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Preface


We’re all afraid of something.


Whether it’s ghosts, the dark, creepy-crawlies or that indefinable but perennial bogeyman, each of us has our favourite fear. Favourite? Yes, that’s what I said. Go on, admit it, you like to be scared. That’s why you read horror stories.


I’ve always been a horror fan. When I was a kid, I watched the old Universal monster movies whenever I could. To the pounding glam rock soundtrack of the early 1970s, I collected horror movie-themed bubble gum cards, built glow-in-the-dark monster model kits, and pored over giant books about scary films. When we had a fancy dress day at school, I was in my element. I terrorised the cowboys, spacemen and bunny wabbits by stalking the playground as Frankenstein’s monster, complete with a bright green face and gory scar tissue (buckets of emerald eye shadow and blobs of ruby red lipstick which melted and streamed down my face in the summer heat). A moth-eaten old jacket set aside for Guy Fawkes and a solid steel neck bolt made by my dad completed the ensemble. I was ten. I enjoyed scaring the other kids. And they enjoyed being scared. I think.


My first foray into horror fiction was via those wonderfully lurid American horror comics; modern versions of the classic Tales from the Crypt that you could sometimes discover hidden away behind the Spider-Man and Avengers comics. I soon moved on to the Pan Book of Horror Stories, edited by Herbert Van Thal. Most unsuitable for an impressionable child! From there, I graduated to Stephen King and James Herbert. Then it was a hop, skip and a jump to Clive Barker, H.P. Lovecraft and Richard Laymon. I eventually cast my net far and wide, but short story collections were always my favourite.


In the mid-1980s, my place of work invested in a state-of-the-art computer for the sole purpose of managing spreadsheets. After a bit of poking around, I discovered that it also doubled as a kind of fancy typewriter. This was a revelation to me. Finally, there seemed to be a way of escaping the crushing tedium of office life. I settled down and began writing a story just to keep myself sane.


Energised by this new hobby, I bought an Amstrad, a bunch of floppy disks and a printer, and continued writing at home. I was pleased with the results and sent a couple of stories to magazines. Feedback was positive, but the repeated rewrites requested by editors to meet strict word count limits turned an enjoyable pastime into just another tedious admin job. Then came kids; free time became sparse. I quit the rewrites, sold the Amstrad and forgot about writing for several years.


A decade into the new century, still battling the monotonous futility of my job, I began to hammer out a new tranche of stories. And this time, no one was going to tell me I was over the word limit because I wouldn’t be sending them off to any damned magazines. These stories were strictly for personal use. So there!


After a few years, however, I realised that I had amassed a significant body of work, and I started to wonder if perhaps others might enjoy reading the stories as much as I had enjoyed writing them. Hence this anthology which, I think, contains the best stuff I penned between 2009 and 2024. 


I originally intended two or three smaller books and I’ve retained that principle here with three separate collections. The stories in Dark Harvest have a hint of the supernatural about them, in A Fistful of Horrors all the stories are set in the USA, and Flesh Crawlers has tales that are mostly rooted in earthly reality. Although I might have cheated a bit here and there so don’t quote me.


Kurt Vonnegut said that when writing a short story, you should start as close to the end as possible, the general idea being to carjack the reader and drive them straight to their final destination, avoiding potholes and diversions along the way. Sound advice that I think I have mostly followed, although I do have a soft spot for stories within stories (a.k.a. cutaways, flashbacks or embedded narratives) and, occasionally, for stopping en route to smell the flowers and admire the scenery. Maybe those editors had a point.


There are other golden rules of writing. Don’t use someone else’s voice, for example. And write about what you know. I have broken both of these rules on several occasions. Be honest, though, would you rather read about a trip to the office or a trip to Mars?


Having said that, two of the stories in this book are cautionary tales based around a boring commute that suddenly becomes less boring. In fact, several of the stories have autobiographical elements. Bad Brains is based upon childhood weekends spent with my nan. She lived above an undertaker’s in Wandsworth and we had to traipse through a maze of coffins to get to the gloomy, walled yard she tended out the back. One of the central elements in Lithium—the Bunsen burner incident—is rooted in a worrisome childhood event. In fact, Lithium has its origins in an idea I had during the Amstrad years for a portmanteau story. In my mind’s eye, I still see it play out in our old maisonette in South Norwood where I wrote those early stories.


I abandoned most of my other efforts from that era and have not revisited them. Flesh and Blood is, however, another exception. It’s a reworking of the first story I ever wrote back in the 1980s in that dreary office. The original version was about a young man visiting his taxidermist uncle. I was making it up as I went along and intended it to magically evolve into some kind of sophisticated James Bond spy caper. A plot, of sorts, did fall into place but it soon turned very dark. The punchline was that the uncle, who had served in the First World War, had a room full of stuffed German soldiers. The updated version is somewhat more ghastly.


I know I shouldn’t have a favourite child, but I do have a soft spot for The Reaper. My satisfaction with it prompted me to carry on writing. It recalls some of the dubious escapades of my own childhood and was written after a scorching holiday to Greece. It was also the first story I wrote that relied more on innuendo than gore. Not that I’m averse to a smidgin of gore now and then, as you will discover.


With that parental advisory firmly in mind, I invite you to take a journey into my world. After all, what are you afraid of?


Stuart Beaton


23 April 2024






I.   DARK HARVEST






The Reaper


‘The most merciful thing in the world, I think, is the inability of the human mind to correlate all its contents.’


H.P. Lovecraft
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Do you know what it means to be haunted?


I’m not talking about ghosts. That’s not the only kind of haunting. There’s another kind, where an intangible horror lurks at your shoulder, out of sight but always present. It pollutes your dreams, tainting them with its poisonous canker, dogging your journey through life. And if you ever lower your guard, having convinced yourself that you have finally shrugged off the phantom, you will feel a cold gust of breath upon your neck, a little reminder that it is still with you. Still watching. Still waiting. Still haunting you.


I’m mulling this over while I wait for news, sitting here in the back of a police car on a damp autumn morning. What news? Well, crazy as it sounds, I’m hoping and praying that some teenage kid I hardly know has died.


Oh, you think I’m some kind of a nut? Maybe I am. But just hear me out.


It was four months ago when the phantom at my shoulder chilled my spine with its icy whisper: You didn’t forget me, did you, old friend? I haven’t forgotten you.


But I had no idea then that there was unfinished business between us.


We were on holiday—Greece, half board, three stars. No frills. It was the second week. We’d made the obligatory trip to a wine-making monastery; fruitlessly scoured the local shops for something worth buying, and were now resigned to the inhumane torture of slow-roasting under a blinding Aegean sun for the next six days.


We were all playing our assigned roles. The kids were enjoying themselves thinking of suitable names for the people who had arrived the night before, I was plugged into a selection of classic rock, and the wife was flicking through a magazine without reading it, fidgety and bored.


A family of pastry-skinned newcomers had decided to investigate the pool area. A mum and dad, who looked roughly the same age as us, and a scrawny youth.


My own offspring, Sarah and Josh, were twenty and seventeen respectively, soon to fly the coop. Sarah had just become engaged to a twenty-one-year-old management consultant (whatever that is), a spring wedding on the horizon. Josh was already planning to go somewhere brighter and louder with his mates next year. Despite everyone’s public protestations to the contrary, we all understood that this holiday would be our last together.


I spied the new family from behind the anonymity of my pound shop sunglasses. On closer examination, their son was younger than Josh. They would have him for a while longer.


They scanned the area around the pool, squinting, having yet to unpack their shades. The boy shucked off one of his trainers, ploughed the edge of the water with his toes and cheerfully informed his parents that it was quite warm.


Reconnaissance mission completed, they turned to go. As they did so, the man looked across the pool. Even though I was sure he couldn’t penetrate the black plastic lenses, he locked eyes with me. Uncomfortable with his refusal to break contact, I looked away.


The family trooped up the steps towards the hotel, mother first, then son. The man followed behind. Emboldened by their retreat (and annoyed with myself at having been intimidated before) I resumed my inspection. When the man reached the top (and somehow I knew he was going to do this) he stopped and looked back.


This time I stared at him quite openly. But this was no petty act of macho posturing on my part. My motive was altogether different. For this time, I recognised him.


After what seemed like an eternity, his son called him. The man blinked, as though waking from a dream, and turned to follow his family into the hotel.


“What’s up, misery guts? Too hot?” asked Cheryl.


I told her.


“Where from?” she asked.


“What?”


“Where do you recognise him from?”


I said I didn’t know. I didn’t add that I had a really bad feeling and frankly didn’t want to know. I wondered if the man recognised me and hoped not, although I wasn’t sure why.


Cheryl failed to notice my discomfort. She put her magazine down and sat up. The discovery of someone familiar out in Greece seemed to invigorate her. I had to switch off the music.


She suggested how I might know him. Given my limited circle of acquaintances, the possibilities were somewhat restricted. We agreed that he wasn’t from the office. I’m not so addled that I wouldn’t recognise someone I work with day in, day out. So she suggested that either I knew him from the journey to work, or I was mistaken. I agreed that I was indeed mistaken, clinging to the idea like a lifebelt in a stormy sea. Cheryl sighed and snapped open her magazine.


Weary of searing like four bellies of pork under a grill, that afternoon we embarked upon another excursion into town. I shuffled around the small, dusty souvenir shops in a self-induced trancelike state while I dredged through the deepest part of my mind, checking the man’s features against the scrapbook of faces lurking down there in the sediment. But after a while my mental image of him became blurred, like an out of focus photo. By the time we had returned to the hotel, and with a curious sense of relief, I found that I no longer remembered what he looked like.
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We were washed and dressed in evening wear in time for dinner. The scorching heat of the day had faded to an unpleasant stickiness and, in the dining room, a lazily rotating fan struggled to cut through the thick, warm air. The new arrivals, identifiable that morning by their paleness, were now marked out by their redness. The man was there, with his wife and boy in tow.


“There’s a simple way of solving this,” said Cheryl.


I knew what she was going to say. “You’re not talking to them,” I said, a little too sharply.


“Why not? This is the perfect chance to make friends. You know, human contact. Even if you’re wrong and you don’t actually know him, it’s an icebreaker, isn’t it?” She was talking to me like she talked to Josh.


“No, you can’t do that. It’s embarrassing,” I hissed, like Josh. It was embarrassing. And I didn’t need any friends. But those weren’t my real objections. The sight of him across the small room, closer now and without the filter of darkened lenses, had triggered a bout of palpitations in my chest. I watched him carefully, but now only to avoid him as I ambled into line at the buffet. Nevertheless, he caught my eye. He had a full plate of souvlaki in his hands and I was convinced he was about to throw it all over me, so intense was his stare. So full of hate.


Despite the harshness of the overhead lighting, the room seemed to darken. “I need to get out of here,” I blurted into Cheryl’s ear, and I marched straight out of the room.


Outside, I leaned against a wall overlooking the swimming pool, sucking in a lungful of insipidly balmy air. There was no respite from the heat, but being away from the man’s gaze was relief enough. For now.


It was my daughter who hurried out to check on me.


“I remember that look,” I said. “That look he gave me.”


Sarah shook her head, confused. “Who? What look, Dad?”


My eyes were drawn beyond the rippling water of the pool, through hedgerows and a stand of shrivelled olive trees, until I found myself staring into acres of unlit fields. Our hotel was a little white island floating in an ink-black sea of nothing. “It’s always there, isn’t it?” I said. “The darkness. It just lurks there at the edge of everything, waiting to rush in.”


I felt, rather than saw, Sarah shrug.


The night seemed to know what I meant. It stared back at me.


Minutes passed. 


Josh joined us, chunk of humus-coated bread in hand.


“You two not eating?” he said.


The sound of crickets faded to a dull hiss and I was dimly aware of Sarah and Josh talking, though their words escaped me. My mind was wandering back through dark catacombs, lost in time.


Then my wife’s voice brought me back to the present. It was like my ears popping on take-off. Suddenly everything was sharper, clearer. Horribly so.


Cheryl breezily informed us all that the man’s wife was a snooty bitch, not our kind of people. “But she did tell me how you know her husband,” she said gleefully.


I nodded. I was way ahead of her. 


“You went to the same school. How weird is that? Do you remember—”


“Derek Chalmers,” I said. “It’s Derek fucking Chalmers.” And so it was. Forty years older, slightly grey and somewhat taller. Derek fucking Chalmers.


Despite the cloying heat of the night, I shivered at the deathly chill of the phantom’s breath on my neck: You didn’t forget me, did you, old friend? I haven’t forgotten you.


Cheryl was deflated, her thunder stolen. She admonished me for swearing in front of the children, in front of the waiter who was buzzing around, clattering plates and dripping sweat. She lowered her voice and spoke in tight little sentences.


Why don’t I go and talk to Derek?


I told her that we weren’t really friends. That was a lie. We had been friends, once.


That didn’t matter, she said. We must have things in common. People in common.


I said I knew his brother.


She was triumphant. She suggested I could use that as an opening gambit. Maybe even get back in touch with his brother.


I laughed. Actually, it wasn’t a laugh, but that cynical snort we make when something is so bitterly ridiculous that it doesn’t deserve a response. Then I turned away to look at the pool again. Josh and Sarah had drifted off and were chatting to a group of teenagers.


“He’s an outgoing boy, isn’t he?” said Cheryl. “He’s always made friends easily.” She pursed her lips. “I don’t want him to end up a paranoid loner like you.” She inclined her head to one side and raised her eyebrows. The curious cockatoo impression was meant to provoke some kind of argument. I didn’t take the bait. Instead, my gaze fixed steadfastly on the children, I told her a story.


The story.


Josh might never turn into me, but he was starting out exactly like me. I won’t say I was the life and soul of the party when I was a kid. But I had friends. Plenty of friends. One in particular: Clive Chalmers, Derek’s brother. Derek’s twin brother.


3


Unless you come from somewhere nearby you probably won’t have heard of the Flintwood Caves. They’re not exactly a national treasure; more a local curiosity.


Situated beneath a chain of small hillocks that rise like cysts on the back of the Surrey Downs, the Flintwood Caves are a network of interconnected tunnels. In recent years archaeologists have speculated that the humps on the landscape might be Bronze Age barrows—the long forgotten burial chambers of ancient chieftains—but this is a modern idea. When Clive and I visited the caves, on what was then an obligatory school trip, we were given the more conventional explanation of a geological formation. Limestone. Chalk.


Along with the tedious geography lesson, as we were all led through the dank, manmade passageways that connected a series of natural caverns, we received the standard history lecture. We were told that for centuries the principal purpose of the excavations had been the mining of chalk and flint, an industry that continued, sporadically, until the middle of the nineteenth century. Yawn.


Local legend had it that the tunnels were begun before the Romans arrived two thousand years ago. Over the centuries, generations of miners dug new tunnels, widening the network and burrowing deeper and deeper into the limestone bedrock beneath the landscape. Double yawn.


Many of the caverns and walkways had been given quirky names: The Cathedral, The Echo Chamber, The Old Kent Road. But even this failed to stimulate much interest from the class as we shuffled through the dusty footpaths and caverns.


It was 1975. Derek, Clive and I were fourteen. Like most of the class, we didn’t pay much attention to the dull, academic patter that the bearded guide was trotting out. But our ears pricked up when he finally got to the fun stuff—the deaths and the hauntings. The girls all groaned and there followed a few seconds of chaotic clamour while our teacher, Miss Bartlett, struggled to reassert her authority over us. Once silenced, we all started to listen rather more keenly than before.


Apparently, safety concerns were raised as long ago as the seventeenth century. Engineers working at the site were worried that the tunnels were ranging too far and too deep. Flooding was common and, over the years, dozens of men perished due to cave-ins. Mining finally stopped in the 1840s following a serious collapse at the furthest reaches of the caverns. Twenty-two men were lost in the ensuing flash flood when miners broke through to a previously unknown underground river. The place was boarded shut and abandoned.


Miss Bartlett overegged the pudding somewhat by asking us to imagine being trapped under a rockfall in the pitch blackness while the water level rose all around us. Some of the kids, Derek included, made suitably horrified noises, but Clive and I just sniggered. We knew the place must be safe or they wouldn’t let coachloads of schoolchildren down there every week.


“If the roof fell in and we all died, it would cost them thousands in compensation,” snorted Clive.


“Besides,” added Derek, looking to his brother for reassurance, “we could always swim to safety, couldn’t we?”


The guide pointed out that there would be nowhere to swim to in a sealed cave, and the water level would rise all the way to the low ceiling. “How long can you hold your breath?” he asked.


As if to stoke up the alarm that was spreading through the class, and to the increasing discomfort of Miss Bartlett, at the next turn he shone his torch into the corner of a cave where a large expanse of water lay like a distorted black mirror.


Barely four years after its closure, the guide informed us, the old mines hit the headlines again. A young farm labourer was arrested following the disappearance of an eighteen-year-old milkmaid from Flintwood village. The guide pointed up at the roof of the cave to indicate that said village was directly above our heads.


The farmhand claimed that they had been lovers, were planning to get married, and that the girl had ventured into the tunnels to lie with him beside one of the pools of her own free will. But in Victorian England that wasn’t much of a defence at all. He was found guilty of murdering her and disposing of her body. He maintained his innocence even on the steps of the gallows. “It was the dark that took her!” he yelled as they tightened the noose. The crowd jeered. The trapdoor dropped.


Miss Bartlett broke the ensuing silence by asking the guide if this was the same chamber.


“Oh, yes, miss,” he drawled, tapping a little nameplate that had been screwed into the wall at shoulder height. “They call this one the Reaper’s Lair; a name it’s had as long as anyone can remember. Legend has it, the killer weighed down the girl’s body with loose rocks and let her sink. She drowned like a rat in a barrel. They never found the body.”


“But wouldn’t they have discovered her at the bottom?” asked Miss Bartlett.


“Not likely,” said the guide. “The pool is as deep as Nelson’s Column is tall, and it leads straight down into a subterranean river system. Anything that gets to the bottom of it won’t ever see the light of day again.”


Cue another outbreak of teenage muttering.


In the decades following the mine’s closure, all kinds of wild stories evolved. The handful of daredevils who broke in through the barricade claimed to have seen ghosts of dead miners; of a drowned woman.


“Some even reckoned they caught a glimpse of some vast, unnameable creature lurking in the darkness,” whispered our guide, with a knowing leer. He was milking his role for all it was worth. 


Needless to say, there were more accidents in the treacherous, rocky maze of tunnels and caverns. Some adventurous souls didn’t return to the surface alive. Or at all.


In 1964, seeing the potential of a ‘haunted’ cave, a local businessman bought the abandoned mine. He quickly gained permission to open it up as a tourist attraction. A tea room that doubled as a ticket office was built across the main entrance and the new owner set about publicising the Legendary Haunted Caves at Flintwood. As he had anticipated, in an era of lurid, technicolour Hammer horror films, the caves became a commercial success.


When our trip into the bowels of Surrey was over, we all milled about noisily in the shop, rifling through racks of sweets, postcards and keyrings. Miss Bartlett bought herself a mug of tea and drifted away from us to get some peace while she gazed up at a huge map of the caves on the wall. She was tracing our route with a fingertip. The Chalmers twins and I joined her.


We seemed to have spent hours trudging about underground, but the crude, veinous diagram suggested that we had barely dipped beneath the surface. The Reaper’s Lair was the furthest point of our tour. The pool where the Victorian girl supposedly drowned was depicted as a black blob at the heart of the yellowing map. The whole thing was peppered with a bewildering array of similar blobs of varying sizes, and crabby zigzag lines representing the winding tunnels.


According to the sketchy drawing, at the furthest reaches, the tunnels simply faded away into inky black oblivion. For some reason that idea made my stomach squirm. I asked Miss Bartlett where they led, but before she could respond, a man’s voice answered for her.


“The furthest tunnels are mostly flooded,” said the guide who had come up behind us. “No one’s gone down that far in years.”


Then he and Miss Bartlett fell into stilted small talk. We had outstayed our welcome, so the twins and I exchanged eyebrow-twitching looks and turned away. But just then Clive saw a poster on the wall:





Please note that the management have rescinded the wager to spend the night in the haunted caves. All visitors must be accompanied by a guide.





And in faded red letters at the bottom:





Entry to the caves after closing hours is strictly prohibited!





The notice was yellowed and cracked with age; the pins holding it, rusted. The hand-scrawled date at the bottom read 21 May 1964—eleven years earlier.


Clive’s eyes lit up. He spun around and asked the guide about the wager. The bearded young man, who could have been no more than twenty but seemed incredibly old to us, said that it was part of a publicity stunt when the place was first opened to the public. He thought the poster should be taken down, but apparently some people still asked to take the challenge, so it had to stay. Kind of like a disclaimer.


“Basically,” he explained, “if you could remain in the caves all night long, the owner would stump up one hundred quid.”


“Neat publicity stunt,” said Miss Bartlett. “But it must have cost them a fortune.”


“Yes, he did have to pay out a couple of times before—” The guide checked himself. He looked around, lowered his voice. “Well, let’s just say there was more than a financial reason for calling off the wager.”


At that moment, there was a fanfare of squealing, hissing brakes and a growl of crunching gravel. Our coach had arrived outside. Rather superfluously, the driver blared the horn.


The puzzled smile on Miss Bartlett’s face vanished with a start. The guide took a deep breath and stood aside.


“Madam, your carriage awaits,” he said, sweeping his arms wide.


Like a gaggle of excited geese, we all trooped onto the coach for the journey back to south London.


“Probably a load of old twaddle,” I said. The twins agreed. But we still wished Miss Bartlett had asked what had happened to put an end to the wager.


The official entrance to the caves was through the shop. From our vantage point high in the coach, it was plain to see that there was a second access point off to one side, covered by rickety wooden doors. When Clive and I returned three nights later, that was where we gained entry.
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When you go into the tunnels with a guide, they hand out oil lamps. Power lines trailed along the walls for the first few yards but it was too costly to run them any further. Besides, the constant leaks into the tunnels made it too dangerous to electrify the whole network. The reason they use paraffin lamps instead of more modern battery-powered torches, they say, is that the bright light emitted by torches can damage eyes straining to see in the absolute blackness underground. What they don’t say is that the grubby, oil-reeking lanterns also add to the atmosphere; they give out a weak, fluttering glow, and in the twitching shadows they create you can easily imagine you have seen something that isn’t really there.


Clive and I took two regular torches and promised not to shine them in each other’s eyes. By mutual consent we wouldn’t go in too far. The bet, as we understood it, had simply required the fearless individuals to spend the night in the caves. For two teenage kids reared on Karloff and Cushing, it didn’t seem too challenging a task, and we were more worried about the discomfort (and about our parents finding out) than spooks and monsters from the deep.


I’m not sure that we could have articulated, even to ourselves, the reason why we wanted to take up the challenge. We certainly weren’t doing it for the reward money. We knew full well that the wager had long since been annulled, and we had no intention of telling the management, or anyone else, that we had broken in. It was just something we felt compelled to do.


The day before we set off, Derek backed out of the expedition, muttering darkly about the way the tunnels on the map just faded away. “I’ll be your man back at base camp,” he said, searching our eyes for agreement. “Explorers always have a base camp, don’t they?”


Despite the merciless ribbing to which we subjected him, he collaborated in our deception. In fact, he was crucial to the plan. We had told our families that we were sleeping over at each other’s houses. We had done that plenty of times before, staying up into the small hours reading comics and playing board games. Derek’s cast iron assurance that Clive and I had safely arrived at the other’s house had been so convincing that neither set of parents had felt the need to check up on their children that night. The simple ruse worked perfectly.


Getting into the caves was just as easy as we had thought it would be. The official entrance-cum-shop was well and truly locked up, but the ill-fitting wooden garage doors just a few yards away barely reached across the gaping cavern beyond and, as we had suspected, we could squeeze in through the side. In 1975 there were precious few security cameras about generally, and there were none at the caves.


“I can’t believe how easy that was!” I said once we had scraped through the gap.


“Why? It’s not like there’s anything here worth nicking,” said Clive. “No one in their right minds would want to break in.”


We looked at each other and laughed. It was the last time we did.


Even though there was no one about, we unconsciously modified our voices to a hoarse whisper. Clive peered into the blackness in front of us. “Torches,” he said quietly.


Still partly illuminated by moonlight seeping around the doors, we rummaged in our rucksacks. We were, we thought, well equipped for our nocturnal expedition. As well as the torches, we had a couple of nylon sleeping bags left over from school camp, an extra jumper to ward off the creeping cold, a couple of sandwiches and a bottle of Tizer. It was real Boys’ Own stuff. I had even brought a small camera along, just in case there was something worth capturing on film. I didn’t voice my fears to Clive but, deep down, I hoped that there would be nothing worth snapping and that the night would pass quietly and uneventfully.


I was unprepared for just how quiet it turned out to be.


As we made our way down the rocky path, we marked black arrows on the chalk walls with a stick of charcoal we had pinched from the school art room. Our crunching footfalls and the swishing of our rucksacks against our nylon parkas provided a reassuring background noise.


The deeper we plunged into the darkness, the colder we felt, and the chill made our noses run. We sniffed and swiped them on our sleeves, adding to the cacophony.


When we were being led by the guide, the grimy old lanterns he handed out to every third child filled the air with a reeking fug of paraffin oil. It had been a strangely comforting smell, probably because we had paraffin stoves at home in those days and I associated it with warmth, cosiness. In the absence of the pungent odour of the lamps, the caves smelled ancient and cold. The chalk walls and ceiling seemed to fill the chilled air with a cloying dustiness that instantly dried our throats and parched our lips. As we trudged along the tunnels, our feet kicked up more dust from the rocky, uneven surface and we stopped twice to take a swig from our rations.


“It’s basically a straight run and then a right turn and then a left,” gasped Clive between gulps of Tizer during our second stop. He was confident that he had memorised the route from the map on the wall of the souvenir shop. “Or left, and then right.” He belched and pointed his torch down the passageway. The tunnel had been gouged out of the chalk with primitive tools centuries ago, and the striations on the illuminated walls ahead of us looked like a bleached ribcage.


We agreed that we would recognise our destination when we saw it.


After a further five minutes or so, and a few wrong turns, we did indeed reach our journey’s end: the classroom-sized chamber that they called the Reaper’s Lair. 


We set down our kit. Suddenly, without the sound of the rucksacks rustling against our coats, it was suffocatingly quiet.


Clive strode over to the inky pool and peered down, aiming his torch into its icy depths. He panned the beam over the glassy water from left to right. “It moves,” he said.


“What moves?”


“The pool. It kind of swirls. Ever so slowly.” He twirled the torch in a lazy circle. “Round and round.”


The pool was about 12 feet wide and abutted the far wall, which was another 12 to 15 feet beyond. Around the outer rim, it was fringed by a line of grubby chalk rocks the size of deflated footballs; a half-hearted safety measure. It appeared to be perfectly still to me; still and flat, like a sheet of black ice. I hung back a little and found some excuse to fiddle with my parka. “It looks bigger up close,” I said.


Clive sank to his haunches. “Can you hear it?” he asked in a hoarse whisper.


I cocked my head to one side and cupped my ears. There was a glassy, plinking sound, like the string of a tiny harp being plucked somewhere in the distance, tuneless and out of time.


Clive knelt and leaned out over the edge. I could see his breath. It was as though the water was radiating coldness and he was descending into its own peculiar, frosty atmosphere. He turned his head to one side, listening. Something about him having his face so close to the water like that revolted me.


“Weird to think it’s so deep,” Clive began. “D’you think that milkmaid’s body is still floating around down there somewhere?”


I edged further away from the pool. “Come on,” I said. “Let’s sort out our stuff.”


Clive stood up and turned away from the water’s edge. “Probably rotted down to her bones by now, eh?” he said. Then he saw my sickened expression. “We could go to a different cave if you like,” he suggested. “This one is a bit chilly.”


I looked through the four low archways that opened into our cave, so dark that they might have been bricked up and daubed with blackboard paint. They seemed to glare at us out of the white chalk walls like the blackberry eyes of a spider. I thought of those scratchy lines on the map, just petering out into oblivion, and wished that I had been the one to stay back at base camp instead of Derek. An endless tunnel or a bottomless pool? Some choice.


I told Clive we should probably stay put. At least we weren’t too far from the surface and, provided our torches held out till morning, we could find our way out easily enough. He murmured agreement.


Then his eyes lit up. “I know! We should switch off the torches,” he said. “Like the guide did.”


I said that we ought to organise the beds first, but Clive was too excited to be deterred.


“We can do that in a minute,” he huffed. “Let’s try out the dark!” He was so keen on the idea that he had forgotten to whisper and his voice reverberated around the cavern so much that it sounded as if we were suddenly surrounded by an invisible crowd goading us to “Try out the dark! Try out the dark! Try out the dark!”


Clive switched off his torch. Under his admonishing gaze, I did likewise.


It was thoroughly disorientating. Like being deaf and blind. The guide had done the same thing during our trip a few days earlier but, of course, a class of thirty kids can never be completely quiet, and there had been plenty of sniggering and shuffling to spoil the effect. Now, with just the two of us, we could be truly silent.


I could hear the blood hissing in my ears; a deafening sound, like rushing water. Every small noise was disproportionately loud and drew my attention: our shoes crunching almost imperceptibly into the dust underfoot, even though we stood stock still; the soft rustle of our coats as our bodies turned to take in the utter nothingness; the sound of short, panting breaths leaking from our lips. I felt smothered, suffocated by a black miasma. The sensation was so intense that I thought I could taste the darkness.


I switched on my torch. Almost simultaneously, Clive did the same. We looked at each other, our eyes clenched against the glare. The look of shock on his face mirrored the rising panic I was feeling. At that moment, something passed between us; a shared, unspoken dread. A primal fear. Not of something lurking in the dark, but of the dark itself.


We kept both torches switched on as we unrolled the sleeping bags. They stayed on after we had sat down and taken out our sandwiches. The brightness and the rustling were an anchor of security in an ocean of blackness. We left the torches on as we burrowed into our makeshift beds and placed our bags behind our heads as pillows. The pool was no more than an arm’s length behind us.


After a while the light around us began to yellow and flutter.


“Best turn them off,” said Clive. “Else the batteries’ll go.”


We couldn’t get out of there without a light. We wouldn’t see the waypoints we had made. I thought of being plunged into that total darkness again, and of having to stumble along like blind men, groping for walls, hoping not to twist an ankle on the uneven floor or blunder into a bottomless pool. I thought of that wall map in the teashop and wondered where the last tunnels might lead us if we took a wrong turn.


“How about we turn off one of them and let the other stay on?” I asked.


Without hesitation, Clive agreed. “We’ll save mine for the morning,” he said. He turned off his torch and set it on the ground between our two sleeping bags. As his light went out, the darkness lurched towards us and was then instantly, almost agonisingly, held at bay by the light of the second torch, like a vast black dog being yanked back on its leash. 


Clive became indistinct, ghostlike, and I could no longer see the end of his sleeping bag. It was as though he had been dissected. I had the stomach-churning feeling that the rest of the world outside the thin bubble of light which circled my head had been rubbed out. I swept the torchlight around the cavern, as if to fend off the darkness, but the ivory beam only served to alarm me further by illuminating distorted faces that appeared to writhe and lunge from the shadows of the jagged walls around us.


Any other time, left alone, our conversation crackled like static. We would laugh and joke about all kinds of stupid teenage things: comic books, films, football and girls. But that night our exchanges were subdued, monosyllabic. Neither of us was enjoying the adventure, yet neither of us would admit it.


“It’s funny without Derek,” said Clive quietly. It occurred to me that this was probably the first time they had ever slept apart.


I laid my torch on my chest, its beam drenching me in an oasis of waxy light, and settled back.


I was hoping to stay awake all night, but that didn’t happen. At some point I must have drifted off because I woke with my face in a puddle of drool, stiff and aching from sleeping on the rocky ground. I blinked repeatedly but there was no difference between having my eyes open and having them closed. A tight knot of panic started to gather in the centre of my chest until it dawned on me that my torch must have died.


My watch had a luminous dial and once I had pushed up my sleeve it bled a toxic green light. So I hadn’t gone blind after all.


3.26am.


I had slept a couple of hours.


I couldn’t see Clive but I could hear his rapid breathing. He wriggled and muttered something unintelligible. He was having a dream. His sleep-induced gibberish, a series of agonised cries and livid outbursts, sounded like the florid ravings of a madman and echoed endlessly around the cavern.


I reached for the torch he had placed between us, the one we were saving for our departure (escape) in the morning. I knew that you’re not supposed to wake someone in the throes of a nightmare but I had to see him, had to be sure that the body squirming around next to me was really my friend Clive and not something else. But just as I found the switch, he rolled away from me and fell silent.


“Clive?” I hissed.


I heard the nylon swish of his sleeping bag.


“Are you OK?” I asked the darkness.


There was an irritated rustling sound followed by a sigh. The cold metal torch felt wet, slippery, in my hand. He wouldn’t thank me for waking him up fully nor for wasting the battery. I lay back on my rucksack, still holding the torch as though, even switched off, it was a talisman that could protect me from—Well, from what exactly?


The chamber was totally silent, so quiet that my ears began to ache. I stared into the void.


After a while, my senses heightened by the deprivation of light and sound, I started to notice the glassy plink of water and an almost imperceptible rumbling—the pool beside us; the underground river roaring distantly beneath us.
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The next time I checked my watch it was after seven. I had slept again but I felt drained of energy and lay there looking into the same blackness that had been there when we had arrived the previous night, had been there four hours ago during Clive’s nightmare, and had probably been there since the beginning of time.


“Clive? You awake?”


Nothing.


Clive’s torch was still clutched in my fist.


“I’m switching the light on,” I warned.


Still no reply. To hell with it, I thought. He’d had a good night’s sleep, which was more than I’d had, and we needed to get out of there before someone caught us.


I narrowed my eyes to a slit and switched on the torch. Although its beam was jaundice-yellow and already starting to waver as the batteries drained, it was as though the sun had burst into the cave.


I pressed my forearm against my face to shield my eyes and let them gradually acclimatise to the sudden brightness. Off to my right, Clive’s sleeping bag lay at a 90-degree angle to my own. He had rolled further away than I thought. I hauled myself out of my makeshift bed and, with the torch clenched between my knees, started to pack my gear away into the rucksack I had used as a pillow.


Clive didn’t move.


“Hey, come on!” I said. “Let’s get the hell out of here.” Even though it was still as dark as it had been the night before, the fact that I knew it was daytime somehow lessened my fear. The light flickered and I shook the torch in the vain hope that it would make the batteries last longer.


I walked over and pressed the toe of my shoe gently against Clive’s bed. Expecting to meet the solid resistance of his legs, a lightning bolt of panic streaked though me when the nylon sack simply gave way.


“Clive?”


I prodded it again. It was empty. I stood there for a good minute, immobile, convinced that he had somehow shrivelled up, or imploded, inside the sleeping bag.


I called his name again, louder this time. The echo reverberated like a horde of lunatics mocking me. “Clive! Clive! Clive!”


I felt sick.


Perhaps he had got up in the night, sometime after his bad dream, and simply fled? But without the torch? No. Not even the guides could navigate the tunnels without their stinking lanterns. Clive might have been afraid, but he wasn’t a fool. Besides, he couldn’t have gone a yard without banging into a wall or cracking his head on a low ceiling.


It dawned on me that perhaps that’s exactly what had happened. Had he got up, muzzy with sleep, stumbled into something and knocked himself out?


I heard that dripping noise over at the pool and shone the beam at it. Flat and glassy as ever. The black water was no more than a yard from where we had slept. I convinced myself that if Clive had fallen in, I would have been woken by the sounds of him splashing and crying out. But what if he had fallen into another pool, in another chamber? The map had been rotten with black splotches and smudges.


I hurriedly dismissed the idea. I had slept fitfully and lightly. If anything that dramatic had happened I would have known about it. The only excitement for the past eight hours had been Clive’s nightmare, and that had ended as quickly as it had begun.


I spent five minutes gingerly creeping through the nearby tunnels and alcoves, hoping I wouldn’t find him sprawled on a pile of rubble with blood pouring from his head. Then, more alarmed at his absence than at what might have befallen him, I spent a further fifteen minutes carefully probing the same caverns hoping that I would find him sprawled on a pile of rubble with blood pouring from his head. That, I decided, I could deal with.


Never once did it occur to me that Clive was playing a prank. The fun had gone out of the whole escapade almost as soon as we had entered the caves the night before. Neither of us was in the mood for silly games.


Sweating despite the damp chill, and at a loss to know what else to do, I put the fading torch under my armpit and gathered up Clive’s belongings. If I delayed any longer, I would be stranded there—alone. I took a few deep breaths to try and steady my racing heart before leaving the cavern.


Following the black arrows we had marked on the way in, I stumbled frantically towards the surface, desperate to get out of there before the torch finally died. When I reached the place where we had entered the night before, I shouted breathlessly into the tunnels behind me. “I’ll come back for you!”


But the promise was a lie. I knew I would never set foot in there again.


I stepped out into the monochrome half-light of a misty autumn morning. Up in the skeletal trees surrounding the site, crows cried raucously at my sudden appearance, flapping their ebony wings and shaking the last of the year’s leaves from oily grey branches.


The cool fresh air bore with it the musty aroma of damp soil and dying vegetation. It washed away the dust and grime of the caves from my burning lungs and I gulped it down thirstily.


I set down our rucksacks. Did Clive’s feel damp or was it just the cold? Perhaps I should have checked our chamber more closely for clues—signs of water on the ground close to Clive’s head, or scuff marks in the dirt—something that might tell me what had happened to my friend. I felt that I hadn’t done enough. I was miserable and lonely, and a bleak veil of guilt descended over me; a gloomy shroud that I have worn ever since.


The crows glowered gravely down at me, like a tribunal of black-robed judges passing their verdict on my cowardice and treachery. As I stood there watching them, I realised two things: Clive would never be found, and I had just walked away from something terrible.


But I had not outwitted the nameless thing that had silently eavesdropped on our frightened whispers. I had not conquered it, and I had not escaped it. It was no rubber suit monster from the movies with a zipper up the back, and I was no plucky schoolboy hero. No. That thing—that darkness—had watched us, had tasted us; had savoured our fear. With Clive, it had gone one step further. Clive had been swallowed down, whole. I, on the other hand, had been spat out as though I were no more than a fishbone or a piece of gristle. 


There’s not much more to tell. I walked the half mile or so to the village and told the first adult I met that I had lost my friend. The rest of that day was a kaleidoscope of uniforms and flashing blue lights, all seen through a blurry haze of tears and bewilderment. Questions, crackling radios, parents, policemen, stern looks, worried looks.


Someone handed me some oxtail soup in a plastic cup. It was too hot to hold and the smell made me vomit. I hoped that being sick would purge the black terror swirling in the pit of my stomach. But it never did.


After they had made me repeat the story a dozen times, they started a different line of questioning. Had Clive and I been drinking? Had I heard of something called LSD? Had we argued? At the time, I didn’t understand what they were driving at.


Convinced that I knew more than I was letting on, the police confiscated most of the items I had taken into the cave. My mum and dad were politely informed that I wasn’t a suspect; I was a witness. The witness. But witness to what?


A week or so later, I was back at school. I had no physical injuries but I felt different now, like something had been amputated. People looked at me oddly and I seemed to have no one to talk to anymore. One day I had a best friend; the next I had no friends at all. I walked to school alone. In the classroom, I sat next to an empty desk. In the playground, I stood by myself and tried to blot out the idiotic sounds of the screaming, laughing children around me.


Nothing came of the veiled accusations. There was no official conclusion to it. Gaps between visitations by investigating police officers became longer until they eventually stopped coming altogether. After several months had passed, I received a parcel in the post containing my belongings: my rucksack, my anorak, my torch and even my empty bottle of Tizer. An accompanying letter merely listed the items but I was never told that the case had been closed. I waited for another knock at the door for many years.
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If it was difficult for me to come to terms with, it must have been impossible for Clive’s family. One day Mr and Mrs Chalmers had two teenage sons; the next, they had one. No body to bury. No explanation. No closure.


Did they hold out some hope that one day Clive would turn up somewhere and everything would be back to normal? I expect so. Did they enter the new decade of the 1980s, five years later, still clinging to that hope? Perhaps. Did they ever accept that they would never know what had happened to their son? I don’t know.


Before the—The what? The accident? The incident? Forty years on, I still don’t know what to call it. Anyway, before that night, I had been a regular visitor at Clive’s house after school and at weekends. His mum would make us beans on toast and his dad would make lame jokes about me eating them out of house and home. After that night I never saw them again. I wanted to, just to tell them it wasn’t my fault. But I didn’t know how they would be with me. Maybe if I had asked Clive’s brother, I would have had some idea.


Derek had been our anchorman back at base camp. It’s no exaggeration to say that if Derek hadn’t played his part in the deception, Clive and I would never have embarked upon the grim venture. But after that night, Derek and I never spoke again.


It was a small suburban school. The Chalmers twins and I had been in the same class, of course, and it was impossible for the pair of us (the two remaining conspirators, if you like) to avoid each other. Derek didn’t accuse me of anything or threaten me. Nothing like that. But I would catch him looking at me. Sometimes I would see a challenge in his stare, as if he was seeking some kind of confrontation. Other times, his doleful gaze was glassy and impenetrable, like the bottomless black water of the pool in the Reaper’s Lair.


The Flintwood Caves are still open. Clive’s disappearance in 1975 meant the end of school trips but it fuelled the stories surrounding the place, and guided tours by lamplight continue to this day. I don’t know what they say when they get to the pool and I don’t know how I would feel if I learned that Clive’s disappearance had become part of the legend, but I’m pretty sure he would have been chuffed to be starring in his own horror story.


I’ve driven past the caves a few times since then. Not deliberately, of course, not to see the place. The very idea of it sickens me. But sometimes I find myself there. Just getting from A to B, you know?


On the last occasion, I saw banners advertising the caves as a venue for role-play games. Apparently, tribes of luridly-costumed nerds trek through the tunnels, acting out comic book fantasies. I wonder how far they go, and how long they stay. And do they ever turn out the lights?


Anyway, that’s where my story should have ended.


That night in Greece, Cheryl gave me a look like the kids at school gave me, kind of sympathetic but tinged with an ill-concealed air of suspicion. By now we had settled at an outside table. The hotel management was trying to entertain the guests gathered around the pool with a slightly distorted tape of traditional Greek music. A cool breeze had blown away the last of the day’s heat and a skinny lizard was skittering up the wall beside us, desperate to steal some warmth from the guttering candle on our table. Cheryl was oblivious to the creature. She set down her Prosecco and asked me the same question that the police had asked countless times all those years ago:


“You really don’t know what happened to him?”


I didn’t answer her. I don’t know what took Clive Chalmers. I don’t want to know. But whatever it was—whatever it is—I have felt its presence down the years. It has always been with me. It is there when the lights are out, when I am alone, its cold breath against my neck, like the sigh of a spurned lover hungry for a reunion.


I said at the beginning that I felt haunted. Maybe that’s not quite right. It feels more as though whatever took Clive tied a thread to me, a thread that connects me invisibly to the caves. And, every now and then, it tugs on the line.


Hey, remember me? Remember our brief embrace?


Yes, I remember. How can I forget?


But as the years passed, I became sure that it could never reach me. I’d had a close shave 40 years ago but I had survived. I convinced myself that as long as I stayed outside its subterranean realm, I would remain safe, untouched.


I was wrong.
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The next day at breakfast Cheryl nudged me and I looked up from my coffee and toast. Derek Chalmers was staring. Not at me, but out at the hotel’s swimming pool, just as I had done the night before. I suppose there was something pulling at him, too.


I looked away, but not before catching an exchange of puzzled glances between Josh and Sarah. Busy socialising, they hadn’t been privy to my story, my confession, the previous night.


Cheryl mouthed, “I’ll tell you later” to them.


That day, I stayed by the pool while the rest of the clan went to the shops once more, in a final bid to find something worth squandering our last handful of Euros on. I didn’t see Derek all day and I had the nauseous feeling that he would confront my family in town. I don’t know what he could have hoped to gain from that but the idea nagged at me, made me restless. Sitting alone in the sweltering heat, I even rehearsed my defence:


“You could have stopped it,” I would have said. “But you let him go!”


I needn’t have worried. Around four in the afternoon, a sweaty and sunburnt Chalmers family trudged into the hotel laden with beach towels.


Shortly after, Cheryl and the kids returned from their shopping trip. Josh couldn’t contain himself. He hurried over to me, eyes wide and mouth agape. Cheryl had told them.


His reaction made me shrivel inside. Unlike Cheryl and Sarah, he wasn’t shocked or horrified by the story. He thought it was… cool.


I should have taken that as a warning.


I said at the beginning that I wished someone was dead. That sounds harsh, doesn’t it? Let me explain.


Thousands of people have been down into the Flintwood Caves over the years. Thousands have returned to the surface, dazzled by the sudden light of day but none the worse for their brief foray into those endless catacombs.


But every now and then someone stays down there. It happened to the milkmaid. And it happened to Clive. I expect it has happened to others. After all, why was that particular cavern called the Reaper’s Lair? And what made the owner revoke his bet? Did someone disappear in 1964? I believe so.


What does all that tell me? Well, it tells me that whatever it is that swallows people down there, it isn’t greedy. It strikes once in a blue moon, reaping a slow and steady harvest that suffices to fan the flames of urban legend but does not provoke any lasting public concern and, most importantly, does not deter the curious, the sceptical from recklessly entering its dark domain.


Right now, I’m sitting in the back of a police car for the first time in 40 years. Early morning, just like before. My wife and daughter are waiting expectantly at the same ill-concealed side-opening to the Flintwood Caves that Clive and I had used. I know I should be standing there with them, comforting them, but I can’t stare into that darkness again.


My attention is focussed on the small, faded black and white photograph clutched in my hand.


When Clive and I spent our night in the caves, the world was a smaller, quieter place. In retrospect, probably a lonelier place. No internet. No mobile phones. If you were out and about, unless you hunted down a payphone that hadn’t been vandalised, you were incommunicado. Not so anymore. Nowadays, it seems, you are never alone.


Last evening, I dropped Josh at his friend’s house, where they were due to spend the night playing the latest ultra-violent zombie apocalypse game. At around one in the morning, Sarah received a text that bothered her enough to wake us up. It was from Josh.


Txt me if u get this. Want to test signal here.


She texted him back but her phone told her that her reply was undeliverable. Cheryl and Sarah didn’t understand his cryptic message. But the meaning came to me sickeningly quickly.


Perverse as it sounds, it was almost a relief. It felt as though I had been waiting for something like this to happen for most of my life; waiting to finish the game that Clive and I had begun; waiting for my phantom to stop its incessant whispering and finally unveil the horror that had been looming over me all these years.


You didn’t forget me, did you, old friend? I haven’t forgotten you.


It’s not as misty today as it was on that morning in 1975, but the crows are still up there in the leafless autumn trees, brooding over those ugly swellings on the landscape that conceal the dark labyrinth beneath, standing sentinel at the gates of hell.


Amongst the stuff that the police eventually returned to me was my camera and a thin Kodak envelope. Clive and I hadn’t taken any photographs that night but the police had developed the film anyway. Inside the envelope was a reel of brown celluloid negatives, all blank, save for one, which had been printed on glossy seven-by-five-inch photo paper.


I imagine that the photograph was the reason the police lost interest in me.


There’s some movement outside the entrance, where the purple and green banners belonging to the role-players hang limp in the damp, still air. The crests on the sorry-looking flags are of mythological creatures: fire-breathing dragons, hook-beaked birds of prey and tangled serpents.


None of these exotic creatures appear in the slightly out-of-focus little snap that I’ve kept hidden away all these years. It isn’t a picture of a monster. It’s a picture of me and Clive. Sleeping. Side by side.


Now I’m watching closely, intently, as yellow-jacketed searchers emerge from the caves. Walking slowly between the rescue team is one stooped figure, shrouded in a red blanket. Just the one; for only one will be allowed to leave. The figure is tall and slim, like my son. My only hope is that the Reaper has taken his friend.






Lambs to the Slaughter


Doogie rolled up the sleeves of his sweater and plunged his fists into the washing-up bowl. Through the window above the sink, he gazed out towards Lochranna. It had been a week now and no bastard had come. Not the police, not the army. Not even old Gordon from the post office, who sailed over once a week to deliver the few bits of shopping that Doogie might ask Morag to set aside. What the blazes was the matter with them? Had they not seen the fireworks? Had they not heard the unholy racket? And surely the fact that he hadn’t phoned them to place an order for milk or eggs or his weekly half bottle of whisky should be ringing alarm bells by now? Jesus wept, he thought. Is this what’s going to happen if I ever take a fall or go down with the flu? Would the mainlanders just leave me here to rot?


Doogie sighed. He must have made the short journey across the bay to the tiny port a thousand times over the years. Two bloody miles, that’s all. So near; so damned near.


The thought reminded him of the wounds he received when he had tried it Wednesday evening. Nothing too serious, mind. A couple of streaks of burned flesh across his back that he bound in an old bath towel to soak up the blood. Still, the cuts were sore and his trusty old boat was now so many pieces of charred timber bobbing around the dock. The incident had served its purpose. A warning. He wouldn’t be trying to escape again.


He put the plate on the drainer and swilled out the bowl, glad that he still had the old fireplace to heat water now that the electricity was gone. But it was November and the first frosts were bringing a sparkle to the land of a morning; a reminder that the harsh Highland winter would be upon him all too soon. He would be running out of logs to burn before another week was out. Then what? There were no trees on the island worthy of the name. The bitter Atlantic winds ensured that only the hardiest shrubs could survive out here. His island was the very definition of bleak. It was little wonder that everyone else had gradually migrated to the mainland over the years. Sheep farming on a western isle was an unappealing fate for the young, and a grim way of life for all but the stubborn or foolhardy. And, Doogie conceded, he was probably both.


He drew in a heavy breath. No, he couldn’t wait for a rescue party that might never come. And he wouldn’t stay here to wither away from hypothermia. Or worse. It was time to act now, while he still had the strength. He would do it today. He would try to kill the damned thing and be done with the whole business. If he failed, so be it, but he wouldn’t go quietly. He would die hard—bloody hard.


Then he heard a familiar sound in the doorway behind him. Thump-shuffle-thump.


Doogie’s unwelcome guest had appropriated his shepherd’s crook to use as a walking stick, and that noise it made as it roamed the cramped little cottage had become maddening. Thump-shuffle-thump. Thump-shuffle-thump. Daytime, night-time, for the damned thing never slept, but drifted about the place like a ghost in search of its chains.


“You’ve just eaten, damn you,” said Doogie without turning around. “The blood on your claws is still wet.” And, he guessed, still warm.


A thump. A shuffle. And silence.


Three head of sheep, for God’s sake. He could ill afford such a loss.


“I’m not fetching another for you. Not so soon, ya greedy bastard.” Sheer bravado, of course. Doogie knew he would sacrifice as much of his livestock as his crippled guest demanded. For what else would it eat?


It was a pointless conversation, anyway. The thing plainly did not understand English. Or the Gaelic, in which tongue Doogie had frequently and ripely cursed it over the past few days.


Thump-shuffle-thump. It limped across the kitchen and pushed the back door ajar. And, when he saw the crablike pincer raise another little divot in the wood, Doogie tutted, “Again? D’ye no have paintwork where ye come from, ye clumsy shite?”


Each evening Doogie’s guest had gazed out across the bay like this, seemingly mesmerised by the short stretch of ocean that separated the isle from the mainland.


“I’ve told ye before, if ye want to hop over to Lochranna I’ll not hold you back. To be honest, the town doesn’t amount to much but they’ve a nice wee pub and the mobile library calls once a month.”


And there’s a nice wee police station too, thought Doogie. And, less than five miles away, a bloody great submarine base full of MOD types who would love to get their mitts on a real live alien.


The creature looked down at its leg, damaged during the crash-landing seven nights ago. Its yellow shell (part of its body, Doogie had deduced, and not a suit of armour as he had initially thought) was split open from thigh to ankle and the shattered limb could barely hold the alien’s weight. 


Doogie rubbed his throbbing back and sighed. “You know, I still have ma old dinghy somewhere. Used to sail it across the reach every week before I bought that nice wooden boat ye burned up with your fancy ray gun.”


Aye, he mused, and the orange inflatable had last seen the light of day ten years ago, before his seventh decade had taken its toll on his strength and agility. No reason to suspect it wasn’t seaworthy, but steering that rubber balloon across two miles of swirling Atlantic with his new friend bouncing around beside him wasn’t a prospect Doogie relished.


“If you could keep those pointy fingers out of harm’s way, I’ll have a bloody good try at sailing her over there one more time.”


Aye, he thought. And while we’re out there riding the waves, maybe we’ll see if you’re the kind of alien that sinks or swims.


“I wonder, do they even have sea where you come from? Is that why it fascinates you?”


The creature stood motionless facing the bay.


“And when I get over there, I shall ask old Gordon what’s been keepin’ him,” growled Doogie. “I’m running out of milk here and he knows I cannae stand ma tea without a drop of milk. So, how’s about it, eh? D’ye fancy a wee ride?”


The alien turned away from the door and limped back through the kitchen.


Doogie picked up a bread knife from the drainer, still wet, and glared at the creature’s curved, spiny back. He sighed. “I’m trying to tell ye that ye’ve outstayed your welcome, ye blasted monstrosity. And if ye still won’t take the hint, I’ll be just as happy to escort ye to your grave right here and now.”


Both the electricity and the phone line had been dead since the alien’s craft had smashed into the island last Monday evening. Doogie cursed himself for eschewing a mobile phone. At night, he fantasised about calling up Lochranna on one of those pocket-sized gadgets and then watching Gordon dutifully sail up to the dock in that letterbox-red motorboat of his. He pictured the look on the old boy’s face as he explained. “See here, Gordy. Allow me to introduce ma new chum. In case you couldn’t tell, he’s one of those spacemen, like you see in the films. Being as how you’re the only official person within five miles, I’m handing him over to your custody.” He would give Gordon fair warning, of course. “By the way, old pal, ye don’t wanna upset him at all. He has this laser thingy and he’s no shy about using it.”


It would kill Gordon of course. And then it would eat the old postmaster, ripping him open, just as it had ripped apart its own injured compatriots as they lay trapped in the blazing wreckage; just as it had ripped apart three of Doogie’s sheep and his faithful old collie, Moira. It was ravenous, insatiable and Doogie knew that the only reason his own life had been spared so far was because he could shepherd food into the barn. With no other farmers remaining, Doogie’s livestock had the run of the island. And run they did; across the bumpy grassland, up and down the rocky outcrops, and all along the stony shoreline. The crippled monster couldn’t hope to catch the sheep by itself. For the time being, it had little choice but to tolerate Doogie’s presence, and his dark mutterings. It needed him. That, Doogie reasoned, was the one advantage he had over it. And, he decided, it was the factor that would seal the creature’s fate.


The alien, a seemingly impossible combination of crustacean, arachnid and locust, turned to face the farmer. Its tusks moved, almost daintily, clicking softly together. A shiver of fear raced through Doogie and he tightened his grip on the blade. Could it understand him after all? He had never heard the thing make any sound other than the shuffling of its chitinous feet on the floorboards and the click of its spiny fingers. Doogie’s conversations with it were nothing more than monologues, designed to keep his own creeping insanity at bay. Or so he thought. But what if it could read his mind?


Doogie took up the tea towel, dried the knife and put it in its drawer. The thin blade wasn’t up to the job anyway.


The creature turned away and walked out of the kitchen, along the narrow hallway and out the front door. Doogie wiped his hands on his jersey and followed it out to the barn, where it had set up home, seemingly oblivious to the cold and the stench from the mangled carcasses of the animals it had slaughtered. It squatted among the puddles of blood, shards of bone and sheets of skin, as though it were settling down on a comfy sofa to watch its favourite soap opera.


“OK, then. Just one more time,” said Doogie. “But this would be a whole lot easier if you hadna murdered poor old Moira, ye ugly bastard.”


He marched out of the cottage and scoured the island for the biggest sheep in the herd. 


It was Moira’s death that gave Doogie hope. For when the spirited old collie had discovered the alien crouched over its dead comrades, chowing down on their exposed innards, the creature had panicked and struck out with one of its spiny talons. The agile dog evaded the blow and instantly realised that this new arrival was a threat. Doogie, who had followed her out to the end field to investigate the source of the sudden explosion, watched in horror as Moira darted low, seizing the creature by its injured leg. The alien had fallen to the ground, its mangled limb in the firm grip of the dog’s jaws. Moira shook her head, snarling the way she did whenever she caught a rat in the outhouse, and the alien thrashed helplessly in silent agony.


Then there was a crackle of static, and Moira lay dead.


Doogie had stood there, legs shaking, dumbstruck by the scene before him. A tarnished bronze machine the size of his cottage was half buried in the ground. Chunks of tangled metal and a multitude of little fires were scattered over every inch of Doogie’s modest island domain. Lying sprawled on the scorched earth, clutching a twisted contraption that dripped gobbets of flame, a monster from his worst nightmares.


But Moira had not died in vain. She had taught Doogie something. Beneath its pus-yellow shell, the monster was vulnerable and, despite its pitiless capacity for killing, it could feel pain.


Even so, Doogie came to realise over the following week, if he was going to kill it, he would have to break right through that armour plate to get to its vitals: its heart, its lungs, its brain. Did it even have such earthly organs? And, if so, were they kept in the same place as ours?


The impact of the crash had smashed one leg but how much force had that taken? Just how dense was its exoskeleton? Doogie had visions of stabbing away furiously, while the alien just looked at him, amused at his fleshy human weakness. Not that it could smile, of course. The head, in common with the rest of its body, had no skin or muscle and was dominated by a set of interlocking mandibles that ill-concealed glistening silver-grey fangs roughly the size and shape of knitting needles.


A myriad of black globes and nodules ringed its skull. If they were, as Doogie suspected, a crown of eyes, they must give the creature a full 360 degrees of vision. How on earth could he hope to take such a monster unawares?


And then there were the elongated arms that ended in a bewildering array of razor-sharp points, claws and hooks; a Swiss Army knife of limbs, equally capable of working complex instruments on a spacecraft and, as Doogie had witnessed, ripping apart the carcasses of sheep and fellow aliens alike.


Perched squarely on a bale of hay with its gammy leg stretched out before it, the creature gently tinkered with an aluminium box bristling with amber lights that it had retrieved from the crash site. Beside it, the polished steel spiral that served as a gun. Even their technology was singularly ugly, thought Doogie; things of dull, stained metal, adorned with twisted antennae and scabrous, dark bulbs.


It appeared to be deep in thought, pushing tiny buttons and twisting little dials with its multiple, pointed digits. Every now and then, the box emitted an almost inaudible scratchy, squeaking noise.


Still worried about the creature’s possible telepathic powers, Doogie tried to think of something other than his plan to wreak death upon it.


“If you’re trying pick up the shipping forecast on that thing, I wouldn’t bother. The reception’s been rubbish lately,” he said.


The creature looked up from the contraption. If it suspected what the old farmer was up to, those bulbs of polished coal encircling its head gave nothing away.


“Here’s your second breakfast of the day, then,” said Doogie, panting with exertion and anticipation as he steered the hefty ewe sideways through the open barn door. “Brunch, I suppose they’d call it on the mainland.” He took a deep breath and added airily, “Clouding over out there, I see. Maybe a drop of snow on the cards. D’ye no feel it in the air?”


The creature stared past Doogie at the darkening sky, seemingly equally oblivious to the damp weather and to Doogie’s clumsy small talk.


Very well, thought Doogie. Here we go, then.


“Cold-blooded are ye?” he asked. “Well, let’s see if we can spill some and find out, shall we?” He shoved the sheep to one side and pulled the shotgun out from behind it. The alien recognised the threat instantly and raised its spindly talons to shield its face. Doogie fired. The monster fell backwards onto the barn floor, into the discarded skin and fur and spilled blood of its previous meals. The tin box, now lying on the floor where the creature had dropped it, began to flash and squeal furiously.


Ears ringing from the blast, Doogie clambered over the bale, simultaneously cracking open the gun to eject the spent shells and fumbling in his pockets for two more rounds. A pall of choking cordite smothered his face and he had to wave it away before he could inspect the result of his work.


The extraterrestrial lay on its side, one claw pressed to its oozing grape-eyes, the other scrabbling blindly among the gruesome debris.


Doogie realised what it was searching for. He knelt on the upturned hay bale and snapped the shotgun closed. “Oh no you don’t, pal,” he said, levelling the gun at the prone creature. But he was too late. The alien swept up its weapon—an elongated metallic coil that more closely resembled an antique knuckle-duster than a pistol—and the air filled with a familiar crackle. Instinctively, Doogie ducked low as the amber laser beam chased around the walls and ceiling of the barn in a broad arc, carving a steaming black trail through bricks and beams alike.


The sharp, clean smell of ozone mingled with the stench of spent shotgun shells, and Doogie felt a searing pain somewhere on his chest that matched the stinging burn the thing had already inflicted upon his back. But he had no time to inspect the damage; the alien had pulled itself upright and was crawling towards him, its jaws flexing open and closed just inches from his face.


In that split-second, Doogie knew what he had to do.


“Still hungry, ye ugly fuck?” he gasped. “Well, eat this!” He rammed the gun barrel into the creature’s gaping mouth-parts and crushed the twin triggers in his fist.
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