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    Helen Clarke stretched out on the long, red leather sofa, her gaze drawn to the clock above the bookcase. 

    It’s only half-seven, what am I going to do with myself for the rest of the night? 

    Sighing heavily, her gaze travelled down the six shelves that made up the bookcase. Absently, she considered finding a film on Netflix, but she felt too on-edge to concentrate on the TV. Outside, a thunderstorm raged and she lay there listening to the rhythmic pitter-patter of the torrential rain lashing against the window. 

    Flumpy, the black cat jumped up onto her pink, pyjama-clad thighs, startling her. Helen scratched her behind her ears, forcing herself to relax. 

    The furry body felt nice and warm as she settled down against her legs, but she knew that was a lie, seeing as cats only pretended to keep you warm. Yeah, cats are such selfish wankers, she thought affectionately. Instead of creating a nice, warm spot, the little bastards absorbed all of that person’s heat into their own bodies, much like a vampire would suck blood. 

    “I expect Roger will get soaked-through on his precious pub-crawl,” she said to the purring cat. 

    The thought cheered her up, somewhat. As much as she professed not to mind him going out with his mates, she was still secretly miffed at being left behind. 

    What if he starts flirting with other women? 

    The nasty thought slammed into her mind, causing her heart to twist painfully in her chest.  

    “He wouldn’t do that, would he, moggy?” 

    A clap of thunder made her flinch, and Flumpy meowed, digging her claws into her thighs before scrambling away. 

    “Ow,” she complained, jumping to her feet. “Stupid bloody cat.” 

    And sure enough, now her legs were bloody freezing. 

    Muttering to herself like the crazy cat lady she was secretly worried that she might one day turn into, she hobbled into the middle of the living-room, frantically rubbing her tender – and very cold – thighs. 

    Over the mantelpiece, she caught sight of her reflection in the mirror. She looked wild, and an equally wild sounding giggle escaped her lips. Her shoulder-length, black hair stuck up every which way and her dark brown eyes were wide and crazed. A flash of lightning illuminated the room, immediately followed by a fierce explosion of thunder. Her skin, usually a rich and deep shade of brown, appeared bleached-out by the brief flash of lightning. 

    I look like a ghost. 

    The odd thought made her shiver, despite the warmth of the room. She noticed her arms were speckled with goose-bump and she wrapped them tightly around her torso. All she wore was a white vest-top, and her hard nipples strained against the flimsy fabric. Feeling inexplicably self-conscious, she retreated over to the sofa and grabbed the grey fleece that was flung over the back of it, wrapping it tightly around her shoulders. 

    Yet again, her gaze was drawn to the bookshelf.  

    When in doubt, read. 

    She took a step closer. At exactly eye-level, on the second shelf from the top, a book caught her eye. Unlike the others, it wasn’t neatly lined up with its spine facing outwards. It was propped up in the middle of the shelf, leaning against the row of books. 

    The cover was a simple affair – the words ‘The Collection’ were written across the front in big, red letters which were set against a mottled, greyish-pink background. There was no author name written on it, just those two words.  

    She plucked it down to look at it more closely. On closer inspection, the entire jacket of the book was made of some kind of leather – it felt dry and soft to the touch and she ran her fingertips over the raised lettering. 

    She shuddered when realisation dawned on her. It really looked as if the jacket were made of human skin, and the lettering was jagged marks cut into flesh. 

    “It’s not real,” she said softly to the empty room. “It can’t be.” 

    Part of her wanted to throw it the ground with a cry of repulsion, the other part of her clung onto it with morbid fascination. 

    Of course it wasn’t real. She was an idiot to even think such a thing for a second. But it was pretty gross, and so realistic. 

    It must be some special edition horror book, or something. 

    But she didn’t much like horror, so how the hell had it ended up on her bookshelf? 

    She frowned in confusion. Nope, she didn’t recognise it at all. 

    Maybe it’s Roger’s. 

    But Roger wasn’t much of a reader; every single book in the house belonged to her. Helen was a self-confessed book-whore – not a day of her life went by where she didn’t snatch at least ten minutes reading time. Books were her life and reading was her passion. Ten years ago, she had graduated from Oxford University with a first in English Lit, going on to teach English at a grammar school. 

    The strangest feeling washed over her. 

    I shouldn’t be touching this. 

    But she didn’t put it down. 

    Where did you come from, strange little book? 

    Even though she didn’t like horror, she found herself opening the cover, wanting to see the copyright page for information on the author and the publisher. There was nothing. No copyright page. No information. No nothing. The damn thing opened up straight to the first story. 

    Her frown deepened when she read the title, ‘STICKY-TAPE’. There was no author name there, either. Almost in a trance, she carried the book over to the sofa and wrapped the grey fleece around her body in a tight cocoon.  

    She began to read…. 
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    STICKY-TAPE 

     

     

     

     

     

    “Ugh, I hate these places. Remind me why we came here, again?” 

    Charlotte shot her boyfriend Jason a withering stare. “Because funfairs are fun, dumbass.” 

    Charlotte took in her surroundings as they wound their way through the crowds beneath the night sky. How she loved the brightly coloured, tacky rides, and the many different pop songs that pumped out from numerous speakers. Funfairs just had this energy about them, and it was infectious. 

    “Yes, well, I haven’t had this much fun since I had my wisdom tooth extracted.” 

    Disappointment crashed down on top of her – he was just such a killjoy. Not for the first time, she wondered why the hell she was with him, anyway. In the beginning, it had been their differences that had first so attracted her to him. He was kind of geeky, bookish and introverted and she was a party-animal that had left school at sixteen. He was studying for his PHD in Mathematics, and she was a pursuing a career in modelling. Except the work wasn’t coming in like she’d hoped it would, and mostly she found herself drifting from one shitty waitressing job to the next. 

    Pompous arse, she thought uncharitably. 

    “Some of us aren’t fusty and old before our time. Some of us actually like to get out and live a little.” 

    “You call this living? Good Lord, I call this dying a slow, painful death. And that music. I have such a headache.” 

    “You know what, Jason? Beethoven gives me a fucking headache, because it’s fucking crap. And don’t even get me started on that opera shit you listen to, it sounds like fucking cats dying.” 

    Charlotte slipped her hand out of his and stopped dead in her tracks, glaring at him. In that moment, she couldn’t think of a single reason why she was with him. At twenty-four, he was just two years older than her, but right then it felt like at least twenty. Everything about him and his stuffy attitude grated on her, from his already receding hairline, to his glasses, to the corduroy jackets with leather elbow patches that he wore that she used to think were so adorably cute. Now she just thought they made him look like a pretentious wanker. 

    “I wish you wouldn’t swear like that. It makes you sound trashy.” 

    Charlotte bristled. “Trashy? You think I’m trashy now? Am I not good enough for you? Why are you being so rude? You say I’m close-minded, but what about you? There’s more to life than books, and Universities and boring old equations.” 

    Behind his little round spectacles, his gaze softened. “Charlotte…” 

    “No,” she said, snatching her hand away when he reached for her. “I think you’ve said enough.” 

    “I’m sorry.” 

    She glared at him, but felt herself thawing a little. Still, there was no way she was going to apologise. He was the one in the wrong, not her. He could go fuck himself if he expected her to say sorry. But apparently, he didn’t. 

    “Can we start again? You’re right, I’m just really stressed with the work load at University. I’ll buy you some candyfloss.” 

    “Will you go on the dodgems with me?” 

    “Let’s not push it. I said I was sorry, I didn’t say I’d have a personality transplant.” 

    But he said it with a smile; his first proper smile since they had arrived here ten minutes ago. 

    Despite herself, she smiled back. Maybe she was being a little harsh. Jason was a good bloke, a real catch. He was intelligent and kind, even if he was a little smug sometimes, and more importantly, one day he was going to be very rich. And maybe, if she could persuade him to start going down the gym, he could do something about his puny body, too. 

    She allowed him to take her hand in his and once more they resumed their walk. 

    “Oh look,” Charlotte gasped in delight, grinding to a halt. “A fortune teller. How exciting! Come on, let’s get our fortune told.” 

    She gazed in awe at the small tent that was sandwiched between a tombola stand and a candyfloss stand. 

    Jason rolled his eyes. “Oh, please. Do we really have to go and see some stupid, theatrical old hag in a shawl, crouching over a crystal ball and wearing a prosthetic nose?” 

    “A prosthetic nose? Really? I thought you said you were going to stop moaning and try to live a little. Come on, it will be fun.” 

    Jason opened his mouth to speak, but seemed to think better of it and shut it again. 

    “Please? Come on, our song is playing too, it’s a sign.” 

    The Pet Shop Boys floated towards them – the only pop music that Jason seemed to tolerate. It wasn’t exactly her favourite pop group, but at least it wasn’t bloody Mozart or some other classical crap. The lyrics of ‘their song’ – a song she secretly disliked – drifted over her. It was the song that had been playing on the car radio when Jason had asked her to move in with him.  

    …’cause when you least expect it, waiting round the corner for you. Love comes quickly, whatever you do, you can’t stop falling… 

    Invisible, icy fingers tickled the back of her neck, and for a moment she stood stock still, irrationally gripped by the idea that someone, or something was watching her. Her heart hammered and the lyrics of the song seemed to take on a whole new, sinister meaning. The crazy notion that something bad was waiting round the corner for her, caused her to sway slightly on the spot. The music, and all the noise of the funfair seemed to distort around her, like she was heavily drugged. The joyful screams of the people on rides suddenly sounded like screams of terror, and the jostling crowd and clanking machinery of the rides caused her vision to narrow, like she was falling down a well. 

    “Hey, are you alright? You’ve gone quite pale.” 

    Jason’s voice instantly snapped her back, and suddenly everything was normal again. Her heart hammered wildly and she placed a hand over her chest. 

    “I’m fine, I think I had a panic attack, or something.” 

    She’d had them before, but not for many years and never that bad. 

    The flap of the tent swished to one side and her gaze fell upon the newly revealed entrance of the tent. 

    For a second, everything around her seemed to fall silent. Framed in the tent’s entrance was quite possibly the most gorgeous man she had ever seen in her life. He was tall with thick, glossy black hair that flopped over his forehead. His complexion was the smoothest olive, his eyes a glittering black. 

    She marvelled at the perfect, manly angles of his face. He had the bone-structure of a young Brad Pitt. No, scrap that, she thought, this guy was a zillion times hotter than Brad ever was. His utter perfection made him appear ageless, yet she doubted he was over thirty. 

    Her gaze lowered to his mouth, and her lower stomach flipped in arousal. She squirmed uncomfortably, conscious of the sudden, wet heat that flooded between her legs. His mouth somehow managed to be both soft and inviting yet hard and cruel at the same time. His beautiful lips looked as if they were carved out of stone, and the corner of one side lifted up in a cruel smirk that made her breath catch in her throat. 

    Her gaze travelled lower, drinking in the sight of his body encased in the simple white t-shirt and tight, faded Levis. 

    Oh my, that body… Fuck me, those muscles… 

    Her pulse quickened and she felt her face flush. 

    “Can I read your fortune?” he asked. 

     His accent was thick and one she couldn’t place. Romanian, perhaps? He sounded like a campy Count Dracula from some ancient, black and white movie. His glittering, black eyes bore into her, making her face flame further. Not once did he look at Jason. 

    “No, it’s alright,” Jason squeaked, then cleared his throat. 

    She jumped guiltily at the sound of his voice. “You promised,” she said, not quite able to bring herself to meet his eyes. 

    “I promise I won’t bite,” the sexy stranger said with that knicker-soaking smirk. 

    He stepped to one side, holding up the flap of the tent to let them pass. 

    Charlotte entwined her fingers with Jason’s, gently tugging on his hand. 

    He sighed heavily. “Okay, okay, we’ll do it.” 

    As she brushed past The Hunk, a jolt of electricity shot through her body where his bulging bicep grazed her shoulder. Her legs were jelly beneath her when she entered the tent with Jason close behind her. On the inside it was a simple affair; just one, small, white table with three chairs surrounding it. 

    And there was no sign of a crystal ball. 

    “Please sit,” the man said, pulling out two chairs and gesturing for them to sit down.  

    They did, and the sexy stranger sat opposite them. 

    “I do not need props to read a person’s fortune,” the man said as if he could read her mind. “I am the real deal. I want one of you to lay their hand palm up on the table. Who shall go first?” 

    Jason sighed and Charlotte glared at him. “I guess I’ll go first, then,” she said, shooting Jason a warning glance.  

    You promised you would be nice. 

    She smiled at the man, peeping coquettishly up at him through her eyelashes. 

    “It is not so easy to perform on sceptics,” the man said, his eyes glittering and narrowing into slits. “But I sense a deep, mystical soul within you, my child.” 

    His words made her shiver, like they had touched her physically. 

    When he touched her, his big hands were warm, dry and slightly calloused. With her heart in her throat she stared down at his fingers cupping hers, marvelling at how big and masculine his hands were; how small and dainty her hands looked in his. 

    How a man and a woman should look together, she thought through the haze of lust. Jason’s hands were so small and pathetic in comparison. 

    He began to trace slow, languid patterns with his fingertips on her upturned palms. Her whole body flooded with endorphins and her head swam. The tickle of his fingers made her entire world spin. Barely touching her skin, he followed the faint lines on her palm. 

    “Interesting,” he said, staring hard at her palm, that all-knowing, sexy smirk firmly in place. “So. You are twenty-two years old, and you are an aspiring model.” 

    She gaped stupidly at him. “How did you know that?” 

    He lifted his gaze to meet hers and felt herself falling into the unfathomable, dark pools of his eyes. “I read people, Charlotte, that’s what I do.” 

    “I didn’t tell you my name,” she whispered. 

    “That’s right. You didn’t.” 

    “Yes, well, you had to be eavesdropping on us then, didn’t you?” Jason said. “And if not you, then someone else.” 

    “Please, Jason, can we just do this? At least try to make an effort, try and get into the spirit of things.” 

    “Fine,” he said, rolling his eyes. “For you.” 

    “Your life is at a pivotal moment,” the fortune teller continued as if Jason were invisible. “This very night will determine your future. You are a beautiful woman, Charlotte, you will go far in modelling if you choose the right path tonight.” 

    “The right path? How’d you mean?” 

    “I mean that tonight you will be given a choice, and whatever you decide will make or break you. Tonight, you will realise that you are with the wrong man. A woman as breath-taking as you will never go the distance with a man like Jason. He is not good enough for you. Yes, he will one day have a brilliant career and make lots of money, but he could never satisfy you. A tall, dark, handsome stranger will come along and sweep you off your feet; he will show you who you really are.” 

    “I’ve heard enough,” Jason said, pushing back his chair and jumping to his feet. “This tall, handsome stranger is you, I suppose?” He looked down at Charlotte, pushing his glasses up his long nose. “This guy is the worst kind of predator. He’s a spy, a liar and a charlatan and I have no intention of staying here to have my intelligence insulted for a second longer. It is time to go.” 

    Charlotte was almost impressed – she had never known Jason to be quite so vocal and stern. She knew she should get up and walk out of that tent, but her legs refused to move. The compulsion to stay a while longer outweighed the need to please Jason. 

    Who the hell does he think he is, anyway, she thought with a flash of anger. I want to stay. 

    “Charlotte. Let’s go.” 

    “Let the lady decide for herself,” the man said in that strange accent of his as he looked at Jason as if he were shit on his shoe. “I expect no less from the mind of a mathematician. You cannot even begin to comprehend the wonders of the world beyond the narrow field of your vision.” The sexy man narrowed his eyes at him. “And I sense a darkness within you, my friend. An ugliness. Charlotte, this man is no good for you, you must leave him while you still have the chance. He will destroy you.” 

    Charlotte almost laughed at that; Jason was such a wimp, he got upset swatting a fly, for fuck’s sake. 

    Jason blanked him. “Charlotte, this is your last chance. If you don’t come with me right now, you can find your own way home.” 

    She gaped at him. Surely he couldn’t be serious? 

    “Then I guess there’s nothing more to say.” 

    As soon as the words left her lips, she knew she’d fucked up. It was only sheer bloody pride that dictated she should stay. 

    Pride? Who are you kidding? It’s lust... 

    “Have it your way,” Jason said, turning to leave. 

    Numb with shock, she just sat there and watched as he angrily swept the tent flap to one side and disappeared out into the brightly-lit night. Her paralysis broke when she suddenly remembered that she only had loose change in her handbag and hadn’t bothered to bring her wallet with all her cards in.  

    “Jason, wait,” she cried, jumping up from her seat and stumbling out of the tent.  

    But he was nowhere to be seen, instantly swallowed up by the milling crowd. She looked around herself in confusion, disorientated and inexplicably frightened. Where the hell had they parked? Not being able to drive herself, she never really paid attention to such trivial details… 

    Tears prickled her eyes and she gasped in shock when a hand grasped her shoulder. She spun round and found herself staring up into those black eyes; eyes which seemed to reflect the blackest pits of hell right back at her. 

    She shuddered at the strange thought. Seems like I’m full of them tonight. 

    “He is gone, you will not find him here again tonight. Men like him, they are not worth your time. They will destroy what they do not understand. Do you understand what I’m saying?” She didn’t, and just stared at him open-mouthed. “One day, your hidden strength will save you. You will find it within yourself to fight him. Come, you are in shock, I will look after you.” 

    “But I have to find him,” she said in a small voice. “He can’t be far away –“ 

    He silenced her with his forefinger pressed to her lips. “Hush, the moment has passed. Fate has spoken.” 

    Fate has spoken? What the hell is that supposed to mean? 

    But the thought was fleeting, because all her senses were on high-alert with his finger pressed to her lips like that. The other hand gently massaging her shoulder didn’t help much, either – that small action alone sent ripples of desire coursing through her body, muddying her thoughts. 

    I feel so strange… Is this a dream? 

    She gazed up into his dark eyes, then at his cruel mouth. All she wanted to do was to kiss him. What’s happening to me? 

    “You are so beautiful. Come.” 

    His hands dropped away, and he turned his back.  
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    He walked, she followed. She wasn’t entirely sure if she even wanted to follow him, yet her legs obeyed his command. Through the crowds they wove, until they came to the edge of the fairground. Nestled against the trees at the edge of the area that usually served as a communal patch of green for the surrounding housing estates, some caravans were scattered around. He led her to the one furthest away, and in a daze she followed. Back here, away from the bright lights of the fairground, it was a lot darker and much quieter. Some young teens huddled together, sharing an illicit fag, and a few people moved in the shadows. 

    “In here,” he said, pulling open the caravan door. 

    She stepped inside the dark interior. Behind her, he flicked a switch and her surroundings flooded with light. To her right was a heavy, black velvet curtain that cornered off the other half of the caravan, and to her left was a double bed with black satin bedding. Black material swaddled the small, oblong windows. That was it. Well, almost it; the wall behind the bed was one huge mirror. 

    Gently, the man steered her the short distance to the foot of the bed. He stood behind her, forcing her to look at their reflection in the mirror opposite. 

    We look amazing together, came the detached, dreamlike thought. Not what kind of sleaze has a caravan like this, or, what the hell am I doing here? 

    Dimly, she was aware that what she was doing was weird and wrong, but she felt powerless to stop it. 

    “You are right. We do look amazing together,” he said. 

    “Yes,” she agreed. 

    A tiny part of her registered that he had given voice to her own thoughts, but the feeling of unease disappeared almost as quickly as it had come. 

    She looked at herself, and at him. Really looked. 

    Charlotte knew she was beautiful. Many hours of her short life had been spent admiring her reflection, as well as more than her fair share of perfectly-posed selfies. On the rare occasions that she was lucky enough to bag herself a catalogue job, she liked to look at the resulting photos for hours at a time. 

    But this time it felt as if she were looking at herself anew. 

    I’m so fucking beautiful, came the lust-fogged thought. 

    The man behind her drew her back into his front, and his strong, tanned forearm snaked around the top half of her chest, his hand cupping her unblemished, milky-white shoulder. She squirmed in his grip, admiring how perfectly they went together; him so tanned and masculine, her so pale and feminine. Her waist-length, natural ginger hair which she dyed a vibrant shade of red spilled over his forearm, partly obscuring the simple green sundress she wore; a shade carefully chosen to exactly match the moss-green of her eyes. 

    He ground his hips into her backside, and hot arousal flooded her pussy. Arching her back, she pushed into his erection and delicious shivers of sexual excitement pumped through her veins. 

    What am I doing? 

    But again, the thought evaporated into nothing. 

    “You are so beautiful, my darling,” the sexy stranger whispered in her ear. “Look at us together, two perfect specimens of both sexes. We belong together.” 

    On an intellectual level, she knew his words should send her running for the proverbial hills, but it wasn’t her intellect that she was thinking with. She was alive with desire, awash with it, drowning in her own, greedy need to be fucked. 

    She gasped when in one fluid motion he yanked down the straps of her dress and the flimsy fabric pooled around her ankles. 

    Yes, she thought dazedly. More. 

    She half-closed her eyes and tilted back her head, but not once did she take her eyes off their reflections in the mirror. Her matching black bra and panties were in sharp contrast to her creamy skin and she drunk in the sight of her hourglass figure. His dark, brawny hand curled around her throat, partially cupping her jaw. His hand left her throat, and in a matter of seconds her bra was unclipped and her panties slid down her legs. His hands explored her nude body, cupping her naturally full breasts that were so at odds with her slight figure. He pinched a pale pink nipple, making her gasp. His other hand slipped between her legs, his fingers parting her slick folds. When his index-finger found the swollen nub of her clit and circled it slowly, her legs threatened to buckle beneath her. 

    She reached round behind herself, her hands seeking the hard cock encased in his jeans. She sighed in pleasure when her fingers made contact, and her eyes rolled back in her head in pleasure. 

    “You’re fucking beautiful,” he said behind her. 

    For the briefest of seconds there was just empty air where his body and hands had been, and then she found herself being pushed forward towards the bed. She was bodily lifted up, and planted on all fours on the black satin sheets where she bounced for a moment before falling still. Then his weight was crushing her. It was the most natural thing in the world to spread her thighs and succumb to the pressure of his body. He pushed down on her shoulders so that the side of her face was mashed against the satin covers with her arse in the air. 

    She squirmed against him, tilting her hips so that he had easy access to her sopping cunt. In a horny daze, she heard the descent of his zipper, followed by the feel of hot, rigid flesh probing her crack. 

    Her pussy ached to be penetrated; every nerve-ending in her body fizzled with the need to be fucked. 

    But in a single heartbeat, everything changed. One second her entire being was a puddle of molten desire, the next she was a bundle of confusion and humiliation. 

    “What the fuck is going on here?” came a new, and very pissed off, heavily-accented, female voice. 

    Charlotte twisted round her head and saw a woman standing in the caravan doorway. 

    “How dare you barge in on me! This is private,” he said, scrambling to his feet to face her. 

    The woman just stood there, mouth agape. In a split-second, Charlotte took in every detail of her; she was in her mid-twenties and had long, curly black hair worn loose. Pretty tendrils framed her heart-shaped face with the small, blood-red lips and huge, dark eyes. On her slim body she wore a frilly white blouse and a long, voluminous red skirt with an oversized black bag dangling from one shoulder. She was dark-skinned, like the man she had been about to fuck and she was also the most beautiful woman Charlotte had ever seen. 

    And then it hit her full-force. 

    I was about to fuck a stranger! 

    “You said you would never do this again. This is cheap, Jeta. It is wrong to lure these Western sluts with your pathetic spells.” 

    “Melina, please, she means nothing, she is just a whore. It is her who came onto me.” 

    The girl called Melina let out a harsh sounding laugh. “Why, Jeta? Am I not enough for you? Why, why, why?” 

    As Melina’s voice grew shriller, Charlotte scooted down the bed, thinking that she could make her escape while the two of them were arguing. She felt strange and disorientated, like she had awoken from a deep sleep. All she wanted to do was to get the fuck away. 

    “And where do you think you’re going, Western slut?” 

    Charlotte froze on the spot. She was sitting on the edge of the bed and had managed to scoop up her dress which she clutched to her naked body. 

    “I, I, I’m sorry,” she stammered. “This has all been a horrible mistake, I’m sorry. I’ll just go, let you sort this out.” 

    “Sorry? You’re sorry?” She extended her slender arm and pointed a long finger at her. “You are a whore, and I curse you, slut.”  

    She spoke further in a language that as far as Charlotte was concerned was gobbledegook. The alien words she spat at her made her flesh crawl and as she spoke, Charlotte shoved the dress over her head and scooped up her underwear, stuffing her bra and knickers into her handbag. 

    The woman still stood in the doorway, blocking her way. She had stopped babbling in her strange language, and smiled at her. It wasn’t a nice smile, but rather one a snake might give a mouse before it swallowed it whole.  

    “Melina, no,” Jeta gasped. “You must not do that, it is too much. You have gone too far, take it back.” 

    “I’ve gone too far?” she said, turning her hate-filled gaze onto her boyfriend. “It is you that fucks everything that moves, not me. Now you will have this cunt’s death on your conscience.” 

    “No. Don’t do this,’ he pleaded. 

    “If I remove the spell, we are over, do you understand? So, which is it? Me, or her?” 

    Jeta’s gaze flitted from one woman to the other, his eyes full of fear. Charlotte stared at him, silently begging with her eyes for him to help her. He dropped his gaze and her heart sank. 

    No help there, then. 

    “Please, just let me pass,” Charlotte said in what she hoped was a steady voice. 

    The beautiful woman with the flaming black eyes and little red doll-lips pulled back in a nasty smirk shook her head. Charlotte froze in fear as she reached into her shoulder bag and rummaged around. 

    She’s going to shoot me, came the panicked thought. Or stab me. 

    Instead, she produced a roll of sticky-tape. Charlotte just stared dumbly at it when the woman held it out to her. 

    “Take it, and I shall let you pass. Put it in your bag.” 

    She wants me to take a roll of sticky-tape? What the fuck? 

    “Take it,” Jeta said, “you will be needing it. And whatever you do, don’t lose it.” 

    Slowly, she turned to look at him and saw sadness in his eyes. Shaking her head in disbelief, she accepted the tape and dropped it into her bag, for surely that was preferable to the bitch attacking her. 

    It’s just a roll of sticky-tape, what possible harm can it do me? 

    True to her word, the woman stepped to one side and, without a backward glance, Charlotte fled the scene.  
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    She stood shivering at the bus-stop, not from cold, but from shock. As luck would have it, the battery on her mobile had died so there was no calling Jason and begging his forgiveness.  

    He’d leave me in a heart-beat if he knew what I’d done. 

    Her relationship with Jason was suddenly the most precious thing in the world to her; in that moment she loved him with all the remorseful passion that only a guilty heart could muster. 

    From behind her, the thump-thump of the music coming from the common was like a knife twisting in her heart, a painful reminder of her indiscretion. All she wanted to do was go home and crawl into Jason’s arms. 

    At last, the red double-decker rounded the corner and she dabbed at her eyes with the back of her hand. The backs of her hands came away smeared with the black gunge of her eye make-up and she licked her forefingers and rubbed under her eyes, doing her best to minimise the damage. 

    I bet I look a right state, she thought miserably as she fumbled in her handbag for the loose change residing in the bottom – just enough for the bus-fare. As she did so her fingers grazed the roll of sticky-tape and she snatched back her hand like she had been bitten. 

    What the fuck was all that about anyway? A roll of sticky-tape, for fuck’s sake. Ignoring the bad feeling that churned in her guts, she boarded the bus. 

    She made her way to the long seat at the back, keen to be away from any prying eyes. Not that there were many people on-board given the late hour. Her misery and humiliation was a palpable thing, a badge that she wore for all to see. 

    And guilt, she thought. Let’s not forget about that. 

    Meekly, she clasped her hands in her lap, letting her waterfall of brilliant red hair fall in front of her face. Her body went slack, giving in to the rocking motions of the bus. Absently, she focussed on her hands. 

    What the fuck is wrong with my finger? Trembling, she lifted it to her face, gasping loudly in horror. What the fuck? 

    It defied comprehension, but there it was, right before her very eyes. Her fucking forefinger was coming unattached below the second knuckle. It dangled there, jerking slightly with the motion of the bus. 

    I’m hallucinating. 

    Obviously she was as there was no blood and no pain. She slapped her hand against her ribcage, firmly sandwiching it under her armpit. The wave of panic surged through her, making her vision swim. She closed her eyes, close to blacking out. 

    It isn’t real… 

    She took in a deep breath and exhaled slowly. Keeping her hand tucked under her armpit, she opened her eyes and stared out at the black night, illuminated by passing cars. She lurched in her seat as the bus nosily braked and the three last remaining passengers – an old woman and a teenaged couple – alighted the bus. 

    The bus jerked forwards again and Charlotte had never felt so alone and scared in her entire life. 

    She knew she had to look at her hand; knew she had to confront the hallucination head on. Removing her shaking hand from the warm safety of her armpit, she held it up before her eyes. 

    A small scream escaped her lips because it wasn’t a fucking hallucination. The end of her finger was only attached precariously to her hand by the flap of skin on the underside. Everything else was severed. 

    It looked like one of those 3D shots of human anatomy on a computer, where parts of the body were perfectly sliced to show every last detail of the workings of a person’s insides. Her finger bone, encased in the spongy pink and red innards showed not a drop of blood, and both edges where the digit had been severed were mirror smooth. The blood was evident in the tiny blood vessels, but beyond that, nothing. The bone gleamed white amidst the red and her world dimmed to black. 

     

    She didn’t know how long she had been out. Five minutes? Ten? She opened her eyes to the rocking motion of the bus, the side of her face freezing and wet from being mashed against the window. 

    Groggily, she sat up, her mind dangerously close to spinning out of control. Tears blurred her vision and she couldn’t seem to catch her breath. The injured hand that defied the laws of nature rested in her lap and she refused to look at it, instead staring blankly out of the window. Her reflection stared back at her. Her eyes were like blackholes with the smeared mascara, her complexion ghostly pale. 

    I look like a ghost, came the unnerving thought. 

    In despair, she averted her gaze and unconsciously her good hand slipped inside her handbag. It may only have been a gesture of self-comfort, but her fingertips automatically sought out the roll of tape. Without thinking, she pulled it out and looked at it. 

    The woman’s strange words echoed in her head: You’ll be needing this… 

    Her finger was hanging off and there was no blood. It occurred to her that it would make perfect sense to ‘wrap up’ her damaged finger. 

    Ripping off a length of tape with her teeth, she proceeded to do so. Her hands shook as she performed the task, and when she was done she held up her hand in front of her face. The sound of harsh breathing reached her ears and she realised that the noise was coming from her. 

    She blinked. Her finger was as good as new. There wasn’t even a ‘join’ where the two ends were held together. There was no pain and she could move it as normal. 

    In fact, it was like she had imagined the whole sorry thing. 

    Oh God, I’m losing my mind. 

    A strangled sob escaped her lips and she stared at her hollow-eyed reflection. 

    Except it wasn’t her own reflection anymore. It was hers. 

    Melina’s face grinned at her from the glass and Charlotte gasped out a scream. She squeezed her eyes tightly shut, forcing the horrible aberration from her mind. Sure enough, when she opened them again it was but her own terrified reflection staring back at her. 

    What’s happening to me? 

    Her street loomed ahead and she lurched to her feet, staggering down the aisle on trembling legs. 

    Calm down, she told herself. Everything will be fine when you get home. 

     

    But it wasn’t fine. For a start, Jason was still seriously pissed at her. When she let herself into the tiny, ground-floor flat on the busy main-road, he was standing there in the middle of the living-room with his arms folded defensively over his puny chest.  

    She resisted the urge to roll her eyes as she strongly suspected he had been standing there like that since he had got in. Jason was nothing if not predictable. 

    “You were totally flirting with that guy,” he huffed. 

    Oh, if only you knew… 

    “Baby, I wasn’t. As soon as you left I went looking for you but you had gone. You left me there, Jason.” 

    “Yes, I did. You made a fool of me, Charlotte.” 

    It suddenly occurred to her that her bra and knickers were stuffed in her bag. What if he had noticed that her tits were swinging free? At a casual glance, they were firm enough for their braless state to go undetected, but they wouldn’t hold up to close scrutiny – the fabric of the dress was thin and her nipples were hard with shock. Discretely, she draped her luscious red hair in front of her chest and prayed he wouldn’t notice. 

    “I need to go the bathroom,” she said. “I’m in a bit of a state, in case you didn’t notice. In case you actually cared about me.” 

    A shadow passed over his face. Regret? Anger? She wasn’t sure. “You’re the one that’s fucked up here, not me.” 

    Jason never swore. In fact, she had never seen him so upset before. 

    “And you’re the one who abandoned me. Anything could’ve happened to me tonight…” 

    Her words trailed off as she remembered the night’s events in all their glory. She’d felt so sure that she’d wanted to fuck that man. At the time, she’d been insanely hot for him, but now, away from the moment? She realised how dangerously close she’d come to being raped. 

    As hot as he was, there was no way she’d be so blatantly unfaithful to Jason. Okay, so she may have ‘accidently’ snogged a few guys while out clubbing, and the odd bout of sex chatting on facebook didn’t count, but to actively play around right under her boyfriend’s nose? 

    There was just no way. 

    That fucker put a spell on me. 

    And then that bitch put a curse on me. 

    She knew this as surely as she knew her own name. 

    And it was her secret, for who would believe her? Not Jason, that was for sure. As academically brilliant as he was, he had the imagination of a dead slug. 

    “Earth to Charlotte? Are you reading? Christ, you look awful.” 

    His face had softened somewhat and she hoped that he was close to forgiving her. 

    “I feel awful, Jason. I’m sorry, okay? I’m sorry if you thought I was flirting. I’m sorry I didn’t call you but I had no battery on my phone. I’m sorry for bloody everything.” 

    Genuine tears slipped down her cheeks and hastily she wiped them away. She really was exhausted and desperate to lock herself in the bathroom. 

    “You were flirting with another guy.” 

    “I wasn’t! And I came running after you but you had gone. I would never hurt you, baby. I’m sorry, but I’m dying for a wee, and I’m freezing cold. I’m going to run myself a bath, we’ll talk when I get out.” 

    She walked round him, mindful to keep her curtain of hair over her breasts and with a huge sigh of relief, she locked herself in the bathroom. 

    Ten minutes later, Charlotte was immersed up to her neck in glorious, fragrant bubbles. Over her ‘bad’ finger with the tape wrapped around it she wore a disposable plastic glove, borrowed from one of her ‘brilliant red’ hair-dye packets. She also took extra care not to get it wet and let her hand dangle over the edge of the bath. 

    What a fucking night, she thought miserably. I can’t believe this has happened to me, it’s like something out of a movie. 

    She placed the wet flannel over her face, trying to organise her muddled thoughts. What the hell was she supposed to do? 

    I have to go back. I have to beg that bitch to remove the curse... 

    The more she thought about it, the more she realised that she had been tricked and manipulated right from the start. She had followed that bastard like he was the Pied Piper of fucking Hamlin, because he had worked his voodoo fucking magic on her. Under normal circumstances, she wouldn’t have been attracted to such a brute, anyway. To a man that was all brawn and no brain. She was an utter fool to have her head turned like that by some sleazy nobody.  

    No, I’m not a fool. I was tricked. I’ll just explain everything to that Gypsy bitch, she‘ll understand that this wasn’t my fault, she’ll have to… 

    So what the hell am I doing still sitting in the bath? 

    She hauled herself up, her mind racing with what she had to do. Fleetingly, she thought of Jason. Maybe he could come with her? Hell, he would have to believe her if she showed him her damn finger… 

    But by showing him her finger, she would have to tell him everything. And would he believe her that she was put under a spell, that it wasn’t her fault she’d got naked with – and almost fucked – another man? 

    Maybe she could just omit that part? Yes, that was a distinct possibility. 

    Sighing heavily, she wiped her good hand across the heavily steamed mirror over the sink. Her glum face with her acres of red hair piled up on top of her head stared back.  

    At least the panda-eyes are gone, she thought, reaching out for the towel on the hook. Rigorously, she began to dry herself. 

    She stopped. 

    What the… 

    Almost her entire left breast was hanging off. Just like with her finger, it was attached only by a small piece of skin on the underside of the breast. And as with her finger, the surfaces of her revealed insides were perfectly glass-smooth. 

    “Oh, no, no, no…” 

    Before she had dumped her bag on the bed in the bedroom, she had remembered to remove her underwear, but she had left the sticky-tape where it was. Tentatively, she touched the dangling breast. No pain. It felt completely normal, and when her palm cupped her nipple, that felt completely normal too, it was just in a different place. She couldn’t bring herself to touch her glistening innards – that would be sure way to make herself freak out. Because if she gave in to the terror now, she didn’t think it would ever stop. Her mind would simply detach, and she would scream until she passed out. 

    Sobbing, she gripped the rim of the sink, the bathroom spinning around her. 

    Don’t pass out, she told herself sternly. You need to get that sticky-tape and then get your sorry arse back to that funfair. Which is what I should’ve fucking well done in the first place if I had been thinking straight… 

    With a newfound resolve, she briskly dried herself. Stepping forward to retrieve the fresh underwear that was draped over the edge of the laundry basket, she somehow missed her footing and collapsed onto her side in an ungainly heap. 

    “Fuck!” she yelled, the side of her thigh throbbing where it had smacked against the lino floor. 

    “Are you alright?” came Jason’s voice from the other side of the door. 

    The door handle turned but thankfully she had locked it. 

    “I’m fine,” she called out. “I slipped, that’s all.” 

    “Is anything bleeding?” 

    Her vision swam in and out of focus when she saw the reason why she had tripped. A short distance away lay her foot, severed in a neat line above the ankle. 

    “Oh, dear God,” she said, not believing her eyes. 

    Again, there was no pain.  

    “Charlotte? Sweetie? What’s happening? I asked if you were bleeding.” 

    She almost smiled at that. “No. No blood.” She cleared her throat, forcing her voice to come out as normal. “I’m fine, I’ll be out in a second. Why don’t you go and pour us a glass of wine? I’ll be right there.” 

    Then she noticed her left tit, lying a few inches away from her severed foot. It looked like an oversized fucking cupcake with a cherry on top. 

    “Okay,” he said. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have left you like that, and I apologise. I do trust you, and I’m sorry I doubted you.” He sighed heavily when she didn’t answer. “We’ll talk when you come out, okay? I love you.” 

    His little apology speech barely registered. Shuffling over on her backside to her lost body parts, she picked up her foot, and promptly dropped it again in shock. 

    She had felt the pressure in her foot when she had picked it up, actually felt it like the fucking thing was still attached to her. She pressed her good hand to her mouth to smother the half-cry, half-laugh that bubbled up from her stomach like gas. 

    Oh, dear Lord, this can’t be happening… 

    She leaned against the door, listening to Jason’s retreating footsteps. 

    Come on, Charlotte, keep it together. Due to the small size of the flat, she could hear him clattering the wineglasses in the kitchen. I’ve got time to slip into the bedroom without him noticing and tape myself back together. 

    The idea was so outrageous, so fucking preposterous, she had to stifle another round of giggles. Scooping up her foot and her breast, she got to her feet. Or foot. To her disgust and horror, she could feel the pressure of her touch on her severed body parts. Her mind swam with the insanity of it and she squeezed her eyes shut, forcing out the thoughts of pure madness. Because if she stopped to dwell, she knew she would start screaming and never stop. 

    Experimentally, she placed her stump on the ground. It didn’t hurt in the slightest and in this ungainly manner she hobbled the short distance to the bedroom. She chucked her body parts and wet towel onto the bed and rummaged frantically in her bag for the tape. As she did so, she could feel the softness of the duvet brushing against her detached foot and breast. 

    For God’s sake, don’t think about that. 

    “Gotcha,” she said with a manic grin as she sat on the edge of the bed and unravelled the tape. 

    First of all, she grabbed her foot and held it in place at the ankle. She proceeded to tape it back on, winding the tape round and round until the foot was secured back in place.  

    The line of the join disappeared as if it had never been. 

    She twisted round on the bed just in time to see the bedroom door push inwards. 

    “Shit,” she said under her breath, grabbing the towel and holding it against her body. 

    As Jason stepped into the room, she swept her breast behind her back before he had a chance to notice it. 

    “I said I’d be there in a minute.” 

    “I just came in to see of you were okay. Is that Sellotape round your foot?” 

    “Yes, it is, as it happens.” 

    “Why?” 

    Yes. Why, indeed? “I cut my ankle.” 

    “So you wrapped tape round your entire ankle? There are plasters in the kitchen cupboard.” 

    “Did you come in here to talk about the tape round my foot?” 

    “No.” He sat on the edge of the bed and it creaked under his weight. For a frightful moment, she thought her breast was going to roll into his lap. “I love you so much, Charlotte, I know I’m punching above my weight with you, and I’m scared of losing you. If you were ever unfaithful to me, I swear I’d lose my mind. God, I’m just so scared of us falling apart.” 

    Falling apart? Baby, you don’t know the half of it… 

    “Just let me get dressed, okay? I don’t want to do this with no clothes on.” 

    Jason got to his feet, frowning slightly. “It’s never bothered you before. But if you’re uncomfortable, I’ll wait for you in the kitchen.” 

    “Thanks, sweetie.” 

    She reached up to let down her hair which was still pinned to the top of her head with one big clip. As she did so, her head tilted to the left. 

    Oh no… 

    Her worst suspicions were confirmed when she touched the side of her neck; sure enough, her fingers disappeared inside her neck. Snatching her fingers out of the yawning gap, she grabbed both sides of her face, cupping her palms under her jaw. 

    “Are you okay?” 

    Yeah, I’m fucking marvellous, just trying not to LOSE MY FUCKING HEAD.  

    “Can I have a moment? I’ll join you in a minute,” she said in a high-pitched squeak. 

    In her haste to keep her head attached to her neck, she realised too late that her towel had dropped. 

    Jason’s face was a picture. He lurched to his feet, staggering away from her. 

    “Charlotte? What the fuck?” 

    Aw, fuck. Now the cat’s out the bag… Or the tit’s out the towel…. 

    She threw back her head and laughed – not because she found any of this funny, just that she was, well, you know, feeling a little crazy right now – and as she did so her gaze was suddenly on the ceiling.  

    “Oopsie.” 

    Only just did she manage to grip her earlobes in time to prevent her head from toppling clean off her neck.  

    Then there was a big thump, and Jason was on the floor. She peered down at him, holding her head in place. 

    “Yeah, I don’t blame you,” she said. “This shit is nasty.” 
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    Holding her head on her neck with one hand, she reached for the tape. 

    Gonna need a mirror for this one, she thought, getting to her feet. The tape really had worked a miracle on her foot, for she was able to walk over to the floor-length mirror on the wardrobe door like nothing was wrong. 

    Taking great pains to keep the tape neat, she proceeded to wind it round her neck. Like with her foot, the join completely disappeared and she was as good as new. 

    She scooped up her breast and held it back in place against her chest wall. Despite having super-firm breasts, she still had a slight under-fold where breast met chest wall – the type of curve that every woman with larger, natural breasts over the age of seventeen possessed. As minimal as this crease was, it was proving nigh-on impossible to tape her breast back to her body because of it. The underside of her breast scrunched up the tape and as a result made the rest of the tape a little wonky so in places the thin red line of the join was visible. 

    Also, she hadn’t put it on quite straight so her nipples looked cross-eyed. 

    Still, at least it’s attached. It’ll do until I get back to the funfair. 

    From the ground, Jason groaned. 

    “Charlotte? What the fuck’s happened to you?” 

    “The gypsies put a curse on me.” 

    He sat up, visibly wincing with the effort and rubbing his shoulder; the man had gone down hard and heavy. 

    “Gypsies? You mean that guy?” 

    “Yeah, him and his girlfriend,” she said, staring at her wonky breast in the mirror. “But it wasn’t my bloody fault. The bastard put a spell on me, he made me follow him back to his caravan, but his stupid cow of a girlfriend blamed me.” 

    The words were out of her mouth before she could censor them, and when she turned to look at Jason he was staring at her, a funny expression on his face. Slowly, he got to his feet. 

    “He made you? What did he do, put a gun to your head? And what, exactly, happened in his caravan?” 

    She looked at him blankly. “There are bits falling off me, and you’re asking me what I did in his caravan?” 

    “What the fuck happened in his caravan? Did you fuck him?” 

    “What? No! Of course not… Hey! What are you doing?” 

    Jason had grabbed her by the shoulders and was forcefully shaking her. 

    Jeta’s words rang in her ears, I sense a darkness within you, my friend, an ugliness… 

    No! Jason’s not like that! I’m sure he’s not. 

    He shook, and he shook, and then suddenly her entire right arm came away in his hand. He staggered backwards, hanging on to her arm. 

    “You fucking freak! What the fuck is this? Jesus fucking Christ!” 

    He stared down at her arm, his eyes so wide behind his glasses, she could see the slightly bloodshot whites of his eyeballs all the way around his non-descript brown irises. 

    If you don’t understand something, you will destroy it... 

    And then she perfectly understood Jeta’s meaning. In a flash of understanding, she got it. She never really knew Jason. Not really. She only saw what she wanted to see. He wasn’t just a dry academic, he was a cold bastard. 

    The realisation was almost as shocking as the fact he was holding her arm. 

    “Give me that back,” she said in a steady voice. 

    “Fucking freak!” he spat. There was spittle on his lips and his complexion was high. “What in the fuck is wrong with you? You fucked him, didn’t you?” 

    “No! Jason please, give me back my arm, I need to go back to the funfair and get this fucking curse lifted.” 

    “Fuck you.” 

    He threw her arm across the room and she felt the cool rush of the air against the skin of her severed arm. When it landed she cried out in pain as it smacked against the carpet. Apparently, it didn’t hurt when bits dropped off her, but it hurt when the severed body part was abused. 

    What a total, fucking mind-fuck. 

    Grabbing the tape with her remaining hand, she lunged for her arm, but Jason grabbed her round the waist. 

    “Let me go,” she squealed, squirming in his grip. “Aww, fuck it…” 

    The scuffle had caused her leg to come unattached below the knee and she fell sideways. If it weren’t for Jason’s tight grip around her waist, she would’ve gone sprawling. 

    Jason started to laugh. The sound of it made the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end and she froze in his grip. 

    “What the fuck else comes off then? Huh? Huh?” 

    Quite a lot, as it happened. 

    “Jason, please, don’t do this…” 

    “You went off with another fucking man, you stupid fucking slag. You think I’m fucking stupid? I saw you weren’t wearing a bra when you walked through the door. I was just biding my time, seeing as you’re such a thick cunt, I knew you’d trip over your own lies eventually.” 

    The personality change in him was jaw-dropping and she could only stare at him stupidly.  

    “You believe there’s a curse on me, but you don’t believe that the man tricked me into following him back to his caravan?” 

    “I saw the way you were looking at him, there was no trickery involved.” 

    The tears flowed. Where had her Jason gone? This wasn’t the man she had fallen in love with. 

    But you never really loved him, did you? Not properly… 

    Her regrets were swept aside by overwhelming terror; there was hell in his eyes and a meanness to the curve of his thin lips. 

    “Let me go. I swear, none of this is my fault.” 

    “Oh, I beg to differ,” he said in a low voice. In a dangerous voice that she had never heard him use before; a voice that turned her blood to ice. 

    “You’re hurting my arm,” she gasped. 

    “What this one? Or the one on the other side of the room you fucking freak?” 

    He dug his fingers painfully into her arm and yanked hard… 

    And it came away in his hand. 

    Jason laughed and laughed, until he was doubled over in fits of giggles. In horror, she saw that her hand still gripped the roll of tape. She could also still feel his fingers gripping her arm. 

    Oh man, this is so fucked up. 

    Now that Jason was no longer holding her upright, it was becoming increasingly difficult to keep her balance on one foot with both arms gone. She swayed on the spot for a moment then went down hard. The carpet rushed up to meet her, knocking her breath out. 

    “Fuck,” she grunted. 

    This wasn’t good at all. The fall had dislodged the tape round her neck, and her head, being so heavy, had toppled clean off her shoulders. It took her a moment to realise it was unattached, for she had a close-up view of her vagina. 

    So that’s what it really looks like, she thought. And men actually like that?  

    With her cheek pressed into the carpet, she began to laugh. She laughed until the tears blinded her and she could feel her shoulders shaking with the effort. 

    But that’s impossible, she thought, and laughed some more. 

    “Shut the fuck up!” Jason shouted. “You think this funny? I’ll show you something that’s really fucking funny.” 

    A shadow loomed over her head and then she felt hands either side of her face. Suddenly, her head was lifted up off the ground and went flying through the air so fast she went light-headed and her stomach flipped. 

    “I’ll tell you something for nothing, sweetheart. We ain’t going back to the funfair. You don’t deserve to be fixed-up. You brought this on yourself.” 

    As he was talking, experimentally she flexed various body parts in turn. She found she could flex her fingers and toes, and twitch her hips.  

    I can converge. I can pull myself together… 

    Her mind lurched and she didn’t know whether to scream or cry. Blindly, she dug her fingertips into the carpet, and, like a crab, slowly she dragged her arm across the floor. 

    Jason’s head whipped round. “You fucking bitch! How are you doing that?” 

    He dropped her head on the bed where it bounced a few times before going still. Her stomach plummeted with the sudden drop and she sobbed into the duvet. 

    “Looks like we’re going to have to do something about this,” he said, kicking her arm. 

    She yelped in pain and watched him as he bent down to pick up her wiggling arm. Walking over to the dark-wood, old-fashioned wardrobe, he unlocked the door, threw in her arm, and locked the door again. 

    “Back in a sec,” he said, scooping up a thrashing leg. 

    “No! Wait! What are you doing?” 

    Ignoring her, he carried it out of the room, and then there was searing pain in her thigh, like it had been thumped, hard. He came back into the room a further three times to pick up each limb and carry it out. Each time he exited the room it resulted in a sharp pain in each limb. And each time that she pleaded with him to stop, he paid her on heed. 

    By the time he got back, her limbs were cold and throbbing in discomfort. 

    “What have you done?” she sobbed. 

    “Separated your arms and legs so you can’t pull yourself together like the freak that you are. Your arms are in the basement and your other leg is locked in the sideboard.” He crouched down and scooped up her torso. “Fuck, you’re heavy,” he moaned, hugging her torso to his chest. 

    He threw her body down onto the bed where it landed next to her head. She found herself eye-level with a stump where her arm used to be, and a flat, red circle which used to be her left breast. 

    It must’ve come off again when he picked me up, she thought sadly. 

    “Watch this, bitch,” he said, kneeling between her legs and unzipping his fly. 

    “No, Jason, don’t do this.” 

    “No? Why not? You’re a dirty little whore, Charlotte, and now you’re gonna get it.” 

    She screamed out when he penetrated her, and, while he was fucking her, he yanked a pillowcase off a pillow and balled up a corner of it before shoving it in her screaming mouth. 

    “Well, won’t you look at that? The end of it is coming out your neck stump. You should be choking to fucking death.” 

    Yeah, I should. But I’m not. 

    She screamed into the gag as he humped her dry vagina. The fact was, she was still breathing normally through her nose, and she watched the rapid rise and fall of her chest as he pumped away on top of her. She could feel the pillow case in her throat – it was a little uncomfortable and ‘full’ in feeling – but it neither made her gag not suffocated her. 

    As he raped her, in the basement her hands pulled themselves along the cold, concrete floor by their fingers, wriggling like snakes until they found each other and pressed their forearms together, their fingers entwining. It offered her some comfort. 

    Jason came quickly, finishing up with all the finesse of a horny dog. 

    “Oh, Charlotte, at last I own you,” he said as he pulled out. “You think I don’t know about the men you get off with when you’re out clubbing? You think I don’t know the password to your facebook? But none of that matters now because I own you.” 

    Lovingly, he stroked her hair. “We’re going to be so happy together.” 

    She could only grunt and sob in reply.  

    How long can I stay alive in this way? For how long will this black magic sustain me? 

    In the basement, she squeezed her hands together. What was it that Jeta had said? That her hidden strength would one day save her? That she would find it within herself to fight him? 

    As she lay there in pieces scattered every which way, she fully understood Jeta’s words, and she understood that she was changing – she could feel it happening with every passing second. Changing into what, she didn’t yet know, but she would adapt. Her limbs would adapt, perhaps take on a life of their own.  

    And when they did, she would kill him. Perhaps she would strangle him, or bludgeon him. Somehow, some way, she would do it. 

    Isn’t that right, Helen? 
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    Helen dropped the book in her lap as soon as she read that last line, and a clap of thunder made her cry out. 

    What the hell? she thought, her heart hammering.  

    With trembling fingers, she picked up the book once more. 

    I did not just read that last line. 

    Sure enough, when she opened the book again at the last page she had read, that line was gone. The last line on the page was: Somehow, some way, she would do it. 

    She blinked, clearing her vision, shaking her head in disbelief at her own stupidity. 

    I’m just tired, she reasoned. The thunderstorm, and him out on the piss without me is freaking me out. 

    The line that she had dreamed up aside, it was a strange, surreal little story. Her heart was still thumping painfully against her ribcage and the imagery from the story clung to her, making her shiver. Imagine having bits drop of you like that, she thought. It would be bloody terrifying. The story really did have a nightmarish quality to it that had thoroughly creeped her out… 

    It must have got to me to make me imagine the last line like that. 

    She sighed heavily. Why was she reading this stupid book anyway? But there was no denying that she found the style of writing oddly engaging and she picked up the slim book once more, staring at the weird, skin-like cover. The author’s voice was very modern and simplistic, and in an inexplicable way, also incredibly familiar. She was positive that she hadn’t read that story before, but God, that writing. It was just so damn familiar.  

    She frowned. Her thoughts were confused and made no sense to her. In fact, the more she thought about it, the more it seemed that not only was this an author that she had read before, but that this was an author that she personally knew. 

    She brushed aside the strange feeling, knowing full well it was just the thunderstorm and being alone in the house while her boyfriend was out boozing that was giving her the jitters. 

    Taking a deep breath, she flipped the page. Like before, there was no author name, just the title of the next story. This one was called, ‘NIGHT OF THE DJ’. 

    With the rain coming down in angry sheets against the window, she snuggled down into the grey fleece and began to read…  
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    NIGHT OF THE DJ 

     

     

     

     

     

     

    “So tell me, folks, do you believe in the afterlife? Do you believe in ghosties and ghoulies and things that go bump in the night? Do you have any stories to share? Because I’m in the mood for a good scare.” Esther Blake pulled the microphone down to her red-painted lips, her voice turning husky. Through the glass partition, Bill Logan rolled his eyes. “Call me, boys and girls. Tell me everything. We’re in this together, this dark and stormy night, weary travellers traipsing through this thing called life. Have any of you glimpsed beyond the veil of our existence, to the terrifying truths in the distance? To the secrets beyond?” Now Bill was groaning – not that she could hear him in her hermetically sealed box-studio. She dropped him a wink. “Call me, people. Let’s talk.” 

    Esther pulled the chunky headphones off her ears so that they dangled round her neck and flicked a switch on the turnstile. Industrial metal filled the tiny space, and she kicked backwards against the desk with her knee-length, high-heeled boots, wheeling her chair away from all the blinking equipment and computer screens. 

    Bill’s head with his floppy blonde hair popped round the door. Despite being in his late-thirties, he didn’t look a day over twenty-five with his big, blue eyes and killer cheekbones. 

    Why are all the best ones gay? 

     “I’ve got two calls waiting.” 

    She reached forward and dragged the volume button down, silencing Marilyn. 

    “Just two?” 

    “Well, there were three, but I had to lose one of them. He had a mouth on him like a sewer.” 

    “Really? Did you ask him out? Sounds just your type.” 

    “Fuck off. Nice alliteration just now, by the way. Really fucking original.” 

    Esther smiled sweetly at him as she stuck up her middle finger. “So who am I getting?” 

    Line one is Linda. She’s batty, but harmless and not likely to drop the F-bomb. She has a poltergeist that likes to rootle through her dirty washing.” 

    Esther raised an eyebrow. “A dead knicker-sniffer?” 

    “Yeah. The guy on line two is a little more, how should I say, sinister.” 

    “Sinister? How do you mean, sinister?” 

    “I mean he’s a blatant nut-job. He says he has a pact with the devil, that he has sold his soul.” 

    “Sold his soul? In return for what?” 

    “He didn’t say. He said he’d only tell you about his deal.” 

    Esther frowned. “That sounds… creepy. That sounds like a potential serial killer, or something.” 

    “Yeah, that’s what I thought. Do you want him on air? It’s your call.” 

    “Literally,” she muttered, her frown deepening. She shrugged. “Sure? Why not? What’s the worst that could happen?” 

    “He could have you lined up as the next victim?” 

    “Wow, thanks for that.” 

    Bill smiled boyishly. “You’re welcome.” His smile instantly dropped and he looked at her with a brotherly concern. “If he is a psychopath, at least we’ll have a confession of sorts to hand over to the police. Maybe it’s our civic duty to speak to him.” 

    “Yeah. Maybe.” 

    “Just do that slutty thing you and convince him to call the fuzz,” Bill said, his customary dry humour firmly back in place. 

    “That slutty thing I do? I presume by that you mean talk, you know, since that’s my fucking job.” 

    “Yeah, whatever. Just use your slut powers and make the poor sap fall in love with you like every other stupid male does that listens to your show.” 

    “Jealous, are you? What’s the matter, Billy-boy, is the queue of men outside your front-door sadly of the invisible variety?” 

    Bill narrowed his eyes at her, looking very much as if he were about to come out with a bitchy retort, then he seemed to think better of it and his entire face softened. “You don’t have to take him, please don’t feel pressured. He’s weird, and intense. He’ll get under your skin. But he’s articulate, well-spoken, and it’ll make for good radio.” 

    “Relax, will you? It’s only yet another nut-job calling up the show, fuck knows we get enough of them. I’m a big girl, I can handle him.” 

    Bill nodded his approval. “If he gets too freaky, we’ll cut straight to Linda on line one, okay? His name is Greg.” 

    “Okay, boss, let’s do this.” 

    “Boss? I just field the calls and make sure you don’t press any wrong buttons.” 

    But they both knew that was blatantly untrue. The ‘Esther Blake Night Show’ was Bill’s baby. Bill had waded through hundreds of applicants for a voice to fill his night-time slot, and he and Esther’s rapport had been instant. Given Esther’s ‘alternative’ taste in music and spunky attitude it had been a risk on Bill’s part, but a risk that had paid off.  

    Bill left her alone in the room, taking his seat on the other side of the glass. He placed the headphones over his ears and spoke into the mouth-piece, fiddling with the knobs on his dashboard. He grinned and gave her the thumbs up with one hand– that meant he had taken control of the decks. She grinned back, putting her feet up on the desktop and lacing her hands behind her head which she knew he hated. She sat there waiting for his double thumbs-up and the ‘On Air’ sign to turn red over the spring-loaded door.  

    The sign glowed red, and she sprang into action, scooting forward on the wheelie chair and pulling the mic down to her mouth. 

    “Welcome back, boys and girls,” she said in her best, come-fuck-me voice. She had an amazing voice, and she knew it – just the right amount of depth without being too deep, a girlish lilt mixed in with the cynical, rich tones of a woman who had seen much and experienced more. Her voice was pure velvet, pure sex. “We have a caller, folks. His name is Greg and he has a story to tell. Hello Greg, how are you this wet and wild evening?” 

    She pressed the button, and the voice filled the room. She preferred this to having a voice piped in through the headphones; it felt like the speaker was in the room with her and it made the conversation flow. 

    “Hello Esther, I’m fine, now that I’m speaking to you.” 

    She closed her eyes, trying to picture the man behind the voice. There was a boyish lilt to his voice and was neither high-pitched nor deep. Just the sound of it made her flesh tighten around her skeletal structure and her forearms break out in a rash of goose-bumps. 

    Bill was right; creepy isn’t the fucking word. 

    “That’s great, Greg,” she purred, “it’s a pleasure to have you on the show tonight. What is it that you want to share with us?” 

    There was a pause, and for a second Esther thought that they had lost him. Inwardly, she sighed. 

    No such bloody luck. 

    “I’ve seen things, Esther, things you wouldn’t believe. Things that would split your mind in two.” 

    She leaned in closer, practically leaving a smear of lipstick on the small black head of the mic. 

    “And what, exactly, have you seen, Greg?” 

    “I’ve seen what comes next. And I’ve seen what brings them.” 

    Esther shivered and wrapped her arms around her body, but she kept her voice icy-cool when she replied: 

    “Are you talking about the afterlife, Greg? Are you talking about rituals to commune with the dead?” 

    “In a way. You know, I’ve always been a fan of yours. I used to see you DJing at The Gothic Square. You were so hot. You’re still hot.” 

    The Gothic Square was one of the most notorious goth clubs in London. Esther had deejayed there throughout her twenties, where she had quickly gained a reputation as one of the most talented young DJs on the club scene. 

    “Thank-you, Greg, that’s always nice to hear.” 

    “I love your style, Esther. I love gothic chicks, but feminine gothic chicks. I can’t be doing with all that Emo rubbish. Give me a woman that looks like a cross between that chick from Underworld and that stripper Von Teese any day. God, I used to watch you for hours at that club, you were the hottest woman I’ve ever seen. You still are.” 

    Bill’s sudden hand movement caught her attention through the oblong window; he was performing a throat-slitting motion with his fingers. She shook her head, despite the fact she was dealing with a nut-job and a possible stalker.  

    Because Bill was right about another thing as well; nut-jobs made for bloody good radio. 

    “Sure you saw me, sweetheart – you and thousands of others. I loved my time at The Gothic Square. But you haven’t not been invited onto my show to talk about how hot I was when I was spinning the decks at the best club in town. You’re here to talk about your experiences. So come on, why don’t you tell us all about what you’ve seen.” She leaned in closer to the mic, whispering theatrically. “Tell me about your brush with the dark-side.” 

    “Oh, it was more than a brush, sweetheart. I have a deal with the big man himself. A pact.” 

    He fell silent and Esther’s finger hovered over the ‘goodbye-you-fucking-loser’ button. 

    “Are you telling me you have a pact with the devil, Greg?” she asked instead. 

    “Yes I am, Esther. He owns my soul. I get to do what I love, and because of Him I get to get away with it. He gets more souls, I get my pleasure. In return he takes my soul when my times comes.” 

    “What, exactly, are we talking about, here? What is it that you love?” 

    She asked this, despite the fact that every last fibre of her being was screaming at her to cut him the fuck off. 

    “This is all a big joke to you, isn’t it? I can hear the scepticism in your voice. It’s pain that He wants; the absolute agony of the body and mind, the all-consuming suffering of the flesh. And I can give him that, Esther, I like to.” 

    Oh wow, psycho alert… 

    “Are we talking about murder, here, Greg? About killing in the name of the devil?” 

    It almost came out as a whisper and to her dismay she discovered that her hands were shaking. She was used to crazies calling up the show, but talking to this guy felt different. It felt wrong on a basic, human level that she couldn’t put into words. He chuckled harshly and her gaze locked with Bill’s through the glass. His eyes were wide and his usually tanned face was white. 

    “I think we just might be, Esther Blake.” 

    “Have you killed someone?” 

    “Yes.” 

    Esther slumped in her chair, the room spinning and closing in around her. “Who?” she whispered. 

    Through the glass partition, Bill’s throat-slitting motions grew more frantic and she stared vacantly at him. Sitting upright in her chair, she forced herself to take control of the situation and focussed properly on Bill. She shook her head as the nutter’s voice hung disembodied in the small room. 

    “There’s been more than one. I like to hurt women, Esther. Women like you.” 

    Bill stared at her, silently pleading with her to end it, but once more she firmly shook her head. In matters like these, the decision whether to carry on with the caller or not ultimately rested with her. It had to because she was the one doing the talking, and Bill knew and respected that. But part of her wished that Bill would take charge and cut the fucker off. 

    Christ, woman, keep it together. Don’t show weakness or you’ll be bullied forever by psychos like him calling you up. 

    Against her better judgement, she chose to ignore the less-than-veiled threat. 

    “You know what, Greg? The fact you’re calling up this show means you want to confess and I think that’s exactly what you should do. Call the police, Greg. Or if you’re full of crap, which for the record I strongly suspect that you are, please feel free to call you nearest, friendly, mental-health institution. Either way, go get yourself the help you so badly need.” 

    Through the glass, she saw that Bill was cradling his head in his hands. Obviously, he thought she was mad to continue with this conversation. Her finger hovered over ‘Linda’ on line one. 

    When he spoke next, his voice turned into a breathy whisper and her skin crawled.  

    “I like sex, Esther. Lots and lots of sex. I like their screams, it gets me so hot.” 

    It was all she could do to keep her voice low and reasonable when she replied: “Oh, wow, you desperately need professional help, Greg. I am not the person you should be calling. Whatever you think you’ve done, whatever you think you’ve seen, take it up with the authorities.” 

    “I have a dolly in my lap,” he said, speaking quickly as if fully aware he was about to be cut off. “And her name is Esther Blake. She looks just like the hot piece of arse on the radio. I put a spell on you…” he began to sing in gravelly wail, and at last she severed the connection. 

    The last thing she wanted to do was launch straight into another call, but she knew that she had to. Talking to someone else immediately afterwards would go some way to lessening the impact of the previous call. She didn’t want her listeners to have that creep’s voice echoing in their minds as she cut to a track. She didn’t want her listeners to know how freaked out she was. 

    “Well, folks,” she drawled in her best, I-don’t-give-a-shit tones. Then she put on a comically deep voice, even though what she was feeling was about as far from ‘funny’ as it was possible to get. “That is what you call a loser. Let’s hope the poor guy gets some help because he sure does need it. Those little voices in his head need a good dose of Prozac to shut the hell up.” 

    She went on to introduce Linda, doing her best to get her treacherous, thumping heart and trembling hands under control. 

    Christ, I need a fag, she thought. She could still feel the bastard’s presence in the room, like he had poisoned the very air with his voice. 

    As Linda droned on about her poltergeist, the creep’s words echoed in her head. 

    I’ve got a dolly in my lap… And her name is Esther Blake… 
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    Two hours later, out in the foyer, Esther shrugged on her ankle-length, leather coat over her tight, black jeans and clinging black top. 

    “You look like the Angel of Death,” Bill cracked. 

    “Yeah, well, if I ever meet that creep, I might become just that.” 

    Bill looked genuinely contrite. “Shit, I’m sorry, Esther, I didn’t think he’d go that far…” 

    “No shit.” Esther managed a smile, despite the inexplicable anxiety that tightened in her guts. “Goodnight, Bill, I’ll see you tomorrow night.” 

    It was only some loser on the phone, it’s nothing to get uptight about. Bill’s reported it to the police, there’s nothing more we can do. Just let it go. 

    Yet no matter how many times she told herself that, the bad feeling wouldn’t go away. 

    “You should get a taxi home, it’s not safe on the tube this time of night.” 

    “Are you kidding me? It’s the safest place to be in all of London. And it’s stopped raining. How lucky can one girl get?” 

    “Why don’t you just wait for me to finish up here? I’ve got some paperwork that can’t wait, but I’ll only be half an hour or so then I’ll take you home.” 

    “That’s sweet of you, Bill, but I’m knackered, I just wanna get home. Besides, you live in the opposite end of London to me, I’m not having you travelling an hour out of your way on the bloody tube just to see me home.” 

    “Esther, it’s not safe out there.” 

    “I’m a big girl and I’ve lived in London all my adult life. I think I can manage this one little tube ride.” 

    “Why don’t you get a taxi home, instead?” 

    “At this time on a Saturday night? I’ll be waiting for hours. Besides, you don’t pay me enough for taxi rides. Really, Bill, will you stop? I’ll be fine.” 

    Bill sighed and held up his hands in mock resignation. “Okay, okay, you win. I guess that caller just got me spooked.” 

    Yeah. You and me both. “I’ll be fine. Goodnight.” 

    Standing on tiptoes she pecked him on the cheek, and without a backward glance, she stepped out onto the rain-slicked streets of the London night. 

     

    The district of Liverpool Street was always pretty empty this time of night. The ‘suits’ that swarmed the area during the day and early evening were long gone. The bulk of the drunken revellers were in the trendier clubs and pubs up west and in the heart of London, and most of the pubs in Liverpool Street had already closed for the evening. 

    The tube station was just a short distance away from the forty-floor, shiny tower-block where her radio station was situated on the ground floor. The dizzyingly-tall, glass and chrome buildings towered over her, their blank windows like a thousand pair of eyes watching her every move. 

    Even the ‘click-clack’ of her boots seemed inordinately loud in the stillness of the night, like the sound of her walking might alert any potential predators to her presence. 

    To him. 

    No. Stop that now. 

    Shuddering, she lobbed her half-smoked fag and picked up her pace, that feeling of being watched intensifying with every step. Up ahead, the sign for the station loomed. She quickened her pace, keen to get home to her trendy studio apartment in Blackfriars. 

    “I put a spell on you…” 

    Her blood turned to ice in her veins and for a second, nothing worked – not her legs, nor her head when she went to turn it – even her heart stopped beating for a second before resuming at twice normal speed. 

    “Lord, Lord, Lord, because you’re mine.” 

    She forced her treacherous body under control and turned her head to look behind her. The voice was unmistakable and she found she was trembling violently.  

    It’s him… 

    I’m going to die tonight. 

    That last thought slammed into her brain with all the force of an eighteen-wheeler hitting the side-barrier on the motorway doing eighty. 

    He stood perhaps five metres behind her, and, thanks to the surrounding chrome office-blocks, his figure had taken on a blueish tinge. His face was cast entirely into shadows, and he wore a long coat with his arms raised in the air. 

    “I don’t care if you want me, because I’m yours, anyway,” he sang in a tuneless wail. 

    Her paralysis broke and she lurched forwards, her feet pounding the pavement. 

    Why is there no one around? 

    The underground was so close now, all she had to do was cross the wide main road and she was there… 

    Hands grabbed her from behind, wrapping around her shoulders and jolting her body painfully. 

    “Gotcha,” he panted behind her. 

    The hand clamped over her mouth silenced her scream, and she was forcibly dragged to the side of the pavement. His arms weren’t big, but God, he was strong. With seemingly no effort, he dragged her into a narrow alleyway nestled between a newsagent and a towering office-block. 

    She found herself being shoved up against the brick wall of the newsagent, the stranger’s body pressed against hers. He kept his hand over her mouth and shoved her head back so hard it cracked against the wall. Stars leapt behind her eyes and her knees buckled, but his grip on her was sure and true, preventing her from crumpling to the ground. 

    “Told you I would come for you,” he said, his spittle landing on her face. 

    Through her swimming vision, she noted that he wasn’t much taller than her, and seemed so young. 

    With his free hand, he pawed her body and she screamed into his palm. His fetid, garlic breath was hot on her face, and she gagged. His face was a blur of shadows, his hair and forehead all the way down to his eyebrows obscured by the black beanie he wore. She got the impression of glinting, pale-blue eyes, but it was so dark in the alleyway. 

    “You feel so good,” he said, squeezing her tits through the tight, black top she wore. 

    She squirmed in repulsion, but there was no wriggling away from him. 

    Oh God, I should’ve got a fucking taxi… 

    Then her mind and her body froze when she felt cold air on her bare stomach, followed by the hard press of something hard and even colder. 

    Fuck! He’s got a knife. 

    His hand pressed down harder on her mouth so that an eye-tooth caught her upper-lip and the coppery taste of her own blood filled her mouth. The blade of the knife pressed firmly against the exposed soft skin and rightly or wrongly, she acted on pure instinct. 

    She brought her knee up into his groin with all the force she could muster and to her utter amazement she staggered backwards. She stood there swaying on the spot for a moment, not believing that she was free. 

    He remained doubled over, like she had caused him great damage. She backed away from the alleyway, half-laughing, half-sobbing. 

    Still doubled over, the man raised his head. From this far away his face was completely cast in shadows and for a ridiculous moment she was sure that he didn’t have a face at all. 

    “Nothing is as it seems, Esther Blake. You’re journey to hell starts here.” 

    “Fuck you,” she spat, turning on her heels and running in the direction of the tube. 

    As she ran, she groped in her shoulder-bag for her phone. Her fingers curled around it and when she reached the entrance to the station, she pulled it out. The bloody thing was dead and she sobbed in frustration. 

    Still panting hard from excursion and fear, she entered the deserted station. 
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    The tube platform was empty but it felt as if eyes were watching her. She shivered and wrapped the long coat more tightly around her body. On the curved wall on the opposite side of the tracks, a poster of a smiling woman beamed at her, extolling the virtues of the oversized tub of vitamin supplements that hovered in front of her face. 

    Esther glared back at the manically grinning blonde, wondering if it was the dumb bitch on the poster that was making her feel so uneasy. 

    Where is everyone? 

    Usually, she shared the platform space with a few drunks or the usual array of late-night oddballs. But tonight, not a soul joined her. A movement out of the corner of her eye caused her to spin round, but the platform was empty. 

    She was sure she had seen someone dart behind one of the thick white pillars by the entrance to the platform. 

    Is there someone hiding there? 

    Silently chiding herself for her jumpiness, she stared down at her feet, doing her best to ignore the chill that seeped into her bones. Esther had planned to tell the first person she saw about her attack, to ask them if they would mind if she borrowed their phone to call the police. 

    But to her disbelief, she hadn’t met a single soul – not even one of the security guards that usually patrolled the underground late at night. 

    It’s just bloody typical, I really don’t believe it… 

    Beneath the irritation was something else; a stone-cold fear over the fact that there was simply no one around. This was London, for god’s sake, there was always someone, somewhere. 

    Looks like I’m the only someone tonight. 

     At last, the train pulled up in a screech of brakes and a rush of wind from the black depths of the tunnel. Except tonight, it didn’t sound so much like the usual rush of howling wind, but just plain old howling. 

    When the sliding doors hissed open she paused for a second, irrationally terrified to step on-board. 

    You’re hearing things, she sternly told herself. And is it any wonder with what just happened to you? 

    Shaking her head, she boarded the train. 

    Just get yourself home then call the police. Everything will be fine. 

    The train doors slid shut with their usual hissing and beeping and panic bubbled up from her guts. She had to fight down the ridiculous urge to prise open the doors with her bare hands, or at the very least, pull the emergency cord. The stone-cold certainty that she simply did not want to be one this train knocked the breath out of her. 

    Instead of acting like a lunatic, she took a seat in the middle of the carriage and the train lurched into the black depths of the tunnel. A cold sweat broke out over her back and she closed her eyes for a second, forcing herself under control. 

    Get a hold of yourself, for God’s sake. 

    She opened her eyes and leaned back in her seat, her vision blurring with tears. She was completely alone, yet her skin prickled with the sensation that she was being watched. She stared at her morose face in the long window above the opposite seat that ran the length of the carriage. The glass was black and shiny. For some reason, she started to think about the black tunnel beyond the black glass and her stomach lurched with claustrophobia. 

    Above her, the fluorescent strip-lighting flickered, and the prickling sensation in her skin intensified. 

    Come on, Esther, this simply won’t do. Another twenty minutes and you’ll be home... 

    Just as she thought that, the lights dipped out completely for a few seconds. The carriage was plunged into total blackness, and she was sure she could screaming; not one person screaming, but a whole load of people screaming. 

    But as soon as the lights flickered back to life, she knew it was just the train howling along the track and her mind playing tricks on her. 

    Oh Christ, not again, she thought as the lights dipped out once more for another few seconds. This time when they came back on, she let out a scream of terror. When she met the eyes of her reflection in the window opposite, surrounding her face were at least twenty others. 

    Except these faces weren’t human. They were nearer gargoyles – hideous creatures with bulging foreheads, twisted features and sharp fangs. 

    Some even had horns. 

    She blinked, and the fleeting vision in the glass disappeared, leaving just her own terrified, wild-eyed reflection staring back at her. She found she was shaking and her heart was beating so hard she felt sure that it might stop altogether. 

    What the fuck is wrong with me? 

    Nothing, that’s what. 

    Surely it was normal to see things after a traumatic experience? But as much as she told herself that, she couldn’t quite bring herself to believe it. 

     The next stop was Aldgate which the train had to be pulling into any second now.  

    Maybe I should just get off there… 

    But what good would that achieve? She still had to get home, creepy hallucinations not withstanding. 

    At last, she felt the pressure of the train slowing, tugging her sideways in her seat. Welcome light illuminated the black window and soon she saw the signs for Aldgate flashing past the window at an ever-decreasing speed. 

    The train came to a lurching halt in a hiss of hydraulics and the doors slid open, the comforting beeping noise filling the empty carriage. 

    Oh, thank God. I see people… 

    “Please mind the gap,” came the tinny, female voice over the tannoy speakers, and the normalcy of it went some way to soothing her jangled nerves. 

    A group of people stepped onto the train and she breathed a heavy sigh of relief. Thank God she wasn’t going to be alone for the duration of the journey home. She was beginning to feel like she was the last person left alive on earth. 

    Her relief was short-lived. 

    What the…? 

    The six men that had traipsed onto the train weren’t right. At first glance there was nothing wrong with them; all they were guilty of was silence and the fact that they had chosen to sit opposite her, filling up the long, side-facing seat. 

    Every one of them sat with a bowed head, each set of hands clasped meekly in their lap. They were all dressed the same, in long, black, buttoned up coats that came to mid-shin. 

    Maybe they’ve come back from a goth club or something. So what if we all share the same taste in coats? 

    But she found she was trembling uncontrollably. She hazarded another glance at them through her heavily mascaraed eyelashes. In a rush it hit her what her problem with them was. And it wasn’t their coats. 

    They all look the same. Fuck this, the bunch of freaks. I am so getting off at Tower Hill... 

    From their dark hair, to their pale skin, to their oddly non-descript bone structure, to their build, to their black trousers and clumpy black boots much like her own… To just about bloody everything. 

    In unison, all six of them raised their heads just as the train entered a tunnel. The lights flickered for a second, making a strong buzzing sound that she felt in her toes.  

    At the same time, they smiled. Six identical smiles. Her breath hitched in her throat and she clutched her chest, the frantic thumping of her heart reverberating against her palm. The exact same shade of icy-blue eyes glittered above the stretched-taut mouths and she lurched to her feet, the pretence that they were ‘normal’ entirely over. 

    “Who are you?” she asked the grinning men before the overhead lighting blinked out completely. 

    The blackness curled around her, she felt the pressure of it against her skin, a tangible thing that caused her mine to lurch. The dark was total and try as she might, she couldn’t catch her breath. 

    The sound of heavy breathing reached her ears and she realised that the sound was coming from her. 

    “Who are you?” she gasped once more. 

    Her question was met with throaty chuckles and heavy breathing – and this time she realised that the sound wasn’t coming from her. 

    There was a hot blast of air on her neck and she spun round, swiping at thin air. 

    Someone fucking breathed on me. 

    She lunged blindly forwards in what she hoped was the general direction of the train door, holding her arms straight out before her. 

    The lights came back on and her relief at this fact lasted for less than half a second. She found herself in the middle of the carriage with the six men surrounding her. 

    Except they weren’t men anymore. Fuck only knew what they were. 

    The reflections I saw in the window… They were fucking real. 

    She turned on the spot, staring in disbelief at the demonic faces that leered down at her. For what else could she possibly describe them as? 

    Demons. They’re demons. 

    Their human skins had been shed, their masks discarded. Or perhaps they had never been in disguise at all, and some infernal magic had forced her to see what had simply never been there in the first place. 

    Each thing was tall – at least seven foot – and they towered over her in the confined space, crowding her like she was in a tiny clearing in the woods. Because somehow that was exactly what they reminded her of: trees. Their clothes were gone – if they had even been there in the first place – and their naked bodies were horrifically and impossibly twisted, skinny and bent.  

    Gnarled, like trees.  

    Their skin, if you could even call it that, was closer to leather or bark. It was a blotchy brown, tinged with glistening red. Their arms were a canopy over her head, as thin, long and crooked as branches. 

    But it was their faces that frightened her the most. Any trace of humanity was dead and gone. Their eyes were still that same shade of glittering blue, but those eyes were sunk far back into their heads, making them seem almost reptilian. Their faces were lumpy and misshapen, the colour of grey, rotten meat mixed with fresh shit. Some of those lumpy foreheads looked like they were sprouting horns. 

    One of the creatures licked its lips, and the red tongue that flickered briefly into sight was long, skinny, and forked. 

    At last, Esther found her voice and let out an almighty howl of despair. The tears that streamed in great rivers down her cheeks thankfully blurred her vision, and her chest hitched with her sobbing. She couldn’t catch her breath; it rattled noisily in her throat like an asthmatic running a marathon.  

    She staggered sideways, almost careering into one of the hateful creatures before righting herself in time. Only then did she notice that the train was stopping. 

    Oh, thank God, I’m at Tower Hill, surely someone will help me... 

    Beyond the wall of demons she could hear the train-doors slide open. 

    “Help,” she half-screamed, half-wheezed. “Somebody help me!” 

    “Please mind the gap,” the recorded voice said, and Esther screamed so hard that the sound cut her throat. 

    Around her, the creatures chuckled and panted and wheezed. 

    “No, no, no,” she sobbed, cradling her face in her hands. 

    Behind her, she felt strong hands grip her shoulders. “Look,” a harsh voice whispered. 

    “Look, look, look,” the other voices echoed around her. 

    They didn’t sound human; but then, why would they? The strangest thought slammed into her mind: 

    This is what death sounds like. 

    She gasped as she was pushed forwards and her eyes snapped open. The demons had parted before her and she had an uninterrupted view through the opened doors. 

    The first thing she noticed was the Tower Gate sign; her gaze latched onto it. Because it didn’t read Tower Gate, as it should have done, but Hell. 

     She blinked, but the words remained the same. 

    What is this shit? 

    The concrete platform floor with the yellow line painted along the edge to ‘mind the gap’ looked the same as it always had. But it was what lay beyond the platform that was the problem. The back, brick-wall that curved into the ceiling was gone. In its place was an uninterrupted view of what could only be described as Hell. 

    The sight defied comprehension. A vast, red landscape stretching as far as the eye could see assaulted her vision. Briefly, she was reminded of Australia’s barren landscape – a place she had backpacked around in her early twenties – with its seemingly endless, orange and brown-hued outback. 

    Except the main colour theme here wasn’t orange, it was red. And even though Australia was prone to bushfires, it didn’t have roaring flames that erupted upwards from huge holes in the earth that could have been many miles wide, although it was impossible to tell in her frazzled state how close or far away those vast fires were. 

    Her gaze shifted upwards, following the tendrils of black smoke curling against the blood-red sky. 

    All of a sudden, the stench of the landscape hit her nostrils, and she gagged. 

    Dear God, the stink.  

    It smelt like burst sewer pipes. 

    No. It’s sulphur. I am in the fiery pits of Hell. 

    A giggle escaped her lips, although it came out as more of a strangled sob. 

    The foul landscape scratched at her retinas and crawled in her brain. Vast. Flat. Fathomless. 

    Without warning, she bent double in the grips of a fierce stomach cramp and puked up all over her boots. Dimly, she was aware of those bony hands still gripping her shoulders. She hadn’t finished retching up the contents of her guts when she felt herself being tugged upright. She coughed and choked on her sick as it burnt a trail into her lungs. 

    “Look,” those infernal voices whispered in unison. 

    Hands fisted her long, dark hair and she felt her head being wrenched backwards in time to witness the train doors sliding shut, severing the view of the alien world beyond. 

    The train jolted into movement, and even though it made no sense, the train continued on its journey through the London underground. 

    Beyond the door’s windows, all was black. The demons were clustered behind her now, outside of her field of vision. 

    Over and over, they repeated that one word:  

    “Look.” 

    She did; she had no choice for hands held her head firmly in place, forcing her to look at the black window opposite. She became aware of more hands on her, roaming her body. She was still weak from throwing up, and every breath she drew in wheezed and rattled in her chest and made her want to hack. She became aware of how hot it had become in the train carriage, of the sweat mingling with her tears. 

    Dizzy with terror and panic she stood there hyperventilating as the demons’ groping grew more insistent. Hands moulded her breasts, her buttocks, between her legs. So far the assault remained on the outside of her clothes, but she could sense that but it wouldn’t be long before those same, hideous hands went under. 

    Oh God, please let me pass out, please let this all be a horrible nightmare… 

    To her surprise, the black window lightened. For a second she thought they were pulling into the next station 

    the next station in Hell 

    but it was just the glass itself that was lightening. Before her very eyes, images appeared on the glass, as clear as a picture on a television set. 

    It was herself that she saw, struggling with the man in alleyway, with the man she only knew as ‘Greg’. She watched him pull out the knife and slide it into ribs. She watched herself crumple to the ground. 

    She squeezed her eyes tightly shut, and when she opened them again, the scene on the glass remained, a macabre film staring herself as the dead woman lying on the ground. 

    “Look at the truth,” the demons whispered. “Look, look, look.” 

    She watched the unfolding scene on the glass in morbid fascination, and she understood. 

    So that’s what really happened. 

    She hadn’t kneed him in the groin after all. He had stabbed her and she had gone down like a sack of shit. As she had died and her soul had left her body, she had dreamt that part about fighting back. 

    But why? How? 

    But deep down, she already knew the answer to that. 

    To protect myself from the truth. To fool myself I was still alive for as long as I could. 

    So that’s why the streets of London were so empty, she thought to herself in a flash of understanding. Because the fucking streets were no more than a projection of my psyche… 

    Helplessly, she watched the unfolding scene on the window; the film of her death. 

    Oh, you fucking, scumbag bastard, she thought in disgust as she watched Greg crouch down next to her, yank down her jeans and knickers and force himself inside her cooling corpse. 

    As Greg raped her on the window, so the demons tore at her clothes with their clawed hands. 

    “You can’t die,” they echoed around her, “because you’re already dead.” 

    Searing pain exploded in her torso from rump to head as she was shoved roughly to the floor. She found herself lying on her back on the hot train floor, staring up at the monsters that crowded over her. Their grotesque faces were twisted into grins, revealing sharp, misshapen teeth. 

    When they had stripped her bare, so they tore at her flesh. She howled in agony in the face of the relentless pain. She felt clawed fingers on her and inside of her. Her legs were shoved roughly apart and white hot cramps in her lower guts accompanied the tearing agony in her vagina. 

    Feebly, she raised her head and saw a forked tongue flickering over her nipple, followed by sharp teeth that clamped down on the pouting pink bud, ripping it off her breast in a fountain of gore and blood. The back of her head flopped backwards, smacking against the train carriage floor. Brilliant white-light flooded her vision, but instead of blacking out, her vision cleared to perfect sharpness. 

    She became aware of a tugging sensation deep in the pit of her stomach, and long, brownish-pink coils of glistening meat were tugged up towards the carriage roof. 

    My intestines, a distant part of her mind realised. 

    Every time she should have, by rights, passed out or died, she came to again in a screaming blaze of agony. Each breath that she thought was her last, proved not be to so.  

    In and out, in and out, her breaths kept on coming. 

    “You are ours,” they echoed around her. “Forever and ever.” 

    She stared up at the hateful, demon-faces crowding her, her mouth wide open in a silent scream; silent because one of them had slit her throat and with it her vocal chords. 

    I want to die. Let me die… 

    But she couldn’t, because the dead can’t die. 

    She felt something in her mind snap as surely as an elastic band pulled too-tight. 

    And still she kept on breathing. 

    The train bore her away, into the pits of hell, and hers was a one-way ticket. 
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    Helen stopped reading, her heart hammering. 

    A train ride to hell, she thought. Like that’s never been done before. 

    Even so, there was no denying that the story had frightened her. There was just something about it that had crawled under her skin. As with the previous story, the writing style unfathomably resonated within her with its familiarity. 

    What a strange and horrible little story. 

    She closed the book and held it loosely in her lap. 

    I shouldn’t be reading this.  

    The thought was sure and true, and a horrible feeling curled in her guts. An idea danced on the edges of her mind, but it disappeared before she’d had a chance to explore the possibilities of it. 

    She closed her eyes for a moment, listening to the rain lashing against the windowpane. The imaginary landscape of Hell popped into her head, and for a second she saw it in all its glory, from the fiery pits, to the blood-red sky. 

    Her eyes snapped open and she shook her head at her ridiculous flights of fancy. Since when did she believe in God, yet alone all that nonsense of Hell’s fire and brimstone? 

    I’m just spooked, that’s all. 

    Outside, the thunderstorm showed no signs of abating. She frowned over at the window, the thin book clasped loosely in her lap. The shadows of the trees through the flimsy, vertical blinds in the long, thin window swayed back and forth. For a moment, she thought of the demons in the story she had just read, of how the author had compared them to trees. She imagined that the branches were long, bony fingers, tapping against the glass… 

    Cut it out, for Christ’s sake woman. 

    Sighing, she got to her feet to draw the curtains, closing the book and placing it gently in the middle of the sofa. Once there, she was unable to resist peeking through the blinds. A flash of lightning illuminated the black night and she recoiled from the blinds as if it had bitten her. 

    Her heart hammered painfully hard against her sternum, and she pulled the grey fleece she still had draped over her shoulders more tightly around her body. 

    My God, for a second there that tree by the window really looked like some kind of monster. 

    She let out a shaky laugh. 

    “I’m cracking up,” she said to the empty room. 

    A loud clap of thunder rumbled, making her flinch. 

    Briefly, she thought of Roger, out on this stormy night. 

    He’s gotta be soaked. 

    The thought cheered her a little. I suppose every cloud has a silver lining. 

    Stealing herself and holding her breath, she reached out a trembling hand for the blind… 

    The tree was just a mere tree; not a terrible creature from the depths of Hell with outstretched arms. 

    Well of course it is, you stupid cow. 

    A glance at the wall-clock told her it was eleven forty-five. Surely Roger would be home soon? He had promised her that he wasn’t going to go clubbing, that he’d be home by midnight, or one at the latest. 

    Well, I’m not going to bed before he gets back. I want to know if he comes home smelling of perfume…. 

    She stopped herself right there. This really wasn’t like her at all to be so paranoid. 

    I guess this dark and stormy night is getting to me… 

    She was trying – and failing – to make herself smile at her own absurdity, but the truth was, she was frightened by the thunderstorm. Not even as a child had she been afraid of thunderstorms – quite the opposite in fact, she had always found them exciting. 

    Not tonight, though. Oh no, not tonight. 

    Her gaze latched onto the book on the floor. That was weird, she was sure she had dropped it on the sofa when she had got up to draw the curtains. And by complete chance, the book was open on the last page she had read. She was so sure she had shut the damn thing. 

    Retracing her steps, she scooped up the book, settled back down on the sofa and flicked through the remaining pages. 

    Well, it looks like there’s only one more story left. I should be able to read it before he comes home. 

    This one was called ‘DINNER PARTY’. 

    No, a little voice whispered in her mind. Don’t read it. 

    As the thunderstorm continued to rage, she began to read the final story… 
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    “Will you just play nice? This is really important to me, I need you tonight.” 

    “Honey, you never need me, you ain’t the needing type,” Chris told his girlfriend. 

    “Please,” Vera Anne Lewis, or ‘Ronnie’, pouted, straddling him on the sofa in her knock-off designer, little black dress. “I’ll make it worth your while.” 

    “I don’t see why it’s such a big deal, darlin’. I’m sure you’ll still get that promotion without having to go to some brown-nosing dinner.” 

    “Oh, come on, you know it’s not like that. Lynda’s been really good to me, and besides, I thought it would be fun.” 

    Chris sighed. Yeah, okay, so maybe he was being a little mean-spirited, but he really couldn’t be arsed making polite conversation with Lynda’s husband all evening while the girls talked work which happened to be in the most boring field known to man: Fucking makeup. 

    “Fun? Lynda’s husband is about as much fun as diarrhoea in white trousers.”  

    Not that he had ever met the guy, or anything, but apparently he was something high-up in banking and was considerably older than his wife. 

    In other words, boring. 

    His girlfriend’s career was everything to her, and he did grudgingly respect that. She was area manager of a well-known cosmetic company that sold door to door. Ronnie used to be one such salesperson and her natural drive and ambition had quickly seen her claw her way up through the ranks. 

    Ronnie may have been successful, but Lynda’s job pissed rings round hers. She was fucking company executive, just a few steps down from the big boss himself. Lynda had taken a shine to Ronnie, and had made it quite clear she was next in line for promotion – if she came to dinner tonight. Of course, she hadn’t actually said that, but as far as Chris was concerned, she didn’t have to. Lynda Hyde was a career-hungry bitch who treated his girlfriend like a little lapdog. 

    “Please? Will you come and be nice, for me?” 

    She squirmed in his lap so that her dress rucked up some more, giving him an eyeful of her lacy black knickers. 

    “Fine,” he huffed, knowing how amenable she could be if she was pleased with him. Maybe she would let him fuck her in the arse again, despite squealing and crying like a baby the last and only time they had tried it. “But you’d better make it worth my while.” 

    “Oh, I will, don’t you worry about that.” 

    For a moment, Chris marvelled at her ambition and drive. He was a plumber and told himself that he had no strong feelings either way about his job. It paid above minimum wage and he didn’t hate it so what more could he ask for? He was not intimidated by the likes of Lynda Hyde and her equally power-and-money-hungry husband. 

    Yeah, sure you’re not. 

    A distant part of him recognised that he was jealous of his girlfriend’s success. 

    But I don’t even want a decent career, do I? It’s more hassle than it’s worth. 

    And anyway, he reminded himself, tonight wouldn’t be such a hardship, because Lynda was a total fox. He’d only met her the once when he had picked up Ronnie one time at the office because her car had broken down. Not that he was looking, or anything, of course. He loved his intelligent, ambitious girlfriend. Just because Lynda happened to look like a Hollywood movie-star, it didn’t automatically follow that he had to fancy her. He could never fancy a woman whose metaphorical balls were bigger than this. His Ronnie was ambitious, but Lynda was a flat-out bitch. 

    “Penny for them?” Ronnie asked, cupping his face in her hands. 

    “Just thinking about Lynda Hyde,” he answered truthfully. 

    For a second, Ronnie’s face fell before she managed to quickly compose herself. “Do you think she’s prettier than me?” 

    “Who?” 

    “You know who.” 

    He did indeed, and cleared his throat, racking his brains for the right answer. “She’s more obvious looking than you.” 

    By that, he meant Lynda’s lustrous mane of glossy brown hair, pillowy lips, huge blue eyes, gym-honed figure and endless legs were a damn sight more visually arresting than Ronnie’s lack of height, plump middle, bow-legs and slightly too-big nose. Not that she was a dog or anything, far from it, her pretty smile, natural, strawberry blonde hair and twinkling brown eyes always drew admiring glances, but she was no Lynda Hyde. 

    “You mean she’s prettier than me.” 

    “No, that’s not what I said.” 

    “You didn’t have to.” 

    She dismounted him and jumped up off the sofa, her usually smiling mouth curving downwards in a grim line. 

    “Hey, you’re the one that wants to go. I don’t, remember?” 

    “Yeah, you’ve made that quite clear, thanks for your support.” 

    He couldn’t bloody win, no matter what he said. Damned if I do, damned if I don’t. 

    Women. 

    “Don’t be so sensitive. Hey, where are you going?” 

    “To call us a taxi,” she called over her shoulder as she left the living-room. “We have to go soon.” 

    Fleetingly, he wondered what it would be like to be with a woman like Lynda Hyde. He bet she never got offended over such trivial crap. No, a woman like her would know what she wanted and where she was headed, she wouldn’t take offense at absolutely bloody nothing. 

    And I bet she takes it up the arse, too. 

    




 

     

     

    XII 

     

     

     

     

     

     

    Half an hour later, their taxi pulled up outside Lynda and Stefan’s house. 

    “Fuck me, this place is big,” Chris said, his eyes huge in his handsome face. 

    Ronnie had said that they lived in a big house on the outskirts of town, but there was no way he had been expecting a place this size. It was a bloody mansion, and was entirely hidden from view from the main road out of town. He had driven past the high, wrought-iron gates countless times, but whoever would’ve guessed such a house existed beyond those gates? 

    Chris got out of the car in a daze, paid the man, and watched the taxi disappear from view on its way back down the winding, gravel drive. 

    “It’s amazing, isn’t it?” Ronnie was saying, but Chris was hardly listening. “Lynda had shown me pictures, but I had no idea it was as grand as this.” 

    “Yeah,” Chris said, not really listening to her. 

    Christ, imagine living here. It would be fucking incredible. 

    He stared up at the imposing façade. The house was big and square and he guessed it to be at least ten-bedroomed. He knew naff all about architectural styles, but he figured it had to be at least from the Victorian era, probably before. It looked like the country house of some city park, but on a slightly smaller scale. 

    Movement on the wide, pillared porch caught his eye, and he watched mesmerised as the double front-doors opened outwards. 

    Lynda appeared in the doorway, looking more gorgeous than ever. The hallway light behind her threw her into silhouette, creating a halo-effect around her sleek curves. Like Ronnie, she wore a little black dress, but in comparison, Ronnie looked like a sack of potatoes. 

    Fuck! She’s a fucking goddess. 

    Ronnie walked up to the porch and the two women air-kissed theatrically. 

    “Darling, I’m so glad you could make it,” Lynda gushed. She smiled over at him, and he felt his balls tighten. “Well, come on over, sweetheart, I promise I don’t bite.” 

    Like a moth drawn to a flame, he went to her, entranced by her wide, supermodel smile and endless legs. 

    I knew she was beautiful, but fuck me, it hurts to look at her. 

    She kissed him on the cheek and he had to physically stop himself from grabbing her tight little arse. 

    “Mmm, you’re even more handsome than I remember,” she sighed softly in his ear, before pulling away from him, all business. “Please, come in, my husband is just dying to meet you both.” 

    She led them into the beautiful hallway, complete with black and white tiled floor and chandelier. Not that Chris noticed much of anything because he was too busy gawping at her tight little arse that flexed enticingly beneath the tight dress with every step she took. 

    Chris found himself in the grandest dining-room he had ever been in in his entire life, and for a moment, even Lynda’s sumptuous arse was forgotten. The opulence was truly breath-taking, from the high, ornately carved ceiling, to the crystal chandelier and polished herringbone floor. The long, dining-room table was made of clear glass and his gaze latched onto the eight glittering glass chairs that surrounded it. He looked more closely at them, not believing what he was seeing. Surely the chairs weren’t actually encrusted with diamonds? 

    A painting that looked suspiciously like an original Picasso hung over the open, achingly trendy, white fireplace, and the far wall of the vast room was comprised of a floor to ceiling mahogany bookcase, stuffed with leather-bound books. 

    “This is incredible,” Ronnie said. 

    Lynda waved a hand dismissively. “Thanks. Now, where is that husband of mine?” 

    A door on the other side of the room burst inwards and an older, fat man appeared. He had a shock of pure white hair and twinkling blue eyes. Chris looked at him in surprise: 

    He looks old enough to be her father. What’s she doing with him? 

     Lynda was beautiful and completely ageless in only the way the truly beautiful can be. She could have been anywhere between twenty-five and forty-five. But this guy, he looked at least fifty-five – a good twenty years older than Chris. 

    “Here I am, darling,” Stefan said. He strode over to them, hand outstretched. “Hello Chris, it’s a pleasure to meet you. Welcome to our home.” 

    “Thanks,” Chris replied, pumping the man’s hand. 

    When the introductions and pleasantries were over with, Lynda steered them to sit down at the extravagant table. 

    “Dinner won’t be long. It’s something very special.” 

    Lynda and Stefan laughed and Chris and Ronnie smiled politely. 

    What the fuck is so funny? he wondered. 

    He and Ronnie sat on one side of the table with Lynda and Stefan facing them on the other side. Which wasn’t so bad he supposed, as he now had a good view of Lynda’s cleavage. Her tits were bigger than Ronnie’s, despite her smaller frame. 

    “We have so much to discuss this fine evening,” she said, and his gaze snapped away from her tits when he felt her eyes on him. 

    For a second she smirked, like she knew what he had been doing and he actually felt himself blush. 

    Christ, this woman’s got me as horny as a damn schoolboy. 

    When he glanced sideways at Ronnie he saw that her expression was stony. He know that look – no sex for him tonight. 

    Yeah, well, that’s what she thinks. 

    “Who’s for champagne?” Stefan asked, seemingly oblivious to the flash of tension around the table. 

    In the middle of the table was a wine bucket with a bottle of the finest magnum on ice. Stefan popped the cork and proceeded to pour it out into four Champagne-flutes. 

    “To new friendship and new beginnings,” Lynda said, raising her glass. “Cheers.” 

    “Cheers,” they all echoed around the table. 

    “Thank you so much for inviting us tonight, it’s so nice to be here.” 

    Chris cringed at his girlfriend’s arse-licking and only just managed not to roll his eyes at her. 

    “Oh, believe me, it’s our pleasure. In fact, that brings me to the reason why we invited you here tonight. You are here to discuss your promotion, are you not, Veronica?” 

    All eyes swivelled to Ronnie. She shifted uncomfortably, and, put on the spot like that, her cheeks starting to flame. 

    “Well, I guess so. I mean, it’s really lovely for to you to think of me with regards the promotion, and everything, but it’s not the only reason we’re here…” 

    Her voice trailed away lamely. 

    How come I’ve never noticed before how plain she is? 

    “Come on, sweet Veronica,” Stefan laughed, “you’re also here for the free dinner.” 

    Lynda threw back her head and laughed and Chris admired her even white teeth. Ronnie blushed all the harder as she smiled uncomfortably along with her, but Chris could tell she was feeling small and humiliated. 

    And he couldn’t give a shit. 

    Christ, I really do believe that I don’t love her anymore. 

    The thought slammed into his head, taking him by surprise and he took a big slug of Champagne. 

    Oh well, at least she’ll have her promotion, it’ll soften the blow of me leaving her. It’s not like we’ve taken the plunge and properly moved in together, thank God. 

    “Oh, ignore my husband, sweetie, he’s just teasing you. Stop it, Stefan, you are such a horror.” 

    “Yes, yes, so sorry, dear. So shall we talk about Veronica’s promotion?” 

    “Yes, let’s do that,” Lynda said. 

    A look passed between them which he didn’t understand. Ronnie looked puzzled, and he couldn’t say that he blamed her. 

    Lynda turned her megawatt smile on Ronnie. “It is true that our company is expanding, and you, Ronnie, are exceptionally good at your job. Under normal circumstances, I would indeed be looking to upgrade you from area marketing-manager to director. It makes perfect sense, after all.” 

    “I don’t understand. You say, under normal circumstances. Do you not have me in line for this promotion after all?” 

    Chris watched, fascinated. It was like watching a cat toying with a mouse. Despite looking younger than Ronnie, Lynda had all the finesse, arrogance and self-awareness of a ‘been there, done that’, aging, Hollywood sex-symbol. Like if Rita Hayworth had lived to one-hundred, then magically had her one-hundred-year-old personality injected into the perfect specimen of a twenty-something-year-old. 

    “I suppose what I have in mind for you could be viewed as a promotion of sorts. It will certainly be a big change for you.” 

    Ronnie looked at her blankly. “I’m really not following.” 

    “No, I don’t suppose that you are. The thing is, I’m looking to move on. It’s fair to say that our time here has come to an end, wouldn’t you say, Stefan?” 

    “Why, yes dear, indeed I would.” 

    “Are you leaving the company?” Ronnie asked. 

    “Yes. It’s time, Stefan.” 

    “Yes, dear.” 

    Ronnie screamed and Chris gasped in shock, a cold sweat instantly breaking out all over his body. Stefan had produced a small gun from out of nowhere and was pointing it at them. 

    Jesus Christ, the bastard must have been sitting on it. 

    “What the…” he began, jumping to his feet. 

    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you. Sit back down, please,” Stefan said, pointing the gun at him and Ronnie in turn. 

    Gingerly, Chris sat back down. 

    “I do hate guns,” Lynda said. “But don’t worry, it’s only to make you more amenable at this stage of the proceedings. I promise we won’t kill you with it.” 

    Stefan laughed. “Indeed.” 

    “Now, I would like both of you to strip naked, please.” 

    Chris looked at her dumbly, his mouth agape. He had heard the words, but they didn’t quite make sense to him. 

    “You heard my wife,” Stefan said. “Do it. Now.” 

    Ronnie began to cry and Chris raised his hands in an unconscious gesture of surrender. “Okay, this is obviously some kind of a joke, and you’ve had your fun now. Please put down the gun.” 

    This time, Chris screamed too along with Ronnie when Stefan fired the gun. The bullet was loud in the room, making his ears ring, missing his head by mere inches. 

    The bullet had hit the floor just behind Chris. When Chris twisted his head round to look, the beautiful, herringbone-floor was ruined. The wilful destruction of their own property alarmed him deeply. 

    Shit! They aren’t fucking joking around. 

    “I strongly suggest that you both don’t upset my husband further. For pity’s sake Ronnie, will you please stop blubbering?” 

    Ronnie didn’t, instead crying all the harder. 

    Just shut the fuck up, Chris thought uncharitably. You’re making this worse, you stupid cow. 

    Lynda got to her feet and glared down at them with her hands planted on her hips like they were a pair of naughty children. 

    “Please don’t hurt us,” Ronnie hiccupped between hitching sobs. 

    “Please don’t hurt us,” Lynda mimicked, clutching her face in mock horror. She lowered her hands and looked at them calmly. “I’ll tell you what, will it make it easier for you if I go first?” 

    Bending over and gripping the hem of her short, black dress with crossed arms, she pulled it over her head in one swift movement. 

    Despite his predicament, Chris’s heart leapt into his throat and his cock stiffened instantly at the sight of her. She was even more gorgeous than he ever dreamed possible. She wore shocking pink, transparent underwear and her skin was the milkiest, smoothest white he had ever seen. 

    “Do you like what you see, big boy?” she asked Chris, licking her lips seductively. 

    “Honey, stop playing with your food,” Stefan said. 

    Lynda ignored him and locked eyes with Chris. “Well?” 

    Chris could only stare at her, at a loss for words. What the hell was he supposed to say? Yes, and get shot in the head by her husband? Or no, and risk offending her which might make the situation even worse? 

    Ever so slightly, he nodded. 

    “Good,” she said, her big, blue eyes gleaming with satisfaction. “Now, I will ask nicely one more time for the hard of hearing. Please stand up and take off you fucking clothes.” 

    On shaking legs, Chris got to his feet. 

    “Ronnie? We’d better do it,” he said gently, even though he was mad at her for being such a damn cry-baby. 

    He reached out a hand to touch her on the shoulder, then stopped, thinking better of it. Instinctively, he knew that Lynda would be mad if he touched her.  

    His hands trembled as he unbuttoned his black shirt, his fingers fumbling on the buttons. Nevertheless, he did his utmost not to show his fear. Fear was weakness, and he knew that showing weakness in front of these two would be a very bad idea. 

    Shirt unbuttoned, he slipped it over his shoulders, letting it fall to the floor. 

    “Nice. Very nice,” Lynda said, licking her lips. “Now the rest.” 

    Chris knew he had a good body. An excellent body, in fact. He went to the gym six days a week and ate well. A sudden wave of resentful anger crashed over him and he glared at her defiantly. Ronnie remained sitting where she was, sobbing pathetically. 

    You enjoying this, bitch? I’ll give you something to really look at. 

    Pulling the belt through the loops of his blue jeans, he unbuttoned his fly and slid his jeans down his legs.  

    Lynda had a little half-smile on her face, her expression dreamy. When he glanced over at Stefan, he didn’t look happy at all and Chris experienced a perverse stab of satisfaction. 

    Jealous, much, you old, ugly, fat cunt? 

    “I strongly suggest you get your girlfriend to strip right now before I blow her brains out.” 

    Ronnie raised her tear-stained face to look at Stefan. “Please, why are you doing this…?” 

    “Ronnie?” Chris said. “Please do as the man says.” 

    She swivelled her head to look at him, and for the first time, he saw the light of understanding in her eyes. She got to her feet, and, with absolutely none of the finesse of Lynda, she struggled out of her black dress and stood there in her black underwear. 

    Chris couldn’t help but compare the two women. 

    Christ, what did I ever see in her, he thought, running his gaze over her stocky body. She was nothing compared to Lynda, nothing. 

    “For fuck’s sake, this is taking far too long, I’m getting hungry,” Lynda pouted. 

    “Yes, me too. So come on, you fuckers, lose the rest right this second,” Stefan said. 

    Chris didn’t stop to ponder on the oddity of Lynda’s words, instead kicking off his boots, and shrugging down his underpants so that he was naked. Ronnie did the same but he barely looked at her. She looked so pathetic standing there, quivering and naked. 

    “Can I have the gun, sweetie?” Lynda asked her husband. 

    “Why?” he asked. 

    Lynda rolled her eyes. “Oh, come on, you always get to play with the gun, you promised I could have a go this time.” 

    He paused a second before replying. “Okay.” 

    Chris looked at him; was he nervous? He couldn’t even begin to second guess the dynamics between them or what was going on here, and he figured he had more important things to worry about, like, what the fucking hell did they want with him? 

    But he kept his cool and his face composed. 

    Stefan handed his wife the gun and she took it with a sweet smile, before turning to face her two naked hostages. 

    “Sit back down please,” she said, waving the gun at them, “and move the chairs back a little from the table.” 

    They did, with Ronnie continuing to cry and curling up her legs as best she could whilst wrapping her arms over her bare breasts. 

    Chris, however, did the exact opposite; he sat with his legs slightly apart as he would have done were he clothed, resting one arm casually against the chair’s sparkling armrest. The jewels cut into the bare flesh of his forearm but he refused to remove his arm or let the discomfort and the humiliation he was feeling show on his face.  

    He locked eyes with Lynda who was perched on the edge of the glass table facing them. Stefan still sat in his seat on the opposite side. 

    “Oh, gosh, this underwear is so uncomfortable,” she said, reaching round her back to unclasp her bra. Her big tits bounced free; the most perfect pair that Chris had ever seen in his life. Despite the horror of his situation, his cock stiffened to half-erect. 

    He stared at the firm, creamy mounds of flesh, so high and proud and big; she had to be a D cup at least. Her erect nipples were small and shell-pink, almost invisible against her milky skin. His mouth dried out completely when she hooked her thumbs in her knickers and slipped the flimsy pink garments down her long, slim legs. She kept on the black, high-heels and spread her legs wide. Her cunt was hairless, the folds of her labia the same pale pink as her nipples. 

    He sucked in a sharp intake of breath when she lifted one leg up and placed her foot on the glass top of the table. She leaned back slightly, ensuring that both of them could see every inch of her beautiful cunt. 

    “You are very beautiful, Chris, why don’t you fist that luscious cock of yours, show me how much you want me.” 

    Ronnie turned her soggy face towards him, wailing all the louder. “Chris, please…” she said, her words trailing away into uncontrollable sobbing. 

    “Honey? What are you doing?” Stefan piped up from the other side of the table. “I know you like to play with the food, but don’t you think you’re taking it a little far?” 

    Chris had temporarily forgotten about Stefan, and when he looked at him he saw that the man was on his feet and undressing. 

    “I’m just having a bit of fun, Stefan,” she pouted. “All that blood pumping violently around the body makes the meat taste so much better.” She turned her attention back to Chris. “Do it. Show me how much you want me.” 

    Chris gulped, but kept his gaze on her steady as he grabbed his cock. To his surprise, he was met with hot flesh as hard as steel. Lynda’s eyes flashed lust, and his eyes latched onto her cunt once more. 

    Holy Jesus, she’s wet, he thought, and his cock gave an approving twitch. Her pussy folds had swollen slightly and parted, glistening under the light of the chandelier and he couldn’t lie to himself anymore; he was as horny as fucking hell. 

    Slowly, he pumped his cock, so turned on now he didn’t even care that she had a gun trained on him, or that her husband and his girlfriend were in the room. 

    “Very good,” she said, her voice lusty and low. “Would you like to know why you are here tonight?” 

    Ronnie didn’t reply, she just continued with that infernal wailing. 

    “Yes, I do,” Chris said, amazed at how steady his voice sounded. 

    “You’ve got balls. I like that. I like that a lot. Normally, this is the part where me and Stefan would make you lie on your backs on the table and then we would eat you up.” 

    Chris looked at her blankly. Surely he hadn’t heard right? 

    He became aware of Stefan’s presence, standing next to Lynda. The sight of his wrinkly, flabby flesh and little cock almost made him lose his erection so he concentrated instead on Lynda’s glistening cunt. 

    “Why are you explaining everything to the bloody dinner?” Stefan asked. “I’m hungry, let’s just eat.” 

    “Because I feel like it, okay? In actual fact, I’m getting quite sick of your constant bloody whining.” 

    She swivelled her torso round and shot him between the eyes. 

    Stefan slithered to the floor in a spray of blood and Lynda eyes him impassively. 

    Ronnie screamed an ear-splitting scream and Chris sat there shocked, staring at the carnage in disbelief. 

    “And your fucking girlfriend can shut up, too,” she said, jumping to her feet and bringing the handle of the gun down hard against the girl’s temple. 

    Ronnie’s screams were instantly cut dead and she flopped sideways before slithering to the floor in an ungainly heap of naked flesh. 

    “There. Much better,” Lynda said, running a hand through her lustrous mane of brown hair. 

    Chris was too shocked to speak, to even move. He just sat there dumbfounded, not believing what was happening. He stared hard at Ronnie. 

    She’s still breathing. Not like Stefan. 

    Jesus. Why would she kill him? 

    Slowly, he wrenched his gaze up to meet Lynda’s. “What do you want, Lynda?” 

    “You.” 

    “Me?” 

    “I’ve wanted you since the first second I saw you. I’m a little older than I look, Chris, and it’s fair to say that I’m a pretty good judge of character seeing as I’ve been round the block more than once. I know when I see a kindred spirit, when I see someone just like me.” 

    “I’m nothing like you,” he said before his brain had a chance to engage. 

    Instead of angering her, she threw back her head and laughed. His gaze lingered on the milky expanse of her exposed white neck, and he imagined burying his face there and inhaling her scent as he roughly fucked her. 

    “Oh, I beg to differ. You have a pitch-black soul, and the carnal desire to match. Your passion runs deep, Chris, deeper than you know yourself.” 

    She sashayed towards him, her hips swaying provocatively. With one hand flat against his flexing pec muscle, ever so lightly she brushed her lips against the fluttering pulse in his throat. 

    I could overpower her right now, twist that gun out of her hand… 

    But somehow, he couldn’t bring himself to do it. 

    “It takes one to know one,” she whispered. 

    Her breath tickled his skin and his cock twitched. 

    Jesus, why am I so fucking hard? 

    “Tell me what you want,” he said, his voice gruff. 

    It was hard to think straight with her so close; her scent and the body heat radiating off her was making him dizzy and muddling his thoughts. 

    He stood stock-still, his breathing shallow, making no move to either pull her close or push her away. 

    “I’ve told you. I want you. I have been with Stefan for one-hundred and twenty-two years. Believe me, affections can wear a little thin after such a long time, even if I do owe him everything.” 

    “What games are you playing, Lynda?” 

    She curled her hand around his stiff cock and he sucked in a sharp intake of breath. 

    “No games, Chris. Nothing you can’t handle, anyway.” 

    The cold muzzle of the gun pushed into his side as she pressed her lips firmly against his. The swell of her firm breasts pressed against his chest and desire coursed through his body. 

    All too soon she pulled away from him, leaving him high, dry, and panting for more. 

    “Any second now, Stefan will wake up. I could just cut off his head now, of course, but then you wouldn’t see,” she said matter-of-factly as she perched on the edge of the table, casually waving the gun in his direction. “And you need to see. I could explain everything until I’m blue in the face, but without evidence, what’s the point? It’s human nature and I respect that. But soon you will become slightly more than human.” 

    “You’re talking in riddles.” 

    She crossed and uncrossed her legs with all the grace and confidence of a high-powered woman in a business meeting. How comfortable she was in her own skin was astounding and he’d never been so drawn to a woman like this before. 

    “Okay Chris, time to lay my cards on the table. You agree with me that Stefan has been shot in the head, yes? Would you mind taking a closer look at the exit would? I need you to see that this isn’t a trick.” 

    Chris really didn’t want to inspect the back of Stefan’s head, but he stepped over to the man’s corpse and peered at the neat little red hole in the middle of his forehead. 

    “Go on, twist his head to the side, take a good look. He won’t bite. Not yet anyway.” 

    Sighing, Chris reached down and fisted the man’s silver hair, dragging his head up off the floor. It was a lot heavier than he expected, and he shuddered in disgust. 

    The guy was deader than dead. 

    I really don’t want to be seeing this shit, he thought, twisting the man’s head sideways. 

    Sure enough, the back of his head was a bloody mess of shattered skull, blood and clumpy brain matter. He only looked at it for a second, turning his face to gain control of his clenching stomach. 

    “Okay, that’ll do. Do you agree that I blew out his brains?” 

    “Yes,” he said, hating the quaver to his voice, but God, this was so fucked up. 

    “Good. In five minutes or less, the back of his head will completely heal over and dear Stefan there will be as right as rain, not to mention mightily pissed off. I expect he will fly at me in a rage so I will have to shoot him again pretty quick and then sever his head from his body.” 

    Chris just looked at her blankly; he had never felt more confused in his entire life. “What the hell are you talking about?” 

    “I suppose you could call us vampires, although it’s not blood we drink, but flesh we eat. We call ourselves Flesh Eaters. Not too original is it? Anyway, Stefan introduced me to this life over a hundred years ago. We are the only two that we know of, apart from Stefan’s long-dead ex and we agreed to keep it that way. If we made any more of us, I knew it would be too dangerous. We are dangerous, and we would end up killing each other. Plus the more of us there are, the more chance we have of being found out, because we need to feed.” 

    “To feed,” he repeated numbly. 

    Understanding danced on the outskirts of his mind, but it was too much for him to take in. 

    “Yes, to feed,” she said with exaggerated patience. “We don’t have to feed on human flesh too often; once a month is enough and mainly we exist on regular human food. But if we don’t eat the flesh of a living person, we die. I want you by my side, Chris. Stefan chose me, and now I choose you.” 

    “Why me?” was all he could think to ask. 

    “I have been watching you Chris, following you. From the first moment I saw you when you picked Ronnie up from the office that time I knew I had to have you. I had to make you mine.” 

    Chris was dumbfounded. This was crazy, she was crazy, this was a nightmare, it was… 

    the chance of a lifetime. Immortality. A soulmate. My every dark desire fulfilled. 

    He shook his head to clear his confused thoughts. 

    “I think you’re starting to get it,” she said. “I can see it in your eyes. And if you can go through with this, I can give you the world. I have more money than I know what to do with, but sometimes I like to work for the fun of it, just like I did at the cosmetic company. And when I get bored, or I’m in danger of the kills catching up with me, I move on.” She slid her rump off the glass table and came to him once more, standing close, but not touching him. “And that time is now. Fresh start. Different country. A brand new adventure, just you and me.” 

    Her blue eyes glittered with carnal promise, with knowledge and evil. He shivered, God, she was fucking mesmerizing.  

    “Oh look, he’s waking up,” she said. 

    Chris’s mind reeled. The vast room distorted around him and he swayed on the spot. It was all too much; her words, and not least because Stefan was actually sitting up. It beggared belief, but there it was, happening. 

    “Holy fucking shit,” he gasped, staggering away from him. 

    Despite the blood and brains that smeared the floor surrounding him and his red-streaked torso, Stefan was, indeed, alive and well. The back of his head had healed over, even if clumps of brain stuck to his silver hair. 

    Has the fucker grown a new brain, he thought incredulously. But he wasn’t even fucking breathing a few seconds ago. How is that even fucking possible? 

    “You bitch,” Stefan said, getting clumsily to his feet. “That really fucking hurt.” 

    “Sorry, darling,” she said, pointing the gun at him. “But it’s over.” 

    “No! Don’t you dare point that thing at me, don’t you…” 

    His words were severed by the blast of the gun and he crumpled to the ground. 

    “He’ll stay down for five minutes or so, until he regenerates again. Christ, now the stupid little slag is waking up, too. It’s all go here today, isn’t it?” 

    Ronnie was stirring on the ground, making pathetic whimpering sounds like a run-over cat. Lynda strode over to her and with the tip of the pointed toe of her high-heel, she kicked her in the temple. Ronnie shut-up instantly and was still. 

    Despite lusting after Lynda, Chris balked. “Don’t. You’ll kill her.” 

    Lynda rolled her eyes. “She’s already dead. Get over it.” 

    As repulsive as her words were, somehow he recognised that he wasn’t quite as disgusted as he should have been. Not if his erection was anything to go by, anyway. 

    Lynda went to her husband and crouched down besides him. Fisting his hair, she twisted round his head and shoved her fingers into the back of his cracked skull, scooping out a handful of brains. 

    “Mmm, delicious.” 

    Chris’s stomach clenched, yet he didn’t puke. His eyes bugging, he watched her bring the innards of Stefan’s head to her mouth. Her slender, pink tongue daintily lapped at the spongy, dripping gunk in the palm of her hand. 

    “Eat,” she said, striding confidently towards him, the gun swinging from her other hand. She shoved the brains under his nose. 

    In his head, he was running for the door, risking the fact that she could easily shoot him in the back. Surely getting shot was better than eating fucking brains? 

    The coppery stench of blood hit his nostrils and his stomach roiled, but not necessarily from repulsion. 

    Was my fucking stomach actually fucking rumbling? 

    “That’s it,” she cooed, “give in to it. Flesh eaters smell different from normal people. If ordinary folk smell our blood, it awakens a long-buried, primal lust in them. We really do smell good enough to eat. I can’t even be around others when I’m menstruating. But don’t worry, when you’ve turned, the urge to eat normal people will be far stronger than your desire to eat another Flesh Eater.” 

    “This is insane,” he whispered. 

    But still he did not run, instead imagining what those, warm, soft brains would taste like. 

    “I remember when Stefan turned me, all those years ago. He’d been with his wife for eighty years, but he fell for me. So don’t feel bad, what goes around comes around. He deserves it.” 

    The truth was, Stefan’s well-being was about the furthest thought from his mind. His mouth began to water and before he knew what he was doing, he had grabbed her hand and was sucking on the brains like it was a pile of mushed-up cake. 

    “Good boy,” she purred, “I knew I was right about you.” 

    Endorphins exploded in his brain as he took bite after bite of the delicious offering in her hand. A warm, tingling sensation spread through him, much like the time he had put his back out and the morphine they had given him at the hospital had blazed a trail of numbing bliss through his body. Except this was a thousand times stronger; it felt like he was floating. Dimly, he became aware of a moaning sound from the floor. 

    Ronnie. 

    His head swivelled in her direction, his mouth watering. “Ronnie, Ronnie, Ronnie.” 

    Lynda giggled. “Patience. We have to deal with my ex-husband first. The only way to kill a Flesh Eater is to remove the head from the body and we have to do it quick before he comes round again. And when we’ve done that, we can start on the really tasty dinner. 

    Her gaze flickered to his unconscious girlfriend, and he smiled. He was changing, he could feel it. His thoughts had never been sharper, his body had never felt so strong and healthy. 

    Immortality. True love. The world at my feet. 

    “Two seconds,” she said, exiting the room. 

    “Where are you going?” 

    “To get the axe out of the garage.” 

    Chris watched her departing arse, his cock so hard it hurt. 

    Movement out of the corner of his eye caused him to spin round. 

    Shit! He’s waking up again. 

    Stefan sat up in one fluid motion, reminding him of a vampire from an old black and white movie where the undead person rises from their coffin… Which was rather apt, he decided. 

    His perfectly repaired head swivelled in his direction, then he was on his feet. 

    “You won’t get away with this, you stupid fucking, gym-whore cunt.” 

    Stefan lunged for him, and not one to back down from a fight, Chris met him half-way. They collided hard. Chris’s increased strength had left him fearless, he could feel the energy coursing through his system, he had never felt more alive, more virile. 

    But Stefan was a Flesh Eater, too. Despite being out of shape, Chris understood that Stefan still could take on any regular guy and beat the shit out of them, even if that regular guy happened to be Bruce Lee. 

    But Chris was no regular guy, not anymore. “Come on then, you flabby old cunt, bring it on.” 

    Stefan grunted in pain when Chris got him in a headlock. Holding him with the side of his face mashed against his bare chest, he kneed him in the groin. The air let Stefan’s lungs in a satisfying rush, and he sagged in his arms. 

    Chris kneed him one more time and let go. The man went down like a sack of bricks, thumping to the ground and whimpering pitifully. 

    “Chris? Help me up,” Ronnie said from the floor. 

    Chris blanked her. She was sitting upright now, crying and wild-eyed in her misery. Stefan just groaned, curled up on his side in the foetal position. 

    “Not such a big man now, are you, huh? I’m a Flesh Eater too, and I’m in a damn sight better shape than you are.” 

    Chris kicked him in the ribs for good measure.  

    “Here, here,” came Lynda’s voice from the doorway. 

    Still naked, she stood there with the axe slung over one shoulder at a jaunty angle and the gun dangling from the fingers of her other hand. 

    Ronnie began making the strangest noises; a sort of hiccupping sob that was part scream, part whine. 

    “Hold the fucker steady for me,” Lynda said, striding towards them. “And you can shut the fuck up too, you dumb bitch. Jesus, as if I ever would’ve offered a wet blanket like you a promotion, I was only ever after your boyfriend.” 

    As she passed her, she kicked her in the ribs in the exact same spot Chris had done to Stefan. 

    He smiled. A girl after my own heart. 

    Chris straddled Stefan’s chest, a foot on each forearm. He was whimpering like a baby now, and the sound made Chris smile all the harder. Lynda beamed at him, and, holding herself steady on wide apart legs, she swung the axe at her husband’s neck… 

    




 

     

    XIII 

     

     

     

     

     

     

    “That was incredible,” Chris mumbled into the top of Lynda’s head. 

    She stretched in his arms in the queen-sized bed, and Chris held her tight. 

    “Yes, it was. You are incredible. I knew I was right about you.” 

    “Don’t think me weird, or anything, but I totally fucking love you.” 

    “I totally fucking love you, too.” 

    “Ronnie tasted great, didn’t she?” 

    “Yes, women under thirty are always the tastiest.” 

    Chris sighed in satisfaction, sated from good food and even better sex. The way Ronnie had screamed when he had bitten into her tit had been something else. And then when he and Lynda had fucked on top of her still twitching corpse, it had been just about mind-blowing. 

    He breathed in her smell; the scent of blood and death clung to her. 

    “Are you really going to burn this house down? It seems so extravagant.” 

    He felt her shrug in his arms. “Stefan’s body should be completely destroyed, just to be on the safe side. Besides, it’s best to burn any evidence. I’ve been preparing for this day for months, there are ample petrol cans stashed away in the shed that Stefan didn’t know about.” 

    “But this house has to be worth a million, at least.” 

    “A million and a half, to be exact. I am rich, Chris, a millionaire many times over. I own property all over the world and have healthy offshore accounts, thanks to Stefan. It’s time to move on, leave this all behind. There’s a few million in cash in my car in the garage, we’ll just leave and start again.” 

    “Just like that?” 

    “Yeah. Just like that.”  

    Untangling herself from his embrace, she leaned over and reached under the bed. “I remembered to bring you up a post-sex snack.” 

    Chris laughed in delight at the sight of Ronnie’s head which dangled from Lynda’s hand. Her mouth was twisted open in a silent scream and her eyes had rolled back in her head. 

     “Oh, you little minx, fuck, I love you so much.” 

    “I love you, too.” 

    Together, they fell on Ronnie’s face, sucking on an eye each. With one hard suck Chris managed to shuck her eyeball out of her socket, severing the optic nerves with his front teeth, and it slipped down his throat like the smoothest oyster. 

    I can’t believe I ever used to love Helen, Chris thought. But fuck, I sure do love eating her… 
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    Helen let out a small scream and dropped the book. 

    Jesus Christ, not again… What if I’m losing my mind? What the hell is wrong with me? 

    With trembling hands, she retrieved the dropped book and stared at the hideous cover. Because it was hideous. Before, she had found the cover mildly amusing, even titillating with the promise of the depravities that may lay within its pages. 

    But now she was just sickened by the look of it. It made no sense, but just touching it upset her. 

    Open the book. You are not crazy. You did not read your bloody name again in the damn book. 

    Holding the bloody thing was like picking at a scab; impossible to resist where some innate instinct took over to just pick, pick, pick, scars be damned. 

    To the backdrop of the unrelenting thunderstorm, she opened the book to the last page she had read: 

    Sure enough, the offending word in the opening sentence read ‘Ronnie’ in place of ‘Helen’:  

    I can’t believe I ever used to love Ronnie, Chris thought. But fuck, I sure do love eating her… 

    Stupid fucking story, anyway. Why is this stupid fucking pamphlet getting to me so much? 

    Helen had no answer to that question. She lowered the book in her lap and glanced up at the clock: Five minutes to midnight.  

    Come on, Roger, where are you? 

    Well, that was strange. She was sure she had read the final story, but when she flipped the page, there was another short page of text, the title of which read ‘A Final Word From The Author’. The typeface was a lot smaller than the rest of the book, and she didn’t skim the words, instead slamming the book shut. 

    She frowned in confusion. 

    I guess I must have just missed it. 

    But she was so sure that it hadn’t been there before when she had flicked through the book, that the last story had most definitely been the final story. 

    She held the closed book in her trembling hands. A trickle of sweat ran into her eyes and she blinked it away. 

    Why am I such a wreck all of a sudden? 

    Just put the book down. Right now.  

    The voice in her head was no longer a whisper, but a full-blown bellow of a warning. But somehow, she couldn’t quite bring herself to let go of the book. 

    No, I will not. It’s only a book, for God’s sake… 

    Going against every instinct that told her not to, she opened the book at the final page… 
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    Did you enjoy the book, Helen? We all have a dark-side, it’s just that some hide it better than others. The thing is, Helen, I know you enjoyed it. You can pretend all you want to be a moral, upstanding citizen, but you have evil in your heart. You like reading about other people’s pain and suffering, you get off on it. 

    Well, this is the part of the book where you and I get to interact. The best part, the part I’ve been waiting for. The part where your TRUE SELF is revealed. How well do you think you know yourself, Helen? And I mean really know yourself. Because I don’t think you know yourself at all… 

    Go back to the start. That’s right, caress the pages, feel the words in your very soul. Read the first chapter again, let’s see if you’ve missed anything. Missed any important points of the story… And when you’ve read enough, when you’re terrified to your very core, come back to the back, and they’ll be another little surprise for you. 

     

    Helen whimpered in terror. 

    What is this? How can this be happening? 

    Her immediate thought was to call Roger on the mobile. 

    But what am I supposed to say? Hi. So I’m reading a haunted book, and the fucking thing keeps changing the words within, it’s fucking talking to me… 

    She began to laugh, but she wasn’t finding one single part of this funny; so much so that tears prickled her eyes. Knowing that it was a very bad idea, but not being to stop herself, she opened the book at the start and began to read… 
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    Helen Clarke stretched out on the long, red leather sofa, her gaze drawn to the clock above the bookcase. 

    It’s only half-seven, what am I going to do with myself for the rest of the night? 

    Sighing heavily, her gaze travelled down the six shelves that made up the bookcase. Absently, she considered finding a film on Netflix, but she felt too on-edge to concentrate on the TV. Outside, a thunderstorm raged and she lay there listening to the rhythmic pitter-patter of the torrential rain lashing against the window. 

    Flumpy, the black cat jumped up onto her pink, pyjama-clad thighs, startling her. Helen scratched her behind her ears, forcing herself to relax. 

    The furry body felt nice and warm as she settled down against her legs, but she knew that was a lie, seeing as cats only pretended to keep you warm. Yeah, cats are such selfish wankers, she thought affectionately. Instead of creating a nice, warm spot, the little bastards absorbed all of that person’s heat into their own bodies, much like a vampire would suck blood. 

    “I expect Roger will get soaked-through on his precious pub-crawl,” she said to the purring cat. 

    The thought cheered her up, somewhat. As much as she professed not to mind him going out with his mates, she was still secretly miffed at being left behind. 

    What if he starts flirting with other women? 

    The nasty thought slammed into her mind, causing her heart to twist painfully in her chest.  

    “He wouldn’t do that, would he, moggy?” 

    A clap of thunder made her flinch, and Flumpy meowed, digging her claws into her thighs before scrambling away. 

    “Ow,” she complained, jumping to her feet. “Stupid bloody cat.” 

    And sure enough, now her legs were bloody freezing. 

    Muttering to herself like the crazy cat lady she was secretly worried that she might one day turn into, she hobbled into the middle of the living-room, frantically rubbing her tender – and very cold – thighs. 

    Over the mantelpiece, she caught sight of her reflection in the mirror. She looked wild, and an equally wild sounding giggle escaped her lips. Her shoulder-length, black hair stuck up every which way and her dark brown eyes were wide and crazed. A flash of lightning illuminated the room, immediately followed by a fierce explosion of thunder. Her skin, usually a rich and deep shade of brown, appeared bleached-out by the brief flash of lightning. 

    I look like a ghost. 

    The odd thought made her shiver, despite the warmth of the room. She noticed her arms were speckled with goose-bump and she wrapped them tightly around her torso. All she wore was a white vest-top, and her hard nipples strained against the flimsy fabric. Feeling inexplicably self-conscious, she retreated over to the sofa and grabbed the grey fleece that was flung over the back of it, wrapping it tightly around her shoulders. 

    Yet again, her gaze was drawn to the bookshelf.  

    When in doubt, read. 

    She took a step closer. At exactly eye-level, on the second shelf from the top, a book caught her eye. Unlike the others, it wasn’t neatly lined up with its spine facing outwards. It was propped up in the middle of the shelf, leaning against the row of books. 

    The cover was a simple affair – the words ‘The Collection’ were written across the front in big, red letters which were set against a mottled, greyish-pink background. There was no author name written on it, just those two words.  

    She plucked it down to look at it more closely. On closer inspection, the entire jacket of the book was made of some kind of leather – it felt dry and soft to the touch and she ran her fingertips over the raised lettering. 

    She shuddered when realisation dawned on her. It really looked as if the jacket were made of human skin, and the lettering was jagged marks cut into flesh. 

    “It’s not real,” she said softly to the empty room. “It can’t be.” 

    Part of her wanted to throw it the ground with a cry of repulsion, the other part of her clung onto it with morbid fascination. 

    Of course it wasn’t real. She was an idiot to even think such a thing for a second. But it was pretty gross, and so realistic. 

    It must be some special edition horror book, or something. 

    But she didn’t much like horror, so how the hell had it ended up on her bookshelf? 

    She frowned in confusion. Nope, she didn’t recognise it at all. 

    Maybe it’s Roger’s. 

    But Roger wasn’t much of a reader; every single book in the house belonged to her. Helen was a self-confessed book-whore – not a day of her life went by where she didn’t snatch at least ten minutes reading time. Books were her life and reading was her passion. Ten years ago, she had graduated from Oxford University with a first in English Lit, going on to teach English at a grammar school. 

    The strangest feeling washed over her. 

    I shouldn’t be touching this. 

    But she didn’t put it down. 

    Where did you come from, strange little book? 

    Even though she didn’t like horror, she found herself opening the cover, wanting to see the copyright page for information on the author and the publisher. There was nothing. No copyright page. No information. No nothing. The damn thing opened up straight to the first story. 

    Her frown deepened when she read the title, ‘STICKY-TAPE’. There was no author name there, either. Almost in a trance, she carried the book over to the sofa and wrapped the grey fleece around her body in a tight cocoon.  

    She began to read... 

    




 

     

     

     

    XXII 

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    But how can this possibly be? This is exactly what happened, this is exactly what I thought before I read the first story... 

    It was truly like someone had crawled inside her head and fictionalised her thoughts… 

    But that’s fucking impossible… 

    The final, blood-curdling words from, ‘Word From The Author’ at the back of the book danced in her mind, and in many ways, those words scared her more than the words she had just read that had magically appeared at the start of the book. 

    And when you’ve read enough, when you’re terrified to your very core, come back to the back, and they’ll be another little surprise for you... 

    Because what if the book was right? What if there was another ‘little’ surprise? She wasn’t sure that her heart could take any more surprises. 

    I should call Roger, tell him to come home right now… 

    Instead, she picked up the book and opened it at the last page. The ‘Word From The Author’ was still there, but the text had changed. 

    “Of course it’s changed,” she said. “Why on earth wouldn’t it have done?” 

    Laughing, she read the new, ‘Word From The Author’, with her heart slamming and her breath catching in ragged gasps in her throat… 

     

    When your boyfriend picks up the book in less than an hour from now, these are the words that he will be reading. Our ‘interaction’. My words, and your actions and thoughts.  

    The question is, Helen, did you ever really exist, or were you only ever a character in a story? Are you a real person, or did I create you? Are all your dreams, all your memories, a lie? Is the room you are in real? Is your red leather sofa a figment of my imagination? 

    Do you, dear Helen, only exist in other reader’s minds? 

    When Roger picks up this book, it will alter subtly. How will he find out he’s just a character in a story?  

    Perhaps he will open it and read about you finding a book on a bookshelf. He will think it’s a practical joke. But he will read it, and the truth will be revealed…. But this is your story, Helen, and you will never find out. Goodbye and goodnight. 

     

    Helen screamed and threw down the book. 

    “Fucking thing!” she screamed. “You fucking, fucking thing!” 

    Call Roger, she thought. He’ll come home and everything will be fine. 

    A clap of thunder made her jump and scream. 

    “Come on, Roger, where are you?” 

    Hopping nervously from foot to foot, she found herself drawn to the window once again. Peeling back the curtain and parting the blinds, she peeked out. Roger had to be coming home soon, it would be so nice to catch a glimpse of his tall, familiar figure ambling down the street in that nonchalant way of his. How she longed to see his messy blonde hair and the dark-green duffel-coat that he always wore. 

    Instead she saw madness, the outrageous scene illuminated by a streak of lightning in the rain-soaked night. 

    “Oh, dear God,” she whispered, staggering backwards. 

    In her front garden was a small group of people. But ‘people’ in the loosest sense of the word. There was a slim naked girl who balanced on only one leg, cradling her head in her arms. Her long hair swept the ground, a brilliant shade of red. 

    The trees that lined the edge of the small front-lawn no longer looked like trees, but demons, the branches having morphed into long, spindly arms. 

    Next to the naked, headless girl stood a good-looking, naked couple – a man and a woman – smeared in blood. The woman was eating something big, and, only when the blinds had fallen back into place did Helen realise what it had been – a human foot. 

    Movement out of the corner of her eye caused her to spin round. The book, which lay on the floor where she had chucked it, was opening by itself. The pages flicked past at speed, before settling on the final page. 

    “What do you want from me?” she screamed at the godforsaken book. “Oh, fuck this,” she added, lunging for the living-room door. 

    As if in a dream, she couldn’t run. Like her nightmare of being stuck in some unspeakable, gooey substance, or the one where her limbs simply wouldn’t work, she found herself rooted to the spot. 

    And she was being tugged backwards, towards the book. 

    “No,” she went to scream, but the words were sucked from her lungs, leaving just a silent cry. 

    Déjà vu, was her final thought before the book swallowed her whole and severed all conscious thought.  

    




 

     

     

     

    XXIII 

     

     

     

     

     

     

    Roger let himself into his house at exactly twelve fifteen. 

    “Honey, I’m home,” he called. 

    Shit, I sound like a drunk. Be sober, for fuck’s sake… Hey, maybe she’s in bed waiting for me. 

    The though brought a smile to his face, and he made for the stairs, not even bothering to take off his duffel-coat or shoes. He was pissed wet through because the heavens had opened on his way home, and the rational, sober part of his brain recognised that she would be mad if he traipsed muddy shoes all over their new, cream, stair-carpet. 

    But Roger didn’t care too much about such trivialities, there were ten pints of bitter sloshing around inside of him, and by God, he fucking loved his girlfriend. Not one of those silly tarts in their silly little mini-skirts had caught his eye because he was with the best-looking, and the god-damn nicest, cleverest bird in the whole wide world. 

    In fact, one day very soon, he was going to ask her to marry him. 

    He staggered on the stairs, muttering crossly to himself like the drunk that he was tonight, then burst into their bedroom. 

    “Honey, I’m…. Oh. You’re not here.” 

    Well. That was strange. Where the hell was she? The bathroom door was ajar, revealing nothing, and the bed in the spare box-room was neatly made-up and empty. She had to have been in the downstairs toilet off the kitchen, he reasoned… 

    But she wasn’t there either. 

    Roger stood in the middle of the living-room, turning slowly round on the spot in confusion. 

    “Helen?” he called out to the empty room, then, pissed or not, felt a bit of a twat for doing so. “Where the fuck are you?” he muttered. 

    Something on the floor caught his eye and he bent over to pick it up. 

    A book, made of skin? 

    On closer inspection, he saw that the book wasn’t really made of skin. Or at least, he hoped so. On the skin-like cover were the words, ‘The Collection’, looking very much like bright-red cuts, slashed into flesh. 

    Stop being such a stupid twat, he chided himself. 

    But a chill had settled into his bones and despite the warmth of the well-heated house, he couldn’t stop his teeth from chattering. 

    Really shouldn’t be standing here in these wet clothes then, should you? 

    Outside, a thunderstorm raged. 

    Where’s that storm come from all of a sudden? Yeah, it was raining, but that storm’s just mental… 

    Oh my God, Helen, where are you? 

    What if she’s been abducted? What if she’s left me? 

    What if she’s dead? 

    Dead? Why would she be dead? 

    His mind went into overdrive, imagining where the hell Helen could be. 

    “She’s probably just pissed off at me and gone to stay with a girlfriend for the night.” 

    He said the words, but he didn’t quite believe them. As he spoke to himself and wondered if he should call the police, he found himself opening the book.  

    The first few lines had him crying out in terror….  

     

    Helen Clarke stretched out on the long, red leather sofa, her gaze drawn to the clock above the bookcase. 

    It’s only half-seven, what am I going to do with myself for the rest of the night? 

     

    Shocked to his core, Roger sank to his knees and stared in disbelief at the book in his trembling hands. 

    “Helen?” he called out. “Are you here? Is this a joke?” 

    There was no answer except for a clap of thunder, and the worst feeling in the world churned in his guts.  

    On his knees with tears blurring his vision, he began to read... 

     

     

    The End. 

     

    




 

    Hello dear reader, thanks for reading, and if you’re back for more, thanks so much for your continued support. It truly means the world to me and I am eternally grateful. 

    If you liked this and are new to my work, be sure to check out my author page over on Amazon. 

    Below, I have enclosed the first chapter of ‘Snuff Club’. Thanks again and sweet nightmares, 

    Sam. 

    




 

    CHAPTER ONE OF SNUFF CLUB 

     

     

     

     

    Steven Andrew Jones, or just plain ‘Stevie’, rested his head against the bus window, his heart heavy because he was almost home. Beyond the window it was grey and raining; it was always grey and raining in Greater Manchester. 

    His ghostly reflection in the glass stared back at him, his eyes empty sockets in his thin face, streaming with rain that looked like tears.  

    His stop loomed ahead, just two doors down from 249 Astley Street; the house on the busy through-road he was doomed to share with his twenty-seven-year-old brother and his slag of a girlfriend. 

    The hydraulics of the bus screeched noisily as it came to a halt and he lurched to his feet, shuffling off the bus with his rucksack slung over one shoulder, looking much younger than his eighteen years. 

    Happy birthday to me, he thought miserably. He wondered if his brother had planned anything nice for him. He wondered if he had even remembered. 

    As soon as his trainers hit the pavement, a car swung in front of him on the wide pavement. 

    Her car. 

    His heart started to hammer and all the moisture sucked out of his mouth as the Ford Escort pulled into the short driveway of the house next door, tucking up behind the white van. 

    Walking slowly on the off chance that she would get out of her car quicker than he would reach his front gate, he made a big show of rummaging through his rucksack for his door keys. 

    Which was a load of bollocks, because the front door was always open anyway because Mark’s mates were in and out constantly and rarely bothered with the niceties of ringing the doorbell. 

    The engine died and her car-door creaked open. Stevie did his best not to spin round and gawp. 

    “Hello Steven, how are you?” she called over to him. 

    She had to be the only person in the world that called him Steven rather than Stevie. He liked that. Yes, he liked that a lot. 

    He swivelled on the spot and shyly raised his hand in greeting. “Oh, hello Julie. Did you have a good day at work?” 

    She smiled at him, and it was like the sun cutting through the constant grey skies. Even with her blonde hair scraped off her face and wearing the sack-like, blue nurse’s uniform courtesy of the NHS, she still managed to look like she had just stepped out of the pages of NUTS magazine. 

    “Fine, thanks. How was college?” 

    “Good.” 

    Her gorgeous smile broadened. “Good for you, get those A levels and make something of yourself. You can be anything you want to be, Steven, never forget that.” 

    Stevie was rooted to the spot, transfixed by her dazzling beauty. His face burned hot, and he prayed that the grey skies of Tyldesley drained the colour from his cheeks as surely as it did everything else. 

    Say something, for fuck’s sake. 

    “Well, better be getting in,” she said. “It’s raining, just for a change. Have a good night.” 

    “Sure, you too,” he said, but he was pretty sure she hadn’t heard him because she had already turned her back and the roar of traffic magnified by the rain drowned out his reedy, love-struck voice. 

    The euphoria of seeing her and actually speaking to her was quickly replaced by sadness.  

    The grim reality of home awaited. 

     

    ***** 

     

    Julie pushed open the front-door, all thoughts of ‘Stevie’ vanishing from her head as soon as he was out of sight. 

    “Hello?” she called out in the small, tidy hallway. 

    She could smell dinner in the oven. Beef casserole, she thought, and smiled. 

    “Hey, baby,” Grant said from the kitchen. “How was work?” 

    “Fine,” she said, going through and planting a kiss on her fiancé’s lips. “How was your day? Dinner smells great.” 

    “Fine. I missed you, though, days off are no fun without you.” He opened the oven door, peering at the bubbling pot. “Who were you talking to outside?” 

    “That kid from next door.” 

    Grant frowned. It didn’t suit him, he had a happy face that spoke of a million laughing fits and the sudden crease between his dark eyebrows just looked wrong. 

    “I’m not sure you should be talking to that lot, they’re fucking awful.” 

    She swatted him on the arm. “Language! And don’t be mean. Steven’s a sweet kid. Can you imagine losing your dad like that to alcoholism? Can you imagine what it must feel like to know that your mother died giving birth to you? It’s just so sad.” 

    “Maybe. But his brother is scum.” 

    “Their dad didn’t die that long ago. God, what that poor kid must have been through…” 

    Her voice trailed off thinking about the boy next door. He always seemed so lost, so forlorn. She guessed him to be around seventeen – far too young to be alone in the world. He was different from his big brother. Grant was right, Mark was bad news. But Steven was different, she could tell.  

    “They are shit, sweetheart. Pure shit, through and through.” 

    Julie rolled her eyes. “For a nice guy, you can be pretty judgemental.” 

    “I’m serious, sweetheart, they’re bad news. I worry when you talk to them.” 

    He was looking at her with such intensity, that she couldn’t help but smile. “You know, for a brickie, you’re pretty in touch with your intuitive, feminine side.” 

    “Thinking that they’re scum has got nothing to do with being intuitive. I don’t think we should encourage them, or get involved. Just keep it polite and distant, yeah?” 

    “That’s what I do,” she said. “What’s the harm in saying hello on the street?” 

    “I’ve seen the way that kid moons after you. He’s got a crush, baby, it’s as plain as day.” 

    Julie squirmed in discomfort at the thought. “Don’t be silly, he’s just a kid.” 

    “Yeah, a horny pubescent with a constant bloody hard-on.” 

    “Will you please stop?” she said, slapping his arm again. “Besides, we’ve almost got our deposit together, then we can move away from this dump.” 

    “And not a moment too soon. I really didn’t think Tyldesley was as shit as this.” 

    “Yeah,” she said, falling silent. 

    Grant was right. Tyldesley was shit. They had only moved here because the rent was a damn sight cheaper than in the centre of Manchester and it was a convenient location for both their jobs. 

    But it was cheap with good reason. Unemployment was rife, drugs were openly dealt, crime was the norm, and the streets were ankle-deep in litter… 

    Julie shuddered; thank God they were getting out. 

     

    ***** 

     

    “Oi, Stevie, you perving over that slag next door again?” his brother Mark said by way of greeting. 

    Stevie paused in the tiny, grubby hallway, desperate to leg-it upstairs to his box bedroom but not wanting to piss off Mark. If Mark wanted to talk, then he’d better make damn sure he did, or else. 

    “No,” he mumbled, blushing hard. 

    Mark was sitting on the tatty grey sofa with Crystal, his arm draped over her shoulder. A joint dangled from his fingers, which he passed to his girlfriend. He was wearing a tight, white t-shirt with his designer, grey jogging bottoms, and Stevie’s gaze was drawn to his biceps. 

    I swear, he gets bigger every day. 

    Fleetingly, he wondered if he would get as big as Mark if he worked out. They shared the same genetics, didn’t they? You wouldn’t think it to look at them; Mark was well over six foot and big boned. Stevie was five foot nine, skinny, and slight. Mark’s wiry black hair, which he wore close to his scalp, strong jaw, and big nose was the polar opposite to his own floppy, dark-blonde hair, perfectly oval face and straight nose. Mark looked like a brute, and Stevie a choirboy. The only facial similarity they had in common were the same, piercing, powder-blue eyes; a trait passed down from their long-dead mother. 

    “Aw,” leave him alone, Crystal giggled. “Little Stevie-weevie has a little crushy-wushy.” 

    Someone else snorted laughter from the kitchen and Stevie’s heart sank further. He recognised that rapid-fire, high-pitched giggle. Sure enough, Ratski appeared in the doorway that separated the living-room from the kitchen, three tins of lager in one splayed hand. 

    Ratski – real name Ryan Eaves – handed Mark and Crystal a tin of lager each and sat down on the armchair opposite. He was called Ratski because he was thin and weaselly with shoulder-length, ratty hair and he had a long, narrow nose that vaguely resembled a ski-slope. 

    “Maybe Stevie should go and get himself a real girlfriend and stop lusting after a bird old enough to be his mother,” Ratski said, snapping back the ring-pull of his lager and simultaneously checking his phone. 

    “Yeah, like, how old is she, anyway? Forty?” Crystal said. 

    “Nah, thirty if a day,” Mark replied helpfully, “and she is fucking hot.” 

    Crystal’s face fell; if looks could kill, Mark would have undoubtedly been dead. 

    Jealous bitch, Stevie thought with a stab of satisfaction. At twenty, Crystal may have been a good ten years younger than Julie, but she couldn’t hold a torch to her. Crystal was quite pretty, but she was trash, through and through. Everything about her was trash, from the miniskirts and skyscraper heels she wore, to her fake tan, inch-thick make-up, hoop earrings and dyed-black hair which she always wore scraped off her forehead in a high-bun. 

    “Yeah, well she looks way older,” she pouted. “I don’t know why Stevie likes her so much.” 

    “I don’t like her,” he muttered, edging towards the stairs. “Just bein’ nice, that’s all.” 

    Mark snorted laughter. “Fucking bullshit. Grab a beer and join us.” 

    Mark patted the empty space next to him on the sofa and Stevie could’ve cried. All he wanted to do was lock himself away in his room, surf for porn on the net and do his English and Sociology homework. 

    Julie’s voice rang in his mind: You can be anything you want to be, Steven. Never forget that… 

    Sure. Try telling my brother that. 

    “You coming in, fucktard, or are you just going to stand there gawping?” 

    Ratski giggled and Stevie contemplated telling them all to fuck off. 

    Then he thought of his brother pummelling him and decided not to; his ribs still ached from the beating he’d got last week. 

    Trying not to be too obvious about it, he tucked his rucksack behind the living-room door, hoping that there it would be ‘out of sight, out of mind’. Mark wasn’t adverse to rootling through it when the fancy took him and tearing up his college notes. 

    Stevie made his way into the kitchen and opened the mouldy fridge, helping himself to can of lager that he really didn’t want to drink. 

    




 

     

     

    CHAPTER TWO 

     

     

     

     

     

     

    Back in the living-room, Mark had fallen silent. Stevie watched him, a knot of apprehension in the pit of his stomach. He recognised that look in Mark’s eyes and he didn’t like it one bit. Mark was pissed off about some perceived injustice or other, and that didn’t bode well for any of them. 

    Tentatively, he sat next to him on the sofa, wishing that he was anywhere but where he was. 

    “Curly and Dairy are coming round in a bit,” Ratski said, not looking up from his phone, seemingly oblivious to Mark’s sudden, black mood. 

    Fucking wonderful, Stevie silently fumed. All the cunts together. 

    “Good. I’m almost out of gear,” Mark said, sucking hard on the joint. 

    “Save some for me,” Crystal said, extending a hand complete with hot-pink fingernails. 

    “Fuck off,” Mark said. “I think you’ve had enough.” 

    Stevie winced. 

    What the fuck’s rattled his cage now? 

    Crystal fell silent; obviously, she knew better than to reply. The semi-detached house was small and Stevie knew for a fact that he wasn’t the only person Mark got fist-happy with on occasion. He could hear Crystal’s muffled screams coming from the bedroom at night. He bet that her torso was black with bruises – Mark never hit where it would show. 

    Crystal fumbled in her sparkly, gold handbag for her phone and frowned in concentration at the lit-up screen. She shuffled out from under his arm and propped her back up against the arm-rest with her bare toes resting against Mark’s thigh. 

    “What you doin’?” Mark asked her. 

    “Nothin.” 

    “Yeah, you are. I bet you’re on facebook again.” 

    “Hey!” she protested when without warning he snatched her phone out of her hand. “What the hell are you doin’?” 

    “Shut up,” he said, jumping to his feet and turning his back to her. “You ain’t got nothin’ to hide, have ya? Don’t mind if I take a squiz, do ya?” 

    “Give it back, Mark, I’m warning you.” 

    “Fuck off,” he said, his fingers working the buttons of the phone, frowning in concentration. 

    Crystal gave up trying to retrieve her phone, and just stood there staring miserably at his turned back. Stevie’s gaze was involuntarily drawn to the heavy curves of her backside. She was on the stocky side, but she was still sexy. Pear-shaped, he believed her body-type was called. She was short – chunky from the hips down but with a tiny waist, small breasts and slim arms. 

    Fleetingly, he wondered what it would be like to fuck her and his cock twitched. 

    Stop it, he chided himself, tearing his gaze away from her well-padded rump in the white mini-skirt, and her small, braless tits in the red halter-neck top. 

    “You fucking slag,” Mark said in a dangerously low voice. “You fucking skanky little cunt-whore.” 

    For a second, Stevie’s heart stopped beating, then resumed again at twice normal speed. He held his breath; Mark was about to throw a wobbly. 

    “What’s the matter?” Crystal stammered. 

    In a split second, Mark was on her, grabbing the tightly coiled bun on the top of her head. Something between a gasp and a scream escaped her lips, and her hands flew up to her hair, her pink talons clawing at his hands. 

    “I’ll tell you what the matter is, you dumb fucking cunt, you’re fucking shagging around behind my back, that’s what the fucking matter is.” 

    He walked the wailing girl over to the sofa and shoved her down on it, face-first with her arse in the air. Her skirt rode up past her hips, exposing the fleshy orbs of her buttocks in the red thong. Sure enough, just as Stevie had suspected, her cheeks were blotched with yellowing, old bruises. 

    Despite feeling bad for the girl, Stevie’s cock stirred again… 

     

    End Of Sample. 
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