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			Introduction

			Welcome to After Sundown, the first volume in what will hopefully be an annual, non-themed horror anthology series from Flame Tree Press.

			The premise for After Sundown is simple. As editor, my brief was to produce an anthology of twenty stories, sixteen of which would be commissioned from some of the top names writing in the genre today, and the other four of which would be selected via a two-week submissions window that would be open to everybody, with the aim being not only to discover new talent, but also to give that talent the opportunity to share anthology space with the genre’s best.

			As it turned out, the response to the submissions window was phenomenal, and during those two weeks in October literally hundreds of stories poured into the Flame Tree inbox. It was a mammoth job sifting through them all, but as you’ll see when you read this collection, the four tales that eventually topped the pile turned out to be absolute gems.

			What impressed me about them, and indeed, what is characteristic of all the stories in this book, was their assuredness, their originality, and their ability to grip the reader from the get-go. In my view horror is a genre with extremely wide – indeed, almost limitless – parameters, and as such the tales contained herein vary wildly in theme and subject matter, and thus provide a perfect showcase for the sheer scope and inventiveness that the field has to offer.

			There are Victorian tales here; there are contemporary tales; there are near-future tales, in which the very prescient threat of environmental collapse lurks in the background. There are supernatural and non-supernatural stories; there are stories of ancient magic and dark mysticism; there are stories that defy categorisation.

			What all of these stories do share, though, is a sense of disquiet, of unease; a sense of the other. They get under your skin, these twenty little nuggets of dread. And they stay there. And they itch.

			Oh, how they itch!

			Mark Morris, 

			28 February 2020

		

	
		
			Butterfly Island

			C.J. Tudor

			Almost every bad plan is hatched over a few beers in a bar. The end of the world won’t finally arrive with a bang or a whimper. It will start with the words: ‘Hey – y’know what would be a really great idea?’ slurred over a bottle of Estrella.

			I stare at Bill. I like Bill, as much as I like anyone. My affection is undoubtedly heightened by his ready supply of weed and loose attachment to his cash. That’s why I don’t punch him in the face. I say, “I need to go for a piss.”

			“No, wait.” Bill leans forward. “Hear me out, man.”

			I don’t want to hear Bill out. As I said, I like Bill but he’s a fucking moron. He’s Australian for a start, which has nothing to do with his intelligence, but does make his stupidity harder to bear. I’d put it down to youth but it’s hard to tell Bill’s age. His face is so weathered by years of sun and sleeping on beaches that he could be anywhere from twenty-five to fifty-five.

			But then, to be fair, we’re all a fairly motley crew at this beach bar. At first glance, you might almost mistake us for travellers backpacking our way around the world. That is, if the world still existed in any recognisable form. Look closer and you might notice the ragged, mismatched clothing. The worn rucksacks. The guns and knives people keep quite openly these days.

			What we really are is survivors. A rag-tag bunch of nomads who happened to be in the right place at the right time. Or perhaps, more accurately, to not be in the wrong place at the wrong time. Killing our days with tequila and Thai noodles. Wondering when here will be the wrong place and where the hell there is left to go.

			“This is the real deal,” Bill says.

			“Heard that before.”

			“You ever read The Beach, man?”

			“Yeah. Long time ago. From memory, it didn’t end so well.”

			“Yeah, but this is different. Look around. Look at what’s happening. What have we got to lose? And what if what the dude says is true?”

			“Big if. Huge. Fucking colossal.”

			“But if?”

			He waggles his eyebrows at me. I still don’t punch him. My restraint is admirable.

			“I heard some mega-rich inventor bought the island years ago and turned it into a nature sanctuary,” I say.

			“Butterflies, man.”

			“What?”

			“A butterfly sanctuary. Hence the name. Butterfly Island.”

			I stare at him in shock. Bill knows the word ‘hence’. Maybe I misjudged him.

			“Okay. Butterflies. My point is that I read he went to a lot of trouble to keep people like us away.”

			“But the dude’s dead and who gives a fuck about butterflies now, right?”

			“True. But I do give a fuck about armed guards.”

			“Man, we’re on the edge of the fucking apocalypse. Who’s gonna waste their time guarding butterflies on an empty fucking island.”

			He has a point.

			“How will we get there?”

			“I know a man.”

			Other famous last words. I know a man. There is always a man. I fully believe that our current apocalypse began because someone knew a man. Who had a really great idea over a bottle of Estrella.

			I push my chair back.

			“I’ll think about it.”

			I’m halfway to the toilets (a generous description of a lean-to with a hole in the floor) and not thinking about it, when two figures step out of the gloom.

			I also know a man. Unfortunately, he is not the sort of man you have beers with. He is the sort of man who smashes a beer bottle on your head and uses the shards of broken glass to scoop out your eyeballs. Actually, that’s wrong. He’s the sort of man who pays people like these two goons to do the eyeball scooping.

			“Well, look who it is.” Goon 1 smiles at me.

			“I’ll get the cash.”

			“I thought you had it.”

			“Soon. I promise.”

			“The sea is full of floaters who made promises.”

			“I mean it.”

			“Good.”

			He nods at Goon 2.

			Goon 2 grabs my head and smashes my face into the wall. I taste plaster and feel a tooth crack. Pain shoots up my jaw. Goon 2 yanks my head back and smashes it into the wall again. This time I feel the tooth give and my vision blurs. Goon 2 lets me go and I slide down the wall to the dirty floor.

			“No more chances.”

			A boot connects with my ribs. I scream and curl into a ball.

			“Please,” I beg. “Please, no more.”

			“Fucking pathetic,” I hear Goon 2 mutter.

			I shove my hand into my boot and pull out my gun. I swivel and shoot Goon 2 in the kneecap. He howls and hits the floor next to me. I shoot him in the face. Goon 1 has his gun out but I’m faster. I shoot him twice in the stomach and watch with satisfaction as blood splatters the wall behind him and he crashes heavily down on top of Goon 2.

			I push myself to my feet. I still need a piss. I walk into the toilet, relieve myself and splash some water on my face. Then I step over the dead goons and walk back into the bar.

			No one has moved, or even looked up in curiosity. That’s the way we roll nowadays. Bill is skinning up. He glances at me with mild interest. “What happened to your face?”

			I spit the remains of my tooth into the overflowing ashtray.

			“So, when do we go to Butterfly Island?”

			* * *

			The sun peers over the horizon. Thirteen of us are spread between two ramshackle-looking boats, not including the drunken locals everyone is over-confidently referring to as ‘captains’. A baker’s dozen. Unlucky thirteen. I don’t believe in fate or superstition. I do believe in drunken morons crashing boats into rocks.

			The smaller boat to my right is filled with a group of five men and women in their twenties who already look trashed at just gone 4:00 a.m. Or maybe they’re still trashed from the previous night. I wonder where Bill found these people. If this is the best we can do, I think we might as well concede defeat – and superior intelligence – to the cockroaches.

			On our boat we have Bill (the man himself) and another Aussie, Olly, a wild-eyed guy with a pelmet of tattoos, a bandana and a hunting knife strapped around his waist, who I keep expecting to say: ‘You don’t know, man. You weren’t there.’ Next to him are a middle-aged couple in matching khaki shorts, black vests and sturdy walking boots, called Harold and Hilda. Probably. I don’t actually know their names. They just look like a Harold and Hilda. Opposite them is an older dude with a shorn head and long grey beard who is calmly reading an old paperback of The Stand. Less fiction, more like a survival manual these days. Finally, only just embarking, are a muscular black woman with dreadlocks piled on top of her head and…

			I turn to Bill. “What the fuck is this?”

			“What?”

			I point at the young girl, climbing on board with the woman.

			“What’s a kid doing here?”

			“Well, her mum couldn’t leave her behind.”

			“This is not a fucking trip to Legoland.”

			“Lego what?”

			“Fuck’s sake.”

			“You have a problem?”

			The dreadlocked woman eyes me coldly.

			“I just don’t think this is a trip for a kid.”

			“I’m not a kid,” the kid says. “I’m twelve.”

			“I’ve got T-shirts older than you.”

			She looks me up and down. “I can see that.”

			I address the woman. “Your daughter—”

			“She’s not my daughter. Her parents are dead. We travel together or not at all.”

			“Man, we need her,” Bill whispers.

			“Why?”

			“She’s a doctor. If anyone gets sick?”

			“You did check people out?”

			“I don’t mean that kind of sick, man. I mean, normal sick.”

			He does have a point. I glare at the woman and girl and take out my cigarettes.

			“I’m Alison,” the woman says, smiling faux-politely.

			“Good for you.”

			She crosses her legs. “Well, aren’t you a treat.”

			I ignore her and light a cigarette.

			There’s a judder as the ‘captain’ starts the engine. We’re off. The crowd in the second boat whoop. I blow out smoke and wonder if having my eyeballs scooped out with shards of glass might actually be preferable. But it’s too late now.

			It’s always too late now.

			* * *

			Forty minutes later and the island draws into view. A jagged dark shape in the distance. It’s mountainous, encircled by jungle and wide stretches of white sand. Years ago, back when I was in my late teens, it used to be a popular destination for backpackers. You could catch a skipper from the main island and stop over for a night or two, sleeping on the beach. They tried to keep it unspoilt. But inevitably, it caved to commercialism. A beach bar sprang up. Then, wooden huts were built for those who didn’t like roughing it in sleeping bags on the sand.

			At some point the crazy billionaire guy bought it and no one was allowed back on. But this was around the time a lot of shit was going on in the world, so my memory is vague, what with all the bombing, chemical weapons and new terrorist groups multiplying faster than the recently revived Ebola virus.

			Good times.

			I watch as the island grows bigger and more distinct, and the sea, which was a little choppy partway across, begins to calm, becoming more transparent. I can see several dark shapes floating in the water, just beneath the surface. Not corals. Not sea creatures. One of the shapes briefly breaks the water to our right. Round with spiked protuberances. And then I realise. Fuck.

			“Cut the engine!” I shout.

			El Capitan turns. “Khuṇ phūd xarị?”

			“Mines. Cut the fucking engine now and drop the anchor.”

			His eyes widen. But he quickly does what I say.

			“Did you say mines?” Alison says.

			“Look in the water,” I say, pointing at the round spiky objects all round us.

			“Fuck, man,” Bill mutters. “They’re fucking everywhere.”

			I glance across at the other boat. Some distance away and a little ahead of us. One of the girls is trailing her hand in the water, centimetres away from one of the mines. I open my mouth to yell a warning.

			Too late.

			Kaboom! She explodes. Along with the boat and the rest of its passengers. One minute there. The next, gone in a flash of orange and a deafening blast wave. Flesh, limbs and shrapnel fly into the air and rain back down on us.

			“Duck!” I scream and throw myself down into the bottom of the hull, grabbing hold of the side as the aftershock hits. The boat rocks violently. Water crashes over the stern. I feel something smack into my head and realise it’s someone’s shoe, still attached to their foot. I fling it into the water.

			Someone is screaming. The boat rises and falls, straining against the anchor. I remain splayed on the wet hull floor. The rocking calms. Water stops slopping over the sides. We’re still afloat. Slowly, I sit up. The remains of the other boat and its occupants are spread out over the water, which is murky with blood and fuel; bits of bodies, wood, metal, rucksacks.

			I glare at Bill who is curled up next to me.

			“Who’s going to waste time guarding a fucking deserted island?”

			He looks shamefaced. “I didn’t know, man. I didn’t know there would be fucking mines.”

			I want to punch him until his eyeballs pop out, but I can’t afford to waste the time or energy.

			“Is everyone okay?” Bearded Dude asks.

			“We’re fine,” Alison says, helping the girl to sit up.

			“They exploded. They just exploded,” Hilda cries hysterically to her husband. “Why would they do that. Why?”

			I’m not quite sure if she’s questioning why someone would drop mines, or why people would explode. Either seems a moot point.

			Our captain is gabbling in Thai.

			“No,” I say. “Don’t touch the fucking engine.”

			“How are we going to get to the island?” Alison asks.

			“We can’t,” Hilda says. “We have to go back.”

			“No,” I say.

			“No?”

			“Look around. There are as many mines behind us as in front. We just got lucky.”

			“Well, we have to try,” Harold says. “What else can we do?”

			“We could swim, man.” This from Olly.

			“Swim?” Harold says. “Are you insane?”

			Possibly, I think, but he might be smarter than his bandana and tattoos suggest.

			“We could do it,” I say. “There’s plenty of space between the mines for bodies. Just not boats.”

			“But what about all of our stuff?” Hilda asks. “Clothes, food, water, phones.”

			“I doubt there’s any electricity on the island, so your phone is going to be dead by dawn anyway.”

			Plus, who are we going to call, I think. If any of us had friends or family, we wouldn’t be here.

			“There’s supposed to be a stream,” Bearded Dude pipes up. “For fresh water. And maybe there’s food left in the beach bar.”

			“If not, we can fish and hunt.” Olly grins and I reinstate my previous opinion of him as a survivalist wanker.

			“You’re all crazy.” Harold shakes his head.

			“Your call,” Bearded Dude says calmly, taking off his flip-flops and sticking his gun into the waistband of his shorts. I follow suit. Bill and Olly chuck off their trainers. Alison looks at the girl.

			“You think you can swim it?”

			“No problem.”

			Harold and Hilda exchange glances.

			“I can’t swim,” Hilda says.

			Jesus fuck.

			“We’re going back,” Harold says. “He can take us.” He turns to El Capitan and pulls out his wallet.

			No, I think. Don’t do this.

			“We have money. See. Plenty money.”

			He smiles hopefully, waving notes. El Capitan smiles back, takes them and shoves them in his pocket.

			“Khup Kun Krap.”

			Then he reaches down beneath the wheel and pulls out a semi-automatic gun.

			“Get off my boat.”

			“What? But—”

			“Get the fuck off, all of you. Now.”

			We don’t wait to ask about the sudden improvement in his English. One by one we all climb over the side and lower ourselves into the water.

			“But I gave you money,” Harold protests.

			El Capitan jabs him in the chest with the gun. Harold falls back into the water with a splash.

			Hilda yelps. “Please. Please. I can’t swim. I’ll drown. I can’t go in there.”

			El Capitan nods. “Okay. No swimming.”

			He blasts her with a small spray of bullets. Her body jerks and twitches, spitting red, and then crumples into the boat.

			“Linda!” Harold screams.

			I was close with the name.

			The engine splutters into life and the boat reverses back in a small white wave.

			“Linda!”

			“She’s dead,” I say. “Swim.”

			I strike out and follow the others, not waiting to see if he heeds my advice. We all choose a sedate breaststroke, weaving carefully between the mines. Bearded Dude reaches the shore first and walks, dripping, up the beach. Alison and the girl are next. My feet have just touched the sandy seabed when I hear the boom.

			I turn. A small mushroom of orange and grey rises up against the horizon.

			“Shit.” Bill spits out water. “You were right about the mines.”

			I stare at the smoke.

			“Yeah.”

			I don’t say that the explosion is too far out at sea. El Capitan missed the mines.

			Something else blew the boat up.

			* * *

			We dry our clothes on logs that line the edge of the beach. I shake water out of my gun and slip it back into the waistband of my shorts. Bearded Dude has taken a battered phone out of his pocket and is pressing buttons and frowning. I haven’t had a phone for years. Like I said, no one to call.

			We’ve come ashore on a wide stretch of white sand. To our right, further down the beach, I can see the bar, now boarded up. The huts are further into the jungle.

			“So,” Alison says. “I suggest our first job should be to check out the bar and see if there are any usable supplies, bottled water, dried food and so on.”

			“Actually,” Bearded Dude says, “our first job should be to introduce ourselves. I’m Ray.”

			“Alison,” she says. “And this is Millie.”

			“Bill, man,” Bill offers.

			“Olly,” Olly says, sharpening his knife on the log.

			Harold is sat on the other end of it, huddled into himself. He hasn’t taken his wet clothes off and is shivering, despite the heat of the mid-morning sun. Shock. Trauma. Or in other words, a fucking burden we do not need right now.

			I realise people’s attention has shifted to me. “The bar, did you say?” I start to walk across the beach.

			“Dick,” I hear Alison mutter.

			Bill jogs to catch up with me. “Man, this is some trip.”

			“Yeah. I’ve watched a boatload of people get blown to smithereens and now I’m marooned on a fucking island, possibly facing death by starvation or dehydration. Some trip.”

			“Man, you really are a dick sometimes.”

			“I know.”

			I glance behind us. Alison is walking side by side with Ray and Millie. I can’t see Olly.

			“Where’s Olly?”

			“Oh. I think he went to check out the huts.”

			And pretend he’s Rambo.

			We reach the bar. A few chairs are still rotting outside. A faded and weather-beaten sign on the front offers a selection of beers and cocktails, crisps, noodles and chocolate.

			“Guess this place didn’t stay unspoilt for long,” Alison says.

			“Yeah.” I smile thinly. “How d’you like it now?”

			She turns and kicks the door in. “I’m reserving judgement.”

			I stare after her. Ray glances at me and chuckles. “I like her.”

			It’s dim in the shack, sunlight filtering in through gaps in the roof and cracks in the walls. I blink, letting my eyes adjust. My nose is already on the case. Something smells off, rotten. Maybe food gone bad.

			Tables and chairs have been piled up on one side of the small room. Directly in front of us is the counter. Glass-fronted refrigerators are lined up behind it, turned off, but still half-full of beer, water and soft drinks. So, we won’t die of dehydration right away. And we can also get drunk.

			“We should check out back for food,” Ray says.

			He disappears into the storeroom with Alison. Millie walks over to the fridges and takes out a bottle of water. She checks the date, shrugs and uncaps it, taking a swig.

			“Help yourself, why don’t you?” I say.

			She smiles at me, lifts the bottle again and takes several bigger gulps, almost draining it. She wipes her lips. “Thanks. I will.”

			I’m almost starting to like the kid. I turn and look around the rest of the room. The smell is still bothering me. I eye the stacked tables and chairs and walk over to them. Something on the wall catches my eye. A motley montage of blues and greens. Some kind of mural, or bits of paper pinned to the wall? I move closer and realise that it’s neither. It’s butterflies. Huge blue and green coloured butterflies. Dozens of them. Dead. Nailed to the wall by their wings or through their large furry bodies.

			“What the fuck is that, man?” Bill is at my shoulder, staring at the wall of crucified butterflies.

			“Butterflies.”

			“I thought this was a sanctuary.”

			“Looks like someone found another way of saving them.”

			There’s a thud from behind us as Alison and Ray walk out from the storeroom and dump a couple of large boxes on the counter.

			“There’s packs of crisps, dried noodles, sauces, chocolate. Plus, matches and firelighters. Enough to keep us going for a while,” Alison announces.

			I sniff again. “Does anyone else smell that?”

			Millie walks over and stands next to me. “Smells like when our cat crawled under the porch to die and we didn’t find her for two weeks.”

			I stare at her again. This twelve-year-old is pretty hardcore. And she’s right. Something is dead here and not just the butterflies.

			I reach for the chairs and start unstacking them and moving them to one side.

			“What are you doing?” Alison asks.

			“I’m expecting a busy day with customers.”

			“Are you ever not a dick?”

			“Rarely.”

			I move more of the chairs and slide aside the tables. There’s another door behind them. What used to be a toilet, I would guess. The smell is stronger here. I yank it open.

			“Fuck!” Bill turns and retches.

			“Shit,” Millie whispers.

			Alison rushes over and pulls the girl back.

			A body, or what remains of it, has been nailed to the door. Just like the butterflies nailed to the wall. It’s been here a while. The skin has mostly rotted away, just a few stringy tendrils of muscle stubbornly clinging to bone. Straggly clumps of dark hair sprout from a yellowed skull. The figure is dressed in a shirt and shorts, also rotted and ragged. I’d hazard a guess and say it’s a man.

			“What d’you think happened to him?” Ray asks.

			“Well, he didn’t nail himself to a door.”

			“So, there’s someone else on the island?”

			“And he, or she, is a killer.”

			He frowns. “We should check on the others.”

			* * *

			Harold is not on his log. I glance towards the sea, half-hoping to see his lifeless body floating on the waves. But no. Damn.

			“We need to go check the huts.”

			The jungle is dense, the undergrowth beneath our bare feet littered with sharp bits of twig and thorns, and I’m only too aware of the potential for spiders or snakes. Above us, I spot the occasional flutter of bluey-green wings. Butterflies. I think again about the insects nailed to the wall. Weird shit.

			The huts are set in a small clearing. Half a dozen of them. Arranged around a central fire pit that must have once been used for barbeques.

			Whatever has been cooking on it more recently certainly isn’t sausages or burgers.

			“Well, this just gets better and better,” Alison says.

			“Are those skulls?” Millie asks.

			They are. Five or six, along with an assortment of jumbled blackened bones. We walk closer. I peer down into the pit. Then I pick up a stick and poke at the charred bones.

			“Looks like our killer has been busy,” Ray remarks.

			I shake my head. “A lone killer couldn’t possibly kill so many people at once.”

			“Depends on how big his gun is.”

			Alison crouches down and squints at the bones. “It looks like these bodies have been burned at different times.”

			“So, he kills everyone, then burns them one by one.”

			It still feels wrong to me. I’m pondering on it when Bill shouts, “Olly! Man. What happened?”

			We all turn. Olly staggers down the steps from one of the huts. His right arm is bandaged with his torn-up vest but it’s still bleeding profusely.

			“Someone shot at me,” he says. “Missed. No biggie.”

			No biggie. Ray and I snatch our own weapons out of our waistbands and point them at the surrounding jungle suspiciously. None of us heard a gunshot. A silencer, maybe?

			“You think they’re still out there?” Ray asks.

			Olly shakes his head. “I don’t think so. Or they’d have finished me off, right?”

			Rambo makes a good point.

			“We should get out of here,” I say. “Random shooters and burnt bodies aren’t making me feel all homely.”

			“That’s not all,” Olly says.

			I look at him.

			He grins. “You should see what’s out back.”

			* * *

			The cross is staked firmly into the ground, in a small clearing behind the huts. The body lashed to it has been here some time, like the guy in the bar. All the flesh has gone. Stripped right back to the bone, which gleams in the dappled sunlight.

			“This dude really pissed someone off,” Bill says.

			“It’s not a dude,” Alison says. “It’s a woman. A young woman I’d say, from the skeleton.”

			“You think she was killed and strapped up here?” Ray says. There’s a note of hope in his voice and I get it, because the alternative is that she was strapped up here, maybe killed, maybe not. Maybe left to die or be tortured.

			“Why would someone do that?” Millie says. “Why would they hang her up like this? For what?”

			For what? And suddenly something clicks. I can see it all with absolute clarity.

			“A sacrifice,” I say.

			“A what?”

			“They weren’t all killed together. They were killed one by one. Chosen. Hung out here.”

			“Man!” Bill says. “Wild imagination.”

			“No,” Alison says slowly. “I think he’s right.”

			“But a sacrifice to who or what?”

			The fluttering in the trees has increased. I glance up. I can see more butterflies flying about now. My neck itches. A feeling of unease. The small patches of blue visible through the trees are starting to disappear. The jungle is darkening.

			“I really think we should go.”

			“Me too,” Alison says.

			Millie nods. “This place gives me the creeps.”

			We start to move away.

			Olly remains, standing next to the skeleton of the young woman.

			“C’mon, it’s only butterflies.”

			I glance back. A couple of butterflies have flown down and alighted on the skeleton. Two more perch on Olly.

			“They like me.”

			It happens quickly. There’s a rush like the wind and more blue and green bodies flutter gracefully down from the trees and land on Olly, predominantly on his right side. His injured arm. I see his face change, the smile morphing into a frown.

			“Fuck, that’s enough. Get off.”

			He shakes his arm. The fluttering increases.

			“Man, they really do like him,” Bill mutters.

			“Ow, shit. That hurts.”

			More butterflies flock to him. I can barely see Olly now behind the frenzied fluttering of wings.

			“Nooo. Aaagh. Get the fuck off. They’re biting. They’re fucking eating me. Help!”

			“What the hell are they doing?” Ray asks.

			I think about the staked body. The blood on Olly’s arm. The frenzied beating of wings. It’s quite simple.

			“They’re feeding,” I say. “Now let’s get the fuck out of here.”

			* * *

			We run, crashing our way through the jungle, paying little attention to direction. Olly’s screams seem to follow us, long after his torment is out of earshot. We should have shot him, I think. But then, we only have so many bullets.

			Eventually, sweat streaming down our backs, feet scraped raw, the greenery thins. We burst out into open air. Grass. Blue sky. Lots of blue sky. Ahead of us, the land runs out abruptly and drops off into a steep ravine.

			We all stop, bending over, gasping, catching our breath.

			“Guess we can’t go any further.”

			“Nope.”

			“What the hell happened back there?”

			“Flesh-eating butterflies. The usual.”

			“But how?”

			“Who the fuck knows? Chemicals. Pollution. Experiment gone wrong. When a crazed billionaire buys an island and seals it off, it’s not usually to make fluffy toys.”

			“You sound like you know a lot about it.”

			“Nah, just watched a lot of James Bond as a kid.”

			“You don’t happen to have a parachute stuffed up your butt to get us out of this?” Ray asks.

			We look back at the jungle and then towards the cliff.

			“Caught between a drop and a fucked place,” Bill says.

			Alison walks over to the edge and peers down.

			“Maybe not. It’s not so steep. I reckon we could—” She breaks off. “What the fuck.”

			“What?”

			“There’s something down there.”

			We all join her at the precipice. The drop makes me sway. And then I spot something, glinting at the bottom of the ravine. Something black and metallic with bent and twisted blades. The crumpled remains of a helicopter.

			“Man,” Bill hisses. “The dude was right.”

			“What dude?” Ray asks.

			“The dude who said this island would make us rich.”

			“How is a crashed helicopter going to make us rich?” Millie asks.

			“Story goes that a helicopter carrying a new vaccine, one that could immunise against the virus, crashed on some uninhabited island. The dude was sure it was Butterfly Island.”

			“A vaccine?” Alison says. “That could save millions of lives.”

			“Yeah.” Bill nods. “And imagine how much someone will pay for it. I know a man—”

			“What! You can’t sell something like that. It needs to be delivered to an impartial health organisation.”

			“Who asked you, Mother Teresa?”

			“We’re talking about the future of mankind.”

			“And I’m talking about my future.”

			“Could you all shut up!” Millie glares at them. “First, we don’t know if we can even reach the helicopter. Second, we don’t know if the vaccine survived the crash, and third, we’re stuck here on this island, remember?”

			From the mouths of babes.

			“And,” I say, “we’re stuck here with flesh-eating butterflies and at least one psychotic maniac running around sacrificing people. So perhaps we have more pressing concerns right now.”

			“Oh, I don’t know.”

			We turn. Ray has taken a step back so that he stands behind our group. He is smiling and pointing his gun at us.

			I shake my head. “Really?”

			“What can I say? Good guys don’t survive the apocalypse.”

			“Don’t tell me – you heard about the helicopter too. You want to sell the vaccine for a load of cash, and you don’t want to share?”

			“Right and wrong. I heard about it, yeah. But my people don’t want to sell the vaccine. They want to keep it for themselves.”

			“Why?”

			“Imagine being immune from a virus killing millions. We’d be the most powerful people in the world. Invincible. Like Gods.”

			Alison eyes Ray coldly. “So how come ‘your’ people sent you out here alone. Or are you one of the dispensable Gods?”

			He smiles at her. “Play nice. Maybe I’ll let you be one of the chosen ones.”

			“I’d rather die.”

			“Fine.”

			He levels the gun at her.

			“Wait.” I hold my hands up. “Like Millie said, the vaccine is no good to anyone if we can’t get off this island. We need to work together or we’re all going to die here.”

			Ray’s dark eyes meet mine. He reaches into his pocket and takes out the battered phone.

			“I got people waiting. I send this text, they know it’s done. They come and get me.”

			“And get blown up by the mines.”

			“Already told them to drop anchor further out. Just got to swim to meet them. Home and dry.”

			“Got it all planned out.”

			“Damn right.”

			He grins a crooked yellow grin. I see his thumb press send. There’s a roar from behind us. Animalistic. Desperate. Olly charges out of the thicket of trees, arms flailing, still half-covered by butterflies. Most of his flesh has gone, eaten away to the muscle and tendon, one eye has popped out. His stomach cavity gapes. He shouldn’t be standing. Yet he keeps going.

			Ray shoots. Once, twice. Olly staggers but doesn’t stop. I grab Alison and Millie and pull them out of the way. Olly barrels into Ray who clings to him like a desperate lover, but there’s nothing he can do. Olly’s momentum carries them off the cliff edge and down into the ravine. Ray’s scream rises into the air along with the butterflies and then both drift away.

			“Christ,” Alison stares after them. “Fucking, fucking Christ!”

			Millie wraps an arm around her waist, and they hug tightly. Bill looks at me.

			“Man,” he says, and opens his arms.

			“Don’t even fucking think about it.”

			“So, what do we do now?” Alison asks, looking at me.

			“Well, we either chance the jungle or try our luck climbing down into the ravine. Either way, we’ll probably die.”

			“Great.”

			“Plus, if what Ray says is true, there’s another boat coming. And if Ray doesn’t meet them—”

			“You think they’ll come ashore?”

			“Maybe.”

			“And try to kill us.”

			“Probably.”

			“Oh, good.”

			“And we still have the problem of butterflies with the human-munchies and a crazed killer roaming the island.”

			“And Linda’s husband is missing.”

			I’d forgotten about Harold. And I have a feeling that I really shouldn’t have.

			“So?” Bill asks. “What do we do, man?”

			We fall into silence. I could really do with a cold Estrella.

			I smile. “I’ve got a great idea…”

		

	
		
			Research

			Tim Lebbon

			“This is science,” Alan said. “Nothing more. There’s no emotion in this. We can’t dilute the experiment with feelings. And it’s very simple science at that. Non-intrusive observation and data collection. Then at the end, we’ll draw conclusions.”

			Sue was watching me as her husband spoke. Her gaze was analytical. She noted my widened eyes, perspiration levels, and the throbbing pulse at my neck. She waited until Alan had finished before taking a photograph of me. After checking the photo on her tablet she grunted softly and took another, then another, until she was satisfied.

			“I’m sure you understand?” Alan asked, as if expecting a response. Even though the gag was tight in my mouth, I could have nodded, or answered with my eyes. I gave them nothing.

			Sue tapped a comment into her tablet.

			“It probably won’t take long,” Alan said, checking my bindings. They’d tied me in a small but comfortable armchair, my arms strapped tight against the arms, coils of rope around my chest and legs holding me still. “And we won’t keep you this constrained past today. But you need to calm down before we can let you go. Accept what’s happening. Maybe you can even play a willing part.” He chuckled, glancing sidelong at his wife. She did not respond. “It’s almost like a plot out of one of your books, yes?”

			No, you stupid fuck, it isn’t, and I’ll never give you the satisfaction of thinking otherwise.

			But as they finished securing me to the chair, and Sue took a few more observations, and Alan checked the small basement room to make sure it was safe for me – and, I assumed, safe for them as well – I realised he was right. This was very much like something I might write.

			I wasn’t in a very good place to appreciate the irony.

			My head was still woolly from whatever they’d dropped into my food or drink. My mouth was dry, my limbs ached, and there was a throbbing pain behind my eyes. I had no idea what the drug might have been. I hated research, so avoided it at all costs. If one of my characters was drugged, I just stated that, without taking the time to Google what the drug might be, its effects, its sources and uses. It had never appeared to be a problem. I’d sold over seven million books worldwide.

			One thing that had surprised me was my instant acceptance of the situation. There was no doubting, no belief that maybe I was dreaming. This was real. I’d always thought Alan and Sue were strange.

			“We’ll leave you to calm down,” Alan said. “You need to get used to this. Just for a while, just for...” He trailed off, and I realised they hadn’t yet decided how long they were going to hold me down here. I’ll be a good pet, I thought, and I looked at Sue, her empty gaze as she observed every flutter of my eyes, every slight movement of my body.

			She was enjoying this.

			Despite their assurances, I feared I might be down here for a very long time.

			* * *

			They were watching me. There were two cameras fixed high in opposite corners of the room, cheap mail-order units probably linked by an app to Sue’s tablet. People used them to keep watch on their pets while they were at work. I saw the cameras even before they left me alone, and when they went I closed my eyes for a while, breathing deeply, and tried to gather myself. It was difficult not to panic.

			If they were going to kill me they’d have done it by now, I thought, but I knew that wasn’t necessarily the case. If they killed me straightaway, there’d be no story, no experiment. This was, as Alan had told me, science.

			I knew what they were doing.

			I looked around the room, avoiding staring directly at the cameras. It was a very small basement, featureless, almost useless. Maybe ten feet square, the walls lined with old tongued and grooved timber boarding, with a few darker areas close to the floor that might have been rot caused by condensation or damp. The floor was rough concrete, and the ceiling was the naked underside of the flooring above, with joists and struts exposed. There was no decoration anywhere; even the timber panelling was unfinished. My chair was the only item of furniture. The steep wooden staircase leading up to the doorway into the house above had no handrail or risers, and I guessed Alan had lined this place and built the staircase himself. There was one light bulb fixed into the side of a floor joist, wire snaking through a hole directly above.

			That was all. There was nothing else in this room. Only me. It was perfect for what they wanted, and I started thinking back, trying to locate the time and place when they might have decided to do this.

			Doesn’t matter. All that matters is that it’s happening.

			I had a book deadline in six weeks. I’d almost finished the first draft of my fourteenth novel, and I believed it was the best I’d written. I hardly ever left my house this close to the end, writing for ten hours each day, eager to reach the finishing line so I could find out what happened. I remembered telling Sue and Alan about my working methods, and their surprise that I never planned in great detail. The climax was often as much of a surprise to me as I hoped it would be for the readers.

			They were obviously intricate planners. They probably found that side of my process confusing, even shocking.

			It’s Alan’s 60th, Sue’s text had read. Come along for a couple of drinks. She’d guilted me into it. I’d backed out of attending a party they’d thrown at our local pub the previous weekend, claiming that I couldn’t afford my concentration on the novel to be disturbed by an evening of drinking and socialising. It hadn’t been a lie, but it had been an excuse. I liked their occasional company, but over the past few years I’d been less and less keen on larger groups. Some people called me a loner, like it was a bad thing.

			I had maybe five thousand words to write until the book was done. A good three or four days’ work. I was itching to reach the end, and now...

			Now, maybe I never would.

			I closed my eyes again as the panic began to build. There was still time to let me go and call this a prank. Alan had been a travelling musician for some years, and he’d told me about some of his antics on tour as a session guitarist with various bands. Sue was a nurse and something of a free spirit. One drunken evening Alan told me they’d used to swing, but hadn’t done so since moving here a few years before. I believed it had been the planting of a seed, if not an actual invitation. He’d not mentioned it since.

			They were extroverts, an unusual couple with interesting stories to tell. This could be another of their stories, even now, even after drugging me and tying me up. Nothing more dangerous or deadly. If they were filming this instead of just watching, perhaps they’d play it some nights after too much drink, laugh and joke about the time they made their local novelist friend believe they’d kidnapped him and kept him prisoner in their basement so that they could see...

			Sue’s eyes, I thought. There had been no humour there. If this was a joke, however ill conceived, I didn’t think she’d have been able to make herself seem so serious.

			I needed the bathroom. I looked at one of the cameras, then twisted to look at the other. They’d have thought of that, surely? They wouldn’t allow me to sit here in my own filth.

			I struggled against the bonds. The ropes were expertly tied, with tea towels laid across my arms and legs so they didn’t cut into my flesh.

			I’d intended coming to their house for three or four hours, then going home and making notes on the final part of my novel. Sometimes alcohol greased the wheels of my imagination, and though I could never actually write while under the influence, ideas often came freer and more fully formed. Maybe it was my body relaxing while my mind was set free. Maybe it was something else. Whatever worked for my writing, I didn’t analyse it. I was afraid that thinking about it too much would break it.

			Alan and Sue were thinking about it. Perhaps too much. Perhaps enough to break me.

			I heard the door open thirty minutes, an hour, or three hours later, and when I saw Sue descending with a bucket in one hand and a roll of toilet paper in the other, I knew this was no sick joke. It was, as Alan had said, science.

			* * *

			“We had a dog called Skittle when I was a kid. My dad always liked telling me we had a wolf in the house, as if that would scare me. But I just thought it was cool. Who wouldn’t want a wolf living in their house?”

			Sue looked at me for so long that I raised my eyebrows and shrugged. Maybe yes, maybe no. Whatever, it seemed to satisfy her. She tapped her tablet and went on.

			“I used to think my dad was cruel, but I’ve come to see that he was just curious. He wanted to know things. Maybe some of what he did to discover those things was cruel, but he never saw it that way, and I don’t either.” She was sitting on the floor in front of my armchair, back against the wall. By my estimation I’d been down here for three days. There was no daylight, no clock, but they’d turned the light off for three long periods, and during the day I could hear sounds from upstairs – a radio playing when Alan and Sue rose, cooking noises from the kitchen, the distant sounds of traffic. Later, a TV.

			Three days. I should have finished the novel by now. They kept my hands tied to the chair’s arms, except when they released me so I could use the toilet. They both stepped back for this, holding broom handles with carving knives taped to the ends. They never said anything, but the threat was implied. Try anything stupid and we’ll stab you.

			Three days.

			“One day he tied up Skittle and kept her like that for six days. Didn’t feed her, only gave her a little bit of water. He wanted to see what she’d do. She barked for a while, then whined a lot, but she still slept through the nights in our back garden. When he finally let her go he dashed back indoors and closed the door, because Skittle was a big dog and he was worried she might attack him, maybe try to eat him. But she didn’t. She could hardly walk by then, but she made it over to our bird feeder, knocked one of the nut cages down, and started chewing at the metal to get to the nuts inside. When my father went out, Skittle came up to him and curled herself around his legs, whining. She even went onto her back for a tummy tickle. Isn’t that odd?”

			I waited for Sue to finish the story. I wanted to know what had happened to Skittle, partly because I liked dogs and found the whole tale unbearably cruel, but mainly because I didn’t like a story without an ending.

			Like my novel, I thought. A hundred thousand words without an ending, and I should have written it by now. If only they’d give me a pen. Some paper. Half an hour untied.

			Sue did not finish the story. She tapped some more information into her tablet, then stood and left. As the door closed behind her the light above me flickered out.

			Maybe it was night, and time to sleep.

			I knew where I was in the novel, but I could not finish it in my head. Ideas swirled and collided, scenes coalesced, but the telling of my story required writing. Once written, it was told. Otherwise it was just building in my head, scenes and ideas backed up awaiting release. It wasn’t about the long period of taking notes and planning, or the stretch of time from publication onwards. For me, letting a story out of my head and getting it down on paper, or onto my screen, was the purest form of storytelling. Before that it was an idea, and after that it belonged to someone else. At the moment of telling, the story was mine.

			This was one I needed to finish telling.

			I drifted towards uncomfortable sleep, and as I did so I remembered with startling clarity the moment when this situation was seeded. My eyes snapped open again in the darkness, and I realised it wasn’t quite pitch black. A weak light bled under the door from above. That would be their kitchen, and that was where we’d been standing.

			“But you seem so grounded,” Sue had said. This was maybe a year before. We’d been casual friends for a while, sometimes meeting in the local pub for a few Friday night drinks, occasionally going to each other’s houses. Alan had gone to the bathroom, and she was pouring us all a glass of wine. “I mean, so normal. And yet, all those things in your head.”

			“So did you ever read anything?” I asked. I’d given them a couple of my books which Alan had consumed. For some reason I’d never found out whether Sue had read them.

			“Not my bag, baby,” she said, chuckling. “I prefer non-fiction.” She handed me a glass, and we stood against opposite worktops, smiling. It was a moment of comfortable silence. I heard the flush from upstairs, and Sue glanced at the open door out into the hallway. I thought at that moment, She’s going to suggest something awkward. Alan had already told me about their swinging habits in the previous town they’d lived in. My wife had left me four years before, and they both knew that.

			I honestly hadn’t known what my response might be. But what she said next was something very different.

			“All those sick ideas. All that nastiness and crime, gory murder and mutilation. All in your head.”

			“Actually, out of my head,” I said. “I get it all out on the page. I guess that’s why I’m pretty laid back and level headed.” I laughed, and she laughed along with me.

			“I wonder what you’d be like if you weren’t able to let it all out?”

			“Something I hope I’ll never have to discover,” I said, and then Alan had entered the room, and we took the wine through to their lounge, and I remembered little else from that evening.

			That was it, I thought. That single moment. That one comment. And now Alan and Sue – but mainly, I thought, Sue – were going to find out just what would happen if I wasn’t able to write. All that nastiness. All that murder and horror.

			I blinked at the shadows and tried to assess how much of my writing was more than just storytelling. How much of it was essential? How much was the venting of pressure, the bleeding away of a darkness seeded in my soul?

			Bullshit, I thought. It’s work, that’s all. It’s what I do.

			But I had never believed that, and it wasn’t the discomfort that kept me awake for hours that night, staring into shadows and listening to the silence.

			* * *

			On day four or five they let me get up from the chair. Alan had to help me stand, and Sue leaned over the back of the chair and pushed against my shoulders. My legs felt tingly and numb. They’d let me slide off the chair to use the bucket, but until now I’d been put straight back into position, tied and gagged.

			I was readying a plan to escape. Being good, letting them do this without striking out at them, was a big part of it.

			“You’re standing okay?” Alan said. “Not going to fall over?”

			I shook my head.

			“Okay, then.” He caught Sue’s eye over my shoulder. “Sue’s got you some food. Same rule with the gag, yes?”

			I nodded. Sue untied the gag and Alan pulled it from my mouth.

			“New one next time,” I said. “That one stinks and tastes bad.”

			“Of course,” Alan said, throwing the piece of material at the stairs. It fell through into the shadows beyond. I heard it slither to the concrete. I hoped he’d forget about it.

			Sue fed me while I was standing, and then I used the bucket. It was strange how fast I’d become used to going to the toilet while one or both of them watched.

			“How are you feeling?” Sue asked.

			“Are you joking?”

			Neither of them responded. Alan held one of the broom spears, standing at the foot of the steep timber stairs. I thought if I could knock it aside and go at him, I might be able to push him into the wall. But Alan was bigger than me, and much fitter, and I hadn’t been in a fight since I was thirteen. Considering everything I wrote about, it was almost comical that I didn’t have the first clue about how to look after myself. I let it all out on the page, I thought, and my heart stuttered as I thought about the unfinished book sitting on my computer.

			“We’ll leave you untied for a while,” Sue said. “We can see you on the cameras, and the door is always locked.”

			“It’s still not too late,” I said. “Let me out, we’ll forget about it. Just a joke, right? Just one of those things.” And I meant it. I was so desperate to get home that right then I would have happily welcomed freedom if it meant never talking about what had happened here. There were only a couple of people who might be missing me. My agent, perhaps, although she wasn’t expecting the book for another few weeks. A friend in France I emailed once a week.

			“You know this is no joke,” Alan said. “You’re sick. Filled with twisted ideas.”

			“You get it out on the page,” Sue said, and smiled.

			Who’s sick? I was going to ask. Who’s twisted? I kept quiet. Though I did little research, I knew that truly mad people rarely understood that they were mad. Antagonising them would ensure I ended up tied to the chair again. At least now I could walk, stretch, keep my muscles limber.

			After only four or five days, I already felt like an old man.

			* * *

			On day seven or eight, I lost count. On day fourteen or sixteen, I started scratching lines on the timber staircase to count days and they tied me up again, switching the light on and off for random lengths of time to confuse me. Sometimes they left music on in the kitchen above, turned up loud so I couldn’t sleep. They masked traffic noise from outside, and filled silence with sound and light so that I could not assess the time.

			On day twenty, or maybe thirty, I started to cry and beg them to release me. They exchanged a knowing glance and left me alone, tied up and gagged, and sitting in my own filth.

			More ways to drive me mad. This was science.

			Tucked down the side of the seat cushion I kept the old gag that I’d retrieved, painstakingly, from beneath the staircase. I’d taken a risk, waiting for a moment when I believed one or both of them were out of the house, hoping that even if the cameras did record rather than observe, they’d not have time to watch all the footage.

			The gag was a small hand towel. It was long enough to wrap around someone’s neck. When the time came.

			* * *

			I wonder what you’d be like if you weren’t able to let it all out?

			I remembered Sue saying that, and as every lit or darkened stretch of time passed me by, I dwelled on the idea more and more. It was painful to do so because it was what they wanted, but it also bit at me, like a single invisible piranha darting in to nip away chunks of my skin and flesh. The idea began eating me whole. I’d always regarded myself as grounded and reasonable, fair and nice, but I’d never seriously attributed that level-headedness to the fact that I purged my demons on the page. That was a fanciful notion about writers, the same as going hungry in a garret feeding your creative muse. I’d been poor before my writing became successful, and I knew that being cold and hungry only went to fuck the muse over, not nurture it. Similarly, I’d always believed that I lived life as me whether I wrote or not. It was a hobby turned into a job, not a necessity. It was a form of therapy, perhaps. But it wasn’t essential.

			I’m going to bite her face off, I thought. When she next leans in to wash my face with a damp flannel, I’ll lurch up and chew off her nose.

			That wasn’t me, before or after writing.

			I’ll choke him with the gag. Squeeze so tight that he turns blue and his eyeballs bulge and he pisses himself as he dies.

			The unfinished book didn’t matter.

			Night and day swapped places, fast and slow, and with darkness and light I planned, and became disgusted and delighted with my daydreams of violent escape.

			There was some routine, though it was irregular, and it didn’t help me count the hours and days. They always came down together. Alan held the spear, Sue released my bonds and fed me. They both stepped back against the wall at the bottom of the staircase while I stretched and used the bucket. Sometimes they let me walk back and forth a little, but there was very little talking. Perhaps they thought that conversation might help me defuse whatever they thought was building inside me. This is science, Alan had said, and they treated it as such. I was an experiment. I wondered when they thought the results might begin to show themselves. After forty days? Sixty? A year?

			People would be missing me by now. I had a few friends, but we rarely socialised at each other’s houses. I saw some of them for a hike every few weeks up the local mountain, and it would probably take them some time before they even realised I wasn’t there. It was my agent who’d be most concerned at unreturned phone calls and emails. I suspected it would be her who ended up calling the authorities. A search of my house. No signs of forced entry or struggle, no notes, my car still parked in the driveway. Mail piled behind the door. It was all so cliched. If I wrote it as a book, my agent would wrinkle her nose and say, But it all feels so familiar.

			Only I could change the plot.

			* * *

			In the end, they failed. Part of me thinks they really wanted an explosive ending, one in which I escaped and beat them, maybe even murdered one of them, and then they could revel in their freaky, insane experiment. Now we know what you’re like when you can’t let it all out on the page, Sue would say, and they’d have their story. I could not see past such an ending. What happens next?

			It didn’t go that way. In the end it was all very mundane, an anticlimax that left them with their eyes wide open, surprise soaking in like water into dry wood.

			Sue untied me. Alan stood back with the spear, but it had been sixty days, or eighty, and he wasn’t expecting any trouble from me. He was on guard, but in reality his guard was down. Maybe he was thinking about what they’d be having for dinner, or musing on how they’d get rid of me when the time came. Part of me couldn’t believe they hadn’t planned for that, but there was an impulsiveness to them, too. They swing. They move. They kidnap a casual friend and keep him in their basement.

			I turned to the corner where Sue had placed the bucket, then turned back and flicked the gag at Alan’s eyes. I’d kept it clasped in my right hand for the past couple of hours, and it was damp and heavy with sweat. Its end snapped across his right eye, and in that moment of shock I stepped inside the stabbing radius of his spear, grabbed it with one hand, and slammed his head back against the wall. It wasn’t a hard impact, but it was enough to stun him. I pushed past him to the first step, then turned to face them with the spear raised before me.

			My legs were shaking. I was weak, dizzy from the rapid burst of energy and adrenaline, but this was my moment, and I could hardly believe how easy it had been.

			Sue’s eyes sparkled. She glanced at Alan. His right eye was closed, but his left was wide and staring at me, not with fear or surprise, but expectation.

			“You’re idiots,” I said. I prodded forward with the spear and Alan flinched back, but Sue only watched the blade jab towards her husband. “Idiots. What you did to me, so unfair. So... inhumane.”

			“It’s been seventy-eight days,” Sue said. “How do you feel?”

			I want to stab you in the eye, I thought. I want to watch your brains leak from your skull. But I smiled. “I feel free.” I started backing up the steep stairs, very slowly because I didn’t trust my strength. It was shocking how weak I’d become, but I was also driven by the sense of outside, the idea of an open space larger than ten feet square and seven feet high. I wanted distance and sky.

			Alan took a step towards the bottom of the stairs and I paused, pressing myself against the side wall. If he came at me I’d have to be firm and ready to stab him. The idea was abhorrent, and rather than make me angry or determined, it just made me sad.

			“There’s a GoPro on the kitchen table,” Alan said. “Will you wear it? When you go outside?”

			I laughed. It was little more than a cackle in my pained throat, and it set me into a coughing fit that almost doubled me up. I panicked, afraid that they’d overpower me and imprison me again, and that would be the last chance I’d have to escape.

			But they wanted me to escape. It was part of the experiment.

			How come they’re not afraid for themselves? I wondered. I could just kill them now. Perhaps that was a risk they’d been willing to take, or maybe they had intended to release me in a controlled way. Aim me, like a missile. Or a rabid dog.

			I coughed another laugh.

			“Sure,” I said. “I’ll put on the GoPro. Want me to email any footage to you?”

			Alan blinked at me, communicating nothing. Linked live to their fucking iPad, I thought. My thoughts were mixed, confused, hysterical from my confinement and my sudden chance at freedom. I hoped that fresh air would blow away the collected cobwebs of over two months and sort my thoughts into some order.

			I backed up the staircase until I pressed against the kitchen door. I’d watched them open and close it enough times to be able to locate the handle by touch, set among a mess of heavy locks and bolts. I’d always wondered why it was built to be locked from the inside, as well as from without. It didn’t matter now.

			The door drifted open and I backed out of that wretched basement for the first time in over two months. The air felt different – lighter, redolent of cooking and cleaning smells, and no longer heavy with hopelessness.

			I’m out, I thought. As I kicked the door shut I heard the thud-thud of Alan or Sue running up the stairs, and I crouched, heart hammering, spear ready to jab out. I’ll just get them in the leg. Enough to stop them.

			The door was tugged shut from the other side, and I heard the hasty clank of two bolts slamming home, and the ker-clunk of the mortice lock turning. They’d locked themselves in the basement. Away from me. They were afraid of me.

			I laughed again, and this time it sounded more genuine, less desperate and mad. It was a laugh of freedom, but also an understanding of how ridiculous this all was. How crazy.

			I felt changed from my incarceration, but not in the way they thought. I felt level and fine. They’d fed me and watered me, and though weak in body, my mind was once again flowing and functioning.

			I looked around the kitchen. There was a toolbox tucked under the small two-person table. I dragged it out and opened it, found a handful of nails and screws, and went about fixing the door into its frame from the outside. I turned the table on its side and screwed it across the doorway. Then I hauled the kitchen dresser across and pushed it in front of the door and table. Plates fell from the dresser and smashed on the floor. I liked the sounds of destruction. I’d heard little but my breathing and loud music for weeks.

			“I’m going now!” I shouted. No reply from beyond the doorway. I imagined them listening, excited and nervous.

			I plucked a chisel from the toolbox, knelt, and used it to make a coin-sized hole between two floorboards. Then I sat back, thinking.

			They haven’t changed me.

			I found what I wanted just outside the back door and brought it inside.

			I’m the same person I was two months ago, only...

			More experienced.

			I attached the hose to the cold tap in the kitchen sink and cut off a short length. The cut end I wedged between floorboards, aimed at the hole so that it couldn’t be prodded away from below. Even if it was, I would take out some insurance.

			I turned on both taps. Water from the hose splashed down into the basement, and I heard a startled cry. With the sink plugged and the overflow blocked with a chunk of soap, it soon spilled over the worktop and floor. The water flowed between floorboards and down into the basement.

			I raided the fridge and sat at the kitchen table. I made sure the Go-Pro was aimed at me while I ate, hoping they were watching. Hoping they could see how normal I still was, and how in control. How nothing they’d done had changed me at all.

			I ate for some time, and found a bottle of beer which I raised to the camera before drinking. There were a few thuds from below, a series of bangs against the door, and then a shout that was quickly stifled. Nothing else. Calculating how long it would take for the water to fill the basement was beyond me, so I simply sat and listened. I’d always loved the sound of running water, and I had plenty of time.

			I decided that I was not going to finish the book I’d left behind. After all this, I had a new one to write.

			There was no science in what I was doing. No emotion.

			This was research.
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