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For anyone who’s ever been mistreated, bullied, or made to feel less than.

Hell really is other people.
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The stories in this collection were written over the last few years. Some have been revised and reworked for this most recent publication. Nevertheless, I am proud of them all. After a stint in academia lasting over a decade, which wasted what I consider my youth, my husband encouraged a return to the thing that drove me through much of my childhood.

Horror is an interesting genre—it isn’t necessarily jump scares or gore, and it certainly doesn’t have to be ghosts or demons. Sometimes none, sometimes all. And that’s what I love about the vast abyss of everything that creates nightmares. There is no one-size-fits-all because everyone is scared of different things. More than that, horror is a space for under-represented voices and a place for the marginalised to speak back to the social, cultural, and political forces restraining them.

When I dove back into writing, I wanted to do something with my stories and use the genre to redefine and undermine the pain, frustration, and fears I had as a gay man in a small town. So, horror was the only genre I explored, and I realised that creating nightmares was perhaps the most enjoyable thing I had done for a long time.

The stories selected for this collection represent a range of nightmarish visions, and though they’ve been categorised into three primary horror sub-genres, they are all connected by an overarching dread of what it means to be human. And let me tell you, it’s pretty fucked up. Each story grapples with the notion that, in one way or another, human beings are the monsters. They are the creatures hiding under our beds. They are the things lurking in the closet. Humans are the things we should fear the most. Hence the title of the collection is taken from a famous quote by Jean-Paul Sartre. 

Here, you will find the impacts of psychological trauma, black market organ trading, cannibalism, a haunted painting, living darkness, sentient water, demons, and starving worms. Beneath it all—beneath the flesh and the gore and the blood—the stories are about love, loss, grief, insecurity, and hope.

As such, I hope you enjoy this collection.

Or at least, can’t sleep afterward.
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Liz clawed at the cold concrete, the sound of her fingernail snapping drowned by her screams. He’d come for her at night, just as he’d said. Everything he’d promised would happen to her was about to come true. His words rung in her head as he dragged her from her cell, down a long, dark corridor. Liz’s eyes searched for an exit, for something to grab. Anything. Her skin began to tear against the concrete as her captor continued to drag her naked body towards her fate.

Liz knew it was pointless, but screamed, anyway, “Help!”

The man laughed and screamed alongside her. “Nobody can help you now, sweetheart.” He laughed again.

Liz heard the creaking of an old wooden door, terrified of the darkness beyond. As her body was pulled through the doorway, she held on to the doorframe with all her might. She knew her life depended on it. His grip was tight on her legs as he pulled her away from the doorframe. Despite her best efforts, she let go and found herself thrust into a small metal box.

“No, no, please,” Liz begged as the man sealed the lid. The air was thick and Liz noticed the box had one small hole for air. She peered through it, trying to see something in the darkness. Anything.

The air hole disappeared as the man—or someone—stuffed something through. She grabbed it. A hose? Liz blinked, wondering what came next. Was he about to drown her? She heard the sound of gas flowing through the hose and felt it blow against her body. She banged the side of the box, begging for the gas to stop. The air in her lungs was fast filling with something toxic. Liz coughed and retched, scratched and clawed at the metal walls around her. Her body began to feel heavy, her lungs full of toxic gas. Her eyes began to close for what she hoped was not the last time.

The man waited until the girl was unconscious before turning off the gas. The way she carried on in there, anyone watching would have thought the gas was poisonous, rather than regular old sleeping gas. She had a long journey ahead—she could use the rest. Perching himself atop the metal box, the man looked at his watch and waited. They’d be here to pick her up soon, and he could finally be done with this screamer.
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Vacant countryside stretched for miles, the different shades of green and brown blurring together as their red ’67 Chevy sped along the ill-kept country road. Tony always drove with the windows down, and John sometimes found it hard to breathe. Despite asking him to slow down, Tony would just smile, wink, and accelerate.

Tony was like that and had been ever since they got together. He enjoyed teasing everyone, not just John. In the first few months of dating, John had found it exciting and rebellious. Seven years in, though, it sometimes felt malicious. John was a timid man, very shy and not too forthcoming with his feelings. So, when Tony sped up for the fourth time, John sighed and rested his elbow along the car door, placing his chin in his hand. He closed his eyes, restless from the journey so far, and focused on the radio. Tony loved classic rock, though John was never sure of the appeal himself. So, as usual, the radio blared some nonsensical song about solid rock or some sort of watchtower or smoky water. The only song John ever knew from the playlist was Stairway to Heaven, even though he couldn’t name the guy who sang it. He didn’t much care. The song itself reminded him of better days, before what had come to be known as “that night”.

Through the drums and the guitar solos, the occasional cow could be heard mooing, and John wondered if they were, in fact, lamenting their foreseeable and untimely deaths in the meat factories nearby. As they drove past another cow, brown with patches of white and a tiny bird sitting on its head, John’s stomach churned. Turning round in his seat, he reached back to grab a backpack filled with snacks and refreshments. He didn’t think too much about the systematic breeding and slaughtering of cows as he rifled through for food. Placing it between his feet and leaning forward, he pulled out a beef sandwich. The plastic wrapping held the sandwich tight, and juice from the tomato seeped through. It always did, which was why John always wrapped the tomato on its own. This one, well, it was Tony’s handiwork.

“This place we’re staying,” John said over the radio. “Are you sure they’re friendly?” He pretended to be nonchalant as he chewed through the beef. Inside, his heart was racing.

Friendly. It was one of those terms in the LGBTQI+ world that really meant, “Are they going to kill us for being gay?” Both men looked at each other with knowing glances that recognized a shared history of abuse—physical and sexual—for being gay. John had been through the worst. That night.

“Are they friendly?” Tony echoed, his tone sounding disappointed as he turned the radio down. The guitar solo in some old classic rock song faded away as Tony reached across the gear stick to grasp John’s hand.

“I’m sorry, I just—”

“I checked the place out thoroughly,” Tony interrupted. “Yelp, Facebook, anywhere there are reviews, okay? I promise you, they’re gay-friendly.” Tony smiled and tightened his grip on John’s hand. “Okay?”

John nodded, reluctant. “You know what they say about country people.”

“Country people?” Tony stifled a laugh and adopted a crude hillbilly accent as he continued. “May I remind you that I’m a country person?”

John nodded again, gave a half-smile, and looked at his partner. “You don’t need to remind me. I’m reminded every time you speak to your brother.”

“Do you mean my father?” Tony asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Aren’t they the same person?” John’s deadpan delivery was uncharacteristic, and Tony laughed as hard as John had ever seen him and wiped a tear from his eye.

“Look,” Tony said, serious once more. “I wouldn’t bring you out here if I didn’t think it was safe. Trust me, I love you.”

John looked out the window, taking in the view once more and finishing his sandwich. The words “I love you” meant little to him since “that night”. It wasn’t that he didn’t feel it, it wasn’t even that he didn’t want to say it back. He just had trouble expressing himself in that way since the attack. Tony said he understood, and he’d continued to confess his love for John several times a day. He never even blinked or looked upset that he hadn’t heard it said back for months.

The two continued in silence for a while, save for the rhythm of some song about living on prayers. Gina and Tommy were having a rough time, that’s all John could determine from the song. The singer must have been religious if he relied on prayers to get people through financial turmoil. Tony always said John thought too much about the music—Just feel it, he’d say. Feel the music.

Unlocking his mobile phone, John saw the reception bar empty and a line through the antenna.

No reception. Great. He looked at Tony and asked, “Where is this place, anyway?”

“What’s wrong, no Facebook?” Tony smiled. “We’re nearly there, don’t worry. I purposely wanted to take you somewhere without reception. Give you a break. Give us both time to focus more on each other.”

It sounded sweet. Tony was a very thoughtful guy, even if he did spend a lot of time making fun of other people. Deep down, he was a teddy bear and it really showed in moments like this.

John put his phone into his left jeans pocket and sighed again. He hated long trips, which is why he’d never been to Europe. Thirty hours on a plane, no thanks. Even if the pictures of places like Venice and Barcelona looked incredible, he was happy visiting different places in Sydney exploring his hometown. In the safety of daylight, of course.

They’d been driving for five hours—since 6 am—without a rest. John didn’t know how Tony could focus on the road for that long without a break. He drove a lot for work, mostly just an hour each way to the office, and John didn’t drive at all. He never had a need for a license, growing up and living in Sydney with the local bus route pretty much outside his front door.

John was starting to feel restless, and his body was falling asleep. It must have been obvious as Tony pulled over and turned the engine off.

“What are you doing?” John furrowed his brow.

“Go on. Get out.”

John stared at his boyfriend, wondering what was happening. His bottom lip started to tremble. It was perfect, really, dumping him here. He looked around and gulped, knowing they were far from home, far from anywhere, with no signal and no idea where to go to get one. His heart throbbed, and he stared at Tony, wondering if he’d had enough. Finally, enough. Enough of the heartache, enough of the crying and PTSD—he was being abandoned. Tony noticed the lip, grinned, and reached across to caress John’s cheek.

“Go stretch, dickhead.” The word dickhead was soft and playful. He was a bit rough around the edges and struggled to reign in the foul language. John had learned long ago to appreciate the vulgarity in Tony’s demeanour.

“Oh.” John breathed a sigh of relief. “I thought—”

“Why would I abandon you?” Tony leaned in and kissed John gently on the lips. “Why would you even think that?”

Looking away, John shrugged. “I just… I know I’ve been difficult since—”

Tony interrupted again. “Hey, I’m not going to leave you. I would never do that. Do you trust me?” 

Nodding, John leaned in, wrapped his arms around Tony’s body, and just hugged him. “I do, I’m sorry.”

They both got out of the car, conscious that the side of a country road was perhaps a dangerous place to stretch one’s legs. Although, they hadn’t passed a car for a few hours. They’d parked overlooking a valley, a giant expanse of trees and mountains, and John spotted a tiny shack somewhere amidst all that nature, smoke rising from a chimney.

“Must be nice, curling up in front of a fire.” Tony stood next to John and pulled him in close. The two men stared into the valley, silent, appreciating the absence of people on their phones, traffic, and planes overhead.

“It’s going to be a nice weekend,” John said. “Fire or no fire.”

After a few more minutes of walking and stretching, they returned to the car and continued on their way.
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The B&B was larger than the photos. John had expected some sort of log cabin with one room and a front desk situated away from the guest houses. That was not the case. From the outside, it was a large two-storey house made of a mixture of brick and stone, with a large chimney and a small front porch. The Australian flag hung from the portico and flapped in the breeze as the men drove up the gravel driveway towards the house.

A front garden filled with roses, daisies, and garden gnomes added a sense of family to the house. It felt like a nice place to stay, like Mum and Dad would greet you inside with a cup of tea and some homemade biscuits. It was hard to think of the place as a house, and John searched for a more appropriate word.

It was more like a mansion. John counted the windows on both levels, trying to peer through the white curtains, gently moving in harmonic rhythm with the wind.

“How is this possible?” John asked, walking around the car towards Tony, whose own eyes were grappling with the monstrosity before them.

“What do you mean?” Tony wondered, without taking his eyes off the B&B.

“This place, in the middle of nowhere,” John said in awe. “Who would build this?”

Tony shrugged, mumbling about old money and lots of larger places around these parts. John accepted that, having remembered seeing a few larger homes situated among the dry, brown farms they’d passed on the way up.

Just as the men started to grab their luggage from the trunk, an older woman emerged from the mansion, her eyes like intense headlights as she beamed at them. Yellowed and veiny.

“Hello!” she called, waving as she descended the porch. “Tony and John, I presume?”

Tony dropped his bag onto the gravel and held out a hand to the old woman. “Tony, " he said, nodding towards John, as he introduced them as partners.

The old woman—Jane, she said—shook their hands without missing a beat. John was surprised at the complete lack of homophobia. He had convinced himself over the years that non-city dwellers were all close-minded bigots. Hell, even city folk were known to be bigoted every now and then. Now that he was confronted with this old woman, smiling and greeting them with open arms, John started to wonder why he had imagined country people that way at all.

“My husband is inside,” Jane told them. “But leave your things, please. The least we can do is escort you to your room.”

Jane must have been in her seventies, complete with thin, wiry hair and wrinkles that housed wrinkles of their own. Her eye bags could have carried their own luggage. She wore classic cowboy boots and a faded plaid shirt. As John shook her hand, cold and fragile, he felt her paper-thin, soft skin. He could tell she was on blood-thinning medication, the same as his own mother had been. Even so, her grip was strong and caught him off balance. Her eyes, John thought, held secrets. Maybe dangerous ones. He shook it off and took a deep breath, reminding himself that not everyone he would meet would be an enemy.

A man, thick, burly, and rugged with an unkept, faded strawberry beard, appeared in the shadow of the B&B’s front door. He, too, smiled wide, displaying missing teeth.

Maybe they really like meeting people. Maybe that’s why they got into the B&B business.

John supposed that there was no sense in opening your house to strangers if you didn’t like meeting new people. The man walked towards them, arm outstretched a little too soon, and introduced himself as Graham. Gray, for short.

“Nice to meet you.” Tony smiled back, again reaching for his bag. It was warming up outside, and Tony was sure these introductions could be done in the comfort of the home.

Jane ushered the men in, again telling them to leave their things. Gray was going to arrange their bags in their room. John kept the backpack with his food and some other items but left the big stuff for Gray. First, Jane just had to give them the tour. John was curious, he admitted, as he hadn’t quite seen a house this large before. Not without calling it a mansion. Or a castle. The centre of the building was two stories, fading into a single storey on either side as the house expanded, like wings on a brick bird. Majestic. Jane smirked at that comment and put an arm around his waist.

“I like you already,” she said.

John looked over at Tony, who just shrugged and gave a quick wink. Affection and John didn’t quite go hand in hand, so the love of a strange old woman wasn’t sitting well with him. To keep from being rude, he let the old lady continue as she was, ushering them through the house with her arm around his waist.

Each room was as impressive as the next. The main living area was warm and inviting, and the walls were made of thick, light brown, exposed rock. The space housed a fireplace, already lit with an orange glow, though no warmth was emitted. John rolled his eyes at the deer head hanging above the fireplace, antlers jutting into the room like knives. He had to admit, the aesthetics were nice. His sense of morality was at odds with his taste, though.

Jane was talking about original features and pointing things out with calm enthusiasm when John zoned out. This place was a little too nice. Tony didn’t have the kind of money this place would cost. Not the money and certainly not the care factor. The last few months had been awful for their relationship ever since that night. They hadn’t shared so much as a passionate kiss, let alone had sex. Yet here they were, being treated to a weekend away in some clandestine mansion with Jane and Gray.

“This is where you’ll be sleeping.” Jane pulled John back to the present as she opened the door to their room.

“Wow.” Tony exhaled, taking a slow step inside. He looked around in awe at the expansive room. In the centre, a four-poster bed surrounded by luxurious, soft white carpet, and a bearskin rug. Another fireplace on the far wall and an ensuite with one of those freestanding bathtubs. It was such a perfect mix of classic and modern that John, too, felt overwhelmed.

“We certainly are royalty now, aren’t we?” John quipped and lay on the bed, stretching his arms like a snow angel.

Tony climbed next to him and cuddled into the space left between John’s body and arm.

Jane raised an eyebrow at this—only for a moment—and smiled again. “Make yourselves at home, boys.”

Tony realized how exhausted he must be. “Thank you so much.” 

Standing in the doorway, Jane cleared her throat and announced that Gray would soon be up with their bags. They were welcomed to place their dinner order in the next hour or so for a 7 pm serving time. The menu cards and Wi-Fi password were in the top drawer of the bedside table. The way she spoke was now cold and more formal, almost as if she had been reading a script.

“Thank you,” John said and then paused. “Can I ask… are there any other guests here?”

Jane’s lips twisted into a smile, but it didn’t fill her eyes. “We had a guest check out last night, actually. Lovely little thing.” Jane left the room without saying anything else and closed the door behind her.

“Let’s see about this Wi-Fi John mumbled, moving away from Tony, who yawned and rolled his eyes. As Jane had promised, the password was hand-written on a folded piece of paper in the top drawer. John reached into his pocket for his phone.

“Hmm,” he said, confused when his phone was not in its usual place in his front pocket. Trying the other pocket, John looked at Tony. “Do you know where my phone is?”

Tony shrugged.

“Well, can I use yours? I want to check my email real quick.”

Shaking his head with disappointment and letting out a deep sigh, Tony reached for his. Furrowing his brow, he realised his pocket was empty, too. “Maybe it’s in my bag.” He didn’t seem bothered about the missing phones, not that John was surprised.

Tony was odd when it came to technology. He didn’t like social media, he didn’t even have a Twitter account, and the last time he was tagged in a photo on Instagram was a few years earlier at a New Year’s Eve party somewhere along Sydney harbour. The only thing Tony used his phone for was making calls. He didn’t even have his email set up. In contrast, John had it all. Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, LinkedIn, BlueSky, Slasher, all of them. He had several messaging apps and took photos daily, saving them all to the cloud. He was Apple’s wet dream.

John was just about to head to the door, to trace his steps. Maybe he’d dropped his phone somewhere. Jane or Gray might have found it, even. As he stood to leave the room, Tony grabbed his arm.

“Please,” he said, his voice low and soft. “Forget the phone for a minute.”

“But…” John started.

Tony pulled him close, until the air between them was thick and hot. “Can’t we just…” Tony paused. “Can’t we just be together for a minute?”
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As Jane walked down the hallway, leaving the new guests to fornicate all over the fresh sheets, she tried not to imagine their naked bodies intertwined. The thought disgusted her. It should be man and woman, not man and man. And certainly not woman and woman. She shuddered.

For the life of her, she couldn’t even think what two women would do together. Before heading down a dark and disturbing abyss, Jane fumbled around in her pocket and pulled out a mobile phone. Clutching it to her chest, Jane smiled, thankful for small mercies. It had been a while since Jane and Gray had so many guests, and their employer was getting impatient.

By now, Gray would have dismantled Tony’s car and stored it in the shed with the rest. Any personal belongings would be sorted later for the auction. Now, she needed to figure out where the boys belonged. That Tony, he was handsome. He could do well in the sex trade, though he also came across as quite feisty. The other one, the small one, what was his name? Johnny? He wouldn’t survive there—he was too weak. Slap him around, and he’d crumble to pieces on the floor. No, organ harvesting. That’s where he belonged. Jane licked her lips as she thought about the money they’d get from that man’s kidneys. His bleeding heart was sure to get her and Gray a big fat cheque. It was just a matter of how to take it.
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Tony had mentioned a local swimming spot at the rear of the property, so the two men undressed in silence and changed into their board shorts. John hoped it wasn’t deep, as he wasn’t a strong swimmer. He was the sort that liked to dip his feet at the side of the pool and catch some sun. Tony placed a cigarette and his lighter in his shorts pocket, declaring he was ready to go. Navigating their way out of the house wasn’t too difficult. John just followed Tony, who’d somehow mapped the whole place in their short, guided tour. Just as they reached the front door, Gray blocked their exit, shrouding both men in shadow. He seemed twenty years younger than Jane, but John didn’t wish to judge. They’d welcomed both men into their establishment, even with the evident homosexuality.

“Judging by your outfits,”—Gray’s voice was gruff, and he looked Tony up and down—“you boys are headed for the water hole.”

Water hole. John frowned at the phrase, figuring it was part of the local lingo. “Uh, yeah, heading out for a quick dip.”

Gray nodded, licking his lips as he took in their nude torsos. His eyes were wide with excitement, though the rest of his face remained neutral, shaded by his Akubra. Tony and John both put their arms around their torsos, using their towels to cover their bodies. It was obvious to both men that Gray was interested in something. Maybe he was on their team, with little choice out here. Being so vulnerable in front of such a big man made John uncomfortable.

Tony cleared his throat, drawing Gray’s attention. “If it’s okay,” he said firmly, “my boyfriend and I would like to spend some time alone together.”

Gray grinned, stepped aside, and ushered them outside. The burly man tipped his hat and whispered, “See you soon, gentlemen.”

As Tony and John headed towards the rear of the property, the river came into clear view. It wasn’t spectacular or even impressive—at least, not compared to the cathedral of a B&B that stood behind them. The river had no current and did not ebb and flow, yet the water was a cool blue and looked inviting enough. John tried to judge the depth and was satisfied it was shoulder deep, maybe less. Perfect.

Unlike the beaches in Sydney, the river didn’t have a shoreline or somewhere to sunbathe. It was surrounded on both sides by dry grass, thistles, and dying or dead tree branches.

Odd. There were no trees by the river. Where did they come from?

So far, John was finding it hard to get into the spirit of the weekend. The weekend consisted of a large house, a boring river, and Wi-Fi without any phones. He looked around the property to see what else might be around. Like most country properties, there was a shed with three slide-down garage doors. John imagined it housed a tractor and other farming equipment and decided it wasn’t worth exploring.

The river it was, then. He didn’t want to seem ungrateful to Tony, but taking him out of the city, his natural habitat? Bringing him here, where there was nothing to do, nothing to see, and no Wi-Fi, just seemed like a strange joke. Still, Tony must have had something planned, so John spread out his towel along what he was calling the riverbank.

He stretched out on his towel, rubbing in some tanning oil and gazing into the vast emptiness surrounding them. He liked it, felt safe. Felt he could see any dangers coming. Relaxing a little, he watched Tony dip into the water, his head disappearing with a few small bubbles as his breath left his lungs. Popping back up, Tony flicked his hair back before tracing his fingers across the wet mess, pushing it off his face.

“Come in,” he said, “it’s so beautiful.”

He had a choice: refuse and cause more annoyance, risk disrupting their weekend, or do as asked. Conscious that he was often saying no to Tony, John relented with a smile and descended into the water.

Tony waded over, arms extended in a hugging position, and John moved closer so that Tony could embrace him. Tony’s body was warm against him, arms wrapped tight around him, and John felt his shoulders relax for the first time in months. Tony’s grip softened a little, and John felt his hand move towards his neck.

“You okay?” Tony asked.

John nodded, sheepish.

“Just relax.”

His hand crawled further still, and Tony gripped John’s hair. At first, it felt like his passion was getting the better of him, and John leaned in for an expectant kiss. But the grip tightened, and Tony—rough, strong, forceful—shoved his head beneath the water.

John fought as hard as he could to escape Tony’s grip. He was too strong. Flailing his arms about, thrashing at the water, John struggled for air. He turned his attention to Tony and, curling his hand into a fist, punched his boyfriend in the side again and again. His lungs were almost empty as Tony’s grip loosened, and John kicked to the surface, gasping for air, taking oxygen like an addict.

With what lung capacity he had gained, John cried as loud as he could. Bellowing into the sky for help, he somehow knew it wasn’t coming. Tony lunged at him, ploughing a fist into the side of his face and cupping the other hand over John’s mouth.

“Shut the fuck up,” Tony growled through gritted teeth.

Again, Tony pushed John under the water’s surface. He kneed the man in the groin, punched his face, and held his body weight over John as he thrashed and fought. His lungs burned, death within his grasp as his eyes struggled to stay open.

A flash of that night. The blood. The sneering laughter. The taste of concrete as his head was pushed into the ground. He couldn’t breathe then, either. Could only let it happen.

His body started to convulse, the burn in his lungs now so intense he thought his chest would burst.

And then, black.
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Across the property, Gray peered through his binoculars, watching the young man drown, and gave a heavy sigh. Regardless of how fun the unfolding events might have been, he and Jane needed both of them alive. The harvesters weren’t ready, and they needed the organs to be as fresh as possible. Shaking his head, he started towards the river, adopting his best worried expression, and broke into a run.

Pulling John out of the river, Gray thrust his body onto the riverbank with a thud. Kneeling beside him, he pressed hard on John’s chest, performing CPR. He and Jane had been trained some time ago in cases of incident or injury, though he hadn’t carried out this particular task for quite a while. John lay motionless beneath Gray while Tony kneeled on the other side, begging for John’s life.

“Please…. God, it was an accident,” and some other such things were blubbered through the man’s tears.

Gray had to hand it to him, and Tony might have been made of stuff similar to that of his wife and him. He’d have to be mindful of that later.

Gasping, John coughed up water, and Gray moved the young man onto his side. “Take it easy, fella,” he said in the calmest, most nurturing tone he could fabricate. “You’re going to be okay.”

John tried to speak, but the sounds came as muffled chokes. Gray watched Tony’s eyes grow wide at the prospect of John pointing the blame his way. He concealed a smile and jumped in before John could say anything.

“You had an accident. Tony saved your life.” Gray looked up at Tony, who exhaled with an intensity Gray recognised all too well.

John shook his head as hard as he could, though to Gray and Tony, it was imperceptible. Gray silenced the man by shifting him into a seated position and pushing John’s head into his chest. “We should have warned you—it gets slippery out here. I’ve got you now, son,” he said. “Let’s get you back to the house.”

“We can call an ambulance,” Tony added.

Gray stood up, lifting John and carrying him in both arms. “Ain’t no need for that. The missus and I can look after him.”

Gray and Tony continued in silence towards the property, John lying limp and semi-conscious in Gray’s arms. The burly man walked on as if he was carrying nothing at all, and Tony was both impressed and weary.
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In John’s semi-lucid state, his fear of what Tony had done to him and his fear of the attack several months earlier converged. Despite his best efforts, John recreated the night in question.

He’d been tormented by a group of straight men on his way home from a nightclub a few months before. Despite insisting on their heterosexuality, all four men held John down, tore his clothes from him, and raped him, one by one. John had screamed into the Sydney night air, his cries for help echoing off the cold concrete walls of the alleyway and disappearing.

He’d been found the following afternoon, unconscious and naked, with dried blood and semen across his face, arms, legs, and ass. Most of the blood had come from his torn arsehole, and he had also suffered a concussion from being repeatedly punched in the head as the men raped him. All the testing came back negative for HIV, STDs, and AIDS. The nurse had smiled at him and said how lucky he was. What a fucking joke.

For months, John had felt phantom pain where they’d plunged themselves inside him. He would dream of their faces and the absolute helplessness he had felt as they tormented him with taunts of “faggot”, “filthy homo,” and other slurs.

For months, John had leaned on Tony for support, comfort, and love. Only to be attacked again. This time, it was from the man who told him daily how much he loved him. It was attempted murder.

He began to stir. He felt intense cold as if he were outside on a snowy mountain. The feeling seeped back to his fingers and toes, making the pain even worse. John sat up, opened his eyes, held his head, and looked around.

“What the fuck?” was all he could say when he looked down at the bathtub full of ice.
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Tony watched as Gray kicked open a door on the second floor of the B&B. He craned his neck to see past the thick, middle-aged man. Tiled walls and floor—a bathroom. As Gray entered the space, Tony saw it contained two metal tables in the centre. Three bathtubs lined one of the walls, and several fridge-freezers lined the other, humming and whirring. Large bathroom cabinets filled the other wall, and a small gap for a window was the only source of natural light.

Before he could ask what in the hell kind of bathroom this was, Gray lowered John into a bathtub and turned on the tap. Tony took a step forward, inching past the doorframe, to watch Gray take bags of ice from a freezer and fill the tub, searching one of the cabinets for something. Pulling out a needle and a small bottle, Gray turned to Tony.

As Tony turned to leave, Jane appeared behind him with a metal rod and jabbed him in the back. A powerful wave of electricity rippled through his body, and Tony fell to his knees. Looking up at Jane, the old lady who had been so welcoming only hours before struck him again with the metal stick.

A cattle prod, Tony thought, as his body gave way to the tiled floor beneath him.

“Keep that one cold and unconscious for now,” Tony heard Jane say. Then, leaning over him, she added, “This one is headed to the auction. We have a few hours to get him ready.”

Gray mumbled something, and Tony heard the water stop pouring into the tub. Footsteps came closer, and Tony saw Gray’s strawberry-grey beard fill his vision. Without a word, the burly man grabbed Tony’s arms and dragged him. The electricity had disrupted some of the signals in his body—he was disoriented, couldn’t speak, and found it hard to use his muscles.

Jane made small talk as they travelled through the house, Tony’s head bumping against each step as they descended to the first floor. He tried to lift his head to avoid the next smack, finding it impossible.

“How much do you think we’ll get for him?” Jane asked, looking back at Tony.

Gray grumbled. “He’s feisty, which is good. Some of the more hardcore buyers will pay extra for a scratch or two.”

Jane nodded and clapped her hands in excitement.

“What…” Tony started to form a sentence and then smacked his head at the next step.

“Give him another one, darlin’,” Gray said, and Jane gave Tony another zap with the cattle prod.

The next thing Tony saw was the grey concrete walls of a cell. Metal bars and a heavy chain around his ankle separated him from freedom. Tony pried at the chain, though he knew it was no good. Jane and Gray had said something about an auction; what did that mean?

He moved to the bars at the front of the cell and peered left and right. Cells lined both sides of his immediate vision, though he couldn’t see anyone else.

What are these two doing out here? Tony wondered. What auction?

Tony remembered something else Jane had said. We have a few hours to get him ready. That meant they were coming back for him at some point. He didn’t know for how long he’d been unconscious but hoped it was only minutes. Hoped he had a few hours to find a way out of this dungeon before Jane and Gray came back for him.

Looking around the cell, Tony was disheartened that he could not use anything as a weapon. The chain was deadbolted into the wall; it wouldn’t budge even if he tried. He’d need a jackhammer to get free.

Checking his pockets, he was surprised Jane and Gray hadn’t searched him—his lighter was still in there. Not that a lighter was his key to freedom. It was something, though. He kept searching, knowing he’d taken nothing to the river but the lighter and one cigarette soaked from the water.

“Great,” Tony whispered, exasperated. This had not been his plan for the weekend. All he’d wanted was to rid himself of John once and for all—the needy, ungrateful little prick. Now these country hillbillies had come straight from a B-grade horror movie to fuck it all up. At least if they were harvesting John’s organs, as it appeared, the guy was done for. That was one thing working in his favour.

Taking a breath, Tony studied each inch of the cell again. Moving to the bars again, he examined the lock on the door. It looked new. He might have been able to pick it up if he’d had some equipment. All he had was a pair of shorts, a dead cigarette, and a shitty lighter, and he wasn’t MacGyver. No quick wit and incomprehensible science was going to save him.

“Fuck you, MacGyver,” he muttered and slapped at the metal bars.

His only option was to wait for Jane or Gray to return and unshackle him. For the auction. Throwing the lighter to the ground, Tony sat down, holding the chain in his hands, and cursing John for not dying in Sydney all those months earlier.
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John noticed a catheter in his arm, attached to a bag of… something. It was empty now; he guessed it had been dripping through the plastic cord into his veins. He ripped the catheter out and threw it to the floor. John had seen enough true crime documentaries to know the intention here was to steal his organs, so he felt around his abdomen to make sure there were no stitches or evidence of tampering with his kidneys.

His skin remained uncut for now.

He crept out of the bathtub, trying to push aside the remnants of his vivid nightmare and the very real fact that Tony had tried to murder him. It occurred to him that Tony had not brought him here to this bathroom. That had been Gray. He had a vague memory of the older man looking down at him after saving his life.

Did he save me so he could harvest my organs?

As John climbed to the floor, hands and feet slipping against the tub and the tiles, he saw the bathroom in its entirety for the first time. It looked more like a coroner’s office, with the cold metallic table and fridge-freezers lining the walls. Looking towards the door and realising he was naked, John went to one of the fridges, not sure what he was looking for. His shorts wouldn’t be in there, though there might be something else he could use. He’d been drugged, so there was a good chance he could find something to use against Gray.

All the small bottles in the fridge were labelled—Thank god!—and several syringes were in a nearby drawer. However, John didn’t know what any of the labels meant. Rushing back to the tub, he read the label on the drip swimming into his veins.

Propofol.

The word meant nothing to John, but with the fact that it had been used to keep him unconscious, he assumed it was a sleeping agent. He filled as many syringes as he could and then realised he had nothing to keep them in. He was still naked. His body trembled at the cold, and he tried to shake it off. There were more important things to worry about right now.

Rushing to the cabinets on the other side of the room, John searched every drawer, hoping against hope that he’d find some kind of weapon. All he found was bandages, sewing scissors, tape, and surgical tools. A scalpel lay among them.

John grabbed it, gripping it tight, feeling somehow safe with it clasped between his fingers. He was about to leave the room when he saw the surgical tape again. Grabbing it, he taped the six syringes together in a sort of thick makeshift knife and made a stabbing motion to practice. If Gray or Jane came for him, he’d be ready now. And Tony, for that matter.

In the meantime, he needed to get to a phone. Tony had said his phone was in his bag, so he’d have to find his way back to their room and get it. He peered around the doorframe into an empty corridor. John didn’t remember this part of the house from the tour, though that didn’t mean much. He was hopeless with directions, a quality he was kicking himself for now.

Creeping down the hallway, breaths short and sharp, heart hammering in his chest, John saw a staircase up ahead, and something in his mind flashed. A memory. Tony had commented on the grandiose winding staircase only a few hours earlier. When they’d all felt so safe. When Jane had her hand around his waist—That’s how she got my phone!

The bedroom had been on the first floor, that much he did remember. Sneaking down the stairs, John’s eyes were wide, his heart racing. His grip tightened around the scalpel and the syringe stack he’d fashioned earlier.

As he crept down the stairs, he heard a noise. Voices. Hushed whispers. Had they seen him? Were they planning an attack?

John stopped. Listened.

“…check on the other one,” he heard someone say. Gruff, deep.

Gray. Check on who? Me? Where’s Tony?

Standing halfway down the staircase, John didn’t have anywhere to go. Run back upstairs and he’d probably be heard. Head downstairs, and he’d be seen. All he knew was that the phone was down there, somewhere. And he needed it.

He took another step towards the first floor.

“Going somewhere, son?” A voice from behind him. From the second floor.

John looked towards the voice. Gray stood at the top of the stairs, shotgun in hand, smile on his face. Without thinking, John turned and ran down the stairs, his surroundings blurring around him. Jane appeared at the bottom of the stairs, a handgun pointed at his head. John slammed against her, swiping the scalpel at her face, and pushed her out of the way. The older woman fell to the side. John ran, his heart pounding in his ears.

He heard heavy footsteps behind him, Gray was fast and coming up close. John saw an open door to the left, jumped through, and swung the door behind him. It slowed Gray down, not by much. John found himself in a bedroom, but not the one he needed.

Fuck!

Searching for an exit, he saw a window on the far side of the room. Hurling himself towards it, he jumped, smashing the glass against his naked body. He could smell the blood, could feel the glass tearing at his skin. He didn’t stop; he’d suffered worse than that. He landed on a dry patch of grass outside. John got to his feet as Gray jumped out of the window behind him, his boots crunching against the small pieces of glass.

John scanned the area for somewhere to hide. Or some way to escape. The car, where was Tony’s car? He saw the garage; one of the sliding doors was mid-way up. That was it, his only option in a sea of dying paddocks and endless hills. Heading for the garage, John heard Gray’s boots approaching from behind.

Reaching the garage, John slid underneath the open door, grazing the skin on his bare ass and upper thigh. Ignoring the pain, he turned to see Gray running towards the











































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































OPS/image10.jpg





OPS/image4.jpg





OPS/image2.jpg
cSCAPLE
TO THE
COUNTRY





OPS/image6.jpg





OPS/image8.jpg





OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
1.0 1

OTHAIR





OPS/image3.jpg





OPS/image0.jpg
H3aLL

E
OTHAR

P3IOPL3

STORI3S

DAVID-JACK FLATCH3IR

sssss





OPS/image1.jpg





OPS/image5.jpg





OPS/image7.jpg





OPS/image9.jpg





