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Penance has been a labour of love some days, a burden on others, a long time coming. It has been an at times cathartic experience, and now it’s finally done. In part, it’s my love letter to ‘80s horror.

Thanks, to friends old and new, to anyone who takes the time to experience it, we both know who you are.

Love and gratitude as always.
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I - 1899

He wasn’t naïve and he wasn’t stupid, of course he knew that the end was near.

Regret: it was the wrong word, the sound of it alone enough to suggest that he felt sorry in some way for what he had done, for what they had both sought to bring about. Of course, that wasn’t the case at all. The only thing for which he felt sorry was that he had been caught, that everything was about to come to such a sudden, wasteful end probably in a matter of minutes, so close to the point of fruition, yet still so very far from it. That was the sole unfortunate thing in all of this. Unfortunate yes, but hardly unforeseen. 

Pride always came just before a fall, wasn’t that how the old saying went? Whether he felt that it was premature or not, he knew that his time was almost up. Edward Markham was sufficiently well-versed in the cosmic order of things to know that, as much as he wished otherwise, he had little say in how events were finally determined. Despite what his own ego might have sometimes tried to allow him to believe, even he really wasn’t that important.

They would be coming for him soon, they had as much as telegraphed their intent, so much that they might as well have spent the last few weeks shouting from the rooftops of the small, still infant settling that he had sought to make his home. Like thieves in the night, they were. Spineless cowards calling out for his blood in voices tinged with envy, the braying of their dogs giving a symphony to their insipid protests. Like vandals, they sought to pull apart everything that he had achieved in such a short space of time, everything that he had built up from nothing, through little more than the force of his own determination, along with the hired assistance of many of those same backward ingrates who were now so keen to join in his persecution. All of it would be dismantled in a matter of days. If he felt any sense of remorse, it was only for the truth of the matter; that he had failed to finish his part in the intended task. 

At least he could be sure that the end had been prepared for. Everything was in place, ready to be rediscovered, to be reawakened when the time was right. The day when someone might arrive with the sufficient intelligence to comprehend the way of things, without resorting to the usual mindless hysteria of those pathetic imbeciles by whom he was surrounded. He knew that it would happen eventually and had been ready for a long time. In reality, he had always known that the hour of his reckoning would come sooner or later. He would have preferred later of course, but that was never his decision to make. Even he couldn’t control everything. 

The time was close at hand. 

He looked around the cramped, dingy room, the smallest in the house, tucked away as it was in a specially-partitioned section of the large cellar. The lamp holder overhead swung back and forth, caught in the shifts of the air, draughts leaking through gaps in the hastily constructed walls. The gentle sway of the dim light caught the sheen of the mossy damp that slicked the bare wooden beams and rock. Every now and again, the floorboards above would creak and shift like the scrape of bone against arthritic bone, sending dust cascading down into the stale air, as if to uphold some illusion that he wasn’t alone. Never a superstitious man, he knew that this wasn’t the case, at least not yet. Soon, though, soon. 

He gave a firm tug upon the rope that he had slung from the oak rafter spanning the ceiling. Good and heavy shipping rope, it held a knot well. His only concern was that the beam itself would remain firm when the time finally came. 

“Markham! Open up, we know that you’re in there!” 

As muffled as the shouting from above was, he didn’t need to see to know that it was Van Klaar. As much as the man tried to sound like some strong, avenging angel, the faint quivering behind his voice betrayed the spineless maggot sure enough. It was surprising that the weakling had pursued him from as far as Europe, although he should have known that he would want to be present for this, what was surely to be the final act. It was so much easier to appear big and brave, when you had an entire vengeful mob surrounding you, buoying you up with their fervour. Markham felt a thin smile crease the corners of his mouth. There were a crowd of them indeed, from the sound of things, with dogs, their growls enough to conjure images of rabid creatures straining at the leashes held by their handlers. When he offered no response, the call came once more, the voice stilted, outside of the native tongue of the speaker. 

“I say once again, we know that you are in there somewhere Markham, and you cannot escape. There is no way out for you. I have travelled too far to let you get away now. You’ll burn, along with your bastard conspirator Pedersen!” 

How wrong they were, all of them, just as stubborn as ever. There was always a way out. The question was whether you were brave – or perhaps cowardly - enough to take it. 

“You are both wanted men Markham! You are verdoemde, and there is nowhere left for you to go. You will swing like the devil that you are for everything that you have done, I shall oversee it personally! You will never be allowed to harm another innocent, as God is my witness!” 

You sound every bit as much a weakling flapping your tongue in English, Markham thought, snorting in derision, you melodramatic bastard. Turning his head, he hawked and spat a wad of phlegm into the dirt at his feet. The clown, along with his equally spineless rabble, seemed barely worth the effort. There could surely only be minutes left before their patience wore out and they found enough courage at last to smash the door down. It wouldn’t take long, just the time that they needed to gather their wits, to overcome their superstitious fear of that which they could never hope to understand. They would find the carefully concealed doorway soon enough, and make their way down the bare wooden stairs, their dogs snarling and foaming at the mouth like rabid hellhounds. They would see the single set of footprints in the dust, the parting in the cobwebs that blocked the short passageway, and they would know exactly where he was. They would know and then they would have him cornered at last. If he was to be taken and he couldn’t say when, then he should at least have the luxury of deciding by whom.

He looked across to the burlap sack that rested upright, propped against the wall in the corner of the room. It was just one more unfortunate reminder of how, in his arrogance, he hadn’t been quite tidy enough. Its contents misshapen, a small hand protruded from the drawn neck of the bag, a single finger pointing straight at him as if in a silent accusation. 

He picked up a small stool, positioning it directly beneath the rope and standing up onto it, clutching onto the thick loop of the noose for support as he did so. The stool sunk a little beneath his weight, the soft, damp earth spongy and yielding. Anything would have sounded better than those damned dogs and the superstitious mumblings of the idiots outside, gathered together by that oaf Van Klaar, in some pathetic attempt at a lynch mob. With any luck they would all be cursed for their part in things. They would all die alone in their beds, each last one of them. It was just a shame that he wouldn’t be around to see it happen for himself.

It was almost time now. 

“Markham!” The rattling of the door echoed down the stairs with an angry hollow sound. As strong as it was, just as he had specified it should be those few years ago, it still couldn’t hold them back forever.

Almost.

He allowed himself to smile again, his thin lips curling into a cruel grimace as he took what could well have been his final look around the room. There had always been something about that place in particular that appealed to his nature, though he could never say just exactly what it was, even though it had been built in accordance with his strictest instructions. Perhaps it was something about the awkward angles at which the walls intersected. The slight, almost imperceptible way in which the heavy oak rafters skewed as they spanned the ceiling, seeking to mask the damp joists and floorboards above. It seemed as though a damned soul could be trapped forever within those crooked joints and corners, sucked into a never-ending Purgatory with no hope of redemption, just as he and Pedersen had specified. An eternally damned soul, as he was sure his must be, would be destined to remain forever trapped within those walls, as was the intention. Pedersen had gone first, as though he had already known of what was to come so soon, but if Markham closed his eyes, he could almost sense his presence still, leaching out from every pore of the very fabric of his surroundings. There was something about this knowledge that gave him some measure of comfort at least, the idea of immortality in any form was better than simply being forgotten, rather than fading away into the mists of obscurity. Long after Van Klaar and his lackeys were rotting away to nothing in the dirt, feeding the trees and forgotten by everyone, he would still live on within the place of their own design.

“Markham! In God’s name open the door man, or we will smash it down!”

There was a scurrying sound in the corner of the room. Looking across, he saw a rat, large and black, rearing up on its hind legs. Its whiskers quivered and its nose twitched as it tasted the stale, damp air of the cellar. For just a second, its eyes, pools of dark ink, bored into his very soul. It skittered back into the shadows, as if afraid of what had been revealed. He chuckled to himself now, a tinder-dry sound that echoed hollow around the room. He was the last man standing.

Ready, he was almost ready. 

Taking his time, as though wanting to savour the moment, he slipped the noose over his head, positioning the knot carefully in the gap where his left ear met the base of his skull. There was no point in prolonging any possible suffering. They were taking even longer than he thought. Van Klaar was probably stalling the proceedings, hiding behind his motley crowd while his spine hardened sufficiently for him to play his hand. 

“Right, you devil!” There came the sound of something beating against the heavy door upstairs. After several blows came a loud crack as the sturdy wood began to splinter and give way. “We’re coming in!” 

The barking of the dogs grew louder as the door gave out completely. The smile still played about Markham’s lips as he closed his eyes, his feet teetering on the edge of the stool as it trembled beneath his weight. He took a deep breath, savouring the odour of rot and decay on the stale air.

Relax. It’s almost over. For now, at least. 

Pulling his left foot back, he kicked the stool away from beneath himself in a single smooth movement. Carried by his own weight, he dropped, jerking at the end of the rope like a marionette, his feet stopping inches from the floor. 

“No, you bastard! We will not be cheated of justice!” On the edge of consciousness, he heard the cry, accompanied by a sensation of falling, as though tumbling into some eternal abyss.

***
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“Hold him in place. This must be done properly.”

They held him upright, dragging him into position and pulling his arms outstretched while large, rough-hewn nails of iron were driven through his palms, to fix him in place against the wall. He twitched in a silent spasm as he fought to ignore the pain, his pride refusing to allow them the satisfaction of seeing him suffer. The stool was kicked away from beneath his feet, his own weight threatening to wrench his hands away from where they were held in a bloody mess.

“Now you will suffer, albeit a mere fraction of the suffering that you afforded your victims, you Godless swine.”

Oskar Van Klaar was a short, stocky man, his thick spectacles, toothbrush moustache and ruddy complexion giving him the appearance of a shrew. He walked across the room. His heavy tread plodding through stagnant water that pooled in the damp earth that made up the floor. In the doorway behind him were two other men. The first, Gunnar DeWaldt, was a six-foot six bruiser, holding a heavy Alsatian at bay, the dog drooling and foaming at the mouth as it strained at its thick rope leash. The other was Johannes Verger, another muscle-brained fool, wearing a pair of heavy work gloves and brandishing what looked like a boat hook of some sort, sharp and barbed, its sharp edge gleaming with a dull patina in the faint light.

Seeing the sack in the corner of the room with its pathetic contents, Van Klaar bowed his head and removed his hat, crossing himself as he did so.

“My God,” he said, “still one more victim. And, once again, so young. As we hoped, the trail indeed brought us to you at last, you vile monster.” He raised his spectacles and winced as he rubbed at the bridge of his nose with thumb and forefinger, in an effort to knead out the encroaching headache. “We have neither the patience nor the time to take you back home to stand before a court, nor can we afford the risk of your being exonerated. We must deal with you here and now.” He reached out a leather gloved hand as he spoke, grabbing a handful of Markham’s hair and lifting his slumped head, moving closer until his mouth was inches away from the suspended man’s ear. “I hope you’re ready for what is coming to you, Markham. My only regret is that your bastard compatriot Pedersen isn’t here with you to sample the pain you are about to experience.” He stepped back again and snapped his fingers. “Verger!” 

At the mention of his name, the man lurched into the room, lifting the boat hook in readiness.

“Let us discover if he is truly as rotten on the inside as his wicked actions would suggest,” Van Klaar rubbed his hands together like Pilate as he spoke. “Open him up, that we might see.”

No further invitation necessary, Verger smiled a crooked grin as he swung the hook in an arc, slashing through Markham’s midriff in a single movement. A jet of blood spurted from the wound, soaking into the earth below. A second swing, and the gap widened further, a slick rope of intestine bulging its way forward and slopping to the ground in a glistening wet mound. Still Markham refused to make a sound, his teeth clenched as bloodstained foam flecked the sides of his mouth.

“It appears that the cat has got your tongue,” Van Klaar smirked. “Either that, or your foolish pride is keeping you from sharing your pain with us. I believe that I am right in thinking that it does hurt, Herr Markham?”

Markham forced his eyes open at the sound of his voice. Straining with effort, he grunted, before spitting a wad of bloody phlegm at Van Klaar, the mucus streaking across his face, threaded with veins of crimson.

“Why don’t you do as your false prophet taught you, and turn the other cheek...you pathetic sheep?” Markham twisted his mouth up into a forced smile that looked more like a grimace, blood between his teeth and spilling down his chin now. “And go...to...Hell.”

“You devil!”  Flustered now, Van Klaar pulled a handkerchief from the pocket of his greatcoat, smearing blood-tinged muck across his cheek as he wiped at it. “There is a special part of Hell reserved for the likes of you and Pedersen.” He stepped back, still wiping at his face as though tainted by the wickedness of the man. “Verger, he is beyond hope of redemption. Finish him off, that he might be free to go to meet his master.”

“Goodbye, child killer,” Verger stepped forward again, swinging the boat hook above his head before bringing it down in a sharp arc, to bury into Markham’s skull. There was a crunching sound as bone cleaved beneath the force. Markham’s eyes rolled back into his head as his whole body went rigid, before relaxing and dropping down. As he pitched forward, the dead weight pulled his hands away from the wall, tearing free of the nails in a bloody mess as he collapsed to the ground.

Aroused by the scent of blood, the Alsatian strained at its leash again, DeWaldt struggling to keep the hound at bay now.

“Should we send for Doctor Helder?” DeWaldt called from the doorway, craning his neck for a better view as he pulled the dog back. When he saw the body, his face drained of colour and he backed away once again. He had heard many a tale of the man now sprawled dead on the blood-soiled earth. Rumours of what he and his accomplice had been planning and how important it had become that he should be stopped. There had been many a story told in taverns back home, tales of compacts with demons, with the devil himself and worse.

“There is really no point, DeWaldt,” Van Klaar said, his voice, though quiet, cutting through the dank atmosphere of the room, with its stink of rot and death. He lifted his hat and crossed himself, before placing it back on his head, concealing his thinning brown hair as he jabbed a thumb towards the sack in the corner. “A local undertaker should be informed however, that we have another poor soul in need of his attention. The child’s parents will need to be found and told also. It may provide them with some small measure of peace at least.”

He looked down again at the corpse, nudging at it with his foot, turning Markham face upward. Perhaps it was a small blessing that the man’s eyes were closed in death. His head lolled to one side, his neck broken by the angle of his fall, gaping wounds torn in each palm, as though in a final mockery of the Crucifixion itself. There was a look almost of serenity upon his face and for a moment, Van Klaar thought it looked as if he was actually smiling. He looked to be at peace, one thing that each of his poor wretched victims had no doubt been denied. 

“Have someone come in here with a shovel,” he said, his face hardening. “Then get the wicked bastard into the ground as quickly and as quietly as possible. The less fuss the better. Once he is in the dirt, the worms will get rid of him soon enough.” He looked around the room, neglected and bare, except for dust and thick curtains of cobwebs. Few people had stood in the place and fewer still had spoken of it, a reputation for evil having already grown in a short space of time. It bore little resemblance to the image that Van Klaar had imagined. Two more burly men came into the room, their heavy-booted footsteps muted against the dirt floor. One of them scooped up the burlap sack into his arms and carried it outside, being careful not to look upon the pathetic contents. The other swung a spade from over his shoulder, slamming it into the soft earth and stepping on it with a booted foot as he started to dig a grave.

“I too have heard all of the stories about the madman, but only God and Markham himself know what he was attempting to achieve in this place. Along with the other devil, Pedersen, of course,” Van Klaar said, crossing himself once again as he spoke. “There are stories that he took his own life in order to cheat justice. But if he somehow still lives, then Pedersen will be hunted down like the animal he is in good time, but if there is even the slightest truth in the rumours, then it is just a blessed relief that Markham has also been stopped at last.”

“Surely there is no evidence of God in this place,” DeWaldt muttered, his grip on the leash remaining tight. “The Lord must be blind to the sort of evil that has been allowed to happen here.”

Van Klaar snorted in a gesture of contempt, clearing his lungs before spitting into the dirt at the feet of the corpse.

“Indeed, it would seem that God has forsaken this place a long time ago,” he said. “Even Satan himself quite probably turned a blind eye to the depravity of the vile creatures. But Markham at least has been stopped now. Stopped at last.”

Stopped at last. It sounded final. 

“This place should be boarded up for good, it must be boarded up for good,” Van Klaar looked around the small room. “It is truly damned. Together they made certain of that. It must be boarded up and forgotten, the earth around it must be sown with salt for good measure. Anyone trespassing must be dealt with, warned away. I will personally make sure of it for as long as I am able.” 

With a last look around the small room, Van Klaar turned to leave.

“I am just thankful that, by the grace of the Lord our God, whatever evil he was attempting to bring to fruition here has died in this place with him. Get him into the ground quickly, before any of the ingrate locals notice anything. Who knows whether the bastards had anyone twisted enough to be sympathetic to their evil cause.”

Parting the cobwebs strewn across the width of the narrow passageway, he started up the wooden staircase, refusing to look at the corpse again.

II - 1972

“Okay you guys, this ain’t funny anymore! It wasn’t even funny to start with!”

Bobby Naylor was afraid.

He didn’t like to admit it, least of all to himself, but that didn’t make it any less true, He was still afraid. It had seemed like the smallest of things, such a simple idea in daylight, when he was kicking about the place bored, in the company of people that he desperately wanted to impress, not least Susan Streckler. He’d had his eye on her for months and she knew it too well, just the same way that she knew how one look from those large blue eyes of hers, or one coy, carefully-chosen word was more than enough to reduce him to a red-faced, mumbling wreck. She was a teaser and even Bobby knew it for sure, but it had still seemed like the perfect chance to impress her most of all. Perhaps, it might even be enough to persuade her to go out with him, like, seriously. He had heard stories from some of the older kids. They liked to brag about their exploits, about how, if you got a girl into the right sort of mood, she might let you stick your tongue down her throat when you kissed her, or maybe even cop a feel of one of her breasts. The thought of it had filled Bobby with a nervous sort of excitement, along with a strange tingling feeling in his crotch that he didn’t fully understand. It sounded like the sort of thing that would make him feel a little more of a man, the idea of doing something to make that excitement just a little more within his reach had sounded big, sounded clever.

Now though, it felt nowhere near as clever, not with the sun out of sight, replaced by the endless black of a sky pinpricked only by stars. Those same stars that Bobby sometimes liked to look at from out of his bedroom window on clear summer nights, long after he was supposed to be sleeping. He would often stare up at the wide void, stretching away to both ends of whatever horizon he could see, and he would wonder, with the kind of thoughts that really had no place in the head of a child barely into his teenage years. He loved to look up at the night sky, gazing in awe at a whole galaxy that looked almost close enough that he could stretch out his hand and just about touch it with the tips of his eager fingers, knowing that he could never even dream of reaching any of it in his lifetime, instead having to remain content with watching from his own room in a small house in a small town on a small planet. He could look up from the warm comfort of his bed, before hunkering underneath the downy cover of his duvet, reading his comic books by the thin but warming glow of the torch that he had been given by his folks for his last birthday. He could do all of that, confident in the knowledge that nothing out there could hurt him, that he was safe.

This was something else though, something else completely. This was something new, and not a good sort of new at that. No, this was definitely a bad sort of new, this was different.

“You’ve gotta do it,” Jordy had said, with that whiny sneer that he always had in his voice whenever he tried to show Bobby up as some kind of chicken. “I’m daring you, and you can’t go back on a dare, or people around are gonna find out just how yellow-bellied you really are. Everyone’s done it, I mean, Jeez, Bobby, it’s just a damn house.” Jordan Baker flicked the candy stick that hung from his mouth from one side to the other with his tongue, thinking that doing so somehow made it look like a real cigarette, enough to make him seem like someone who shouldn’t be messed around with. His sense of swagger, his attitude was such that he almost saw himself as one of those greaser types, with his slicked into place, quiffed hair and lop-sided sneer. The only thing missing was a beaten-up leather biker jacket, to complete the look of some Marlon Brando wannabe. Yeah, he tried his best to give out an image of someone not to be trifled with, and there weren’t too many kids around with the balls enough to tell him otherwise, Jordy wasn’t usually shy of letting his fists do the talking for him if anyone did.

Okay, it was just a house. Except that it was really anything but. It was The House, and everyone knew that much at least. That was the reason why no one ever spoke about the creepy old dump out in the sticks, because they all knew. They all knew, and they kept it to themselves, as if refusing to talk about it would make the Big Bad Thing go away. Having such thoughts while alone in the dark made it much harder for Bobby to come up with any sort of a good reason why he had ever agreed to Jordy’s stupid-ass dare in the first place. Sure, he had probably hoped that doing so would finally earn him some respect from those other kids that usually gave him none; that it would keep them all from getting on his case all the time, for even just a little while at least. Short and chubby, with a mop of greasy black hair and his thick glasses that looked as though they had been crafted from the bottoms of a couple of peanut butter jars, Bobby Naylor had always been one of the easier targets for the likes of Jordy Baker and his little group of ass-kisser friends. He wasn’t quite smart enough, not quite popular or fast enough, he was all of the things that kids liked to group together and point the finger at, someone to whom insults such as four-eyes, weirdo and lard-ass were pretty much commonplace. On many an occasion, he had found himself on the receiving end of a sly dig in the ribs, a cruel taunt from some passer-by or a sudden sharp blow to his back. More than once, he had wound up in a face-down sprawl in the school yard or by the side of the road, his vision a blur without his thick spectacles as he retched, the acrid, burnt taste of dirt coating the back of his throat with a chalk-textured bitterness. It was the hope of turning all of the jibes and taunts around that had seen him agreeing to stand halfway up to his shins in cold water that felt almost like the way he would imagine it felt to step into a bucket full of cold pig slop, in the cellar of a house with a reputation for all manner of unspeakable things. A place that no one liked to talk about, but everyone knew about. The pig shit-smelling water soaked through the wide bottoms of his cotton slacks, the ones that his mom had just bought him a couple of weeks back. The ones that she would probably freak out over if he got them dirty, making them cling to the backs of his calves like a new second skin. The air around him was a thick, heavy fog, almost feeling like he could suffocate under the very weight of it, making him want to thrash his arms around like a windmill, just to beat it back away from himself.

“Hey, you guys, I know you’re up there now and like I said, you can quit it, I reckon I’ve been down here more than long enough, yeah?” His voice sounded far too small, any notion of courage being sucked out of it by the sponge-like darkness of his surroundings. There was no answer, this had never been a part of the deal, not that he had bargained for anyway.

“Fifteen minutes,” Jordy had said, snorting as he tried not to laugh out loud, almost spitting candy-tainted drool right into Bobby’s face. “I promise, fifteen minutes and we’ll come and get you out.” Yeah, like a Jordan Baker promise was ever something to be trusted.

“Is there anyone up there? You guys?” Bobby called up at the hatch through which he had entered the cellar, unable to hide the wavering in his voice anymore. He no longer cared what anyone might think, he was scared. “Jordy? Tyler? Anybody?” If he looked up, he could still see the night sky through the hatch. Those same stars that he loved to gaze at so much, outside, where everything was still normal, a shooting star streaking from side to side in a brief flare, daring him to wish for the safety of his warm bed. He could even hear the faint rustle of the trees, a light breeze stealing through their gnarled old boughs, almost mocking him in sly peals of laughter, reminding him just how stupid he was for not backing out when he still had the chance.

There was a tired groan of wood against splintered, rotten wood as something brushed against his leg in the darkness, a touch from something almost light enough to be imagined, but not quite.

“Who’s there?” he called, his voice barely a frightened croak, echoing back to him in that small space. “Jordy, is that you up there? Darn it, quit your screwing around!” Then again, something soft, pushing against his ankle below the water surface. “What the-?” he gasped at the sudden intrusion, the suggestion that maybe he had been right to be afraid, that perhaps he wasn’t alone after all. He looked down at the dark mirrored surface, the reflection of the stars from above twinkling and shimmering like tiny living diamonds as the water rippled in coruscating circles. It was probably just a rat, he told himself, I’ve just got to keep my cool for a little bit longer, hold it together and they’ll be here soon. Before he could call out again there was another pull on his leg, firmer this time. He didn’t understand how he hadn’t noticed it before, but the water level seemed to have risen suddenly, lapping midway up his thighs now with a thick, almost oily feel to it. Screw Jordy Baker and his dare, a whole lifetime of being ragged on was better than drowning alone in a sea of stinking pig slop. 

“Whether you’re up there or not, I’m coming out now!” He called as he prepared to wade back towards the rotten wooden steps leading from the cellar to his freedom in less than a minute.

Except that he couldn’t.

The water had stopped feeling like water, it didn’t feel like liquid at all in fact, more like a solid, heaving mass that had set in place like concrete, making it impossible for him to move any further. Mom and dad are gonna be really pissed at me, he thought, realising the stupidity of it, given his current situation.

“Help! Help me! Please!” he shouted, the dark, solid-feeling bulk pushing against his chest, as if to force the breath from his lungs as it continued to rise. “Jordy! Anybody!” His upper body disappeared, submerged beneath a roiling surge of blackness, moving up and swelling to engulf him. He tried to shout, unable as his chest was crushed beneath the leaden pressure. He flailed and thrashed his arms, like some prehistoric creature being slowly dragged into a tar pit, down towards a slow, inevitable end. As the black tide drew up around his neck, he could see it rippling in the faint moonlight that still filtered in from above him, no longer looking like it was within touching distance. It wasn’t really solid at all, but looked like a living mass, like a sea of worms, their bloated, oily bodies glistening in the faint light as they squirmed against one another with a slick wetness. As his mouth yawned open in a breathless spasm, several of them scraped over his teeth, followed by more, slipping and sliding their way to the back of his throat, overwhelming him with the stink of dead earth as he retched and gagged, straining as he tried to cough them back out of his windpipe. He imagined Jordy Baker pushing him to the ground one last time, holding his face down and scrubbing his face in the muck, that damn candy stick of his jiggling about as he cackled like the hoary old Crypt Keeper from one of his comic books, suffocating and choking him on dirt that wasn’t dirt at all but wet, writhing worm meat.

The last thing that Bobby Naylor saw was the crescent moon looking down at him from its place of safety outside, a thin sliver of light in the sky, a whole world away, where everything was still sane and normal.

And then he was gone.

***
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“Bobby?” Jordy Baker closed his eyes and yelled, lowering his head just inside the entrance of the hatch as he tried not to inhale the sour stink that wafted up from within. His voice echoed back up at him, the only indication of any sort of life. “Bobby freaking Naylor, you little pansy chickenshit!” As he called out, the candy stick fell away from its place on his bottom lip, carrying with it a silvery trail of spit that bounced away from him in a stretched-out slug trail as it clattered against the wooden steps below. “Aww, now I just gone and lost my friggin’ candy!” He flicked on his dad’s fishing torch and shone it down into the entrance, the steps leading down and vanishing into what looked like murky, stagnant water. The old cellar had probably been flooded for years. There were no signs of life, save for the occasional ripple in the otherwise flat surface, probably just a couple of rats or something, scratching around in the darkness for whatever they could find. If the pantywaist had been down there, the noise alone would have been sure to make him think twice about staying.

“Still nothin’?” Tyler DuCann lifted a bony finger and scratched at the side of his face, picking away the crusted head of scab with his fingernail that he promptly shoved into his mouth, biting down on it with a crunch. Waste not, want not, he told himself as he savoured the salt aftertaste. “I tol’ you he wouldn’t go through with it, didn’t I ever? I mean it, the pussy’s going to get such a good ass whuppin’ tomorrow.”

Jordy raised his head back from out of the hole and turned around, a sly grin spreading across his face to show his already-yellowed teeth. The beam of the torchlight shone upward, casting a pale, amber glow and deep shadows across his spotty features. 

“Yeah, don’t you worry none, I’ll make sure that he doesn’t get to forget about this in a hurry.” They both laughed at the shared thought. “I knew that he’d go and wimp out,” he stood up, brushing away the damp earth that clung to the knees of his faded jeans. His folks were probably going to be really hacked off at him for getting his best Levi’s dirty, but hell, it was worth it. He would just have to make sure that he beat Bobby Naylor extra hard to make up for it. He might even try and land a punch square in the snotty little freak’s face, maybe see if he could break those jar bottom glasses of his.

“He probably got a good old sniff of it in there and ran away peeing his pants like the girl that he really is. Damn, he’s probably got a hairy little snatch hidden away in his pants instead of a wiener,” he said. “I sure wouldn’t be surprised if he had chickened out, it smells rotten for sure, kind of like something died in there.”

“Probably just the stink of him shittin’ in his own baby pants.”

The two of them trudged through the tree line and the clutch of overgrown brambles that guarded the house, whooping and laughing as they planned just what they were going to be able to do that would make Bobby Naylor wish that he had gone into the old cellar after all.
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Now.

He wasn’t even there, and he had already resorted to having a conversation with himself.

-I’m telling you, you’re going to love it, Stoke. All the brochures say it’s a great place!

Brochures? Now I really know you’re just taking the piss. There were no damn brochures. You might have well picked the name out of a hat. In fact, I’m fairly sure that if you mentioned the place to most people, they would ask what the hell you were talking about.

-Sounds great, doesn’t it? Just the kind of place you’re looking for, somewhere with a bit of peace and quiet.

Yeah, and knowing your shit luck it’ll be somewhere with no easy access to booze, either. The sly cow, she’s probably nudged you in the direction of some dry town. No excitement, no drugs, no booze, probably no sex. Might as well chop your own cock off and stitch your mouth up.

-But Cara didn’t make you come here, you picked it yourself. You convinced yourself it was a good idea, didn’t you? That it was just what you needed, didn’t you? A break from all the shitty temptations that your equally shitty life throws in your way.

But that’s just what you need, isn’t it? Yeah, just keep telling yourself that, why don’t you, you bloody great gobshite? Don’t even try to blame Cara, you chose to do this. You.

-So you’ve been telling yourself for the last three or four hours now. Give it a rest, eh?

His foot ached from flooring the rental car, an ‘82 sedan, for what already seemed like forever. He knew that he was only trying to convince himself that he was doing the right thing, hoping that saying things aloud would somehow give them a greater air of truth.

He was cooped up inside a car that he had been sat in for most of the day, hunched over the steering wheel until it felt like he would be left with a permanent spinal injury. “I still don’t see why I couldn’t have just moved somewhere a little nearer to some sort of civilisation, instead of Bumfuck, Middle of Nowhereville,” he said aloud again, scratching at the several days’ growth of dark stubble peppering his face.

“You know why, Stoker. Hell, you know exactly why.” 

He shrugged at his own response. The trouble was that he was right; he did know exactly why it wasn’t enough to move little more than a couple of blocks away from his cramped old flat back home in London, the place that he had called home since such an early age, telling himself that the fact he could just about see the Thames on a clear day somehow gave him some sort of social standing. As uncomfortable as it might have been to admit, he knew all right. It was all so simple. He didn’t really have many other alternatives left to choose from that he knew of. Go large, or go home, wasn’t that the saying? That was why he had gotten that itch, unable to settle. He had lasted less than two weeks in Sturbridge, still unable to get any sense of focus. He couldn’t explain it himself, other than a need to get away to somewhere even more isolated, as though he was being pulled away to somewhere else, somewhere he didn’t know and wouldn’t, until he got there.

“How much further is it now?” he asked himself, only half expecting a sensible answer as he ran his fingers through his greasy mop of dark hair, pushing it back from his face. His legs felt like they were in desperate need of a stretch, his foot feeling like it had melted and fused itself onto the gas pedal, the bones of his ankle feeling as though they were scraping against one another like sandpaper, slowly grinding themselves into dust. He had set off early enough to see the shadows first shorten and then lengthen again as the day went on, most of it seeming to be along the same endless stretch of road. If he narrowed his eyes against the facing light and looked hard enough, he could just about make out wisps of steam still rising from the baked, sun-softened asphalt. Still, he kept his foot flat, afraid that should he slow down long enough he would become stuck, the old car sinking into the sticky road surface, like a prehistoric creature being dragged down to a slow death in some swamp. At least the miles clocking up on the dashboard suggested that he didn’t have too much further to go, or so he hoped. He tried to console himself by thinking of the ideal seclusion of the place to where he hoped he was heading, almost a whole world away from the sort of crowded civilization that he hoped was the reason for his recent lack of creativity. He was banking on the change in scenery being what he needed to get things moving in the right direction once again, there was a whole lot riding on him being right, a hell of a lot.

Some peace and quiet was, he hoped, just what he needed. For some reason, Sturbridge, Massachusetts had sounded like the kind of small town where both of those things were hopefully in good supply, right up until it wasn’t. Those descriptions of the place he had bothered to read used words such as sleepy and rural, making it sound like the necessary antidote to his being dumb enough to make stupid promises that he couldn’t hope to keep in the first place, they hadn’t quite matched up to his expectations. He was banking on that changing, and changing soon.

***
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Six months ago.

“Nine months tops, I mean it,” he had said to Cara over dinner, his internal voice screaming at him even then, in response to his own pig-headed bravado. Still he had continued, knowing that he couldn’t back out, not now, probably not ever. “Definitely, I’ll have it all wrapped up. Probably in less than that, if I can really get settled into it.” An Irishman born, what most people had always considered a fast talker, he was used to the words spilling from his mouth like buckshot, often before he had a chance to properly even process what he was saying. The addition of alcohol into the mix usually kicked him up a couple of notches on the arsehole scale, usually ending up with him digging himself into his own grave with his tongue. Now however, everything was getting real; he had his agent breathing down his neck so hard it almost gave him goose pimples where his hair ended. The worst of it was that he had no one else to blame but himself, not any more.

***
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Now.

Jesus H Christ, how much further? He asked himself yet again inside his head. He had been driving blind for so long now, like Skywalker, using The Force to guide him to some final destination. It had been a little over two hours that felt at least three times as long since his last stop, a quick restroom break, resisting the urge to book the nearby motel for the night and buy the cheapest bottle of whiskey on offer. After a quick stretch of his legs in the small, dusty yard that passed for a parking lot, he had braved the service station, to be served something that seemed like little more than warm piss in a polystyrene cup, with a shot of added caffeine for good measure. He had been handed it by some spotty kid in greasy overalls who looked like he couldn’t give two tugs on his own dick for anything other than clocking-off time. 

“Yoo’re naht frahm round here, are ya? Yoor accent...it’s kinda funny.” The kid had slurred in some attempt at conversation as he passed the drink across a counter that was liver spotted with the kind of stains that Stoker didn’t really want to give too much thought to. 

“Yeah, you’re spot on there, fella” he had answered with a weak grin, looking with suspicion at the contents of the cup, before handing his money over. “I’m from Dublin originally, you know, in Ireland. I’ve lived in London most of my life though. Sometimes you’ve just got to up and make a change, yeah? At least I never lost my accent, aye?”

“Ireland?” The kid’s jaw had dropped, the closest he came to looking vaguely impressed. “What, like Saint Patrick? G’wahn, say something funny. Alla you Irish are s’posed to be funny, right?” Stoker could have sworn that the music wheedling out of the cheap transistor radio on the counter actually scratched to a halt as the kid spoke, replaced by the sound of good ole boy banjo strings in his head. How about you try shutting your trap, you dumb prick, he thought, being careful to make sure that the words stayed inside his head. There was a heady, old-world smell of motor oil and stale cigarettes that seemed almost to be embedded into the plywood panel-coated walls, and he suddenly felt himself itching for a smoke, wincing as he thought of the pack of Marlboros tucked away in the glove compartment of the rental. The kid had stood for what felt like ages, waiting for Stoker to oblige, as if he had just handed money to a stripper and was now expecting at least a decent glimpse of snatch.

“Ireland and London are both big places, you do know that we’re not all comedians, right?”

“Say what?” His thin mouth curling downward in what could have maybe passed for disappointment, the lanky attendant went on to count out Stoker’s change from twenty bucks aloud, in a flat, monosyllabic voice. There was a faded sign on the wall behind him stained, probably with years’ worth of cigarette tar or worse, the hand-stencilled lettering that tried a little too hard to be straight reading; If your even thinking of steeling anything, we shoot first and ask questions later. Stoker had thought about trying to make a joke about the spelling, then he had spotted what looked like the walnut-coloured stock of a shotgun, just poking out from behind the counter and thought better of it. Anyone who took better care of his firearm than he did of his own oral hygiene surely wasn’t to be either trusted or questioned on their mastery of the English language. Just as he was beginning to worry for his own safety, the kid had finally finished his slow count, grimacing with a mouthful of uneven, yellowed teeth as he looked right through Stoker, as if to say, get out now, before I change my mind and lodge a couple of barrels in your beatnik ass. Stoker hadn’t hesitated in getting himself behind the wheel of the rental again, not thinking of looking behind himself until he was back on the highway, relieved to get out of the place and onto the open road. He just didn’t think that the line, you can’t hurt me - I’m a writer, or anything like it, would hold much credence if his life was ever at stake, especially if the person threatening him looked like they would have a hard time reading the letters page of Weekly World News.

The constant thrumming of the engine had long since made his butt cheeks numb, the drone of the engine rattling in his skull like a nest of hornets, broken up only by the static-ridden bursts of Merle Haggard or some similar country-bumpkin junk coming from the radio speakers. At least it had reduced the need for him to start back up into a conversation with himself for a while. 

He looked up ahead, towards a sign at the side of the road.

BAXVILLE

35km

“Finally. Shouldn’t be too long now,” he sighed, even his inner voice sounding weary. Grimacing as he ignored the numbness spreading ever further up his leg, he pushed the gas pedal against the floor again, feeling like it could snap under the pressure.
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Then. 

“Six months, you said, Dack. Six bloody months. Is that in Irish drunk years, or regular human years?”

“Yeah, I said six months and I meant it, really, I did, Cara. I’ll have it wrapped up in time.” Lifting the bottle to his mouth, he chugged the last of the contents, wiping away beer froth with the back of his hand before letting out a satisfactory belch. I’m still in control, he told himself, the early alcohol glow already kicking in somewhere near the back of his head. He reached forward for another bottle, popping the top with his thumb.

“Are you really sure you should be doing that?” Cara pointed a single finger at his hand, causing him to pause with the bottle inches away from his lips. “We both know what happened last time.”

“Yeah, that was then. I’ve changed,” Stoker shrugged, as though talking about something not quite important enough. “I’ve learned to lighten up a little bit, you know? Learned to ease off a little bit.” You damn liar, the voice at the back of his head mumbled. You know damned well that nothing has changed. Damnit, you still can’t get a decent night’s sleep unless you’re tanked up to the eyeballs on whatever’s on offer. Raising the bottle again, he took a defiant slug, the bubbles tingling the back of his throat as he swallowed.

“Seriously, Darrick, you can’t afford to screw anything up, not now. You’ve got a lot riding on this next novel, especially after your last little performance. A lot.”

“I’d rather you didn’t call me Darrick,” he grimaced. “That’s my Sunday name. Used for business papers and court appearances only. It’s what people called my dad, and I’ve told you before just how much of a lousy prick he was. It’s Dack, or Stoker. Brady, if you want to be different.”

“What about Brad?” Cara’s thin lips turned up in a smile.

“Piss right off. Brad makes me sound like I should have bleached hair and a surfboard tucked under my fucking arm.”

“What, and Dack doesn’t? I’m sorry, but I can tell you’re just trying to get away from the point. I know what you’re like, and it won’t work. We both know how badly you messed up, yeah?”

“Yeah, trust me, I already know,” He grinned, trying to force a genuine-looking smile, knowing that he couldn’t quite manage it. “Like I said, things really have changed. This time, I’m the one in control.” He ignored the look in Cara’s eyes along with the voice still in the back of his head, both of which told him otherwise as he chugged the rest of the bottle in one.

***
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Further back:

It was a bad idea, probably the worst idea possible. Unfortunately, he hadn’t paid quite enough attention to anyone who could have told him so. Hell, the half bottle of whiskey that he had necked less than an hour before had been more than enough to convince him that he didn’t need anyone’s advice. He was Dack Fucking Stoker, and it had turned out that he knew better than anyone else after all. Growing up, he had always heard stories about the so-called talk show green rooms, but he had never in his wildest dreams expected to ever find himself sitting in one, chugging on complimentary alcohol like it was about to go out of fashion. It was a whole world away from anything that he had ever experienced before. Being treated almost like royalty in a way that he could never have imagined. All that was missing was some dogsbody offering to suck him off and thank him for the privilege.

It was every hack journalist’s wet dream. The press had lapped it up, Christ, they had loved it. An up-and-coming writer staggering his way onto a talk show stage, only to slur his way through a cringe-inducing car crash, thinly disguised as an interview. Fifteen minutes of Darrick B Stoker, demonstrating how to shoot yourself in the foot. Hell, he hadn’t so much shot himself in the foot as blown that fucker clean off with a bazooka. How the interviewer had managed to cling onto his air of suavity, just the right side of oiliness, with the whiskey-stinking, slurring mess in front of him had been anyones’ guess. It might have made for decent television for sure, but for all the wrong reasons.

-So, this is your second novel, tell all the folks in the audience, along with those sat at home a little about it.

-Apart from the fact that it isn’t finished yet? It’s a horror novel about Catholic hypocrisy, based upon my extensive knowledge – I’m Irish, by the way, ‘case you didn’t realise. You’ve heard the saying, right? Everybody has a little bit of Irish in them, probably even you.

-Really? Can we have an exclusive? What’s the title? Come on Dack, don’t keep the audience hanging on.

-Oh, certainly. It’s called Crucifucks-

Bingo. The next day’s headlines as good as screamed at him, as if to further punish him through his monster hangover.

Drunken author in talk show embarrassment

or,

Offensive remarks of alcoholic writer cause religious outrage

Whoever it was that had once said that no publicity is bad publicity really was full of shit.
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“You went and screwed up, Dack,” Cara had said in her usual no-nonsense way. “You screwed up big time.” He had winced, rubbing at the base of his skull, in a vain effort to dislodge the alcoholic knot that had formed there. 

“Yeah, when you put it like that, I guess you’re right.”

“Seriously though Darrick,” she added, knowing how it would annoy him, hopefully enough to make him pay some actual attention for a change. “What the hell were you even thinking? Did it never occur to you that it could actually be a good idea to lay off the booze for once, maybe even just for a few hours?”

“Okay, you’re right, for Christ’s sake. I fucked up, I know I did,” Dack shrugged, the movement causing his vision to blur into double. “But it’s nothing that you can’t fix for me, right?”

“I’m your agent, I’m not a bloody miracle worker. You don’t need me, you need David Copperfield, and even he would struggle to make your mess disappear this time.”

“Okay, okay, Jesus Christ almighty, I get the message.”

“No Dack, I really don’t think you do. You can go on telling yourself that you’re some Bukowski-style artist if you really want to. You can even go on believing your own delusion that you’re an alcoholic genius, but you’re not going to fool anyone for too long, and before you know it, you’ll just be some washed up has-been, a drunken joke with no punchline.”

“Ouch,” Dack winced. “That hurt.”

“It was meant to,” Cara dipped her fork back into the aluminium foil tray and twirled it, scooping up another load of noodles. She crammed them into her mouth, chewing them before she spoke again. She had that wrinkle above her nose that he noticed she always had when she was thinking of something serious. “Jesus, Dack, with just a few slurred, boozed-up words, you managed to single-handedly piss off probably the entire American Bible belt. It was just the booze talking, wasn’t it? Please say yes to that, by the way.”

“What are you trying to say?” Dack looked down at his own food, suddenly not feeling quite so hungry.

“I’m not trying to say anything. You heard me. Was it the booze, or was there something else involved?”

“If by something else you mean, were you on drugs again Stoker? Then no, I wasn’t,” he scratched at the side of his nose with a chewed-ragged fingernail, wincing as the rough edge dug into the soft flesh. “The whole sorry mess was fuelled by cheap Irish whiskey, nothing else. Christ, they don’t even know how to make the stuff properly over there. American shite.”

Cara rolled her eyes. She had learned enough about his mannerisms to realise that he was more than likely lying through his teeth. It was pretty much an open secret that he had spent more than enough time doped up to his eyeballs in the past. Whatever it took to keep his imagination ticking over, the only problem being that any kind of false stimulant would only work for so long before leading to a crash. He would probably struggle to admit that he had even had a problem. She had alluded to it more than once over the course of the few years that she had known him now, but she had never gotten around to confronting him outright; Darrick Stoker’s fear of turning out like his own father was making him more likely to end up little more than a carbon copy of him. She had heard several stories about his upbringing, of how he was dragged up, as he usually preferred to put it. But still, she was left with the impression that he would never open up about just how much it had affected him. It was often said that trauma, that any sort of negative baggage made for good writers – the so-called tortured artist syndrome. It often felt like Dack was hell-bent on taking that particular stereotype to its extreme, in as many ways as possible.

“Whiskey, right, if you say so,” she said, in the sort of tone that made it clear that she didn’t believe him. “Six months, you said as well, remember that?” She glared at him now, her eyebrows knitting closer as she did so. She could be pretty patient, but even she had her limits.

“You know I’m good for it,” Dack cocked his head to one side, grinning with a mouthful of slightly crooked teeth. “Six months, I said. I meant it then, and I still do. Starting sometime next month.” The smile frozen in place now, he raised his beer to his mouth again, ignoring the concerned expression that flashed across her face, just the same as it had every time that she had caught him with anything alcoholic in reaching distance ever since the talk show incident.

“You’d damned well better,” she said. “While you’ve still got any sort of career to try and salvage. You would do well not to forget that. You’ve got a lot riding on whatever you pull out of the bag next.” She twirled her fork in the tray again, before lifting it to her mouth, pausing to smile, her expression looking forced. “A lot,” she said again.
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Now:

Six months, tops. Really, what in the hell had he even been thinking? Whether it was just out-and-out bravado, or it really had been just the drink talking, more than likely a combination of the two, he had no one to blame except for himself, as usual. Whichever way he chose to look at it, his big mouth had landed him in a whole heap of trouble yet again. 

The truth of it was that, despite his more self-destructive tendencies, he had slowly been getting somewhere. He had actually just started to make a name for himself, and he couldn’t afford to let things slide, not now. Cara had made that much pretty clear to him at least and she was right. He would never have admitted it to her, but his initial cocky assurances had some time ago slid into the realm of self-doubt, and he was getting desperate. Every plot thread, every single piece of character development and motivation that had come to him had wound up running straight into the same stubborn brick wall, leaving the sort of pain that could only be numbed with something alcoholic, the liquid equivalent of using a sticking plaster to cover the stump from an amputated limb. As much as he had tried to tell himself otherwise, he had soon fallen back into the old routine; drinking to make the words come, only to find that the booze just made the frustration greater the next morning when he realised that he had written nothing of any real value. “Fuck it, I’m not him,” he would tell himself, usually after the first few drinks had hit home, “you’re such a fucking cliché sometimes.”

He often found himself agreeing with the second part.

It had all happened so fast, perhaps that had been the problem. His début novel, The Teeth of the Serpent, had been not so much written, as fired out of his head in a furious flurry and laid out onto the page in bursts of raw energy, a typewriter-callused and bloodied middle finger, raised up to everyone who had ever said that he couldn’t do it. A short, gutsy adrenaline shot to all those who had either laughed or ignored him when he had said he was going to make something of himself. He had sat for what had felt like endless hours at a time, quite often in a booze-fuelled haze of angry creativity, back in the days when half a bottle of whiskey actually aided the process rather than slowing it down. Hunched over a cramped desk jammed into the corner of a tiny bedroom with no window, a faded Hustler centrefold, staple holes in place of her belly button, hanging down like a limp dish rag from the wall, held in place with brittle strips of Scotch tape. He had Hunter S Thompson and Jack Kerouac on a small bookshelf right alongside Raymond Chandler and Mickey Spillane, thinking that keeping them there made him more of an artist somehow, the names a hopeful means of distraction from the pulp horror paperbacks right alongside. It was far too easy to paint himself in such a way, imagining himself as some latter-day Bukowski, stimulating the release of the contents of his head with a diet of cigarettes and the cheapest booze that he could get his hands on. The Teeth of the Serpent was cobbled together from a ten year-old old trunk tale, with a few new ideas thrown in for good measure. It was as pulpy and trashy as it was horrific and fast-paced, and the sniffy, highbrow critics had hated it with a passion. Christ, it had even made it into the review sections of several national newspapers and magazines, most of the comments about it best read aloud in a snotty, nasal whine, deriding its paper-thin character development, as it lumbered from one cardboard scene of grotesque sex and violence to the next. Fortunately for him, the public, those people
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