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BLACKWOOD
1989

 


The woods may
have been encapsulated by the night, but that didn’t mean they were
sleeping. In fact the forest that surrounded Blackwood on three
sides never slept. It was a place of dark menace and the
townspeople knew it.

They would
tell their children stories of the strange creatures that hid
within the branches of the trees. Abnormal animals that waited
patiently for young ones to wander off without their parents;
waited until they could ensnare the young flesh and feed off
it.

The children
would lie in bed, the covers pulled up around their necks, and
listen in fear as they learned about the grisly fate that awaited
them, should they ever venture away from home. They would tremble
as their gaze drifted to the bedroom window; a wooden frame that
held a vision of the nightmare world that encroached on their very
doorstep.

The adults,
satisfied that their children had heeded the message would then
kiss them on the cheek or the forehead, wish them good night and
leave the room. Only then would they go around the house and check
all the doors and windows, not once but twice. Every lock would be
turned and then turned again as they gazed out into the winter’s
night sky and they would tremble with a fear of their own.

They knew that
monsters in the true sense of the word didn’t exist, yet they knew
the forest held a deadly secret and they had no wish to find out if
the rumours were true.

And then, with
their homes secured tightly they would go to bed and sleep
unsoundly, saying a prayer for the strangers that may inadvertently
drive through the town once the street lights came on.

Oh, yes, it
may have been dark in the woods but deep within the tightly knit
woodland of trees and bramble, one house never slept.

***

Mother sat at
the kitchen table and looked down at the food on her plate. She
hadn’t eaten in five days and she hungered to devour the meal laid
out before her. Still she refused to touch it, even though the
others had long since finished what she had prepared.

Father had
gone upstairs to do whatever it was he did after the late dinner
and she could hear the sounds of movement from the rooms above. He
disgusted her, but she was his wife now and she had learned the
hard way that she had to obey. Love and honour were unimportant in
the relationship, but obedience was a statutory requirement for the
role of Mother in the Craven household.

She looked
across to her son in the corner and cringed at the sight of him
playing happily.

“What is
that, Simon?” she asked in a whisper.

“Edward
gave it to me,” the boy replied with a grin and held up the dead
rat, its head a mangled mess of dried blood, brain matter and
shattered bone.

Mother hated
Edward as much as she hated Father and the thought of either of
them touching her the way they did when they took her to the
bedroom made her throat spasm. The smell of their unwashed skin
against hers as they rubbed themselves against her brought tears to
her eyes. But she would lay there and let them have their way. She
had to obey. Rape was preferable to the punishment dealt out for
disobedience and she had the scars to prove it.

“It’s a
toy,” Simon added, pulling her away from the images of degradation
that threatened to tear apart what remaining sanity she
had.

“Well
put it down,” Mother scolded. “It’s dirty.”

“But,
Mum. Edward gave it to me,” Simon complained.

“Where
is that boy?” She hadn’t seen him since dinner.

Father had
ordered her to ensure his son did not leave the house tonight and
she would be beaten if she failed in her duties as stepmother to
the boy that treated her no better than a whore.

“He went
out to the shed to get me another toy,” Simon replied, still
tossing the dead rat from one hand to the other.

Oh, God. He’s gone out. Mother could already feel the burn of leather strap
whipping at her breasts for failing to comply with Father’s
words.

“Simon,”
she called. “Would you go and fetch Edward back
indoors?”

“You
told me to stay away from him,” Simon replied awkwardly, a
childlike response in retaliation for her earlier tone regarding
the rat.

“Well
now I’m telling you to go find him for me,” she snapped
unintentionally.

“Why
don’t you get him?” The boy had been around Father and Edward too
long.

“You
know I can’t leave the house.” Her voice trembled. “Please do this
for your mummy,” she pleaded.

“OK,
don’t have a fit.” Simon saw the terror in his mother’s eyes and he
backed down, dropping the rat and getting up from the matted fur
rug next to the open fire.

“Don’t
be long,” his mother hissed. “It’s dark out.”

“I’ll be
two minutes,” Simon promised with a shake of his head, leaving via
the back door and leaving Mother sat at the kitchen
table.

***

He walked
along the rear porch. He felt sorry for Mother, but he was only
eight and what more could he do to help? He already did all the
chores that Father gave him and he did extra when Edward told him
to. And Edward wasn’t that bad all of the time. Yes, he was mean,
rude and quite often he would unleash torrents of violent physical
and mental abuse upon Simon’s tiny frame, but sometimes he was
almost nice. After all he had given Simon the toy to play with.

Things could
be worse.

But they
could also be better if Mother just went along with the new way of
life. At the very least
he would have liked to see her eat. He knew the meat wasn’t
chicken, but it tasted like it and was filling. She really should
eat to keep her energy up.

***

Simon pushed
thoughts of Mother away as he stepped down from the porch and into
the back yard. The ground had already been coated in a fine layer
of frost and it stabbed through his socks and into the palms of his
feet. He looked across at the shed, the single bulb from within
casting only a dim light into the surrounding forest, but still
enough for Simon to see by.

He ran, his
feet quickly turning numb as the pain of coldness travelled up to
his ankles. He wished they’d not taken his shoes. He wouldn’t have
run away. He couldn’t have done that. He couldn’t leave Mother
alone here.

He reached the
shed and pushed on the door, causing it to swing open and bang
loudly against the workbench just inside.

“Edward?” Simon called. “Mother wants you back in
house.”

“Yes, in
a minute,” Edward’s voice replied. “But first I want to show you
something.” The request was followed by a quick succession of
hammering noises.

***

Mother
fidgeted in her chair. Simon had been gone longer than she expected
and she was worrying. She didn’t like his being with Edward. The
boy was older than Simon by quite a few years and the thought of
them alone together filled her with dread. If she could have gone
for him she would have, but she wasn’t permitted to leave the
house.

A woman’s place is in the kitchen or the bedroom.
Father’s words echoed in her
memory.

Her stomach
rumbled before cramping painfully and she looked down at the dinner
plate with longing. She didn’t want to eat. She wanted to starve,
wanted to waste away and die. At least then it would be over for
her. But what of Simon? What would happen to her darling boy if she
was gone?

She fought the
sickness in her stomach and raised the fork from the table. She
still wouldn’t touch the foul meat they forced her to cook, but she
would make herself eat the vegetables that sat cold on the chipped
china. She would just have to ignore the juice that ran from the
undercooked flesh and covered the base of the plate with its liquid
redness.

Slowly she
raised the potato to her mouth and bit down on it, her stomach
rebelling against her need to feed. She chewed and swallowed, but
it didn’t stay down.

***

She was still
retching up acidic bile when the back door was pulled open. She
felt the chill breeze from outside stroke the sweat on her
forehead, but she couldn’t look up, her body bent rigid as a final
bout of dry heaving tore at her throat.

Finally she
managed to speak. “Did you find him, Simon?”

“Yes.”
The reply didn’t come from her little boy. “He found
me.”

EDWARD!

Mother turned
cold at the harshness of her stepson’s voice, not daring to look up
from the small circle of vomited potato, stomach lining and hint of
blood.

“We
played a game,” Edward continued. “But I got bored.”

“Simon?”
Mother cried.

Simon didn’t
reply to her call, but Edward laughed softly.

“He
can’t hear you.” From his place at the door Edward tossed something
small and pink.

It landed in
the pool of sick between Mother’s feet with a small, wet splash.
For a moment she tried to figure out what the object was and then
quickly wished she hadn’t. At the realisation of what had hit her,
she felt the scream rise from deep within herself.

“What
did you do to my baby?” Mother screamed as she tore her stare away
from the severed ear.

“We
played a game.” Edward grinned as she looked up, tapping the clawed
end of the hammer against his blood stained jeans. “He
lost.”

“You
bastard!” Mother jumped upright and lunged, but the chain at her
ankle only allowed for limited movement, the metal jarring her leg
and sending a rod of agony up to the base of her spine.

Edward giggled
as he approached her, feeling in his shirt pocket before fishing
out two sticky orbs that he dropped casually on to Mother’s
plate.

“He has
your eyes,” Edward teased as he raised the hammer.

“BASTARD!” Mother screamed in anger, lashing out savagely at
her son’s murderer.

Her nails dug
into Edward’s cheek and tore four trenches of flowing crimson from
just below his left eye down to his upper lip. He paused, the
hammer held above his head as he grinned at Mother.

“Bitch.”
He brought the hammer down with vengeful speed.

Mother didn’t
have time to back away, the hammer head shattering her skull on
impact and powering down into her brain. Bright lights danced
before her eyes for only the briefest of moments and then the life
drained from her face.

Edward held
her upright, pulling her closer. And then, very tenderly he kissed
her on the lips.

“Goodnight Mother.” Pulling the hammer free he let her fall
in a heap at his feet.

***

“What
the fuck is going on down here?” Father barrelled in to the kitchen
and froze.

“Hello,
Father,” Edward grinned.

“Not
again,” Father sighed. “She was a bloody good cook.” He turned on
Edward and smashed a fist into his son’s face.

Edward fell to
the floor as blood poured from his broken nose, the hammer skidding
across the floor and coming to rest near the fireplace.

“Do you
know how hard it is to find a new family?” Father hollered. “I’m
going to teach to you a lesson you’ll never forget.” He kicked out
at Edward as he made his way to the sink.

“I’m
sorry,” Edward blubbered from his place on the floor.

“You
will be,” Father promised.

Father sank
his hand into the filthy wash water and found the handle of the
paring knife. As he wiped the blade on his trousers he marched back
towards his son.

“Father,” Edward whimpered.

“Shut up
and take it like a man,” Father yelled in Edward’s face, pinning
the boy to the floor with his knee. “This is gonna
hurt.”

Edward tried
in vain to fight, but Father was bigger and stronger. He forced his
son’s mouth open with one hand, prying the jaw as wide as it would
go. He worked quickly with the knife, utilising years of skilled
butchery as he severed the tongue and pulled it clear of Edward’s
teeth. He held the limp muscle up above Edward and let it bleed
down on his son.

“You
won’t be back talking now.” As he stood up he threw the tongue
across the room. “Get this fucking mess cleaned up.”

Edward tasted
his own blood, hot and coppery as it ran down the back of his
throat. The pain in his face was overshadowed by the fire of hatred
that now burned in his belly. He waited until Father turned away
and then he struck.

He dived
across the Kitchen and snatched up the hammer in both hands,
swinging himself around and rushing towards Father.

The first blow
glanced off the side of the old man’s head, but it was still enough
to send him staggering along the hallway. Before Father could
regain his composure, Edward hit him again. This time the claw
smashed through skull and pierced the mushy cerebellum. Using the
claw like a hook Edward dragged him back to the Kitchen, only
pulling the hammer free when he had the old wretch laid out on the
table.

He rolled
Father onto his back. He wanted to look in his eyes before he
finished the job. He may not have been able to answer back, but
Father would get Edward’s point.

The hammer
came down again and again, pulverising the face until it was
nothing more than a red smear that stained the old wood of the
table top. Even then, Edward kept swinging, beating down until he
collapsed from exhaustion.

He didn’t need
Father. He’d collect his own family.

 


 



CHAPTER
ONE

 


Curt Hutson
stood and, shielding his eyes, looked up at the imposing structure
that was Daventry University. He wasn’t usually the type to be
interested in architecture and all that shit, but for some reason
he felt he must take it all in.

Over the last
three months he’d seen it everyday without fail but now, as he
prepared to leave for the summer, it didn’t look as familiar. The
large windows stared back at him, row upon row of oversized
rectangle eyes held within the vicious grip of weathered brick and
eroded limestone. The roof took on the appearance of a wide brimmed
hat that had been pulled down to hide the features of an unknown
face. For the first time since signing up, Curt found the place
unnerving. It sent a shiver down his spine.

“Fuck
you,” he whispered at the building. “See you in seven weeks,
arsehole.” He lowered the hand from his eyes and gave Daventry the
finger.

He turned back
to the van and, in an attempt to shake the uneasiness that had
crept into his gut, he decide to recheck his packing. Anything was
better than having to face the University again. The others would
be here shortly and then it would be party time.

Well, almost
party time. The detour to Katie’s parents would have to be made
first. She had some important news to give them before they could
head out to the coast.

“Seven
weeks of sea, sand and drinking ‘til we puke,” Curt said to no one
in particular as he yanked open the sliding door of the van with a
squeak that set his teeth on edge.

He couldn’t
wait for them to get away from it all; the stresses of degree
courses and six thousand word essays were starting to grind on his
good nature, and the time to just be old reliable fun loving Curt
would do him the world of good. Shit, they all needed to wind down.
It had been a hard year and they deserved some relaxation and
fun.

As Curt slowly
sorted through the cases and boxes of beer, a smile crept across
his face at the thought of his friends’ reactions when they saw his
parents’ beach house. Not that it was really a beach house; it was
more a static caravan, but over the years his mum and dad had
worked wonders with it. They’d taken the time and effort to add all
the little touches that made it a home from home. Dad had built the
front porch and the window boxes. He’d also laid out an intricate
patio with brick barbeque. He’d made a wonderful job of it all and
Curt was sure his friends would love it. Then there was the view;
nothing but sea until it met the horizon. You stepped out of a
morning to find yourself within spitting distance of the beach. It
was an amazing place and it would easily erase any bad memories of
the past year and its non-stop, boring lectures.

***

Whilst Curt
made a third attempt at rearranging space in the car, a taxi pulled
in from the main road and pulled up next to the van. The rear doors
opened and the quiet morning was definitely over.

“Where
on earth did you find this piece of shit?” Judy Barker howled
hysterically as she ran from the taxi and circled the pale blue
van.

“This,
my dear lady, is no piece of shit,” Curt replied, sticking his
grinning face out of the door. “This is the Hutson Shag Wagon.” He
flicked his tongue out at her and she laughed harder.

“No, no,
it’s a piece of shit,” Judy teased.

“Where’s
Katie?” Curt asked as he looked around for his other
friend.

“Oh
damn.” Judy quickly turned serious. “I left her to unpack the
taxi.”

Curt jumped
from the van and rushed around to the other side, grabbing Judy’s
hand and dragging her along.

“How
could you do such a thing?” Curt joked. “And with Katie in her
delicate situation.” Curt chuckled as they rounded the back of the
van.

“There
you are,” Katie Frost scowled at them as they came into view.
“Would one of you be kind enough to pay the driver?”

“Cheeky
cow,” Curt said, already pulling his wallet from his back
pocket.

“But
what about my delicate position?” Katie threw back at him without a
pause.

“You’re
pregnant, not skint.” Curt elbowed her playfully as he brushed
passed her.

“Watch
the baby,” Katie punched his shoulder and giggled.

Curt feigned
injury, rolling his arm and flinching as he leaned down to face the
driver.

“How
much, mate?”

“Sixteen
quid.” The driver held out a hand.

Curt withdrew
a twenty and handed it over. “Thanks and keep the change.”

“Cheers,” the driver said, already rolling the window up and
restarting the car.

Curt and Judy
took the bags. They may have joked about Katie’s pregnancy but they
realised it was a touchy subject. She’d kept it a secret until it
had started to show, the only hints being that she’d told everyone
she was quitting the drink and that smoking was off the list of
things she’d be doing. They’d taken it as a health fad and ribbed
her about it until she’d told them why.

But that was
all she’d told them. She still refused to talk about the father,
only saying that he wasn’t interested in having a kid and she was
fine with that. They didn’t push her on it. They were close friends
and she would tell them when she was good and ready. Maybe after
she’d spoken to her parents she would confide in them the secret of
the dad to be. If not, it didn’t matter. No matter what happened
they’d be there for her when the time came. They were more than
just friends, they were almost a family.

“Hey,
you guys.” The sound of Josh Lebbon’s voice echoed from across the
car park. “Don’t go leaving without me,” he shouted as he came into
view.

“Get a
fucking move on,” Katie yelled back. “We’re ready to
go.”

“Don’t
lie to me,” Josh replied. “You haven’t even finished packing that
piece of shit.”

“It’s
not a piece of shit,” Judy laughed. “It’s the Hutson Shag Wagon.”
Before the sentence was finished she was doubled over again and
tears were running down her face.

“Looks
more liked the shagged wagon to me.” Josh eyed up their mode of
transport and shook his head. “Where the hell did you find this
rust bucket?”

“Don’t
insult Christine, she doesn’t like it.” Curt lovingly stroked the
side of the van.

“Man,
you gotta stop it with the horror films,” Josh warned as he tossed
his bag into the back of the Shagged Wagon.

“You
should have been around our flat last night,” Judy managed to say
between giggling. “We had a night long marathon of movies and Katie
nearly shit herself.”

“Nice
mental picture going on here.” Josh wrinkled his nose
up.

“I did
not shit myself,” Katie defended herself. “The only problem I have
at the moment is needing to piss all the time.”

“Mental
image is now damaging my brain,” Josh growled as he fell to his
knees in mock agony, hands clasped to the sides of his
head.

“Get up,
you idiot.” Katie kicked his thigh.

The sound of
an approaching car brought a stop to the joking. Josh got back on
his feet and they all turned to watch, as the BMW crept towards
them and pulled to a stop alongside the van. The black car came to
a smooth stop and the window whirred downwards on electric motors
to reveal the friendly face of Professor Reilly – Head of the
History Department.

“Looks
like you guys are ready to have some fun,” the Professor remarked
with his usual soft tone.

“Seven
weeks of freedom,” Judy sang. “No more lectures.”

“I
thought you enjoyed my talks on the New England settlers.” Reilly
looked genuinely hurt.

“It’s
not that,” Judy stammered, embarrassed. “It’s just…” She went
blank.

“I
know.” Reilly smiled. “It’s the holidays.” The gentle smile
returned to his face. “Just drive safely and have fun.”

“You
too, Professor,” Judy said with a tiny wave.

“See you
in seven weeks.” Reilly returned the wave and drove off, the window
rolling up as he pulled out into the main street.

“You too, Professor,” Curt mimicked Judy’s farewell. “I want to hug you and kiss
you.” He danced around
her as he continued.

“Fuck
you,” Judy replied with a smile of embarrassment. “He is sexy
though.” She hid her face in her hands.

“He’s a
fucking arsehole,” Katie whispered under her breath and climbed in
the van. “Let’s get going.” She flopped down onto one of the
makeshift seats in the back.

“What’s
up with you?” Josh asked. “Mood swings?”

“Piss
off,” Katie quickly lost any good feelings about the first day of
the holidays and fell into a quiet sulk.

“Just
leave her be,” Curt said as he climbed in behind the steering
wheel. “You know telling her parents is going to tough on
her.”

“Sorry,”
Josh sat opposite Katie. “I’m sorry, Katie.”

“Just
forget about it, Lebbon.” Katie turned away from him and gazed
absentmindedly through the rear window.

“OK,
folks. If we’re all ready let’s hit the road,” Curt announced and
turned the key in the ignition.

The engine
grumbled once and then farted.

“Told
you it was a piece of shit,” Judy complained.

“Don’t
diss the Shag Wagon,” Curt warned without any seriousness and tried
the ignition for a second time.

The engine
groaned as it attempted to turn over and then, with a bang and a
roar it came to life, shaking the dashboard as it over-revved.

“It’s
alive,” Josh yelled in his best Frankenstein voice.

With a mixture
of moods fighting within the confines of the van, they set off for
the start of the holidays.

 


 


BLACKWOOD
1997

 


“But you
said we’d stop at a hotel,” Ricky King bleated, refusing to leave
the passenger seat of the parked car.

“I know
what I said, but this’ll be fun,” David Herbert did his best to
placate her. “I promise.”

“And I
know what your promises mean,” she carried on in the whiney voice
that made him want to throttle her.

“Have it
your way,” he snapped and backed off.

Why do I put up with her? He eyed Ricky up from a safe distance. His gaze
moved down from her face to her low cut top. That’s why. He watched her tits jiggle as she shifted
in the seat. That and the fact that she fucks like a minx.
With this in mind he left her
to it, knowing without doubt that she’d come around.

He walked
around to the rear of the car and opened the boot so he could
unload the camping gear he’d stuffed in there late last night. Late
enough so that his wife, Suzy, was sound asleep and wouldn’t catch
him in the act. She thought he was on an all expenses paid weekend
business trip. It would have looked extremely bad if she’d seen him
furtively filling the car with a tent and supplies.

The idea of
what she’d do if she found out about Ricky filled him with dread.
After all, the office junior sat in his Ford Escort was nothing
more than sex. It would be devastating if he lost everything over a
piece of fluff. Not that a divorce from Suzy would be a bad thing,
she annoyed him more than Ricky, but the thought of losing the
house and half of the savings he’d spent so long accumulating made
him feel sick. Oh, no, the divorce would happen, but when it did it
would be on his terms and not hers. He’d rather kill the frigid
cunt than let her walk away with what was rightfully his.

He looked up
from the bags and stared at the back of Ricky’s head, the short
hair revealing her slender neck and smooth shoulders. He glanced up
into the rear view mirror and saw her looking back at him through
narrowed eyes.

Ricky saw him
in the mirror and scowled at him.

Bastard. She
kept the insult to herself, making only an audible
humpf
noise as she fold her arms
under her breasts. How dare he bring me out here? I deserve better than this
shit.

Or did she?
She was, when all was said and done, only his mistress and what did
that entitle her to?

More than trip
to the middle of shitsville forest.

She glanced
over her shoulder and watched as David moved the back packs away
from the car and her anger was quickly tinged with a mild arousal
as he bent over, his already tight trousers pulling taut over his
well formed buttocks. She shook her head, pushing away the carnal
thoughts of his naked body pressing down upon hers.

He’s not
getting it that easily.

David laid the
packs against the base of what he thought was a sturdy oak, though
in all truth he didn’t know if it was really an oak. He knew
nothing about wild flora or fauna and didn’t care either. All he
was interested in was getting Ricky out of the damn car.

He
grinned. Time to play my joker.

From the side
pocket of one of the packs he took a tiny black box and held it in
the palm of his hand.

‘If this
doesn’t bring you around then I’m fucked.’

***

He watches
them from the bushes with the intensity of an animal hunting its
prey. He is eager to strike but he wants to savour the moment for
as long as he can.

He sniffs the
air, picking up the scent of the female’s excitement. He knows
little about the true nature of sex, but he has smelt this aroma on
more than one woman and he knows where it will lead. He likes this
smell, the heady musk of the moist area nestled high up between her
legs. The area on Mother he was allowed to taste from as Father
watched. It rouses feelings that confuse him, yet spur on his need
to strike.

He grunts
quietly in anticipation of the moment when her scent will be
replaced by that of terror and hot urine. That is the moment he
likes best, that special time when they realise that he is the
master and that they are lost.

***

“David,”
Ricky cried with joy. “It’s beautiful.” She held the box as she
appraised the ring in its velvet centre.

“Nothing’s too beautiful for you,” David added, “and, if you
want, we can still go to a hotel.”

“I love
you,” she whispered before throwing her arms around his
neck.

“I know,
babe.” He nuzzled her.

“And the
hotel isn’t important as long as we’re together,” she said in his
ear.

Gotcha, he
thought happily.

After long
moments of hugging and pledges of undying love from Ricky, which
David returned with far less honesty, they finally pulled away from
each other.

David had
noticed that Ricky had been crying against his shoulder, but he
didn’t mention it. Everything was back on track and the weekend
could really get started.

“We’d
better get moving,” he said as he helped Ricky out of the car,
slamming the door and locking it behind them.

“Where
are we?” Ricky asked as she stood up straight, stretching her back
and revealing a band of toned stomach.

“It’s
called Blackwood,” David explained. “I wanted somewhere quiet and
out of the way so we didn’t have to worry about anything or anybody
else.”

“It’s
lovely,” she sang as she spun around on her heels, the sun breaking
through the tightly meshed ceiling of green and dancing across her
moving frame.

“I just
wanted it to be me and you.” David smiled the smile of a well
practiced cheat.

“It’s
perfect,” Ricky stated, any lingering ideas of hotels and room
service swept away and forgotten about.

“Like I
said, babe,” David flashed his teeth, “anything for
you.”

Ricky came to
a stop and wavered on the spot until the dizziness left her. Only
then did she attempt to walk past David.

“Come on
then.” She grabbed the smaller of the two packs and threw it on
with ease. “Let’s find a nice spot and then you can get your hands
on these.” She lifted her top and flashed the firm breasts held
tightly in place with a white, lacy bra.

“Good
idea.” David rushed up beside her and struggled with the larger
pack before lifting the tent bag under his arm. “No time like the
present.”

Ricky took
David’s free hand and, with patches of sunlight warming their
faces, they entered the bramble lined pathway into Blackwood.

***

He watches as
he fondles the hammer, running his fingers over the rusted, blood
stained head with the attention of a long time lover. This hammer
has served him well. So have many others over the years, but this
one is his favourite. It’s been with him ever since Father died and
it’s like a little brother to him. Whenever he goes hunting he
takes it with him, a good luck charm of sorts.

He follows
them stealthily until he’s sure where they are heading and then he
moves away, increasing his speed despite the limp that would hamper
another’s progress. As he winds his way between the trees and the
undergrowth he keeps a close eye on his prey. He will soon be in
front of them and he can still smell them on the breeze, but a good
hunter never loses sight of the target. Father taught him that a
long time ago.

His breath
becomes deep and heavy, interspersed with panted yelps and guttural
attempts at what could be words. He swings the hammer, drumming a
beat against his thigh in rhythm with his breathing.

The hunt is
almost over and he can feel the pounding of his heart as the moment
of the kill looms ever closer.

***

The clearing
was only small, but David could tell that Ricky loved it and he had
to agree with her choice of location. The treetops had opened out
and they now allowed the sun free access, warming the air around
them and the woodland ground beneath their feet. It also added a
new dimension to the foliage, giving everything a fresh vibrancy.
It was as if the solar rays had awoken shades of green that had
never been seen by human eyes.

“Right
then,” David said as the tossed the tent and the pack to one side.
“Let’s sort the accommodation.”

“I’ll
help.” Ricky dropped to her knees at his side, opening the tent bag
and pulling out a handful of structure poles.

“Haven’t
you forgotten something?” David asked, raising a hand to her right
breast and rubbing the nipple beneath the soft fabric of her
top.

“You’re
an animal,” she giggled, pushing forward to increase the pressure
of his touch.

***

He can smell
her musk so strongly now that he jumps from foot to foot like a
giddy child, the blood pounding in the ragged remains of his ears,
through his veins, with the heat of the hunt.

He raises the
hammer to his masked face and kisses along the length of the shaft.
He gurgles sloppily as the woman lays back and the man follows her
down. The excitement is too much. He leaps from his place amongst
the trees and charges at them.

***

Ricky moaned
with pleasure as David’s tongue forced its way into her mouth. She
drove her own against his, tasting stale tobacco as she ran it
across his teeth.

As they kissed
she pulled at the zip on his jacket and then set to work on the row
of buttons that lined the front of his shirt. She gained entrance
and thrust her hand inside, running her fingers through the thick,
coarse hair that covered his chest.

David followed
her lead, yanking up her top and pushing the bra over the twin
mounds of her tits. Without hesitation his fingers went to work on
her nipples, twisting the fleshy lumps between finger and
thumb.

Ricky arched
her back at his touch. He was rough, but it turned her on more than
he knew. She felt the hot flush of arousal between her legs and
groaned deep in her throat. Still locked at the lips, she pulled
him backwards.

David moved
with her, showing eager willingness. He was already hard and wanted
nothing else but to feel himself inside her. As David nuzzled the
end of his penis between Ricky’s warm thighs he saw only the
briefest hint of movement from the corner of his eye. An instant
later the side of his head erupted in blinding agony.

Ricky opened
her eyes as David’s lips were torn away from hers, and saw the side
of his head suddenly change shape. The left eye bulged between the
upper and lower lid and then exploded from the socket, stretching
the optic nerve, before falling against his cheek.

David mumbled
gibberish as he slowly stood upright, swaying unsteadily as pain
ravaged his confused mind.

“What’s
wrong?” Ricky sobbed, unable to look away from the odd profile
that, only moments before, had been David’s face.

***

He whoops as
the hammer collides with the prey’s head, thrilled at the feel of
warm blood as it sprays up the back of his hand.

He doesn’t
stay to watch as the stunned cattle staggers aimlessly around. He
follows the swing of the hammer, running back into the forest and
out of sight. Only once hidden does he turn to admire the injury he
has dealt. He grunts in satisfaction as the female looks at her
mate in shock and he is treated to that first smell of bitter
urine.

He screams out
as he decides to go in for the kill, leaping from his hiding place
and clearing the short distance between himself and the cattle in
no time at all.

He hollers out
a death cry and leaps into the air and, as he comes down, he swings
the hammer.

The top of his
cattle’s skull falls apart and it collapses as nothing more than
fresh meat for the cellar.

***

Ricky finally
screamed as the figure landed astride her and brought the unseen
weapon down on David’s head. She heard the skull break and, through
tears, witnessed what was left of her lover’s face fall in on
itself, his body crumpling to the moss lined ground.

For what felt
like an eternity she was frozen in place, unwilling to communicate
as shock took a hold of her system. She couldn’t move as the killer
bent down and examined his kill, reaching out with a free hand and
plucking the eyeball free from the decimated face.

She
looked up as he turned to face her, pushing the eyeball through a
gap in his expressionless mask. Ricky felt vomit rise as he clamped
it between his teeth and began to chew. The first bite resulted in
a wet pop. As he fed,
opaque drool ran down the chin of the flesh-like mask.

Ricky suddenly
moved, her foot kicking out at the killers groin and making
satisfactory contact. He bent over, dropping the hammer at his feet
and cupping his midsection as he howled like nothing human.
Survival became Ricky’s foremost thought and she moved with a speed
that surprised her. She grabbed the hammer, gagging at the feel of
the blood that still slicked the handle. With a scream she swung
the hammer sideways at the monster. The aim was bad, the steel head
bouncing off the killer’s shoulder. To her relief, it was still
enough to knock him off his feet.

She scanned
the clearing, searching for the way they’d entered. The monster
moaned behind her and she made her choice, running towards the
pathway she could only hope would take her back to the car.

“Oh
fuck, oh fuck,” she muttered under her breath as she ran. “Oh fuck,
oh fuck.”

She ignored
the thorny brambles as they tore at her bare arms and stomach, the
pain outshadowed by the fear of death. If she could make it to the
car she would be safe. All she had to do was keep running and not
look back. As soon as she thought this, she slowed to look over her
shoulder and saw him. She tried to scream, but all that came out
was a hoarse warble, her throat dry and sore.

“Oh
fuck.” She ran.

***

He hurts.

They have
never fought back before and he blames himself. He was rash in the
attack, acting on pure animal instinct alone. The human part that
lived at the back of his mind had been swallowed by a primal desire
to kill, to feed.

Now he is
paying the price and the woman has escaped. He follows her, but she
is fast and he is in pain.

Then he
remembers the car and he knows where she is heading. The prey is
always predictable and that is why they are so easy to hunt. He
will have her soon and she will pay for what she has done to
him.

He can see her
up ahead and, as he cuts into the forest, she turns. For only a
moment, their eyes lock. He chuckles at her feeble attempt of
calling for help and the fire of the hunt returns, fuelled on her
fear.

***

Ricky’s lungs
burned and her legs threatened to give out. She needed to stop, but
knew that she couldn’t do that. She glanced over her shoulder and
took hope from the fact that she’d lost her pursuer. Maybe she
would make it after all. She saw the car and those hopes were
boosted further.

She forced her
legs to pump harder as the vehicle drew closer, but then she
stopped.

“Keys,”
she cried.

She slowed her
pace, hoping beyond hope that David had left them with the car.

***

He waits until
she arrives and he’s happy to see that the fight is gone from her.
She is ready for the taking. He doesn’t move until she reaches the
car. He’s playing with her now. He’s having fun.

***

Ricky
approached the car, sobbing gently as she realised the keys
wouldn’t be left in the car. David loved his car more than anything
and he’d never leave it unlocked.

She leaned
against the side and dropped down slowly, curling her knees up and
hugging them to her body. She closed her eyes and she cried.

***

He moves
slowly and silently, taking pleasure in the sound of her sadness
and the smell of terror ridden sweat that coats her from head to
toe. He stands above her and looks down, reaching out a hand and
stroking her hair.

***

Ricky felt the
touch and lifted her head with a start. The last thing she saw was
the hammer speeding towards her face.

 


 



CHAPTER
TWO

 


“Pull
over,” yelped Josh as yet another bout of travel sickness turned
his guts upside down.

“Quick,”
Katie added a plea of her own as the threat of being covered in
Josh’s breakfast reared its ugly head.

“Shit,”
swore Curt as he swung the dull steering to one side and
unceremoniously left the road.

Josh was
playing with the handle and had the side door rolling open before
the van had even come to a stop; it was still coasting as he leaped
for the outside world and the freedom to empty his gut.

“Wurgh!”
He gripped his stomach and bent at the waist as pale green fluid
spewed from his mouth and nose, most of which went over the rear
wheel of the van.

“That’s
disgusting.” Katie had seen enough of her own vomit every morning
recently and she didn’t need to see anyone else’s.

“Sor…”
Josh started to say. “Wurgh!” He was cut off as his stomach heaved
and dislodged what felt like his entire intestinal
tract.

“Why
didn’t you take something before we left?” asked Judy, her grinning
face bobbing out of the open passenger window.

“I’m not
usually this bad in a car.” Josh wiped bile from his chin with the
back of his hand. “I didn’t realise we’d be travelling in the shake
shack.” He transferred the residue from his hand to the backside of
his jeans.

“I’ve
warned you about saying bad things about the van, mate,” Curt
said.

“Fuck
you,” Josh snorted and spat before climbing back into the
van.

“You
stink,” Katie complained, wrinkling her nose in distaste. “What did
you have for breakfast?” She held a hand over her face in a feeble
effort to ward off the acidic stench.

“I
finished off the fish and chips from last night,” Josh answered,
shrugging his shoulders. “They must have been off.”

Whilst Josh
had been throwing up the leftover supper, Curt had been rolling a
joint, which he now lit up and took a deep drag from.

“What
are you doing?” Judy snapped. “No smoking, remember.” She nodded in
Katie’s direction. “Pregnant lady on board.”

“I don’t
know about the lady part, but I’ll give you the pregnant bit,” Curt
joked. “Anyway, I need a piss.” He took the joint and left the van,
heading in the direction of the bushes.

“Are you
going to be OK from here on?” Judy asked with genuine concern, as
she looked at Josh’s pale face.

“I don’t
think there’s anything left to bring up,” he replied. “If it
happens again I’ll throw up my own arsehole.” Despite feeling
lousy, he managed a smile.

“Now you
come to mention it, where are we?” Katie asked.

“I’m not
sure,” Judy said. “You fell asleep and Curt said he knew a
shortcut.”

“Yeah,
he found Blackwood on the map,” chipped in Josh.

“Blackwood?” Katie frowned.

“That is
where your parents are from?” Judy already had a sinking feeling in
her gut that she knew the answer.

“No,”
Katie stated irritably. “I’ve never heard of the place.”

Judy swung
back around in her seat and shouted out of the window. “Curt, you
stupid arse.”

“What?”
came his disembodied reply, followed by a plume of thick
smoke.

“You’ve
gone and got us lost,” she yelled back.

“No I
ain’t.” Curt came back into view, fiddling with his fly as he
walked. “Blackwood’s about twenty minutes that way.” He pointed
straight ahead.

“That’d
be great if we were going to Blackwood.” Judy was doing her best to
remain serious, but the look of confusion on Curt’s face was
comical.

“What?”
he asked and she had to laugh.

“What?”
His anger flared and he stormed towards the van. “What?” He leaned
in through the side door and addressed Katie. “You said your folks
came from Blackwood.”

“No,”
Katie snapped. “I said they came from Blackmoore.”

Josh, still
recovering from gut ache joined Judy in laughing as Curt sputtered
at Katie.

“What’s
so fucking funny?” shouted Curt which only sent the other two into
further fits of hysterics.

“Your
face is a picture,” chuckled Judy.

Curt pulled
the door shut on them, thumping it with the side of his fist and
then marching around the back of the van. As he got to the roadside
he took a cursory glance up and down the country lane and saw
nothing, no other travellers on the back road at all. The idea that
he had really got them lost left him feeling unsettled and did
nothing to improve on the bad mood that was quickly winding its
dark fingers around his consciousness. He walked along the side of
the van and listened to his friends laughing at him.

“I
should make one of you bastards drive,” he yelled, causing the
sound of mirth to increase.

“Just
give me the map,” he ordered as he pulled the driver’s door
open.

“Calm
down,” laughed Josh. “Smoke another joint.”

“I’ll
smoke you if you don’t give me the fucking map,” Curt
threatened.

Unable to stop
laughing, Josh picked up the crumpled map and threw it over the top
of the headrest.

“Now,
let’s see.” Curt spread the map out on the seat and scanned the
coloured pattern of intersecting roads. “Katie, where are we
going?”

“Blackmoore.” She stopped giggling long enough to
answer.

“OK,
people. Things aren’t as bad as they look.” Curt traced a finger
over the map. “But we’ll have to go to Blackwood first and fill up
the Shag Wagon or we’ll end up stuck out here.”

“Can’t
we just head back to the main road?” queried Katie.

“Look,
it’s only a short detour and then we’ll be back on the main road,”
insisted Curt. “I know what I’m doing.”

“A
detour!” Josh wailed in an over the top manner. “Haven’t you seen
The Hills Have Eyes?” Once again he cracked up.

“That’s
America, you dumb twat,” replied Curt, climbing back into the van
and starting it up. “That kind of thing never happens here.” He
fired up the engine on the first attempt and pulled back out onto
the road.

***

“I wish
this thing had a radio,” complained Judy after another hour of
driving. “This is getting dull.”

“Then
read a magazine,” suggested Curt.

“Or fall
asleep like Josh here,” added Katie.

“I’m not
tired and I don’t read unless I really have too,” Judy
replied.

“Don’t
or can’t?” asked Curt mischievously.

“Wanker.” Judy swivelled in her seat to face the rear. “Hey
Katie, what are you going to tell your parents?” she
asked.

“Not
much.” Katie remained unforthcoming on the subject of the
baby.

“But
you’re going to tell them who the father is?” Judy fished for the
hundredth time.

“All I’m
gonna tell them is that I’m having the baby,” responded Katie. “The
father doesn’t come into it.”

“But…”

“But,
nothing,” Katie interrupted. “He’s made it clear he’s not
interested and that’s the end of it.” To signal an end to the
conversation, Katie rolled over and closed her eyes.

Josh’s idea of
sleeping the rest of the trip away was beginning to appeal to her,
but bad memories played out behind her eyelids.

***

“Thank you for fitting me in at such late notice,” she
says.

“No worries, Katie.” He smiles and touches her arm. “Please,
come in.” He holds the door open like the gentleman he always
portrays in class.

“Thank you.” She cringes at the repetition as she accepts
the invite and crosses the threshold.

“Just drop you bag there and go through to the living room.”
He indicates a door on the left as he heads towards the kitchen.
“I’ll get us a drink.”

She follows
his directions and enters a room that surprises her. The modern
furnishings and décor is not what she was expecting. He has always
come across as the studious type and yet here she can’t see a
single book.

She passes her
gaze around the room and relaxes a little. He may not be that
different to her normal friends. She carries the books she has
brought and makes her way over to the leather sofa. He hasn’t
returned yet and she takes a seat to await his return.

“I hope you like red.” He enters the room holding two fluted
wine glasses filled with dark liquid.

He takes a
seat next to her, his knee making contact with hers. He passes her
the glass and as she takes it from him their fingers brush against
each other. She pays this no attention.

She is here to
learn.

The evening
progresses quickly and the wine is drunk as learning is pushed to
one side in favour of general chat, nothing of particular
importance. As time passes he moves closer, occasionally touching
her arm when he explains things to her. She doesn’t complain. This
is a side of him she has never seen and it intrigues her.

He leaves for
a moment and low music suddenly fills the room. He reappears with a
second bottle of wine, the cork removed and ready to pour.

He asks her
about her likes and dislikes. She replies without pause, releasing
information she’d never have dreamed of giving him in the world of
classrooms and lecture halls.

His next touch
is lingering, his fingers resting on her knee. She notices the
difference in this caress and she shifts her position. She may have
consumed three glasses of alcohol, but she is immediately on guard
as the atmosphere between them changes.


“What’s wrong?” He moves nearer, once again
placing a hand on her leg, this time above the knee.

“Nothing,” she insists, yet stands up, feigning interest in
the artwork above the fireplace.

“You are having fun?” he asks and she flinches as he moves
up behind her.

“I think I should go now.” She places the unfinished drink
on the mantle and makes to leave.

“Not yet.” He grabs her wrist and spins her to face him.
“The night is young.” His voice has taken on a menacing edge and
his eyes have lost their original softness.

“I really must go.” She tries to pull free, but his grip
only becomes tighter.

“I said not yet,” he snarls, his free hand snapping upwards
and backhanding her across the cheek.

***

Katie awoke
with a start, the van jolting her body as it hit a divot in the
road. The dream-like memory of that night faded, but it would
always be with her, locked away in that secret place.

“Where
are we?” she asked as the van rocked again.

“Somewhere,” replied Curt, his jovial tone tinged with an
underlying stress. “I think I took a wrong turn.” It was his way of
admitting that they were, indeed, lost.

“But
things may look up pretty soon,” announced Josh from his crouched
position between driver and passenger.

“Don’t
fucking start,” warned Curt.

“No,
seriously.” Josh held up a hand in defence. “Look.” He pointed. “I
think I see salvation.

It stood out
above the tree line like a sign from God.

TEXACO

 


 


BLACKWOOD
1999

The house
hasn’t had electricity for years, but this doesn’t matter. The
kitchen range is wood fuelled and he has wood in abundance.

He stokes it
up and waits for the heat to reach a suitable temperature,
listening as his guest shuffles around upstairs. She stopped
screaming a while ago. It could have been hours since he last heard
her, but he wouldn’t know for sure. He has no need for time. All he
needs to know is day and night and even that doesn’t matter much
anymore.

It used to
when he would visit the village, but they have all gone now. Moved
on to pastures new and left him in peace to live his life how he
wants. They had feared him and to keep him away they had fed him,
but behind closed doors he’d heard them. He had listened to their
cruel words through open windows. He had endured their taunts and
name calling.

HAMMERHEAD

This is the
only name he remembers now. He is sure that Father named him
something else, but Hammerhead is his name now. And it suits him
well.

He pushes away
the memories and returns his attention to the job at hand, placing
his fingers on the hotplate, happy with the fizzle of fingertips
and the burnt bacon aroma of singed flesh.

It’s time to
begin.

He takes a pan
filled with brackish water from the sink and shakes it semi-dry;
there is no need to clean it. The old food that clings to the side
will just help add flavour to the dish he is about to prepare.

He drops the
pan onto the cluttered worktop, shifting through the miasma of
uneaten, rancid meals and utensils of his trade until he finds a
knife. The blade is caked with rust like stains, but it will do the
job well enough.

From a hessian
bag he takes potatoes first and then delves deeper for the mildew
covered carrots. These are cut with expert speed into thick slices
and dropped in the bottom of the pan. He takes a wide brimmed jar
from the windowsill and, with two dirt-encrusted fingers, he scoops
out a lump of lard-like fat. This is flicked into the pan along
with the vegetables. The pan is placed on the hotplate and within
seconds the fat begins to fry noisily. From another jar, he pours a
viscous sauce of red, so dark it is almost black, then stirs the
ingredients with a broken spoon.

All it needs
now is that something extra to fill it out. He takes the knife and
turns slowly, as the cattle at the table renews its struggle to
escape its bonds.

He looks at
it, tilting his head from side to side as if deep in thought. The
cattle tries to plead but the words are muffled by the gag that is
tied tightly around its head.

With the knife
in one hand he approaches, raising a finger to his masked face.
“Ssshhh.” He steps closer and the cattle renews its fight against
the barbed wire that holds its wrists in place. He steps around the
chair and waits patiently for the struggling to subside.

The cattle
cries, tears of fear falling down its cheeks and soaking the
already moist gag. Finally, through exhaustion it slumps in the
seat. All the fight has gone, the spirit is already dead.

He reaches
forward, taking a handful of the cattle’s hair and yanks the head
back. The knife slices with ease, cutting deep into the tear
stained cheek. He works quickly and savagely as the cattle kicks
out at the floor in desperate agony, still alive as the flesh is
peeled from the bone. He cuts away strips and drops them on the
table. Only when he has enough will he take it to the pan. Once he
has taken all the choice fillets from the face, he moves onto the
chest, carving larger sections as the cattle finally loses its grip
on life.

When he has a
decent pile of varied sized chunks and slices, he scoops them up in
his apron and carries them across to the pan, shaking the meat into
the boiling stew.

Happy with the
feast, he leaves it to cook, but before leaving the kitchen to
fetch his guest, he drags the chair and its cargo of half filleted
carcass into the corner and throws an old coat over the mess. There
is no need to disturb his guest unnecessarily. He’s hoping to keep
this one for a while.

He misses
having a mother around.

He moves out
of the kitchen and into the hallway, pausing at the bottom of the
stairs to listen. She’s been very quiet, which is good. He likes
them to behave. Then he doesn’t have to punish them. They’re never
the same after being punished. It always leaves them limp and
cold.

He hopes this
one is good. She is so pretty and he likes the way she smells.
Under the fear he has picked up on her sweetness. He can’t
understand why, but he feels that this one is special. Maybe he
will be able to do the things to her that Father used to force him
to do with the other Mothers.

The house
isn’t quite what it used to be and he has to take the stairs
carefully. If Father was still around things would have been better
looked after. He doesn’t have time for such ventures and so
everything has fallen into a state of disrepair.

He doesn’t
mind. He likes things the way they are but, if the new mother
settles in, he might try and get some jobs done around the old
place. The thought makes him chuckle.

The upstairs
is darker than the ground floor. The windows have been boarded up
since Father’s time. The planks are now old and rotten. Thin beams
of sunlight creep in through the gaps, but are quickly eaten up by
the darkness of the house.

He moves with
a purpose along the landing; it’s a journey he’s made many times
and he doesn’t need to look for the loose floorboards. Their
placement is etched in memory.

The door is
locked from the outside and the key resists as he turns it, opening
the bolt with a screech and a snap. Before he even opens the door
he knows that something is wrong.

Her scent has
changed.

He pushes the
door open and looks at his guest and his anger flares.

Her eyes bulge
from her purple face, the electrical cord having dug deeply into
her neck. Her feet sway above the floor, one shoe kicked free as
she twitched her last.

He screams and
thrashes out at the body, tearing at the clothes and flesh with
rampant ferociousness. He beats at the corpse as he curses her in a
voice nobody could understand.

She was
supposed to be good.

 


 



CHAPTER
THREE

 


The groups
spirits had been lifted with the sight of the banner announcing the
petrol station, but they quickly started to drop again as they
rounded the next bend in the road.

The sign
should have read:

WELCOME TO
BLACKWOOD

DRIVE
CAREFULLY

However,
amateurish hands had defaced the weathered board. The flaking words
now read:

HELL IS BLACKWOOD

JUST DRIVE CAR

Scrawled below
in rushed handwriting, someone had added the warning:

DO NOT FEED
THE HAMMERHEAD

“I’ve no
intention of giving anything away to the local wildlife,” muttered
Curt as he slowed down for the next bend.

“What’s
a hammerhead?” asked Judy. “It’s a kind of bear, ain’t
it?”

Josh laughed.
“Bear!” He couldn’t believe what he’d just heard come out of her
mouth. “It’s a kind of shark, you dumb bitch.” The remark was meant
to be light hearted.

“And
when was the last time you saw a fucking shark in the woods?” Judy
yelled back. “Now who’s a dumb bitch?”

“Will
you two knock it off,” Katie snapped at them. “It’s like listening
to a couple of kids.”

“Think
of it as practice for when you drop the young one.” Josh leaned
over and reached out to tap her motherly lump.

“Fuck
off.” Katie batted his hand away. “You’re worse than a
child.”

“Listen
to the grown up,” sniped Judy, forgetting that Josh had started it
all and siding with him.

“All of
you shut it now!” Curt slammed on the brakes and the van jolted to
a stop on the blind side of the bend. “One more word and you’ll be
walking the rest of the way.” The engine stuttered and
died.

The arguing
stopped and Josh bit back on what he wanted to say. He knew when
he’d gone too far and this was just another of those times. Curt
waited for a smart comeback and, when he was happy that one wasn’t
forthcoming, he restarted the Shag Wagon, relieved that it worked
the first time. He wouldn’t be able to handle a break down. His
nerves were shredded and all he wanted to do was fill up with
petrol, then find the main road.

No one spoke
as he negotiated the next couple of tight bends that almost brought
them back on themselves but, as he rounded the last one and left
the claustrophobia of the trees behind, Curt broke the silence.

“Cunt,”
he cursed, slamming his palm against the steering wheel. “This
can’t be fucking happening.”

“I
warned you about the Hills Have Eyes,” Josh mumbled in the
back.

As Curt slowed
and came to a stop, they all looked through the windscreen at the
boarded up petrol station.

“So,
this is Blackwood,” guessed Judy, unimpressed by what she
saw.

It wasn’t only
the fuel depot that was closed. It was clear to see that once upon
a time Blackwood had been a pleasant little village tucked away in
the English countryside. It had been a single road Hamlet of old
cottages and a couple of newer houses that sat in-between them, but
even these had been built to match the feel of the rest of the
place. The only truly modern looking structure was the garage, a
metal unit erected on the very outer edge of Blackwood.

“Well,”
groaned Katie. “What now?”

“I don’t
know about you lot,” Judy answered. “But I need to stretch my
legs.” She had a small battle with the door handle before it
clunked open and she jump down.

“She’s
right,” added Josh. “We may as well look around whilst we’re here.”
He grabbed his bag and rummaged about inside. “I’m going to get
some pictures of the old place.”

“What a
waste of fucking time.” Curt was tapping the dashboard impatiently.
“I’m going to see if any of the pumps are working.” He threw the
driver’s side door open bad-temperedly. “You never
know.”

“Don’t
hold your breath,” said Katie, climbing out behind Josh.

“I
won’t.” Curt looked over at the petrol station and shook his
head.

Josh was
already heading away down the uneven road and eyeing up the
ghost-like houses. He would get some great shots for the project he
was working on. The light was just right, casting shadows over the
decrepit structures and giving them the look of giant tombstones.
Each one was an epitaph to the families who had once lived
there.

“I
wonder where they all went.” Katie had joined him.

“God
knows, but they must have left in a hurry.” Josh pointed at the
front garden of the nearest house.

“That’s
creepy.” Katie shivered.

“Creepy?” Josh disagreed. “It’s perfect.” He dragged her
along as he readied the camera.

The box of
children’s toys had been left on its side, the contents spilling
out over the brown, patchy front lawn. Josh wasted no time in
crouching down and framing the shot, ensuring that he kept the aged
front of the cottage in the background. He snapped away as he moved
around, taking a dozen pictures from different angles.

“What
about the tricycle?” Katie pointed it out.

“Thanks.
You might have an eye for this after all.” Josh left the box of
playthings and walked over to the kid’s three wheeled bike, kicking
it over before raising the camera.

“What
did you do that for?” Katie asked in dismay.

“It adds
to the sense of loss,” replied Josh matter of factly.

“Oh.”
The sight of the toys made her sad. “My baby will have everything
it wants and more,” she said out of the blue, holding her stomach
protectively.

“It sure
will.” Josh lowered the camera and walked over to her, putting an
arm around her shoulders. “And imagine the fun he’ll have with a
Godfather like me.”

“For
starters, who said it’s a boy?” Katie shrugged his arm away and
playfully elbowed his ribs. “And who said you were being nominated
as Godfather?”

“I
nominated myself,” answered Josh, replacing the arm and pulling her
close. “I know I rile you up sometimes, but I’ll always be there
for you.”

“Thanks.” Katie then surprised herself and kissed him on the
cheek. “You tell the others I just did that and I’ll kill you,” she
laughed.

It felt good
to laugh; she’d not done enough of it since becoming pregnant.
Being with friends and away from the learning environment was
helping her to relax. She promised herself to do it more often.

“Come
on,” urged Josh. “Let’s take a look inside.”

“I’m not
sure about that.” Katie looked at the house and a cold shiver ran
up her spine. “It’s probably locked anyway.”

“Only
one way to find out.”

***

Curt walked
away from the van, knowing that the petrol station was already a no
brainer. He should have listened to Katie and headed back to the
main road when they first realised they were going the wrong way.
He hated letting the others down and he blamed himself for the way
things were turning out. He just hoped that the beach house would
make up for it all. The thought of reaching the coast managed to
bring a smile to his face. Regardless of how bad the trip was, the
holiday was going to rock. All they had to do was get there.

He reached the
small forecourt and walked across the cracked tarmac, kicking at
the weeds that had broken through in search of sunlight. He headed
for the main building first. The windows were boarded up, but the
door had been untouched. If they were lucky someone still worked
here, a lone employee paid to sit around all day and help out those
who had decided to go the wrong way.

“Yeah
and I’ve got a chance with Judy,” he berated himself as he nudged
the screen door open with his foot, pausing to look over his
shoulder.

Judy was still
pacing up and down alongside of the van, swinging her arms from
side to side. He watched her for a moment and then turned his gaze
towards Katie and Josh. They were standing in front of one of the
old houses, considering whether to enter or not. Josh was nodding
and smiling, but Katie didn’t seem as eager.

Josh left them
to it and stepped out of the afternoon sun. The inside was as dingy
and silent just as he’d known it would be. The shop area had been
left as it must have been on the last day of business. The shelves
were still full and a magazine rack displayed row upon row of
magazines.

“Bizarre,” whispered Curt, letting the door swing closed
behind him as he ventured deeper.

***

Judy saw Curt
looking at her, but she didn’t let on. She knew he had a thing for
her and, if she told the truth, she liked him more than he’d ever
realise. She was hoping the trip would be the ideal place for her
to broach the subject with him. She watched him from the corner of
her eye and smiled to herself. Sometimes he was a real pain in the
arse, but underneath it all she was sure she would find that little
something extra. It also helped that she found him gorgeous to look
at, his dark eyes and darker hair gave him an exotic air. She’d
talked about this with Katie the night before and her friend had
told her to go for it.

“I
will,” she said to herself, “but now’s not the right time.” She was
still watching him as he disappeared inside the rusted metal
building. “Maybe before we set off again…”

That idea was
quickly ruined by the scream.

Curt came
running out of the petrol station. The door exploded from the frame
as he rammed through it. The hinges, weak with age, gave under the
pressure and he fell to one side. He’d heard the scream as he
leafed through a seven-year-old edition of the TV guide and
recognized it immediately as having come from Katie.

As he left the
forecourt, he turned his head and saw Judy dashing to catch him up.
Without breaking stride, he pointed at her. “Stay near the van,” he
shouted between deep breaths.

“It was
Katie!” Judy yelled, tears already filling her eyes.

“I
know!” yelled Curt over his shoulder. “Just get in the
van.”

He left the
road and hurdled the fence, landing on the box of toys and falling
forward. Pain shot up his left leg as his knee smashed against the
crazy paved pathway.

“Curt!”
It was Judy.

“Van!”
he yelled angrily. “Now!”

Curt untangled
himself from the action figures and dressing up outfits and limped
into the house.

“Katie,
Josh!”

“We’re
in here,” yelled Josh from the rear of the house.

Curt slowed as
he entered the hallway. The walls were caked in brownish smears and
the place stank like shit. Before continuing he pulled his t-shirt
up over his nose. He trod carefully as he progressed, realising
that the marks on the walls were more than just smears. Whatever
coated the walls had been used as ink and the words had been
painted in tall words that reached from floor to ceiling.

BEWARE THE
HAMMER

The warning
covered nearly the entire length of the wall.

YOUNG AND
FRESH IS ALWAYS BEST

“What
the fuck is going on?” Curt shouted through his t-shirt and his
hand.

“We have
a slight problem back here,” Josh replied. “Could do with a little
help.”

Curt slid and
looked down, dismayed to find his foot imbedded in a puddle of
yellowish, liquid turd. The sole of his shoe had broken the filmy
skin of the surface and the smell hit him like a wall of crap.

“Fucking
hell,” he gagged.

“Oh, and
watch your step,” added Josh. “Our new friend likes to play with
his own mess.”

“Just
figured that one out.” Curt did his best to breath through his
mouth as he wiped the shit from his shoe on the damp
carpet.

“Could
you hurry up?” Katie requested, a slight hint of giggle mixed with
her concern.

“Just
give me a minute.” Curt watched the floor as he manoeuvred through
the remaining minefield of human faeces.

Josh and Katie
were standing side by side, big smiles on their faces. They turned
to look at Curt as he stepped into the kitchen.

“Glad
you could make it,” Josh said, trying his hardest to keep a
straight face.

“What
happened?” asked Curt.

“He
did,” replied Katie pointing to the corner of the room.

Curt peered
around the edge and discovered the owner of the house and the
shit-based graffiti.

“I think
he’s harmless,” Josh stated, “but he scared Katie.”

“Scared
me,” she complained. “I pissed myself.”

At that
moment, Josh couldn’t hold back any longer and started to
laugh.

“Shut
up,” the owner screamed at them, his face turning red and the veins
in his neck threatening to rupture. “He’ll hear you,” he hissed the
warning.

“You’re
nuts, mate,” Josh said.

“He can
smell fresh meat.” The owner stood up and Katie yelped in
surprise.

In one hand,
the man held a bucket that was filled to the brim with steaming
shit. He thrust a hand in the bucket and walked towards them.

“Cover
your scent or he’ll find you.” He stepped towards them. “He likes
them young and pretty.”

“Who
does?” Katie stammered.

“Can’t
say his name,” the owner whispered, his eyes flicking around the
room.

“The
hammerhead?” guessed Josh.

“Don’t
say his name.” the man screamed, dropping the bucket and clamping
his crap-covered hands over his ears. “Don’t say his name.” He spun
to face the wall and began to beat his head against the bare
brickwork.

“Don’t
say his name.” Between each head butt he repeated the mantra.
“Don’t say his name.”

“Josh,
get Katie back to the van,” Curt snapped as fear crept into his
gut.

“You
can’t leave now,” The owner of the house faced them with wild eyes.
“He’ll find you and put you in his stewing pot,” he screamed at
them as pulled the knife from his waistband.

“Josh,”
urged Curt, but his friends were already moving.

Josh pushed
Katie in front and they ran down the hallway, no longer worried
about what they might tread in. There were worse things than shit
on their shoes to worry about. Curt followed close behind, slamming
the kitchen door shut in the owner’s face.

“Run.”

“No need
to tell us,” replied Josh, any humour the situation may have held
now replaced by seriousness.

“He’ll
find you.” The owner’s veins stood out on his neck as he burst into
the hallway, waving the knife above his head. “Let me save
you.”

“Fuck
you,” shouted Josh as he shoved Katie out into the fresh air of the
afternoon.

Curt wasn’t
far behind them and he snatched hold of Katie’s wrist. “Move.” She
held her stomach as she tried to keep up with him.

Judy saw them
coming and opened the side door, helping a breathless Katie into
the back as Curt ran around and jumped behind the wheel.

“Young
and fresh is always best!” The owner of the house rushed out to
find them, the knife in one hand and the bucket of human waste in
the other.

“He’ll
put you in his stewing pot!” He took scoops of the brown matter and
flung it at the van as the engine fired up with
complaint.

“Get in,
Judy,” Josh dragged her into the back and slid the door shut as
Curt ground the gears into first and pulled forward.

“Young
and fresh!” screamed the shit flinger as he jumped in front of the
van.

“Fuck.”
Curt tried to swerve, but it was too late.

The thump of
skull hitting windscreen was sickening, but Curt didn’t stop. He
moved up to second gear and carried on driving.

“You
killed him,” Judy sobbed.

“I ain’t
going back to find out.” As he put the van into third his hands
shook. “Now give me the map and let’s find a main road.”

“But you
killed him,” repeated Judy.

“This
never happened,” he shouted at her. “Do you understand? Never
happened.” The look in her eyes broke his heart, but there was no
way he was going back now.

 


 


BLACKWOOD
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He has to work
harder for his meat now; it’s not as easy as when the villagers
were here. They used to leave him food in the barn, an unspoken
agreement where they helped feed him and he didn’t feed on them. It
was a long running arrangement, started long before he was born and
it had suited the family. But that all stopped on they day they
left.

Even the one
who stinks, the one who remained behind when the others left has
stopped with his deliveries of fruit and vegetables. Not that they
were ever friends. Hammerhead doesn’t have friends; it’s not in his
nature. Still, sometimes it felt good to know that someone else was
out there.

Things are
different now, changing slowly with each turning of the seasons. It
has made his way of life harder and now he must hunt more during
the summer if he is to survive the winter. Sometimes he wishes that
Father hadn’t left. Life would have been different; more painful
and laden with beatings, but different nonetheless.

He has worked
hard this summer, the hunts have been far more frequent and the
prey appears to be better fed than in previous years. This has made
him happy as he gets to bottle more lard for cooking. Yes, he has
worked hard, and the cold store in the basement is full to
bursting. The cattle is all butchered ready for future consumption
and now it is time to clean house again.

He starts with
the smaller bins of waste. He’s utilised everything he can and the
rest is of no use. He started the bonfire earlier and it is burning
well, hot enough for the greedy flames to eat away at the raw fuel.
He empties the bins one and a time, pausing between each one to
listen to the snap, crackle and pop of frying skin and
cartilage.

He quickly
moves on to the larger barrels, rolling them one at a time out of
the back door. They are full and he struggles with the uneven load,
the thick liquid within slopping over the edges and covering his
lower arms. After the fourth barrel he is tired, yet nowhere near
finished. His stomach is grumbling with hunger, the haunting
fragrance of char-grilled offal causing him to salivate.

He answers the
call by fishing into the nearest barrel and swishing his arm around
in the treacle-like fluid. He grunts with satisfaction as his
fingers entwine in matted hair. He lifts the severed head free of
the barrel and shakes the weeks-old blood from it as much as he
can. Not that rancid meat will ever put him off. It’s never made
him sick yet. To him, it is all sustenance, a quick snack to tide
him over until later.

He sits down
on the back step with a sigh of relief, shifting until the pain in
his back eases somewhat. He holds the head in one hand and pushes a
finger down between the left eye and the socket. The flesh is soft,
pliable and surprisingly warm to the touch. He forces the finger
deeper, hooking it behind the orb and then plucking it free. He
shoves it in his mouth and bites down. Age and decay has given the
usually salty dish a sour flavour and he allows the rank liquid to
sit on his tongue before swallowing. The right eye goes down just
as easy.

He likes the
eyes. He has an almost forgotten memory of being told that the eyes
are the gateway to the soul. Not that it means anything to him now;
he just likes the taste and the feel as they dissolve in his
mouth.

As he swallows
the second eye he turns the head in his hands and watches as
maggots squirm in the festering wound where the neck has been
severed. Without hesitating he lifts it to his mouth and sinks his
teeth into the rotten flesh, tearing a chunk away with hungry
abandon. His stomach screams for more and he replies by gorging
himself on rank flesh and fly larva, devouring the neck meat and
then moving onto the face.

He leaves the
ears till last, ripping them from the head and shoving them in his
pocket. He’ll save them for later. They don’t taste of much, but
they’re chewy and gristly. He’ll have them later in the
afternoon.

He drops what
is left of the head back into the barrel. It bobs on the surface
for a few short seconds, spinning until the face sinks from sight
and then it sinks with a bubbling fart. The sound makes him laugh;
a mucus-filled chuckle that causes pink tinted spit to run over the
lips of his mask and down the chin.

He stops
laughing, as he notices the fire is burning low and the day is
moving on. It’s time to finish up before he loses the afternoon
light. There is much to do and only him to do it.

He rolls the
first barrel across the garden - not that anyone would ever call
the overgrown tangle of weeds and brambles a garden. His breathing
comes in moist pant-like wheezes as he struggles to keep the barrel
balanced.

Cleaning house
gets harder every year.

He continues
to fight with his load until he reaches the waist-high ferns that
surround the house and then pauses for breath. Usually he would go
further, but today he is feeling lazy and unsettled. The discovery
of the new mother hanging from the bedroom ceiling has left him
feeling sad and his heart just isn’t in the work at hand.

He kicks the
barrel over with a heavy grunt, the contents pouring into the
undergrowth with a momentary tidal wave of tar-like blood and
bodily remains. Not everything is washed away and he takes a few
moments to kick the unrecognisable lumps out of sight.

Father always
kept a clean house.

He works
slowly as the afternoon turns into evening, finishing the barrels
before moving onto the sacks that line the hallway and landing.
He’s collected a decent hoard of goodies this year and shouldn’t
have to worry too much about going hungry during the colder
months.

Tomorrow he
will venture out into the woods and lay his snares regardless. You
can never have too much meat stored away and a couple of rabbits
will come in useful for breakfasts and suppers.

The sky is
turning dark as he reaches completion. He has only one thing left
to dispose of and that is the new mother. She is no longer hanging
in the bedroom, her body and head having come apart when he beat
her corpse so savagely for misbehaving.

Since then he
has laid her out on the kitchen table. He had planned on adding her
to the store, but for some reason he can’t bring himself to butcher
her like the others. She is still very pretty and her dead eyes
look up at him from the table.

He wants to
keep her around for a while, look after her and care for her. He
wants to keep her warm on a night, but it’s too late for that. She
is beyond warmth; she belongs to the cold now.

He lifts the
body and places it over his shoulder and picks up the head by the
long, blonde hair. As he leaves the house he hums a tune that he no
longer remembers, the tone and rhythm all wrong.

He moves
slowly out into the ferns this time; she isn’t a waste object to be
thrown away. For some unexplainable reason she is special. He takes
her into the centre of his graveyard, a place reserved for all the
other mothers he has had over the years. He is careful not to stand
on them, striding over bodies that vary in their state of
decay.

Only when he
finds a suitable spot does he lay the body down, taking care to
ensure she will be comfortable. In his own way, he is trying to say
sorry for hurting her. This isn’t how it should have been. He
places her arms next to her side and tries his best to straighten
her tattered clothing. When he is satisfied, he stands up and holds
the head in front of his own. The eyes are still open and he
searches them for something he doesn’t understand.

Could it be
love? Could it be acceptance? He will never know. He left that kind
of humanity behind him long ago.

He draws the
head close and tilts his own to one side, pulling her lips to his.
She feels cool against his warmth as he kisses her. As he grinds
their lips together he stares into her blank eyes.

He can feel
tears running down his cheeks, something he hasn’t done since
Father was around. Back then he would cry on a regular basis. The
whippings and the mental abuse at his parent’s hands had been
insufferable. But he had learned to live with it. It had made him
the man that he is and he knows Father would be proud. He realises
as he pulls the head back that this one looks like his first
mother, his real mother. They have the same colour eyes in
death.

His tears come
harder as he pictures blurred images of mother and how she had
looked after her punishment. Father had warned her about playing
with the cattle, but she hadn’t listened. Father had been forced to
teach her a lesson.

He screams at
the memory of his mother and how she had felt under him that last
time. He kisses the head on each cheek and then places it as best
he can atop the neck.

Only then does
he begin to undress.

 


 



CHAPTER
FOUR

 


The engine
began to judder not far outside of the ghost town known as
Blackwood. Curt looked down at the petrol gauge with dismay. It had
been hovering around empty for nearly an hour and now the needle
had dropped below the big ‘E’.

He pumped the
accelerator in a last ditch attempt to draw any reserves forward,
but it was a useless exercise. Before it had a chance to croak its
last, he pulled off the road and on to the wide grass verge. As
Curt yanked on the handbrake the exhaust let out a huge black cloud
and a final, spluttering fart.

“Fuck
it,” he snarled, removing the seatbelt. “Fuck it,” he repeated as
he flung the door open angrily and stepped out onto the
roadside.

“What
now?” Josh asked as he came around from a restless
sleep.

“Fuck
it,” ranted Curt, lashing out at the front wing with his foot.
“Fuck it.” Pain flared in his ankle as the kick made an awkward
impact.

“We
killed a man,” replied Judy.

“Fuck
it,” was all that Curt could manage as he hopped on one leg and
massaged the other. “Fuck it, fuck it, and fuck it.”

“So,”
Katie squeezed between the two front seats, “apart from fucking it,
what else do we do now?” She went for the breezy approach, not
caring to admit that they were in pretty deep shit. That could and
would come later; for now they had to think about helping
themselves.

She manoeuvred
herself into the driver’s seat and took the map from its screwed up
place in the door compartment, straightening it out on her lap. She
quickly found the black dot that marked Blackwood and then picked
out the road she hoped they were now on. From there she made an
attempt to judge where and how far away the next petrol station
would be.

One of them
would have to go on foot but anything was better than jumping
around and swearing like a kid who wasn’t getting his own way. Curt
was a long time friend, but he had a lot of growing up to do. If he
wasn’t ready to take control then it would have to be down to the
ladies. Well, lady.

“Curt,
have we got a petrol can?” Katie looked up from the map.

“Yeah,
it’s in the back of the van,” Curt replied, sat on the grass and
carefully removing his shoe.

“Judy.”
Katie rested a hand on the other girl’s knee. “You’re coming with
me.”

“Where
are we going?”

“I think
there’s a petrol station about two hours from here.” She rechecked
the map and nodded. “Once we're there, we can ring for a taxi to
bring us back.”

“That’s
it,” Josh sat up straight and started searching his bag. “We’ll
ring someone.” He held up the mobile phone like a
trophy.

“No
point,” Katie stated. “There’s no signal out here.”

“Fucking
great,” groaned Josh, holding down the power button and waiting for
the phone to come to life.

“I’ll go
with Judy,” said Curt, rubbing his ankle as he circled his
foot.

“I’m
more than capable of walking a few miles,” Katie took a defensive
stance.

“Yeah,
but you’re also pregnant.” Curt looked up at her from his position
on the ground. “What if something happens with the baby?” He raised
his eyebrows. “You’re better off here with Josh.”

Curt waited
for a reply, smiling with satisfaction as Katie nodded.

“That’s
settled then.” Curt pulled on his shoe and began tying the laces.
“Katie, give me your phone and as soon as I get a signal I’ll ring
your mum and let her know we’ll be late.” He held out his hand. “No
point having everyone worrying about us.”

“Thanks,” said Katie, throwing the useless mobile over to
him.

“I’m not
going anywhere with him,” Judy sneered. “He should have stopped to
help that man.”

“He had
a fucking knife, Judy,” Curt explained. “He could have hurt you.”
He blushed slightly at his show of manly concern.

“You
killed him.”

“We
don’t know that for sure,” added Katie. “And if you go with Curt
you can ring for an ambulance as soon as the phone
works.”

The idea
appealed to Judy and she offered a sad looking smile.

“I’ll
have to get changed first.” Judy stood and climbed into the back.
“It’s starting to get chilly.”

“Good
idea.” Curt tried to hide his pleasure at getting a chance to spend
some time with Judy. “I’ll need a coat.”

He may have
blown it with his actions earlier, but now he had a couple of hours
to try and make it up to her. He didn’t want this to be the end of
the holiday. He got up and limped around the van. His knee was
still throbbing, and kicking the van had jarred his ankle. The walk
was going to be painful but worth it if he could be with Judy.

“I’ll
give you two some privacy,” Josh said, sliding open the side door
and jumping out as Curt pulled himself up.

Katie got out
of the front, taking the map with her and triple checking her
estimations. She just hoped that Judy and Curt could work out their
differences. The events of the day had left them both strung out,
but it was as clear as day that both had a thing for each other.
She knew it, Josh knew it. Hell, everybody back at the University
knew it. It wouldn’t be easy, but things would be better if they
could get over it and admit their feelings.

***

Curt rummaged
through the bags. He wanted his coat but, most importantly, he
needed more papers for a joint. He was stressed out and needed the
light-headed relief of a smoke. As he searched, he glanced over his
shoulder and saw Judy slipping off her T shirt. He followed the
curve of her stomach up to the small, yet pert breasts held within
the confines of her turquoise bra. He couldn’t believe how
beautiful she was and he suddenly needed to tell her.

But first he
needed that joint. He found the carrier bag he’d filled with such
essentials and pulled out a fresh packet of papers and set to work
on rolling a smoke.

“Why
didn’t you stop?” Judy asked without warning.

“I was
scared,” replied Curt, mixing the sage green coloured weed with
dark brown tobacco.

“You?
Scared?” She didn’t sound convinced.

“I heard
the scream and I thought you were hurt.”

“I
didn’t realise you cared.” She frowned, not believing the line of
excuse he was taking.

“Well I
do care,” he snapped a little harsher than he’d wanted to. “I've
cared for quite a while now.”

“Oh.”
Judy finally saw the truth of what he was saying and the revelation
came as somewhat of a shock. “You should have said
something.”

“I
tried, but we’re mates and I didn’t want to look like an idiot.”
Curt had wanted to smoke the joint before this discussion and he
was quickly growing embarrassed.

“So you
killed a man to prove your love?” The sarcastic comment was
accompanied by a small smile.

“I just
panicked and I feel worse about it than you do.” With shaking hands
he lit the joint and inhaled deeply. “I’ve got to live the fact
that I drove off.” From the corner of his eye a tear formed and he
turned to find his coat before Judy saw he was crying.

“We’ll
sort it out together,” Judy said softly.

Curt heard her
moving and kept his back to her as he tried to hold back the
tears.

Curt found his
coat, but kept pretending to search as he wiped his eyes with his
arm. He couldn’t let Judy see just how weak he felt. He wanted her
to feel secure when they were together. He continued looking until
he saw the petrol can and heaved it up from under the pile of bags
and supplies.

“Right,
I’m ready,” Judy said and went to pull open the door.

“Wait.”
Curt turned and stepped over to her.

He wanted to
slip an arm around her shoulder and pull her too him. Instead he
said. “We need a torch.”

“Come
on, you two.” Josh thumped the side of the van. “It’ll be midnight
before you get back at this rate.”

“Fuck
off, Josh,” Curt shouted back as he found the torch amongst the
other junk he’d piled in at the start of the day. He smiled at Judy
as he leaned passed her and took hold of the handle. “Or we’ll book
into a hotel for the night and leave you out here in the cold and
dark.”

“That’s
OK by me,” Josh fired back. “I’ve got Katie to keep me warm.” He
grinned up at Curt as the door slid back to reveal them.

“In your
dreams.” Katie looked up. “Curt, take a look at this before you
leave.” She waved the now tattered looking map.

“Yes,
Madam.” Curt saluted as he jumped down, flinching as a red hot
poker of pain flared up his leg. “Wouldn’t want us getting
lost.”

“Again,”
Josh laughed.

“I’ve
warned you once.” Curt pointed at him.

Katie walked
over to the front of the van and spread the map out so that Curt
could see what she had planned for him.

“I think
we’re about here,” Katie explained, placing her finger on the
narrow white line that indicated the road out of Blackwood. “Carry
on to this point.” She traced a line up to where the road
intersected with a yellow coloured one. “Then it’s straight up to
Scarthwell.” As she spoke, Curt nodded. “They should have a petrol
station and at the least you’ll be able to get to a phone and send
someone out to get us.”

Curt frowned,
concentrating on the map before deciding to say anything.

“We
could just cut across at this point and save time,” he suggested,
running a finger in a diagonal between the intersection and
Scarthwell.

“That’s
not the best idea,” Katie disagreed. “It’ll be getting dark soon
and you’d be safer on the roads.” She folded the map and gave it to
Curt. “Then, if a car passes you’ll see it.”

“More
importantly,” Judy added, “they’ll see us.”

“Whatever,” said Curt, forcing the map into his jacket
pocket. “We’ll sort it out on the way.”

“Don’t
stray from the path,” Josh screeched. “The Hammerhead will get
you.”

“Josh
you’re a fucking idiot.” Judy shivered. “We’ll stick to the roads.”
She took Curt’s hand and started walking.

“Don’t
forget to text my mum if you get a signal,” Katie shouted after
them.

“You’re
in safe hands,” Curt replied. “Josh will look after
you.”

That wasn’t
the most comforting of thoughts and Katie flicked him the middle
finger.

 


 


BLACKWOOD;
PRESENT DAY

 


It has been a
bad year for the Hammerhead. The hunt has been harder than usual
and the prey is becoming scarcer with every passing season. He can
remember a time when the cattle could be found and stalked on a
daily basis. Back then he could stock up well for the winter and
never fear of going hungry.

The last
season was just as poor and if it hadn’t been for the cattle he’d
found wandering through the woods he would have starved. It had
been a good hunt, only one adult in the herd, the rest still only
young and subtle. He had followed them for hours as they had
travelled deeper and deeper into the woods, all dressed in matching
clothing. He’d waited until night and then he had taken the adult
first. He had been easy, no fight in him at all. It had taken only
one blow to the temple and the kill had been done. He’d dragged the
body home and hung it in the basement by its ankles, slitting the
throat and letting the corpse slowly bleed into an old tin
bucket.

The young ones
of the herd had been even easier; he’d only had to slaughter a few
of them before the others had come willingly. He’d been able to
keep many of them alive, tied up in the old barn and feeding them
on leftovers until he needed them. It had been a good winter of
sweet meat, but that had been down to pure luck. It wouldn’t happen
this year.

No, this year
he is being forced to do something he hasn’t done in an age. If he
wants to feed he must scavenge. It disgusts him to drop so low; no
better than a fox in the night. He is superior to the other
woodland animals and this is an insult to all that Father ever
taught him.

He will have
to steal what he needs and for that there is only one place he can
go. He hasn’t been there since they all left, but, if he is to
survive, concessions must be made.

He doesn’t
expect to have to hunt, but he was taught to be prepared for
anything. With this in mind, he is armed with the tools of his
trade. The belt holds everything he needs to deal with an
unexpected kill and he feels better knowing that his special hammer
is hanging at his waist.

As he travels
towards the village, he checks on his snares. At least they have
proved effective this season. He already has a wall of rabbits in
the basement. They will keep him going, but they aren’t the same as
cattle. There is no hunting involved with the rabbits, no sense of
satisfaction in skinning their dead bodies, and gutting them is an
emotionless experience. Only the cattle can give him the sense of
achievement that he needs.

He has already
collected a good half dozen rabbits. These now hang over his
shoulder; they smell rich and the fur will come in useful, yet
still he dreams of having one good hunt before the cold weather
settles in.

He knows that
the village is near; he can smell the difference in the air. The
freshness and innocence of his woodland home is tinged with aromas
that mark it out as man made. He remembers a time when the scent
would have been stronger; a warning to his senses to move away
during the daylight hours. That had been a time when he would have
waited until well past dusk before venturing into Blackwood. Even
then, with the shadows of night to keep him hidden he would have
remained silent as he crept between the houses and peered in on his
neighbours.

He snorts a
laugh at the thought of their ever having been his neighbours. To
them, he had been no more than a wild animal to be avoided at all
costs. To him, they had been cattle, just another link in the food
chain.

Now it is
different. The village is nothing more than a grave yard of hollow
memories and faded smells. It’s part of his world now and he can
walk the street without fear of being seen. He wonders why he
hasn’t visited sooner. After all, it may hold many treats that he
can salvage. Suddenly the thought of scavenging doesn’t seem so
lowly. He deserves to take something from them in return for all
the years of loneliness. He’s only taking what they owe him and,
anyway, what use do they have of it now?

As he enters
the village his good humour lifts him up and he laughs again,
considerinh moving house. He could claim any one of these houses as
his own. The old house is full of reminders of Father and the
numerous mothers. He could start again with something that was just
his.

It would be
hard work moving the butchered cattle he does have, but he starts
to consider the idea. He could own the entire village and then try
and find a new family to bring home. He hasn’t even attempted to
try and take a new mother in quite a while, but if he lived here he
could go one better and try for a wife; a mate.

The thought
excites him and he begins to whoop and holler in the garbled
language only he knows. He moves along the street with a lightness
to his step, unwary of who may see him. Then he stops and sniffs
the air nosily. He can smell cattle blood and something else. Once
again he becomes the stealthy hunter, his eyes darting from left to
right as he follows his nose.

The scent of
blood is strong, but underneath he picks up on other aromas. He
recognises one as the foul stench of the smelly one that used to
feed him on occasion. He hopes he is still here. He feels like
having fun and nothing comes close to dealing out punishment on
those who have asked for it.

He sees the
pool of blood and kneels down, dipping his fingers into the
precious liquid. It’s still warm and this excites him, the other
scents he has picked up on are quickly forgotten as his hunters
instinct comes to the fore. He places the red coated fingers to his
masked lips and tastes the coppery flavour. It is, indeed, as fresh
as the touch had suggested.

He drops down
on all fours and laps up the puddle greedily, the tangy flavour of
life force sparking his hunger and heightening his senses. He
slurps until there is no more to have, scraping his stump of a
tongue sore on the roughened tarmac of the road surface. Only then
does he look around as he smells the ground. He has the scent fixed
in his mind and he searches the floor around him for signs. The
trail of blood is not hard to find and he uses it as a guide,
remaining on all fours and licking up every last droplet as he
follows the red markers.

He crawls
faster as he leaves the road and enters the garden of a house he
watched many a time when it was inhabited by cattle. The scent of
the stinky one is stronger here, but he is only interested in the
punishment ahead. He finally stands upright and enters the house,
breathing deep of the shit and blood that fills his nostrils.

He can hear
the laboured breathing from the back of the house.

“I know you’re there,” says the stinky one. “You don’t want
me.”

He listens to
the voice as he walks along the hallway, withdrawing the hammer
from its place at his waist.

“Young and fresh is best,” sings the stinky one between
rasping breaths. “Young and fresh.”

He walks along
the pathway of smeared excrement at his feet, the putrefied brown
smeared with deep red. The stinky one is injured and this lessens
the value of the hunt.

He enters the
kitchen and sees the trail lead out of the back door. Injured or
not, the stinky one tries to escape. He studies the kitchen for a
moment, deciding that this is not the house he will chose for his
own. It has been violated by the stinky one and will have to be
burned to the ground.

He leaves the
house and steps out into the garden, a pathway of blood and shit
leads the way to the shed in the corner.

Hide and
seek.

He strides
across the garden, ignoring the slide and the swing that had once
given children so much enjoyment. He approaches the shed and then
stands outside silently, listening to the stinky one sobbing
within.

“Young and fresh, young and fresh,” chants the stinky one,
but his words are growing weaker.

He tears the
door open and raises the hammer, ready to deal out his punishment.
The stinky one covers his dirt encrusted face with blood soaked
hands, but the blow never comes.

He looks
passed the stinky one in wonder; his eyes widening at what hangs
from the inner wall of the shed. Never has he seen such a toy of
such magnificence. He looks at the long handle with a gaze that
borders on love. He lowers the clawed hammer and pushes it back
into the belt that Father gave him when he was still a child.

At his feet
the stinky one whimpers, but he ignores him, reaching over the top
of him and lifting down the new toy. He has never laid eyes on a
sledgehammer and he is awestruck by the power that surges through
him just holding it in his hands.

“Young and fresh.” The stinky one lowers his
hands.

He looks down
at the stinky one and grunts, swinging the mighty hammer up and
then down.

“YOUN…” The stinky one begins to scream before his head
implodes on impact, the heavy head of the hammer embedding itself
in what is left of the neck.

With a foot
placed on the stinky one’s shoulder he pulls the hammer free and
coos with pleasure at how well it works. The trip has turned out to
be well worth it, but there is other things he needs.

Without
looking back he leaves the stinky one to rot, passing back through
the house and back to his search for scavenged food stuff.

As he nears
the vacated garage he picks up on the other aroma that was
forgotten with his blood lust. His pulse increases as he realises
what the other scent is.

He can smell
cattle. It’s not a strong scent, but they have passed through
recently.

He grips the
hammer to his chest and screams out with joy.

 


 



CHAPTER
FIVE

 


Katie looked
at her watch for the fifth time in so many minutes and tutted. Curt
and Judy had only been gone an hour but she was worried about them.
She knew how strong-headed Curt could be and she could only hope
that he’d kept to the road as she’d suggested. She knew it would
make the journey longer, but it was safer.

She glanced at
the watch once again and realised she had to take her mind off them
or she’d go mad. She attempted to clear her mind of the images of
friends lost in the woods, focusing instead on problems closer to
home. She hadn’t eaten all afternoon and her stomach was rumbling.
Letting herself go hungry wasn’t good for her and more importantly
it was bad for the baby. She had to think of the tiny life that was
slowly growing inside her.

She wanted
this child so much, but that hadn’t always been the case. Katie
cursed herself for such thoughts; she’d promised herself months ago
that she wouldn’t dwell on the past. The future was all that
mattered. The future and her baby. She’d prove she was more than
just an object. She’d show him that she was a person and that she
was stronger than him.

“I’m
starving,” she said turning to face Josh. “What we got to
eat?”

“I’ve
got a Snickers bar,” Josh replied, delving into his
pack.

“I want
food, not a snack,” she snapped unintentionally, feeling bad as
Josh looked crestfallen.

“Sorry.”
He smiled at her weakly and then his face lit up. “Hold on.” He
jumped up from his place sat in the side opening of the van and
jogged around to the back.

“What?”
Katie followed him, intrigued by his sudden burst of
excitement.

“These
old vans have a little stove in them and I’m sure I saw Curt stuff
some tinned food in here.” He lifted up the rear door and started
throwing bags and cases onto the roadside.

“Hey,
watch my stuff,” Katie moaned.

“If you
want to eat.” Josh grinned and his happiness was
catching.

“I need
to eat,” replied Katie and started helping with the
unloading.

In no time at
all, everything was out of the van and lying in unruly heaps on the
grass verge. They could tidy before the others returned, but all
that mattered was food.

“TADA!”
announced Josh as he pulled open what appeared to be a drawer, but
turned out to be a two ring, gas hob.

“Will it
work?” asked Katie dubiously.

“Only
one way to find out.” Josh checked his pocket for a lighter. “I
think the food was in the yellow back pack.”

“I’ll
get it from over here.” Katie took the bag and walked away from the
van. “You can blow yourself up and I’ll eat it cold,” she
laughed.

“O ye of
little faith,” Josh teased as he turned the little black knob on
the front of the unit and struck the lighter above the
ring.

The gas took
and a tiny ring of blue fire flared to life. Josh waved Katie back
over and started searching the small cupboards for a pan.

“Baked
beans with sausages or spaghetti hoops with chicken nuggets?” asked
Katie as she took one of each from the pack.

“Mmmmm,
student food,” Josh said. “Let’s pig out and have both.” He held up
a dented cooking pot and a tin opener.

“What
are we waiting for?” giggled Katie. “Let’s get this gourmet feast
going.

Josh opened
the tin and poured both into the pan. He sat the pan on the stove
and then checked another drawer, pleased to find a selection of
knives and forks. He handed one of each to Katie, holding onto his
own for stirring purposes.

“I hope
those two are alright.” Katie looked at her watch.

“They’ll
be fine,” reassured Josh.

“But
what about that freak back in Blackwood?”

“I don’t
think he’ll be dead, but he’ll be in no fit state to follow us.”
Josh stirred with one hand and laid the other on Katie’s
shoulder.

"What about
all that Hammerhead shit he was spouting?” She’d tried not to take
the mad ranting seriously, but she couldn’t help but be
nervous.

“Katie,
the bloke was out of his head,” said Josh. “He’d covered himself in
shit.”

“But…”

“No
buts,” interrupted Josh. “He was a fucking nutter, but he’s well
behind us.”

Katie nodded
and managed a smile. Happy that he’d appeased her fears Josh turned
back to the cooking.

“Shit,”
he cursed.

***

The gourmet
feast turned out to be a lukewarm meal. The gas ran out before the
mix of pasta and beans had a chance to reach boiling point. Josh
didn’t care, he was happy to nibble on his chicken nuggets as he
watched Katie eat like she’d never seen food before.

“Here,”
he said. “Finish mine.” He held out the chipped plate he’d found in
the fold out compartment under the stove.

“Are you
sure?” Katie raised an eyebrow at him.

“Yeah.
I’m not that hungry.”

Katie didn’t
give him the chance to reconsider, snatching the plate from him and
scooping what was left onto her own. She hadn’t realised how hungry
she actually was.

“Any
way, if I get peckish I’ve always got my Snickers bar,” added
Josh.

“You’d
better share it,” Katie said through a mouth of beans. “I’m eating
for two, remember.”

“Yeah, I
know.” Josh saw an opportunity to talk more on the subject and he
took it.

“How’d
you get pregnant?”

“Well,
the egg comes down the fallopian tube,” Katie answered with
evasion.

“No,
seriously,” Josh pushed the point. She hadn’t spoken to anyone
about the father of the child and he wanted to be there for
her.

“I can’t
tell you.” She put the plate of food down unfinished.

“Why
not?” Josh knew he’d lost her.

“Just
leave it.”

“I want
to help, that’s all,” he pleaded, but it was too late.

“I said
leave it!” Katie shouted at him, standing up and walking
away.

“Bollocks.”

Katie got in
the back and slammed the door shut between them, before she allowed
herself to cry. She wanted to tell someone, but who would believe
her. Good old Professor Reilly was one of the good guys. No one
would ever dream of his doing such a thing; and if she did tell the
truth, it would only cause heartache and so much more. She didn’t
want that. She just wanted to have her baby and live life as best
she could. Maybe one day she’d be ready to talk about it, but that
time wasn’t now.

She
peered out of the rear door, but Josh had moved away, probably in a
bad mood and she couldn’t blame him. He was nothing but nice to her
and sometimes she felt that there could be something between them
if only she tried.

BANG!

Katie screamed
as the van shook, reaching out for the drivers seat as she fell
forward.

“Josh!”
she screamed as the van was rocked again.

“Help
me!” Josh yelled as something impacted with the side of the van for
a third time.

“Josh!”
Katie tried to open the door, but the handle refused to budge.
“JOSH!”

“Hel…”
His second plea was strangled and weak.

“Josh!”
She fought with the door and it finally gave, squealing as it
struggled to slide open.

“Josh,”
she whispered upon finding him gone.

“Hammerhead!” he screamed as he jumped in to the open
doorway and cracked up with laughter.

“You
fucking arsehole.” Katie swung a foot and kicked him in the
chest.

Josh staggered
backwards, tripping and landing flat on his backside with a hurt
expression on his face.

“I was
only playing,” he insisted.

“Fucking
arsehole,” she snapped, closing the door and beginning to cry yet
again.

“Come
on, Katie,” begged Josh from outside. “It was a joke.”

“Wanker,” she yelled back.

“Sorry.”

Katie held
onto the driver’s seat and breathed deeply as she tried to hold the
tears back. Through the windscreen she saw Josh walking towards the
woods and panicked.

“Where
are you going?” she yelled after him.

“I need
a piss,” he replied dejectedly and walked away with his head hung
low.

As she watched
him leave she lost the battle with her emotions and she cried. She
was tired of being strong, she wanted to curl up and cry until she
was empty inside. For the first time in week, she allowed herself
to give in, returning to the weak child she had been on the day she
found out about the baby.

***

The doctor
sits her down and gently tells her that the Clearblue test she’d
done a few days before is correct. She cries as the news tears her
up from the inside out.

The doctor
discusses many things with her, but she doesn’t listen. Her life
has already been turned upside down once and just as she is coming
to terms with that she has to deal with this. Life isn’t fair. How
could Professor Reilly do this to her? What had she done to make
him think she wanted that?

She thanks the
doctor and leaves quietly. She should go straight home, but instead
she returns to the house where the child was conceived in an act of
violence.

She walks up
the garden path and knocks on the door. She waits and then knocks
again. She hears the key in the lock and the door is opened to
reveal his smiling face.

“Hello Katie.” He smiles as if nothing has
happened.

“I’m having your baby,” she states without
emotion.

“Not possible, young lady.” The smile never leaves his
face.

“I’m having your bastard,” she spits the words.

“Go away, little girl,” - still he smiles - “or I’ll make
your life hell.” He shuts the door in her face.

She wanders
the streets for most of the afternoon and she cries it out of her
system. She can’t go home like this, so she walks until after
sunset.

She ignores
her flatmates as she enters, walking along the hallway and into the
bathroom. She locks herself in as fresh tears run down her
face.

How could this
happen? University was supposed to be the start of life, not the
end of it.

She runs the
bath as hot as she can bear to sit in. No need for bubble bath this
time, she has no intention of getting clean. She is beyond that
now; she’ll never be clean again.

She climbs
into the scalding water, the heat of it biting at her skin as she
lowers herself in. She sits for a while and the tears appear to
have stopped, but she plans on stopping them forever. She snaps the
razor apart and takes a single blade between thumb and forefinger.
She holds the blade to her wrist with a shaking hand, but she’s not
strong enough to do it.

Or perhaps she
is stronger than she thinks. To live will be harder than ending it
all now. She has another life to think about now. It may not have
been created in love, but it is more hers than it can ever be
his.

At this moment
her entire outlook changes.

***

Katie awoke
with a shiver, noticing that the sky outside had faded from
afternoon blue to evening purple and would very soon darken to full
night black.

She was laid
awkwardly in the back of the van and her left arm had gone dead.
She looked around for Josh, but he wasn’t there. She remembered
their parting conversation as she massaged blood back into the numb
limb.

“That’s
the longest piss in history,” she said out loud.

She tried the
side door, but it was jammed again and this time it refused to
open. She pulled on a body warmer she’d been using as a pillow and
clambered into the front of the van, flinching as pins and needles
flared in her hand.

“Josh?”
she called his name and was answered with only the sound of
roosting birds. “Shit.” And the others should have been back by
now.

 


 


BLACKWOOD

 


He follows the
smell of exhaust fumes that hang heavy in the summer air, an almost
visible path that shows him the way. He keeps off the road. He’s
learned the hard way that the best hunters remain hidden. Sometimes
the hunter, if seen, can become the hunted.

He carries the
sledgehammer like it has always been with him, one hand holding the
end of the shaft as it rests on his shoulder. The weight of it
makes him feel powerful and adds to the adrenaline surge brought on
by the chance to hunt. The rabbit corpses hang from his other
shoulder. He hopes he won’t need them any longer, but it would be a
stupid mistake to dispose of them. Maybe later, if the hunt goes
well.

Stalking the
stinky one had held no joy for him. The prey had been weak and the
kill had lacked any sense of exhilaration. It had been a pointless
slaughter and the thought of it actually disgusts him.
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