their fast riffs and high vocals. Beth found herself nodding along to the music. She liked the band well enough and had one or two of their albums loaded onto her phone, but the last time she’d heard them would have been… four years ago. And it was the same album that she was now playing.
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        * * *

      

      Four years prior…

      The day had been a hellish one for Beth.

      Saying goodbye to her father, the man she loved and respected more than any other in the world, was heart-breaking. The ceremony at the church had been mercifully brief, yet it still felt like an eternity for her. Beth couldn’t stop crying through it all. Worse was the crematorium, where she had to sit in the front row and watch as her father’s coffin disappeared into a chamber hidden behind a small red curtain. The coffin was pulled along on a quiet conveyor belt as it passed into its final resting place, where Beth knew full well that the body of her father would start to burn.

      A great man, who had taught her so much, reduced to nothing more than ash and dust.

      The wake afterward was sparsely attended.

      Beth had organised a gathering in a local pub and a few friends and extended family followed along after the funeral. It wasn’t anything fancy, her father wouldn’t have wanted that, but the people there were pleasant and kind with their commiserations and well-wishes. And, in truth, when the funeral and cremation was over with, Beth felt a palpable sense of relief. Her body actually seemed lighter since the previously terrifying idea of saying goodbye to her father was done with.

      She was still crushed, of course—just as she had been when her mother had died all those years ago. But this was different. Beth was an adult now. The idea of death was different than it had been for her as a child, though it was no less terrifying.

      The pub was a well-to-do country public house, with a rustic interior made up of low ceilings held in place by exposed timber beams, polished wooden floors, a large ornate fireplace, and plush seating. Beth had paid for some food to be served that people seemed to be enjoying. But as Beth looked around those present, she searched for someone in particular. Someone whom she had not expected to turn up to the funeral. Someone who had surprised her.

      Her brother, Josh.

      Beth had been floored earlier that day when he’d turned up. She had been standing outside of the church, greeting people as they arrived, only to see an old, beat-up car come to a stop close to her. Josh got out. He was dressed in an ill-fitting suit, and his long black hair had been brushed and slicked back. Josh saw her and smiled—the same charming, effortless grin he’d always had. He’d then made his way over.

      ‘Hey, Sis,’ he had said, stopping a few paces before her.

      Beth had no idea how to respond at first. She truly hadn’t been expecting him to turn up. Though she had tried texting and calling him, Beth had no idea if the number she was calling was still current. In the end, she doubted he was even getting her messages. It killed her to think that Josh may not have actually known that his own father was dead. Evidently, however, he did.

      ‘You got my messages, then?’ was all Beth could think to ask.

      Josh’s smile faltered, and he nodded. ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Ever think of calling me back? I’ve been struggling, you know, and it would have been nice to know ahead of time that you were coming.’

      He shrugged. It wasn’t an arrogant or careless gesture, more an awkward one. ‘Sorry,’ was all he offered.

      There was a long moment of silence. The physical distance between them may have only been a few feet, but to Beth it felt like they were separated by an immense and impenetrable void.

      ‘Was it quick?’ Josh had asked.

      ‘Cancer. Took about five months after he was diagnosed.’

      ‘Shame.’

      More silence. Other people had arrived, and Beth’s attention was split as she turned to greet them. Josh had used the opportunity to disappear inside and escape further judgement from his sister.

      After that, Beth had kept a close eye on him during the funeral and cremation. He looked sad, though as far as Beth could tell he didn’t shed a tear.

      Now that everything was over with, however, she felt the need to speak to him again. Perhaps clear the air. She was fully aware that anything confrontational or accusatory would send him running for the hills again. Josh had always classed himself as a ‘free bird’—his own words—but Beth knew full well it was just his aversion to responsibility. He was also not someone who handled criticism well.

      Still, she dearly wanted to speak with him, just to make sure he was doing okay. She wanted to let her little brother know that she was there for him if he needed her.

      Taking a long drink from her glass of wine—her fourth of the evening—Beth looked around for him, but it didn’t take her long to realise he was not among those gathered anymore. She approached Mr. and Mrs. Askwith, an elderly couple who had lived next door to her father.

      ‘I don’t suppose you have seen, Josh, have you?’ she asked them.

      Mrs. Askwith—a small, five-foot-four lady with grey hair and biting wit—answered first. ‘He wasn’t what I expected, dear. Your father told us a bit about him, but I thought he’d be a little more... presentable. First time we’ve met him, you know. Didn’t say an awful lot.’

      Her husband, a tall gentleman with a kind smile, raised a hand and gently took hold of her arm. ‘That wasn’t what Beth asked, was it, sweetheart?’ He then turned his attention to Beth. ‘I did see him heading outside a moment ago. Perhaps he stepped out for a cigarette?’

      ‘Thank you,’ Beth said. She had a feeling he hadn’t simply stepped outside for that. Beth finished her drink in a single mouthful and walked quickly outside. She headed to the front of the pub, which was set back from the main road by a private car park. It was starting to grow dark, but Beth quickly spotted the car Josh had arrived in. Her eyes were drawn by the white smoke that rolled out from the half-open driver’s-side window. The engine was running and she could hear the steady hum of rock music.

      Josh was sitting inside, with his head resting back, eyes closed, and a cigarette pinched between his lips. Beth approached him and tapped the glass of the partly open window. Josh’s eyes snapped open in surprise and the cigarette fell from his mouth.

      ‘Shit,’ he said, coughing smoke and frantically trying to find the dropped stimulant. He eventually retrieved it and chucked out of the window before looking up with an annoyed expression to see who had disturbed him. Upon seeing Beth, however, Josh’s features immediately softened.

      ‘Hey, Sis,’ he said. ‘You scared the hell out of me.’

      ‘Were you sleeping?’ Beth asked.

      Josh shook his head. ‘Just relaxing. I needed to get out of there. Too stuffy.’

      ‘You weren’t about to just drive off without saying goodbye again, were you?’

      Josh’s silence confirmed Beth’s suspicion. Anger suddenly bubbled up inside of her. How can he be so selfish and cold? ‘You really are a piece of work, you know that?’

      ‘Don’t be like that, Sis,’ he said and cast his eyes down to his hands fidgeting in his lap.

      ‘Be like what?! Don’t be honest? What do you expect me to say, Josh? You’ve been nothing but a ghost to me, and to Dad, for years now. I’ve tried to keep in touch, to keep us a family, but you just don’t give a shit. You just don’t care!’

      He quickly turned his head to face her. ‘I do care, Beth. I love you.’

      Beth laughed, humourless and cold. ‘You care about yourself, Josh, and that’s about it. And you only love yourself. You know what, Dad’s dead now, and you've paid your respects. Nothing keeping you here anymore. So just run away like you always do.’

      ‘Beth, I…’ he started, but then trailed off.

      Beth shook her head. ‘Just go.’

      He looked genuinely hurt, but Beth didn’t care anymore. She didn’t want to hear any excuses. She was tired of them, and she just wanted him gone.

      Josh put the car into gear.

      ‘I’m sorry I’m such a fuck up,’ he said. ‘But I do love you, Sis. I always will.’

      With that, he pulled the car out of the car park and headed off down the road. The sound of AC/DC faded away as Josh drove out of Beth’s life yet again.
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        * * *

      

      Present day…

      It took Beth a moment to realise that tears had welled up in her eyes, and one had escaped down her cheek. The memory of her father's funeral, and her last interaction with Josh, brought with it a lot of anger and sadness. He was right in what he’d said, of course: he was a fuck up. But then she thought back to the message he had left her earlier that day, and the fear in his voice.

      Beth was reminded of Josh as a ten-year-old boy, and the time he had investigated into a hornets’ nest which he’d assumed was old and abandoned. He'd kicked it, not thinking of the consequences, and was then chased all the way home by angry, flying insects, getting stung a few times on the way. With their parents out at work, it fell upon Beth to look after him and apply ointment to the stings, which she gladly did. She then held him until the crying stopped.

      The role of the older sibling was one she had always taken seriously when they were kids, and one she tried to uphold as an adult. She could even pinpoint when the changes in Josh started: when he was fourteen. He’d been the one to find their mother, dead. It shook him up, affected him deeply. Since then, the role of protective older sister was one she struggled with more and more as he pushed her away.

      Until now, perhaps.

      The hard-rock band continued to blare out from the car’s speakers for the rest of the trip. And, just over an hour later, the voice on her sat-nav system came to life, indicating she was nearing her destination.

      The road Beth was on had narrowed in a little, allowing just enough space for a car to pass from the opposite direction. She continued forward, up a gradual incline that went on for a few miles, until eventually she reached the peak. There, things levelled out a little, before again falling away into a steep drop. The winding road then ran to a built-up area—a fishing town that was bathed in the gloom of dark clouds. The expanse of the sea—rolling off into the horizon—was visible beyond the buildings of the settlement.

      Beth had arrived in Netherwell Bay.
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      The road ahead dipped down sharply and narrowed even more, making it practically a single lane now. Up ahead, Beth saw a small lay-by on her left-hand side, and she quickly pulled into it rather than just heading straight into town.

      She wanted to get her bearings first and take a moment to assess the situation, and so she switched off the engine and stepped out of the vehicle while stretching her legs and back. The air was crisp and clean and felt good in her lungs. She could hear seagulls singing and squawking overhead.

      There was a single wooden bench in the lay-by, and on the backrest of the bench was a small plaque commemorating a couple named Walter and Doreen. Beth had no idea who the couple were, but the message of a loving man and wife who would be long remembered, as the plaque read, was touching. From this vantage point, and at such a high altitude from the rest of the town, Beth was greeted to a fantastic view over most of Netherwell Bay.

      To her far right on the opposite side of the road was a series of eighteenth-century terraced houses, which ran partway down the steep bank. Each dwelling was stepped in order to keep up with the severity of the slope. The left-hand side of the road, the side she now stood on, was a lush green, with wild grass and trees. That side fell away drastically to meet a small river that cut through the town from the sea. A low and simple wooden-rail fence was all that separated Beth and her vehicle from a grassy drop into the water.

      The road she had been travelling on, and the only one into the village as far as she could tell, continued down, and at the bottom she could see a larger built-up area. Red and grey pan-tile roofs were mounted on tall, thin terraced buildings. The walls of the structures were finished in dull red and grey bricks, or white and pastel renders. The streets were narrow, and the levels inconsistent, with steps, drops, and rises in the town's formation. Natural rock walls interspersed with houses cut into rising ground levels, highlighting the fact that the town was etched into a natural and irregular landmass: a mixture of rising cliffs, dipping valleys, and a river that cut through it all.

      Where the winding watercourse sliced into the town was evidence of a harbour, with moored boats and narrow wooden walkways. The area was sheltered by raised land on both sides, held back by man-made retaining walls of grey brick and stone. Either side of the river’s entrance, and jutting out into the sea, large cliffs could be seen. Two long, stone breakwaters extended from the lower face of these cliffs, running round to meet each other and closing together at their ends like pincers. They left only enough room for small boats to pass between, creating an enclosed body of water.

      A steady hum of the waves could be heard beyond the breakwaters, and small fishing boats bobbed up and down on the current of the vast body of water that ran off to the horizon. Beth could detect that distinctly salty sea smell of a coastal town.

      Netherwell Bay was obviously a vastly different place than back home, and Beth instantly felt alienated, despite the quaint, old-world aesthetic that poured from the vista ahead. Hell, there was even smoke belching from several chimneys, something she hadn’t seen since she was a child, given most homes in the UK were now heated via a gas supply, not by the burning of coals or logs on a fire.

      Beth scanned the town, focusing on the built-up area predominately to the right-hand side—from her perspective—of the river. The area seemed to be the hub of Netherwell Bay: a large, tightly packed cluster of buildings. Beth could see houses, shops, even a large pub that overlooked the sea. With no real idea of where to start, this seemed the most logical place.

      Beth considered her options.

      She could simply start asking questions, trying to find out if anyone here knew or had seen her brother. But that could be risky, especially as she wasn’t yet sure just what kind of trouble Josh was in. If the wrong person overheard her asking the wrong kind of question, Beth knew she could put her brother in danger. Paranoid? Perhaps, but it was still a risk.

      The other option was to take it slow, get a lay of the land, then see what she could pick up. But that route would take time, and given how scared Josh had sounded in his message, time might not be something he had much of.

      Lastly, Beth thought about locating that payphone, the one Josh had called from, to see if she could glean anything from the area around it. The irritable man she’d spoken to may not have seen Josh make the call, but somebody else might have.

      Still undecided, she turned back to her car, ready to head deeper into town. She would decide her course of action on the way. However, before she entered the vehicle, a sound caught her attention: a steady tapping, coming from her right, barely audible over the rhythm of the sea.

      Beth looked over to one of the houses that lined the road on the opposite side. The one that drew her focus was a fairly nondescript townhouse with brown brickwork, wooden window frames, and a red-tiled roof. It was sandwiched in-between terraced houses either side, and the source of the sound was emitting from this dwelling, from an upstairs window that had a low sill.

      Someone was standing just behind the window, close to it, and was gently rapping their knuckles against the glass, as if to get Beth’s attention. When Beth looked closer, her breath caught in her throat.

      Whoever this person was, male or female, they were completely naked, allowing Beth to see their mottled and blistered skin. They were also severely malnourished, and scars ran from each shoulder joint and met at the sternum, where a single, raw incision continued down to the abdomen, creating a Y shape on the chest. The person had no genitalia, simply an open wound in its place, indicating something had been cut off… or cut out. The face of the tapping stranger was hidden by stained and dirty bandages that wrapped around their head completely. Other than the tapping on the window, the only other movement from this figure was a quick and constant twitching of its limbs and head, as if they were in the middle of some kind of epileptic fit.

      The person continued their steady knocking, and Beth—in horror—let out a gasp. She instinctively backed away. As she did, her heel caught the edge of the footpath behind her and she fell to the grass, landing on her back. The fall didn’t hurt, only startled her, and Beth quickly sat upright and looked up again to the window. The mysterious knocking figure was gone. Beth rose to her feet, feeling her heart pound in her chest, and studied the window closely.

      Nothing.

      If anyone had indeed been standing there in the first place, they had disappeared quickly. Too quickly. Especially considering Beth had only averted her gaze for a moment.

      Beth instinctively looked around to see if there was anyone else present on the street who could make sense of what was going on. But she was alone.

      She shivered and could feel goosebumps form on the back of her arms. She quickly got back into the car and decided to head into town while trying to ignore what she had just seen… if, in fact, it had been anything at all. She’d never been one to have hallucinations, but how could she rationally explain what had been up in that window? The state of the body was horrific and more resembled a corpse than a living person.

      Putting the car into gear and taking quick, panicked breaths, Beth revved the engine and pulled out of the lay-by, casting a look back up to the window as she did. Still nothing. No deformed, painfully thin figure up there trying to get her attention anymore. She tried to calm herself.

      ‘That was just in your head, Beth,’ she told herself. ‘Has to be. Just relax.’

      She focused on the road ahead, forcing the image of that thing from her mind. Beth had to keep her wits about her when rolling down the steep hill. If an oncoming car came up at speed, she wouldn’t have the room to move over and let it pass. Rain started to fall, light for now, but Beth could tell it could easily turn into a downpour, given the dark clouds.

      The level of the road she was on sunk below the bank of grass to her right and the houses to her left, which towered over her, making her feel enclosed and claustrophobic. And she was still panicked at that horrible vision behind the window. The road then bent round slightly to the right and began to level out, signalling Beth had entered the town centre.

      The way ahead was still narrow, and had buildings either side, though now these buildings had changed from simple townhouses to a mix of commercial and public structures as well. To her right was a large, striking building, constructed from smooth stone blockwork. It stood two stories high and had tall, thin windows with wooden frames and arched heads. A circular window was set into a small gable peak to the front of the building, indicating an inhabited room within the attic space. Black, cast-iron guttering and downpipes complemented the grey slate roof, and there were iron railings to the front that separated the structure from the public footpath before it. A brass plaque was mounted on the wall by the door, and Beth could just make out what it read: Netherwell Bay Heritage Centre.

      Other buildings close to it were built from red brick, and still others were layered with white renders, while some were constructed from sandstone block. The variation and mismatched materials lent a quaint, old-world quality to the town, added to by narrow alleyways between buildings, some barely wide enough for a person to walk through. The road and paths were cobbled, and Beth bounced in her seat as she made slow progress along the winding, uneven road, that as yet had offered no off-branches or side roads. Just a long, single route ahead. There were a few people milling around, drifting into quaint shops or gossiping in clusters. Most turned to look at Beth as she slowly passed them, eyeing her vehicle suspiciously. Parked cars either side of the road made her progress even slower, some not pulled over far enough to leave a comfortable space for her to pass.

      Beth could see high cliffs beyond the buildings ahead of her. They dominated her view and loomed over the town. Eventually, some turn-offs from the main road opened up, but Beth ignored them and kept going. The way ahead widened out a little. To her left, the buildings faded away, and the thoroughfare ended up running parallel with the river she had previously been adjacent to, though Beth could barely see the water given the size of the drop just beyond the protective railings. On the other side of the river, more houses ran up a hill, this one steeper than the one Beth had just descended. The houses there looked even older than those Beth had already passed. They were also smaller and single storey, with severely worn and weathered brickwork. Beth looked over to that side of the river and saw that it curved away from her at the top. She had a feeling that the road there led up to the plateau of one of the great cliffs that overlooked the sea.

      When she turned her attention back to the way ahead, Beth could see the road bloom out farther, creating a large, open, cobbled space that acted as a turning circle. This was, it seemed, the end of the line, as just beyond the edge of the circular space—that reminded Beth of a large courtyard flanked by buildings—was a low stone wall. After a short drop, there was a pebble beach running out to the sea. The open area she found herself on, however, was rife with activity. People were huddled together, looking out to the beach. Beth also saw a few news vans and camera crews. Something was going on.

      A row of parking spaces abutted the low stone wall, of which most were taken. A few, however, remained free, and Beth—with no other route to take—eased herself into one, creeping slowly past the crowd. She parked the car and gave herself a moment to get her bearings, and to try and make sense of the activity outside. But her attention was quickly drawn to the beach beyond the stone wall to her far left. She finally realised what the people gathered here were staring at.

      Her stomach tightened as she was able to make out a police presence a few hundred metres away: cars, vans, and a few officers dressed in thick high-visibility coats. The beach curved around the face of one of the great cliffs. Whatever was going on with the police, most of it was blocked from view by the the cliff. However, Beth could tell what was going on was serious. Both from the number of police vehicles—which, given the lack of access, must have driven up the beach from somewhere else—but also because that area of beach was cordoned off with tape.

      Beth had a terrible feeling about it all. Her mind ran to Josh. Could something have happened to him?

      Please, God, don’t let him be dead.

      Beth watched the police’s movements for a few minutes, but she could see nothing of any further interest. In fact, the officers present moved around very slowly, aimlessly, as if simply standing guard. Beth’s guess was that the crime scene had been here for a while now, and most of the important work had likely been done already. The news crews, too, seemed to be just waiting, with no reports currently being filmed.

      Going onto the beach to try and talk with the police would be useless, Beth knew, as they would tell her nothing. However, the gathered crowd might reveal more information. Beth disembarked from the car, pulled her coat tight, and walked closer to the pockets of people while trying to listen in to conversations. Not many were talking, but she did hear that the police had been out there since early morning. A few people even started to slope off, seemingly having had their fill. Before Beth could ask anyone anything, however, the heavens opened, and that light rain quickly started to lash down heavily. The crowd then began to fully disperse, and the camera crews jumped back into their vehicles.

      Damn it.

      Beth needed to get out of this rain, at least for now. She noticed one of the buildings close to her—the one with white render and slate roof tiles—had a large painted sign on its gable face that read the Trout and Lobster.

      It was a pub, evidently, and quite a large one. A small glass of wine sounded just the thing to calm Beth’s nerves until the rain passed. And The Trout and Lobster suddenly seemed like the perfect place to start her investigation proper. Beth cast one last look back out to the police on the beach before running inside of the pub.
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      After moving through a small draft lobby and into the main area of the pub, Beth was greeted by a blast of warmth from a ceiling-mounted heating unit above her. She stood under the comforting, hot air, letting it radiate into her bones and dry her a little, and allowed herself to take in her surroundings. It was fair to say that the interior aesthetic of this place was in desperate need of attention. A single word summed it up perfectly: gaudy.

      While spacious enough, with high ceilings held up by intermittent brick pillars, it was the decoration that left a lot to be desired.

      The wallpaper looked to have once been a plush red, with golden sea-shell imprints, though the colours looked to have faded considerably. The floors were bare-timber boards, but they didn’t appear to have been treated in a long time, and were stained and discoloured. But the worst of it was the maritime decorations that hung on the walls and ceilings: mounted fish, ship-wheels, and nets draped from the ceiling that were littered with fake starfish and shellfish. A large steel anchor even dominated a wall to Beth’s left. It wasn’t the fact that these items were all maritime that put Beth off. That all made sense, considering the kind of town she was in. However, it was the sheer quantity of them. It was too much.

      Alright, we get it, this is a coastal town pub.

      The whole pub had an unmistakable smell of cigarette smoke that was almost overbearing. Beth knew it would cling to her long after she had left this place.

      Straight ahead was a large seating area with lots of empty tables and booths. In fact, there was only a single family of three present there—a man, woman, and toddler—all eating a meal. Beth reasoned that this was the restaurant section of the establishment. Beyond that, she could see a drinking area up ahead. The width of the pub narrowed in that space. Stools were lined up against the bar, there were small, circular tables in a central area, and a few fabric-lined benches were pressed against the wall opposite the bar. This area, though smaller than the restaurant section, was considerably busier, and all of the noise and chatter seemed to be coming from there—especially from a group of gathered men near the bar, all laughing and swearing with abandon. Billows of thick cigarette and cigar smoke rolled from the drinking space, and it was clear that the pub was an establishment that chose to the ignore the ‘no smoking in a public place’ law. A few of the patrons looked over and stared at Beth, but she steeled herself, having been in places she was not welcome many times before. It was part of her job. Well, her former job. She made her way over to the bar, though the walk felt like an eternity as she passed through the practically empty restaurant section while everyone watched. She sidled up to a bar stool, the conversation notably muted as she did. Beth ignored it and caught the barman’s—or bar-boy’s— attention with as friendly a smile as she could muster.

      The thin young lad serving barely looked over sixteen—and given it was a weekday, should probably have been in school. A thin layer of dark fuzz lined his top lip, and pimples were scattered across his rosy cheeks. His dark hair was messy, sticking up at the back, and he looked as if he’d just rolled out of bed. He gave Beth a shy smile, showing braces behind his lips, and cautiously approached her.

      ‘C… can I get you something?’ he asked. Beth knew she would likely need to drive again today, so she really shouldn’t be drinking at all. But she reasoned that one little beverage couldn’t hurt, nor would it impede her judgment or reflexes too much.

      ‘I’ll have a small, dry white wine please,’ she replied, still holding her smile. The barboy nodded, then turned away to fix her drink. Still feeling eyes on her, Beth cast a glance to her right. Beside her, a small, frail-looking old man sat at the bar, perched on a stool. He was sipping a tumbler of amber-coloured liquid and kept his eyes firmly on his drink, minding his own business. But beyond him, leaning up against the bar, was a group of four men, all roughly in their late thirties and early forties. The leader of them, who had been the loudest, was a short-haired brute with a thick neck and white t-shirt that was far too small to contain his wide arms and bulging beer-belly. He made no effort to hide his admiring gaze. The man wore a chunky gold chain around his neck and had tattoos covering his forearms. Beth locked eyes with him for a moment and he flashed her an ugly smile, making it painfully clear he liked what he saw. Beth simply averted her gaze away from him, looking over at the rest of the patrons instead.

      There was another old gentleman sitting on the bench against the back wall, and he was joined by a younger man; they bore a striking resemblance to each other. The older of the two was dressed in an old, checkered shirt with burgundy trousers. His aged face was a mixture of deep wrinkles and thick tufts of white hair that sprouted from random places. He had wild, bushy eyebrows and a thick, grey stubble. Without question, Beth knew that the man had once been a fisherman. The person next to him, the younger of the two, shared many of the same characteristics, such as a rather square-shaped face and thick hair—though his hair still had streaks of black mixed in with the grey. He wore waders with a black, long-sleeved vest beneath.

      Father and son, Beth assumed. A small, sandy-coloured Terrier dog lay asleep at their feet.

      The bar-boy set down Beth’s drink. ‘One pound, fifteen pence, please, ma’am,’ he said, trying to sound polite. Beth nearly fell off her stool. Back home, the same drink would have cost well over five pounds. She handed him the money and took her change.

      ‘Thank you,’ she said, and took a sip. She kept her expression neutral, holding off a grimace, but knew instantly why the prices here were so cheap.

      The chatter between the drinkers soon picked back up. Beth kept her ears open, listening for anything that could lead her to Josh, or something relating to what was going on outside.

      It didn’t take her long.

      Beth's attention was quickly drawn to the group of men at the bar, where her thuggish admirer was holding court.

      ‘I heard it was a mess. Guts everywhere.’

      ‘Can’t believe they still don’t know who it was that got cut up,’ another added.

      The ringleader smiled and shook his head. ‘Police know who is dead, I reckon, it just won’t be common knowledge yet. They certainly ain’t told the press. I was speaking to the reporters outside and they don’t seem to have a clue yet.’ The man speaking then looked over to Beth once more and, with a smug grin, added, ‘So they won’t know who the killer is, either.’

      Beth didn’t look back at him—didn’t allow herself a reaction—even though she felt a deep sense of dread building. Evidently someone had been killed, and in a rather gruesome fashion, it would seem—though the group of men were talking about it with such glee that they could have just as easily been talking about a game of football.

      Was it Josh? Was that why he called this morning, because he was in fear for his life? Or, if not him, was he somehow involved in a murder? Was that the reason he had sounded so panicked?

      Despite his troubles in life, Beth would have never thought Josh was capable of killing. But his message, begging Beth to come to the place, coupled with the apparent murder she was now learning about, couldn’t have just been a coincidence.

      Could it?

      She took another sip of her wine… a sip that turned into a long mouthful of the vinegar-tinged drink. Then the glass was empty.

      ‘I’ll have another,’ Beth said to the boy behind the bar. His eyebrows were raised in slight surprise at seeing how quickly she’d finished her drink. But he dutifully prepared her another and set it on the table, again taking her payment and giving change.

      This second wine was a mistake, Beth knew, and would likely put her over the limit to drive, but she felt her dread rising further, threatening to turn into full-blown anxiety. She needed to calm herself to think clearly. Perhaps alcohol wasn’t the best thing for that, but it was all she had on hand.

      ‘Christ, you’re a good drinker, aren’t you, love?’ the thug with the gold chain said to Beth. ‘That went down so quick I don’t think it touched the sides of your throat.’

      Beth gave a well-practiced and stern smile. One that showed no humour and simply said: fuck off and leave me alone.

      He didn’t get the hint. Or, he just ignored it. ‘I like your eyes,’ he said, stepping around the old man that separated them, then leaning against the bar next to Beth. ‘A real strong blue, ain’t they?’

      Yes, you fuckwit, Beth thought. They are a strong blue. Is that really your best line?

      Beth was readying herself to let him down, and not particularly gently, when a side door to the bar area opened, and another older man walked in. He was wet from the rain and flanked by a dog—this one a black-and-white Border Collie.

      This man was broad and relatively tall for someone his age, with grey hair that was brushed back. He bore a long, flat nose and square jaw that was softened slightly with sagging jowls. He walked with a stick, the brass bottom of which tapped on the timber floor as he entered.

      ‘Afternoon, Jim,’ the man, who now stood next to Beth said, thankfully averting his attention from her. ‘Don’t often see you in here anymore. Thought you’d kicked the drink?’

      ‘I need one today,’ the old man said. Beth took note of the name the thug had used.

      Jim took off his waterproof coat, then approached the bar and ordered a pint of stout, which was served thick and black, like tar. He grabbed his drink and moved to a seat along the opposite wall. The sleeping Terrier awoke and, upon seeing the Collie, started to yap and bark. The larger dog simply responded with a quick growl, shutting the Terrier up instantly, and continued with its owner. The dog then lay at Jim’s feet as he sat down.

      ‘You’re looking a little peaky, Jim,’ the man next to Beth said. She could smell his sharp aftershave. ‘You not feeling too good?’

      ‘I’m fine, Pete,’ Jim replied. ‘Just wanna have a drink in peace.’

      Pete held his hands up defensively, though he didn’t look away from Jim, and the smile he wore was practically a sneer. ‘Fair enough, old man.’ Jim didn’t respond, so Pete went on, ‘Heard the news? About what they found over at Hollows Cove?'

      The old man didn’t make eye contact with Pete, but Beth noticed Jim’s body stiffen up. He then shifted slightly in his seat and it was clear to Beth that he knew something.

      The young bar-boy then leaned over towards Pete and whispered something Beth was just about able to make out. ‘I heard it was Jim that found the bodies. He was the one that called the police.’

      Pete’s eyes widened, so much so that they threatened to pop out of his head. ‘No fucking way!’

      Beth was also a little taken back. Not because the old man was the person who had called the crime in, but because the boy had used the plural. Bodies.

      Just what the hell was going on here?

      ‘What?’ one of the other men asked. ‘What did the lad tell you, Pete?’

      Pete strode away from the bar with an arrogant swagger as he stepped towards Jim. ‘Is that true, Jimmy? You the one that found that mess this morning?’ Jim didn’t answer or make eye contact. But that was good enough for Pete. ‘You did, didn’t you?’ The thuggish man let out a bellowing laugh. ‘Shit, Jim, you gotta tell me about it! Did you recognise any of the poor fuckers?’

      ‘I’m not in the mood to talk about it, boy,’ Jim said sternly.

      ‘But I am,’ Pete replied, pulling a stool up to the table close to Jim. Pete took a seat, set down his drink, and laid his meaty forearms on the table's surface. ‘And I want all the details.’
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      ‘I got nothing to say, Pete,’ Jim replied before he took a drink of the thick, black liquid from his glass. The frothy head left a white, bubbly layer on his upper lip.

      ‘Come on, Jim,’ the younger man pressed. ‘Spill it. What was it you found? I heard the bodies were all cut up. Jeff over there,’ Pete pointed to one of his friends, ‘was told there was three of them. Is that right?’

      ‘It was a mistake coming here,’ Jim said, clearly agitated. He started to get to his feet and grabbed his glass. Pete shot out a hand and took hold of Jim’s arm. The pub fell silent.

      ‘No, don’t leave. Just sit and talk to me, old man. No need to run off.’

      ‘Leave me be, Pete!’ Jim snapped, baring his teeth. His dog was now up on its feet and gave a low growl. Beth felt like the situation could spiral out of control at any moment. This older man clearly didn’t want to talk about what he’d seen, but Pete didn’t appear to care.

      But Beth was interested to learn what Jim knew. Part of her wanted him to give in to Pete and divulge, if only for her own benefit. It was all far too much of a coincidence to not have anything to do with Josh’s call.

      ‘Better stop that mutt growling at me, before I kick its face off,’ Pete said, curling his top lip. His own face was a picture of anger, and he glared at the snarling dog.

      ‘Let go of my arm and she’ll stop,’ Jim said. He didn’t wait for Pete to comply, however, and simply yanked his arm free, surprising the younger man with his speed and strength. ‘Leave me be,’ Jim stated, then squeezed himself past Pete and walked away towards the emptier restaurant area. His dog followed dutifully behind.

      ‘Suit yourself,’ Pete said, scowling. ‘You miserable old cunt.’

      Jim, with his back to them all, stopped suddenly. Beth expected him to turn around and stride back over to Pete. Thankfully, the old man eventually continued on, avoiding any further conflict. Beth sensed Pete and his friends would be quite happy escalating things to violence if they felt their fragile manhood was ever threatened.

      Jim wandered to an empty booth and sat down. His dog crawled under the table. The bar area was still silent, everyone waiting to see how Pete would now react. Pete got to his feet, downed what was left of his drink, and returned to the bar. He slammed the empty glass down and barked out his order.

      ‘Whiskey. Double.’

      The young boy jumped to action and gave Pete his drink. Beth noticed the boy didn’t take any money. Pete took a sip, then turned around and leaned his elbows back on the bar. Beth could feel the anger radiating from him. But Pete then cast a confident smile. ‘Fuck the old clown,’ he said with a laugh. ‘We’ll find out what happened soon enough. Nothing ever stays secret in this town. Not for long, anyway.’

      There were a few chuckles, then the bar seemed to come to life again. People began to talk, though at a lower level than before, as if Pete’s relatively lighthearted comments were permission for them to carry on with their conversations. It was clear to Beth that the man held quite a lot of sway here, likely through fear, and was probably best avoided if she could help it.

      Then she thought again of Josh. Had he got caught up with Pete somehow? And was the thug, who at that moment cast Beth another glance, actually involved in the murders he claimed to want to know more about?

      It was all conjecture, of course, but she did not return his admiring glance. Beth didn’t want to be anywhere near him. The one person she did want to talk to, however, had just moved away from them, and didn’t seem in the mood for chit-chat.

      She considered her options as she took a mouthful of her drink, forcing herself to keep from shuddering. It truly was awful stuff. Though, in truth, the second glass had been more palatable than the first.

      If she went over to Jim’s table to start a conversation, in all likelihood he would tell her to get lost. But, more than that, Pete and his friends would no doubt take an interest, and she really didn’t want to draw their attention. However, she couldn’t let the opportunity slip. It was all she really had to go on, even if she couldn’t be one-hundred-percent certain the apparent murders had anything to do with Josh.

      So, if she couldn’t talk to him here in the pub, then she needed to do it somewhere else.

      An idea formed.

      The steady rat-a-tat-tat of rain on the windows had eased, indicating the heavy storm was coming to an end outside. And Beth figured Jim would leave the pub soon. Given what the man had seen earlier, Beth guessed that he had only come in for a drink to help calm his nerves—just like she had. That hadn’t gone well for him.

      Beth simply could wait outside, watch the pub, and bide her time until Jim came out. She could then either speak to him, or even watch and wait, to see where he headed. It was better than sitting here all night, and her instincts were screaming at her to act.

      She quickly finished her drink, and part of her dearly wanted to order another. The taste was becoming more and more bearable now, and it had given her a pleasant buzz, but she pushed that craving to one side. Keeping her eyes away from Pete—who she could feel was still staring at her—she got up.

      ‘Not going anywhere yet are you, love?’ Pete asked. Beth just ignored him and left, walking through the restaurant area. She heard Pete mutter ‘Bitch,’ but ignored it, even though it was a struggle to do so. There were more important things at hand. As Beth walked, she passed Jim. The poor old man looked ashen, his eyes forlorn. He was over halfway through his drink already.

      She kept going and strode outside into the open air, that smelled damp from the recent rain. There was a chill to the breeze now. The falling rain was merely a drizzle. The cobbles underfoot were damp and shiny. Only one or two stragglers remained looking out at the beach. The news crews were still huddled inside their vans, despite the weather easing.

      Even with clean and brisk air in her lungs—a change from the smoky interior of the pub—Beth still felt a little fuzzy-headed. Two drinks had been a mistake, and Beth chided herself for succumbing so easily. She had to focus and try to figure out where the best place would be to wait for Jim.

      She knew there were at least two entrances to the pub: the one she just left through, and the side door she had seen Jim use to enter. But the size of the building meant that watching both exits at the same time would be impossible. So, she had to pick one.

      Given Jim had moved away from the bar area—and away from Pete—Beth figured he would likely follow her out of the main door she had just left through. That would mean he wouldn’t have to pass Pete again, either. It was as good a guess as any, and it that way she could wait in the relative comfort and warmth of her car while scoping out the large, rendered building.

      She started to walk over to her vehicle, her feet wobbling slightly on the cobbles underfoot. Hadn’t anyone in this town heard of asphalt? Beth was certain the locals here must have had to spend a fortune each year on fixing the suspension to their cars.

      The police presence was still on the beach, she noted, and the activity looked as muted and low-key as when Beth had first spotted it.

      Had the bodies already been removed? It seemed likely.

      As Beth got closer to her car, however, she heard something on the wind that drew her attention. A series of murmurs seemed to be coming from beyond the low stone wall which separated the parking area from the beach beyond.

      Beth furrowed her brow and started to walk over to the wall that came up roughly to her knees. The drop beyond was a little more substantial, but only by a couple of feet or so, and whatever was making the sound was hidden from view. There was something about the noises that troubled her. Her concern rose the closer she got—the sounds rising and becoming more and more clear. A knot formed in her stomach as Beth realised what that noise was.

      But it couldn’t be.

      The sound of crying children—babies—was now unmistakable, though apparently it was loud enough for only her to hear, given no one else was as close. Panic rose as Beth ran up to the wall. The cries turned into distressed screaming.

      What the hell is happening to them?

      Beth reached the wall and quickly leaned over to look down the short drop to the stony beech below. A shriek of horror escaped her.

      This can’t be real!

      They weren’t children. Not quite.

      Though the bodies of the writhing, purple things that glistened red were of a similar size to babies, and they had roughly the same shape and appendages, it was clear they were something else entirely. Their bodies were smooth, with fingers and toes fused together, but it was the faces of these horrific monsters that so terrified Beth.

      The eyes were two little black orbs, like small shark eyes, positioned on the side of the heads. They had no nose, and the only other feature on the faces was a round mouth that sat central. It stretched and contracted like the suckers on a leech. Small, jagged teeth were visible just behind the rubbery edges of the puckering maws. The child-like wails emitted from the creatures were growing louder and louder.

      Beth backpedalled, unable to make sense of what she had seen.

      Can’t be real, can’t be real, can’t be real.

      The image of the knocking figure in the second-storey window from earlier sprung back into her mind. What the hell was going on here?

      Beth backed up into a car behind her, and she let herself slump to the floor in horror while clutching her head in her hands. She pressed her palms over her ears in an attempt to drown out the horrific sounds. That was when she realised she was crying.

      What the fuck were those things?

      She didn’t feel safe being so close to the wall… and what was beyond it. She had to get away from this madness. And only when safe could she try to make sense of it all. Beth forced herself to her feet, and then noticed it…

      The awful cries and shrieks of the monstrous infants had ceased.

      The only sounds Beth could now hear were the natural ones of the town: cars, seagulls, and the waves of the sea. After a moment’s hesitation, she slowly made her way back over to the wall. Beth was sure—absolutely certain—that what she had seen was real. And she had heard them.

      But now, with everything silent, Beth was reminded of her fall earlier after seeing the thing in the window. It had vanished quickly. And, sure enough, as Beth cautiously peeked over the wall again, all she could see was the shiny stones of the beach, and a small, skittering crab that ran over them.

      No twisted, nightmarish versions of babies wriggling around together in a terrible, writhing mass.

      Beth shook her head, unwilling to accept what now seemed obvious—that she had been seeing things. Twice in the space of a short time, no less.

      No.

      She didn’t believe that. Couldn’t believe it. Those things weren’t just in her head. They couldn’t have been.

      Her heart was still racing, and she backed up again, still sobbing slightly. Something was wrong here in this town. Something was very wrong.

      ‘You okay?’

      The voice startled her. Beth spun around and saw that some people were gazing at her with puzzled expressions. A worried-looking old man stood closest, only a few feet away, and he had a black dog in tow.

      It was Jim.
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      ‘I’m… I…’ Beth had no idea how to answer Jim’s question. Her mind was struggling to make sense of what she had just seen.

      Jim frowned, seemingly sceptical of her, yet his face still carried a look of concern. ‘You look a little unsteady. Why don’t you sit down?’ he offered, gesturing to the wall behind her. The one that Beth, only moments ago, had looked over and seen those horrible deformities. She didn’t want to be anywhere near that wall.

      ‘I’m okay,’ she said finally, forcing herself to sound strong.

      Jim nodded. ‘Okay. Your eyes are running a little though. You been crying?’

      Beth shook her head. ‘No, it’s just the wind in my face. It made my eyes water.’

      Jim looked around, and Beth knew he was taking note of the air around him. While there was a breeze, it certainly wasn’t a strong wind. ‘Fair enough,’ he said, but Beth could easily detect the doubt in his voice. ‘I’ll leave you to it.’ He then turned to look down at his dog. ‘Come on, Jess.’

      Jim turned to walk away, but Beth quickly stopped him. ‘Wait,’ she said, her voice slightly raised. And, she realised, sounding slightly desperate.

      Get it together.

      Over the years, Beth had interviewed a lot of people, and she’d learned that one of the best ways to get them to open up was to be calm, relaxed, and understanding. The first step in gaining someone’s trust was presenting yourself as someone worthy of it. Right now, she wasn’t coming off in a positive light to Jim, who was looking at her with a raised eyebrow while he waited for her to continue.

      ‘Sorry,’ Beth said, trying hard to gain control. ‘I’ve just been watching the police over there. And I was inside a few moments ago, too, and heard you talking to that pig of a man about what you found earlier today. The thought of knowing some people were killed over there,’ she pointed to the cordoned-off area on the beach, ‘it’s a lot to take in. I must have gotten myself a little upset. I’m guessing that was where you found… whatever it was you found?’

      Jim’s features softened a little and he nodded. He remained silent, however. Beth had already figured the place of Jim’s discovery and the police area on the beach were one in the same, but now she had confirmation.

      ‘Must have been terrible to see,’ Beth said, keeping her voice low and gentle. ‘I hope you're okay?’

      Jim gave her a sad smile. ‘I’ll be fine,’ he said. ‘Can’t say I recognise you, though. Never seen you around. You new here?’

      ‘Oh, I don’t live in Netherwell Bay,’ Beth replied with a shake of her head. ‘Just visiting.’

      ‘Visiting someone you know?’ Jim asked, and Beth was suddenly aware that he was sizing her up and fishing for information. Clearly, he was still wary of her.

      ‘No,’ Beth said, thinking quickly. ‘Just taking some time for myself. Wanted to get away from it all.’

      ‘And you picked Netherwell to visit? Seems odd, lady, as there ain’t a lot here.’

      ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ she replied. ‘I love these quaint coastal towns. They are so peaceful.’ Beth cast a look over to the beach and the police. ‘At least, they usually are. Can’t say I expected this.’

      ‘Your accent,’ Jim went on. ‘Doesn’t sound local. You not from round here?’

      It felt like an interrogation. Beth’s best efforts to disarm the old man’s defences were coming up short. He didn’t trust her, that was clear.

      ‘I… I have, I guess,’ Beth answered. She knew where he was going with the question, but she couldn’t think of a way to derail the conversation. And she didn’t get the chance.

      ‘So, you come all this way, to a small, forgotten, and dying place like this, just because you like little seaside towns? Is that it?’

      And there it was. Beth flushed and felt incredibly stupid. She still wasn’t thinking clearly after what she’d just seen.

      ‘Well, when you put it like that it sounds—’

      Jim held up a palm and cut her off. ‘Listen. I don’t like being lied to. There ain’t nothing here for tourists. And, I’m sorry, but you saying you got upset at what you heard in the pub back there has about as much truth to it as a politician’s speech. Now, to be honest, it ain’t none of my business what you are doing here. I don’t much care. But I’ll tell you this: Netherwell Bay ain’t a place you want to stay. So, you’d be wise to take my advice and just leave town as soon as you can. Forget whatever it is that brought you here and go.’

      Beth was silent for a moment, before answering honestly, ‘I can’t.’

      Jim nodded. ‘I see. Well, if you’ll excuse me, miss, I’ve had a hell of a day. It started badly, and then I had to spend most of it with the police. Thought a drink in this place,’ he motioned to the Trout and Lobster behind him, ‘might have helped, but that didn’t work out too well. So now I just want to go home. If you won’t take my advice, then good luck to you.’

      He then turned and walked away. Beth wanted to shout after him again, to get him to stop, to try to gain his favour. But she knew it was pointless. It would come across as being too desperate, and the man’s guard was already up. It was a lost cause with him… for now.

      But there was still something she could do while standing around. Beth walked up to one of the news vans. It was white, with the words ‘North East News’ brandished across the side in blue. She knocked on the door. A woman with long blonde hair and immaculate makeup was sitting inside the passenger side. Beth instantly knew this woman was a reporter who would be featured on camera. The window lowered and the young woman greeted Beth with a smile.

      ‘Can I help you?’ the woman asked.

      ‘Yeah, just wondering what’s going on? A few people inside the pub back there are saying there have been some murders. Is that true?’

      Beth had no idea how much information the reporter would be willing to share, if she even knew anything. Being one herself—for a newspaper rather than a television channel—Beth knew her kind were a funny breed. Some were happy to divulge a little information to bystanders in the hopes of learning something new. Others, if they had nothing to gain, were very tight-lipped.

      ‘We’ve heard that, too, but not a whole lot more. Possibly three dead,’ she replied. ‘Can you tell me what you know?’

      Beth shrugged. ‘Just that there have been some people killed—murdered, apparently—and that it looks pretty gruesome. I don’t know anything else. Just curious.’

      ‘Well, the police aren’t saying much yet. We are hoping for a statement soon, but I don’t know any more than that, to be honest. We don’t even have enough to run a proper story, and all we know for sure is that there’s a police presence here. The murders aren’t even confirmed, just what some locals are saying.’

      ‘Okay, thank you,’ Beth said, beginning to grow frustrated.

      ‘Hey,’ the woman said, suddenly digging into her pocket. ‘Do me a favour, will you?’ She handed Beth a card with the name Karen Porter written on it, along with a mobile phone number. ‘If you do hear anything else that is of interest, will you call to let me know? We’re struggling for leads here.’

      ‘I will,’ Beth said with a smile. It was a lie, of course, unless she felt the woman could help her with her own search.

      Beth turned and looked back out to the beach. This time she kept her gaze away from the police, and gazed out to the sea instead.

      The murders, Josh’s message, the things she was seeing… something was very wrong here in Netherwell. She didn’t have the first clue as to what that was, yet, but she had an awful feeling her little brother was somehow tied up in it all.

      If he was still alive—and she prayed to God that he was—then Beth was going to do everything in her power to help him. She swore to herself that she wouldn’t leave this place until Josh was safe. No matter what it took.

      She would figure this all out for him.
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      Jim made his way back to his bungalow, crossing the river at the first footbridge he came to, which took him to Old Town. He then hiked up the steep bank.

      The area of town on this side of the river was smaller than the main section, and was part of the original settlement. Netherwell Bay had only expanded beyond the separating watercourse decades after the first homes were built.

      The incline made Jim’s calves burn like it always did, but he pushed on, passing the small houses to his right. The day’s events weighed heavily on him.

      Even beyond the obvious. The interaction with that lady back in the town centre stuck with him, too. After first seeing her, looking pale and scared, he’d thought she had found something similar to what he had that morning.

      But no, instead she had tried to feed him what was clearly a bunch of bullshit, and he was good at spotting bullshit. He had no idea why, but it was clear the woman just wanted to find out what he’d seen over in Hollows Cove.

      Jim had never in all his years living here seen the lady before, and Netherwell wasn’t a place that got many visitors. Still, something had seemed familiar about her, and as soon as he heard her speak, he’d put it together.

      The woman’s accent was the same as young Josh’s.

      The two certainly had a look of each other. Brother and sister, he'd wager. And, if she were anything like him, then that meant she was trouble. If not, then the poor woman probably didn’t want to know what had become of Josh.

      Jim made it to the crest of the bank, where the houses to his right curved away. Suddenly, a realisation struck. That was probably why she was here—looking for her brother. He couldn’t be certain, of course, and he’d made quite a lot of assumptions, but Jim figured it wasn’t a bad guess.

      Jim followed the curve of the houses, walking along the now level road ahead. His bungalow was towards the end of the row, and the back looked out over the grass of the clifftop, giving a majestic view of the sea. The Overview Lodge, Ms. Jacobs' bed and breakfast guest house, was situated at the far end of the street. Being three stories, it dwarfed its neighbour, separated from it by a long double driveway. The Overview Lodge, like most other buildings along the street, had a white rendered finish to the walls to protect from the driving rain and wind, and the pitched roof was a dark red tile. It had bay windows on either side of the entrance door, and those were repeated up each of the three floors. It was a grand-looking place, though it got little business. Jim knew that the only reason it still carried on was because Ms. Jacobs owned it outright.

      She was a strange woman. To Jim, at least. Her smile always seemed like a condescending sneer, and she mainly kept to herself.

      Jim continued on, getting closer to his home. Given all that had happened that day, it suddenly felt like an age to Jim since he had left his little house that morning. He’d followed a different route then, following the pathway down the other side of the cliff while weaving through trees and shrubbery, a much more naturalistic trail than the way he’d taken back, which had cut through the town centre. Of course, he had been massively waylaid today. Given Nethwerwell didn’t have its own police force, he’d had to go out of town to give his statement. The officers had taken him and Jess to the station via a police cruiser, after he’d insisted his dog come along, and had dropped them off near the Trout and Lobster when finished, but only after grilling Jim on everything he had seen.

      According to them, such an act of savage violence and murder was unheard of in Netherwell Bay. Obviously, their memory didn’t stretch back very far. Or, more accurately, they were too young to know what had happened in this town all those years ago.

      Because if they did know, they—like Jim—would be terrified it was happening again.

      Jim reached his bungalow, which had pastel-green render, a grey slate roof, and wooden sash windows—the frames of which he’d freshly painted only this past spring. He’d kept the place in as good an order as he could, but without Ada around to give it her special touch, the house wasn’t the same. It was still Jim’s, though. Bought and paid for.

      He unlocked the latch and stepped through the door, into the open living area. Jess brushed past his legs and trotted over to her water bowl in the kitchen, which was accessed off the living room by a door in the far wall. Jim heard the dog noisily lap up the liquid, no doubt spilling a good portion onto the tiled floor.

      There was no entrance lobby, and the front door led straight into the living area itself. He’d kept the flower-patterned wallpaper that Ada loved so much, though it dearly needed replacing. A large fireplace with a chunky timber mantelpiece was fitted to the side wall, and the floor was lined with a thick blue carpet. The room was quite cluttered with Jim’s books and magazines strewn about and a high leather sofa opposite the fireplace. Jim dearly loved to read and hadn’t bothered buying a television after the one he’d shared with Ada broke a few years prior. The mantelpiece above the fire was lined with pictures, mostly of Ada, and her urn sat centrally on it.

      A door to the right of the living room led out into a short corridor, and from there the toilet and two bedrooms could be accessed. Jim knew he should really go to the bedroom and change, feeling grubby after his day, but he just couldn’t seem to muster the energy. Instead, he shuffled over to the sofa and dropped down into it, sighing as he felt the aches of his body catch up to him. A deep feeling of worry had burrowed into his gut, building constantly since that morning, to the point he felt sick.

      ‘Hell of a day, hun,’ Jim said to the brass urn on the mantelpiece. ‘I have a bad feeling about what’s coming.’
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      ‘Well, I have plenty of room,’ the old woman on the other side of the counter said to Beth. ‘But that really isn’t the point. Our policy is that guests have to book ahead.’

      Beth held back an exasperated sigh and tried not to show her annoyance. ‘I understand, and I’m sorry. If I’d planned ahead better I would have booked, but this has all been very last minute. Would you mind letting me rent a room? I’d really appreciate it.’

      The Overview Lodge. That was where Beth now found herself.

      After Beth’s brief interaction with Jim, she had felt at a loss and was unsure of her next step. With dusk setting in, though, she knew there was no chance of her going back home that night. That focused her mind and made the next step simple: accommodation.

      She’d spotted a small shop only a few hundred yards away that was still open. Beth had trotted inside and spoken to the owner, asking about any local accommodation. The Overview Lodge was the only place the man knew of, and he gave Beth directions. While at the shop, Beth bought a pack of sandwiches, a few bottles of water, and a container of fruit salad, just in case this Overview had no food facilities. After a brief hesitation, she had also added a couple of bottles of strong red wine to the order.

      It was a short drive to the hotel, and Beth just wanted to get a room and try to relax. Trouble was, the owner seemed intent on making things difficult. She was a small, frail looking woman with a stern face, light makeup, and grey hair pulled back in a bun. The angular glasses perched on the old woman’s nose reminded Beth of a strict schoolteacher who was well overdue retirement. The old woman was dressed in a long-sleeved blouse with a flowered pattern.

      She had introduced herself as Ms. Jacobs, then promptly refused Beth’s request for a room. Beth had assumed they must have been full if the woman wasn’t willing to let her stay, but that apparently wasn’t the case.

      The little old woman studied Beth with an expressionless stare. Beth, for her part, resisted leaning over the counter and screaming, ‘Do you want my fucking money or not?’

      Beth’s day so far had been a royal bitch, and at that moment all she wanted to do—no, needed to do—was to find somewhere comfortable and take a nice hot bath. Hell, even though she was hungry, food could wait. She just needed somewhere to lay her head.

      ‘Fine,’ Ms. Jacobs said, eventually. ‘But you will have to pay upfront. That is non-negotiable.’

      ‘No problem,’ Beth replied, setting her bag down on the oak reception desk and pulling out her purse. The reception area was little more than an entrance hall and stairway, but a spacious one. There were doors off to the left and right painted white with thick, detailed architraves. The ceilings were high, and the area was lit by a dangling chandelier and tasteful, wall-mounted lights. The floor was tightly butted pine planks with a polished finish, and the stairs had a plush red carpet. The whole area smelled strongly of incense.

      ‘So how many nights will you be staying?’ Ms. Jacobs asked, smiling politely. It was an unnatural smile, however, forced, and Beth noticed stained teeth behind the woman’s thin lips.

      Beth paused. She hadn’t considered that. ‘Erm… three nights?’

      It was the first number that came into her head. Beth wasn’t sure if that was enough time, or even too much time. Regardless, if she was able to help Josh, but overpaid as a result, so be. If she needed more time, then she would likely have to negotiate with Ms. Jacobs again.

      ‘Three nights,’ the old woman repeated. ‘That will be six hundred pounds.’

      Beth paused. Two hundred pounds a night seemed excessive for a room in such a small town, especially one that had no tourism to speak of. Still, Beth knew that she would get nowhere trying to barter, and Ms. Jacobs had likely inflated her prices just because she could. Beth had been too eager by practically begging for the room, playing right into the old woman’s hands. So, Beth decided to accept with no argument.

      ‘That’s fine,’ Beth said, then pulled out her credit card. As the transaction was going through, Ms. Jacobs cast Beth a curious gaze.

      ‘Everything okay?’ Beth asked, a little uncomfortable.

      ‘Your accent,’ the woman replied. ‘Not a local one. You from down South?’

      Beth nodded, not feeling the need to lie. ‘Yes, I am. That a problem?’

      The woman scoffed. ‘Of course not. Just don’t get many southerners here. Can’t imagine what brought you to Netherwell Bay.’

      Beth decided to leave that unanswered, and the two remained silent until the card machine started to print out a receipt. Eventually, Ms. Jacobs handed Beth a copy, along with a key.

      ‘Room three. First floor. Take the stairs here.’

      ‘Thanks. What time is breakfast tomorrow?’

      Ms. Jacobs shook her head. ‘We don’t serve it.’

      Beth’s eyes opened a little wider.

      ‘But it’s a bed and breakfast,’ Beth exclaimed.

      The woman just shrugged. ‘The Chef isn’t working today.’

      Six hundred pounds for only three nights, and no breakfast? It was a con. But Beth was desperate, and so she swallowed her annoyance. ‘I’ll eat elsewhere. Thank you.’

      Ms. Jacobs just nodded and again sat at her desk. She picked up the book she had been reading and started to study the pages. Evidently, their interaction was finished.

      ‘Bye then,’ Beth said and headed upstairs, her carry-all in hand. She easily found the room on the first floor, and, upon entering, was quite impressed. Not two-hundred-pounds-a-night impressed, but still. It could have been much, much worse.

      The room was spacious, with a high, four-poster bed that looked nice and soft. The pillows and quilt had white covers with grey, flowered patterns which matched the pelmet at the head, and valance at the base. The walls had white wallpaper to them, and the carpet was a very light grey, and it felt soft and thick underfoot. Tied-back curtains framed a tall window with Georgian bars across the glass. The view out over the cliff’s plateau was as good as Beth had hoped, though it was growing quite dark outside now, which lent the vista an ominous feel.

      An old-style television sat on a chest of drawers against the wall opposite the bed. A door beside the drawers led to the en-suite. The bathroom was roomy as well, with a double shower, toilet, and vanity unit with a handwash basin set into it. A large mirror stood above the vanity unit and white tiles covered the walls and floors.

      If this place had been situated somewhere else, such as London or another major city, then the two hundred pounds a night would have seemed like a bargain. She started to unpack, hanging the clothes she’d brought with her in the wardrobe and placing her socks and underwear in the top of the chest of drawers. She then sat on her bed with her sandwiches, fruit salad, and one of the bottles of water. The tuna and mayo sandwich was serviceable and was washed down with the lukewarm water. The food filled a hole in her belly, but she endeavoured to have a hearty meal at some point early tomorrow, knowing that she would need fuel to keep her going through what would undoubtedly be a long day.

      Beth then used the remote to flick on the television, then scrolled through the channels, though she was disappointed to find the hotel only had the five basic terrestrial channels available. She hoped to find the local evening news, thinking they might run a story about the murders.

      The reporter back in town had said she’d learned nothing concrete, so Beth doubted there would be anything worth hearing as yet, unless the police had put out a statement. Sadly, the news wasn’t playing, so she had to settle for a gameshow. The host was funny, and it was a bit of mindless entertainment that Beth hoped might quiet her thoughts. She was feeling stressed, and the throngs of an oncoming headache started to drum in her temples.

      But her brain wouldn’t cooperate. For one, she kept thinking about Josh, and the whole fucked-up situation of the murders in town. No matter how much she tried to convince herself differently, Beth’s instinct told her the two were somehow linked. She just prayed that Josh wasn’t among the people who were dead.

      On top of that, the red wine was calling out to her. When inspecting the bathroom, Beth had noticed a couple of glasses in there to set toothbrushes in. While far from a proper wine glass, they would certainly do the trick, and beat drinking out of the bottle like an alcoholic.

      The alcohol might be a bad idea, considering that she wanted to be up early tomorrow in order to get to work proper.

      Today had been a bust.

      Oh, what the hell. A few drinks couldn’t hurt, and could serve to relax her. She retrieved a glass from the bathroom and poured herself a healthy measure.

      Beth started to drink as she plotted out the next day’s course of action, to make it go better than that day had. She certainly had options.

      She could locate the payphone Josh had used, to see if anyone nearby had seen him make the call. There was also the reporter back in town—Karen Porter. If the woman was still around in the morning, it would be worth speaking to her again for an update. And, if not her, perhaps another covering the story could shed more light. Beth was deep in thought as she took yet another drink, surprised that there was now only a little wine left in the glass. She drained it and poured herself another.

      That went down a little too easily, she thought, but went ahead with her second glass anyway. Before she knew it, Beth was on her second bottle, and was indeed feeling more relaxed. A warm, familiar sensation enveloped her like a protective blanket. She kicked off her Converse and lay back on the bed. The room around her spun a little, but Beth paid that no mind, instead basking in the sensations overtaking her, making her worries seem a million miles away. She soon drifted off into a drunken sleep, with the half-empty glass of wine still in her hand, perched on her stomach. As her body relaxed, the glass fell, spilling its contents onto her clothes and the white bedsheets beneath. Despite the spill, Beth didn’t wake.
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      Beth’s eyes fluttered open, though she dearly didn’t want them to.

      Her head pounded and her mouth and throat felt desert-dry. Movement, no matter how slight, only made her head feel worse. The blinding lights in the room only added to her newfound misery. Beth felt a sticky sensation across her stomach, and the fabric of her blouse clung to her skin. She suddenly remembered the glass of wine she had been holding, and sat up, her stomach lurching at the motion. Through blurred eyes, she saw that it was still nighttime outside. She also noticed the glass lying by her side on the bed, and a large stain of deep red across her stomach and over the bedsheets.

      ‘Fuck!’ she snapped, realising what had happened. Her vision spun and she had to stop from letting the contents of her stomach jump free from her mouth. Grabbing the glass and setting it on the nightstand, Beth then heaved herself from the bed, wavered on her feet for a moment, and then undressed. The bedsheets were ruined, and would no doubt cost her—Ms. Jacobs didn’t seem like the type to let it go. But, in fairness, Beth wouldn’t be able to hold that against her. She felt ashamed. With her clothes piled on the floor, Beth then stripped the bedsheets. Her bladder screamed at her, but she held on until the sheets were free. Only then did Beth wobble into the bathroom and relieve herself. Afterward, she made her way to the sink and ran the cold tap, greedily gulping down mouthful after mouthful of refreshing water while she tried to exorcise the dull, metallic taste from her mouth. After switching off the tap, Beth stood upright and looked at herself in the mirror.

      She didn’t like what stared back at her.

      Red, bloodshot eyes that looked tired and sad. Her hair was a mess and her lips were stained purple. She’d seen herself like this far too often after deciding to ‘just have one to relax.’

      Fucking idiot, Beth chastised herself. You don’t have time for this. You’re here for Josh.

      While she would eventually need to deal with the spillage on the bed, Beth's exhausted body screamed at her for more sleep. She could then sort out everything in the morning. For now, she needed rest, and she just prayed that extra sleep would be enough. A hangover was something she could ill afford. So, she padded from the toilet, passing the window as she did, curtains still open. It was then she cast a look outside.

      Beth stopped and squinted, trying to focus her vision. Though the light from the room itself reflecting back in the window’s glass made it difficult to see through the darkness outside, she could tell something wasn’t right.

      The stars were visible in the night sky, but many seemed to be blocked out. And, as crazy as it seemed, something outside appeared to be moving. Something massive. Other twinkling stars were then blotted out by the immense bulk that shifted in the night. With no light source outside to illuminate it, and with the light inside the room hampering her vision, Beth was unable to clearly make it out. She then moved quickly to the light-switch in the room and clicked it off, before returning to the window.

      The reduction of light pollution really helped, though Beth instantly regretted turning off the light. Her hand instinctively came up to her mouth. She wanted to scream, but the cry became lodged in her throat and she was unable to expel it. Instead, she made a pathetic mewling sound.

      That can’t be real!

      With the additional illumination, Beth was now able to make out a little more of the monstrosity that rose from the sea, held up on many massive legs. The central bulk of it writhed with long, thin tendrils, and Beth could just make out huge, open mouths. There wasn’t just one, and they were all wide, as if screaming. Thousands of rolling eyes lined the surface. The monster’s face was maddening and nightmarish, and the whole form seemed a mix of the insectile and cephalopodic.

      However, Beth could hear no sound from the nightmarish titan. There was only the noise of the waves outside, dulled by the double-glazed window. Despite what her eyes were showing her, Beth had to question if it was actually real. Could something so massive and inhuman actually exist? Surely not. There would be chaos all around. Even in the dead of night, someone else would have spotted it.

      Frozen to the spot, Beth could only continue to stare, feeling her grasp on reality slip. But then she noticed that the stars were a little more visible. And the body of the creature was not so clear anymore. It became harder to make out, and Beth was soon less sure that she was actually seeing anything. Soon, no matter how hard she searched, she couldn’t see anything at all, only the stars in the night sky and the sea below it. Beth stood for a few moments longer, still frozen with fear, before her body relaxed enough for her to finally move again. She took a tentative step closer to the window, desperate to make sense of what was happening, but she saw nothing.

      Absolutely nothing.

      She felt tears spill from her cheek and her breathing became rapid. Her skin felt like a thousand pins had punctured it, and a cold sweat broke out. Beth had never suffered a panic attack before, but knew enough about them to realise that was what she was experiencing. She moved quickly over to the bed, almost tripping on the discarded sheets, and sat down. She then rested her elbows on her knees and put her head in her hands.

      Breathe, she told herself. But rational thought was not winning out here. Not after what she had seen.

      The continued stream of fucked-up things she’d seen weighed on her. Eventually, the panic attack ran its course, lasting twenty minutes before Beth’s body eventually started to calm down. Her tight muscles eventually began to ease, and her breathing began to slow. Beth laid back on the bed and her whole body started to tremble. She didn't know what to do, and instinctively pulled the thick duvet across her, wrapping herself up into a bundle and trying to warm her quivering form. Though Beth remembered little about it happening, she shut down, utterly exhausted, and passed out into unconsciousness.
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      The blasting hot water from the showerhead above her felt good on Beth’s skin. Her flesh had reddened due to the heat of the water, and the room was filled with thick steam that actually helped clear her head.

      Upon waking that morning, Beth had felt disorientated and confused. It had taken a while to remember where she was and, more importantly, what she had seen the previous night.

      It was clear after waking that a hangover had taken hold, but it was a lot more subdued than Beth might have expected. The shower was helping bring her back to normality, but she still felt tired, and there was grumbling in her belly that craved food.

      But despite all that, her mind was still stuck on the vision from the previous night. That titanic impossibility that towered from the sea. Silent, slowly moving its long, writhing limbs that had been too numerous to count. And that nightmarish face, with multiple mouths and thousands of wide, wild eyes. Beth had never before felt such a profound sense of worthlessness. It was as if she were no more than an ant to the behemoth. Less so. Tiny and insignificant, almost beyond notice. At the time, however, Beth had had a horrible feeling that it was looking right back at her.

      But it was morning now, and the daylight brought with it the realisation that what she had seen was flat-out impossible. It couldn’t have been real. That left only one answer.

      She had imagined it.

      Either the alcohol had affected her in ways it hadn’t previously, or at the time her mind still hadn’t been fully awake. Whatever the reason, Beth was certain she had somehow dreamed it up. It was the only plausible explanation.

      Of course, the fact that she’d had two similar experiences yesterday concerned her. She had been wide awake during those, and not under the influence of a significant amount of alcohol.

      The implications, therefore, were worrying. If she was seeing things in broad daylight, when fully awake, did that mean there was something wrong with her? Was she mentally ill, or about to suffer a breakdown of some kind?

      Beth had never experienced anything like it before in her life, and the thought of her mind unravelling caused an uneasy feeling to weigh down on her. She didn’t need this, not when Josh was in trouble. For the life of her, Beth couldn’t understand what had brought this on. Sure, she was worried about her brother, and also being jobless was a blow, but would that suddenly bring on something so serious? It didn’t feel right.

      Ignore it, she told herself. Just get on with the job at hand.

      It was all she could do, Beth reasoned. So, she shut off the shower and readied herself for the day ahead. The first task was to fill her belly. Then, she needed to get to work. The stained sheets on the floor of the room concerned her, and she knew that the right thing to do would be to report it. If Ms. Jacobs provided a turn-down service, then they would be found anyway. For now, however, she scooped up the sheets and deposited them in the bath. She would deal with that later. Beth then dressed in a fresh pair of jeans, the same Converse as the previous day, a light-blue wool jumper, and a coat. Beth then left her room and headed downstairs, ready to speak with Ms. Jacobs. However, the old woman was not at her station.

      Beth checked her watch to see that it was a little before nine a.m. There was a bell on the desk that she could ring, but she thought about the conversation that would likely follow if she grabbed the owner’s attention. Ms. Jacobs definitely seemed the type to make a big deal out of a spilt drink. In truth, Beth just couldn’t face that right now. Her hunger was actually making her feel nauseous, so she left. She would deal with the old woman and the fallout from her spill later. Beth decided against driving, reasoning that she could reach everywhere in town on foot.

      It took her about twenty minutes to reach the centre, and she ended up close to the Trout and Lobster, which was closed. The North East News van was still parked nearby, though no one seemed to be inside at the moment. There were a handful of people standing looking out towards the crime scene on the beach, but nowhere near the numbers that had been present the previous day. There were a couple of other news vans from different stations, but no activity to speak of. Beth looked out to the beach, over towards the cliffs. The police tape was still there, along with a single cruiser parked on the pebbles and a couple of officers. Again, the activity when compared to the previous day was greatly reduced. Beth then looked to the low wall that separated the open area from the pebbled beach. She remembered the sounds of babies crying. Then she remembered the monster standing out at sea.

      All in your head.

      Beth cautiously approached the wall and peered over it. There was nothing.

      Definitely all in your head.

      She was both relieved and concerned at the same time. At least those horrible, infantile things on the beach weren’t there, and probably never had been. But that definitely raised questions about her mental state.

      You’re fine, Beth told herself. Concentrate on the job at hand.

      She then looked around town for somewhere to eat, and eventually found a small cafe. The smell of cooking sausages and bacon was a welcome one and sent her hungry stomach into overdrive. The cafe was a quaint place, with only a couple of other people present. An overweight lady with a kind smile took Beth’s order—bacon, eggs, two sausages, baked beans, and toast. The food was out to her in just under ten minutes, and Beth greedily gobbled it all down, polishing it off with a nice cup of fresh, steaming coffee. The food was good, but this coffee was great.

      Then, she needed to be on the move again. While she could have asked the people in the cafe if they knew Josh, she really wanted to follow up on that phonebox first. With the magic of her mobile phone and Google—though the signal and connection here was poor—Beth was able to actually locate where the payphone was, and cross-checked it against the map application. It was part-way up the main hill coming into town, and according to the app was approximately ten minutes away on foot. The steep incline would be taxing, but the phone was easy to reach. Beth bought a bottle of water from the cafe before leaving, then headed back outside and followed the route to the phonebox.

      While hiking up the bank again out of town, Beth took in more of the detail of Netherwell Bay. She admired the stone walls to the front gardens of the townhouses, neatly manicured lawns, and wrought iron gates and railings. There was an expanse of grass and trees to her right that dropped down towards the running river. While the town centre felt packed and crowded with buildings, the road out was more spacious, with welcome expanses of greenery giving the road a more naturalistic feel. It was quite idyllic, and somewhere Beth could imagine people retiring to.

      She soon found the phonebox, on the left-hand side of the road, set just against the edge of the footpath. How Josh had managed to make a call on this thing, she would never know. It looked ruined.

      It was constructed from a tall aluminium frame which was inset with glass panels to the walls and door. Or, more accurately, it used to have glass panels, but most of them had been smashed, and all that was left was jagged shards of glass. The metal frames were bent and twisted, and the whole thing was covered in graffiti. The phone inside was covered in a layer of grime and dirt. If she had just stumbled upon the phonebox without knowing anything else about it, Beth would have just assumed it out of order and left. As it was, she wanted to check. After using her handkerchief to pick up the receiver, Beth brought it close to her. Sure enough, she heard a dial tone. She set the receiver back down and looked around. Her attention was drawn to the townhouse directly adjacent to the phone. The render and roof tiles to the house looked immaculate, as did the front lawn, which was cut and sculpted to perfection. A small hedge to the front of the lawn was cut so neatly that a set-square could be positioned against the edges and would exactly show ninety-degrees. In the living-room window, a figure peered back at Beth.

      This person, however, was nothing like the tapping thing she had seen yesterday. They were real, and very much normal. The person looked to be an elderly man, with a thick grey moustache, bald head, and a red face. He did not look happy, and Beth remembered her brief conversation yesterday with someone who had picked up the very phone she now stood before.

      It didn’t take a genius to realise this was the same person. He quickly came outside to confront Beth.

      ‘Something interesting about that phonebox?’ the man asked as he emerged from his front door, walking with a slight limp. He was dressed in burgundy trousers and a cotton jumper with a checked pattern that ran down the middle.

      ‘Not really,’ Beth replied defensively. ‘Is there a problem with me looking at it?’

      ‘Just wanted to know what you were up to,’ he said, walking across his lawn to get closer to Beth. She had him sized up straight away. A curtain twitcher, someone who had to know everything that was going on outside of his house, and who would gladly get involved in anybody’s business if it meant them leaving him alone. The man’s voice was curt in its tone—definitely the same one Beth had spoken to yesterday.

      ‘Just having a look around,’ Beth replied. ‘And I’d thank you to leave me to it.’ She had zero patience for an attitude like his.

      ‘You’re the one that called that bloody phone yesterday, aren’t you?’ He jabbed an accusatory finger over in her general direction.

      ‘So what if I was?’ Beth asked, raising her voice. ‘You don’t own this phone, or the street it’s on. So butt out. Understood?’

      The cantankerous old man’s face dropped a little, and he paused. She’d clearly surprised him by going on the offensive, and he obviously wasn’t used to being spoken back to. He reminded Beth of her old boss in that regard.

      ‘Part of the neighbourhood watch,’ he said petulantly, though his voice was a little softer than it had been.

      What a fucking surprise, Beth thought. Of course you’re part of the neighbourhood watch. I bet you chase kids off for just standing around doing nothing.

      ‘Everything alright out here?’ another voice said, this one feminine. Someone else stepped from the house, and Beth presumed the lady to be the man’s wife. She had hair that was still black and wore it in curls down to her shoulders, and was dressed in a shawl, tan shirt, and cream trousers. The wrinkles on her face indicated her advanced years, but the woman certainly carried herself well, Beth noted.

      ‘Got a snooper out here,’ the husband said. ‘She was the one calling the phone all day yesterday, disturbing us while we were out doing our gardening. Bit of a nuisance, I think.’

      ‘Oh, stop being silly, George,’ the lady said with a dismissive wave of her hand. ‘You really do know how to think the worst of people.’ The woman flashed Beth a charming smile and joined her husband on their lawn, standing on the other side of the boundary wall. She extended her arm over it. ‘My name is Sadie, dear. Sadie Orson. Sorry about my husband.’

      Beth smiled and shook Sadie's hand. ‘Pleased to meet you, Sadie,’ she replied.

      ‘Is there something we can help you with? George said he spoke to a person yesterday who was calling this phone. Are you looking for someone?’

      ‘Actually, I am. Someone called me from it early yesterday morning. I’m looking for them.’

      ‘Josh?’

      Beth was stunned into silence. Had the woman just named her brother? Did she know him? After standing open-mouthed for a few moments, Beth eventually gathered herself enough to respond. ‘Yes, that’s right. He’s my brother. You know him?’

      ‘A little,’ Sadie said. ‘You look a little like him. Sound like him, too.’

      ‘How did you know it was him who called me, though?’

      ‘I saw him, dear. Yesterday.’

      Beth scowled at George. ‘Yesterday your husband told me he didn’t see anyone.’

      ‘He didn’t,’ Sadie said. ‘He was out in town. But I saw Josh making a call out here, which was strange, as I can’t remember the last time I saw someone using this phone.’

      ‘Was he okay?’ Beth asked, finally feeling hopeful. This was a break. An honest-to-God break.

      ‘He looked a little distressed, I have to say,’ Sadie replied. ‘Something had shaken him.’

      ‘Where did he go after?’

      Sadie shrugged. ‘Ran off. Headed farther up the hill. Not sure where after that.’

      Beth nodded. It didn’t give her a lot to go on. Had he skipped town? Was she here for nothing?

      ‘I have to ask… do you know Josh well?’ Beth asked. ‘I was just surprised you knew him by name.’

      ‘I wouldn’t say well,’ Sadie answered.

      ‘He’s a bloody no-good nuisance,’ George cut in. ‘Always getting into trouble. He mixed with the wrong crowd.’

      Beth clenched her teeth together. She knew her brother wasn’t a saint, but hearing this man put Josh down angered her, more so because of who was doing the name-calling.

      ‘That’s my brother you’re talking about,’ Beth shot back. ‘And I don’t appreciate you talking about him that way.’

      ‘Then leave,’ George stated. ‘Go on, get!’

      Beth surged with anger.

      ‘George!’ Sadie snapped. ‘There is absolutely no need to talk to this lady like that.’

      ‘Well, I think—’

      ‘I don’t care what you think, George,’ Sadie said. ‘Now, you go inside and calm down.’

      ‘But—’

      ‘No buts! Leave the two of us to talk.’

      George looked back at Beth, scowling as he did, but eventually complied with his wife’s order and marched back inside. Beth forced herself to calm down. She dearly wanted to give that old fool a piece of her mind, but there were more important things at hand. Sadie somehow knew Josh, and could potentially help Beth locate him. So, Beth swallowed her anger. And her pride.

      ‘Thank you,’ Beth said. ‘I honestly don’t want an argument.’

      Sadie waved a hand. ‘Oh, I know that, dear. I’m good at reading people. You aren’t any trouble. You’ll… have to forgive my husband. He’s old and stubborn and pig-headed, but he has his reasons for being awkward with you.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ Beth asked.

      ‘Tell me, dear, is there a reason you are looking for your brother?’

      Beth paused. ‘I just want to make sure he’s okay.’

      ‘So you came to town just to check on him? Does that mean you have no other means to contact him?’

      ‘Well, I…’ Beth wasn’t sure how to answer. She didn’t know if she even wanted to. But she needed to know what Sadie knew, so she decided it was time for the truth. Or, at least, part of the truth. ‘In all honesty? I haven’t seen him for a number of years. I found out he was here when he called me, but I didn’t get chance to speak to him. I came here to see if he was okay.’

      ‘You two estranged?’

      ‘You could say that.’

      Sadie nodded her understanding. ‘That sounds like Josh, I guess. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t know him well, but he has been here in town for, oh, it will have been about two years or so now.’

      ‘Two years?’ Beth asked. ‘I’ve never known him to stay anywhere that long.’

      ‘Well, I think it is the company he keeps that made him stick around. He has become quite involved with Alicia Kent, a local girl.’

      That made more sense to Beth. ‘Okay. Any idea where I can find this Alicia?’

      ‘I’m not sure exactly where she lives, but her uncle owns a few places here in town. William Kent is quite a well-connected man. But, I’m afraid to say, he’s not someone I’d choose to associate with.’

      A picture began to form in Beth’s mind. It wasn’t a stretch to assume the reason for Josh’s panicked call was because he had gotten caught up in something with the wrong crowd. The murders on the beach were forefront in her thinking.

      Please, Josh, I hope to God you’ve not done something stupid.

      ‘Josh isn’t a bad person, Sadie,’ Beth said, more to convince herself than the old lady before her. ‘He really isn’t.’

      ‘Well, that may be. But the reason my husband was so keen to get rid of you, and the reason he denied knowing who made that call to you is because the Kents spell trouble. Josh too, unfortunately.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Well, I remember when I first noticed your brother in town. I have no idea what brought him here, but he was quite pleasant at first. Spoke to people, said he was just wandering through. But then the Kents got their claws into him. They have a way of doing that to people. And when they do, they don’t let go. I haven’t seen Josh since yesterday, dear, but if you want some friendly advice, if you are able to find him… pull him out of here. And quickly.’

      Beth was certain the woman would have heard about what happened yesterday on the beach—there was no way she wouldn’t in a small town like this. Beth wanted to ask Sadie about it, about the murders and if she thought Josh could be involved somehow. But Beth couldn’t bring herself to. It would all be pointless speculation anyway. What she needed from Sadie was a next step.

      ‘So, is there anywhere I can find William Kent, then?’ Beth asked. ‘You said he owns a few places in town.’

      Sadie nodded. ‘I’m not sure you want to find him, dear. But, if you must, I know his family owns the Heritage Centre. Bit of a pointless building in a town like this, if you ask me, but I think it’s just a vanity project. Their family has long been a part of the town’s history, so that place is really just around to flaunt it. It is usually open, so you might find someone inside who can tell you more. Could be a good place to start, without going to one of their homes.’

      ‘And what would be wrong with going to their homes?’

      Sadie smiled, but it was devoid of humour. ‘Their estate is protected by a security wall and is a little isolated. The Heritage Centre would be a little more… public. Less could go wrong, if you take my meaning.’

      Beth did take her meaning, but was shocked at what the woman was implying.

      Just what the hell kind of family had Josh gotten caught up with?

      ‘You’ll forgive me, Sadie, but this town just gets stranger and stranger.’

      ‘Well,’ Sadie replied, ‘I don’t suppose you are wrong—not that I know any different. I always joke with George that the town was named Netherwell because things here are never well.’

      Beth chuckled a little. ‘I guess the Heritage Centre is somewhere to start. Thank you.’

      ‘It’s no problem, my dear. I’d tell you not to go, as I really don’t think you should, but I can tell you aren’t the type to just let things lie. But be careful. I mean that.’

      ‘I will,’ Beth said, still a little stunned.

      Sadie nodded. ‘Then I’ll leave you to it. George needs his breakfast, and if I don’t feed him soon, he’ll get even more cranky, if you can believe it.’

      Beth wasn’t sure she could believe it.

      The two women said their goodbyes, and Sadie went inside, closing the door behind her.

      Beth’s head was spinning. She’d finally found a lead. The uneasy feeling in her gut when it came to Josh had only soured, and her hopes of finding him safe, or at least not up to his eyes in serious trouble, were fading fast.

      She set off towards the Heritage Society, which Beth remembered spotting on her drive the previous day. On the way, she called her friend and former colleague at the newspaper.

      Erland Cowell.

      She needed a little outside help and felt he could be just the person to lend it.
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      It was a late start for Jim.

      He was normally up and out on his walk at the crack of dawn. But today he had slept in, and even now felt exhausted. Much more so than normal on a morning. Even the fresh air didn’t do much to rejuvenate him.

      He had decided to avoid the beach today, knowing he probably wouldn’t be able to get on it anyway. So, instead, he had decided to simply make his way into town and stretch his legs. Jess kept looking up at him as the pair walked down the long bank of Old Town and towards a footbridge that would lead them into the town centre proper.

      The dog looked confused, as if she wanted to know why they weren’t taking their normal route. She loved the beach in any weather, and Jim felt a little bad knowing she would be disappointed today.

      ‘Sorry, girl,’ Jim said. ‘We might get back to our normal walk tomorrow.’

      Though Jim wasn’t certain, as he couldn’t be sure if it would be open to the public again by then. In truth, he wasn’t sure he even wanted to be here in Netherwell anymore.

      He hadn’t felt that way since his youth.

      But, in the intervening years since that terrible night—when the town had seemed evil—things had improved. Hell, he’d found love with Ada, and they bought their first home here. Even during his tours away with the military, this place was always home.

      His life with Ada had been a happy one. Jim was still sad that he’d lost her a few years ago. He’d always felt, selfishly, that he should have gone first. However, he had found a level of comfort and acceptance in staying here to see out his life. Jim was contentedly waiting for the inevitable, when his body could be buried next to Ada’s and his soul would be reunited with hers.

      But, after yesterday morning, seeing those bodies in Hollows Cove suddenly made him feel like he was in his early twenties again. Barely a man.

      Back when the darkness was here last.

      Leaving would feel like a betrayal of Ada, who was waiting for him to join her in the local cemetery. Joining her when all was said and done was all he wanted out of whatever life remained.

      Or so he thought.

      Because if what he dreaded was true, and that evil was indeed back, then he had to re-evaluate things. He was around when the town had gone to hell last time. He knew there were some things worse than death.
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      The Heritage Centre was quite the imposing structure, nestled in between the more traditional town buildings of the street. This one, however, was taller, bolder than its neighbours, and though clearly not a church, had a hint of grandeur normally reserved for buildings of worship. Now that Beth stood before it, she could take in more details she had missed when driving past yesterday.

      Smooth grey stonework was framed and detailed by quoins on the building’s corners. Feature trims of thin, protruding stonework jutted out halfway up the front wall, and the windows all had feature stone surrounds from the sills to the arched heads. All of the external stone was the same colour, but this precise and often intricate detailing helped break up the elevation visually. A central, circular window on the upper floor, with stained glass, topped off the grandiose design. Beth stared at the higher window—and noticed movement beyond. Though it was little more than a few drifting shadows, she thought perhaps someone was on the other side.

      The main entrance door, which sat at the top of a couple of steps, was slightly open. It was black and heavy looking, tying in well with the cast-iron guttering, downpipes, and railings to the building’s frontage.

      Beth took a breath and moved to the front door, then pushed it open the rest of the way. Though heavy, it moved easily on the hinges, and Beth found herself in a small draft lobby with glazed doors. She pushed her way through those as well and then entered a large room, the perimeter walls of which were all lined with bookcases, glass display cabinets, tables and side tables, study desks, and a variety of pictures and artwork. The bookcases were filled to the brim with leather-bound books and tomes. The display cabinets contained what looked to be old artefacts of varying materials—metals, clays, stone, and fabrics—and the tables had on them hand-drawn maps and handwritten scrolls, all on parchment. Everything in the dusty room seemed old, even the wallpaper, which was two-tone green in light and dark vertical stripes. The floor underfoot was creaky, with dark-stained floorboards. While the walls that surrounded the room were packed with items, the open centre was spacious in contrast, with only a few empty desks and tables to fill the void. At the far side of the room there was a reception counter, and behind that, a closed wooden door with detailed panelling. A young man, who Beth assumed to be in his early twenties, sat at the desk, earphones in, leaning back, eyes closed and mouth open. Beth could hear the faint drone of music from the earphones, along with his nasally snoring. The only other sound was the steady tick-tock of a grandfather clock.

      She coughed, loudly, hoping to draw his attention. Either his sleep was too deep, or the headphones were blocking out her efforts. Likely both.

      She studied the young man. From this position, and with his head tilted back, Beth could make out a defined jawline, slight stubble, and bird-like features to his thin face, complete with a pointed nose that dropped close to his top lip. He had black hair worn in a centre parting, though it flopped back given his current head position. He was dressed in an off-white shirt and grey-coloured waistcoat, and Beth could just make out a pair of round, frameless glasses over his eyes. Overall, the man looked an odd mix of smart and scruffy. Given his relatively young age, Beth highly doubted that he was William Kent.

      Given the size of the building from the outside, Beth had expected the Heritage Centre to be huge, but it seemed to be just this single room. At least, that was all that looked to be accessible to the public. The door behind the reception desk had a steel sign blazed across it: Keep Out.

      So, this was it? A building this big and only one room in use for the public? The space appeared to be all that was on offer to showcase the town’s history.

      Beth walked slowly over to the reception desk, inspecting some of the pictures, scrolls, maps, and books. The maps, sketched in ink, were simply of the town through the ages, and they grew in size as the years progressed. The original settlement started on only one side of the river, then grew out over to the opposite landmass. The Heritage Centre appeared on a map dated 1867, and was called Kent House. One map had a pretty accurate sketch of the building’s frontage. Earlier versions on this spot, however, showed the footprint of a different building, with no other structures surrounding it. Scribbled cursive gave it a name, which Beth could just about read if she squinted. It was difficult to make out, but she was fairly sure it read: ‘Molech Church House.’

      The books on the shelves were a mixture of titles. Some were expected, such as Histories of the North East and North Yorkshire regions of the U.K. Others were on symbolism, some on the study of geometry, and others on the moon, the solar system, early religions in the North of England, and others still had words that were alien to Beth: Canaanite, Ba’al, and others. Most of the books were leather-bound, but there were even simple collections of parchment and papers, bundled together with rope or twine. The objects on show in the display cases seemed to be what Beth would have expected to see from archaeological digs: old arrow heads, some small plates stained with dirt, and metallic emblems. Interesting, certainly, but fairly common finds throughout the country. Nothing that hadn’t been dug up in most towns and cities around country down the years. There were even a few books on the bloodline of the Kent family, it seemed, and Beth was reminded of Sadie’s words earlier in relation to the Heritage Centre.

      ‘I think it’s just a vanity project.’

      As fascinating as all of this might have been, it didn’t help Beth. She had come here for a reason: to find out more about this Alice Kent, who—it seemed—was Josh’s girlfriend. That could be Beth’s best chance to finally find her brother.

      She coughed again, louder this time. Still no reaction.

      ‘Fuck it,’ Beth mumbled to herself and walked over to the reception desk. A thick book lay on the desk’s surface, with blue leather covering, the front embossed with gold writing that read, A History of Mathematics: The Golden Ratio, The Fibonacci Sequence, and Pythagorean Theorem. Beth couldn’t imagine trying to read something so dull. If the steward had been reading this then no wonder he’d fallen asleep. It certainly was a subject that would have sent Beth into an early slumber. She picked up the book, which felt quite heavy in her grasp, lifted it to shoulder height with her arms extended before her, then let go.

      The tome dropped and slammed forcefully onto the desk with a thunderous bang. The young man jumped as he snapped from his sleep in shock, almost falling out of his seat. His eyes were wide, and he pulled in a surprised breath.

      ‘What the…’ was all the man could mutter as he struggled to get his bearings. Eventually, his confused gaze settled on Beth, who stood with her arms folded, though she had an amused smile on her face.

      ‘Oh, sorry,’ he said, composing himself and pulling free his headphones. He brushed his shirt and waistcoat down and then ran a hand through his floppy hair. ‘That was unprofessional of me.’ His cheeks flushed red.

      ‘It’s okay,’ Beth said. ‘Reading stuff like that,’ she nodded to the book she had just dropped, ‘would put me to sleep, too.’

      ‘Huh?’ The young man looked genuinely confused. Then he looked down to the tome Beth had motioned to. ‘Oh, I see.’ He gave a laugh that sounded awfully proper and polite. ‘I suppose it might seem that way, but it is actually quite fascinating.’ He shifted uncomfortably in his seat.

      ‘Pythagorean Theorem? Fascinating? Really?’ She chuckled.

      The red of his cheeks deepened, and the man cast his gaze away from Beth in embarrassment. ‘Yes, well, I guess it is a bit of an acquired taste. But things like that tend to hold my interest.’

      ‘If that’s true, how come you were asleep?’ Beth asked, still smiling. She could tell the young lad wasn’t too comfortable talking to a woman, probably not something he did a lot of. ‘Out partying all night last night?’

      ‘Partying?’ Again, he seemed genuinely confused.

      ‘Yeah,’ Beth said. ‘You know, out getting drunk with friends.’

      ‘Oh, gosh no,’ he said, looking slightly appalled. ‘I’d never... I mean, that kind of thing is not…’

      Beth laughed. ‘Relax, I’m only teasing.’ She held out her hand to him. ‘I’m Beth.’

      The man looked at her hand like it was a foreign object. Eventually, he took it in a soft and limp grasp. ‘Aiden,’ he replied with an awkward smile.

      ‘Pleased to meet you, Aiden,’ Beth said. ‘Sorry if I scared you. It probably was a bit much just to get your attention.’

      Aiden shook his head. ‘Oh, no, the fault was mine. I shouldn’t have been sleeping. My apologies.’

      ‘Don’t mention it,’ Beth said with an amused chuckle. There was a brief silence, which Aiden apparently felt the need to fill.

      ‘Can I help you with something?’

      ‘Possibly,’ Beth said, and then proceeded with the story she had come up with on her walk over from Sadie’s house. She didn’t know if Aiden was trustworthy, even though he seemed unassuming and socially awkward, and didn’t know how much information she would be safe divulging. She had prepared a story in case she had met William Kent here, and she hoped that it could act as a cover to help dig up further information without explicitly mentioning Josh. ‘I’m gathering information for a book I’m writing.’

      ‘A book on what? Netherwell Bay?’ Aiden asked with a confused frown.

      ‘Not exclusively,’ she replied. ‘It is going to be a bit of a guide to lesser-known coastal towns across the country. I’ve not long been in Netherwell Bay, but it is a fascinating little town. Not many places I’ve visited have their own Heritage Centre, so when I learned of this place, I thought it would be perfect for my research. What better place to learn about the town and its history? I assume this Centre is open to the public?’

      ‘Erm, it is, I guess. I have to admit, though, we don’t really get many people in.’

      ‘Oh, really? Well, in that case, is there any reason to keep it open?’

      Aiden took a moment. ‘The owner of the centre, who owns the building itself as well as the collections you see here in this room, feels it is important to preserve the town’s history. So, this is a kind of labour of love. That works well for me, as it feels a little bit like home for me.’ Aiden cast a longing gaze around the room.

      ‘So, you’ve worked here for a while?’ Beth asked.

      ‘Not worked. I volunteer,’ Aiden said. ‘A little bit of a labour of love for me, too.’

      ‘That’s nice,’ Beth replied. ‘Are you related to the owner yourself?’

      Aiden shook his head. ‘I’m not.’

      ‘But you are a local? Lived here all your life?’

      Aiden nodded, then narrowed his eyes at her. ‘This feels a little like an interview.’

      Beth laughed. ‘Sorry, that’s just the reporter in me coming out.’

      ‘You’re a reporter?’ Aiden asked, his eyes widening a little.

      ‘Well, I used to be,’ Beth said. ‘But I’ve been writing books for a few years now. Just eking a living out that way. The royalties aren’t great, but it’s much more rewarding.’

      Aiden nodded. ‘I see.’ He studied her, and Beth could tell the man was trying to figure her out, weighing up if he believed her or not.

      ‘So…’ Beth said. ‘Am I okay to use this place for my research?’

      ‘I guess so,’ he replied. ‘Everything you see in here can be studied and inspected, but we do insist nothing leaves the site. So you will need to do your research here.’

      ‘Cool. That works for me. Is there anything else, or is it just this room? Pretty big building for it all just be condensed into one area.’

      Aiden shook his head. ‘Just what is in here, I’m afraid. The rest of the building is off limits.’

      ‘No problem,’ Beth said. Already her mind was working on a way to subtly drive the conversation towards Alicia Kent. Hopefully she could get Aiden to divulge where that girl lived—if he even knew. Beth, however, didn’t get the opportunity, as the front door behind her opened. She turned to see a man enter. His dark, almost soulless eyes immediately landed on Beth.

      ‘Hello, Mr. Kent,’ Aiden said. ‘I’d like you to meet someone. This is Beth.’

      A smile crossed the man’s lips. ‘Good morning, Beth. How can I help you?’
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      Beth left the question hanging in the air.

      Whoever this ‘Mr. Kent’ was—William or not—he was an imposing figure, standing over six feet tall. At a guess, Beth would have said six-two, maybe more. He looked to be in his fifties, with brushed-back greying hair that was streaked with a few surviving strands of black. The years had started to sag the skin around his thin face a little, and there were distinct ageing lines around his eyes and mouth. However, despite this, he still had traditionally handsome features: a narrow, symmetrical facial shape, high cheekbones, dark eyes, and a healthy tan, as well as a strong posture, with his shoulders thrust back and chest pushed out. His smile was an easy one, revealing perfect white teeth.

      He had an athletic frame, too, indicating that he either worked out, or at least looked after himself. He wore an open blazer with a sky-blue shirt beneath. The buttons were not done all the way up, revealing his chest underneath. His clothing reminded Beth of the way her old boss, Mark, used to dress, only this gentleman seemed to pull the style off with ease.

      The man continued to stare at Beth expectantly, but Aiden answered the question he had asked.

      ‘She is in town writing a book,’ the young man said. ‘Studying coastal towns throughout the country, I believe.’

      Mr. Kent raised an eyebrow. ‘Is that so? How quaint. Who’s your publisher?’

      That seemed like a random question, and it threw Beth for a loop. ‘I… don’t have one as yet. I’m going to shop around when the book is done.’

      The man smiled and nodded. ‘Is that so? Well, how long have you been in Netherwell? Have you found anything of interest yet?’

      ‘Since yesterday,’ Beth replied. ‘I’m really just getting started. Though, I am obviously aware of what people are talking about at the minute, and of the police presence on the beach.’

      Mr. Kent held his smile. ‘Yes, horrible business, that.’ His tone, however, was still upbeat and almost jovial, as if the deaths were of little concern or interest.

      ‘Have you heard anything about it?’ Beth asked. ‘Apparently a number of people have been killed.’

      He simply shrugged. ‘I believe there has been a statement by the police indicating they are investigating an incident, but they haven’t released much more detail than that as yet.’ Beth made a mental note to follow up with that, as she hadn’t been aware of any statement, although she hadn’t checked any of the news websites that morning, either.

      ‘Truly horrible,’ Beth said, trying her best to sound sincere.

      ‘Something to include in your book, though, eh? Quite fortunate timing, if you look at it that way.’

      ‘That’s not really the angle I’m going for with the book. It’s more of a travel piece.’

      ‘Well, we don’t get a lot of tourists here,’ Mr. Kent said. ‘Despite its rich and interesting history, the town seems to be dying. Has been for a number of years now.’

      ‘That’s sad,’ Beth replied. ‘But what is so interesting about the history of Netherwell Bay?’ Beth was padding for time, trying to draw the conversation out a little without giving anything away.

      ‘Oh, where to start? It would take me a whole afternoon just to cover the bullet points, I’m afraid,’ he said.

      ‘Well… I have the time.’

      ‘I don’t, I’m afraid. Apologies, but I really am quite busy, so I’ll have to cut this short.’

      ‘No problem,’ Beth said. ‘Thank you for your time anyway… Mr. Kent, was it?’

      He nodded. ‘Yes, William Kent.’

      It was him.

      ‘Pleased to meet you,’ Beth said and held out a hand. William simply left it hanging and kept his eyes on hers. Beth slowly and awkwardly withdrew the gesture. ‘Would it be okay if I looked around here? Aiden said this centre was open to the public?’

      ‘Ordinarily yes,’ William replied. ‘But not today. I am going to have to close the Centre.’

      ‘Oh?’

      ‘Yes. Something has come up.’

      ‘Can’t Aiden watch the place for you? That’s what he was doing anyway.’

      William Kent’s face clouded in an instant. ‘I am in need of Mr. Chambers’ assistance. The Heritage Centre will be closed for the rest of the day. Come back another time.’ His tone was short and curt. Beth knew immediately that questioning the man had been a mistake.

      ‘Understood,’ Beth said, feeling the opportunity of getting closer to Josh slip away. However, she didn’t want to push things too much. ‘I’ll leave you to it.’

      Beth then started to walk from the building, holding her breath as she passed William. For some reason, she half-expected him to reach out and suddenly grab her. He didn’t grab her, though he did stare at her, unblinking, until she reached the door.

      ‘Can I ask a quick question?’ she said, deciding to push something that had been bugging her. William Kent didn’t verbally approve the request, but raised his eyebrows, which Beth took as a sign to proceed. ‘A lot of the books on the shelves here,’ she motioned to the shelves around the room, ‘many of them seem to cover rather odd subjects. Mathematics and geometry and things like that.’

      ‘Yes,’ William replied impatiently.

      ‘Well, what is the connection? Why have these kinds of books displayed in a place that is supposed to cover the history of your town?’

      William sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose in exasperation. He didn’t look amused. ‘What does geometry mean to you, Mrs… sorry, I didn’t catch your last name?’

      Now it was Beth’s turn to pause, as she didn’t want to reveal her surname to him. If he did indeed know Josh, then it would reveal a link that Beth didn’t want known. ‘Andrews,’ she eventually lied.

      Mr. Kent’s smile retuned, but it wasn’t a nice one. Beth knew she had waited too long with her reply. She quickly added, ‘And it’s Miss. I’m not married.’ She desperately hoped that made her lie more believable.

      ‘Miss Andrews,’ William repeated in confirmation. ‘So, as I asked, what does the term geometry mean to you?’

      It certainly was an odd question. ‘The same as it means to anyone else, I assume,’ Beth replied. ‘Spaces, shapes, patterns, that kind of thing.’

      William shook his head, looking disappointed, even annoyed. ‘That is an incredibly simplistic explanation, if you don’t mind me saying, Miss Andrews. To be expected, I supposed.’

      ‘What do you mean by that?’

      ‘Precisely what I say. Now, I think we are finished here. If you don’t mind…’ He then nodded towards the door behind her. Beth didn’t give any response and simply turned away. However, it didn’t seem that William Kent was quite finished yet. ‘Your accent,’ he said, just as Beth was reaching for the door. She turned back.

      ‘What of it?’

      ‘Not a local one.’

      She was getting tired of hearing that. ‘No, it isn’t. Is that important?’

      William Kent shrugged. ‘Not really. Probably just a coincidence.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ she asked.

      ‘Nothing much. I just know someone else with a similar twang, is all. And, if I’m honest, you have a look of him.’

      Beth felt a chill run up her spine. ‘Not sure who you mean,’ she said.

      ‘I’m sure you don’t. Now, if you don’t mind, I must ask you to leave, Miss… Andrews.’
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      Beth walked quickly away from the Heritage Centre.

      She felt her skin flush with anger and annoyance at how stupid and reckless she’d been. William Kent knew Josh, and now he’d obviously figured out there was a link between Josh and Beth. The older man was clearly smart. While Beth had been trying to play him to gain information, he’d turned that on its head. William had simply returned to his premises, found a strange lady there, and quickly and efficiently sussed her out.

      Beth, however, still had nothing.

      Well, not quite nothing. She now knew for certain that there was a link between William Kent and Josh. William had made that perfectly obvious with his less-than-veiled insinuation.

      The question still remained: if Josh was still alive, then why had he been so scared yesterday? Beth just prayed he hadn’t done something that couldn’t be undone.

      She was unconsciously moving back to the centre of town, lost in her own frantic thoughts, when a conversation between an elderly couple drew her attention.

      ‘You’re being ridiculous, Brian,’ the lady said. ‘Same as you were last night when you woke me up at a stupid hour. It’s your medication, I’m telling you.’

      ‘It isn’t,’ the gentleman said defiantly. ‘I know what I saw.’

      They had been slowly walking in the opposite direction as Beth, but on the same side of the road, so she was close to them as they passed each other. The words from the old man had caught Beth’s attention, and she stopped and watched the old couple shuffle their way past.

      They were carrying a few bags between them, and he was wearing a cotton beige coat and flat cap. She was dressed in a blue shawl and ankle-length navy skirt. The man reminded Beth of Droopy the Dog, with a long, tired face.

      The old woman saw Beth staring and stopped. ‘See?’ she said to her husband. ‘That young lass there thinks we are crazy.’

      ‘Don’t care,’ the man said. ‘I saw it. I’m telling you, I saw it.’ His voice, though defiant, had a certain fearful edge to it.

      ‘Don’t mind him, dear,’ the old lady said to Beth. ‘Don’t know how much you heard, but the old fool is just getting confused. He had a bad dream he thinks was real.’

      Normally, Beth would have given the bickering pair their own space and not really listened to what had been said. But, given what she had seen since her arrival in town, how could the conversation not spark her interest?

      ‘What was it you think you saw?’ Beth asked without really thinking. It was none of her business, of course, but she had asked anyway.

      ‘You don’t want to know,’ the woman said, shaking her head.

      ‘Out at sea, last night,’ the man began, and Beth felt her heart seize, remembering her own experience. ‘There was… something… out there. Can’t really explain what. A monstrous thing.’ The poor old man seemed to be shaking at his recollection, and Beth—feeling fear rise in herself—could fully understand why. Could it be? Had someone else seen the same thing she had?

      ‘You’re a bloody fool,’ the woman repeated. ‘He had a dream, brought on by his heart tablets. Couldn’t tell the difference between what was real and what wasn’t. Woke me up at an ungodly hour, clutching his chest and looking white as a sheet. Thought he was having another heart attack, I did.’

      ‘I saw it!’ the man insisted.

      ‘Well there was nothing there when I looked,’ the woman stated. ‘Nothing at all.’

      ‘I saw it,’ he repeated, and Beth could hear the pain and confusion in his voice. There was wavering and doubt, and the questioning of his own sanity. It was something Beth had experienced herself recently.

      ‘Do you live up on the cliff, near the Overview Lodge?’

      Both sets of eyes went wide.

      ‘Yes,’ the man replied, nodding enthusiastically.

      ‘How the devil did you know that?’ the woman asked.

      Then the man’s face dropped in realisation. ‘You saw it, too, didn’t you.’

      Beth didn’t reply at first, feeling like a rabbit caught in headlights as both the old woman and her husband stared back at her expectantly. The old man almost looked hopeful. The old woman’s face was a picture of confusion. Beth didn’t know what to do. If she corroborated the old man’s story, then that was admitting that the thing out at sea—the towering, nightmarish behemoth—might have been real. Her mind wasn’t ready to accept that. Also, would it really help the old man?

      But, if she denied it, then it might plunge the gentleman back into swirling confusion and self-doubt. Something Beth knew all too well since arriving in Netherwell Bay.

      The tapping figure in the window and those infantile abominations on the beach both flicked into her mind.

      Beth shook her head. Her decision was made. ‘Sorry, I didn’t see anything,’ she said.

      ‘How did you know where we lived, then?’ the woman asked.

      ‘Lucky guess,’ Beth said. She suddenly wanted to be away from the two of them. Not through any dislike of them, but because she was struggling to come to terms with the fact someone else had seen the same thing she had. It made her head spin. So, she turned and walked away from the confused couple.

      ‘You did see it,’ the old man called after her, but Beth ignored him. ‘I know you did. I ain’t crazy. Something is going on here. Something is wrong.’

      Though she didn’t reply, Beth couldn’t disagree with the man. She then heard her mobile phone start to ring and retrieved it from her pocket, welcoming the distraction.

      It was Erland.
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      ‘Hey,’ Beth answered the call. ‘What have you got for me?’ She tried to keep her voice even and calm, which took effort.

      ‘Well,’ Erland replied, ‘I still don’t know what you’re doing all that way up north, but you’ve landed in the middle of something, that’s for sure.’

      After speaking with Sadie Orson earlier Beth had called her friend, hoping for a favour: to try and find out anything he could about the recent murders in town. In addition, she asked him to dig up anything he could about the Kent family. It was an open net, one she’d hoped Erland would cast as wide as he could, as quickly as he could. He’d been confused as hell at her request, of course, and had instead wanted to make sure Beth was okay after her sudden departure from the paper. She’d insisted she was fine but said that she really needed his help. Erland was great at what he did, had a lot of contacts, and in the past had proven he could dig up things that most people would miss.

      However, that was back home. Netherwell Bay was a long way away, and Erland’s connections wouldn’t likely extend this far. Still, Beth needed all she could get.

      ‘Go on,’ Beth said, keen to hear what her friend had dug up.

      ‘Well, there isn’t much to know, but the local police up there have put out an official statement. They say they are investigating an incident at a cave but as yet haven’t given any indication as to what that incident might be. So not a lot of help there. But I do know a couple of reporters in the North East, and one of them knows a journalist near Netherwell, just a few towns over. He has a connection within the police force up there. There’s a lot of buzz over the story. Problem is, the paper this journalist sub-contracts for can’t run anything major yet, as nothing is corroborated.’ Beth understood, and actually appreciated the publication’s morals and patience, something her old boss didn’t have any of. Erland went on, ‘But I know that three people were killed. The deaths are being treated as murders, and… well… I don’t really know how to say this, Beth. They were fucking ritualistic killings, or something like that. Really savage, as well.’

      ‘Sorry, did you say ritualistic?’

      ‘That’s right,’ Erland replied. ‘Apparently there were some kind of symbols left on the ground. Like what you’d see in a bad horror movie. The bodies, what was left of them, had been left on display. Whoever did this had no intention of hiding the mess.’

      ‘Jesus… any idea on the deceased?’

      ‘Two men and a woman, apparently, but no formal identification. At least, none that has been leaked.’

      Beth held her breath. Two men. Could one of them have been Josh?

      ‘I have to ask, Beth. What’s going on up there? Seems a bit weird that you travel to the arse-end of nowhere, just to get away from it all, only to end up in the middle of a story that looks like it’s set to go nationwide at any second. I’d heard nothing of it till you called, but something like this is going to catch on. How did you end up at ground zero? Is this something you had been following?’

      ‘No,’ Beth said. ‘I swear. It’s just been the craziest coincidence.’

      ‘Jesus,’ Erland replied. ‘That is some coincidence. And such a random place for you to end up, too.’ Beth could tell that he didn’t really believe everything she was saying. But she was thankful that he didn’t pull at that thread any further just yet. ‘So, are you going to cover it while you’re there?’

      ‘Cover it?’

      ‘The story. Working or not, you’re still a reporter, aren’t you? And stories like this almost never fall into our laps. Could bring in some good money if you go freelance.’

      ‘I hadn’t thought of it,’ Beth replied, and she meant it. She had other things to worry about that were much more important to her.

      ‘I find that hard to believe,’ Erland replied. She could understand his scepticism, given the work ethic he was used to seeing from her. ‘You’re always looking for the next big scoop.’

      ‘Not this time. I just wanted to relax and get away from everything.’

      Erland was silent for a moment. ‘So why follow it up in the first place? Why even call me to look into it?’ Another pause. ‘Is everything alright up there, Beth? I mean, are you okay?’

      ‘I’m fine,’ Beth said, but even as she said the words she didn’t really believe them. She doubted they sounded sincere. ‘Look, Erland, I just want to know what’s going on. That’s it. There really is nothing to worry about.’

      ‘Honestly, I’m not sure I believe you. But you know you can count on me if you need to.’

      She had to keep from breathing a sigh of relief. Right now, the last thing she wanted was to have to explain herself or get into what was going on here. Erland helping out and even while he knew he was being kept at arm’s length meant a lot. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘Did you find out anything about the Kent family?’

      ‘A little, but not much. The journalist I know had heard of them and gave me a few tidbits. They certainly don’t sound like a well-to-do family, despite the persona they try to convey. He says they’ve gone hand-in-hand with that town for as long as he can remember, and the rumours are that they have their claws into everything. Nothing happens there without their approval, and they own quite a lot of the property there too. This journalist thinks they have ties to some pretty unsavoury characters, but they keep themselves removed enough to never get drawn in officially. I get the impression they aren’t nice people, Beth. Do you think they’re involved in these murders somehow? Is that why you wanted more info on them?’

      ‘I don’t know yet,’ Beth said, honestly. ‘Still looking into it. But I’ve heard them mentioned around here, even met one of them. A guy named William. Did you turn anything up on him?’

      ‘No, sorry. No specific names were mentioned. Also, I couldn’t find anything on the girl you asked me to look for, that Alicia Kent. But, with a little more time, I think I might be able to find something. Want me to keep looking?’

      ‘Couldn’t hurt,’ Beth said.

      ‘You still aren’t going to tell me why you want to find her specifically, are you?’

      Beth gave a pause before answering. ‘Sorry,’ was all she said.

      ‘Christ,’ Erland sighed in response. ‘I really don’t like this, Beth.’

      ‘It’ll be fine,’ she said. ‘Anything else about the Kents?’

      ‘The only other things I could find were online, but it’s more to do with the town’s history. It’s a little sketchy, but what I have found is more than a little fucking weird.’

      That seemed in line with Beth’s experience of this place so far, and she was less than surprised. ‘Okay, what have you found?’

      ‘Well, there have been a few… how do I put this… events over the years. In the early eighteen hundreds, the population of the town severely dropped. There isn’t too much detail, but what I’ve found suggests that a lot of people disappeared. No other explanation is given, just that it was sudden and unexplained. There have been a few murders down the line as well, and many were—get this—occult or ritualistic in nature. Ring any bells?’

      ‘Shit,’ Beth said. ‘So the town has a history of things like what happened here yesterday?’

      ‘It would seem so. Again, the details on these records are sketchy. To be honest, you’re probably in the best place to learn more, if you want to. Is there a library in town? They would likely have records that are more detailed than what I’ve managed to pull up online.’

      ‘I have a place in mind,’ Beth replied.

      ‘Good. There was a similar thing happened a little over fifty years ago, too. Nineteen sixty-eight. A spate of disappearances, I’m guessing, as the population that year dropped quite a bit again. I couldn’t find anything to explain it. The only thing I found was from the Online Newspaper Archive. There was a small story in a North Yorkshire paper, which mentioned Netherwell. A trio of killings that apparently had occult symbology present. That was in sixty-eight as well, around the same time as the disappearances. But other than that, it was like everything surrounding the events was scrubbed clean.’

      ‘Three killings? So, what, history is repeating itself?’

      ‘I have no idea,’ Erland replied. ‘Like I said, the information isn’t very detailed. But there are records of the Kents being associated with the town stretching back as far as I could find. If you give me a little more time, I know I could uncover more, but I wanted to let you know what I’d found so far. Especially those past killings that seem to echo the ones from yesterday. I found that very fucking strange.’

      ‘Me too,’ Beth agreed. ‘No way that it’s a coincidence.’

      ‘Indeed. Which is why I’m more than a little concerned you’ve ended up in the middle of it all. Can’t you just pick another place to relax in? Leave Netherwell Bay behind?’

      ‘I’ll consider it,’ Beth lied.

      ‘So, that’s a no, then?’ Beth didn’t reply so Erland carried on, ‘Just tell me what’s going on, Beth. Maybe I can help.’

      Part of her dearly wanted to tell Erland everything. The thought of confiding in a friend that would listen and understand was alluring, and for a moment she forgot why she was so reluctant to tell him. But then she remembered: Beth had no idea what it was that Josh had done. She also didn’t even know if he was still alive. If it was really bad, then Beth knew the more people involved, the more difficult it would be to try and smooth things over. Keeping everyone out of the loop seemed the safest option. And, in truth, putting her trust and faith in people did not come easily to Beth.

      ‘You’re already helping, Erland,’ Beth said.

      He sighed. ‘Fine. Want me to keep digging?’

      ‘If you don’t mind, and it doesn’t get you in trouble at work.’

      ‘That’s no problem,’ Erland said. ‘Mark doesn’t even know what I do most of the time anyway. Speaking of which, you didn’t tell me what happened between the two of you, and why you ended up quitting?’

      Beth’s gaze suddenly fell on someone up ahead. Someone she definitely needed to talk to. ‘I’ll tell you everything, Elrand, and soon. But right now, I need to go.’

      ‘Fine,’ Erland said, sounding anything but. Beth felt bad, and it seemed like she was taking advantage of their friendship a little, but at the moment, especially considering the situation she was in, she didn’t feel like she had a choice.

      ‘Thank you, Erland. I really do appreciate all of this. When I’m back, we will catch up, and then I promise I’ll tell you everything.’ Beth ended the call, not sure herself if she intended to keep the promise she had just made. Her eyes were focused on a man she’d spotted walking towards her along the street, with his black Border Collie in tow.
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      ‘Jim!’ Beth shouted, drawing looks of surprise from the townspeople around her, as well as from Jim himself. Soon, however, the confused frown on the old man’s face fell away and a quick look of recognition took its place. Then, the frown returned.

      ‘You again?’ he asked, as Beth jogged over to him. ‘Thought I made myself clear to you yesterday.’

      She nodded. ‘You did. And I’m sorry.’ She realised that a little honesty might help grease the wheels of information. All Beth had to go on was her gut, and she felt confident Jim was a good person at heart. ‘Look, you were right yesterday. I wasn’t being entirely truthful with you.’

      ‘Is that right?’ Jim asked, still eyeing her suspiciously.

      ‘Yes. And, again, I’m sorry. But the truth is, I’m here looking for someone. I don’t know what’s happened to them, and all I know is they were here the last time we spoke. I’m terrified that this person could have been one of the people you found dead over in that cave. Please, Jim, I’m begging you, can you help me? I just want to know a little more about what you saw. If I give you a description of the man I’m looking for, maybe you can tell me if any of the people you found dead match that description?’

      Beth realised that her eyes were watering. She was starting to feel overwhelmed. Just saying the words out loud—that she was scared and needed help—acted as a kind of release, and the pent-up frustrations and worries started to wash over her like a tidal wave. These tears weren’t an act. She wasn’t trying to dupe Jim into pitying her and talking, but Beth was well into her second day here now, and she had turned up precisely nothing. Indeed, even if Josh had been alive when she’d arrived, he might still be dead now. If that were true, she would have failed him.

      She saw Jim’s stern features soften.

      ‘Who are you looking for?’ he asked.

      ‘My brother,’ she told him as her voice started to crack. ‘I got a voicemail from him yesterday. I haven’t seen him in years, but he sounded scared. I mean really scared. Said he was here in Netherwell Bay. I’d never even heard of this place before. But I can’t find him, and I’m worried something has happened. Please, Jim, I’m sorry I wasn’t completely honest with you, but I wasn’t sure what else to do. I don’t know what Josh has gotten mixed up in and I didn’t want to get him into any more trouble.’

      ‘Your brother is Josh Davis?’ the old man asked, not sounding surprised at the connection.

      ‘Yes!’ Beth exclaimed.

      ‘I figured that might have been the case,’ he said. ‘You look a little like him. Talk the same as well.’

      There it was again. Why were these people so fixated on Beth’s accent? Did it just reinforce that she was an outsider and not welcome here?

      ‘Do you know Josh?’ Beth asked, keeping focused on what she needed to do.

      ‘A little,’ Jim said. ‘Saw him around town every now and again. Didn’t mix with him, though. I don’t particularly like the company he keeps. Never have.’

      ‘The Kents?’ Beth asked.

      Jim raised his eyebrows in surprise but nodded his confirmation. ‘That’s right. You heard of them?’

      ‘A little,’ Beth admitted. ‘Heard nothing good about them, though. Even met one… wasn’t a fan.’

      ‘Sounds right. They are a bloody sickness in this town. Always have been.’

      ‘Please, Jim, do you know if my brother is still alive? Was he one of the bodies you found?’

      Jim looked to the ground. ‘Horrible sight that, you know. Seeing those poor people. The state they were left in… it was sickening. I recognised one of the faces, a girl, but the other two I can’t say I knew.’ He looked back up to her, his eyes a little wet. ‘No, I don’t believe Josh was one of them.’

      Both of her legs wobbled slightly, and Beth had to fight to keep from bursting into floods of tears. She felt instantly lighter, like an unbearable load was lifted. It was disorientating. Of course, this didn’t mean everything was going to be okay. Beth still had to find Josh, and even if he hadn’t been one of the three murdered out on the beach, something could still have happened. However, she allowed herself to feel the slightest bit of hope.

      ‘Thank you,’ she said, and her voice cracked a little as she spoke. ‘Do you know where I can find Josh? Do you know where he lives?’

      Jim shook his head. ‘No, can’t say I do. Sorry.’

      ‘I heard he was seeing a woman, one of the Kents…’

      ‘Alicia,’ Jim confirmed.

      ‘Yes. Do you know where she lives, then? Perhaps I can start there.’

      ‘Probably with the rest of the Kents,’ Jim said. ‘They own a few houses up on the outskirts of town. Fancy ones. Not on the beaten path, though. You have to know where you are going to find them.’

      Beth’s eyes widened. She felt like in the space of only a few minutes of talking with Jim she had made more progress than from the rest of her time here combined. Hell, if she had just been honest with him from the start she might already have Josh back safe and sound.

      ‘Can you show me?’

      ‘You might want to re-consider,’ Jim said. ‘It’s a private estate that’s walled in. Not something you can just walk into. I don’t think hiking up there and demanding to see your brother would do you much good.’

      ‘I have to try,’ Beth said. ‘If Josh is here there has to be a way I can get to him.’

      Jim shrugged. ‘Sorry, I don’t know what to tell you. Not a lot of help in that regard, I’m afraid. He used to be fond of a drink, so you could try the Trout and Lobster again, or the Ship Inn. They’re the main pubs in town. Might get lucky and find him there.’

      It was an option, but a woolly one, and not one that gave Beth any kind of certainty. Perhaps a last resort, then. After the recent revelations, Beth felt like she was finally gaining some momentum. If Jim wasn’t going to tell her where to look, then surely it wouldn’t be too hard to find out where the Kents lived, private property or not.

      ‘However, I still think you should leave town. You seem like a nice person. Believe me, you don’t want to get caught up in what’s coming.’

      The comment certainly struck Beth as odd. ‘What do you mean? What is coming?’

      ‘Evil,’ was his reply. ‘Something from a long time ago. The killings on the beach? It’s just the start.’

      A sudden chorus of screams caused Beth to jump. She looked beyond Jim, farther up the street, to see a group of women scamper away from a small alleyway that cut through between two buildings. The women were yelling in fright as they eventually stopped and looked back.

      ‘What’s that about?’ Jim asked, looking back as well. Beth felt her heart rate accelerate a little. She wasn’t sure why, but her first thought was that perhaps another body had been found.

      ‘No idea, but maybe we should find out,’ Beth said, and started to walk up towards the group of three women. They seemed panicked and one was almost hysterical. Beth felt Jim by her side as the two approached the group. Others drifted towards the terrified women as well, concerned, asking if the ladies were okay. Beth got close enough to hear the reply.

      ‘There’s something down that path!’ one woman said, a lithe forty-something with lots of makeup, styled dark hair, black trousers, high heels, and an expensive-looking wool coat. Despite the makeup, Beth could see that her skin had grown pale. The other two women, both of a similar age to the first, were dressed a little more casually, both wearing jeans, one in sports shoes and the other in loafers, and both with coats that looked significantly less expensive than the first woman’s.

      ‘What is it?’ a bystander asked. Beth and Jim settled in with those who had gathered round the women, one of whom had put her shaking hands over her head.

      ‘I don’t know,’ the smartly dressed woman said. ‘It was… a…’

      ‘A monster!’ another of the women cut in.

      Beth felt the combined mood of those gathered shift from worry, to confusion, and then to disbelief. She saw a few of those surrounding the panicked women look at each other, casting suspicious glances and smirks. Clearly, they didn’t believe a word of it. Perhaps even thought it a joke.

      But Beth wasn’t so quick to discount the story. ‘What did it look like?’ she asked them.

      The woman who had made the claim turned her eyes to Beth. She had a cherubic face and hair cut into a messy bob. She quickly realised Beth was asking a serious question, and gave a small look of relief. ‘I don’t know,’ the woman said, and looked back to the small alleyway between the buildings. She stepped farther away from it. Beth did notice, however, that a few people up ahead—unaware of what was going on—strolled blissfully past this cut and didn’t seem perturbed in the slightest.

      ‘It was horrible,’ the first woman said. ‘It seemed to be coming out of the fucking walls. All twisted and fucked-up. Kind of like a person, but with this bulbous, misshapen head, like a giant wart.’

      ‘And its head was covered with little eyes,’ the woman who had her hands on her head said in a scared whisper. ‘These little white sack things that all turned to look at us.’

      ‘And the noise it made…’ the second woman, with the bob, added.

      Beth heard a few sniggers from the people who were crowded round. They clearly didn’t believe the fantastical tale. And, Beth would have agreed with them, had she not experienced some strange things herself. She started to walk towards the narrow alleyway in question, but felt Jim gently grab her arm.

      ‘Where are you going?’ he asked.

      ‘It’s fine,’ Beth replied, confident that it was. One thing that all three of her visions—if that was the right word—had in common was that they were very brief. Once they were seen, the horrific abominations quickly vanished. And, up until she had overheard the old couple talking a little earlier, Beth had been convinced these things were all in her head, witnessed by her and her alone.

      Apparently not.

      She pulled her arm free and moved to the gap. The buildings either side had brickwork with a worn and weathered buff finish, and the mortar joints were set back deeply, giving both structures an aged look that seemed in keeping with the rest of the town. The width of the alleyway, roughly a couple of feet, was just enough to fit a person through. The ground was paved in cobbles that looked to have already seen their best days, and despite it being daytime, the thoroughfare was quite dark, given the tall buildings either side blocked out a lot of natural light. It reminded Beth of the small nooks and alleyways that Victorian London was famous for. Even with people around her, it seemed like an ominous little short cut.

      But, one thing was certain… there was no monster here.

      ‘Nothing,’ Jim said, appearing beside her.

      ‘It would seem not.’

      ‘Maybe they got confused. Saw a shadow or something.’

      ‘It was a pretty detailed description for a shadow.’

      ‘Then maybe they’re nuts?’

      ‘All three of them?’

      ‘Could be. Or maybe they’re just looking for attention.’

      What Jim was saying made sense and was the way a rational mind should be thinking. Before yesterday, Beth would have agreed with him. However, there was something in Jim’s tone—a hint of doubt—that seemed like he was saying the words without really believing them.

      ‘Maybe,’ Beth replied, still looking down the alleyway. ‘Maybe not.’

      As she turned, she could see Jim looking at her. His expression seemed… odd. ‘You drink tea or coffee?’ he asked.

      Beth frowned and tilted her head to the side a little. It was an odd question, straight out of the blue. ‘Coffee,’ she replied.

      Jim nodded. ‘I know a quiet place where we can get a drink. Come on, there’s a few things you should know about Netherwell Bay.’

      The old man turned and set off. His dog, faithful as ever, trotted along beside him.

      Beth paused. She had no idea what it was Jim wanted to tell her, and part of her dearly wanted to know. But she still felt an urgent need to get to Josh as quickly as she could, and this seemed like it was going to be a distraction.

      ‘You coming?’ Jim asked without looking back.

      Given Beth had nowhere to search next—other than trying to find this private Kent estate—was there really a viable alternative to Jim’s offer right now? Something very weird was going on in this town, and Beth knew that Josh was somehow caught up in it all. If knowledge was power, as her father always said, then Beth needed more of it. And Jim had certainly been a help so far.

      ‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘I’m coming.’
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      The cafe was even smaller than the one Beth had visited earlier that morning for breakfast. The seating area was a single space that was no bigger than the living room of her apartment. Bare brick walls were decorated with mounted fish and old photos of boats on the sea. Unlike the gaudy aesthetic in the Trout and Lobster pub, it all seemed fitting and refined, as if everything had a place. The ceiling was exposed oak boarding, and single-bulb lights hung down on black wiring, creating a partial, but intentional, industrial feel. It meshed well with the traditional brickwork wall and wooden plank flooring. There were only four tables inside, all small and round, each only able to seat three people. There was a single counter to the rear, with a glass case that displayed cakes and pastries. Behind the counter was a large coffee machine. A lady with greying blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail, sat behind the counter, reading a magazine. Beth and Jim ordered coffees—which Jim had bought, at his insistence—and Jim requested a bowl of water for Jess. They then found a seat, and the Border Collie took a few gulping mouthfuls of the water. Satisfied, she then lay on the ground at Jim’s feet.

      Other than the lady serving, Beth and Jim—and the dog—were the only ones present. Jim took a long, deliberate mouthful from his steaming drink. Beth sat waiting for him to begin his story. She had her hands cupped around her own hot mug, enjoying the warmth that radiated into her palms. Jim eventually looked up.

      ‘Have to say,’ he began, ‘I was surprised you listened to what those ladies back there were yelling about. You didn’t dismiss it outright, as I might have expected.’

      ‘Should I have?’ Beth asked.

      Jim shrugged. ‘Most people would. Sounded pretty far-fetched.’

      ‘Maybe,’ Beth agreed. ‘But despite what you said, I got the feeling you weren’t disregarding them, either. Why is that?’

      ‘You first,’ Jim said. ‘If you would be so kind as to indulge me. It’s just, you don’t strike me as the type of lady to believe in… you know, monsters and such.’

      ‘I guess I don’t, really,’ Beth said. ‘But, if I’m being honest, this trip to Netherwell Bay has me doubting myself.’

      ‘Any reason?’

      ‘Other than turning up to find that three people have been brutally murdered?’ Beth asked.

      Jim nodded. ‘Yes.’

      Beth knew he was trying to get her to admit to something, and she had a feeling he wouldn’t judge her when she did.

      ‘Well, I’ve seen a few weird things here myself since arriving,’ she told him, hoping that would be enough.

      ‘Things like what those women described?’

      ‘Kind of,’ Beth confirmed. Don’t ask me to give you any detail, she prayed. I don’t think I could say it out loud without sounding crazy.

      Thankfully, that seemed enough for Jim. ‘In all honesty, I’ve had an experience myself. But it was a long time ago. Back when I was young.’

      It was Beth’s turn to ask the question now. ‘An experience like what those women described?’

      Jim nodded, and repeated Beth’s answer. ‘Kind of.’

      He then took another slow mouthful of coffee, leaving her stunned—even if she had half-expected that answer.

      Just what the hell is going on?

      ‘Okay, Jim, what is it you want to tell me? I’m feeling a little overwhelmed here and I need answers.’

      ‘What I have to tell you won’t give you any answers, I’m afraid,’ he told her. ‘You’ll just wind up with more questions. And it also won’t do anything to make you feel any less overwhelmed. But I figure I’ll tell you anyway, if only to get you the hell out of this town. Cos truth be told, I’m going to be leaving soon, as well.’

      ‘What? Where are you going to go?’ Beth asked, confused.

      ‘No idea,’ he replied. ‘But I think I know what’s coming. Seen it before… kind of, and I know I don’t want to see it again. Ever.’

      ‘Okay, Jim, spill it. What is it you want to tell me?’

      Jim leaned forward and rested his elbows on the table between them, cupping his hands around his mug just as Beth had. He stared into the liquid inside, getting lost in his thoughts.

      ‘Happened a little over fifty years ago,’ he began.
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      This was madness. A fucking nightmare come to life. And it seemed to be happening all over town.

      It had all started with the bodies they’d found in Hollows Cove. Dismembered, they’d said. All chopped up. Displayed in a sickening state. Symbols on the ground, too—weird occult things. Jim hadn’t heard exactly what they were, hadn’t seen the bodies, but in his head he was imagining one of those devil-worshipping pentagrams or something. The cut-up bodies had been sacrifices, people said. But no one knew what they had been sacrificed to.

      Jim would have maybe expected something like this down in London—he’d heard everyone was crazy there. After all, that place had given birth to Jack the Ripper. But here, this far up north?

      He’d been surprised when a friend had told him of the murders. Jim and his friend had even ventured to the beach to look at the police cars and officers. Everything was closed off, however, and they weren’t allowed to get very close.

      It had rocked the town, and was so close to his favourite place: the clifftops above. The houses up there next to the hotel were lovely. He could imagine retiring into one of them someday with a good woman. There, they could live out their days with a great view over the sea.

      Perhaps Ada could be that lady.

      Of course, he’d need to get up the nerve to ask her out first.

      But everything in town was starting to change now, and those bodies in the cave were just the start of the madness. Over the past day, things had been getting stranger and stranger. People reported seeing… impossible things. Horrible things. ‘Like a nightmare made real,’ one person had told Jim.

      The town was whipped into a frenzy. Some of the older generation made mumblings that this savagery was not new to Netherwell. Then, it escalated.

      More death.

      Another three bodies were found in similar circumstances to the first ones: mutilated with occult symbols left on the ground surrounding them. Jim had been told about the fresh bodies, found up on the cliff top he loved so much, only a few hours ago.

      Everyone seemed to be in a state of panic, searching for loved ones who had simply… vanished. Men, women, and children. Gone.

      No trace left behind.

      Police swarmed the streets as people called out for their missing family and friends.

      Then, the screaming started. People running through the streets, calling, shouting, begging for the missing people to show themselves. Others were seemingly running from… something. A frenzy built.

      And Jim was outside, on the streets, in the middle of it all.

      The air seemed charged. People ran past and he heard snippets of wild conversations, where people babbled about seeing monstrous things. Screams came from near and far. Then, he heard something that made his blood run cold.

      A sound. A rumble. Like a distant, powerful thunder, but seemingly made by a living thing coming out from sea. Jim’s throat dried up and everyone around him stopped dead as they looked out to the massive body of water.

      ‘What the fuck is that?’ someone uttered. Jim squinted his eyes and peered into a night that seemed somehow… unnatural. The thing was massive and blocked out the very stars in the sky. Then it moved.

      A nightmare come to life.

      Jim instinctually started to sprint in the opposite direction, even before his mind fully realised what he was doing. He just had to get away from whatever that thing was. Another rumble. Then, more screaming. As Jim ran, he was knocked to the floor by two men who passed him. Feet thundered close to him, threatening to trample him underfoot—Jim could only lie on his front and bring his hands over his head for protection. Thankfully, the people leapt over him. Nearly all of them were shrieking in panic, but apparently they had the wherewithal to avoid a downed person. As he lay prone, Jim turned his head to the left, and he looked to the line of buildings ahead. There was an alleyway directly in his line of sight.

      What he saw there made his heart seize. A woman was fighting against a thing that should not have been real.

      It was huge, over ten feet tall, and had, as far as Jim could tell, grey skin. Its lower half was humanoid in form, but the bulky creature could not be mistaken for a person. From the waist up, the hulking thing became something else completely. The entity of its broad chest was taken up by a huge opening, a salivating mouth with black gums behind. The gums were lined with what looked to be thousands of small needles. Not quite teeth, as they were far too thin, and they moved and bristled like fur.

      What made the sight even more terrifying was that the poor woman fighting against this monster had her lower half engulfed in the terrible mouth. She was being held up off the ground, squirming, as the stabbing needles pierced her flesh and the black gums gnawed at her. The woman’s screams were blood curdling, and red liquid erupted from her nose and mouth each time the horrific beast chomped down. Still, the woman continued her desperate fight and struggles. The creature had no defined head or shoulders, and no arms at all. Above the mouth was simply a pulsating, tumour-like mass of flesh that dripped and oozed a black liquid. Within the tumorous clump were scores of eyes, all of different shapes and sizes. Some were small orbs, others were larger, wider, with wild pupils that stared manically in all directions.

      The terrified woman then saw Jim.

      The expression on her face was one he knew he would always remember. Pure terror mixed with an unbelieving bewilderment. She knew she was about to die, yet her mind could not accept what was happening. The monster’s upper half lifted her higher, and then it tilted back, like an animal straightening out its neck before it devoured a large piece of meat. The woman rose up with it, her exposed upper half now vertical. The mouth opened wider and gulped.

      She dropped to her shoulders. The gums clamped down again, hard.

      The woman screamed, little more than gurgles now, as blood bubbled from her mouth. Beyond the chaos around him, Jim was certain he could hear the cracking of her bones when the mouth compressed even more around the struggling woman. Her terrified eyes stayed on Jim as she was pulled down a little farther, and the gums pressed down onto her head. Jim heard a crack. One of her eyeballs popped free and dangled on an optic nerve as the woman’s cranium was crushed and her brains exploded from her shattered skull. The creature took a final gulp, like a snake sucking down a mouse, and the poor woman disappeared into the bulk of the monster.

      Jim forced himself to his feet and sprinted forward, pushing his way through the throng of people that all ran in panic as well. Up ahead, the heaving crowed seemed to veer to the left as one, and their terrified screams increased. Through the mass of people before him, Jim managed to see what everyone was trying to keep away from: a pack of short but disfigured abominations that had a man pinned down.

      The short, squat attackers were clearly demonic, yet also humanoid, and their naked bodies were a mottled grey with thick black veins visible beneath the skin. Pudgy bellies and baby-like rolls of fat were at odds with the long and razor-sharp talons at the ends of their arms. The creatures stood about three feet high and their mouths were long and open in a permanent cry—stretching down and attaching to their chests. There were no teeth inside of their mouths, only a black, glistening membrane that was lined with clusters of moving barnacle-like growths.

      The poor man pinned down by these surprisingly powerful demons was having his skin peeled from his body. He cried and wailed in agonising pain as the sharp talons gripped his flesh and pulled it away from his body in long strips. The long chunks were then dangled over the permanently open mouths of the creatures before being dropped inside and swallowed. The man’s torture had clearly been going on for at least a little while, as much of his skin had been torn away, exposing the raw and tender meat and tendons beneath. He lay in a pool of his own blood and fought frantically, but was simply overwhelmed. One creature waddled round to his front and, in one quick motion, ripped off his jaw, before depositing it whole inside of its own mouth.

      Jim forced himself forward, managing to find enough space to break into another sprint. He didn’t stop running until he hit the edge of town, certain he was losing his mind.

      None of that could have happened, he told himself. It couldn’t have. He was just going crazy, that was all. He’d much prefer going crazy to the alternative.

      The next day was like a dream. He forced himself back into town to see what had gone on. It seemed safe, at least for the moment. No screaming. No monsters to see. Just lost people unable to make sense of what had happened the night before.

      Scores of people were reported missing over the days that followed. None of the missing were ever found. People talked about what they had seen that night, but over time, the stories became less frequent.

      Jim asked out Ada only a week after the night of madness. She was a woman he'd admired from afar. In person, she turned out to be everything he could have hoped for, and more. He quickly fell in love.

      But she couldn’t leave town.

      She had a responsibility to care for her ailing mother. And Jim couldn’t leave Ada behind. The two were married within a few years of meeting. They bought their first house together. And, even when Jim left on tour with the military, Netherwell Bay was always the home he thought of. Because that’s where Ada was waiting.

      Even after her mother died, Ada and Jim didn’t leave town. They had built a life there. The night of the disappearances had moved further and further into the past. Nothing like it ever happened again throughout the years they lived together. Some say it hadn’t happened at all. Many excuses had been given back in the day, of course. Mass hysteria. Shared psychosis. A poisoning of the local water supply that acted as a hallucinogenic. Even mass suicide, where many of the townsfolk had supposedly thrown themselves into the sea.

      And after all the time that had passed, Jim himself started to doubt his memory of that night. Any other explanation, no matter how wild and fanciful, would have made more sense to him than what his eyes had shown him that night.

      The years continued to roll on. Netherwell Bay was the only home Jim had ever known, and Ada was there with him. They lived a happy life together and he became certain that nothing like what had happened during that horrible night would ever happen again.

      It was a legend, relegated to the annals of time.

      And then, over fifty years later, he’d stumbled upon the remains of three people in Hollows Cove. Slaughtered and sacrificed. The terrible but fading memories of that night over fifty years ago had come flooding back.
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      Beth sat in stunned silence at what she’d just heard. She had no clue what to say in response. A thousand questions seemed to be tumbling through her mind, but none were clear or focused enough to be able to ask. It was all simply a mass of confused noise.

      ‘I… don’t believe it,’ was all she could say. Though, it wasn’t quite a statement of fact. She could believe it, if even only a little, considering what she had experienced herself.

      Jim let out a humourless chuckle. ‘Quite the tale, huh?’

      ‘And you stuck around here for all those years after?’ Beth asked.

      Jim nodded. ‘Had to. My Ada was here, and I could never leave her. And, as the years went on, that horrible night started to seem like… I dunno… a dream, maybe? Nothing like it ever happened again. Though there were always stories from people of my generation, a lot of us doubted ourselves. The officials who came to investigate obviously didn’t want to hear what we told them. Said the disappearances could have been linked to mass suicide or something. Said the people had likely been in a cult. Not that any bodies were found. And the stories were explained away. Something in the water that caused hallucinations and mass panic. As the years go by, you kind of start to believe it, at least on some level. It’s a more comforting thought. Ada and I… we were happy here. For a lot of years. I honestly thought all that… whatever it was, was in the past. Until yesterday, when I saw those bodies.’

      ‘And now you think it’s happening again?’

      ‘Possibly. Back then there were rumours and stories of weird symbols in the cave. Cult-like stuff, you know? Well, that’s exactly what I saw yesterday. On the ground, beneath the bodies. There were circles, with odd markings in them. Weird shapes—though I didn’t stick around to take much notice. Knew I needed to get the hell out of there.’

      ‘Jesus,’ Beth exclaimed. She didn’t know what else to say, and finally took a drink of her own coffee. Surprisingly, it was delicious, as the one that morning had been as well: a good mix of acidity, sweetness, and bitterness. Netherwell Bay might be fucked up, but it apparently knew good coffee. ‘Can you try and remember what you saw in that cave, Jim? Please? I have a feeling it might be important.’

      Jim shifted uncomfortably in his seat. ‘Jesus, it ain’t something I really want to remember. For one, the bodies were all chopped up. Well, maybe that isn’t right. Pulled apart is closer to the truth.’ He took a breath. ‘Didn’t exactly seem like clean cuts at those bloody stumps. There were trails of… flesh… and things.’

      Beth noticed his cheeks pale. She knew talking about the scene had to be hard on him.

      ‘I’m really sorry you had to see it, Jim,’ Beth said, and reached out to put a reassuring hand on his. ‘And I know this is difficult.

      ‘How could it help you, though?’ Jim asked. ‘It was just a sickening mess.’

      ‘You’d be surprised at what small details can sometimes lead to, and what they can give away.’

      Jim’s brow furrowed and his eyes narrowed. ‘You a copper or something?’

      Beth laughed and shook her head. ‘Journalist. At least, I used to be. So, can you think of anything specific there that you saw? Maybe something odd that stood out?'

      He cast her a withering look. ‘Lady, it was all odd. It all stood out.’

      ‘Okay, okay, I get that. But beyond that. I mean, can you think of anything beyond the obvious?’

      Jim shrugged. ‘Not really. The heads had been decapitated. And,’ he closed his eyes tightly as he remembered, ‘I think each of them were put inside of some circle on the ground. Also, whatever sick bastard had done this, they had left a string of… guts? Intestines? I don’t know, but there was a red, fleshy string that ran from one circle to the other.’

      ‘Connecting them?’ Beth asked.

      Jim nodded, opening his eyes. ‘Yeah. All of them were connected to the others. The heads and circles seemed to be set equally apart, too, so they formed kind of a triangle. The point of it faced towards the back of the cave. Towards land, away from the sea. Not sure if that makes a difference?’

      ‘I have no idea,’ Beth said. ‘But my father always told me that knowledge was power. Over the years, I’ve learned he was right.’

      ‘I hope that’s true. Not that we have a lot to go on.’

      ‘Anything else?’ Beth asked, not wanting Jim to slow down. Jim sighed, but closed his eyes again.

      ‘The whole cave was a mess, I can tell you that. Body parts strewn around. Didn’t seem to be any order to that. Guts and meat everywhere. I saw limbs. It seemed so… savage. The heads and those circles, though? They seemed to have a purpose. The rest was just carnage.’

      Something clicked in Beth’s mind. ‘You mentioned before that one of the deceased was a girl? Was it someone you recognised?’

      Jim opened his eyes. ‘Aye, that’s right. I didn’t know her, exactly, but had seen her around. Quiet thing. Odd. Always had this intense stare about her, like everyone she looked at was beneath her. I never associated with her—don’t think we ever spoke. I think her name was Marie, but I couldn’t tell you her last name.’

      ‘Was she one of the Kents, perhaps?’

      Jim shrugged. ‘Couldn’t tell you one way or the other. I know what people say about small towns, that everyone knows everyone else. You might know faces, sure, but there are still over a thousand people living here and in the surrounding area. Do you know a thousand people by name?’

      Beth shook her head.

      ‘I don’t know if she was related to the Kents or not. Couldn’t say. She was just someone I saw around town every now and then. I didn’t interact with her.’

      ‘And the two men who had been killed? You said you didn’t recognise them.’

      ‘That’s right,’ Jim said. ‘Though it took me a moment to realise who the girl was, to be honest. If you’ll forgive me, these heads… they weren’t just like a preserved mannequin head or something. They had been left on the ground for a long while, so the blood had drained. And the eyes had been gouged out, as well. Those decapitated heads were a mess. But, even so, if I had seen those men before, then it ain’t clicking in my brain. And believe me, as much as I don’t want to, I’ve tried to place them. The police asked me the same thing. I really don’t think there is anything else I can tell you.’

      Beth sat back. She had been so focused on finding out the details Jim knew, hoping it could help in her search, she had forgotten—or ignored—that three poor people were actually dead. It was the comment about the eyes that hit her: that they had been gouged out.

      Jim had been right before when he had called it savage.

      ‘Okay,’ Beth said. ‘I’m sorry I made you relive that, but thank you.’

      ‘Not sure it will be much use,’ Jim replied. ‘You’ll understand now why I advised you to get out of here as quickly as possible. If history really is repeating itself, you’re going to want no part of it.’

      ‘I hear you, but—’

      ‘Josh,’ Jim said, finishing Beth’s sentence.

      ‘Yeah, Josh.’

      ‘Well, you best be quick about finding him.’ Jim drained the last of his coffee.

      ‘You leaving town, then?’ Beth asked.

      ‘I am—as soon as we finish here, in fact. Have no idea where I’m gonna go yet. Just take the bus out of here and get a hotel or something for a few days. Follow the news. See what happens. Might be safe to come back eventually, and I can sort out a permanent move then.’

      ‘So… you’re just running away?’ Beth asked. She couldn’t help herself. It wasn’t her place to judge, but, apparently her subconscious had done so anyway. She immediately regretted it, however, as Jim’s expression turned furious.

      ‘Excuse me?’ he asked, raising his voice. ‘Did you hear what I just told you?’

      ‘I did,’ Beth said, taking on a more diplomatic tone. ‘And I’m sorry, that came out wrong. I didn’t mean it like that.’

      Jim rose to his feet. ‘You do as you please,’ he said, through gritted teeth. ‘But, young lady, I’ve seen a lot in my lifetime. Whether you believe it or not, it takes a lot to scare me. What’s coming here, scares me. I have no issue admitting that. Staying here to face what’s coming don’t make you brave. It makes you a damn fool.’

      He then put on his coat.

      ‘Jim, wait,’ Beth said, getting to her feet as well. ‘Can you at least tell me—’

      ‘I’ve told you enough!’ he snapped. ‘Best of luck to you.’

      Shit, shit, shit.

      Beth quickly grabbed her coat, ready to follow him. She felt like Jim could still help her, even if it was just to tell her the location of the Kent’s private estate. But as she finished gathering her things and stood, she noticed that Jim had frozen in place.

      Standing directly outside, with a dark smile, was Pete. A few of his friends were with him, and they were all wearing the same evil grin. Pete gave Beth a wave, then beckoned them towards him with his finger.

      ‘Someone wants to see you, little lady,’ he shouted through the door. ‘You best not keep them waiting.’

      ‘Not interested,’ Beth shouted back.

      ‘We’ll see if there is a back door out of here,’ Jim said, keeping his voice low and his eyes focused ahead. ‘Don’t listen to this yob. Don’t go anywhere with him, either.’

      Beth had no intention of going with him, but she also didn’t like the idea of having to go out through a back door, running away like a coward. Jim turned to the lady behind the counter. ‘Patricia, is there a way out back there?’ he asked, nodding to a door behind her. ‘Don’t really feel like dealing with these idiots outside, to be honest.’

      The lady looked up from her magazine, then rolled her eyes after noticing Pete and his friends standing beyond the door. ‘That fella? He’s a bloody nuisance. Still goes on like he’s a teenager. Someone should tell him he’s almost bloody forty. Come on back here, Jim. I’ll take you through the kitchen. Does Pete have a bone to pick with you or something?’

      ‘It would seem so,’ Jim said. ‘Come on, Jess,’ he added, and started to walk towards the counter with his dog following behind. The bell above the entrance door sounded and the door opened. Pete—and only Pete—stepped inside. He was wearing jeans, Doc Marten boots, a white t-shirt that did little to hide his belly, but no coat. Considering it wasn’t exactly warm outside, Beth assumed this was done as a statement. Cold don’t bother me, none. Cos I’m tough. Either that, or his bulk insulated him enough to ward off the chill.

      ‘Where are you two off to?’ he asked, wearing a smug grin Beth just wanted to scratch clean off his face.

      ‘Away from you,’ Beth replied.

      ‘Why?’ Pete asked, bringing a hand up to his chest, feigning hurt. ‘I’ve only come to deliver a message. Something you will want to hear.’

      ‘I very much doubt that,’ Beth said, turning away from him. ‘I don’t care who wants to talk to me, I’m not interested.’

      ‘Shame,’ Pete said, with a shrug. ‘I’ll tell Josh not to expect you, then.’
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      ‘Josh?’ Beth asked, quickly turning back around. The self-satisfied grin on Pete’s face only intensified.

      ‘That’s right,’ he said.

      ‘Where is he?’ Beth demanded, not trying to hide the sudden anger that hit her. ‘Tell me!’

      Pete held up his hands defensively and laughed. ‘Take it easy, sweetheart. He’s close by. Come with me and we’ll go see him.’

      ‘Beth,’ Jim said, resting a hand on her arm. ‘Don’t go with him.’

      ‘You shut your mouth, you old fucker!’ Pete spat. His grin vanished in an instant and he bared his teeth in a snarl. ‘Ain’t got nothing to do with you.’

      ‘Both of you stop!’ Patricia shouted from behind Beth. ‘I’ll not have any trouble in here. Pete, go away. I’ll call the police if you keep pushing things. You know I’m serious.’

      Pete turned his raging eyes to the cafe’s owner. After he stared daggers for a few moments, a smirk returned. ‘I’m not doing anything to warrant that, Pat,’ he said. ‘This lady and I are just talking. I’m passing on a message, is all.’

      ‘Of course you are,’ Patricia said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. ‘And shouting at Jim in the process?’

      ‘He needs to keep his nose out of things that don’t concern him,’ Pete said, glaring at Jim.

      ‘Just go away,’ Patricia shot back. ‘Take your mates outside with you, too. Pubs will be opening soon. Go, get drunk, and keep out of everybody’s way.’

      ‘Not today,’ Pete replied. ‘Got business to take care of.’ He turned back to Beth. ‘Now, do you want to come and see Josh, or not?’

      ‘Where is he?’ Beth asked again.

      Pete stepped aside and motioned towards the front door. ‘I’ll take you.’

      ‘Not a chance,’ Jim said, answering for her.

      But Beth wasn’t as quick to dismiss the offer. She wasn’t an idiot, of course, and knew that the whole thing smelled fishy as hell. But it was something.

      ‘Tell me where we are going first,’ Beth insisted. ‘Then I’ll come.’

      ‘Can’t do that, I’m afraid.’

      ‘Then she ain’t going,’ Jim said. He tugged at Beth’s arm, which finally got her attention. ‘Don’t be a fool. You know nothing good can come from this. That man and his friends can’t be trusted. They’re just errand boys for the Kents.’

      ‘Fuck you!’ Pete shouted. ‘I’m more than a fucking errand boy!’

      Jim ignored him. ‘Don’t let the need to find your brother land you in danger.’

      He was right, of course, Beth didn’t doubt that. But she was hoping to keep Pete talking and get him to let something slip.

      ‘Come on,’ Jim said, pulling her away. Beth allowed herself to follow, but felt her stomach drop. She was so close.

      ‘He’s gonna be sad to learn you didn’t want to see him,’ Pete said mockingly. ‘So, I guess you might as well just fuck off home, then, leave Josh to his life here, where he’s happy.’

      ‘It’s a trick,’ Jim whispered as they walked through the hatch in the counter. ‘He’s goading you.’

      ‘I know,’ Beth said. Pete wasn’t a smart man, and Beth was sure he was quite incapable of fooling her. Still, Josh was close, and Pete knew where he was.

      Patricia pushed open a door behind the counter, revealing a kitchen behind. It wasn’t a commercially sized one, more like something that would be seen in a modest house, with wooden panelling on the units, as opposed to the metallic finish Beth normally associated with restaurant kitchens. This only gave further onus to the small, homely operation Patricia was running. At the back of the kitchen was another door, this one an external one. It was metal, with a push-bar across its middle.

      ‘Through there,’ Patricia said, pointing. Beth, Jim, and Jess quickly made their way through the kitchen to the door beyond. Beth didn’t like it. She hated that Pete had managed to make her turn tail and flee. She needed to know what he knew, and this felt like an opportunity slipping away. Jim was right, of course. It was a fucking trap, and Josh was the bait.

      Jim pushed the door open, quickly, and they all emerged into a narrow backstreet. Before them was a bare brick boundary wall—complete with curled barbed wire at the top. Patricia closed the door behind them, and Beth heard it click shut.

      ‘Which way?’ Beth asked, looking left and right. A few bins and piles of rubbish lined the backstreet separating two rows of buildings, each backing on to it. Then Beth saw a group of three figures step into view from her left from around the corner at the very end of the street.

      To her right, Beth saw more people emerge, and recognised some from the bar yesterday. They had been among Pete’s group. She felt her stomach drop.

      ‘Oh for fuck’s sake,’ Jim said. A low grumble emitted from Jess. ‘What do you want?’ Jim called out to them. The street was isolated and unoccupied, save for Beth, Jim, Jess, and the thugs pinning them in. No one answered Jim’s question. Eventually, from the right, Pete came jogging into view, joining his friends. He was panting and red in the face.

      ‘You fuckers made me run,’ he said, struggling for breath. ‘Not the way I like to get my exercise.’ He then made a show of cracking his knuckles, and he began to advance, followed by his gang. The three to Beth’s left started to walk towards them as well.

      Pete laughed. ‘No one can help you out here,’ he said. Jim turned and knocked on the door they had just escaped through, banging as hard as he could. Then, Pete broke into a sprint, and the rest of his pack followed suit. ‘That bitch won’t help you,’ he shouted. ‘I gave her a good warning before leaving. She’s fucking sitting on the floor crying her eyes out right now. Her attitude was nothing a good slap couldn’t sort out.’

      As much as Beth was afraid of the gang, that comment caused pang of anger to flare up within her. Pete really was the worst kind of scum.

      The slapping feet of the advancing attackers echoed around the small alleyway as the men quickly closed the distance.

      Beth wasn’t going to make this easy for them.

      She put a hand into her pocket and grabbed her keys in a fist—the jagged, metal edge protruded through two fingers. Jim dropped his stick to the ground.

      ‘Won’t you need that?’ Beth asked, nodding to the walking stick on the ground.

      ‘Better with these,’ he said, bringing up his fists. ‘Learned a little boxing in the army.’

      Jess’ growls turned into angry barks. Beth took a breath and readied herself to fight.
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      At the head of the pack, one man in particular seemed to be making a beeline for Beth. She cowered a little, hoping to lull the attacker into a false sense of security.

      Come on, then, you fucker.

      As soon as the man got close to her, Beth brought out the hand that held her keys and forced the metal edge forward, cutting through the cheek of the shocked thug. There was a little resistance from the flesh at first, then it gave way and split apart. Beth felt a spurt of warm liquid streak across her hand from the wound, and the man went down screaming. Another, who pushed his way past the first, grabbed her by the throat, and Beth quickly brought a knee up as hard as she could into his groin. He let out a sharp squeal, his eyes went wide, and his grip on her neck slackened.

      Beth then brought the palm of her hand up into his nose, forcing his head back. Bone and cartilage crunched beneath her driving hand.

      But two others were quickly on her, and in the moment before Beth was tackled to the ground, she caught a glimpse of how Jim and Jess were handling themselves.

      Jim had one fella down, and the old man’s knuckles were streaked with blood. He held a boxer’s stance, fists up to his face, eyes focused and determined. The man he faced looked weary, evidently surprised that Jim was no pushover. Jess had a man down on the ground and her mouth was clamped over his arm. She violently tugged it this way and that.

      ‘Get fucking off me!’ he cried out.

      Then Jess took a savage kick to the gut from Pete, who had now entered the fray proper. The poor dog yelped and was forced backwards. The two men pressed down on Beth, pinning her to the floor. She then saw Pete joining in the fight against Jim, and with two-on-one, the odds were too much. Though Jim connected with a stiff left jab to the face of the first man, who Pete had thrown forward, he was then left exposed as Pete leapt in and thrust a thick arm around the older man’s neck. Pete then pushed his weight forward, down on to Jim, pulling the chokehold tight. Jim spluttered, coughed, and wheezed, but continued to fight back. The first man, who had taken the punch, swung a kick that connected with Jim’s ribs. The power of the blow, and the weight pushing down from behind, forced Jim to the floor. The two attackers then started to kick at Jim, who could only hold his arms over his head to try and protect himself from the blows.

      Jess was soon involved again, however, barking and snarling. She grabbed onto the first man’s leg, and he cried out in pain. Beth saw Pete pull free a blade.

      No!

      The knife was just a Swiss-Army one, but the edge appeared sharp. Jim looked up to see Pete advance on the dog. Beth held her breath, not wanting to watch what was coming. Pete raised the knife.

      ‘No!’ yelled Jim, and quickly pushed himself up and stumbled forward into Pete. Jim grabbed the man round the waist and tried to force him back. Pete dropped the knife.

      ‘Jess, run!’ the old man yelled, but the dog remained focused in its attack. Another man was up now, however—the one Beth had kneed in the groin. He swung a kick and the poor dog took another nasty blow, sending it rolling to the ground.

      ‘We need to go,’ the man said to Pete as he stepped in to help deliver punches to Jim’s head. The old man fell again.

      ‘Get them all in the van now!’ Pete snarled. ‘Make it quick.’

      Jim was hauled to his feet and dragged away by two of them. Beth felt her arms pinned painfully behind her back, and she was pulled up from the ground as well. The two were dragged forward, and Beth saw a nondescript white van skid to a stop at the end of the street. The side door slid open.

      I’m actually being fucking kidnapped! Beth thought.

      She saw Pete run up to Jess and plant more kicks into the poor dog, who yelped at each blow. When satisfied, the thug quickly caught up with the others. Jess, however, again got to her feet and started to growl. She was obviously not done yet. But, as much as Beth and Jim struggled against their captors, there were just too many of them. Beth and Jim were soon thrown into the van, and the group of attackers jumped in as well. They wrestled Beth and Jim to the floor and tied their hands behind their backs. Pete was last inside, and he turned to see Jim’s brave companion come sprinting down the street, ready for more.

      But it was too late. Pete slid the door shut.

      ‘Move!’ he yelled to the driver. The van lurched forward and they were off.
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      The drive was a short one.

      With Beth and Jim beaten and tied up, they could only lie on the floor of the van, rolling around slightly as the vehicle moved quickly, arcing around corners and wobbling while it rolled over uneven ground. Some of the thugs had taken the opportunity to spit at their two prisoners, cursing them as well. The one with the gash on his face—from Beth’s keys—constantly antagonised her, calling Beth a bitch and a cunt.

      As battered and pained as Beth was, she at least took heart in the knowledge she and Jim had given the thugs a run for their money.

      Ultimately, however, they had still been taken, and Beth had no idea where they were headed. She tried to keep track in her head of the amount of time that was passing, counting slowly to get a rough idea of the trip’s duration. The van came to a stop and shut off its engine after about five minutes of driving, according to Beth’s estimate. She suspected that meant they were still in the town centre somewhere. Or at least close to it.

      Pete leaned in close. ‘Not that anyone would hear you, but if you start screaming when we pull you out of here, I’m gonna have my boys cut the old man’s throat. Understand?’

      Beth didn’t blink or look away; she simply held Pete’s gaze. She could tell in his voice that the pitiful excuse for a man didn’t have it in him to carry through with the threat. But she wasn’t going to push him on it, as she doubted her screaming for help would do any good anyway. Plus, Beth didn’t want to give Pete the satisfaction of seeing her scared and begging.

      ‘I’ll take your silence as a yes,’ he said, then turned to his men. ‘Get them inside, quickly.’

      Beth and Jim were then pulled from the van. They found themselves in a small, enclosed area. A high stone wall encompassed them, running well above head height. Automated iron gates were closing behind them with a screech. Beth looked up at the building before them, which was clearly the rear of the structure. With its grey and smooth stone blockwork, arched window heads, and stone detailing to the corners, Beth knew it to be the Heritage Centre. A place she had left only a few hours before. The back elevation of the building was similar to the front, only the windows were more numerous. There was also a metal external escape stair that hugged the wall and ran down from a flat section of roof up above.

      ‘Josh is in there?’ Beth asked.

      ‘No questions. You had your chance to come quietly.’

      Beth shrugged. ‘To be honest, I thought that cutting up your friend’s face there,’ she pointed to the one with the gash in his cheek, ‘and putting that one down,’ now she motioned to the one she had dropped with a knee to the groin, ‘would be more fun.’

      ‘That a fact?’ Pete asked with an amused smile. The two men she’d pointed at bristled with anger and embarrassment. ‘Gotta say, lady, I kind of like you. Liked the look of you when I first saw you, too. But let’s be clear: you try anything now, and I’ll be the one to knock you down.’

      Beth didn’t respond, simply glared at Pete again.

      She and Jim were then led towards a sizeable double-leaf access door. It was tall and wide, made of solid black metal, and was likely used for large deliveries, Beth assumed. One leaf of the door was pushed slowly open a little from within, and Aiden walked out. He looked down at the ground, clearly uncomfortable, and fidgeted with his hands. Initially, Beth hadn’t been sure what to make of the young lad. She’d wanted to like him, and had hoped he wasn’t tied too strongly to the Kents. That hope was now quashed.

      ‘You are to take them inside,’ Aiden said softly to Pete.

      ‘You kicked my dog,’ Jim suddenly said. He was glaring at Pete now, with fury in his eyes.

      ‘I would have killed it, too, if I’d gotten the chance,’ Pete replied with a scowl. ‘Still might, you know. I could go back and find it. Gut it. Put the thing down.’

      ‘You’ll pay for hurting her,’ Jim said. ‘I always had you down as a thug, but nothing like this. You’re going to be sorry. Mark my words, boy. I’m gonna make sure of it.’

      There was an eerie certainty in Jim’s voice. A gritty determination that surprised Beth. And, judging by how Pete’s eyes widened in shock, it seemed to have caught him off guard as well.

      ‘Enough chit-chat. Take them in,’ Pete commanded to his group.

      Beth and Jim were led forward, and Beth glared at Aiden as she passed him. The young man would not look back.

      They entered the building and Beth saw that they were in a large storage area with a high concrete ceiling and bare concrete walls and floor. It felt cold, and the space was filled with metal shelving units. Boxes and crates of God-knows-what sat on the shelves. Another set of double doors was at the end of the large space, and it appeared to be their destination. The group walked through the doors and into an open stairwell area, which was quite the contrast to the storage room they had just been in.

      The floor underfoot was stone marble tiles, light in colour with swirls of dark grey embedded within. The walls had dark oak panelling up to the midpoint, and rich red wallpaper above. The ceilings were high, and multiple dark oak doors were set into the walls. Beth guessed that one of them probably led to the Heritage display area she had been in earlier. The stairs were carpeted a deep red, similar to the walls, and had dark wooden balustrades and handrails. At the top of these stairs, a group of people stood, gazing down.

      William Kent was at the head of this gathering.

      Beth had no idea who the other people were. They all looked of an older generation, and were dressed well in elegant clothing: dark suits, ball gowns, and evening dresses, which was odd, given the time of day. Even William had changed clothes into something a little more formal. Among their number, however, Beth noticed one girl who was notably younger than the rest. She was dressed in a black, shoulder-less dress, and her blonde hair was pinned back into an elegant knot at the nape of her neck. She wore sparkling earrings that dangled down to her shoulders, and her face had high cheekbones lightly layered with flawless makeup. On top of that, her eyes were a striking blue.

      The girl was stunning.

      ‘Hello again,’ William said from his position at the top of the stairs. 'Beth, was it?’

      ‘You do realise you’ve kidnapped me, don’t you?’ Beth asked. ‘That is a criminal offence.’

      William just chuckled. ‘I saw the resemblance straight away,’ he said. ‘You talk just like him, too. In fact, talk a little much. Must be a family trait.’

      ‘Where is my brother?’ Beth snapped.

      William ignored the question and went on, ‘I had to be sure, of course. Couldn’t just take you there and then. Have to be careful, you know? So, I showed Josh some camera footage of you when you waltzed in here earlier, bold as brass. He didn’t say anything, but the worry on his face told me everything I needed to know. He had originally told me he didn’t have any family left. Quite the liar, your brother, isn’t he?’

      ‘What have you done with him?’ Beth asked, raising her voice. ‘Tell me where his is!’

      William just turned to Jim instead. ‘Shame you’ve gotten caught up in all of this, isn’t it?’

      ‘You behind those killings on the beach?’ Jim asked, raising his head defiantly. ‘You murdered those poor people?’

      William chuckled. ‘You have no idea what is going on, Jim.’

      ‘I know enough to realise things are going to go to hell, just like they did fifty years ago.’

      ‘Well, I suppose you could say things are going to go to hell, Jim. That’s certainly one way to look at it. We have a different view, of course, but you are welcome to yours. But no, this isn’t like last time. This is something much more… divine. Bring them up,’ he called out. Beth wasn’t sure who he had shouted to. Even Pete and his goons looked around confused, unsure if they were to follow that instruction.

      However, the group at the head of the stairs then parted and four men came stomping down. They looked to be in their twenties or early thirties, and the men all had shaved heads and almost blank expressions. All were dressed in dark combat trousers and tight black jumpers. They didn’t seem to be mere street thugs, like Pete and his friends, and had a terrible intensity about them.

      Both Beth and Jim were quickly grabbed. Beth’s arms were forced behind her back with much more force than anything Pete’s gang had managed to exert. The way they snapped her into position was quick and efficient, and she cried out in pain.

      ‘Pete,’ William said, ‘you and your friends are finished for the day. Run along.’

      Pete looked a little confused, almost hurt at being cast aside. But he didn’t argue. ‘Yes, Mr. Kent,’ he replied obediently.

      ‘Errand boy,’ Beth said to him with a sneer. ‘Run along, little puppy, your master is finished with you now.’

      She saw Pete clench his jaw and step forward, but one of the men restraining Jim simply looked up to Pete with a stern gaze. The shaven-headed man slowly shook his head, eyes serious and jaw set. Pete backed off.

      ‘Let’s go, lads,’ he said to his friends, and they all slowly filtered out the way they had come in.

      ‘Aiden,’ William called down, ‘see them out. Then you can busy yourself with scripture.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Aiden said, and an excited grin broke over his face. The young man then hurried along to complete his task. Beth and Jim were forced up the stairs and up to the waiting group, who moved further aside to let them pass.

      ‘Take them to see him. I’ll be along shortly.’

      Beth and Jim were then hauled down the corridor to their left. The floor was carpeted as the stairs had been, and the walls were covered in that same red wallpaper from the stairwell downstairs. Many pictures were hung along the wall, dominating the vertical planes. Beth stared at the paintings as she was dragged past, but could scarcely understand what she was seeing. It wasn’t traditional art, but rather horrific images that had clearly been painted by a troubled mind.

      One was of a hellish landscape, with mountains of black and perfectly cylindrical towers that touched a star-filled sky. Creatures of magnificent size could be seen roaming on the edges of the titanic mountains, but the centre of the piece was the sky itself. The stars there swirled together to a point, forming a great eye that looked down over everything. Amazingly, the title of the picture, embossed on a brass nameplate at the bottom of the frame, was Heaven. The artist’s name was beneath: Aldrich Kent.

      Then there was a depiction of a room, walls papered similarly to the walls of the corridor Beth was in. In this picture, four bodies hung from the ceiling by their necks. The corpses’ bottom halves were gone, and their insides hung to the floor. Their arms were bound behind their backs, their throats had been cut, and the eyes were empty sockets. The hanging bodies were spaced equally apart, like the vertical corners of a cube. Beneath them, on a wooden floor, a white outline of a square had been drawn, and the corners lined up with the bodies above. This square was filled with cryptic marks and symbols. Sat centrally to the shape, and hungrily devouring a pile of heaped meat, was a strange figure. It was almost human, and sat cross legged in a pile of gore. It was multi-armed, and its head, with a low-hanging mouth, had multiple eyes over the cranium, like that of a fly. This was called Ascension Begins.

      One painting displayed a sickening scene on a beach, with people gathered round at night. They were robed in plain, simple cloaks. Beth actually let out a small gasp as she saw a pile of infants—babies—that were heaped on the stony ground. Three mounds of bodies were spaced out equally, like points on a triangle. The tip pointed inland, away from the sea behind. One child was held aloft—its face locked in an eternal cry—by one of the robed figures. The title of this piece was Ritual of Moloch.

      Another showed the interior of a cave, and the sea beyond it. The cave, however, was a bloody mess, with three skulls sat in white circles. These circles all had markings within them: an inner ring, and also symbols that were alien to Beth. The skulls were connected by chalk lines, and it did not take Beth more than an instant to recall the scene Jim had described. Worse still, she saw a giant, monstrous figure half-hidden by the dense fog above the sea and just breaking through the mist. It had many legs, as well as curling tentacles that punctured the fog. Any face it had was hidden, but Beth recognised its form. It was titled The Harbinger Comes.

      The artist of all the pieces was Aldrich Kent. The pictures were dated, and all were from the early eighteen hundreds.

      There were other paintings lining this wall as well, all as grotesque and as nightmarish as the last.

      Eventually, Beth and the others stopped outside of a door, midway down the hallway. It was just as the others were: dark oak panelling. One of the men pushed the door open and forced Beth and Jim inside.

      The room was, for the most part, empty. The floorboards were old and stained. The wallpaper, too, was worn, and some of it was hanging loose. It was a room that appeared to have received no care or attention in a long time.

      A window sat on the far wall, tall and narrow, and a thin strip of daylight—the only light source in the room—shone in through it.

      Two men were sat central to the room, each facing forward, and both bound to their respective chairs. They were naked and bloody and had burlap sacks covering their heads. One of them groaned.

      It was the man on the left who drew Beth’s gaze, however. Even without seeing his face, she knew instantly who it was.
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      The men that were holding Beth released her, and she ran forward towards her brother.

      There were multiple cuts and lacerations on Josh, and blood ran freely from each. However, even though she wasn’t medically trained, her initial, panicked conclusion was that they were all surface level. His body was also covered with a layer of sweat and grime, and the hairs on his chest were matted down. She quickly pulled the burlap sack free of his head and, for the first time in a long while, looked down at her brother’s face.

      Tears erupted from her and she started to sob.

      It was him, without question. Even after so long, Beth recognised the strong jaw line covered with black stubble. His greasy hair was slicked back, messy and wild, and it fell to his shoulders. Josh also had their father’s thin nose. And, even though he looked terrible—with a swollen and beaten face—his blue eyes locked onto hers, and Beth saw a wave of realisation wash over him. She cupped his face delicately with her palms.

      He coughed, then wheezed out a word. ‘B… Beth?’

      ‘Yeah, it’s me, Josh.’

      ‘You came?’

      Beth nodded, tears still running from her eyes. ‘I did.’

      He shook his head and started to cry as well. ‘You shouldn’t have. You made a mistake. Go. Please. Run.’

      ‘But you called me,’ she said.

      ‘I know,’ he replied. ‘I shouldn't have. Get out of here, Beth.’

      ‘She isn’t running anywhere, Josh,’ a voice said. Beth swivelled her head to see William Kent step into the room. ‘She’s staying right here. You three will be needed tonight.’

      ‘No,’ Josh said, pain evident in his voice. ‘Let her go, please. Just let my sister go. You don’t need her for any of this.’

      William, flanked by the four men in black, shook his head. ‘Afraid not, Josh. You know that isn’t true.’

      ‘What the fuck are you talking about?’ Beth snapped. ‘What the fuck is going on?’

      ‘Please,’ Josh said again, fighting against his bonds. ‘I’m begging you.’

      ‘Too late for that,’ William said. ‘You made your choice, and now you will live and die by it. You should have done what was instructed of you. Instead, you ran—even hurt a number of our brethren in the process. What? Did you think you’d stop what was coming? Stupid, Josh. Naïve. You were destined for something truly magnificent, boy. Your role would have changed things forever. You could have brought about permanent change and opened the door to the Gods, but you threw all that back at us. For what? A misguided sense of right and wrong?’

      ‘I’m sorry!’ Josh cried. ‘Let me make it right.’

      ‘Oh, that will happen,’ William said with a sinister chuckle. ‘It will all be made right. The ritual will be completed. Then—and only then—when your blood is spilled and flesh is torn and the doorway is open… then you will have made it right, Josh.’

      ‘Beth,’ Josh said, turning his wild, wet eyes to her. ‘You need to get away. I don’t care how. You need to escape. I shouldn’t have brought you here. I shouldn’t have called.’

      ‘But you did, Josh,’ William said. ‘The blame for all of this lies with you for your betrayal. You could have been one of us, you could have seen true paradise, but you threw it away. And you should know, Josh, that we aren’t the forgiving type.’

      William then walked over to the other restrained man in the room, whose body was shaking. The burlap sack was quickly yanked free and the man’s face was revealed. He was young, in his early twenties, and had dark hair and wide, terrified eyes. A length of duct-tape covered his mouth.

      ‘For example, take Kyle here,’ William said, and ruffled the man’s damp hair. ‘He had the chance to stop you that night, Josh. Do you remember? When you tried to run, Kyle here actually showed a little initiative and stepped out in front of you to stop you. However, when you held up your knife, Kyle failed. Despite us giving an order to attack and stop you, Kyle put his own well-being before the needs of the group. He showed fear and stepped aside. If Kyle had simply stood his ground, I think we would have caught you. But he failed, and he let you escape. That is something we cannot forgive.’

      The young man started to thrash around in his chair, fighting against his bonds. Tears started to fall, and though his cries were muffled by the tape, Beth knew he was begging for mercy. William retrieved his phone and stepped back a little, holding it up and pointing it at Kyle.

      ‘Kyle, my boy, you know what your punishment will be. I will record your death so that the others can see the price of failure and cowardice. And it will also show our guests here just how serious we are.’ He then turned his head to the group of four men who were with him. ‘Proceed.’

      One of the men stepped forward, and a disturbing smile grew over his face. It was the first show of emotion Beth had seen from the zealots. The man stopped just before Kyle, reached behind his back, and pulled something free from the waistband of his trousers. Beth let out a gasp when she saw the size of the Bowie knife. The blade was huge and looked horribly sharp. Kyle started to thrash with renewed vigour.

      ‘Stop,’ Beth pleaded.

      ‘There is no stopping any of this, my dear. Something you would do well to keep in mind.’

      The three other men stepped in front of Beth and Jim, blocking them off from Kyle. Not that Beth would have tried.

      William chuckled, then turned to the man with the knife. ‘Have fun, Brother Sutton. And make the boy feel it.’

      Brother Sutton’s smile increased, but his gaze was a manic one. To Beth, it seemed like there was no humanity behind his eyes, only darkness.

      The knife was brought up, and the tip pressed into Kyle’s cheek. Sutton made a quick swipe sideways, nicking the skin and drawing blood. Kyle yanked his head back and squirmed in pain. The knife was then pressed into the young man’s chest. Another nick.

      And again.

      ‘Let him go,’ Beth said to William, but the older man just ignored her and instead concentrated on recording.

      Brother Sutton took hold of Kyle’s head and forced it to the left. He then grabbed Kyle’s ear with one hand, while he used the knife in his other to begin cutting. Beth winced as Kyle’s muffled screaming intensified. Blood flowed down the side of his face. Brother Sutton worked furiously, with violent sawing motions, and hacked at the ear, forced the blade through cartilage. Eventually, the ear came free, and he dropped it to the floor. Once Kyle’s head was released, he shook it frantically and continued crying out behind the tape in absolute agony. Beth saw a glimpse of the raw and exposed flesh where the ear had just been.

      Brother Sutton then grabbed the chair Kyle was bound to and spun the man around so that his tied hands were facing William. Sutton took hold of the index finger on Kyle’s left hand, and the tip of the knife was moved beneath the fingernail. Sutton thrust the blade forward.

      Kyle exploded in a fit of writhing muffled screaming, but it was useless. Sutton took his time in pushing the large blade deeper beneath the nail, and started to twist the knife as well. Most of the fingernail was forced away from the bed, and dangled uselessly as blood dripped from the finger.

      The process was then repeated on three other nails. After this, Sutton grabbed the small finger on Kyle’s right hand. But he didn’t use the knife this time. Instead, he just quickly snapped it back, breaking the digit completely. Beth heard the crack. Her body tensed and she started to sob, unable to cope with the violence.

      ‘Very good, Brother Sutton,’ William said above Kyle’s moans of pain. ‘But I don’t think this young man has learned his lesson just yet. I think we need to step things up a little.’

      Sutton nodded, then turned Kyle back around to face everyone. The large man wrapped an arm around Kyle’s head to keep it still, then again brought up the knife.

      This time to Kyle’s right eye.

      The blade was forced in beneath the eyeball, cutting through the skin of the lower lid as it moved. Sutton was slow and deliberate, wiggling the knife as he pushed it in deeper. The tape over Kyle’s mouth came free at one side, and his horrible screams of agony were allowed to bellow out unhindered. Kyle desperately tied to pull his head away, but Sutton was far too strong.

      The knife was pushed farther in, but was too big and cumbersome for any kind of delicacy, and only succeeded in cutting into and partially mashing-up the eyeball. With a twist, the mangled eye was popped free and dangled down on a fleshy cord.

      William chuckled at the sickening torture. ‘Oh, Kyle, if you could only see what you look like.’

      Sutton then smiled and took hold of the ruined eye. He lifted it and twisted it around, so it was pointing back at Kyle.

      ‘There you go,’ he said in deep voice.

      William and the other three men all erupted in laughter. The sight of such violence had Beth on the cusp of vomiting, but the sheer joy these people were getting from the pain and suffering only made things harder to deal with.

      ‘Just kill him,’ Beth said. ‘Put him out of his misery.’

      ‘Not a chance,’ William said. ‘Keep going, Brother Sutton.’

      And like an obedient dog, Brother Sutton got to work cutting off Kyle’s lips.

      The top was first, which was stretched out before the sharp blade messily cut through the flesh, leaving a small jagged flap just above the now exposed teeth and gums. The bottom lip was then taken. Blood smeared Kyle’s disfigured face, which was then relieved of its nose. Next, Sutton got to work scalping poor Kyle, whose screams and cries continued to get higher and more intense. With the younger man’s hair pulled back in Sutton’s grip, the cultist used the sharp edge of his knife to hack and saw at the skin as he yanked it free. A large section of skin and hair was cut loose, revealing an expanse of bone wet with blood.

      With each feature lost, Kyle’s head looked more like a twisted skull than that of a living human. His one good eye flittered around in utter panic and anguish.

      ‘Okay,’ William finally said. ‘I think we can draw this to a close. But make it good, would you, Brother Sutton?’

      Sutton nodded, then thrust the knife deep into the gut of Kyle in a quick and savage motion. Kyle drew in a gasp of breath, then Sutton forced the knife upwards, cutting the young man’s stomach open as Kyle screamed. Brother Sutton then dropped the knife and, with both hands, forced the newly created wound open, pushing the two sides apart and letting guts and glistening-red intestines spill to the floor. A pile of gore lay at Kyle’s feet as his single eye rolled back into his head.

      ‘You fucking monsters!’ Beth screamed. ‘You’re a bunch of fucking animals!’

      ‘No,’ William said, shaking his head. ‘What we are, is devoted.’

      ‘I don’t see much of a difference,’ Beth shot back.

      William just chuckled again and put his phone away. ‘That might have seemed savage to you, my dear, but that is only because you are blind to the truth. Soon you will learn. This base, animalistic savagery is needed. It is to be both understood and embraced if we are to ascend.’

      Beth’s head was spinning. The insanity was all too much. ‘I don’t understand what you’re talking about! What the fuck is going on, here?!’

      ‘I can show you,’ William said. He then addressed the men under his command. ‘Follow me with the girl. The other one,’ he pointed at Jim, ‘leave here. Tie him up with this traitor.’

      ‘Let me go!’ Jim commanded as two of the men grabbed him. There was fear in his voice. Beth fought, but she was quickly overpowered by the other two men—one of whom was Sutton. Beth was then dragged out of the room and away from her brother.

      ‘Beth, I’m sorry!’ Josh cried out just before the door between them slammed shut.
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      Beth was led across the hallway by the two guards, one either side of her. She struggled against them, but they were both too powerful, and were able to keep her held with what seemed like minimal effort. The journey was a short one, into a room opposite. William Kent stood inside, still wearing that infuriating grin.

      This room was larger than the last, and in pristine condition. There was no peeling of the wallpaper or stains on the floor like the one that Josh—and now Jim—were held in.

      But despite its size, it seemed cramped, considering the number of things that were crammed inside. Like the public area Beth had visited earlier, the large room also served as a display area, with bookcases, glass cases, chests, and cabinets. Two large windows would have let in a healthily amount of natural light, except wooden shutters were pulled closed over them. The ceiling and wall lights gave the only luminance to the area.

      Beth was in no mood for research or investigation, however—she just wanted to get Josh and Jim away from this madness. ‘What the fuck do you want from me?’ Beth asked William Kent through gritted teeth.

      ‘I’m actually going to bestow on you a huge honour,’ William said. ‘Despite what I said to your brother, you may yet have a way out of this. He was destined for something, but no longer. Perhaps you are more worthy.’

      ‘Worthy of what?’ Beth asked, exasperated. But he avoided the question and moved on to something else.

      ‘Those people who were with me back on the landing? They are very important people.’

      ‘More Kents?’ Beth assumed.

      ‘Some,’ William said. ‘But certainly not all. Many of them are here to witness what we are going to accomplish.’

      ‘I’m going to go out on a limb and guess you people are behind the murders out at the cliffs? And that, somehow, you—or those that came before you—were responsible for the same thing fifty years ago. Am I right?’

      William smiled as he paced between the bookcases, hands behind his back, like a teacher calmly walking between seated students. ‘You are on the right track, certainly.’

      ‘And you are going to do something again tonight. Three more people need to die.’

      ‘Impressive,’ William said. ‘And how did you find that out?’

      ‘I asked around and put things together,’ Beth said. ‘Honestly, it wasn’t difficult.’

      ‘You are resourceful, I’ll give you that.’

      ‘What I don’t get, though, is the endgame. I mean, what is the point of the killings? And this talk of paradise? Are you guys a cult?’

      She saw him bristle, and he quickly turned to face her. ‘I don’t like that word.’

      ‘Like it or not, it’s accurate. That’s all you people are. A bunch of sadistic and idiotic sheep who believe in fairytales.’

      William’s scowl darkened. ‘You’d do well to stop insulting me and my brethren,’ he said. ‘You asked why we have killed? Well, I’m not sure you can handle the answer. Regardless, I’m curious. Hence why you are here, and not tied up in the other room.’

      Beth didn’t really want to listen. As much as she tried to remain calm and think clearly, it was all she could do not to lose her shit and start screaming.

      Instead, Beth felt she could perhaps buy for time. ‘So, what is it?’ Beth asked. ‘Because let me tell you, I’ve seen some pretty fucked-up things since I’ve been here in your town. Not least what you just did to one of your own.’

      This drew his attention. ‘What have you seen?’ he asked. ‘Ignoring what just happened in the other room, of course.’

      Fuck it, Beth thought, and went for broke. She had a feeling the things she was about to describe were not going to be a shock to him. ‘Where to start? Almost as soon as I arrived, I saw something in an upstairs window of a house. A weird, deformed human, with bandages around its head. It just kept knocking on the glass, trying to get my attention. I looked away, and then it was gone.’

      ‘Go on,’ William said with an enthused smile.

      ‘And yesterday, on the beach, I heard babies crying. When I looked, there were these small… things. Squirming deformities that were crying out. Again, they disappeared the second I looked away.’

      ‘Exquisite,’ William exclaimed in an approving tone. ‘Did you know there were child sacrifices on that beach in this town, many years ago? It was one of the first incarnations of the Ritual of Moloch. Sacrifices to the Canaanite God. I believe what you saw on the beach were the souls of the sacrificed, changed to a pure, chaotic image.’

      Beth didn’t even know where to start with what he said.

      ‘Moloch? Canaanite?’ she asked.

      William laughed. ‘Forgive me, I get a little carried away at times. The Canaanites were an ancient civilisation. But, I believe, some of their practices were based on truths that they just did not understand. Moloch was the name given to one of their greatest, darkest Gods. A God of sacrifice. Though we do not know how, exactly, we believe that they found a way to commune with the Great Old Ones. The beings that reside in that other place. The Ritual of Moloch is part of that. It has informed our religion through the centuries. Indeed, it is my belief that we actually descended from a sect of Canaanites that were cast out.’

      Beth shook her head. ‘You aren’t making things any clearer.’ She tried not to sound sarcastic, as she didn’t want to anger him again. Instead, she wanted to keep him talking as her hands worked at the bonds that held her wrists. She tried to keep her movements subtle and undetectable, but was finding it difficult to get free of the thin rope.

      ‘I suppose not,’ William said, and chuckled again. ‘So, is that all you have seen?’

      ‘No. The hotel I’m staying at looks out over the sea. Last night, I saw something out on the water. Something I can’t explain. It was huge. Monstrous. I’m not even sure I could properly describe it.’

      William clapped his hands together excitedly. ‘Oh, you have seen such wonders! The things I could tell you about that great being would astonish you. Tell me, how did it make you feel, gazing upon that divine entity?’

      Beth didn’t like the way the man revered what was clearly a monster, but she answered truthfully anyway. ‘Insignificant,’ she said, remembering the feelings clearly. ‘Worthless. Like I’d lost my understanding of how things really are.’

      ‘Exactly!’ William said. ‘That is how it should be. What you have been witnessing are shadows, or rather, echoes, cast by that other plane of existence. We are very close to it now, thanks to the Ritual of Moloch.’

      ‘That was Moloch? The thing out at sea? That was what those Canaanite people worshipped?’

      William shrugged. ‘Possibly. Perhaps not. But it is one such entity. Though, I’m not certain it is a true Great One. We consider it, rather, a harbinger: a sign that the ritual is working. And it is truly magnificent to behold. The Order has been aware of this other place for centuries, and it is the foundation of our religion. It is our obsession.’

      ‘It sounds like hell,’ Beth said.

      ‘That is what this world has conditioned you to think,’ William said. ‘But this world is wrong. Its eyes are fused shut, and humanity rolls around in ignorance like a blind worm. But our eyes are open. We have seen the truth. We have seen true majesty and glimpsed unimaginable existences. That is what we aim to ascend to.’

      ‘So, fifty years ago when all those people disappeared, that was the last time you performed this ritual?’

      ‘It was,’ William said. ‘However, it is not something that can just be done at will. It needs many pieces to fall into place. The sacrifices are one element. Then there is the location of where the ritual is carried out, as well as preparing the seals on which the sacrifices are completed. And the time when all of this happens has to be when the two realities are at their closest. Then the door can be opened.’

      ‘Closest?’

      ‘Yes. Just like our planet, things rotate and shift. Our solar system, hell our galaxy, is never stagnant. So it is with other realities, other planes of existence.’

      Beth had to stop from shaking her head in disbelief. The things he was saying wouldn’t have sounded out of place in an insane asylum—and yet, Beth couldn’t deny what she had seen.

      ‘And what happened to the people in town after you opened the door last time?’

      ‘Well, in the past, we have only ever been able to open the door a crack. We have used the limited opportunity to offer what some of those Great Old Ones hunger for: the lives and souls of the living from our world. People were taken that night and served up to higher beings.’

      ‘And then the door closes again,’ Beth stated.

      William nodded. ‘That is how it has always been. Our knowledge was not great enough to keep it open any longer. Though we are still searching for other doors as well.’

      ‘Other doors?’

      ‘Yes,’ William said, nodding quickly. ‘You see, our world touches a specific location in this other plane, one that exists in a pure state. A chaotic state. What we think of as normality is just an accident, born out of a mutation from the real, original existence. And, though we think our universe is vast—and some believe this world's God is omnipotent and all powerful—we are actually barely noticed by the real Gods of existence. That is how insignificant we are. You have felt that insignificance, haven't you, Beth? Because our world is so close to the other, there are points on our Earth that touch it. At times, the lines can blur. Things can, and have, come through. What the Order is trying to do is simply facilitate that. Create doorways. Here in Netherwell, we believe we now have a way to ensure a grand and huge doorway is opened permanently. This time, the ritual will have a significant difference. This world will never be the same.’

      He started to wander between the shelves again, running his hand along the spines of the books on display while gazing at them longingly. ‘You know, the artefacts and tomes in this room are priceless.’ he said. ‘Worth more than money could ever buy.’

      ‘And the things downstairs, on display to the public?’ Beth asked.

      William shrugged. ‘Surface-level trinkets. There for the local bottom feeders to look at, if they so wish. It allows us to keep tabs on people in this town, to see if any pick up on the clues, and show an aptitude for true knowledge. It helps us grow our ranks.’

      ‘So, what is different about the ritual this time? How will you keep the door open?’

      Frustratingly, the rope that held her wrists was not getting any looser. William turned around. ‘You can stop trying to escape,’ he said, causing her to pause. ‘I’m not sure if you could make it any more obvious, but I assure you, the rope will not give.’ Beth didn’t know what to do besides squirm under his scowl, like a pupil getting scolded by a teacher. ‘And as to your question about what’s different? You will see. But, suffice it to say…’ He then approached a cabinet, lifted the lid on a box file, and pulled out an old folder. He threw it down on a table close to Beth. ‘Our sect here in Netherwell has been blessed. It is a being, technically born from the Order, via our research, which has returned to show us the way. A being we weren’t sure even existed, just hinted at in the mumblings of an interred patient, one that was kept in one of our asylums many years ago.’

      Beth looked down at the folder. The title was printed in the typewritten font, in faded ink. It read: Statements from Adrian James. The Arlington Asylum Incident. 1954.

      ‘Is that supposed to mean something?’

      ‘Do you recognise that name?’ William asked. Beth studied the folder again. Adrian James. It wasn’t a name she was familiar with. She shook her head. ‘No. Am I supposed to know it? Nineteen-fifty-four was a long time ago.’

      ‘Indeed,’ William said. ‘I was just curious.’

      ‘Well, I’ve never heard of that man.’

      ‘Okay. I accept that. In all honesty, I didn’t think you would have.’

      ‘One of your Order?’ Beth asked.

      ‘No,’ William said, shaking his head with a chuckle. ‘Not at all. But his story would interest you. Would you like to hear it?’

      ‘Honestly? This is all a bit much to take in. So why don’t you just tell me why you brought me in here? Why tell me all of this if you just plan on using me and my brother as sacrifices?’

      ‘Because you might yet have another choice,’ William said. ‘Josh’s fate was sealed the moment he turned his back on the Order. And, in truth, I am pleased. He didn’t deserve the honour of what was to come. He wasn’t fit to be the one. And Jim? Wrong place at the wrong time. Normally, we need to keep the sacrifices internal and of our own number, so we can control things. As the years went by, it became harder and harder to keep external forces—the police, the town—in the dark. We needed to avoid discovery. But this time, things will be different. We do not need to worry about any of that once the final sacrifices take place.’

      ‘How come I have a choice? What’s so special about me?’

      William smiled and his eyes narrowed. ‘You will find out,’ he said. ‘I’m not sure if it is fate or blind luck that brought your brother, and now you, to us. But for now, there is someone you must meet. He will assess if you are worthy of the honour. I do hope you are, as I’d hate for it to pass back to your worthless brother.’

      ‘Just tell me what the fuck is going on!’ Beth shouted, utterly frustrated with the lack of answers. She then heard a side door to the room open. Slow, heavy, and deliberate footsteps made their way towards the group, but the approaching figure was hidden by the bookshelves that packed the room. Beth saw William Kent draw in a sharp breath, and he actually dropped to his knees before bowing his head to the floor. The two guards either side of Beth dropped too and pulled her to her knees with them. She had no idea who was coming, but the three men in the room with her were visibly scared by whoever approached.

      Then, the figure emerged, dressed in a fitted black gown with a high collar similar to what a clergyman might wear, but without any white tab. Beth looked up to the face of the figure and saw immediately that it was not human. Not quite.

      She screamed at what she saw.
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      The man—if that was the right word—that stood before Beth looked like some kind of dark fucking priest. And he was a terrifying sight to behold.

      Perhaps it had been a man once, as it was of human form and height, but its skin was not like that of the living. It was pale, almost grey, with distinct lines of scar tissue, like the flesh of a corpse. The scarring was most severe on the top of the bald head, as well as its withered lips, as if these areas had been regrown with thick and imperfect fibrous tissues.

      The creature moved with a slow grace, its posture straight, almost regal. Beth couldn’t see its hands, as they were clasped behind its back. But the thing Beth noticed most of all were the eyes: completely white, with no pupils or irises. Still, Beth could feel this dark priest’s gaze as it slowly approached her. With its simple robes, high collar, and slow and deliberate movements, the being had a certain aura to it.

      ‘What… what are you?’ Beth managed to stutter out.

      The thing tilted its head to the side. ‘I am your salvation. If you are worthy.’ The voice had an ethereal, almost echoey quality to it. It was deep and ominous—and certainly not human

      Beth stared back at the thing before her, but noticed that no one else was. William and the two guards had their heads down to the floor. They clearly revered whatever the hell this was.

      But, as scared as Beth was, she would not bow so easily. She quickly shook her body and arms, managing to pull free of the grasp of both guards, and she jumped up to her feet. The two men reached up for her, but the pale-skinned being raised a hand, and they stopped, then resumed their bowed position.

      ‘You stand up to me, wretch?’ it asked.

      Beth was shaking. And under the gaze of the priest she felt similar sensations to what she had the previous night, when looking upon that monster that rose up out of the sea—helplessness and insignificance. But the dark priest was no giant, no nightmarish titan touching the sky. It was horrible to look at, of course, but even so she couldn’t understand why it made her feel as that gigantic creature from the previous night had.

      Beth clenched her jaw and spoke through gritted teeth. ‘You’re damn right I do.’

      The thing laughed. A deep, resonant, baritone sound. Then, it held two fingers up on its pale hand—the index and middle—before quickly pointing them down.

      Beth dropped to the floor.

      Her body slumped against her will, knees bent, and head lowered, forced into a bowing position. Despite straining against it, she could not move at all.

      ‘Only if I allow it,’ the entity said. ‘You would do well to remember that.’

      ‘Let me go,’ Beth said, fighting against the invisible force that held her. Then her body was pulled upright to a standing position, before being lifted off the floor completely with her feet dangling above the ground, and her body locked rigid. Looking ahead, Beth saw the Dark Priest take a step towards her, its hand and two fingers again held up.

      Panic and terror surged through her. How could this be possible? How could anything, even if it were not human, control her like this? That feeling of helplessness—of complete loss of power and agency—only intensified.

      ‘You are nothing but an object. A clay for me to mould. But you could yet serve a purpose. There is a way to give your existence true meaning.’

      ‘I don’t want any part of it,’ Beth said as tears started to well up in her eyes.

      ‘That choice is not yours to make. You will help me open the doorway to my home. Your body will become a vessel. Through me, you will birth a child, and we will draw the eternal gaze of Vao so that the door will remain open. Then your pathetic mistake of a reality will be devoured by the chaos from which it escaped.’

      Beth still worked to move even an inch of her body, but it was futile. The only freedom she had was the ability to talk and breathe, to blink and to sob—micro-movements rather than the grander gestures of moving limbs. Perhaps the power of this thing did not run down so deep as to be able to affect the more minute details, and it felt more like a puppet master holding the strings of the extremities. It was still terrifying.

      ‘I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about,’ Beth snarled.

      The thing stepped forward now, holding its face inches from hers. All Beth could smell was a pungent, sulphuric odour.

      ‘You don’t need to,’ it said. Then, it turned to William, who was still bowed and not making eye contact. ‘She is the one. Make the preparations. Tonight is the night.’

      ‘It will be done,’ William said, fear in his voice.

      ‘Ensure it is. This time I will be present to make sure nothing goes wrong. The last time I left you in charge, the boy escaped.’

      ‘Again, I apologise,’ William stated, still not looking up. ‘However, that is what brought us the girl.’

      ‘And that luck is the only reason you still live.’

      Then, the pale, disfigured entity moved from the room, going back the way it came with that same slow and regal walk. Beth heard the door close behind it.

      She then dropped to the floor, released from the invisible hold. The guards immediately rose up and once again took hold of her. Beth offered little resistance. What she had just witnessed sent her mind into a spiral. It was scarcely comprehendible.

      ‘You see,’ William said, who now stood and was walking over to her. ‘We are on the verge of something amazing here. And you will have a special role to play.’

      ‘Why me?!’ Beth screamed.

      Kent shrugged. ‘Because of your blood. Our Master has tried to sire a child before, but those attempts have been… unsuccessful. It will be different this time because of you. You should have been one of us from the beginning, Beth.’

      ‘Fuck you,’ she shot back through gritted teeth.

      You should have been one of us? What the fuck did that even mean? The whole thing was maddening.

      ‘I won’t let you,’ Beth added.

      ‘Like our Master said,’ William replied, ‘you don’t have a choice.’
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      It was close to midnight now, and Beth had finally been reunited with Josh. Jim was present, too, and Beth once again found herself in the back of a van and seated on the floor.

      William Kent and others were positioned on wooden benching along the inner walls of the vehicle. Jim was silent, and Beth worried for him. He looked close to breaking. She was shoulder to shoulder with him, and also a miserable-looking Josh.

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ he said softly. ‘I shouldn’t have dragged you into this mess.’

      Beth took a moment to reply. ‘You can always ask me for help, Josh, I’m your sister. But I’m not going to lie, this is a fucking doozy.’

      He cracked a small smile, which despite the situation made her feel a little warm inside. ‘Yeah,’ he agreed, hanging his head.

      ‘So what the hell happened? How did you get caught up in all of this?’ Beth quickly cast a look back to William, now dressed in a red silk robe that had intricate black stitched patterns to the cuffs and base. To Beth, it looked ridiculous. William stared back at them, watching with a grin, but seemed happy enough to let them chat. Anything they had to say to each other was obviously irrelevant now.

      Josh took a deep breath but kept his eyes on the floor of the van. He had been covered up now, thankfully no longer naked, but was dressed only in a simple black t-shirt, some jogging bottoms, and a pair of trainers that looked old and tattered. God knows where they had been dug up from. ‘A girl,’ Josh replied. ‘I came into this town a while ago. Wandered in after moving on from the last place, where work had dried up. I was making my way farther and farther north. Don’t really know why. Ended up coming out to the sea. I had half an idea of just chucking myself in the sea.’

      ‘Josh!’ Beth exclaimed.

      His cheeks reddened a little, but his solemn expression didn’t change. ‘Sorry, Sis, I’m just being honest. Not the first time I’ve had thoughts like that. But… it didn’t happen. Spent a few days here. Got to like it. Even met a girl. She didn’t seem interested, at first, which only made me keener. It gave me something to focus on, something to chase. I won her over… or so I thought. She brought me into the Order.’

      ‘You joined a cult for a girl?’ Beth asked, lowering her voice even more so that only her brother could hear.

      ‘Yeah. Kind of. At first it was just to please Alicia, and I thought it would just be like the Masons or something, you know? But then… I saw things, Beth. Things that freaked me out. But they also got me curious. Opened my eyes to what is real, what is really out there in the void beyond what we know. Problem is, when you see shit like that, or even just catch a glimpse of it, you can’t close your eyes again.’

      ‘You could have run,’ Beth said.

      ‘Thought about it, but they made me feel special here. Kept telling me I was destined for something amazing. That my blood and lineage was special.’ Beth cocked an eyebrow at that, confused, but Josh went on, ‘Alicia seemed to love me for it even more. But then the time came when they pushed me to do something evil. They wanted me to kill for them. Murder someone, in a cave on the beach, just to start all this madness.’

      She held her breath, then asked the question she had been dreading. ‘Did… did you do it?’

      He turned to look at her, and in his eyes, Beth saw hurt. Josh didn’t answer the question, however. Instead, William stepped in.

      ‘He didn’t.’

      Beth felt relief wash over her.

      ‘He took a stab at me, though,’ William went on. ‘And a few more of our brethren. Cut one of them very badly, then ran out of the cave and into the night. We didn’t find him until the next day. And then, lo and behold, you show up, Beth. Someone carrying the same blood and lineage. So, we no longer need your brother, and he can instead pay for what he’s done.’

      ‘Fuck you,’ Beth said, and spat at him.

      William leaned closer to her and stared intently. ‘Fuck me?’ He laughed. ‘Sorry to say, I don’t fuck anymore. It is beyond mundane when you have seen and experienced what I have. You’ll see soon enough.’

      Beth wanted to reach out and claw the arrogant prick’s eyes out. She wanted to cause pain to this entitled parasite who thought that he and those like him had the right to shape the world. But she couldn’t—she was still restrained, and she was still outnumbered. Instead, Beth asked him a question, one that had been building.

      ‘What is it about our lineage? I mean, I’m pretty sure you have the wrong people here. My dad was a journalist and my mother… well, she believed in God, but not the type of God that you people seem to believe in. There is no way she was part of this. So, you need to rethink, because whatever you’re planning isn’t going to work. You have the wrong people.’

      William shook his head, as if addressing a foolish child. ‘Trust me, my dear, we are not wrong. When our Master met Josh, it sensed what was in the boy and in his blood immediately. And, while it’s true that your mother is in no way special’—Beth bristled. Who was he to say she wasn’t special?—‘your father is a little different, though he would never have been aware of it. Tell me, did you know your grandparents? From your father’s side, I mean.’

      Beth shook her head, but a horrible realisation started to creep up in her. ‘No,’ she said softly. ‘Dad was raised in an orphanage.’

      ‘Indeed. And do you know how he got there? In fact, let’s go back. Do you remember that file I showed you earlier? It had a name on it. Adrian James.’

      Beth nodded. ‘I remember.’

      ‘Well, Adrian James was your grandfather. A prisoner of the Order, at a facility that no longer exists. It was there that our Master was born into this world, not that we knew it at the time. We considered the whole thing a failure. Adrian James was the only survivor of what happened there, thanks to a terrible tragedy that he caused. We were so close to greatness. However, during his time there, Adrian was infused with a certain… substance. The blood of the things we worship. After he was relocated following the incident, we had him breed.’

      ‘You had him breed? You make him sound like a fucking dog!’

      William shrugged. ‘He was little more. But yes, my forebearers wanted to see what would happen if he sired a child.’

      ‘And he went along with it?’

      ‘Not willingly. But we have ways of getting what we want, as you will see. We didn’t need him to commit the act, we just needed some of his swimmers, if you take my meaning. A member of the Order, thought to be trusted, was impregnated. It stuck. We were keen to see what the child would become. Human or… something else. But we never got the chance. The mother was unwilling to give up the child. Our child. She hid the offspring when it was ours to own. Even though we found her, she never did give up the baby’s location. Additionally, your grandfather ensured we could not try again, as the fool found a way to take his own life. We thought the whole thing lost. Not that it mattered—we had other avenues to explore. This town was one of them. Then, years ago, the Master returned to us, made us aware of his presence. Something to celebrate, considering we had thought Arlington Asylum to be a complete failure. And then, another miracle. Josh here wandered right into our midst. The Master sensed what was inside him, in his blood, and we were able to figure everything out from there—who he was and where he had come from. Josh swore blindly he was an only child, however, and that both parents were dead. He plays fast and loose with the truth, that one, doesn’t he?’

      William kicked out at Josh angrily. Josh took the blow, but he didn’t raise his head.

      ‘Leave him alone!’ Beth snapped. ‘Or I’ll rip out your throat.’

      William threw his head back and chuckled. ‘I do like the fight in you, Beth. And I’m glad you found us. Another miracle from the failure of Arlington. Great things are upon us. It’s as if it were all meant to be.’

      ‘None of this was meant to be,’ Beth said. ‘It’s horrific. And you people are blind.’

      ‘Oh no,’ William said with a sneer. ‘That’s the point, dear Beth. Our eyes are open. Yours will be too.’

      ‘We’re here,’ a voice called out from the front.

      Beth turned to Josh and saw tears streaming down his dirtied face. ‘I’m sorry,’ was all he said as the three of them were pulled from the van.
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      The grass beneath Beth’s feet came up to her ankles. She felt the night air rush around her and could hear the crashing waves of the sea. Looking around, she saw that they were on a grassy plain, and in the distance behind them she could spot the back of a row of small houses. A larger building stood on the end of these dwellings. Beth knew it to be the Overview Lodge. Turning the other direction, she saw the ground simply stop up ahead, and beyond that drop, the sea met the dark of the night sky on the horizon.

      They were on the cliff top, above Hollows Cove.

      The vehicle she had just been forced out of cut off its engine, and another three vans rolled unevenly across the grassy earth behind, their engines humming and growling. They stopped as well, then other people spilled out, all dressed in hooded robes.

      She thought again at how angry William had gotten when Beth had insinuated he was part of a cult. What the fuck else would you call this?

      Most of the robes were simple and dark, made of a thick and itchy-looking material. Some, however, were much more grandiose, such as William’s, which was silk red. William was the only person to have his hood down. Beth guessed that the others dressed in red robes were the same people she had seen back at the Heritage Centre.

      The Dark Priest was present as well.

      ‘Prepare the seal,' it commanded, and those in the dark robes immediately came to life in a buzz of activity. Shovels were pulled from the vans and the grassy earth was dug up. It took close to an hour, but a large, circular section of the ground was scraped away, leaving an area of exposed clay and soil, which was flattened out as much as possible with the flat faces of the spades.

      Beth looked to the edge of the cliff and peered into the dark, wondering if the police were still down on the beach below. If so, perhaps they would hear what was going on up here, and come to investigate? The zealots who toiled were not particularly loud, but still it was a hope. However, there was every chance the police were now long gone. Beth turned to the houses behind them. Perhaps someone would wake and look out to the sea and notice what was going on. Surely four vans parked on a clifftop and a group of strangers in robes digging into the ground would be enough reason to call in the authorities?

      Though what if the police did come? Could they really stop what was happening?

      If it was just William and his followers, then they likely could. But with that dark entity here—the Dark Priest who strolled around with his arms behind his back while watching on like a general—would the police even have a chance? Beth’s body had been manipulated by that thing like a puppet on a string without even being touched. She had no clue what else it was capable of.

      Once the area was free of grass and topsoil, the lower members of the Order then set to work on their next task. Bottles of red liquid—blood, Beth could tell—were then brought from one of the vans. There were also many vials retrieved that contained something quite different: a dark, viscous substance that sloshed around within clear glass containers.

      ‘Careful with that,’ William snapped. ‘It is a gift from our Master.’ He then looked over the pale monster with a look that sought approval.

      Snivelling dog, Beth thought to herself. The Dark Priest continued to stroll around and watch the lower members of the Order work, but did not respond to William—or even acknowledge his comment. The cult members then began to mark out symbols on the exposed ground in white chalk, delicately working from an image sketched on an old and crumpled piece of parchment. Three large circles were drawn, with concentric rings within each. Other markings were added: shapes and symbols that Beth had never seen before. The three circles were spaced equally apart, in the form of a triangle, with the one forming the tip pointing inland. Lines were drawn between each of the rings, and, finally chalk was poured around the circular perimeter, encapsulating everything.

      ‘Occult bullshit,’ Beth said, looking over at William. ‘It means nothing, you know. You're just a wannabe Alistair Crowley. He was bat-shit crazy too.’

      She felt a sudden blow as William slapped her hard across the cheek. The temporary pain of the strike, however, was overcome by an anger that surged up. ‘You shouldn’t comment on things you know nothing about, bitch.’

      Beth had no way to strike back at him. However, she sure as shit could antagonise him. ‘Those are just patterns. Stupid shapes and gibberish. Utter bullshit.’ She might have believed that to be true, once, but given what she’d seen…

      Still, if she could upset William, then it was a thread worth pulling. She had already seen he was quick to lose his temper when questioned. And, in doing so, he could perhaps be pushed into doing something stupid that might create an opportunity for her.

      Of course, it might just push him to kill all three of them instead. But then, would that be any different to what they had planned already?

      ‘This seal is far more than that,’ William said, clearly enjoying the sound of his own voice. ‘I asked you once before what you thought about geometry. You were just as simplistic back then. It is a shame that, after all you’ve experienced, you cannot open your mind enough to see the bigger picture. Mankind has not grasped the true nature of reality. Of how it works, what bore it, and what brought it about in the first place. The space around us that we take for granted is a façade. These ‘stupid shapes and gibberish’ are important. They are an equation. No, a language. A language of things far greater than us. We try to use this language, spoken with flesh and blood, to commune with a place of chaos. We are only capable of basic communication, in truth, but it is a first step. Enough to open the gateway. And now, with the Master’s blood added to our words, along with his wisdom, we speak ever more clearly. We will open the door. And when you birth a new Great One, the Great Vao—the Madness of Eternity—will gaze upon us. That gaze will connect the worlds and keep the door open. Netherwell Bay will become a permanent gateway to paradise.’

      ‘As I said,’ Beth replied defiantly, ‘Bat-shit crazy.’

      Another slap. Beth only smiled, enjoying the anger and frustration she was causing him.

      ‘Enough!’ the Dark Priest said in a loud, ethereal voice. William stepped back quickly and held his head low.

      Beth stared at the thing that scared William so. ‘I won’t go along with this,’ she said. ‘Whatever you had planned for me and my brother, I won’t let you—’

      Beth was quickly forced to her knees, again with a simple hand gesture from the entity. She strained against the invisible force, but it was no use. Beth could still talk, however, just as she had been able to before.

      ‘You can throw me around all you want, but I still won’t fall in line.’

      ‘You do not have a choice,’ the Dark Priest stated as it turned its focus on to the working minions.

      ‘We’ll see,’ Beth said. ‘I don’t care what you want me to do. I don’t care how much you hurt me. I won’t comply.’

      The entity did not answer. It just continued to watch as the dark-robed figures worked. First, the cultists poured red blood over the chalk outlines, careful not to spill a drop. As this was being done, others worked behind them, pouring the dark, thicker liquid over the original blood. Beth could see the blood of the entity ooze over the chalk, which had soaked red from the initial liquid.

      Eventually, everything was complete.

      The Dark Priest looked over its followers. ‘It is time to complete the ritual.’

      A man was then dragged from one of the vans, naked save for the burlap sack over his head. He fought and mumbled in defiance, but was forced into one of the circles and held down in a kneeling position. His hands, like Beth, Josh, and Jim’s, were restrained behind his back. The hood was removed and a terrified young man, not even in his thirties, was revealed. A filthy gag stopped him from crying out.

      ‘Don’t resist, Martin,’ William said. ‘This is an honour.’

      But the young man didn’t appear to see it that way. He shook his head and looked pleadingly at William.

      Whatever this organisation was, it obviously cared little for its members. Or, at least, those who were of a lower rank. They were simply lambs to the slaughter, to be used—and even sacrificed—as needed.

      ‘Bring the others,’ William said. Then, to Beth’s horror, Josh and Jim were hauled to their feet.

      ‘Wait!’ Beth screamed. ‘Wait, no, not them!’

      ‘You don’t have a voice here,’ William said. ‘Think yourself lucky you aren’t joining them.’

      But Beth ignored him. She did not want to talk to the monkey. She wanted to persuade the organ grinder.

      ‘I’ll comply!’ she shouted to the entity that now turned to look at her. ‘If you let them go and use someone else, then I won’t fight you.’

      ‘You cannot fight me anyway,’ it replied, but started to walk closer to her.

      ‘Maybe not. But whatever it is that you need me to do, or need to do to me, I’ll let it happen.’

      The Dark Priest cocked its head to the side and smiled. ‘What I need from you… is to drink my lifeblood. Then, to devour my heart.’

      Beth’s mouth fell open. ‘Are you… are you fucking serious?’ She wasn’t sure what she’d expected, perhaps having this thing force itself onto her, especially given the sickening talk of birthing some new entity. But this? Her stomach lurched. ‘How would that work?’

      ‘Don’t question the Master’s wisdom,’ William admonished.

      ‘Well someone should. Doesn’t it know how the human body works? How would that get me—’

      ‘Silence,’ William hissed. ‘What will happen to you is not something you can understand. You are not going to be carrying a child. It will not grow in your womb. Why do you think we were planning to use your brother before we found you? We are perfectly aware how the human body works, girl.’

      ‘It wouldn’t surprise me if you didn’t,’ Beth replied. The entity just watched on, actually smiling, seemingly amused at the exchange. In that moment, it seemed like a parent watching two bickering children.

      William shook his head. ‘Your sex doesn’t matter. Not with this. Only your lineage and your blood. It will help you survive the imbedding process where others have not. At least, I dearly hope so. It would be a shame to see what happened to the others happen to you. It was not pleasant.’

      ‘And why do you think it will work?’ Beth asked. But it was the entity that replied.

      ‘Because I have communed with my creator. The blood is the key to everything. And our blood is part of your make-up. The Old Blood is part of who you are.’

      Beth looked again to Josh and Jim. Both appeared terrified, held down within those circles drawn in blood. She focused on her baby brother, the one she had come here to protect. She felt helpless.

      Then, she thought of her exchange with the dark entity back at the Heritage Centre, and how it mirrored what was happening now. It could control her wider movements, but she was still able to talk. And if it expected her—and her stomach lurched at the thought—to eat a fucking heart, she doubted it could control her movements enough to make that happen.

      Perhaps she had a bargaining chip after all.

      ‘Then let Jim and my brother go. Replace them. Don’t sacrifice them and I’ll comply. I’ll do what you need me to. Eat your fucking heart and drink your blood. But if they die, then I won’t swallow a drop.’

      William shook his head and went to speak, but the entity simply held up its hand to silence him. It stepped closer to her. ‘No tricks.’

      ‘No tricks,’ Beth confirmed. ‘I swear.’

      ‘Very well,’ the Dark Priest said with a smile. Beth suddenly had a horrible feeling that she had just been played.
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      At the command of the dark entity, Josh and Jim were pulled free of the circles. The cultists who moved the pair away were careful not to disturb the carefully drawn markings, just as they had done when putting Josh and Jim into position in the first place.

      ‘But Master, we need sacrifices to complete the ritual,’ William said.

      ‘Replace them,’ it stated simply.

      ‘With who?’

      ‘I do not care who the lambs are. Replace them. Unless you wish to give your own life?’ The entity gave an evil sneer and William’s eyes went wide. He looked around, panicked, and his focus fell on two robed figures close to him.

      ‘Seize them!’ William screamed to the cultists, pointing at the two who stood near. ‘Quickly!’

      The pair started to back away, and one lifted their hands up in protest. ‘No!’ a female voice said. But they were quickly apprehended by others—who were clearly relieved at having not been picked. ‘Uncle, no!’ The hoods were pulled down and Beth saw that one of the unfortunate choices was the blonde woman Beth had seen amongst the older people back at the Heritage Centre. The beautiful girl with bright blue eyes. Even now, though her hair was pulled back in a basic ponytail and her pretty eyes were wide in terror, she would still be considered extremely attractive.

      ‘Alicia,’ Beth heard Josh utter.

      Beth had expected Alicia to be an Elder, like her uncle, given she was standing shoulder to shoulder with the others earlier today. It seemed she wasn’t at that level as yet, given the dull, thick robe she was wearing.

      ‘Wait!’ William said, and his look of panic worsened.

      ‘William!’ a voice called. Two other robed figures, these dressed in the silky red of the Elders, pulled down their hoods and stepped forward. ‘That’s my daughter,’ the man said. He looked like an older version of William. ‘She’s your niece! What the hell are you thinking?’

      ‘Wait!’ William repeated. ‘I’ve… I've made a mistake. Not her. Someone else.’

      Beth had only ever seen this man either cool and collected, or overtaken by sudden, violent impulses. She had never really seen him flustered like this. She liked it. It brought her a kind of vindictive pleasure to watch him floundering.

      ‘Then stop it!’ the man shouted. ‘Let her go!’

      ‘Silence!’ the entity bellowed, so loudly and angrily that it sounded like a clap of thunder. Everyone instantly cowered. ‘The choice is made. Move the two chosen ones into position, lest you will all be torn apart.’

      William looked back at the man Beth assumed to be his brother. The look in William’s eyes was one of complete helplessness.

      ‘No,’ the brother said, but even then, the lower cult members were moving the screaming pair.

      ‘I’m… I’m sorry,’ William said in a soft, pathetic voice. He looked pale and lost. Tears welled up in his eyes.

      ‘Daddy!’ Alicia cried as she was stripped of her robe and underclothing. Her hands were tied behind her back, as were the hands of the man who joined her. They were both forced into a kneeling position in their own circle, joining the first victim within the seal.

      ‘Alicia!’ her father cried, and he ran forward. Then, he stopped. Or, more accurately, he froze. He looked to be straining, though he could not move at all.

      ‘Wretch,’ the dark entity said, with a hand raised, holding him in place. ‘You do not defy me.’

      The man started to scream in agony as the priest chuckled. It was a horrible and cruel laugh.

      The entity made another gesture, and the clothing of the man, including the robe, was torn free. Now the cause of the pain was obvious, and Beth had to resist the urge to gag.

      Gasps and murmurs from all those gathered were drowned out by the man’s terrible wails. His wife stood by, helpless, hands over her mouth as tears streamed down her face contorted into a horrified mask.

      The man was separating.

      His arms and legs were being pulled from the central torso, and the flesh at the joints began to split like the skin of a cooked chicken leg as it was pulled free. Blood soon oozed from the openings. The man’s head, too, began to rise up, neck elongating.

      His arms and legs soon came free, held only by glistening stretches of stringy tendons. The bones popped from the joints and blood now spurted from the open wounds. The flesh of the neck split, allowing crimson liquid within to run down his torso. The dark entity continued to laugh while everyone around continued to wail and cry in horror.

      The man’s screams rose higher in pitch and volume as his spine cracked and broke. His head lifted more, separating, and the last pieces of flesh that connected it—neck muscle, vocal cords, pumping veins—all soon split and snapped. His final scream became a sickening, high-pitched squeal. The man’s jaw worked independently for a few moments as the life in his eyes died away. Then, all the separated parts dropped to the floor in a bloody heap.

      People were crying and whimpering, including William. Moments ago, Beth would have loved to see the man in such a broken state, but now she could do nothing but sob and cower herself. She then cast a glance at the Dark Priest, who in turn looked over its subjects. A new fear rose up in Beth. The savagery, malevolence, and utter lack of care showed just what it thought of those that so revered it. Beth’s body started to shake, though she was still held in place by the Dark Priest. It cast a look at her, sneered, then gazed back out over its followers.

      ‘Now,’ it said. ‘Will there be any more dissent?’

      While no one responded verbally, a few—William among them—shook their heads vehemently.

      ‘Then let us proceed.’
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      Josh could only watch, held in place by his former brethren, his hands still tied behind his back. Nothing could stop the Master now. The ritual would be completed and the door would open.

      And, because of his failure, his sister was now in the middle of it all. All because he’d been so weak.

      Weak to have fallen for beauty and little else. Weak because he hadn’t fled from these people when he knew he should have. Weak, because instead of handling this himself, he’d run to the only person in this world he trusted to keep him safe. Instead of fixing his own mess, he’d brought his sister right into the middle of it.

      His one show of courage and defiance had only come when he was ordered to kill. It took that for him to defy the Elders, and he’d used the knife given to him as a weapon to defend himself. Josh had run and managed to escape from the clutches of these people, albeit briefly. Now, however, it had proven to be a pointless escape.

      As Alicia screamed, the three people holding the sacrifices stepped back at the command of the Master. Josh expected Alicia to flee, but none of them moved, though they all appeared to be fighting and straining against some unknown and unseeable force.

      With the chosen ones in position, and unable to escape, three other people stepped forward from the crowd, each carrying a blade. They positioned themselves behind the victims. A chanting rose up from the Order, though it was far from enthused. Alicia continued to cry.

      ‘Mum,’ she sobbed.

      Her mother was in tears, but she continued the chanting with the others. Alicia was alone now, her fate sealed. Josh felt horrible for her, despite the woman she had turned out to be. Alicia’s eyes fell on him, and Josh was reminded of the female sacrifice in the cave two nights ago. That pleading stare was the same. And Josh knew that Alicia, too, would have happily swapped places to save herself. Hell, when he had been kneeling in that circle, Alicia had remained silent.

      Still, he had loved her—if not the real her, then certainly the version that was present to him. That meant something to him. But there was nothing he could do.

      The three sacrifices in the circles had their heads pulled back by their executioners, exposing the throats. Josh held his breath.

      In unison, the blades sliced over the exposed windpipes. The flesh was parted and blood bubbled free. Each of the victims’ eyes went wide in horror. Their breathing became rapid and uneven, panicked, and the blood flowed quicker. Alicia’s eyes held pure and unadulterated terror within them. Blood bubbled and spluttered from her mouth. The victim’s chests pumped as they struggled to catch their breath. The emotionless executioners—and the dark entity—held all three in place, so they could do nothing but feel the act of dying. Their blood spilled down their naked bodies and began to soak into the earth beneath them. Eventually, the struggled gurgles and wheezing stopped. Alicia went first, growing still a few seconds before the others. They were then released, and the bodies of the dead slumped to the floor as their life-force continued to spill to the ground.

      Into the seal.

      ‘Excellent,’ the entity said. ‘I can feel it begin. Now, the desecration. Be quick!’

      Several members quickly ran to the parked vans, emerging with all manner of instruments: saws, cleavers, large knives. And the brethren then got to work. Desecration was the correct term for what was done to the bodies. The members of the Order cut and tore and pulled and hacked, imbuing chaos into the order of the human form. Insides were pulled outside, and stringy intensities were laid over the lines that connected the circular symbols. The heads of the corpses were removed and laid central to these circles, but only after their eyes had been messily gouged out. Body parts were strewn across the clay and soil canvas, creating a terrible work of art. When it was complete, the workers who had carried out such an awful task simply stepped back.

      Everything grew silent. Even the sobs of Alicia’s mother fell away and everyone waited with bated breath. Had it worked? Or had all of this death been for naught? Had Alicia, the woman he had once loved, been pulled apart merely for a misguided belief?

      Then… Josh felt it.

      The air itself seemed to charge with electricity, and a wave of static burst from the site of the sacrifices, hitting him like a wall and blowing past him. Goosebumps lined Josh’s skin and the hairs on his arms stood on end. The salty smell of the sea seemed to fade away, overtaken by a stronger, sulphuric scent. Even the sound of the waves started to morph and twist and slowly fade away. The same thing happened to the stars in the sky, and the moon—they just faded from view, blurring away into the dark. Josh felt terror like he’d never known before.

      It was happening. The door was opening. The Ritual of Moloch was reaching completion, and it would drag them all into hell.

      The entity held up its arms to a sky that was now changing.

      ‘It has begun,’ it declared. ‘The merging is nigh.’
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      Beth felt the hold on her release, and she was able to climb to her feet. She immediately ran over to Josh and Jim, then hugged her brother.

      No one stopped her.

      Everyone was too enthralled by the changes around them as two worlds fused together. The vista around them started to change, pushing out from the symbols and markings the three desecrated bodies lay on.

      A booming sound echoed from the direction of the sea. Beth spun and saw something start to rise up from the water. Something massive.

      Monstrous. Impossible.

      Indeed, the seawater, once black in the night, began to change as well, and Beth could detect a faint red hue to it. The waves—instead of crashing and rolling—slowly settled, save for the large bubbles that started to emerge and pop on the surface, as if the whole ocean was boiling. The great, multi-legged creature continued to rise up. Swirling, tentacle-like appendages sprung from the legs, as well as from the horrifying central mass that housed titanic, gaping mouths as well as thousands of eyes of all sizes that rolled and glared wildly. The monstrosity was a mess of forms all meshed together. It towered towards a sky that changed above it.

      Old stars blinked out, new ones taking their place, these ones pulsating and even moving through the cosmic expanse. The gargantuan beast bellowed again, a noise so loud that everyone on the clifftop—save the dark entity—ducked and covered their ears.

      Cries of terror arose from the cult members, terrified of what they were seeing. But the transformation around them was not yet complete. Immense black mountains swam into view on the horizon behind them, beyond the town’s limits. And on the enormous mountains on the horizon, hulking beasts and insectile monsters scattered and roamed about their surface. The creatures were big enough to be seen even from this distance.

      Vast towers speared up into the air, perfectly cylindrical, and they rose even higher than the mountains. The pillars were black as well, but they had odd hues of light within them that moved and pulsed. Perhaps the most terrifying thing of all, however, was the way the stars above pulled together into one mammoth cluster, swirling about each other to form a familiar shape. That of a great and cosmic eye, one that looked down over everything.

      Beth had to turn her head away, as just looking up at the eye made her feel like she would go mad. For the brief moment her eyes fell upon it, she felt a tapping inside of her head that was both constant and maddening. Strange voices echoed a language she could not understand. While most cast their gaze quickly away from it, some of the cult members continued to look up, enthralled and unable to look away.

      Beyond the loud bellow of the great thing out in the boiling ocean, other screams, roars, chitters, and wails sounded: a monstrous cacophony from things that remained unseen. Whatever alien lands now lay beyond the outskirts of town seemed to be teeming with life.

      While the sky above was dark, there were distinct red hues to the cosmic skyline, and whatever they were cast a red hue down over the realm Beth now found herself in, which gave it a distinct and hellish feel.

      ‘What is this madness?’ an Elder called, dropping her hood and looking around in terror. She had her grey hair pulled back, and her face was sullen and gaunt. She was terrified.

      Then, the woman exploded.

      Guts, shredded skin, and her insides coated those around her, covering them in a wet layer of glistening red gore.

      ‘It is home,’ the Dark Priest replied, longingly, as it lowered its hand. It looked around the clifftop, searching for something. Then it walked forward to a certain point away from the rest of them, farther inland. As he strode, Beth was certain she could hear faint cries of panic coming from back in town.

      Dear God… has everyone been pulled into this nightmare?

      Then, the entity stopped and looked at the ground. It closed its eyes, and slow smile crept over its lips. ‘Here,’ it said. ‘I feel you.’ It then turned around and locked eyes with Beth. ‘Have you wondered why this place was so important? And why now is the time? The space this town shares with my true home is one where my creator lies. Ashklaar.’ It then turned around and held its arms high into the air before it. ‘Come, Mother. Focus your strength. I am here for you.’

      Beth had no idea who, or what, the entity was talking to. As far as she could see, there was just an empty space. It remained so for a number of minutes. But then, things changed. There was a rumbling and shaking underfoot, as if an earthquake was taking place. Before Beth’s eyes, a huge portion of the land cracked and then fell into a void. The members of the Order screamed and backed away. Beth saw the view in the distance start to fade, or rather it became blocked. A great thing ebbed into view, pushing its way into existence. The cylindrical object, whose base sat within the newly created opening in the ground, slowly became whole and rose up to an impossible height in the sky. Within its glassy, black surface, pockets of red light swirled within, merging with writhing shadows. Looking at this red light and the moving shapes, Beth quickly became entranced, and it was only the voice of the entity that broke her concentration. Then she noticed something else. Other things swam into view as well, things that were stuck on the great surface of this column. Living things. Human and horrifying monstrosities alike. They wailed and cried and shrieked in pain, all without skin, and the exposed flesh red and blackened. The poor souls were melted and fused into the pillar.

      ‘Mother. We have come. We will sire you another child. An equal to you. This new life will draw the gaze of Vao, who sees all new life.’

      The entity turned back to the rest of them, who all cowered, terrified at what they were seeing. ‘Steel yourselves,’ the entity said. ‘We are far from finished.’ It then pointed at Beth. ‘We had a bargain. It is time for me to collect.’

      ‘Go to hell!’ Beth shouted, but was quickly pulled through the air towards the Dark Priest, who held out its arms to her. She could do nothing as her body came to a stop directly before it and hovered slightly off the ground.

      ‘Hell is only a word. One your ancestors attributed to a place they only glimpsed. It is a home that I was denied. A place that will swallow your world whole. Hell is your home now, girl.’

      The Dark Priest grabbed her by the throat. Then it brought the wrist of its other arm up to its teeth. Beth winced as the thing bit down and tore a chunk of pale flesh free. Thick, dark liquid quickly pooled up from the wound and spilled from it, slopping to the ground. The wrist was extended over to Beth and the entity squeezed the hand around her throat tightly. She cried out in pain, then quickly gagged as the liquid from the wrist ran down into her open mouth. As much as Beth tried to cough out what was entering her throat, there was too much of it, and she swallowed involuntarily.

      The taste was horrific—sour and bitter to a degree that overwhelmed her. More and more of the vile fluid flowed into her mouth as the Dark Priest continued to put pressure on her neck, and Beth had to keep swallowing to stop from choking. When it was finally satisfied, the entity released her, and Beth was dropped to the floor, heaving and spluttering.

      ‘If you purge that from your body, then I will tear your brother apart.’

      At its words, Beth forced herself to bring her gagging under control, which was no easy task.

      ‘We still have more to do,’ the Dark Priest said to her. ‘Your body is not yet ready.’

      Beth knew what that meant. The deal had been clear. Drink the blood and then eat the heart. Beth’s stomach lurched again.

      ‘William,’ the entity called. Dutifully, the terrified man ran over. His eyes were wide with horror, like a man in so far over his head that drowning would be a mercy. ‘We must continue. Do not waver. What was promised will be delivered.’ It then laid a hand on his shoulder, in the only show of affection Beth had seen from the being. ‘You will ascend.’

      William still looked like a scared child, but he nodded quickly. ‘Of course.’

      ‘Good. I will be weakened for a short time, but we need to be strong and make sure the birthing is completed. The doorway cannot be allowed to close, and the girl cannot be allowed to die.’

      ‘I understand,’ William said. ‘I won’t fail you.’

      ‘See to it that you do not.’

      Beth then watched as the entity pulled open its robe to its chest and held up a hand, palm facing upwards. The entity started to grimace in pain—actual pain—something else Beth hadn’t seen previously. Then, a section of its chest cavity burst open, the ribs breaking apart.

      A black, beating heart, misshapen to the point of looking more like a tumour, sloshed from the opening, arteries splitting and snapping as it did. The heart drifted over and settled in the palm of the entity. Beth noticed that the being actually seemed to be panting now, whereas previously, she couldn’t even recall noticing it breathe.

      ‘Will you survive?’ William asked, sounding concerned. The Dark Priest nodded.

      ‘It will… reform… but will take… time.’ Its voice, previously deep and powerful, was now strained. The entity looked down to Beth. ‘Now… complete… the bargain.’

      Beth slowly stood to her feet and looked in disgust at the black, pulsating mass. She then looked the being in the eye, ready to tell it to go fuck itself. She sensed its weakness and aimed to act on that. But William spoke instead, shouting out an order to his followers, ‘If she does not comply, cut Josh’s throat.’

      Josh was quickly apprehended by four cultists. A blade was brought up to his neck.

      ‘Wait!’ Beth screamed. The Dark Priest grinned at her as black blood dripped from its mouth.

      Fuck.

      She had no doubt William meant what he said. By complying, she would likely be unleashing hell onto her world, but she could not bear to see her brother killed.

      She took a breath and picked up the beating heart secreting the same vile blood she had tasted only minutes earlier. The organ was cold and slimy to the touch.

      ‘Very good, child,’ the entity wheezed. Beth brought the heart to her face with a shaking hand. The odour was horrific, not like anything she had ever encountered before. Beth opened her mouth, moved the heart towards it, then paused for a moment. She desperately hoped something would happen to stop this… but nothing did.

      She bit down.

      A foul taste filled her mouth as she struggled to tear a bite from the tough muscle.

      Beth held her nerve, wanting more than anything to gag, and eventually ripped a lump free. Chewing was like torture, as the rubbery mass resisted in her mouth. Eventually, she was able to break it down and swallow, and felt chunks of meat fall into her gut.

      ‘Keep… going,’ the entity demanded.

      With tears in her eyes, Beth did, and slowly worked her way through the revolting task. She bit and chewed, again and again, swallowing every mouthful until the last of it was in her belly. She felt beyond nauseous, and it was a constant struggle to fight back her gag reflex. The disgusting organ had tasted of rotten and spoiled meat.

      ‘It’s done,’ Beth said, coughing and gasping. ‘Leave my brother alone.’

      But the being leaned closer to her. ‘Not quite. Still one thing remains.’ Then its hand shot out again, quicker than she could have expected, and grabbed Beth by the throat. She fought against it as the Dark Priest dragged her towards the titanic, cylindrical tower—the thing the entity had called ‘Mother.’

      She kicked and lashed out against the weakened Dark Priest, but William was quickly by its side to help, and he held tightly on to her arms. Against her will, Beth was forced over to the vast surface of the tower. She saw red light and moving shadows within.

      ‘We have merely… primed your body,’ the entity said. ‘But to truly birth a Great One, you need to have the essence of one inside of you.’

      Beth's face was then forced closer to the dark and alien structure, where she felt an intense cold emanate from it. She then screamed as something wormed its way free of the previously solid form, sliding out like it had punctured the surface of water. It wriggled and writhed and looked positively alive—a black tendril with tiny, skittering legs to its underside. Beth screamed in horror, and the appendage quickly jammed itself into her open mouth. She closed her eyes, helpless, as something was secreted into her. Not a liquid, but a solid form. Whatever it was, it moved, and she detected small legs on her tongue. The thing then quickly crawled and pushed its way down her throat, despite her best efforts to clamp her gullet shut. Beth then felt the living thing move around in her stomach, and the tendril quickly pulled out from her mouth. She was again released, and bent double, falling to her knees before heaving and retching. But, no matter how hard she tried, Beth was not able force herself to vomit. She felt the Dark Priest kneel next to her and bring its face close to hers.

      ‘Now, it is done,’ the entity said.

      Then, a horrific screeching noise drew all of their attention. Up ahead, from the direction of the houses and the Overview Lodge, a horde of creatures came skittering across the ground towards them. From a distance, Beth could make out elongated forms pressed to the floor with grey, wrinkly bodies—about the length of a person—and long, thin legs, like a disgusting meld of spider and worm. Large, gaping mouths filled the circumference of the creature’s faces.

      ‘Protect her,’ the entity said, pointing to Beth. The Dark Priest then stood to its full height and clenched its fists. Beth ran, sprinting back over to Josh and Jim, still coughing and wheezing. She collided with Josh and hugged him tightly.

      ‘What the fuck are we going to do?’ Josh asked.

      Beth turned to see the entity hold up its arm. With one motion, it scattered several of the approaching beasts. But not enough. In its weakened state, Beth was not certain it could hold off the swarming creatures on its own.

      Beth quickly moved Josh and Jim to the rear of the cult members—who all huddled closely together—and ushered the two of them back. ‘We escape,’ she whispered to Josh. ‘Get ready.’
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      As the skittering creatures closed in, Josh noticed that they swarmed away from the dark entity. It fought them off with sweeping arcs of its arms, scattering the monsters to the ground. The things did not seem to be targeting the entity, Josh realised, but the other members of the cult.

      Josh felt Beth drag him away, and Josh and Jim ran alongside her as she led them to the left, roughly ninety degrees from the incoming attackers. Josh quickly figured out Beth’s plan, hoping that whatever carnage was going to take place between these monsters and the cult would give them a chance to slip away.

      The small group sprinted as hard as they could away from the clash. Josh looked back over his shoulder and saw the crawling nightmares spill into the huddled mass of the Order. The monsters leapt with frightening speed and accuracy, landing on screaming targets and forcing them to the floor. The sharp points of their thin legs pierced flesh. Round mouths at the end of the maggot-like bodies opened, but the creatures did not bite down. Instead, a sickly yellow goo escaped, dropping onto the screaming victims. The air soon filled with the smell of cooking meat as the shrieking intensified. Josh saw that the fallen were trying to scrape the thick fluid off themselves, but in doing so only succeeded in pulling away their own melted skin and flesh, leaving melted meat and fat—as well as exposed bone—beneath. Then the creatures started to feed in earnest, chewing and chomping and slurping on the dissolving matter.

      It was horrific, and the thought of succumbing to a similar fate pushed Josh on.

      ‘I… I can’t keep up,’ Jim said, wheezing. He was starting to fall behind, and if not for Beth pulling him along with her, he may have even dropped to the ground.

      ‘Keep going,’ Beth ordered. ‘We’re nearly there.’

      The line of houses ahead was getting closer, and that meant the road beyond was as well. None of the creatures had paused to give chase, and the entity seemed occupied expending whatever energy it had in dealing with the savage attackers. The Dark Priest was able to sweep many of the giant bug-like things away, and caused others to explode in a shower of sickly yellow goo, but it was down on one knee, clearly struggling. Some of the Order were wielding the weapons they’d used to dismember Alicia and the other two sacrifices, and were actually putting up a fight, but their numbers had thinned.

      Josh saw the entity, still down on one knee, look over to them. It shouted something to the rest of the Order, but Josh could not make out what. Despite the suddenness of the attack, Josh could see that his former brethren—mostly thanks to the entity—were going to survive.

      ‘We need to keep going,’ Josh said. ‘They’re going to come after us. William and that thing won’t let us escape. They need you, Beth.’

      ‘Then don’t stop!’ Beth stressed. ‘Keep running.’

      Josh’s lungs burned and his limbs ached. He hated to think how Jim was handling the physical strain. Eventually, the group of three burst through the line of houses, passing between two bungalows, and emerged on to the road in front.

      It was carnage. People in the road were fighting off other monstrosities and being pulled apart in the process.

      ‘Keep going!’ Beth commanded. ‘Back into town.’

      They set off running again, descending deeper into hell.
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      The bodies of the dead surrounded William Kent. Many brethren had been lost. Alicia, and his brother, had been snuffed out by the Master.

      Was it all worth it?

      It had to be, he reasoned. Especially now, given what had been sacrificed. William had come too far, given too much, for it not to be, and therefore had to put faith in the teachings. He'd been given command of this sect following the death of his father, and the Order had high hopes for what he could achieve. Especially given the arrival of the entity—the thing that had become his Master. Or at least, so it thought.

      But the knowledge and insight it brought to the Order was undoubtedly invaluable, and it could yet help to create a permanent doorway. However, William’s orders—given by Ainsworth himself, one of the higher Elders—were to also watch this being, as it was not fully trusted.

      The truce between the Master and the religion he served had always been an uneasy one.

      But what could he possibly do against such a thing with such unimaginable power?

      William had managed to avoid the onslaught, and he’d only watched as his compatriots fell around him, killed in horrific fashion. Their bodies were now just a melted and devoured mess on the ground. The immense black pillar stood high, and the titanic creature out in the boiling sea, the harbinger, continued its bellowing roars.

      While the Master looked like it may have been overrun at one point, it had managed to save most of the brethren. However, now it looked absolutely exhausted.

      The girl still had to be retrieved. She was needed to make the connection between realities permanent, and that was still William’s priority. Both his and the entity’s aims were in line in that regard. But then what? William knew the Master had no intention of helping his people achieve ascension. It would hold them down. So, perhaps there was a way to keep the door open and somehow end the entity. Then they could directly commune with the old beings that existed in this world.

      But for now, William had to follow and obey.

      ‘Get the girl,’ the Master commanded from its kneeling position on the ground. It was struggling severely. ‘Make sure she does not die.’

      ‘I won’t fail you,’ William said, knowing he had no choice—for now. But he sensed an opportunely could soon come to rid himself and the Order of the festering problem fast outliving its usefulness. He turned to his remaining kin.

      ‘Retrieve the girl!’ he said, giving his best rallying cry. The Elders would offer little in combat, of course, but the lower pledges were younger, fitter, and stronger. They would carry out their duties and protect those of more worth and importance—or they would die trying.

      As they readied themselves to leave, he noticed that a handful of the Order were just standing and looking up at the sky. Or, more specifically, to that great eye. William made sure he did not look directly at it again. The brief time he had, he’d felt a strange draw, and odd voices started to whisper in his head. The souls who gazed to the heavens were mumbling and scratching at their skin. William had noticed a number of his brethren doing that before the attack, and these few must have survived by blind luck.

      ‘Hey!’ William snapped at them. ‘Move!’

      ‘They are lost,’ the Master said. ‘Their minds have been broken. They are no good to you now.’

      William wanted to walk over to each one and strike them for daring to disobey, but he knew there were more important things at hand. So, he led the rest of the group away from their slumped-over Master, and past the terrifying form of the cylindric Old One that towered above them. First, they would get the girl. Then, they would kill the two men that accompanied her. Lastly, he would command his followers to then cast the Master out into the boiling sea. If the lower members were able to act quickly enough, William hoped that the Master would not be able to withstand them all.
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      ‘These monsters must be coming in from outside of the town,’ Jim said, panting frantically. The old man’s face was beet-red, and his brow and cheeks glistened with sweat. Beth agreed with his assessment. The town itself still seemed intact, as normal, but the landscape beyond it had changed to an alien world. They had obviously punched through into this otherworld, replacing what was there before it.

      The group of three, after escaping the cliff top, had weaved their way down the hill and towards the town centre, avoiding the chaos around them. They had then ducked into a narrow alleyway at the bottom of the bank, hoping for a brief respite. On the way down, Beth had watched people die, attacked by creatures beyond comprehension.

      One young man was pinned down by a winged creature that feasted on his eyes with a long, needle-like mouth. The poor man screamed and writhed as Beth heard a loud suckling sound from the needle. Another man was pulling himself along the ground, his legs gone—only bloody stumps trailed behind. A huge, fast-moving mollusc-looking creature with a translucent body and thick, wriggling hairs along its base quickly moved over to him and parked itself atop his body. The man was lost from view and his screams suddenly cut off. Beth gagged as she saw the internal watery mass of the creature start to fill with thick crimson chunks and pluming red swirls of blood.

      Some of the monstrosities even fought and killed each other, giving Beth an indication of the savage nature of this new world.

      She leaned against the brickwork behind her and drew in rapid breaths. She was shaking with a mixture of adrenaline and fear.

      For the last six hours, Beth had been acting on impulse. And, since coming to this nightmarish realm, that impulse had been running on overdrive. Her mind reeled.

      She was living an impossibility. It had occurred to her that perhaps she was actually someplace else. Maybe she was in a looney bin, arms strapped together, muttering to herself in a padded room as her mind created horrible fantasies for her to live out.

      It would be preferable to what was actually going on, however—potentially the end of her whole world. By protecting her brother, she could have doomed them all—every man, woman, and child in existence—to a living hell.

      The thought overwhelmed her, and she had a sudden urge to break down and cry.

      It was perhaps the least of her worries that a demonic creature could soon catch them and feast on their entrails.

      But, if something caught her, at least, would that be such a bad thing? It would be one way—perhaps the only way—to foil the Order’s plans.

      ‘Josh,’ she said, softly. Both her brother and Jim turned their attention to her, even as the screams and roars of chaos echoed around them. ‘I need you to do something.’

      ‘What?’ he asked.

      She smiled, knowing what she was about to say would need some convincing. ‘I… need to die.’

      Josh’s eyes went wide. ‘What? What the fuck are you talking about, Sis?’

      ‘I can feel something changing in me,’ she said. And it was true. Since their escape from the cult up on the clifftop, Beth had felt decidedly… off. She could feel something churn and writhe in her gut. But it was more than that. A feeling that she couldn’t describe ran out from her stomach to every extremity. ‘What happened up there, what they did to me... it’s going to work, Josh. Whatever their sick fucking plan is, it’s going to work. But only if I’m still alive.’

      Josh shook his head vehemently. ‘No. No way, Sis. There isn’t a chance in hell I’m going to let you die. Not after all you’ve done for me. Forget it.’

      She smiled and caressed his cheek. ‘There isn’t any other way.’

      But he took hold of both her hands and stared at her with an intensity and seriousness she had never seen from him before. ‘We’ll find one. I’ll find one. We’ll get that thing out of you and get back home. Away from this place. And we’ll leave that fucking cult and its leader behind. They can live here in their paradise.’

      ‘Josh—’

      ‘No, Sis!’ he stated firmly. ‘Don’t talk like that. Because if you aren’t here, then I sure as shit can’t make it. Ever since I found Mum’s body, all I’ve ever felt is lost and alone. That whole time I had you by my side, yet I didn’t even look. I’m not going to let you die for me. It isn’t happening.’

      Beth wanted to argue with him further but could see that he wouldn’t be swayed. She loved him for it, and it broke her heart that it took the end of the world for them to open up to each other.

      ‘Listen to the lad, Beth,’ Jim added. His cheeks were still red, but thankfully his breathing had slowed. Beth was worried that they were pushing him towards a heart attack with all the running they’d needed to do. She hadn’t heard him talk in a while, so was grateful he was showing a little more life and awareness. ‘Don’t be giving up now. Not yet.’

      Beth nodded, still not convinced, but as she went to take a step forward, her legs gave out and she dropped to the ground.

      ‘Beth!’ Josh exclaimed, and both he and Jim knelt down to help her up.

      ‘I’m fine,’ Beth lied. Truth was, her legs had simply lost all strength and could no longer hold her. The effects had been momentary, but shocking. On top of that, she felt nauseous. What’s worse, it felt… permanent. ‘I’m fine,’ she said again as she got back to her feet. Her legs were steady again, at least for now.

      ‘We need to find a way to stop all this,’ Josh said.

      ‘Yeah,’ Jim agreed, ‘Close that damn door they are all chirping on about. But how the hell do we do that?’

      ‘Aiden!’ Beth exclaimed, feeling a surge of inspiration. If everyone in town had been pulled through into this nightmare, then surely he had as well. And, while Beth didn’t exactly trust him, he seemed studious enough know about the cult’s practices and rituals.

      ‘The boy who tends the Heritage Centre?’ Josh asked.

      ‘Is he part of the cult?’ Beth asked.

      Josh nodded. ‘He was William’s gopher, basically. But he knew his stuff. Forever had his nose in a book or in some scripture.’

      ‘I didn’t see him up on the cliff,’ Beth said. ‘Unless his face was hidden.’

      ‘I’d bet he is still at the Centre. He lives there.’

      ‘So, we go speak to this lad,’ Jim said, ‘and convince him to tell us how to put all this right?’

      ‘It’s as good a plan as any, don’t you think?’ Josh asked. Both Beth and Jim nodded their approval.

      ‘Let’s go,’ Beth said, getting to her feet. It was a plan… for now. But she knew that if the feeling within her continued to grow, she would have no other choice but to end things.

      She just hoped she could get her brother and Jim back home before that happened.
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      Beth knew the journey back to the Heritage Centre would be an arduous one. Given the carnage they had seen on their brief sprint down from the clifftop, the longer path ahead meant there was a very real risk of being caught and ripped apart.

      But they had no other choice, so the three of them steeled themselves, ready to run from the relative safety of the thruway. Before they had chance to move, however, Beth felt a shadow pass over them. She looked up.

      ‘Run!’ she cried as the form of a horrific creature descended. A thick, grey, wrinkly body filled the space between buildings, and it was pulled along on thin, tentacle-like appendages that stuck to the brickwork walls. White hairs which moved independently covered the body and legs in sporadic patches. At the head of the monster was a large, gaping, and fleshy opening that dripped with a clear liquid. The edges of the hungry mouth were lined with multiple, thick cilia-like protrusions, similar to the teeth of a Venus flytrap. The flesh inside the vertical mouth was pink and lined with fine hairs and small, sharp teeth. It came quickly down at them.

      Josh and Jim, both reacting to Beth’s instruction, followed her gaze up and also shrieked after seeing what was coming for them. All three bolted from the alleyway, and Beth felt one of the writhing protrusions from the mouth brush against her just before the trio broke through into the street. The small group, now exposed, could do nothing but run.

      ‘Help!’ someone called from behind. Still sprinting, Beth glanced back over her shoulder, and saw a young man running down the hill towards them, bloodied and hobbling. ‘Wait for me,’ he called. But Beth had already seen his mistake. The man was limping as quickly as he could, but his path took him straight past the opening Beth had just escaped from. She had no chance to yell for him to stop before the man, completely unaware, moved before the huge monstrosity.

      He was not as lucky as Beth had been.

      The fleshy wisps around the monster’s mouth quickly extended and wrapped around him, snaring his body like the pedipalps of a spider holding a fly. The man screamed as he was quickly hoisted up and pulled into the fleshy opening. It started to suck him inside and his shrieks hit terrible new heights. Blood dripped from the mouth of the monster as the man was consumed completely, and the crawling nightmare then sloped back into the shadows, appearing content to lie in wait again.

      With people dying around them—and the streets running with blood—Beth, Josh, and Jim sprinted over the footbridge, which was thankfully unobstructed. However, as Beth looked down to the running river below, she could see the water was infused with red, and bubbles were starting to pop on the surface.

      She felt horribly exposed, especially given they were unarmed. Jim was struggling again, and his face was turning a horrible shade of red. He’d always walked with a stick, so this must have been agony for him. Jim kept trailing behind, and both Beth and Josh repeatedly had to grab him and pull him along with them again, but his breathing was becoming horribly heavy and wheezy.

      They arrived in the large open area close to the Trout and Lobster, without much in the way of conflict, after successfully managing to avoid any creatures, all of which had been otherwise engaged in killing other townsfolk. The Heritage Centre was farther up the main road ahead, but the open space where they now stood was host to a wide array of creatures. Through all of the horrible noises around the group, Beth could hear familiar cries of children from beyond the low separating wall. And the small abominations she had seen yesterday now came climbing over that wall as their circular, sucking mouths puckered at the air.

      Other things moved closer to them. Tall and gangly figures—with rotted and bloated flesh, alien heads with pulsating brains exposed—moved in. These things had no jaw, only a thin tongue that was pointed at the end and dangled from the roof of a mouth laden with fangs.

      Another monster pulled its trailing, slug-like body forward on long arms that kept the front of its body upright. Movement seemed like a strenuous exercise for it, given it looked close to ten metres long. The chest of the vertical upper half was open, revealing a moving cavity lined with tendrils that wriggled like fingers. The pit within was hollow, and the back was lined with masses of fleshy eyes. The head of the creature was taken up by an irregular-shaped mouth—a circle stretched at an odd angle—and masses of wriggling tentacles that swayed and curled on top of the cranium. The slow-moving horror managed to snare and scoop up a fleeing girl with a massive talon, and it stuffed her inside of the open chest cavity. The walls of the torso then slowly closed behind the woman, cutting her off completely. Whatever was happening to her inside caused the creature to throw its head back and start to shudder, an almost pleasurable reaction.

      There was also a group of three monsters that all moved together. They were formed from globs of glistening red meat and black flesh. The base of the creatures were little more than masses of gore that spread out on the ground, each opening like the bottom of a gown. Thin bodies emerged from these piles of mush, standing about eight feet tall. These bodies bloomed open at the head into a bulbous mass of congealed flesh, reminding Beth of a massive, dripping brain, one that was lined with roving eyes. At the lower edges of this sickening and brain-like ball of meat, two long protrusions hung down, glistening arms that curled and moved. The trio of horrors—pulled along the ground by successive contractions of their bases the same way a snail pulls itself across the ground—were slowly moving towards Beth and the others.

      ‘I’m sorry, Jim,’ Beth said, as the old man struggled with breath. ‘But we need to get moving again.’

      She was confident they could outpace the three approaching threats, but if anything faster came after them it would be game over. Especially for Jim.

      The group took off again, moving past the three masses of flesh that closed in, and Beth heard them emit a low and unsettling moan. Suddenly, something came bounding over from their left, leaping out from an open doorway.

      This is it, Beth thought. That thing is too quick!

      But Beth then heard a bark. The three quickly turned to see Jess, running towards them. Beth realised that the hound had come running from the same cafe she and Jim had been in earlier that day. Behind the dog, the cafe’s owner Patricia came sprinting over as well.

      ‘What the fuck is going on?’ she asked, bewildered and terrified. Tears were streaming down her face.

      ‘I’m not sure,’ Beth said, being less than honest—though did it really matter? ‘But there might be a way to stop it. We need to get to the Heritage Centre.’

      Jess was making a fuss of Jim, jumping up at him, and the old man tried his best to pet and comfort the dog, but he was still struggling for breath. ‘Good girl,’ he said, though it was a strained effort.

      A small tremor underfoot drew Beth’s attention. After a moment, there was another, and another. They were barely noticeable at first, but growing slightly stronger each time.

      ‘What the fuck is that?’ Josh asked.

      Beth shook her head. ‘I don’t want to know. Let’s keep going.’ A numbness was starting to permeate through her body, and she had to fight not to vomit.

      ‘You okay?’ Patricia asked her. ‘You look… sick.’

      ‘She’s fine,’ Josh snapped. ‘Let’s move.’

      The group—now joined by Jess and Patricia—ran again, but did not get far, as yet another call stopped them. Turning, Beth saw a group of people come fleeing from the Trout and Lobster behind them.

      It was Pete and his cronies. With them was the young barman who had served her in the pub.

      ‘Shit,’ she spat. ‘This is the last thing we need. Another fight.’

      However, the group that ran towards them looked every bit as terrified as Patricia. ‘Wait!’ Pete cried out.

      Beth wanted to tell them all to leave them alone and to fend for themselves. Though if Pete and his group were wanting help, she knew there could perhaps be safety in numbers.

      ‘What the fuck is going on?’ Pete asked, parroting Patricia’s initial question.

      ‘Fuck off!’ Jim shouted. Beth understood his reaction, but she had already noticed that the group were armed with knives, stool legs, bats, and other weapons they must have pillaged from somewhere.

      ‘Fuck you, old man!’ Pete snapped, bringing up his knife.

      ‘Stop!’ Beth cut in, knowing there was no time for this dick-swinging. ‘If you want to come with us, fine, but we need to get to the Heritage Centre. There may be a way to stop this.’

      ‘Stop what?’ Pete asked. ‘I don’t understand.’

      ‘The people that caused this are the same ones you run around after,’ Jim said, finally getting control of his breathing. ‘So this is your fault too, lad.’

      ‘My fault?’ Pete’s eyes were wide. ‘I had nothing to do with it.’

      ‘Enough!’ Beth shouted. ‘We need to move. Come with us and help us stop this, or stay here. It’s up to you.’

      She turned and ran, not waiting for an answer, still feeling those tremors underfoot grow and grow. Thankfully, everyone ran with her, including Pete and his group. Beth knew that while they might have more protection in a larger group, it also made them a bigger target.

      Every creature and monster that was in the street was now advancing on the newly formed group: the masses of gore and meat. The thing that pulled its slug-body along the ground—chest cavity now open again and lined with red chunks of flesh. The tall, gangly figures. And even other horrors that had converged on the area.

      However, only the gangly humanoids with exposed and pulsating brains could gather up enough speed to close in on the group quickly. Given the height of the creatures—which looked to be over seven-feet—their strides quickly ate up the ground.

      The Heritage Centre was not too far away, but Beth knew they would not make it in time. The four pursuers, giving out angry shrieks, waded into the crowd, swinging their long arms in an arc. The talons at the end of their arms cut into several of the group. One man’s head was lopped completely off, his body running a few steps as the exposed neck-stump gushed out blood before he fell. Poor Patricia was grabbed and hoisted up by the throat. She squirmed and screamed, but the long and razor-sharp fingers of the demon’s other hand thrust into her gut. The talon was then quickly pulled upward, ripping open Patricia’s front and spraying blood everywhere, allowing her insides to slop out to the floor. Her intestines flopped free as well, dangling down like long red strings of spaghetti. The beast dropped her to the ground. She still struggled slightly, wheezing and gurgling in the last throes of death. Her attacker raised a foot and stomped down. Patricia’s head exploded beneath it, like a popped water balloon.

      And the poor bar-boy who had served Beth her drink was caught as well, with two of the tall attackers violently pulling at his body.

      ‘Help!’ he screamed, moments before his left arm was twisted free of its joint. One of the monsters standing behind him jammed its claw into his back and ripped his snapped spine free, pulling it up until his head detached and dangled from the long line of bone, mouth open in a death-scream.

      ‘Fight back!’ Pete ordered, not that he needed to. The remaining men had little choice and fought against the attackers in a vain attempt to survive. During the melee, Beth, Josh, and Jim were able to run towards the Heritage Centre door, leaving everyone else behind.

      ‘Fuckers!’ Beth heard Pete yell. He broke free and ran towards them, leaving his friends to die.

      Beth rammed her shoulder into the door ahead and, thankfully, it burst open. She stumbled inside, along with her brother, Jim, and Jess. Beth then quickly turned to push the door closed, but Pete was right there. ‘You left us!’ he shouted as he forced his way in.

      ‘Close the fucking door!’ Josh screamed and pushed Pete aside just as one of the monsters came bounding over. Josh slammed the door shut and thrust the large, sliding lock on the inside of the door into place.

      Pete grabbed Beth by the throat. ‘You bitch!’ he seethed. ‘You left us to die!’ But his grip released as Jim clobbered him with a swift right-hand blow. Pete quickly dropped to his knees and held the side of his head. Jim then stood over him, hands up in a fighting position.

      ‘Nothing more than you deserved,’ Jim said. He then launched a kick into Pete’s chest and a sickening thud could be heard over Pete’s cry of pain. Jess was then quickly onto Pete as well, clamping her jaws onto his leg. Pete screamed and tried to push himself up, however Jim delivered another kick to his head. Beth cringed at the sound of the impact, and Pete fell to the floor, sprawled out and unmoving, clearly unconscious.

      ‘I told you you’d be sorry for kicking my dog, boy,’ Jim snarled. He then commanded Jess to release. The door that separated them from the outside world thudded and rattled as the monsters beyond pounded against it.

      ‘That might not hold for very long,’ Josh said. ‘We need to keep moving.’

      Beth guided them into the public area of the Heritage Centre, where she had first met Aiden. It was empty now, however, so she then led the group through the door behind the reception counter, and out into the open stairwell.

      ‘Aiden!’ Beth shouted. ‘Aiden, come out.’

      She hoped to God the young man was still here and hadn’t been eaten alive by something. The tremors she had been feeling were growing more and more potent, increasing in frequency.

      Boom, boom, boom.

      ‘Something big is coming,’ Jim said. Beth agreed, but didn’t want to think about it right now. She couldn’t—she was close to the breaking point as it was. They all were.

      Beth listened, beyond the booming of whatever approached, but could hear nothing inside the Heritage Centre. That was good in one respect. It meant no creatures were in here with them. But, if Aiden wasn’t responding, it meant he wasn’t here, he was dead, or he didn’t want to be found.

      She hoped it was the latter.

      ‘Josh, you and I will look upstairs,’ Beth said, forcing herself to act. ‘Jim, take a seat on the steps. We’re going to need to do more running soon, and I need you to get your wind back.’

      ‘I’m fi—’

      ‘No!’ Beth snapped. ‘You aren’t fine, and we don’t have time to argue about it. Get yourself together. Keep an eye on Pete. But be ready to leave when we need to.’

      Jim frowned, but he nodded reluctantly. Beth and Josh then thundered up the stairs, yelling out Aiden’s name.

      The search was a short one.

      As soon as they reached the hallway upstairs, they heard a door open to their left. Aiden’s head peeked out, a look of horror on his face.

      ‘I… I didn’t know it would be like this,’ he said in a whimpering voice. Anger surged through Beth. What the hell did you think it would be like? She couldn’t vocalise that right now, however. She needed his help.

      ‘Is there a way to stop it?’ she asked him as calmly and evenly as she could.

      ‘I didn’t mean for all this to happen,’ was his only reply.

      Beth took a step forward. ‘That doesn’t matter right now. All that matters is stopping it. Now, tell me, do you know if we can? Can we close the door?’

      Aiden was slow in responding, and Beth held her breath, waiting for his reply.

      He nodded slowly. ‘I think so.’
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      William kept himself hidden central to the mass of people moving back into town. The Order’s numbers had dropped en-route, with many of the grey-robed protectors giving their lives protecting him from the monstrosities that attacked. Their numbers were still strong, though, and William knew this town well.

      He knew which backstreets would best keep them off the main roads, and William successfully led the group to the main street, where they huddled in a secluded alley. From the relative safety of the thruway, he saw that bitch Beth and her troublesome brother disappear inside of his home. The Heritage Centre.

      And then he realised their plan.

      Aiden!

      The young man was born to study and learn, and was therefore perfect for William to have around as a tool to distil information from the sacred texts and scriptures. Aiden would also know how to stop the ritual and close the door.

      Beth and Josh had likely figured that out, too.

      Aiden was a believer, but this madness was testing even William, and he did not think the young man could hold his nerve through what needed be done. That was one of the reasons he was always kept at arms-length for some of the more hands-on matters.

      However, William knew where they all were now. There would be no hiding.
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      Josh felt a palpable sense of relief.

      The change in his sister over such a short time was frightening. Beth’s skin had paled, her eyelids were distinctly purple, and there was now a hint of dark veins showing on her face—faint black lines beneath the skin that criss-crossed about the flesh. Josh was damn sure he wouldn’t give up on her, but he was terrified there would be no way to stop what was happening.

      And it was his fault.

      As much as Josh could say he wasn’t aware of the Order’s full aims, he knew that was just an excuse. He had simply been seduced by what they had promised: the praise they had lavished on him while they had called him ‘special,’ which was something he’d never considered himself before. He had also been seduced by a beautiful woman who knew all too well how to play him. In the end, Josh had known the whole thing was fucked up, but he had gone along with it anyway, ignoring his own conscience and intuition.

      But Aiden’s words sparked a genuine hope that he could go somehow get redemption in the eyes of his sister.

      He knew it might cost him his own life, but that was a payment he felt was probably fair.

      Josh quickly ran over to Aiden, who shrunk back into the room from which he had just exited. However, giving Aiden no time to slam the door, Josh planted his foot to the base and stopped the door from closing. He then grabbed Aiden by the collar and pulled the cowering young man out into the hallway.

      ‘Listen to me, Aiden, and listen good,’ Josh snarled. ‘No games, and no fucking around. How do we stop it?’

      ‘The symbols within the seal of Moloch,’ he quickly said. ‘The seal is what keeps the door open. Destroy what is within and you close the door. Everything will revert back to how it was.’

      Was that it? Could it really be so simple?

      ‘And everything returns to normal?’ Josh asked.

      ‘Well, the two worlds will separate.’

      ‘And people in the town will be safe?’

      Aiden shook his head. ‘Only if they are within the seal. That is the point where the connection is, where the two places align and merge because of the ritual. That is the gate, and when it closes you have to be within it to come out of the other side. Everyone who isn’t inside will be trapped here.’

      Josh thought back to when the initial change occurred, and how he felt that shockwave push out from the symbols the Order had put down.

      ‘But no one besides the dead sacrifices was inside before,’ Josh said, ‘and everyone in town still got pulled through.’

      ‘Because the seal was whole. That’s what keeps everything held together. Imagine a flat piece of paper, drawing with lice, that has a red spot in its centre. Now, that paper is taken and placed in a tray of water.’

      ‘And we are the lice?’ Josh asked as Beth walked over to them both.

      Aiden nodded. ‘Yes. And the water is the other world. The paper will slowly become submerged as the water covers and engulfs it, which will submerge the lice as well. That flat paper is soon completely drowned in the water. The lice can scurry and swim around in their new environment. But, by breaking the seal, you are in effect tearing out the centre, the red spot, and yanking it free. The lice on that red spot go with it, back to their original environment and free of the water. But everything else, all those lives swimming and drowning, remain. You could wait until the ritual ends, though. It isn’t indefinitely long. The worlds will slowly separate. Then the paper is lifted out as one, and everything on it will come back too. But, by waiting…’ He looked to Beth.

      ‘We can’t wait,’ Beth stated. ‘Whatever is happening to me, whatever is growing in me, it's happening quick. I can feel it. It’s going to keep the doorway open permanently, right?’

      Aiden nodded. ‘Yes. Have you seen that thing in the sky? The eye? The Master told us of it. That is Vao. It is something unknowable. Infinite. Its gaze is creation itself. It knows everything, but it is madness incarnate. The Master believes that it is Vao who created our reality, from a dream. We are but a mistake, a product of a wandering mind, that had evaded detection from most of the Great Ones thus far. Vao sees everything, but doesn’t really take note of everything. It would be like us looking down at a colony of ants. How much notice do you take of each individual ant? So, to draw Vao’s attention and undivided focus, we planned to create a new great being. One like Ashklaar—the creator of our Master—but this Great One would be born from a life native to our realm. And therefore, diverting its gaze, Vao would see through the gate into our realm. Into its own dream. The two would then permanently be joined.’

      ‘By the power of that thing simply looking at us?’ Josh asked, not bothering to hide the disbelief in his voice.

      ‘By the power of its conciseness. The first, original consciousness. One that has existed forever. And, through its dreams, realities have been born. Our universe, and our galaxies, spread out from one such dream. Others have as well.’

      ‘That sounds like complete horseshit,’ Josh said.

      Aiden shrugged. ‘It was told by the Master, he who communes with Ashklaar.’

      ‘Ashklaar? That thing up on the cliffs?’ Beth asked.

      Aiden's eyes went wide. ‘You saw it? What was it like? How did you feel in its presence?’

      ‘Disgusted,’ Beth said. ‘I don’t know what to make of everything you’re saying, but it doesn’t matter. Horseshit or not, Josh, we can’t ignore what we are seeing.’

      Josh knew she was right. ‘Agreed.’

      Beth turned back to Aiden. ‘So, we need to destroy the symbols within the seal. How do we do that? Does it involve a sacrifice or something?’

      Aiden frowned. ‘What? No. Why would you think that?’

      Josh and Beth cast a glance at each other. ‘Are you kidding, Aiden?’ Josh said. ‘How could we not? Look at what started this whole thing. Every single thing you people do seems to involve death and flesh and blood.’

      ‘Oh,’ Aiden said, nodding slowly. ‘I guess you’re right. But no, you just need to destroy the markings. Kick away what joins the circles of Moloch. But we need to stay inside the outer marking of the seal if we are to return home.’

      Josh grinned. ‘We?’ he asked. ‘You expect us to let you come along?’

      Aiden’s eyes went wide in panic. ‘You have to!’ he shouted. ‘You can’t leave me here. I helped you!’

      ‘You helped create this hell, Aiden!’ Josh snapped back, and Aiden’s head dropped.

      ‘I did,’ he replied. ‘But so did you.’

      That caused Josh to pause. The little fucker had a point. Josh turned to Beth for guidance. She looked bad now, and he could see small lumps smattered across her skin. The fucking booming and rumbling outside was becoming louder and louder, causing fresh panic to surge through him. The sounds were now happening rapidly, with virtually no time between each immense crash.

      ‘He comes with us,’ Beth said, looking around in a panic. Josh wasn’t about to argue. But he had one more question that needed answering.

      ‘And how do we stop what is happening to Beth? There has to be a way.'

      But he didn’t get a reply, as they all heard Jim call from downstairs.

      ‘We’ve got company!’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 40

          

        

      

    

    
      Jim came running up the stairs with Jess.

      ‘What is it?’ Beth asked.

      She had a feeling it was something to do with the crashing noises getting closer and closer. Then, however, she heard voices downstairs, coming in from the back entrance, William Kent’s at the head.

      ‘Find them!’ he shouted.

      Josh turned to Aiden and, with anger in his voice, quietly asked, ‘Didn’t you lock any of the doors in this place?’

      Aiden hung his head again. ‘Until I heard you, I was too scared to come out of my room.’

      ‘We need to get out of here,’ Beth whispered. ‘Back to the clifftop.’ They quickly moved farther down the hallway. ‘Is there another way out?’

      ‘Pete?’ she heard Kent exclaim in surprise from downstairs. ‘Where are they?’

      Pete’s response was woozy and mumbled. ‘In here… somewhere.’

      She turned to Aiden as they moved. ‘Talk. Because they’ll kill you, too, when I tell them how you are helping us.’

      He looked terrified. ‘The door at the end leads to the roof. There’s an external fire stairwell that will take us to street level.’

      ‘Well we can’t go back down there,’ Jim said, pointing to the stairs behind them. ‘From the sounds of it, there’s far too many of them’

      Jim was right—Beth could hear the sound of multiple footsteps from downstairs. Footsteps that soon started to thunder up the stairs after them. The noise outside, however, those booming footfalls, was almost deafening now. Something massive was close.

      The group broke through the door at the end of the corridor, where a flight of wooden steps in a narrow stairwell opened up flanked either side by concrete walls. They rushed up the steps to a metal escape door at the top. When they reached it, Beth noticed that the thundering noises—that now sounded on top of them—suddenly stopped. The group pushed the escape bar on the door and ran through and out into the open air. The door swung shut behind them, but—given it was an escape door with no external handles—there was no way to lock it from the outside. Beth and the others found themselves on a flat area of roof about five metres by five metres squared. The floor underfoot was exposed concrete that had a slight camber to it, running off towards rainwater collection gutters at either side. Ahead was a waist-high parapet, a section of which was cut out. Black metal escape stairs ran down out of view from this point, hugging the side of the building tightly. Either side of the flat roof, and behind them, was a vertical section of wall. This continued up about ten feet and met with a slate roof which ran down at an angle away from them.

      It was clearly an escape route in the event of fire, and the way down was just ahead. However, the group was frozen to the spot. Jess barked savagely at what loomed above them.

      A titan.

      A nightmare given form. It was so large that, because of how close they were, Beth and the rest of them could not make out its full form, only what filled their view. Beth screamed. They all did.

      They were looking up at the underside of… something. It was like the massive underside of an arachnid, with patches of dull whites and greys set in against the blacks of an outer, harder, armoured exoskeleton. Enormously thick legs layered with spines ran around the outer edges of the body, dropping down past the edges of the building and out of sight.

      The underbelly of the titan, however, had massive ridges that ran together towards a huge, gaping hole. The abdomen area around the hole had thousands upon thousands of eyes covering it, ranging in size from as small as stones to the size of houses. All of the eyes were a cloudy yellow, each with multiple pupils inside. And that huge hole, that yawned and twitched, was wider than the building on which they stood. It was a mouth, but devoid of teeth of any kind, and the thick purple flesh inside curved up, like a dome, before disappearing into a dark void that hid the crest.

      The smell that wafted down was awful—like a constant gust of rotted meat. And from the mouth, long and writhing tendrils fell, each attached to the inner walls of flesh. The wriggling tendrils also numbered in the thousands, and seemed to be able to drop, extend, and retract at will. They moved independently of each other, as if each one was alive and separately conscious of the terrible whole. The tentacles were a dark pink and lined with small teeth.

      Other protrusions dropped from the yawning hole as well. These were bigger, wider, and fewer in number. The immense trunks were made of a thick and translucent skin that had veins visible beneath the surface. The ends of the huge tubes expanded and contracted, as if taking in air. Beth saw that the tendrils were lifting up captured prey from the ground. Some were unfortunate townspeople, while others were creatures native to this world. Each was stuffed into one of the long trunks, which in turn contracted around their prey, trapping them within their mass.

      Beth could see a liquid inside that slowly dissolved whatever was within the appendages. The contraction of muscles also helped to mash the bodies, and the mess that remained flowed upwards, off into the wide void that blocked out the sky.

      It was a hideous but awe-inspiring sight that left the group all frozen to the spot.

      Soon, the door behind them burst open, and the pursuing cult—led by William Kent—spilled out onto the terrace. Beth noticed that Pete, still looking woozy, was among the group.

      ‘Get them!’ William ordered, but no sooner had he given the command than he and his followers all looked up to what blocked out the sky.

      A number of the searching eyes on the underbelly fell onto them, and Beth suddenly felt like a bug in the sights of a predator.

      Masses of the tendrils started to descend towards them, writhing and curling hungrily.

      Everyone scattered and fled. Given the danger, the members of the Order now seemed to care little for capturing Beth and her group, and instead ran in fear and panic. The problem, however, was that the roof they were on was small and crowded, and the door behind them could not be opened to escape through. They were all trapped up here.

      Soon, the fleshy tendrils plucked up their first victim.

      Pete.

      He was snared about the waist and hoisted up, thrashing and shrieking as he went. One of the clear protrusions came to meet him and Pete was thrust inside as the disgusting tube swallowed him up. Despite running for her life while dodging the grasping tentacles, Beth couldn’t help but glance up to watch what was happening to Pete within the translucent tube. He was sucked up farther and farther, becoming little more than a dark smudge as he moved higher. A smudge that soon had a distinct red tint to it.

      Another cultist was taken. Then another.

      As Beth ran, a thought struck her.

      This could be it. A way to ensure the plan of the Order—and the birthing of this new entity—was stopped.

      She could sacrifice herself.

      If she was dead, the doorway could never be made permanent, as she would not be able to birth the monster the Order wanted.

      She turned and saw that Josh, Aiden, and Jim—who had Jess bundled up in his arms—had managed to make it to the escape stairs and were calling over to her.

      Arms suddenly locked around her waist, and Beth was able to spin to see that William Kent had hold of her. He tightened his arms around her.

      ‘You’re coming with me,’ he said through gritted teeth. ‘Enough games.’

      Beth, in turn, grabbed him around the back of the neck and linked her arms together. With his hold around her waist, they looked to be in a dancing position, except for the look of disdain they both had for each other. But Beth then smiled.

      ‘We’re going nowhere,’ she said. Confusion fell over his face as Beth cast a glance above her. One of the tendrils was quickly lowering down. William followed her gaze, then panicked and started to squirm.

      ‘What the hell are you doing?’ he yelled, trying to worm from her grasp, but she held tight, determined to take this fucker with her. He was strong, but Beth clung to the taller man like a leech.

      ‘You deserve this,’ she whispered to him. ‘And it’s going to hurt.’

      ‘Let me go!’ he screamed and fought harder. Beth took a breath, knowing this was what had to happen. The tendril fell closer, and Beth turned towards Josh—to tell him to run. But her stomach dropped as she saw her brother sprinting towards her, ducking between the grasping length of flesh that tried to grab him.

      No! Leave me!

      Josh quickly reached them and swung a punch at William. It connected clean, and the cultist fell back and straight into the clutches of the fleshy rope. The tendril wrapped quickly around William’s midsection. He screamed in panic and terror.

      ‘No! Help me! Help me!’

      ‘I fucking told you,’ Josh said to Beth. ‘You aren’t killing yourself. Now come on, we need to stop this.’ He dragged her along behind him, back towards the escape stairs.

      ‘No,' Beth said. ‘This isn’t going to work!’

      But Josh either wasn’t listening, or he didn’t care.
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      William fought and struggled for all he was worth. His bladder released as he was hoisted up into the sky. The snake-like appendage that held him squeezed tightly, the teeth on the flesh digging in to his skin. He screamed as it lifted him higher and higher up into the air. To make things worse, he saw that the girl and those with her—including that treacherous Aiden—had made it safely to the stairs and were descending down to the ground below. Some of the Order were fleeing, too, climbing down the stairs after the escapees. They did not seem to be giving chase, however, simply running for their lives. William wanted to be angry at them and their cowardice, but he was just too scared at what was coming. William prayed that something—anything—would happen to save him.

      He was then brought to the opening of one of those vile trunks and pushed up into it. The edges of the open flesh contorted to his shape and sucked him farther inside, where a hot, thick liquid overcame him.

      William was drawn up as the substance started to burn his skin.

      The pain was immense and beyond anything he could comprehend. William could almost feel every cell burn and sear away. His skin slopped and sloshed, mixing with the liquid that forced itself down his throat, and the sides of his prison closed in as well, pressing from all sides. The boiling goo was momentarily pushed away from him as the other walls pressed around his form, leaving no room for anything around him. William felt his body start to compress, and red, runny mush was forced from his mouth. The contracting tube sucked him farther up, then slowly released, allowing the trapped liquid to again cover him. He kicked and flailed as the searing pain returned.

      Though William’s vision was fading, he saw one of his flailing hands before him. His fingers had congealed together, the flesh runny like wax, while some of it floated away into the substance around him. Red meat was exposed as the skin was stripped. Blood clouded what he could see.

      And the pain. Christ, the pain. It broke his mind. Every fibre was melting and boiling and flaking. William could no longer scream—his jaw was no longer attached and now floated before him as it dissolved.

      The contractions started again, pulling him farther up and pressing into his liquefying body even more. A gooey eye squeezed free. He felt his head split. Not crack, but rather, it slopped apart at the cranium, like a soft-boiled egg.

      Eventually, as his body dissolved around him, William was granted the mercy of death, and his liquefied remains were sucked upwards to be consumed by the nightmare.
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      Keep going, Josh told himself. We’re going to make it.

      After reaching the bottom of the stairs, Josh had expected a fight with the remaining cult members, but it turned out they were all just too terrified at what they’d just seen and wanted to escape with their lives. One of the cultists was snatched up just as they reached the bottom of the stairs—the danger wasn’t over. The remaining members of the Order disappeared inside of the Heritage Centre again to hide, running in through the back door.

      A sound idea, Josh thought, but Beth had ordered them to keep away from the Order, shouting that they couldn’t be trusted.

      So, they kept close to the outer walls of the building, pressing themselves against the vertical planes in an effort to keep out of view. Then they slipped through into an alleyway between buildings and waited for a few moments while they assessed their options.

      The creatures in the street beyond were still being plucked up by those writhing tentacles. They waited for what they thought was their best chance, when the numbers were thinned enough, then sprinted across the street and into another alleyway, successfully avoiding being grabbed.

      The group quickly and quietly made their way down a backstreet, still pressed tightly against the walls of the houses, and eventually managed to move out from under the titanic beast. Then they dashed inside an empty house, close to a footbridge. Despite there being a sickening bloodstain on the floor of the living room, it seemed safe and empty. The pictures on the mantelpiece above a fire showed an old couple who looked happy. Now, Josh knew, they were likely dead.

      Josh hadn’t liked how Beth had tried to let one of those tentacles take her. It fucking scared him. She couldn’t just give up like that. If anyone should be sacrificing themselves for the good of everyone else, it should be him.

      Then he remembered he had unfinished business with Aiden. Josh quickly walked over to the young man.

      ‘How do we stop what’s happening to my sister?’

      Aiden, who had been peering from a window, turned to Josh. ‘What? What do you mean?’

      ‘You know what I mean. How do we get rid of what’s growing in her? What they did to her up on the cliff, how do we reverse it? How do we abort it? Tell me.’

      Aiden’s eyes fell to the floor. ‘I… I don’t know.’

      Josh grabbed him quickly by his shirt and forced him back into a wall. ‘You have to know!’ Josh shouted. ‘You know everything about this shit. Now tell me! No games!’

      ‘I’m telling you the truth,’ Aiden replied, holding up his hands in submission. ‘The Master told us most of what we know about how to keep the doorway open. It never talked about how to stop or reverse it.’

      ‘Then guess!’ Josh yelled, and slammed Aiden’s head against the wall.

      ‘Josh!’ Beth shouted, but Josh was in no mood to listen.

      ‘Tell me how to stop it!’

      Aiden’s wild eyes flitted around the room in panic. ‘Perhaps, when breaking the seal... if we get her back home, and away from this world, then whatever is inside of her will die.’

      ‘And that will work?’ Josh asked.

      ‘I don’t know,’ Aiden stressed. ‘I honestly don’t. Not for certain. But if the link to this world is gone, then maybe what is in her will die. I can’t know for sure, though. None of us can.’

      Josh felt anger and helplessness rise inside of him. ‘Maybe you don’t know, but I know someone that will. Someone who can reverse this.’

      ‘Josh,’ Beth said, softly, coughing as she did. ‘It’s over. Let me go.’

      He turned look at her. His sister’s skin had now taken on a sickly, yellow pallor. ‘No,’ he stated. ‘You didn’t give up on me, even though you had every right. It isn’t over.’

      ‘It is,’ Beth stated firmly. ‘You don’t owe me anything, so just let me go.’

      Josh shook his head. Tears flowed from his eyes. ‘I can’t, Beth. Not knowing you came here for me. All I’ve ever done in my life is run. Run away from people who cared about me. I just couldn’t cope with letting them down and failing them.’

      ‘You never failed me, Josh.’

      ‘Bullshit,’ he said. ‘I’ve let you down every step of the way. Ever since Mum.’

      Beth cocked her head. ‘Mum had a heart attack, Josh. That wasn’t your fault. Finding her dead like that must have been horrible for you.’

      ‘I didn’t find her dead, Beth,’ Josh said, sobbing now. ‘When I found her, she was alive and clutching her chest. She begged me to call for help; her face and lips were all blue. But I froze, Beth. I fucking froze. I was so scared I couldn’t fucking move. I wanted to help, but I just pissed my pants and watched her die.’

      Beth could only look at him in disbelief.

      ‘I’ve never told anyone,’ Josh went on. ‘But I could have saved her if I’d just stepped up. So, I mean it when I say I just let people down. I couldn’t bear to be responsible for anything like that again.’

      ‘You were fourteen,’ Beth said. ‘It wasn’t your fault.’

      ‘It was,’ he stated. ‘But I won’t let that happen to you.’

      A silence hung between them, broken after a few moments by Aiden. ‘Sorry to interrupt, but what did you mean when you said there is someone who can reverse this?’

      ‘The one that started it,’ Josh said. ‘We go and see your precious Master and put an end to it all.’

      ‘The Master?’ Aiden’s face fell in horror. ‘You can’t. It will kill us!’

      Josh looked over to Beth again, but when he spoke, it was directed at Aiden. ‘We’ll find a way.’

      An almighty crashing and rumbling noise drew their attention again, and everyone quickly gathered around the living room window. Casting his eyes up towards the Heritage Centre, Josh saw the massive beast start to move its many legs and turn itself around. As the creature did, three of its thick legs swept into—and through—the stone building, collapsing the structure with a deafening roar. The stone blocks fell in a cloud of dust and rubble that swept down the street. The giant creature started to walk away, each thudding footfall sending shockwaves through the ground around them. The wave of dust rolled past the window, clouding the air outside.

      ‘Christ,’ Jim muttered. Jess sat whining in the corner of the room. ‘We truly are insignificant here, aren’t we?’

      And they were. Gnats in a world of giants and horrors. But the titan that slowly lumbered off had seemingly cleared a lot of the dangers. That meant now was the perfect time to run.

      ‘Then let's get out of here,’ Josh said. ‘It’s time to go home.’
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      Jim was struggling to keep up with the others. His heart hammered in his chest and he worried he was pushing it too hard. But stopping wasn’t an option. The activity on the streets now, due to the titan cleaning up during its feast, was minimal, and their progress to the footbridge was unimpeded. The group soon made their way back up the steep hill that led to the clifftop.

      A stinging pain ebbed out from his chest.

      Come on! Just a little farther!

      Jess ran along beside him, easily keeping pace. She kept casting him worried glances.

      Creatures roamed on the side of the river they soon emerged onto, but nothing moved fast enough to cause any real concern. The group soon made it up to the street at the top of the bank, close to Jim’s house. It felt strange seeing the home he had shared with Ada for all those years now with a completely alien backdrop behind it, with the strange, moving stars in the sky. Concentrating, Jim noticed something else moving between the stars as well. Though it was hard to make out clearly, Jim thought he could see a vast living mass of unimaginable proportions. It moved over the pulsing light of a star, easily sucking the ball of gas into its much larger form. The star blinked out permanently.

      Jim quickly looked away. What he had just seen could surely not be possible. He had a little understanding of how light worked, and how long it took to travel from stars so far away. So, if he could actually see whatever it was that had devoured the star from this great distance, then it must have been nearly the size of a solar system, or even bigger.

      Ignore the madness, Jim, he told himself, knowing that if he thought about it too much it would drive him crazy. His heart hurt with every beat, but the group managed to push closer and closer to the clifftop.

      Perhaps, against all odds, they were going to make it. Though he was slower than the others, his ageing body and tired heart had managed to keep up with them so far. He could now see the base of the towering cylindrical pillar, black with slivers of blue and white light escaping. The immense living column had acted as a beacon to them, visible from everywhere in town, and now they were close. Close to the symbols and markings that would send them home.

      Jim let himself smile with relief. Who’d have thought an old fool like him could survive something like this?

      Then, he heard something coming from behind him.

      Jim turned to look back and saw an object closing in—a horrible, flying thing that was focused on him. It made a terrible and loud buzzing sound.

      Before it grabbed him, Jim was able to take in its full, terrible detail.

      The buzzing was caused by multiple wings that moved so fast they were a blur. These wings held aloft a fat body of greys, browns, and greens, with eight dangling legs. The body, which had masses of tumorous clustered eyes devoid of pupils also bore a huge, bulbous, and hideous head. It was the vertical, open mouth that terrified Jim most of all in the brief instant before it grabbed him.

      The creature flew into Jim and its mouth snapped shut around him, covering him from his knees up to shoulders, and pressing tightly, compressing Jim to breaking point. He felt small, stubby teeth dig into him, and Jim let out a scream as he was taken up into the air.

      ‘Jim!’ he heard Beth cry out from below, but it was no good. The giant insect—if it could be called that—flew quickly and erratically away, swooping round in an arc and carrying Jim from the clifftop, off towards the giant black mountains in the distance.
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      Beth could do nothing but watch as Jim was taken by the flying creature. Jess barked continuously, and then began to howl.

      Her mind tried to come up with a way to help her friend. Surely it couldn’t just be over for him? Not like this. Perhaps they could chase the creature, keep up with it, and see where it landed? Maybe Jim would still be alive and they could help him.

      But she soon realised that was futile. The thing was moving too fast, and within minutes it became a small speck on the horizon.

      ‘He’s gone,’ Josh said sadly. ‘We need to keep going.’

      Beth turned to glare at him, fire in her eyes. ‘Just like that?’ she asked, not hiding her rage. ‘Just forget him and keep going, eh?’

      Josh looked forlorn as he nodded. ‘I’m sorry, but yes. We need to get you home. This should prove that we are always in danger here.’

      ‘I never doubted that, Josh. Just look at the nightmare around us.’ She pointed off to the giant tower. ‘Look at that thing. A fucking titanic column that is apparently alive and some kind of God.’ She then gestured to the mountains in the distance, and the huge demons on their edges. ‘Look at those. Monsters of a size we can barely comprehend. I mean, we’ve just seen something I can barely comprehend destroy a building, and that was only after it sucked up people like they were candy. We’ve seen an entity tear a person apart with its mind. Oh, and then there is that fucking thing.’ She pointed up to the sky, and to the swirling mass of stars that formed a terrible, cosmic eye. Even glancing at it set off a horrible tapping sound inside her head, so she quickly looked away. ‘I don’t need reminding of how dangerous this place is, Josh.’

      ‘I know that,’ he replied. ‘But there isn’t anything we can do for Jim. I’m sorry about what happened, truly, but by standing around, we just increase the chances of something like that happening to us. To you. And I won’t let it.’

      ‘I’m not yours to save, Josh,’ Beth said.

      ‘You are this time,’ he said. ‘You’ve always tried for me, even though I threw it back at you. Well, I need to fix my own mess this time. You aren’t going to die here, Beth. I won’t allow it.’

      Beth suddenly bent double and a stream of black bile spewed from her mouth with surprising force. She then fell to all fours, wheezing and feeling incredibly weak. Josh was quickly at her side.

      ‘Are you okay?’ he asked, fear and worry evident in his voice.

      ‘I’m not going to survive this, Josh,’ she said. ‘Believe me, I wish it were different. But we have to stop what’s happening here.’

      ‘I will,’ Josh said, then lifted Beth to her feet. He threw one of her arms over his shoulder so that she could rest her weight on him. Josh started to move forward again.

      ‘Come on, girl,’ he said to the whimpering dog with them. Jess wouldn’t follow, however. ‘Aiden, bring the dog. We aren’t leaving her.’

      Aiden did as ordered, grabbing Jess by the collar, and the hound reluctantly came with them, her head hanging low as she walked.

      Beth looked back, off in the direction Jim had been taken. Whatever was going to happen to him, she prayed it was quick.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 45

          

        

      

    

    
      Jim felt his ribs crush under the pressure of the slimy mouth. Short but sharp teeth punctured his body in numerous places, and he felt blood flowing from each wound, which only seemed to stimulate and excite the creature. The ground below was miles away now, and was no longer the town of Netherwell Bay, but instead an alien landscape of blacks and reds.

      There was no going back for him now. He was going to die in this nightmarish realm. He knew that. Despite the pain, he tried to think of Ada.

      The flying creature dipped down and Jim saw they were heading towards an outcropping from a black mountain whose peak towered above even them.

      As they neared, he saw the flat plateau contained something on its surface. A mass that seemed to be alive, squirming and writhing. As he neared, Jim realised what it was: a pit, filled with lifeforms. Maggot-like creatures, yellow and grey, with bulbous eyes along their fat bodies and mouths at the head that dripped and oozed. As the huge insect that held him swooped closer, it buzzed louder, almost deafening Jim. The intermingling maggots below, that all looked to be half the size of a human, turned their open mouths up towards Jim.

      They were the young of the creature that carried him, he realised. And this was their nest.

      ‘No!’ Jim screamed and began fighting and straining anew, but the grip of the mouth around him was too powerful. He was lowered helplessly to his doom as the giant insect landed on the edge of the pit.

      Jim frantically wriggled his legs—exposed from the bottom of the vertical maw—in a desperate attempt to get free. The creature dipped its head.

      Jim could not see what was happening, only stare into the maddening expanse at the top of the insect’s head. He could see those eyes. Hundreds of them.

      Everything in this damned place seems to have way too many fucking eyes. It was horrifying.

      Then, as Jim was dipped lower, he began to feel it.

      His right leg became snared at the shins as something contracted over it. Spindly teeth dug into his skin and pulled. He screeched in pain as the flesh was stripped away in a quick motion. Jim continued to wail in agony. The thing that held him then lifted him up again, chattered, then lowered him back down. More mouths took hold below. Some reached up to the knee of his left leg, others working on the exposed bone of the right, snapping it off. He yelled helplessly and tried to think only of Ada, not the pain he prayed was temporary. Jim was hoisted up a little yet again, and the monster let out another chatter. Its body shook, then it lowered him again.

      Jim had the awful feeling it was playing with him. Somehow, if insectile creatures were capable of it, it was actually enjoying his pain.

      This time, however, after dipping him down, the huge mouth opened, finally releasing him. Jim dropped a short distance into the squirming and disgusting mass of the nest.

      As soon as he made contact with their firm, wrinkled bodies, the enormous maggots swarmed him. Their puckering mouths—lined around the rims with sharp and spindly teeth—started to feast. One creature went straight for his stomach, burrowing into his gut. Others clamped over his arms and what remained of his legs. The agony of being eaten alive was immense. Jim could feel his flesh being sucked and stripped from his bones, causing a fiery suffering that flooded through him. Nerves were exposed, then torn free. His left arm was pulled violently away, popping from the socket. Meat and tendons kept the arm attached momentarily, but the stringy lengths of flesh soon split and the greedy monster pulled away its prize.

      Jim could see the wriggling abominations all around him, fleshy and pulsating lengths of veiny fat and puss littered with small and irregular bristly hairs. The squeaky chatters the things emitted were horrifying.

      The old man prayed he would just die, but his body held out—against his will—for more pain and torment.

      He could feel his insides being sucked out from the vile larva that had forced its head into his guts. It moved and feasted, pushing his intestines and internal organs about as more and more of him was greedily gobbled up. Jim could feel every single sensation, as countless bites chewed at him and pulled away more and more flesh.

      His vision started to fade. While the pain never let up, Jim knew he was quickly dying. He cast a look down his body, what little of it he could see that wasn’t covered with these things. It was now merely exposed flesh and bone, a skeletal outline that glistened red.

      Ada.

      Jim peered up to see the proud, insectile parent looking down. But it wanted its fill too, it seemed, and quickly leaned forward, opened its mouth slightly, and gently took hold of what was left of one of Jim’s arms. He was pulled free of the nest, his body raging in pain, then thrown up into the air. The horrifying mouth of the creature opened wide below him. After catching him, the mouth snapped shut around him and blocked out Jim’s vision for the last time. The last thing he saw was the fleshy and gummy insides, and Jim’s head was pressed deeply into the stinking pit. He couldn’t scream. Pressure came in from all sides, and what was left of him squashed together in a sickening mess.
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      Beth struggled to walk, even with Josh supporting her weight. He was leading her back towards the seal, where the grass had been removed and the symbols of the Order were marked out. They had to pass that infernal black tower as well, and Beth felt a sensation emanate from it, a draw, as if there was a connection there somehow.

      She thought of what grew within her.

      There were faint murmurs on the clifftop, uttered by members of the Order who had stayed. However, it was painfully obvious that these few would be of no concern. All were curled up on the ground, and none were in any condition to even move. One had his thumbs buried into his eyes, and blood and clear liquid had dried on his cheeks like the slop from runny eggs. Another had clawed the face from his skin, down to the skull beneath. They sobbed and muttered insane things, their minds broken. They all had their heads turned up to the great eye in the sky.

      Other than the cultists, and the dead bodies of their brethren and those creatures that had died during the earlier attack, there was something else up here as well. A body. The huge corpse of a beast—Beth would have guessed it over twenty feet tall if standing. It had black skin on a relatively thin frame, with four arms sprouting out of each side. At the ends of the arms were long hands with three fingers. A stumpy tail was nestled between two strong-looking legs, and the head of the dead thing was a thick elliptical shape, and was a mix of holes, ridges, veins, and exposed bone—seemingly a random pattern of madness. It lay on its side, stomach split open, and black intestines streaked the floor before it as if they had been pulled out by some unknown assailant.

      However, one thing Beth could not see was the Dark Priest.

      Even if there was a way to make it happen, there was no chance the entity would agree to help them. They reached the seal and Josh moved Beth to the centre, where he then let her drop to her knees. Aiden and Jess joined her inside, and Josh stepped away. He looked around, searching the area.

      But the dark entity was nowhere to be seen. Beth kept casting glances over to the huge body that lay on its side, just to make sure that it was actually dead. The corpse hadn’t been here earlier when they’d fled from the clifftop, so something had clearly killed it recently.

      ‘Come out!’ Josh screamed up into the air. ‘I know you’re here. Come out!’

      ‘Josh!’ Beth scolded. ‘Stop shouting. God knows what you’ll bring down on us.’

      But he wasn’t listening, and simply paced around frantically. ‘It’s still here,’ he said. ‘It has to be. There has to be a way.’

      ‘Wretches,’ a weak but distorted voice suddenly called out from somewhere beyond the large corpse. A figure slowly emerged from behind the dead beast, stumbling as it walked, keeping a hand on the armoured flesh of the husk in order to keep upright.

      Black blood oozed from its mouth, an arm was missing at the elbow, and there was a nasty dent in the cranium. Lastly, the right leg was twisted and bent inwards.

      It suddenly became clear what had killed the large creature on the ground, though the battle had obviously not been an easy one. Beth forced herself to a standing position.

      ‘You don’t look well,’ Beth taunted.

      ‘Your human bodies are weak. I was forced into this shell at birth. This was not my destiny.’

      ‘Well, now you’re fucked.’

      The entity, however, just laughed. ‘I will heal soon. Just as a heart regrows inside of me now, these superficial wounds will right themselves. This weakness… is only temporary.’

      That was something Beth did not want to hear.

      Josh wasn’t inside the seal, and he stood instead between her and the slowly advancing being that had started all of this. Beth started to move over towards her brother, steadying herself on her feet. Aiden cowered in one of the inner three circles within the symbol, seated on the ground and holding on to an angry, barking Jess.

      ‘Tell me how to fix her!’ Josh demanded. ‘How do I get out what’s growing inside her?’

      The entity just laughed again. ‘You don’t, wretch. Nothing will stop what is happening to her now. The birthing will proceed as planned. A new Great One will come into existence, Vao will cast its gaze down onto us, and the worlds will be connected as a doorway is permanently opened. And then, Ashklaar can claim all the souls it desires.’

      ‘Bullshit,’ Josh shouted. ‘There is a way. There has to be. Tell me!’

      The thing kept limping closer, but Josh wouldn’t back down. In response, the Dark Priest raised its remaining hand and thrust it forward. Josh was thrown back a little—he stumbled a few steps before falling to the ground. The attack was much more muted than Beth had expected. She had seen the entity pull a person apart with its mind, and now it could do little more than shove someone. It really had been weakened.

      Beth stepped up from the dug-out area and moved next to Josh, helping him to his feet. It took a lot of effort on her part, and she realised just how much weaker she had grown as well.

      ‘Get back inside the seal,’ Josh said. But she started to gently pull him back towards it as well, hoping to get him within its outer edge before she destroyed the symbols herself.

      ‘Come on,’ Beth pleaded. ‘You need to get out of here.’

      Josh looked to her, then back to the entity. He shook his head. ‘No.’

      He then broke free of her weak grasp and sprinted towards the cackling monster.
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      If the limping demon wasn’t going to willingly tell Josh how to help his sister, then Josh knew he would have to extract that information physically.

      He also knew he was insanely outmatched. However, the being was hardly at its strongest, and Josh wasn’t about to let Beth die—he had to try. But even as he sprinted, Josh’s mind—some small part of it—told him he was running to his death.

      The entity gave a look of surprise before raising its remaining arm again. But Josh was quicker. He leapt into the air and slammed into the body of the demon, tackling it hard before any attack on him could be made. Both of them tumbled to the ground, with Josh landing on top of the monster. His hands quickly found its face, and he pushed his thumbs into its eyes. Black fluid pooled around his appendages and sloshed to the ground. The entity howled in pain.

      Josh hadn’t known it could feel pain.

      ‘Tell me!’ he screamed. ‘Tell me or I’ll rip your head off!’

      But the dark entity’s hand quickly found Josh’s throat. Despite fighting against it, Josh felt the grip tighten.

      ‘Wretch,’ it seethed again. ‘Your sister is now ours. And you will die.’ It began to slowly increase the pressure of its grip. No matter how much Josh fought, this thing was simply stronger than he was, and it pulled his head closer to its own, sneering as it did. Thinking quickly, Josh quickly dropped his face forward and took a mouthful of flesh between his teeth. Yanking back, he tore away a chunk of cold meat from the creature’s cheek, which caused more black bile to pour free. The pain forced the entity to relax its grip just enough for Josh to slip free and roll to the side. He quickly pushed himself up and swung a kick, but the dark entity blocked the blow with its arm. It then arced its hand around and Josh was thrown through the air again, back towards his sister. He landed in a crumpled pile at her feet, the wind knocked out of him.

      That throw had been noticeably more powerful than the last.

      ‘I will tear you apart!’ the entity said with a snarl, and brought up its arm again, aiming an open hand at Josh.

      But… nothing happened. The entity just stood frozen, with a confused expression etched on its pale and scarred face.

      Josh turned to Beth, expecting to see her looking down at him, weak and unsteady.

      But that was not what he saw.

      His sister was standing strong, feet set apart, planted into the ground. Her body was locked in place, unwavering, and her arms were held out towards the demon. Her skin was now mottled and blotchy, with the black veins beneath even more pronounced. Her eyes were clear white. But she was standing firm.

      ‘You first,’ Beth stated, her voice ethereal, echoey… not quite human. She then quickly moved her arms apart, and Josh turned to see the dark entity cry out in agony before it was ripped in two. The head clung to the larger right side, which was pulled clean away from the left. Bones split, the legs separated, and black blood and meat showered the floor.

      Josh was in awe.

      But a horrible realisation overtook him. Beth was changing. And these changes occurring were now more than just surface level.

      Beth wavered, her breathing suddenly heavy, and then she dropped to the floor, wheezing and drained. She turned to look at him and smiled sadly.

      ‘It’s over,’ she said.

      ‘Not yet,’ Josh replied. ‘Not until I save you.’

      Josh pulled her to her feet again and hugged her. She felt cold in his arms. Eventually, she pulled away, and he looked into her blank, milky eyes.

      ‘This was never about you saving me.’ And with that, she swung her arms, launching Josh through the air yet again. He landed in a heap back in the seal. As he hit the ground, he rolled into Aiden, who still held Jess.

      ‘Beth!’ Josh cried, looking back up to his big sister.

      ‘It’s okay,’ she said. ‘I’ve got you. I always did.’

      Another sweep of her arm. The blood, guts, and markings that had made up the symbols burst apart while Josh, Aiden, and Jess remained inside of the seal’s boundary.

      Josh yelled out again for his sister. He then felt a sudden and intense wave close in around him.
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      Beth saw her brother—along with Aiden and Jim’s dog—suddenly snap from existence. The exposed earth beneath glowed red like hot embers.

      After Beth had destroyed the seal, an immense wind and current had pulled inwards, gusting past her and almost blowing her from her feet. She’d felt a static shock, though the whole thing lasted only a few moments. Then, everything settled.

      They were gone. The doorway was closed. The red circle had been pulled from the paper.

      Beth remained now in this other world, alone. And though she knew that she could not stop what was going to happen, at least it would happen removed from her own world. There would be no permanent link, and no way for the nightmare reality to seep through and bring about a hell on earth.

      Beth looked around, feeling weak, faint, and alone.

      She heard a faint laughing.

      It was that thing. The Dark Priest. Though it had been torn asunder, its head turned to look at Beth, and she could see the jaw rise and fall as the cackling continued. Feeling a wave of anger, she strode over to it.

      ‘Something funny?’ she asked through gritted teeth. ‘Because the way I see it, you failed. You’re dying. I won. My world is safe.’

      It coughed black blood and spoke. ‘I can never die. I will be whole again soon. And I am home now. Your world’s safety is only a temporary reprieve. Soon, thanks to you, my creator will bear another child.’

      Beth glanced up at the titanic, black column that touched the sky. Was that the kind of thing she was going to give birth to? A living nightmare?

      ‘Actually, no,’ she said with a smirk. ‘I still have time to put a stop to that. I see plenty of ways to die around here.’

      The entity laughed again. ‘Fool. Like me, you cannot die. Not now. It is too late for that—you are too far gone. Regardless of what you try, your body will knit back together, and what is destined will take place.’

      Beth clenched her teeth. ‘No, the thing inside me will die. I know it. I’ll kill it.’

      The laughter grew louder. ‘How little you know. You talk as if what is inside of you will be purged from your body when it’s ready. But there is nothing growing in you that can be pushed out. You are to be the Great One. The birthing is your… transformation, my Sister.’

      It closed its eyes and continued to laugh. More anger rose in Beth.

      That can’t be true. It can’t.

      She brought up her foot and quickly and savagely drove the sole of her shoe down into the face of the entity, again and again, hearing cracks and squelches. With each blow, her fury built. The release felt good. Beth only stopped when the laughter died and all that was left of the Dark Priest’s head was a pool of black mush.

      ‘It isn’t true,’ she said and began to cry.
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      Josh got to his feet.

      He looked around, but he didn’t recognise what he saw. The dirt beneath his feet was now higher than the ground around it by a few feet at least.

      The general shape of the landscape off in the distance was as he remembered it to be, but instead of seeing the buildings and streets of Netherwell Bay, there were simply the slopes and hills of the topography. No roads, no pavement, just clays and soil. The buildings had all gone, as if they had never existed.

      Netherwell Bay had been wiped off the face of the earth.

      The sea behind him was normal, not a boiling or blood-red mass. And there wasn’t a single nightmarish creature in sight.

      ‘It worked,’ he heard Aiden say. ‘We got back through. We made it!’

      Josh clenched his teeth, feeling absolute anger and pain at what had just happened, at leaving Beth behind. He swung a punch at Aiden and sent him sprawling to the ground. The young man cried out, then clutched his cheek, his eyes wide with shock and fright.

      ‘My sister didn’t make it,’ Josh replied coldly. ‘And it's your fault.’ Josh advanced on the fallen man, who begged and pleaded, crab-walking backwards as Josh came forward.

      ‘Don’t,’ Aiden said. ‘Please. I’m sorry. I’m truly sorry.’

      Josh stood over him, ready to tear the weaselly little fucker apart.

      But he stopped himself. Though his fists were clenched and rage coursed through his veins, Josh knew he wasn’t a killer. He’d known that when the Order had tried to make him murder someone only a few days ago.

      He would let this cockroach scuttle off. After all, without his masters to serve, Aiden would likely be lost and useless. Josh turned away from the sobbing man.

      Tears streamed down his face. It was supposed to be him. He was the fuckup. Beth didn’t deserve what happened. He should have been the one to give his life for her. He should have looked out for his sister for once. But no, he’d failed again, and Beth had been forced to clean up his mess.

      The madness of the last few days, hell, the last few years, had been unbelievable. But Josh knew he couldn’t let his sister’s death be for nothing. While the sect in this town was gone, the Order at large still remained.

      No more drifting through life. No more ducking responsibility.

      Josh had purpose now. He would make all of those fuckers pay. Alone, if he had to.

      ‘Come on, girl,’ Josh said to Jess as he started to walk away. The dog followed, head held low. She cried.

      Josh knew her pain.
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      The moment Beth had crushed the head of the dark entity underfoot and strolled out of the town of Netherwell Bay unchallenged, she’d felt the changes within her speed up.

      She walked and walked and walked, making her way through the alien hellscape, seeing nightmarish things. Eventually, her body had stopped responding and she fell. A surge rippled through her, blasting out an invisible energy that gave off a booming sound so great Beth thought her head would explode.

      Then, she felt a weight on her. Not a physical feeling… but something else. Looking up to the skies, she’d gazed at the great cosmic eye, and somehow felt its maddening and infinite gaze focus in on her. It had taken notice.

      Over the course of what felt like days, her form bloated and expanded. Beth felt every part of the transformation. Her limbs stretched, fingers worming themselves into the ground like the roots of a plant. She noticed the change in her skin—thicker, darker, with diamond-shaped scales forming. Seeing her own body slowly morph and elongate was terrifying.

      The process was horribly slow and prolonged an unimaginable agony. Beth expanded further, wanting to die, and her body bloated out into a massive and pulsing mess of flesh and congealed limbs. Over the course of many agonising weeks, the disgusting lump she had become grew upwards. Her tumorous form rose into the air as her roots burrowed deeper into the ground. Soon, her sight was lost as her own flesh swallowed her face. Then, Beth took on the shape of a fleshy pillar.

      Her skin darkened. Hardened. She grew and grew. Her mind broke.

      In the years that followed—hundreds and thousands of them—Beth’s new form grew to touch the sky. A new and expanding knowledge coursed through her, giving Beth a greater purpose and meaning far beyond what her original mind could have comprehended. Over the aeons she changed to stand shoulder to shoulder with Ashklaar and others like it in this world. She reached up to Vao, while at the same time casting dominion down over those below her. Beth was long lost, a faint echo mixed in with the tortured souls who had been consumed since the new and great formation.

      She had become something else now. Something greater.

      Something infinite.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 51

          

        

      

    

    
      One year after the incident at Netherwell Bay…

      

      Josh sat waiting in the pub.

      It was Saturday, and the place was quite lively. However, he was situated at the back, away from the gathered crowds who had come to watch the football match on the large screen at the front of the pub. He’d deliberately picked an area that was private enough for what he needed.

      But the woman he was due to meet was running late. He’d never met her before, though he was very interested in talking to her.

      He took a sip from his lemonade. No alcohol anymore. Not with so much to do.

      Jess sat by his feet, watching the archway that separated this quieter space from the main body of the pub beyond.

      ‘Think she stood us up, girl?’ Josh asked, and gave Jess’ head a quick scratch.

      Another sip.

      Then Josh spotted someone moving through the crowd. A tall woman with long, red hair and a strong build. He knew it instantly.

      This is her.

      Besides the scars on her face—slight burn marks that, while not too severe, were somewhat noticeable the closer she got—the woman had a definite aura about her.

      She had been through something terrible. He could sense it.

      The woman stopped at the other side of his table, standing above him and looking down.

      ‘You who I’m here to see?’ she asked.

      He nodded. ‘I am. Did you bring it?’

      She dumped the rucksack she had been carrying onto the table with a thud. ‘The book is in there. Pulled it out of hell myself.’ Looking at her, he didn’t doubt it. ‘You were in Netherwell, then?’ she asked. ‘When it happened? When it vanished?’

      Josh nodded. ‘I was, so I’m all too aware of the Order. And I have a little inside knowledge on them, too. Something your friends might be interested in. Care to sit?’ He motioned to the empty chair. After a moment’s hesitation, the woman before him took it.

      ‘Those people need to pay,’ she said. ‘They took people very close to me when trying to steal this book from me.’

      ‘Sounds like them,’ Josh said. ‘And I agree. They’re the reason my sister is gone. I have a score to settle.’

      ‘Okay, then,’ the girl said. ‘If we want stop them, this book can help. The people I know can help as well. If you want in, then you are swearing to help us put a stop to all this shit for good. But, well, you know the risk. You’ve seen it before, haven’t you.’

      ‘I have,’ he confirmed. ‘And I’m in.’ Josh then extended his hand over the table. ‘Josh Davis.’

      She looked at his hand for a moment, then smiled and shook it.

      ‘Ashley,’ she replied. ‘Ashley Turner. Welcome aboard.’

      

      
        
        THE END
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      Separate stories. The same, terrifying universe.

      The Demonic: A woman returns to her childhood home to lay to rest the ghosts of the past. But in this house the ghosts are real, and evil has found a home.

      The Mark: A satanic cult. A woman's brutal assault. Can one woman face her darkest fears before a demonic entity is unleashed from the depths of hell?

      Forest of the Damned: A group of paranormal researchers investigate the infamous Black Forest, hoping to find proof of the afterlife and learn more of the infamous Mother Sibbett. But what they find is far beyond even their worst nightmares.

      Buy each book individually, or all three in one volume for a reduced price:

      The Supernatural Horror Collection
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      Sign up to my mailing list for a free horror book…

      Want more scary stories? Sign up to my mailing list and receive your free copy of The Nightmare Collection - Vol 1 directly to your email address.

      This novel-length short story collection is sure to have you sleeping with the lights on.

      Sign up now.

      www.leemountford.com
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