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By
Y.M. Miller
Prologue
Tommy was in a mess again. He discovered himself in this instance, with his cock affixed to the wooden table before him. Vomit escaped, further smearing the blood-soaked shirt. Vomit, piss, and shit mingled to form an odour that would send even the dead into a fit of laughter.
His vision blurred, as he struggled to stand up. There was a rush of pain unlike anything he’d ever experienced. He was in agony, and he couldn’t do anything but scream in despair.
Incremental movements brought blinding pain from his member. In a messed-up crucifixion, rusty nails pinned the head of his cock to the table. Red hot pain seared throughout his middle, fire boiling his blood, threatening to bring him to his knees. He screamed out in agony, his throat raw from the effort, but the torturers didn’t hear him. The bare cabin echoed with the haunting resonance of screams, each piercing cry rebounding off the cold, wooden walls. The vacant space seemed to amplify the anguish, creating a dissonant symphony of fear and desperation.
As his hands were free, he considered ripping the nails free with his bare hands. He wasn't concerned if he lost a nail or two, but when he examined the rusty nails, he realised it wouldn't be possible, the nails were hammered home with an exclamation point, ensuring he couldn't move.
Most of the night was a complete blur to him, he’d no idea how he got there. He went from drinking with friends, laughing, chatting up pretty girls, and then BOOM, he awoke in this dilapidated cabin. Through clenched teeth, he grimaced through the pain. There was a small window, but all he could see was darkness. Slowly, his eyes adjusted to the inky blackness. He’d no idea where he was, or how he was going to escape.
Tommy really wanted to slump to the ground. Seeing his dick pulse not in pleasure but in a torturous dance of death, he could barely breathe.  With an agonizing scream, he hoped that someone would hear his cries, run toward him and rescue him from this sense of purgatory, his last stop before hell.
***
In light of everything that had transpired so far, the mystery figure watching Tommy couldn’t be entirely satisfied. His meticulously calculated plan hadn’t allowed for this. He had bigger plans, that involved more than just Tommy, far from this lowly shack. This was just a trial run. He needed to get everything right before the main event and this proved he wasn’t completely ready. He knew he needed to go back to the drawing board and refine his plans.
He might still employ the use of a honey trap for the men - they were ridiculously stupid when it came to women, and they only thought with one organ, and it wasn’t the brain. He hired Samantha, an old college friend who hated men with a passion. Using Rohypnol alongside the promise of sex, she lured Tommy to the cabin. What transpired next made the mysterious man's blood boil. A plan that failed to come to fruition was no plan at all.
From a few miles away, he watched. The Stranger shook his head in total disgust at his amateur theatrics. He hadn't realised how difficult it was to pin the motherfuckers dick to the table while he was unconscious. It took strength to hold a limp body and nail down his member. He wasn’t prepared to bring back Samantha to help him. Having her lure his prey there was one thing but having her involved in the act was quite another. The poor girl was mortified, he'd need to clean up her puke later. To prevent Tommy from ripping off his dick, (that would come soon enough) he had to position him over the table.
The discovery of this cabin was a stroke of genius. The Stranger wasn’t originally from Balloch, located a short drive from Glasgow, but he’d put roots down in the small town. He donated favourably to local charities and was welcomed with open arms and open wallets. The fact that he had millions in the bank and was the owner of a well-known national company helped him feel less like a blow-in. When people say that money talks, they weren’t kidding.
As The Stranger scoured The Loch Lomond and Trossachs National Park for a suitable location, it finally came within 15 miles of the picturesque town. The forest was dark, even when the sun was at its highest. It was winter and nothing penetrated the stillness of the trees, not even the sound of hungry birds could be heard. He was completely alone, it was perfect.
After hiking for a couple of hours, he came across a disused bothy-like building. Bricks were missing from the bottom of the structure, and several panes of glass had been knocked in. It had been some time since anyone had accessed this ramshackle building - he smiled at the possibilities.
In one kick, the door gave way, the wood splintering, rotten wood kicking up a foul smell. The room beyond was dark and musty, the air stale. He made a mental note to replace the door and install CCTV in the bothy. His plan made him feel hard just thinking about it.
He gazed around the single room as he stepped over the threshold. Historically, this would have been a resting place for hikers climbing the Munros around the area. It would now be used as a torture chamber for his ill-gotten gains. Imagining the horrors that would be committed in this place, he smiled. Isolated and far from prying eyes, it was the perfect place to carry out his plans. He laughed at the graffiti spraypainted on the stone walls, a large and obnoxious dick. Times hadn’t changed much.
A hazy pillar of light shone through the only window, dancing with dust motes. Strangely it made the man smile, so out of place in the darkness, almost as though it resembled some iota of hope. The Stranger would be extinguishing that immediately.
***
Tommy drifted in and out of consciousness. Pain pulsed through his groin, reminding him he couldn't move. He cried, the stress and agony too much to bear. He didn't know how he got there. If he looked at the situation realistically, he knew escaping this place was unlikely. The nail in his flesh only dug deeper as he tried to move, his hyperventilating body screaming for relief. He collapsed down again onto the table.
The stranger was delighted by what he saw. Tommy's body slumped and defeated, he sat in his BMW X5, a short walk away from the cabin and watched the live footage on his phone. Seeing the pathetic form of a man who had no will to live, eased his worry about being discovered.
He was completely shrouded in darkness, well, except for the glow from the cabin, it wouldn’t be visible to anyone on the road if anyone happened to venture this far, which he seriously doubted. He’d done his homework.
He got out the car and pulled a cigarette from the pocket in his windbreaker jacket. He put it in his mouth and sparked up. He inhaled the toxic fumes and rejoiced at what came next. He gazed up at the sky, it appeared as though every star was out on display tonight, they too wanted to see how this night would play out. He leaned against the car, each exhale of smoke dancing like a shadow in the night.
He ground out the discarded cigarette on the upturned earth. It was a cold November night and a thick frost had gathered on the car and the surrounding fauna. He shoved his hands in his pockets and began the short walk towards the cabin, his hiking boots crunching with each step.
He used the torch on his phone, but it barely lit anything. This was a place where the shadows never lifted, colour was devoid, the only sound coming from the stranger’s breath and the distant screams emanating from the cabin. Some might question why he could walk through the forest in the dark, he didn’t fear the dark, there wasn’t anything supernatural waiting to jump out at him. No, the only thing to fear in life was always human, it was a bigger threat than anything else out there.
Just a few more feet and the stranger would be at the cabin door. He’d memorised the entirety of the forest floor surrounding the cabin, it was handy having a photographic memory. His brain was a working compass – an unusual fern here, a large rock there, it all pointed to different points on a map, he was nothing if not dedicated.
The Stranger’s hand hovered over the iron door handle. He wasn’t nervous but definitely had feelings of excited anticipation. He counted back from three and then gently opened the door. The lengths he’d gone to to make this work were crazy – a brand new door and hinges, oiling them to stop the door announcing his arrival. Every minutia had been accounted for. The Stranger didn’t do chance.
He stepped into the cold embrace of the cabin, the aroma of blood instantly assaulting his senses. It made him gag at just how pungent it was. It dripped from the edge of the table onto the floor, the body slumping before him, breathing, but only just.
The Stranger walked over to the corner of the room, where he’d strategically placed a chair so he could watch in a sick sense of perversion, as Tommy agonised with what he had to do. He sat down, crossing his legs at the knee, and rubbed the moisture away from his face. It was freezing tonight.
“Help me!” Tommy shouted out suddenly. It’d been some time since he’d moved, but The Stranger was ready, his body bolting to attention. Now things would get interesting. “Somebody fucking help me!” his voice weakened with the exertion.
“Why, sure, friend. I can help you,” The Stranger spoke quietly. His voice was like whisky - smooth, and dark. The smile in his voice was instantly detectable, he couldn’t help it, he was enjoying the show before him.
“What? Who’s there?” Tommy tried to turn his body around, but his pinned dick stopped any and all movement. The panic in his voice was evident, the pitch increasing with each panicked word. He scratched at the wood trying to bring himself to a position where he could see where the voice came from, but The Stranger knew he couldn’t, he designed it as such.
“I said, I can help you. You just have to follow my very basic instructions.”
“What? Anything, just get me out of this, please,” Tommy tried to yell, but it sounded more like a strangled gasp.
“I knew you’d play along, Tommy. You seem like a nice guy.” The Stranger lied. He wasn’t a nice guy but that isn’t why he’d chosen him. “At the other end of the table, there’s a set of pliers.” Tommy’s head turned to look at them. “Yes, that’s them there, they’re just in reach. I want you to…and listen to this part carefully, Tommy, it’s very important. I want you to sever your own cock with those pliers. If you do, I’ll let you walk free,” The Stranger declared. He was once again lying.
“You what? I’m not doing that. Are you fucking mad? Let me go, right now,” he screamed. He moved too quickly, his cock stretched impossibly tight, the pain igniting a fire in Tommy.
“Well, it’s that or I set fire to this cabin. You have exactly five minutes before I light this bitch up. It’s already soaked in petrol. The choice is yours.”
“That’s no fucking choice. Stop fucking about and let me go.” Tommy started to cry, the choice he was faced with beginning to hit home.
“That’s the only choice you’re being given. Cut your dick off or burn alive in this cabin. I hear it feels like drowning when you’re on fire,” the Stranger said. He was enjoying the fear that Tommy was experiencing.
“Come on, man, you can’t be serious, a joke is a joke, but this is too much. Far too much,” he wailed. Tommy’s body was under so much stress, every nerve ending screaming for it all to be over. It would be when Tommy made his choice.
The Stranger could hear Tommy’s brain rattling like a coin in an old tin can. Every fear and thought on display, he couldn’t hide it. The sweat, the shivering, the mumbling. His body was going into shock, he needed to make his decision before his body did it for him. Even the dragon tattoo on his back wanted out, its scales taking on a life of their own. The Stranger was entranced by it all.
“Tick tock, Tommy, you have ten seconds to decide what to do. I’m a busy man, you know.” The smile that slid from The Stranger resembled candle wax, you could only keep the nice persona of a man hidden so long. The Millionaire with a soft spot for charity was only one of those personas, the millionaire with a penchant for torture another. It swung in roundabouts, it really did.
“Didn’t you hear me, I fucking can’t!” Tommy yelled until his throat was red raw. He tried to catch a glimpse of the disturbed individual behind him, but he couldn’t. His frustration building to a fever pitch. “How can you ask me to make that choice? My dick or burning alive, neither is any choice, it really isn’t.” He continued to cry, his body slumping forward, giving into the sobs that ravaged his body.
“Nevertheless, it’s the only choice you have,” the Stranger said calmly. He wouldn’t lose his temper, men that gave into their impulses were simply out of control, he however, was always in control.
Tommy screamed, the sound reverberating against the four walls, like a bullet ricocheting in a small space, just as destructive. He put his head in his hands and really cried, The Stranger almost felt sorry for him. Tommy took a deep breath and steeled himself. The Stranger witnessed a shift in the man, a resolve he hadn’t before.
Tommy reached across the table and grabbed the rusty set of pliers. His hands held them shakily as he tested them out. Opening and closing them, testing their capabilities. Tommy’s face told the whole story, he wasn’t comfortable releasing himself this way, but neither did he want to burn alive with no chance of escape.
“Times a ticking Tommy lad,” The Stranger said, clearing his throat. He leaned further forward waiting to see what he would do.
Tommy brought the pliers down to the base of his cock, opening them all the way to accommodate the girth of his member. He froze in that position not able to sever his dick and escape. After taking a laboured breath and counting to three, Tommy began to close the pliers around his dick, the teeth pinching skin. Tommy finally screamed out. “ I can’t do this, I just can’t, I don’t understand why you’re making me. I don’t get it.”
“That’s the thing Tommy, you never were supposed to get it. There’s no rhyme or reason, really. I just wanted to see how far you’d go to save your own life.” The stranger stood up, brushing down his jacket. He’d be sad to see the back of this wee cabin, he’d enjoyed showing it some much needed care and attention, but it’d served its purpose. He pulled the lighter from his pocket.
“Goodbye, Tommy, it’s been great chatting with you,” he said with a genuine smile. He walked to the door and let himself out, ensuring to lock the door behind him. He didn’t really need to lock it; it wasn’t like he was going anywhere but he wanted to dot the I’s and cross the t’s. It was important.
He took several paces back from the cabin and threw the naked flame towards the cabin, watching the wood catch fire with a veracity that even shocked The Stranger. He turned on his heels, the screams of the inhabitant inside drowned out by the roar of the flames. The wood crackled and spat behind him, the heat roasting his retreating form. He jumped in his BMW and started the engine. He watched the cabin collapse under the heat of the flames and felt content in how things had gone down. Would he change things for the next time? You bet. He was already counting down the days until he could repeat the feat, only bigger and better.
One
Maisie Watson heard the letterbox flap close, and something drop onto the floor below. The postman. It was late at 2 pm, but that was island life for you. Sometimes you were lucky to receive any mail at all. Maisie loved staying on Lewis, but winter was a harsh beast, the Atlantic constantly battering them with its icy embrace. She wrapped her cardigan further around her skeletal frame. She left her laptop on the antique coffee table and ventured to the front door. She was only too happy to leave her dissertation on ‘The Roots of Feminism in Modern Society’ for the moment. She only had a few days to get it submitted and she felt lost in the words that continued to make no sense.
She bent down to pick up the cream embossed envelope. She turned it around and saw that her name and address were printed, with no postmark. How strange, she thought. She wasn’t expecting anything and generally any correspondence from Glasgow University came via email. She’d stopped attending classes around eight months ago when she had her episode, she attended classes online now. She hated that it had come to this, but she wasn’t managing, her stay in a psychiatric ward highlighted just how little she’d been coping.
No, this envelope somehow seemed more important than anything the University would send. This had the feel of luxury, of grandeur, and it deserved to be treated with such. She put it down on the kitchen island and went about filling the kettle, making a quick coffee. She’d sit down and give this mysterious envelope her full attention.
Taking a seat at the kitchen Island, surrounded by floor to ceiling windows which showcased the stunning Hebridean coastline. Maisie was truly at home. She gazed out at the stormy sea while sipping her strong Kenyan coffee. She’d always marvelled at the dormant strength that buzzed throughout the waves. She knew only too well the power of the sea, having lost her best friend, Rich, five years ago. He thought he was at one with the waves, a surfer with passion, but on that fateful day, the waves took him without concern. She swallowed back the lump that’d lodged in her throat. A painful memory that never got easier no matter the time that’d passed. It served as the catalyst for her own struggles, challenges she grappled with and continued to face today.
The Firs was her childhood home, one that held so many memories, both good and bad. The view was its true selling point, although, she doubted her parents would ever sell up and move on. It’s where they brought up Maisie and her sister, Emma. Maisie, was home for the foreseeable future, her parents not trusting her elsewhere. They were away for a fortnight in Italy to celebrate their twenty fifth wedding anniversary. She’d begged them to go and not worry about her. They weren’t keen, but Maisie knew they deserved it. They’d supported her through her troubles and although they weren’t over, not by a long shot, they couldn’t constantly baby her. Could they?
Putting her steaming mug down, she reached for the fancy letter opener, a sword design. Far too fancy for the bills that constantly dropped to the floor, but she thought this deserved the full treatment. It sliced through the envelope with ease. She set aside the letter opener and extracted the enclosed piece of card. Cream coloured, with gold foiling and black delicate writing. She didn’t think that she knew anyone that’d got engaged recently. Initially that’s where her mind went, it had all the hallmarks of a wedding invitation, but as she glanced down, she realised it wasn’t a wedding invitation at all.
CONGRATULATIONS, MAISIE WATSON
YOU HAVE WON A FIVE NIGHT STAY IN THE LUXURIOUS SPA, THE EMERALD RETREAT ON THE ISLE OF HARRIS.
YOU WERE NOMINATED FOR THIS BREAK AND WE HOPE YOU ENJOY EVERYTHING IT HAS TO OFFER.
WE REQUEST THE PLEASURE OF YOUR COMPANY ON 28TH MARCH. A CAR WILL PICK YOU UP AND TAKE YOU TO THE RETREAT AT 2PM SHARP.
PLEASE RSVP 07772149632 WHERE THE EMERALD RETREAT’S OWNER WILL BE HAPPY TO HEAR FROM YOU.
Maisie almost couldn’t believe her eyes. How had she been invited to a luxurious spa? Who nominated her for such a thing. The only people that sprung to mind was either her parents or her best friend from Uni, Callie.
Deep down she wasn’t sure how she felt about people knowing about her problem. As much as she tried to downplay her issues, she just couldn’t any longer. She was fighting Bulimia. It’s what she’d been hospitalised for. It’d got so bad that she would make herself sick after everything she ate. Her parents, sister and friends were really worried about her, but could she stop? No, it wasn’t that simple. Her brain saw something different when looking in the mirror – something grotesque and revolting.
It all started after Rich died. Island life could be tough, especially for a teenager. There wasn’t really anything to do, no social clubs, youth initiatives, not even the slim chance of a part time job. The island only thrived during the summer months and the competition to get a job was huge. Not only that, but the fact that everyone knew everyone’s business so there wasn’t any chance to get up to mischief. Maisie believed that everyone was related to each other in some way on Lewis.
When Rich died, something inside Maisie left too. Rich took it with him. The summer memories, those long hot summers surfing, rubbing the hot sand between their toes while he made friendship bracelets. He proclaimed that he couldn’t wait until they left the island for the big smoke. They had huge plans – her to study History and Rich to study Tourism. Then they’d take off to Australia for a year, on a great big adventure – backpacking, surfing, and tasting the local cuisine. They had a plan, and they couldn’t wait until they left. As it turned out, only one of them would be leaving.
She’d only been eighteen when the Bulimia had started, she’d felt so out of control, she needed to feel something, anything, in a situation that was completely out of her control. Thanks to the internet, there were so many places you could go to for information on eating disorders – not all of them good. Tumblr was her go to, and there were so many images of emaciated bodies, something she aspired to become. She quickly decided that all she was going to consume was a cracker each day. She couldn’t wait until the pounds started to fall off her.
The reality was something completely different. Maisie knew it wouldn’t be easy to ignore those natural urges, but she hadn’t quite anticipated just how hard things would become to achieve her perfect body.
The hunger pangs were awful, her stomach growled, demanding attention. The first couple of days weren’t too bad but the longer she stayed resolute in her action it became quite unbearable. Maisie didn’t realise just how much of an impact hunger exacted on the mind and body. It affected her schooling, her rationality, how quick she was to anger. She snapped at her tutor once just for commenting on the fact that Maisie looked tired. She’d snapped, it felt like the straw that broke the camel’s back. Her mind felt irrational, she wanted to rake her nails down her tutor’s face, the comment making her incandescent with rage. The truth of the matter was that she wouldn’t have had the energy to do any damage.
Before Maisie’s breakdown, everything was gearing towards a fever pitch. Starving herself was making her miserable but she just couldn’t stop. She was consumed by the thoughts of being skinny. When she began to see the transformation in the mirror, she knew what she was doing was working. Witnessing her ribs become more and more visible was the biggest motivator. She was obsessed with the pursuit of the perfect body, and nothing was going to stand in her way, not even the constant knaw of hunger.
Although she was literally wasting away in front of her very eyes, she never viewed it as a serious problem. It was a coping mechanism after the death of Rich. She felt guilty that she didn’t help him, couldn’t save him, she’d have to live with that for the rest of her life. She needed to grasp some kind of control from a situation that left her feeling like she was floundering in life. She was all out at sea without a life raft. At that time in her life, she went from making herself sick every day to going weeks without doing it, but still starving herself, maybe that’s why she felt it wasn’t a big problem.
It was during her final year of university that things begun to spiral out of control. The stress had become unbearable, and she’d reverted back to her usual habits – making herself sick. Her friends began to see the difference in her, so she started to distance herself away from the criticism. Having an eating disorder was a lonely existence. Maisie wasn’t willing to let anyone in – she’d done that with Rich and look what happened.
One Sunday afternoon while standing in front of the mirror, wet from her shower, she could finally see just how much weight she’d lost. In that moment of clarity, she knew that she’d never be able to regain the weight. Although she didn’t feel like she was more attractive, she was treated differently. If anyone was to blame, then it was society. Why was it acceptable to be nicer to a person that was thin in comparison to an overweight one? She knew deep down that a person’s weight was the least interesting thing about them. Still, she couldn’t stop the stranglehold that her eating disorder had on her.
Maisie put the invite down and wandered over to the patio doors. She gazed out at the sea, the rain and wind causing the enormous waves to crash onto the beach. The gulls tried to dive towards the water looking for their next catch, but soon realised that the waves would swallow them up. The mid-day sun had disappeared, only to be replaced with clouds like boulders, their darkness shrouding everything in their wake. The heavens opened with a ferocity that would’ve gave Noah and his ark a run for their money.
She grasped the cooling coffee cup in her hands, wondering if she could use this opportunity to turn her life around. If she could just get her dissertation knocked out and sent away to her tutor, she might just have a chance. She didn’t know who nominated her for this break, but it didn’t really matter. Maybe it was just what she needed, although she didn’t really know how she felt about putting her body on show. If she’d thought that being skinny was going to rid her of her body anxieties, she’d been dead wrong. If anything, it just made it worse.
She only had a week to wait until she would walk into The Emerald Resort. She wondered what awaited her. Maisie had the distinct feeling that things happened for a reason, and she couldn’t wait to luxuriate in the heavenly massages, hot tubs, and private pools.
Two
Jack Paterson had only been back in the country six weeks after being medically discharged from the army. He was a mess. Physically he was a wreck but mentally he was categorically fucked. His time in Afghanistan had been a trainwreck from start to finish. Unfortunately, he’d left school with very few options so after talking it through with his mates he decided the Marines was a decent option. He was able to travel the world and hopefully do some good at the same time. Life rarely goes the way you think it will though.
His second tour turned out to be his last. Jack and his bunk buddies were amped up and ready to go. Jack, David and Stewart, they were known as the three twats. He would’ve preferred the three amigos or the three musketeers, but he supposed that twats was more accurate. The flight to Afghanistan was fraught with nerves and piss taking, each counteracting the other. Jack’s knee bounced up and down with every minute that passed. They’d been told to relax and appreciate the calm before the storm, but Jack couldn’t feel at ease. The only time he’d left Scotland was when he left his homeland for a war-torn country.
Looking back, he knew what he saw wasn’t healthy, wasn’t right. He’d witnessed his friends get blown to bits, limbs gone, heads gone, his sanity lying in a pool of blood in front of him. He was left with PTSD, the physical wounds repaired, but the stuff left in his head inflicted more damage than any shrapnel could ever do.
He now rented a shitty bedsit in a crappy area of Edinburgh. It’s funny really, the government professed to help their armed forces, but it was literally lip service done to attract voters and money. They didn’t care about the troops any more than they cared for the poor and disabled. He was never going to be a tory voter, but he didn’t have any faith in any of the political parties. What help did he get when he was medically discharged, a leg less than when he signed up? None, Jack was on his own, penniless, and broken, with more issues than vogue. The Soldiers were nothing more than statistics, easily dispensable. He was somebody else’s problem, most notably the NHS and their families.
That’s the thing, he’d cut his family off. His mum, Rachel and his dad, Alistair had tried everything to get through to him, but he wouldn’t listen. They wanted to have him stay with them. When they failed to convince him, they offered to organise a flat in a nice area, but he told them that he didn’t want their handouts. Really, just looking into their eyes was hard enough, without them looking at him with pity. Telling them that he’d manage and not to worry about him had been easier than he thought. He’d witnessed too much out in Afghanistan, nothing would ever be the same again. He doubted any relationship would be possible, being close to someone only for them to die in front of you, was nothing short of being in hell.
Physiotherapy had nearly killed him. The pain, the effort, the expectations, all of it being comparable to hell. This wasn’t supposed to be his life, he was supposed to be travelling the world, fixing injustices, and having a laugh with his friends. Except now all his friends were dead and he was in this bedsit twiddling his thumbs, frustrated at the state of his body. After being equipped with his prosthetic leg and struggling majorly to adjust to the foreign object, he’d hit the bottle in a hard way. He didn’t really care what it was, as long as it was wet. Vodka, Gin, or Rum, as long as it got him into a state of oblivion then that was all that mattered.
If only he could see into the future, if he’d been able to see what his life was going to resemble then he would’ve definitely have reassessed his career options. He couldn’t bring himself to regret meeting his best friends, but he regretted seeing them get blown to pieces from an IED while patrolling the streets of Helmand. It didn’t just kill his friends and leave him with most of his leg shattered, but innocent civilians perished too. The perpetrators didn’t care about their own people, just committing as much terror as was humanly possible. The irony was that our country was providing the means for these terrorists to kill as many as possible. They were in the centre of a shit storm that never intended to stop spinning. The anarchy and deaths was pointless in Jack’s eyes.
He was still on strong painkillers, he knew he shouldn’t be mixing it with alcohol, but he just didn’t have any control over it. He needed something that would numb the pain, take the visions of violence that appeared like a nightmare every night. Those visions killed him. The gore splattering everywhere, looking down at his t-shirt he was sure that he saw his friends blood stained on the fabric. PTSD was no joyride. Jack was familiar with the feeling of wanting to reach into his brain and scratch all the memories away, erase and tear them apart, bringing him back to the start, a new leaf, a new opportunity to change his future. But this wasn’t Harry Potter, there weren’t any magic wands, or spells to change things. Real life was rarely fair, and he was living proof of that.
His time in hospital was a blur. He didn’t remember the journey from the field hospital in Helmand to wakening up in the Queen Elizabeth Hospital in Glasgow. He was only just clinging onto life. During his unconscious state he vaguely remembered hearing the whispered voices, the talk of him losing a leg, the risk of sepsis and tachycardia. Even he knew it wasn’t looking good. He vividly recalled a bright light, followed by electricity, he honestly thought he’d died and gone to hell. Even unconscious, all he could feel was pain.
He woke up several days later to be told he’d been put into a medically induced coma. With glazed eyes he looked around the hospital room, private he’d noticed, probably his parents insisting on him being on his own. There was no problem that those two wouldn’t throw money at. Talking of which, his parents were sat stoically to his left. Worried expressions marred their faces. Couldn’t they pretend for just a moment that shit hadn’t hit the fan? He knew it wasn’t going to be all sunshine and rainbows after the IED went off, but he would’ve appreciated hanging onto the delusion for a little longer.
Doctors and nurses floated around him, taking observations, and looking at him with genuine concern. The action choked him up. There were plenty of chairs sitting haphazardly around the room, he wished they’d just chill out for a moment. Their busyness had begun to stress him out. Jack pulled the breathing tube from his mouth, feeling instant gratification at being able to breathe properly. He let it drop to the floor and tried to sit up in the bed but the pain zapping through his leg was excruciating. He tried to wriggle his toes to bring some necessary life back into them but was shocked to find that he couldn’t feel his toes either. Had he been paralysed in the blast?
“What’s wrong with my leg, why can’t I feel it?” he croaked out. “How long have I been out?” He threw a questioning glance towards his parents. When they were less than forthcoming, he looked towards the doctors who’d come to stand at the bottom of his bed. “Will somebody please tell me what’s going on?” The panic rising alongside the pitch of his voice.
“Darling, please…” He cut his mother off at the quick.
“You had your chance. I’m asking the doctor now.” Jack raised his brow towards the male doctor who continued to smile kindly.
“I don’t think that’s anyway to speak to your mother, son. You have no idea the stress this has put her and me under,” his dad added as an afterthought.
“With all due respect, dad. I think the time has passed for watching how I speak. I was there, you weren’t, if its put anyone under stress then I think that person is me. So, I’ll ask again, what’s happened to my leg?” Jack felt the blood rush to his face, the rage and panic mixing. He found himself gripping the bedsheets at his side, angry that no one seemed to want to answer the hard questions.
The Doctor in purple scrubs tapped his hand. Looking into her kind eyes had a calming effect, but only slightly. The noises from the heart monitors and pulse oximeters were driving him insane. He just wanted some bloody answers.
“Mr and Mrs Paterson, would you mind giving us a few moments to talk?” The Doctor directed the question towards his parents. His father didn’t seem impressed but what could he do? He was an adult now and didn’t need his parents to hold his hand. He’d done far worse out in the Middle East than be given hard news.
When they finally left the room, Jack felt instantly more at ease. The Doctor, definitely from Germany judging by her accented English, came and took a seat at the side of Jack’s bed. She crossed her legs at the knee and glanced through Jack’s medical notes. The anticipation was killing him, he just wanted her to deliver the news good or bad.
“What do you remember about the accident in Helmand?” she asked gently.
Jack closed his eyes and thought back to the day everything changed. How could he not remember, he was pretty sure that the blast was etched into his brain from the shrapnel that flew at him and the other soldiers that day. “I remember it,” he uttered. He swallowed down the lump that had become lodged in his throat. A sweat began to break out on his forehead, the memories flashing in front of his eyes unbidden.
“Well in that case you’ll be aware you received some rather catastrophic injuries.” She closed the folder of notes and brought her full attention to Jack. In any other situation he’d be attracted to her. Beautiful strawberry blonde hair, a milky complexion and piercing blue eyes. She saw him, really saw him, maybe too much. She didn’t grace him with false platitudes, no, she still treated him with the respect that his position brought. He appreciated it.
“Doc, just tell it to me straight. What happened to my leg,” Jack implored. Agitation took root through-out his bones. He didn’t know what to do with his hands, so he just clasped the sheet once more.
“Okay. Well in the blast your leg ended up blown to pieces. We couldn’t save it. We had to amputate just above the knee. The pain you’re feeling is from the operation. Some patients feel phantom limb pain. It’s possible that’s what you’re experiencing.” She pulled back the sheet to reveal his leg, or lack thereof. The sight of the missing leg took him aback. Hearing it and seeing it was two completely different things. His heart galloped and his breathing became ragged. He couldn’t believe what he saw.
“Cover it up. I can’t look at it,” Jack spat at the doctor. He was disgusted with himself. He felt less of a man. No woman was going to look at him the same way again. They’d feel nothing but pity. If there was one thing he didn’t want to become, then it was the quick pity fuck for the cripple.
“You’re lucky to be alive, Mr Paterson. The other soldiers weren’t as lucky. It will take time, but you’ll get used to it,” the doctor said positively.
“How the fuck am I going to get used to having half my leg taken away? How the fuck…”Jack sobbed into his hands, all of the emotion stemming from the blast overwhelming him. He took a deep breath and took all his rage out on the cannula that was embedded in his arm. He tossed it onto the tile parquet floor, hypnotised by the trickle of blood oozing from the injection site. He looked up at the doctor who took his hand in hers. “Is it lucky to be alive? Maybe it’d been better to have died out there. This is no life,” he spoke quietly.
***
That day felt so long ago but truth be told it was only a few months. In that time, he’d been fitted with the prosthetic leg, started extensive physio, and cut off his parents and friends. A lot could change in a few months but not necessarily for the better. Was he feeling sorry for himself like a worthless sack of shit? You, betcha, but did he deserve it. Probably.
Looking around the bedsit made him feel physically sick. Sitting in a musty armchair that’d seen better days. He’d picked it up at the local charity warehouse, it was all he could afford even with the grant he’d got from the council. Jack found it embarrassing, but he couldn’t really expect anything less. He was now put in with the dregs of society – the junkies, the homeless, the unemployed and the fucked up ex-soldiers.
He looked towards the window, although cold, he had the window propped open. He hated feeling stuffed up, somehow it reminded him that the world was still spinning, even if he didn’t feel like an active inhabitant. He rubbed his hand down his face with a sigh. He coughed harshly, the way he lived was having an effect on his health, but he didn’t care. He stared at the small coffee table that sat at armchair height. A mouldy ham sandwich was beginning to fester accompanied by a half-drunk bottle of vodka. As per usual, he preferred the liquid variety of lunch.
Jack’s pathetic self-depreciating thoughts were interrupted by the sound of the letter box ringing throughout his bedsit. He glanced at his cheap brick of a mobile phone.  Twelve p.m. It was more than likely the postman. He put his hands on the arms of the chair and pushed himself to shaky feet. He grabbed his walking stick and tried to coordinate his movements in a forward motion. He still found walking with his prosthetic troublesome. His stick click- clacked on the wooden floorboards. He still wasn’t in a position to afford a carpet to cover the nail ridden floor and worried how cold it would become in winter. That was a problem for future Jack. As long as he had money for drink then he was a happy man.
He bent over to pick up the cream envelope that was already filthy with dust and grime. He really needed to run a hoover and a mop over the place, if only he could stay sober enough to attempt it. The envelope felt heavy in his hands, the card soft and yet robust, this couldn’t possibly be for him. It must’ve got delivered to him by mistake – maybe it was meant for one of the nicer blocks of flats.
He turned it over and saw his name printed – Mr. Jack Paterson Esq. Who the hell used Esquire these days? He was definitely convinced that there’d been some kind of mistake. The name and address were correct but unless he was getting recalled back for active duty then no one would be writing to him. All he got was bills and final demands.
There was something still not right with his prosthetic – the housing rubbed against the nub painfully, he’d have to contact physio and get them to sort it. It was difficult to be active when the thing that was meant to help you rubbed so violently it threatened to start a wildfire.
He hobbled back to his chair and sat down with a heavy exhale. He’d taken another glance at the front of the envelope before shrugging and tearing it open. He pulled out the contents – a cream piece of card with gold gilded edges. He read with vigour, and it confused him even more.
CONGRATULATIONS, JACK PATERSON
YOU HAVE WON A FIVE NIGHT STAY IN THE LUXURIOUS SPA, THE EMERALD RETREAT ON THE ISLE OF HARRIS.
YOU WERE NOMINATED FOR THIS BREAK AND WE HOPE YOU ENJOY EVERYTHING IT HAS TO OFFER.
WE REQUEST THE PLEASURE OF YOUR COMPANY ON 28TH MARCH. A CAR WILL PICK YOU UP AND TAKE YOU TO THE AIRPORT . A FLIGHT HAS BEEN ARRANGED TO TAKE YOU TO THE RETREAT AT 2PM SHARP.
PLEASE RSVP 07772149632 WHERE THE EMERALD RETREAT’S OWNER WILL BE HAPPY TO HEAR FROM YOU.
Jack didn’t know what was going on. Was this his parents’ idea of a joke? No, that doesn’t seem right, they weren’t on talking terms, haven’t been for a while. He discarded the invitation down on the coffee table and pondered the people that could’ve nominated him for such a thing. The only likely candidate was his social worker but surely, they’d have mentioned it. He shook his head in disbelief. Maybe he should just take it at face value.
Jack guessed he’d some packing to do.
Three
Graham Anderson was a terrible human. He couldn’t get over the fact that he’d killed someone. Albeit accidentally. In true ‘I know what you did last summer’ fashion, it ate at him constantly, the worry that he was going to be found out, the worry that someone somehow saw him that night. Did they see him hit that woman with his car on that lonely foggy road? If they did, did they also see him bundle her dead body into the back of his car, follow him and witness him burying her body in the woods? There’d been too many what if’s and it ate away at him like the maggots on a rotting corpse.
Although he knew he was the worst kind of human for doing this, he tried to rationalise that he wasn’t the worst. He didn’t have a criminal record, yet. He’d never been caught speeding or driving recklessly, except that one time and he did his bit to help others. He cut his elderly neighbours’ grass, okay, so she paid him but that’s not the point, right? Graham settled down at his office job, feeling better about the nightmare that’d plagued him last night. Really, he knew he was a decent person, but his demons constantly tried to convince him that wasn’t true.
Graham was in his mid-thirties but somehow getting his shit together had never really materialised. Oh God, how he’d tried, but somehow something always came along and derailed him. Whether it was his mates dragging him out for a few jars, or having to move back to his mums’ house to care for her while she got over covid. She had an autoimmune disease, so it floored her. There was always something that stopped him. Maybe deep down he didn’t want to grow up. He wanted to cling onto the old days, the days with zero responsibilities and endless parties. The nineties held nothing but good memories for Graham.
He’d forgotten just how many jobs he’d had throughout the years. He’d done it all – well, it seemed like he had. From night club bouncer to support worker, to his current job, admin assistant for the county council. He fucking hated it. He was surrounded by idiots. They didn’t seem to have a brain cell between them and were constantly asking him questions about how to do this or that, usually how to operate the internal software. Every day was the same, if he rolled his eyes one more time then he’d probably end up with them lodged in the back of his head.
He sat at his desk and looked at the mess of papers scattered around him. He tried to keep some order about it all but felt it was impossible. He reached for his Starbucks coffee and took a large gulp. He sighed at the taste of the salted caramel bliss. The barista always laughed at him; apparently salted caramel wasn’t a manly flavour. He didn’t give a shit, it tasted good and gave him the buzz of energy that he so desperately needed in the morning. Graham Anderson was not a morning person. So yeah, he needed the coffee. Screw that guy and screw his colleagues.
Graham couldn’t lie that the accident had had a profound effect on his life. It made him a walking basket case. He was paranoid and that was before he started smoking weed on a daily basis. He needed something to mellow him out, after killing that woman he truly believed that everyone was looking at him, knowing exactly what he did. The likelihood was they didn’t, but still he couldn’t get the thought out of his head. The stares, the looks, whether imagined or real, had taken a toll on his mental health. He knew what he’d done was bad. Okay, the worst, but he really didn’t need the judgement of others adding to his guilt.
The guilt and paranoia had become too much, and he’d taken sick leave from work. It wasn’t ideal especially with the cost-of-living crisis, but he couldn’t keep turning up for work pretending that everything was hunky dory. He’d drive the backroads to work, put his phone on airplane mode permanently, and deactivated all his social media profiles. He just couldn’t keep going on like this. He was a mess. Did he use the time he was signed off for good? Well, not exactly.
His intrigue about the woman he killed ended up getting the better of him. He wanted to find out as much about her as he could. What age she was, where she was from, if she had a family that missed her, and why she was out on that single track road in the middle of the night. What he found out ended up haunting him. There was a missing person report in the media, and it matched exactly with the woman he killed. Ella Mackay, aged twenty-nine, a mother to a daughter, Ava, aged two. Knowing she was a mother, a little girl that missed her mother tucking her in each night, nearly flayed him. He really wished he hadn’t gone looking for information. He wished he’d remained ignorant.
Digging the grave was near impossible. The only reason that he had a spade in the boot of his car was because he’d been doing some gardening for his mum. She’d wanted some new flowerbeds dug for the spring and as her only child, the job lay at his feet. He didn’t really mind, he just wished she’d make up her mind about where she wanted them. Five times she’d changed her mind about their placement.
It was a winter’s night in November, and he wasn’t exactly dressed for dragging a dead body into the woods and digging a hole six feet into the earth. The air was blue with his cursing, tears streaming from his eyes. Graham had tried not to look at the woman laying by his feet, but it was near on impossible. Her open eyes stared a hole right through him. Although it’d been pitch black with only his phone torch for light, the woman’s dead eyes seemed to follow his movements.
The movies always made it seem easy to dig a grave. You didn’t realise until you had to do it just how hard it was. The ground that night was wet, and Graham kept falling over in the mud, panic making him rush. As he dug deeper, he discovered that the mud just caved in on itself and he’d ended up digging more than if it’d been dry. When he’d finally dug deep enough, he found he was physically spent and didn’t have much energy left for depositing the body into the ground. Another thing they play down is just how heavy a dead body was – Limp. The difficulty in manoeuvring it was beyond frustrating.
“Graham how do you format these fields again?” Penny said, tapping his hand, trying to get his attention. He shook away the painful memories and gazed towards the young blonde woman who started last week. He’d lost count the amount of times he’d shown her how to format the spreadsheet, but apparently, she wasn’t blessed in the brains department.
“Okay, move up and I’ll show you again. But please pay attention, I’ve got work to get on with too,” Graham said pointedly. Penny didn’t look impressed at his tone, but he didn’t care. He was paid to do his job not hers.
“Before you do that, here, this arrived for you. You know, we don’t actually allow staff to have their mail delivered here, no matter how nice it is.” Dave, his boss passed Graham a cream envelope into his hands. He shook his head, not understanding why any of his mail would be delivered there, he couldn’t remember putting his work address on anything. The confusion was evident on his features. “Make sure it doesn’t happen again.” Dirty Dave wandered out of the office and back down the corridor towards his own office, likely to do what he usually did – sweet fuck all.
He rolled his chair back over to his desk and looked at the printed address on the front of the envelope. His confusion deepened. It was his name on the front – Mr. Graham Anderson Esq. He wondered who in this day and age used Esquire as a title. He was interrupted by Penny once more. “Aren’t you going to help me?” she huffed. Graham put his index finger up to indicate he didn’t want disturbed.
He tore into the back of the envelope and pulled out a sheet of folded card from inside. Unfolding it, he took in the magnificence of the invitation. The gold gilding held not only him but also Penny in a trance, who was gazing over his shoulder at the invite. “Who’d send you something like that?” she asked scornfully.
“Penny, do you mind not looking at my mail. Did your mother never teach you any manners?” Graham threw over his shoulder. She huffed and sighed once more, turning back towards her PC, an ugly expression etched upon her heavily made-up face. Graham turned his attention back to the invitation. He began to read, and his confusion became a living embodiment of him.
CONGRATULATIONS, GRAHAM ANDERSON
YOU HAVE WON A FIVE NIGHT STAY IN THE LUXURIOUS SPA, THE EMERALD RETREAT ON THE ISLE OF HARRIS.
YOU WERE NOMINATED FOR THIS BREAK AND WE HOPE YOU ENJOY EVERYTHING IT HAS TO OFFER.
WE REQUEST THE PLEASURE OF YOUR COMPANY ON 28TH MARCH. A CAR WILL PICK YOU UP AND TAKE YOU TO THE AIRPORT ,A FLIGHT HAS BEEN ARRANGED TO TAKE YOU TO THE RETREAT AT 2PM SHARP.
PLEASE RSVP 07772149632 WHERE THE EMERALD RETREAT’S OWNER WILL BE HAPPY TO HEAR FROM YOU.
Why had he been nominated for a spa break? He wasn’t exactly a manly man, but he wasn’t that intune with his feminine side either. Also, which airport? Graham lived in the back-end arse of nowhere up the back of Elgin. Did they mean Aberdeen, Inverness, or Glasgow? He was so confused. He needed a stiff drink; he looked at the time on his PC. Eleven a.m. It was hours until the end of his shift. Another question came flittering into his addled brain. Would he even get the time off work?
He made the decision. He’d gladly accept the offer and reap whatever benefits came his way. He had no earthly clue who’d nominated him nor the reason why, but Graham was never one to look a gift horse in the mouth. He logged onto the staff holiday request system and typed in the dates. Hopefully it’d be accepted but if it wasn’t, well, what were they going to do? Stop him from going? He didn’t think so. He’d be getting on that plane no matter what.
Four
Esme Duncan loved men. Not like that. She loved to control men in every way. Nothing got her engine revving more than men bending to her will. Peroxide blonde hair, lip fillers and a strict diet meant that she could continue to reel them in. She knew exactly what men liked and it was a formula she stuck to without fail. She wasn’t interested in just any man. She had a type and she stuck to it like glue. Rich and stupid. The type that fell at her feet, they’d do anything for her. She was their trophy girlfriend while they showered her with gifts and maintained the lifestyle she’d become accustomed to.
Gaslighting wasn’t beyond her capabilities either. She wasn’t the kind of girl that stuck to one guy, why put all your apples in one basket? One apple might go rotten, you always had to have a backup just in case. She slept around and knew what kind of name she had, but she didn’t really care. What was wrong with a woman liking sex anyway? There were far too many misogynists around, men were players if they slept around, but women were slags? Yeah, she paid no attention to that. If a guy had plenty money and reasonable looks then she’d happily lay down for him.
Esme was in a relationship with Matt. He was easy pickings. His wife had recently died of ovarian cancer. Luckily, she’d left him a fortune in life insurance policies. He worked offshore so she didn’t have to live with him full time. He was absolutely insufferable most of the time – the most attractive part of him was his money. He’d recently talked about marriage and children. The stupid bastard had no earthly clue that she was only with him to rinse him of his fortune. There might be a marriage, but there’d definitely not be any children. She couldn’t stand the little fuckers.
A marriage meant that she’d be entitled to half of everything. He had vintage cars, a massive house, a bank account fit to burst and numerous investments. She’d see to it that she got it all.
Matt was offshore at the moment, so Esme had the house, her brand new Q5 Audi and his shiny new credit card all to herself. She was in seventh heaven, and she wouldn’t be shy about it. Padding across the plush carpet of their bedroom, she walked into the ensuite and started the shower. Steam soon engulfed the room, just as she was about to step into the shower enclosure, she heard the doorbell ring. Huffing she stepped back into her silk gown and ran through their bedroom and down the sweeping staircase.
Whoever it was had no patience. They continuously rang the bell, their impatience increasing. “Alright, alright. Keep your hair on,” she shouted, taking two stairs at a time. She was more than a little disappointed to see that it was only a delivery man. Dressed all in black, accessorised with black gloves, he peered through the triangular pane of glass. She wondered where he got his manners from because he acted down right rudely. In his hands he held a cream envelope. The man glanced from right to left and behind him to the black Mercedes in the driveway. He’d parked like an idiot next to her Audi. She really hoped for his sake that there wasn’t a mark on her baby.
Esme pulled the door open with force, preparing to tell the delivery man to move his car immediately. She didn’t care how nice his Mercedes was, he was on her land, and he’d obey by her rules. Before she managed to say anything, the delivery man spoke. “Are you Ms. Esme Duncan?” He had a voice like someone who’d smoked forty a day for forty years but that couldn’t be true because he only looked around his mid-twenties, if that. He was attractive and she struggled not to show her interest in the strange man. Dark eyes, smooth complexion and his five o’clock shadow just begged to be between her legs. She crossed her legs at the image pulsing before her.
She wasn’t above taking him inside and fucking him on Matt’s bed.
“Well, since you’re asking, yes, I am. What can I do for you?” she said with a seductive lilt. She twiddled a strand of her blonde hair around her index finger, her flirtation blatantly obvious even to a blind man.
“This is for you.” He pushed the envelope into her hands, she had no choice but to accept it. He gave her a returning smile but somehow it wasn’t friendly. No, it was almost sinister, almost as though he knew something she didn’t. There was something evil lurking under the surface, like a shark circling the capsized boat, revelling in the blood that was about to be spilt.
“Wait…what is it? Who do you deliver for?” Esme’s words were carried off on the wind. The peculiar delivery man retreated towards his car. She watched him get in, start the car, and reverse out of her driveway in much the same manner as he drove in - without care. She felt embarrassed to have more or less thrown herself at him. It wasn’t often she was turned down and she felt a modicum of shame at how he looked at her.
She looked down at her tanned feet. She wriggled her pillar box red toenails, only then taking notice of the prickly material of the door mat. She stepped back into the entrance hall and closed the door. She wrapped her dressing gown tighter around her body and took a deep breath. She gazed down at the envelope she held in her hands. She turned it over and looked at the name and address – Ms. Esme Duncan and this address. It was strange because she wasn’t officially living there. So, who had this come from? Maybe it was something from Matt, he knew she was here while he was in the North Sea. That was the only logical explanation.
She took a seat on the bottom stair and opened the envelope carefully. The fake tan she applied the night before transferred to the cream paper, but Esme just shrugged it off. As she pulled out the luxurious card, she gasped at its beauty. The gilded gold edges were completely her and she threw a hand to her chest dramatically. She giggled with barely restrained pleasure, as the words rolled off the invite and into her brain.
CONGRATULATIONS, ESME DUNCAN
YOU HAVE WON A FIVE NIGHT STAY IN THE LUXURIOUS SPA, THE EMERALD RETREAT ON THE ISLE OF HARRIS.
YOU WERE NOMINATED FOR THIS BREAK AND WE HOPE YOU ENJOY EVERYTHING IT HAS TO OFFER.
WE REQUEST THE PLEASURE OF YOUR COMPANY ON 28TH MARCH. A CAR WILL PICK YOU UP AND TAKE YOU TO THE AIRPORT ,A FLIGHT HAS BEEN ARRANGED TO TAKE YOU TO THE RETREAT AT 2PM SHARP.
PLEASE RSVP 07772149632 WHERE THE EMERALD RETREAT’S OWNER WILL BE HAPPY TO HEAR FROM YOU.
Esme stayed in East Kilbride so she assumed that would be Glasgow airport. She was so excited; it was about time someone treated her the way she deserved. Matt was a doll. Clearly, she had a positive impact on his life, and he was giving something back in return. She had so much packing to do, what outfits to take, swimwear to sort through, makeup, perfume, jewellery. An exclusive spa resort – how amazing!
Esme ran back up the stairs with the mind to take a quick shower. She had so much she had to do. The strange interaction with the delivery man was the furthest thing from her mind. Maybe if she’d given it a bit more thought, she might’ve been spared what was to come.
Five
Ailsa Clark was a teacher in Dollar, Clackmannanshire. It was her probation year, and she was so glad it was the Easter holidays. It wasn’t that she didn’t love the kids but by God, could they be difficult.
Teaching wasn’t the glamorous career that she’d thought it would be. It was all late nights, early mornings, and stress. She was starting to think that she should look for a position in a private school. At least she’d be numerated in a way that reflected her worth. Something that also surprised her was how bitter the parents were about the frequency that teachers were on holiday. What they didn’t realise was that it wasn’t a bloody jolly for them, they were constantly planning and prepping for the next lesson, the next term, the following year. They did work that they either weren’t paid for, or purchasing resources that weren’t renumerated.
She’d toyed going home for a week to her parents in Aberdeen but decided against it. She had too much work to get on with. She wouldn’t have been able to get any done at her mum’s, she’d have been dragged out for those bottomless brunches she loved so much. No, going to her mum’s would’ve been a very bad idea. So, here Ailsa sat at her kitchen table working through lesson plans and researching the new class topic – The Battle of Bannockburn. Being a school in the Stirlingshire council district it was a prerequisite of teaching in the area.
Her mobile phone continued to buzz beside her. she glanced at the screen once more. The name mum flashed across the screen in large pulsing letters. Ailsa shook her head and ran a tired hand through her brunette curls. Why couldn’t she just leave her to work? She knew how run down she’d been feeling. Dare she say it, the feelings of depression had crept in. She was sure it was just the stress getting to her, but what if it wasn’t? What if this was the start of a slippery slope?
The phone wouldn’t stop buzzing so she grabbed it out of frustration and answered brusquely. “Yes?” as soon as the words fell from her mouth, she knew she’d been too harsh. She let out a shaky sigh.
“Is that anyway to speak to your mother? Honestly, Ailsa, you’ve been brought up better,” her mum, Kelly said with more than a disappointed tone to her voice. Ailsa immediately felt terrible. It wasn’t her mum’s fault she was stressed up to her eyeballs. She’d probably only wanted to catch up.
“I’m sorry mum, you know how stressed I am right now.” Ailsa pushed the papers to the side of the table and rubbed at her temple. She tried to keep the headache at bay. She’d need to locate the paracetamol after she got off the phone. Otherwise, the day would be a complete write off.
“I know my darling, that’s why I invited you up for the week. You deserve a break, and we could’ve had bottomless brunch. We’d have the best time.” Ailsa could hear her mum pottering around the kitchen, filling up the kettle, setting it to boil. Cups clattered together, probably making her dads morning coffee after working on the farm all morning. She kind of wished that she’d just said fuck it and gone to the farm, life was bogging her down and the fresh air of  the farm might’ve been just what she needed.
“Mum, you know I’d love to have come up but I’m just way too busy.” Ailsa fiddled with her pen, taking some notes about the Bannockburn visitor centre.
“You work yourself too hard. You need to take some time for you occasionally. It’s not healthy, both me and your dad agree. If I’d known what teaching was going to be like we wouldn’t have encouraged you to follow your dreams,” she tutted. The sound of a clanging teaspoon jolted her out of the daydream. She glanced at the discarded invitation that Ailsa was using as a coaster.
“Well as it happened, I’ve won some kind of competition. Apparently, I’ve won five days at some kind of spa and resort. The invitation says that I’d been nominated. I’m quite surprised, but thanks mum. It was you who nominated me, wasn’t it,” Ailsa questioned.
The laptop in front of her pinged with another email, this time from the head teacher. She glanced over it briefly, taking in the dire financial situation the school was facing. Any resources that needed to be purchased should be done so with the teachers own money. Shaking her head, she brought her attention back to the protestations of her mum.
“Well, no, Ailsa, can’t say that I did. I’d have simply just booked a spa day if you wanted it,” she said.
“Are you sure? I can’t think of anyone else that would have nominated me for such a break?” She picked up her pen again and started to take notes on a potential budget for buying supplies and school trips. She didn’t know if she could realistically stretch that far.
“Well, it certainly wasn’t me or your father.” Ailsa didn’t know what to think. “But I hope you enjoy it.” They said their goodbyes and Ailsa hung up the phone. She wasn’t entirely sure why, but there was something about the entire thing that didn’t sit right with her. The way the invitation was delivered, the invite itself and the mysterious nature around the resort. She’d already googled it, but everything looked legit. Still, there was something that bothered her just at the edge of her mind. Something she couldn’t quite reach but knew was there all the same.
Six
Maisie Watson had taken the short flight from Lewis to Harris in relative luxury. She’d never been on a private plane before, and she was taken aback at the one-to-one service she was afforded. Her own waitress, a masseuse and nail technician awaited her every whim.
As she gazed out the small window she was amazed at the birds-eye view of the Hebridean islands, the golden sands and turquoise waters splaying out before her.
She’d refused the meal she’d been offered; she couldn’t be arsed with trying to hide her bulimia. She regretted the decision immediately. The delicious scents emanating from the galley kitchen smelled divine. If she wasn’t mistaken, the rich aroma of beef and red wine wafted through the fibreglass swing door. She constantly had the internal conflict of wanting to eat and wanting to throw up to maintain her figure. She’d read so many articles about eating disorders and the popular opinion was ‘Why can’t they stop making themselves sick?’ or ‘How can you make yourself sick, I feel ghastly when I’m sick.’ So on and so forth, ad verbatim. She raged at the thoughts spinning around her head. If it was that simple, she’d have fucking done it by now. Maisie Watson and people like her were mentally ill. There she’d finally put words to the thoughts. She was mentally ill; her therapist could attest to that.
She’d enjoyed the privilege of indulging in a back massage on the descent into the Isle of Harris. It had been smooth, in fact, it had been the best landing she’d experienced in some time – and she’d travelled to Thailand and Dubai. It was a short flight, but she’d taken advantage of everything this fancy billionaire had to offer.
Maisie approached the man yielding a cardboard sign adorning her name. She wasn’t sure whether to be surprised or mortified at the welcoming party. She rolled her luggage over to the gentleman wearing stone-coloured chinos and a navy-blue polo shirt with the resort’s name stitched into the left breast. Aviator sunglasses, followed by an eighty’s throwback to the mullet. It was so at odds with the rest of his attire. She tried to supress the mounting giggle that was close to escaping from her lips.
“If you’ll follow me, Ms. Watson.” The man put the cardboard sign under his arm and walked off at a pace that Maisie struggled to keep up with. Her small frame wasn’t comparable to the incredible hulk in front of her.
“Hey, wait up,” Maisie called.
“We can’t be late. The owner of The Emerald Resort does not like to be kept waiting,” he said as he walked. There was something strange about his behaviour. Very strange indeed. It was almost like he was scared of being late.
“I don’t even know your name. What is it?”
“My name doesn’t matter – I’m just a lowly employee in the grand Emerald Resort,” he replied robotically.
Okay, she was really beginning to feel freaked out. Why did she feel like this weekend was far deeper than she’d anticipated? Maybe he was just an oddball, maybe he was a relative of the owner and they felt sorry for him. Maybe everything would still be okay.
Seven
Jack Paterson balanced on his crutches painfully. The pain from his stump and the searing pain from the prosthetic had him wanting to commit bloody murder. As drinks were handed out to the multiple competition winners, he scoffed. He honestly thought that he’d be the only one there. It didn’t feel all that exclusive with the others pushing their way into his personal space.
He clutched the glass of champagne in his scarred hand, the condensation dripping down his weathered fingers. He wasn’t sure if he should drink the bubbly liquid or not. Alcohol turned him into a monster. A raging, violent, monster. His grip on the glass got tighter, his knuckles white with the pressure. It would be so easy to shatter the glass, allowing it to embed in his skin. The blood flowing with ease, a red river of pain, dripping onto the tiled floor below. He shook his head free of the violent image. He gazed around the circle of people talking and drinking. They hadn’t appeared to have noticed him phasing out.
“I’m Esme, and I’m a beauty technician. I’ve just bought a brand-new Audi Q5…well, my boyfriend did, I’m completely in love with it.”
“The car or the boyfriend?” Jack found himself whispering.
“Excuse me?” Esme asked. “Did you say something?”
Her stare penetrated through him. She knew he said something, but Jack wasn’t about to humour her.
“I didn’t say anything.” Jack downed his glass of champagne to disturbed looks passing between the group of competition winners.
Jack dressed in black dress trousers and a white shirt, rolled up to the elbows, ignoring the others as they introduced themselves as Maisie, Graham, Esme, and Ailsa. He didn’t really care, it’s not like he was going to be developing any friendships here. The sound of the girl’s giggling was like nails down a blackboard. He turned away from them and took in his surroundings.
He couldn’t deny that the Emerald Retreat was inviting. From its serene atmosphere to its soft ambient lighting, it appeared to be the perfect place to de-stress. Glancing over at the reception desk, a blonde woman stared out at the group, a weird expression etched on her face. Her eyes were empty and devoid of emotion. Robotic. As atmospheric as the lighting was – the shadows illuminating her hollow sockets looked haunting. A shiver ran down Jack’s spine, goosebumps spreading like a viral pandemic. Her gaze held an unsettling calmness, mirroring a mere echo of her former self, or so it appeared.
“More champagne, Sir?” Jack shook away his dreamlike state. Blinking his eyes several times, the room came back into focus. Becoming more aware of the waiter in front of him, he grabbed one of the champagne flutes from the silver platter. The chilly glass permeated his skin, sending a tingling sensation coursing through his nerve endings. Jack was momentarily lost to his surroundings.
The robotic receptionist turned her head mechanically towards Jack. She smiled. A malevolent grin etched across her face. Her perfect white teeth and red lipstick appeared to fall from her face, like wax dripping from a candle. Jack glanced around the room, hoping that the others had witnessed the receptionists’ strange mannerisms. The only person concerned was Jack, the others were too busy flirting and joking with one another.
Jack tried to remember his breathing exercises from his therapy sessions, but he couldn’t focus. The room seemed to close in around him. Gasping for breath his chest was suffocating him. He felt like he was trapped inside a vice. He grasped at his throat, willing the air to force its way into his lungs, for his pulse to regulate, for his flight or fight response to back down. He felt weird and it wasn’t just the impending panic attack that made him feel that way.
Jack was startled by a sudden noise, glass smashing. As he slowly glanced at the group, he realized that they’d dropped their champagne flutes and were falling to the ground. Broken glass scattered across the pristine floor, the light reflecting each shard. His eyes widened, taking in his shock as he too succumbed to the darkness that plagued the rest of the group.
The sounds in the room became nothing but a distant echo, muffled and distorted. Jack tried to speak but nothing came out, nothing coherent. He lost consciousness as witnessed by the robotic receptionist walking towards him.
Eight
The Stranger observed them sprawled unconscious on the reception floor of The Emerald Resort. In a lot of ways, he couldn’t believe that a group of people could be so gullible. None of them questioned why they were really there, why they’d been chosen. In his line of work, it paid to be vigilant. You couldn’t let your guard down for a moment. When you let your guard down, people would inevitably take everything from you.
Which was ironic because that was the exact reason, he’d gathered these strangers together. He planned to take everything from them.
The stranger glanced at the bank of monitors spread out in front of him. Seeing his volunteers unresponsive pleased him greatly. Rachel, the receptionist stood robotically in the centre of the room surrounded by the prone bodies. Their juxtaposition in stark contrast to the elegant surroundings.
Sitting forward, he examined each victim in detail. He had his favourites already. Esme was someone who’d already outed herself as a self-entitled bitch. He knew he’d have fun with her. It was going to be entertaining dishing out her just desserts. Moving his eyes toward Ailsa, the sweet natured schoolteacher, he knew he’d have just as much fun with her. Good natured, but she would snap just as easily. The people that wouldn’t harm another soul. Yes, he couldn’t wait to push them to their very limits before snuffing them out.
Some might ask just how he found this group of doomed humans. And it would be a very valid question. Just how did he find them? How had he learnt all there was to know about them? How did he learn about their flaws and their misgivings? How did he discover their weaknesses? Well, he’d made his fortune from learning all there was to know about his competitors. He wasn’t a multi-millionaire for nothing. He knew about Graham Anderson’s crime. He knew Jack Paterson was a medically discharged soldier with PTSD, he also knew that he’d cut everyone out of his life. He knew Esme Duncan was a gold-digging man eater. He knew Maisie Watson was in recovery from Bulimia. The stranger always said that it paid to do your due diligence.
Talking of research, The Stranger had done his. He knew everything there was to know about his subjects, but he’d also invested wisely in the project. He’d bought the island off the coast of Harris and had this facility built. He remembered landing on the island after the building works had completed. The final rays of dusk were kissing the horizon, a canvas of natural beauty. The salty scent of the ocean assaulted his senses. Walking towards his facility, which spanned the length of the island, he couldn’t help the grin that spread across his features.
The Stranger knew that what he had planned was going to be sweet. Like forbidden nectar he’d dine like a king. The only thing that made it more exquisite was broadcasting the weekend’s activities via the dark web. You’d be surprised how much of a market for streamable murder there was. He had twenty people signed up and ready to witness the depravity at just a click of a mouse. They’d paid handsomely, £15 million dollars each. It was a steal, considering how much he’d sunk into having the facility built. A cool three hundred million was a drop in the ocean in comparison.
It was a fully interactive format with the watchers being able to choose how each contestant would perish. It’d taken some time to design but now that everything was up and running, he felt at ease.
The facility was so much more than a spa. That was a mere smoke screen to what lay underground. Like an iceberg, the real danger was under the surface. The basement housed ten individual torture chambers. Really, that was too simplistic for what they were. Each room was fully sound proofed, with a plethora of weapons to keep a like-minded individual busy for hours, if not weeks. So many options, the only thing limiting the torturer was lack of imagination. Pulling out teeth, pulling off their fingernails, extracting their eyes, skinning them, burning them. Just thinking about it got The Stranger hard. His cock pressing against his jeans, the sharp twinge of his fly digging into the sensitive flesh. He was indecisive on whether he should have a cheeky wank or not. He decided to rain check it for later.
Movement caught his eye on camera five. Four figures dressed completely in black were beginning to move the contestants. The Strangers’ heavies. They lifted their prone forms and threw them over their shoulders. A heavy burden that signified the entire weekend. The stranger had left no stone unturned. The island even had its own incinerator, perfect for disposing of the contestants remains.
He swapped to camera eight and watched his men carry the bodies down the main corridor to the torture rooms. It stretched ahead of them like a yawning abyss. He tried to cast his mind back to the previous guests he’d invited. He couldn’t guarantee that there wasn’t parts of them still lingering in the rooms. He’d never been the type of man to offer absolute certainties.
The oppressive silence of the building was only interrupted by the heavy footfall of The Stranger’s men. The walls were adorned with purple art deco type wallpaper. Nobody could argue that The Stranger wasn’t all about the grandeur. The shadows cast by his men clung to the edge of the wall like phantom witnesses. Maybe just maybe, there were ghosts waiting and watching, a sense of déjà vu keeping them rooted in this forsaken place.
The Stranger knew that the walls would bleed before the weekend was through. Gazing down at his scarred hand, he smirked. His eyes revealed a storm of conflicted emotions – resentment, regret and above all, sadistic pleasure.
Nine
Maisie Watson blinked rapidly, trying to see through the fog of confusion. Frowning, she looked around the room. She didn’t recognise her surroundings. Swallowing back the saliva that’d gathered in her mouth, she tried to make sense of what she was seeing. Was this a dream? She tried to sit up but found that her arms had been bound behind her back. Panic set in. Maisie struggled against her bindings, fear taking root in the pit of her stomach. The acid bubbled, making a path up her oesophagus, making her retch. It wasn’t an alien feeling but, it was for a very different reason.
Glancing behind her she could see thick coarse black rope was bound tightly around her wrists. The more she struggled, the more the abrasive material rubbed against her sensitive skin. The air was tense, the only sound coming from Maisie and her panicked breaths.
“Help me!” she screamed, her voice becoming hoarse, tears streaming down her face. She felt like the room had begun to close in on her. A vice like feeling that would eventually crush her.
Dipping her head, she wondered where it all went wrong. It was supposed to be a nice break away. A time to recharge and relax. It wasn’t supposed to be like this, never like this. She’d won a competition, right? So, how on earth had she ended up bound to a metal chair in a padded room with no means of escape?
Maisie pleaded with herself to get a grip. She couldn’t just let this defeat her. She wasn’t about to just let herself give in to whatever was happening. She was a fighter, and by God, was she going to fight this.
She moved her arms erratically, a desperate and frenzied attempt to free her hands. Her muscles strained against the unforgiving fibres and Maisie yelled in frustration. Beads of sweat formed on her forehead, glistening in the ambient light. Her desperation had hit its peak. Shaking uncontrollably, she worried about what was to come. Who’d put her here and what did they want from her? What about the others? Were they too, in the same situation as her, or was she the target all along?
A sudden shift occurred. The room changed. The aura, but not just that, physically it altered too. Without warning, the ambient light was gone, only to be replaced by a blinding flash of strong, white light. Anything that lurked in the shadows was now banished.
Maisie although staring, she wasn’t fully able to comprehend what she was seeing. The padded walls began to ripple and shift. The padding appearing to almost melt into the walls. A dance of metamorphosis, it almost denied the law of physics. She could feel her limbs shake, her heartbeat rocket, a feeling that she wanted to hide.
A soft hum filled the air. As the last remnants of the walls melted away, Maisie felt the charge of the room change, no longer the eerie silence but a magnetic pull circling around her. The metamorphosis of the room complete. Maisie gazed around perplexed at what faced her.
The metallic surface of the wall gleamed with a polished brilliance, their form vibrating from the hum emanating from within. The walls once solid and mundane had vanished, leaving floor to ceiling magnets. It appeared to defy gravity. What came next perplexed her. Perspex encased the magnets, a barrier to the rest of the room.
Maisie stared open eyed at the strange structure unsure of what to think. Her body pulsed in time to the droning of the magnetics, however, hers was in fear. The thought didn’t get a chance to take root before a faceless voice was heard over some kind of tannoy system.
“Good evening, Maisie Watson. You have been chosen today as part of an exciting experiment. You know, it was hard to choose just who would be first. Such a high calibre of contestants this year,” the male voice said with a hint of excitement sparking at the edges.
Maisie pulled at her bindings further, confusion still reining supreme. She already knew she’d won a competition, that’s the reason she was at the resort, right?
The bindings bit into her wrists and she growled. She couldn’t believe how she ended up in this situation. Their drinks must’ve been spiked, but why? What was the resort a cover for, and how did Maisie Watson, a student from the Isle of Lewis end up embroiled in it all?
Silence stretched on, the voice gone, the only thing left in its wake was static. Between that and the hum of the magnetic walls, Maisie wanted to tear her ears off. Suddenly, without warning, the floor beneath her quivered. Instinctively, Maisie tried to pull her feet off the floor, but the bindings stopped her from doing so.
To her surprise, a sleek bank of TV monitors ascended from the floor. The screens flickered to life, static taking on a life of its own. Maisie’s eyes were glued to them, questioning if this was a clue to why she was there.
“Maisie, in a moment those screens in front of you will come to life and you will see the faces of five people. Four men and a woman. They’ve paid a handsome amount of money to watch the proceedings, so I expect you to play nice.”
Maisie sputtered. She actually couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Paid money to watch the proceedings? What the hell was going on here? What fucked up psychopath paid to watch her struggle against her bindings?
“Listen, you fucked up psychopath. Let me go and let me get off this bloody island. You’re sick.” Rage pulsed within her, feeling out of control, a shiver running down her spine. An unsettling feeling took root in her stomach, a feeling of undeniable dread making her feel sick.
“There’s no need for the name calling. Let’s just do this amicably, shall we? We both know that I have all the power. Just accept your fate and this will all go so much smoother,” the disinterested voice said.
“What are you going to do to me?” Maisie whimpered, her head lowering to her chin. “What have I done?”
“You haven’t done anything. I guess for you it’s merely a case of wrong place, wrong time. Don’t take it personally, you could’ve been anyone.” The voice laughed mirthlessly, it’s timbre echoing around the room, taunting her further.
“You bastard, you fucking bastard,” she screamed until her throat was hoarse and raw. Her hands trembled as she tried to tear free from the binding once more. She could feel her heart pound in her chest, like a drumbeat of fear, it threatened to end her. The sweat on her hands making them slick, she couldn’t purchase anything, and the desperation only made her angrier.
“Save your energy, Maisie. You’re going to need it to get through tonight.”
Maisie was startled by the sound of people talking. Movement caught her eye. Glancing up, the static on the TV monitors had disappeared and was replaced by five faces. Faces she’d never seen before.
The room was bathed in the eerie glow of the monitors. Their chatter soon stopped as they realised that they too could see her. Maisie furrowed her brow, although she knew they could see her, somehow, she couldn’t tear her eyes away from the strangers in front of her.
“Good evening, Maisie,” the voices said in unison, oddly in sync, like robots they knew the exact moment to interact, however, oddly dissonant from humanity. Maisie refused to answer, refused to give anything of herself to these people, not even her words.
She knew these people were the key to unlocking the puzzle that she’d found herself in. The sense of unease that had slowly taken root in Maisie’s chest grew exponentially. She could feel the strangers’ emotions emanating from the screens. Excitement, joy, wonderment, the man at the end even seemed to be aroused. Maisie felt sick.
The disembodied voice came over the Tanoy system once more. It’s voice now taking on a more excited edge. “Gentlemen and good lady, we’ve welcomed you here today to witness a groundbreaking experiment. You already know who Maisie Watson is and what she’s here to do. There’s only one thing left-”
Maisie interrupted him with a roar like scream. She felt like she was having an out of body experience. These people were making decisions about her life, her potential future, and they thought she’d sit idly by and just allow it? No way, she’d been through too much to let them do abhorrent things to her, because that was what they’d planned. She was some kind of guinea pig to their deranged games.
Maisie’s outburst didn’t shock the strangers in front of her, they almost seemed pleased at the display of emotion. It cut her on a visceral level, the realisation that she might not get out of this alive was a real thing.
Her once neat hair now hung in dishevelled strands around her face. Her eyes wide with a manic-like intensity pinned the strangers with her wide, frightened stare. Maisie looked deranged. This was a woman that was unravelling. Her face, cast in the shadows of the TV monitors, teetered on the edge of insanity, staring into the abyss of the night. She had two choices – stare it dead in the eye or jump in.
“As I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted. There’s only one thing left to decide. Thank you for wanting to be a part of this groundbreaking experiment into seeing how far a human can be pushed before…well, let’s just say, before they snap. You have the magnificent pleasure of deciding which task Maisie has to perform.” Voice monotone with a hint of amusement, Maisie wanted to ram her first down his throat. To have his teeth embed in her skin, she’d welcome the pain and spit on his spluttering form.
Tears streaked down Maisie’s face from a mixture of frustration and sorrow. Each breath catching in her throat like razorblades. It was painful. All of it. But mostly the feeling of not being in control. The room had fallen into heavy silence, the only sound was Maisie’s ragged breathing. “I hate you,” she choked.
The silent watchers remained stoic, nothing falling from their lips but steady, controlled breaths. It angered her further.
“How can any of you be okay with this? I’m someone’s daughter, someone’s granddaughter. Don’t you even care?” she screamed through angry tears. She wanted to shame them into action. She wanted to see some emotion, anything to show Maisie that they weren’t active participants in this gross charade.
“My dear, this isn’t our first rodeo. So, for the love of God, can you please stop with the GCSE Drama performance,” the woman with chestnut brown hair said with annoyance. Her hair, touched with hints of silver were a testament to her age. Subtle lines danced at the corners of her eyes. Their hazel depths spoke of a quiet determination. Maisie knew she wouldn’t acquire sympathy there.
“As I was saying…Maisie, if you can’t keep quiet, I might have to have my men gag you. You don’t want that do you?” the voice spoke threateningly.
Maisie shook her head. She’d already lost so much; she didn’t want to lose her voice too.
“Good. We don’t want you to be gagged either. Our guests want to hear you scream, after all.”
“No, please, please,” she pleaded. It fell upon deaf ears.
“So, the only thing left to do is to choose the method. Gentleman, good lady, popping up on your screen will be a question…How shall Maisie Watson die? Multiple choice answers are – A. A bullet. B. Eyes. Or C. Ball-bearings. I know what my choice would be, given  her history,” he laughed maniacally.
The watchers chatted animatedly amongst themselves, appearing to be in the same room. Where they in this very building? They leaned their heads in conspiratorially, as they whispered to each other. Meanwhile, Maisie just wanted to die. She might just get her wish.
The TV monitors lit up with their choice. They’d all opted for C. Ball-bearings. Whatever the hell that meant. How could you hurt someone with ball-bearings? Were they going to stone her to death with them? Her tear-soaked stare fixed on the results, a lump forming in her throat. A stifled sob tore free from her throat.
In a swift and synchronised motion, a group of black clothed, burly men burst into the room, causing a whirlwind of chaos. Maisie tried to turn around, tried to face the danger head on and knocked her chair to the floor. The impact jolted through her body, a sharp pain emanating from her head. She closed her eyes and breathed, willing her heartrate to calm. It was no use. Her body was on red alert.
The men said nothing. One just simply bent over and righted the chair once more. The others watched from the sidelines. The watchers on the TV screens smiled in amusement. The burly men then left the room with precise movements. They definitely had the aura of military men.
“Are you quite finished now?” the voice from the Tanoy broke the silence.
“Fuck you,” Maisie spat.
“Maybe,” he drawled. “So, with the method chosen, the games can now begin. Thank you, to our esteemed guests for participating. Maisie, say thank you. You are after all, here at their pleasure.”
“Fuck all of you,” she screamed hysterically in the direction of the TV monitors. The room echoed with Maisie’s desperate sobs. With desperate fingers she tried to tear free from the bindings once more, trying to find an anchor in a relentless storm. It was useless. She wasn’t going to get free that way.
The metallic door behind her creaked open, a feeling of unease creeping down her spine. Maisie was torn between wanting to see what was going on and not. Another burly man entered the room, pushing an iron trolley to rest in front of her. Dressed in black overalls, he merely glanced at her. Was she not even worth his attention? Was she nothing more than shit on his shoe? Maisie wanted to tear down this island from its very root – the disembodied voice being her starting point.
The trolley stacked high with wooden boxes, secured by sturdy straps, emitted a large squeak as its wheels came to a stop. The man in the black overalls wiped sweat from his brow. He stood back, hands at his side, awaiting his instructions. Maisie wondered what kind of man he was. If he was in this employ, then he couldn’t be a very good one.
“Thank you, B. You can now unload the first crate.” The voice reverberated against the walls. The burly man glanced around the room; a slight worry of concern etched on his face. It was only there a moment before being replaced with a blank stare. “Now, if you could take out the cheek retractors and fit them to Maisie’s mouth, that would be awesome.”
What the hell were cheek retractors? That sounded downright hellish. The man referred to only as B turned his back to Maisie and rummaged through the first crate. After mumbling for what felt like hours, he pulled out a wire implement. As he moved toward her, she tried to edge away from his intimidating posture. It was no use, she was trapped.
B edged closer to Maisie; the cheek retractors gripped in his left hand. Head shaved; his blue piercing gaze kept her rooted to the spot. She was even more shocked when he spoke. She had begun to think he couldn’t.
“Alright Maisie let’s get these cheek retractors in place. Let’s not make it any harder than it needs to be.” Panic surged within her; the room seemed to be closing in around her. Just over B’s shoulder, she could see the Watcher’s faces on the TV screens. They’d all leant forward, seeking a better advantage point for the action unfolding in front of them.
She thrashed back and forth, willing the chair to fall once more. B gripped her by the shoulders, keeping her still. She spat in his face, right between the eyes. The action shocked them both. Maisie’s desperation making her do things she wouldn’t normally do.
“Okay, B, you know what to do.” The instruction came loud and clear from the voice with no body and Maisie cringed. What now? She could feel herself going into meltdown with no sign of escape materialising.
B’s hand reached out, his fist slamming hard into her temple. She cried out with the intensity of the impact. Her head throbbed in time to her heartbeat, the surroundings fading to black, the sounds around her transforming into mere echoes as Maisie succumbed to the darkness.
***
As consciousness gradually clawed its way back into Maisie’s body like a lost friend, she felt pain. Pain like no other. She also felt heavy. She couldn’t decipher why she felt that way, but she did. Almost like she’d had a three-course meal, then coming back to the dessert trolley several times over.
The world around her was a hazy blur, shapes were in shadow, sounds were muted, and her mouth felt dry. Like she’d been licking sandpaper. Over and over.
As she wriggled her fingers, she tried to look down. She couldn’t. The first thing she noticed was the inability to close her mouth. It was like it’d been locked in place. Memories of earlier assaulted her. The trip to the island, the resort, that disembodied voice, being tied to the chair and those mysterious watchers. Her arms were no longer bound behind her but handcuffed to the arms of yet another chair.
Maisie struggled, a muffled plea escaping her lips. The cold unyielding eyes of the watchers on the TV monitors making the bile engulf her mouth.
“Nice of you to join us once again, Maisie. I must admit, we missed your wit and sunny disposition.” She could hear the smug smile in his voice. She tried to tell him to go fuck himself again but all that came out was drool.
“So now that we’ve got your attention, let’s have a little chat, shall we?”
Maisie’s frustration transformed into a primal rage, conveyed through ragged breaths and guttural sounds. If she got free, she guaranteed she’d kill everyone in this building with her bare hands.
“Whilst you were out for the count. You happened to ingest ball-bearings…a lot of them. That full feeling you’re experiencing, yeah, that’s them sitting in your stomach, taking up room,” the voice whispered, a sinister edge penetrating the very walls of the room.
Maisie didn’t want to believe that this was happening. She knew he wasn’t lying. The impossibly full feeling in her stomach was testament to his words. It took her straight back to those years when her eating disorder was at its very worst. When every morsel that passed her lips had to be purged.
She needed to make herself sick. She’d promised her parents and her consultant that she wouldn’t do it anymore, but she had to. The feeling was overwhelming. She needed to lean over, stick her fingers down her throat and empty her stomach. She couldn’t, she was cuffed to the chair, with her mouth clamped open.
A low rumbling snarl erupted from Maisie’s chest. How dare they make her feel like this again? How fucking dare they? She’d been getting better and now this. The veneer of restraint had cracked, if only Maisie could get free, then she’d really show them how feral she could really be.
Maisie’s lips gave an involuntary twitch, a sign that her plight was taking a physical toll. Drool from the corner of her mouth fell from her lips in thin strands, pooling on the fabric of her blue dress. The watchers on the screen were giddy with excitement, Maisie’s predicament giving them immense joy.
“Gentleman, and our esteemed lady, you know what’s coming next. Maisie, this will be a surprise for you. In front of you is a red button, reserved only for this moment. It’s been a long night and I’m sure you’ll be happy to watch the grand finale. When you’re ready, press that red button and we’ll get this show on the road.” Maisie could hear the sneer in his voice, the malintent in the way he said red button.
The group of faces on the TV screen wore a look of mischief. Their eyes sharing a look of shared thrill. They cheered, laughter filling the air. The man sat in the middle of the group – distinctly appeared to be the leader. It was in the way he carried himself, how he dressed and his distinct lack of emotion that brought Maisie to that conclusion.
His finger hovered above the button; eyes trained on Maisie. Time ticked on with a never-ending sense of finality. As he finally pressed it down with a deliberate, ominous force, Maisie’s heart raced as the weight of the situation throttled her.
“Thank you for activating the magnets. I will now adjust them to full capacity. Maisie, I must give you my thanks for being a superb contestant. The others will have a hard act to follow.” The Stranger’s voice echoed around her, taking on a life of its own.
She wanted to scream at the voice, at the people on the TV screens, she wanted to clutch at her throat. A strained expression broke out on her face.
The walls hummed louder, the entire room vibrating. Maisie shook with the force of their power. She felt scared and she couldn’t quite decipher why. She knew she was going to die here, but how? Confusion reigned supreme, she felt like a coiled spring.
She glanced down to her collar line and witnessed her surfboard necklace beginning to float in midair. Was it the magnets? Just how powerful were they?
She didn’t have long to contemplate the whys behind her gravitating necklace before the pain in her stomach began to cripple her. Bound to the chair, she felt utterly helpless, she wanted to move, to stand up, to writhe freely in pain. But she couldn’t. She grimaced, unable to verbalise her pain. More drool fell from her mouth. Incoherent sounds spill into the room, shockingly from her mouth. It was unrecognisable. She sounded like a monster. It was inhumane. All of it. The luring of people here. The streaming of it onto the dark web. The torture games.
Glancing briefly at the malicious faces staring at her from the TV monitors, she realised that the screens had begun to glitch. A result of the magnets, no doubt. Instead of the emotionless faces they’d painted on previously, a twisted expression painted on their gnarly faces. The real image of them had broken free, relishing the pain that Maisie was enduring. Their evil grins widening, leaning in closer to the camera, almost trying to breach the virtual barrier.
The pain and the undeniable sense of inevitability washed over Maisie. She knew this was it for her. She was going to take her last breath in this room, speak her final words. She’d never see her parents again. Would they even find out what’d happened to her? She doubted it. A man like The Stranger had all his bases covered.
Maisie’s body broke out into a coughing fit, that seared her chest, every breath caught in the grasp of a vice. The pain was visceral, she could feel it in every nerve ending. Blood erupted from her mouth like a crimson river. A metallic taste invading the maw that’d been forced open. Each cough, a spasm that emanated from her stomach. She convulsed from the pressure, the volume of blood. Her eyes watered and she violently attempted to close her mouth, to spit out the blood pooling there, like a river that’d burst its banks. It needed someplace to go.
The pain, no longer coming in waves, felt like a tearing sensation, but also something else. A peculiar sensation – like something foreign moving within. The ball-bearings. It heightened the pain to unbelievable levels. It was almost more than she could bear. The humming of the magnets reached a crescendo, her ears and brain working against each other, the pain and the noise fighting to reign supreme. Maisie couldn’t take much more.
She convulsed in agony. Her hands tore at the arms of the chair, the nail of her left index finger ripping off with the force she was exerting. She screamed but not from the nail, no, that felt like a tickle in comparison to the pain in her stomach. The tension in the room was palpable with the impending sense of doom. The guests were glued to the action, a look of amused concentration reflecting back. The screens continued to glitch. She really hoped the power went before she died. Like one last fuck you.
The scene unfolding was beyond chaotic. The hum from the magnets the only backdrop to the horror unfolding. The pain reached a crescendo. Maisie passed out as the ball-bearings burst forth from her midsection. The metal spheres scattered across the room like a swarm of angry wasps, shooting through the air, blood dripping mid-flight. The sound of blood, gore, viscera, painting the walls and floor was sickening. SPLAT! Maisie’s body slumped, depleted and broken, crumpled in the chair, her life snuffed out.
The guests on the TV screen the only noise to be heard. Cheers and congratulations were exchanged. The magnets had been shut off. It was now time to begin the preparations for the next competitor. The clean-up operation got underway.
Ten
It was fucking beautiful. Maisie Watson’s death was simply enchanting. It couldn’t have gone better. All that meticulous planning, the curating of staff that wouldn’t say a word. NDA’s, of course, help, but really it couldn’t have gone better. The way the ball-bearings shot out of her stomach…He had real trouble keeping himself composed. He wanted to jump around the control room, screaming in pure adoration – for himself, of course. The guests paid to watch, but he…he made it happen. He curated the competitors, had the facility built, He’d invested a massive sum of money into making it all come together, and it had. He questioned if a celebratory wank might be in order. No, he’d save that for when the weekend was over, and it’d been an outright success.
The clean-up operation was a sort-of success. His staff knew the deal, they knew what they’d be dealing with and still the fucking looks on their dumb faces when the ball-bearings shot from Maisie’s stomach. It would be almost comical if he didn’t have to deal with their incessant whining.
Gazing at the computer monitor, he saw his staff hard at work. The chair in the centre of the room empty, the cuffs hanging from the arm of the chair, the flickering of the overhead florescent lights – he needed to get one of the handy men onto fixing that, it’d be imperative for the next contestant.
The metallic sound of trolleys full of cleaning supplies clanged from one area to the next. The rustling of bin bags being filled with the bloody ball bearings, dragged behind tired staff. The floors bleached, no residue from Maisie’s misadventure left behind.
Two of the workers shared a strange look between them. Dressed like the others in white paper suits, now coated in a sheen of Maisie’s blood, Belinda, nodded toward the hidden camera. A subtle nod, but there all the same. Anyone else might not have noticed, but he did, he saw everything.
“Get back to work. I don’t pay you to gossip, I pay you to clean,” The Strangers voice bellowed through the microphone. The voice startled them, the voice booming through the Tanoy system.  They quickly got back to work, not willing to anger The Stranger further.
Switching to the monitor in the other chamber, The Stranger witnessed his heavies dragging their next contestant, Graham Anderson into position. A highlander with a dark secret. He probably didn’t think he could find that out. How could he possibly know what he did? How he buried an innocent woman in the woods. A woman with a child, a future? The Stranger had his means and he used it to its full potential. He was going to have a lot of fun with this one.
There was another audience awaiting his pleasure. An audience that was curated for a very particular kink. Graham Anderson was going to suffer, and The Stranger anticipated further bookings from this one death alone.
Eleven
Graham Anderson was brought back from unconsciousness with a bucket of cold water. Its icy cold temperature shocks him awake. Eyes wide, pupils dilated, the water stung his skin. His wet blue shirt clung to his body, revealing his overweight form. He gasped and shivered uncontrollably, the entirety of his body breaking out in goosebumps. He blinked rapidly trying to make some sense out of his situation. Where was he?
“Holy hell, ow, that’s freezing!” His teeth chattered as he looked around, rubbing some feeling back into his arms. As his sight and senses gradually returned to normal, he could see that he wasn’t alone in the room. Five bulked up men stood with their backs against the wall, facing him. What the hell?
The men who were seriously jacked, sport shaved heads and firm jaws. Their eyes reflected a mixture of discipline, experience, and intensity. They were seriously intimidating, and Graham found himself edging away impulsively. The men pushed themselves away from the wall and moved forward, the exact distance Graham did. He shook his head, trying to clear the fog that’d engulfed his brain, trying to work out just what was going on.
Tv monitors popped out from the floor and a voice shot through him. “Good evening, Graham. So lovely for you to join us. Thank you for being a participant in tonight's activities. Our guests appreciate it.” Graham swung his head left to right, looking for the voice. There was no one. No one, except for the muscle for hire.
Faces on the TV screens were now visible. Five of them. All women. They wave indelibly at Graham. His confusion turned into frustration. Who were these people? “Good evening, Graham. We’ve waited a long time to meet your acquaintance,” the women say, bored.
“What’s going on here? Where the hell am I?” he shouted, his outcry painful to even his own ears.
“Men, put Graham into the restraints. The ladies have chosen their method, and it’s time to see it put into action.”
“What the hell?” Graham spluttered, as the muscled men grabbed him by the arms and wrestled him across the room. One of the men, who looked to be in his forties, round house kicked him in the back. Graham fell to the floor, an “ooof” leaving his chest.
On either side of his head, lay two metal rings, installed into the wood floor. Swiftly his hands were bound to them with coarse orange rope. Two of the men worked swiftly. The knot applied with the maximum of pressure. “No,” he bellowed, his voice hitching. He tried to pull his hands free but couldn’t. His back throbbed with the impact of the burly man’s kick.
Graham was on his knees, the pain threatening to push him to his belly. Fear and defiance mix as he stared at the men surrounding him. He glanced at each of them, the stark realisation that he wouldn’t be able to take one of them, never mind all.
The guy that kicked Graham in the back circled back round to his side. He propelled himself in an upward motion and slammed his foot down into the centre of his spine. Graham cried out in pain once more. Tears pricked the corners of his eyes, he bit down on his bottom lip, trying to curb the pain radiating from his back.
“Motherfucker,” he cursed.
“That’s plenty, thank you. Now, if you’d be so kind as to hook Mr. Anderson to the implement above,” the Strangers voice spoke gleefully. Graham’s confusion turned to horror as he glanced toward the ceiling.
Rusty chains revealed meat hooks swinging from the rafters, a heavy scent of decay filling the space. He wondered if it originated from animal…or human. Bile travelled up his throat, the acid leaving a scorched path to his mouth. He spat it out, not caring if it ruined the polished floors. What was this place? The idea of it being a resort a distant memory.
He braved a look upwards once more, disgusted at the shadows the swinging meat hooks created on the walls. Two of the burley men grabbed the hooks, the chain making a metallic sound as it unwound further towards Graham.
“Now, Graham, this is going to hurt. I won’t lie to you, you’re going to feel this,” the voice said, penetrating the silence. Graham’s hands trembled in the rope, beads of sweat forming on his forehead.
“No, no, this can’t be happening,” he repeated the words over and over, like a mantra. What the hell had he done? He was a lowly office worker. He led a boring life. One thought did strike him – could they know about the body in the woods? No, they couldn’t. He wasn’t seen that night, he made sure of it. He was paranoid, but the rational part of his brain told him that was impossible.
Graham didn’t have the chance to muse on it further. Searing pain engulfed his back. It was all encompassing. Fire embedded itself in his muscles, his core, his nerve endings. “Fuuuuuuuck,” he screamed, the air expelling from his lungs. He couldn’t breathe, everything hurt. The intensity between the cold iron of the meat hooks and the heat of his blood, was like being thrown into a furnace.
His body felt depleted. The pain like nothing he’d ever known. He wasn’t a woman, but he thought this would be worse than childbirth, a hundred times over. His cousin would’ve given him a swift slap across the face for a comment like that. His cousin was one of those women that never stopped bleating on about how painful giving birth was. How could he forget? It was her entire personality after all.
“Well done, gentleman. You’ve done your jobs well. Now, we’ll press this little button here…” What button? Where? What the hell was he talking about?
The chains started rattling and grinding, moving upwards through a pulley system. Graham screamed. His skin tore and pulled as the hooks ascended. He gasped, trying to breathe through the pain, it was useless, nausea rising from his gullet. Blood poured forth like a crimson river. It dripped down the side of his body, pooling in the space on the floor Graham had just vacated.
“And we stop,” the voice commanded. The hooks came to a standstill. Grahams arms pulled taut below him, his body suspended from the ceiling. What next? What could possibly be next? “Gentleman, please tie Mr. Anderson’s feet to the floor.”
This was done swiftly. No hesitation or doubt in their movements. His body was taut, everywhere. His muscles felt like they might pop, that his joints might dislocate. Right now, he’d welcome it, it might provide him with some relief. He was coiled tighter than a spring, the meat hooks digging further into his skin with every subtle movement. He took a shuddering breath, tears pouring forth.
“Mr. Anderson. I know what you did. We all do. Our guests do. You were happy to leave a woman rotting in the ground, being feasted on by the maggots and the vermin? Tonight, you’re going to get a taste of your own medicine. Men, pull down his trousers and underwear. Oh, and fetch the rat,” the stranger said dispassionately. The faces on the screen smiled, their eyes glistening in wonder.
“You don’t understand. It was an accident; I didn’t mean to kill her. I panicked. I’m sorry,” Graham howled. It felt like a dam had burst. He was almost glad that he’d been found out, but not in this way. This was…this was wrong. Something hollered in his mind…a rat? What the fuck had a rat got to do with all this? “Why do you need a rat?” he said with snot and tears dripping down his chin. He looked a state.
“Mr. Anderson, keep your sorry’s, they don’t belong here. The time for that has passed.” Silence stretched on for a moment. Graham wanted to scream at him. “The rat is going in your ass. You’re about to be fucked, but it won’t be pleasurable. Oh no, this is going to hurt, like hell.”
Graham tried to twist his head back round, to see what was going on behind him but he couldn’t. The muscles in his neck cramped with the pressure. He couldn’t see a damn thing and that panicked him more than anything.
“Now, this is going to be the difficult part, for everyone. Ladies, please watch closely, this is what your money paid for. Men, I’m glad to see that you’ve gloved up. Now, you’ll need to spread Mr. Anderson’s cheeks. This is going to be tough. He’ll naturally work against you, but you just have to ram it all the way home.”
What the hell?
Graham felt the cold material of someone’s gloves prising his arse cheeks apart. A chill ran through his blood. Like submerging his foot into ice. This was insanity. He felt someone probing at his opening, or exit, because he’d never had anything in there. It was alien to him.
The scratching commenced. Little insistent scratches on the wrinkled skin of his anus. Like the movements of that weekly scratch card, he’d purchase from the corner shop on a Saturday afternoon.
“Please stop this, I’m begging you. You don’t have to do this. Please,” Graham pleaded. The scratches became more insistent, more forceful. It made him clench his entire body. He wished he could tear free but the pain in his back and his arsehole being decimated, there was little he could do.
“Mr. Anderson, you know why this is happening. Tit for tat, and a bit of morbid entertainment. In your case it is purely revenge. You’ll experience what it’s like to have your flesh gorged on. The only difference is – you’ll still be alive,” The Stranger laughed. Booming yet hollow.
Teeth and claws made short work and soon he felt the stretching of his arsehole, the rat forcing its way inside. The stretching sensation would’ve brought a tear to a glass eye. He swallowed the bile that escaped. He didn’t know if his body could hold out. Was this going to kill him, was that the plan?
“And he’s gone. The last inch of the rat’s tail has slithered inside of you. What does it feel like, Mr. Anderson? Is it weird. Is there pain yet?”
“STOP!” Graham screamed. The chords in his neck taut, his knuckles white, the muscles in his back straining under the pressure. Sweat dripped from every pore, his heart rate warning him that his body couldn’t possibly sustain this amount of torture.
“Sorry, Mr. Anderson. That’s impossible. The rat’s gone, we have no way of getting him back. Not that we’d want to, right ladies?”
The women watching cackled, like a coven of witches. They’d cast their spell and Graham just had to deal with it.
Pain immediately engulfed his body. The rat begun chewing through his prostate, each bite becoming more insistent, more ferocious with each panicked movement. It chewed through sinew and flesh, leaving a path of blood and bodily fluids in its wake.
Graham took rasping breaths, his body struggling in the torrent of abuse it was under. He stared across the room at the south facing wall, his eyes unblinking, his hazel eyes bulging. The wood panelling pulsed, moving in time with the throbbing in his back and his arse.
Blubbering, he slurred around his words. “Please, stop this. Please.” He squeezed his eyes shut, praying that when he opened them again, this nightmare would be over. He shook his head, but it just made the pain intensify. Graham had a wild appearance, a man under pressure. Every noise, every movement, the faces of the women constantly watching. All of it made him flinch.
The rat severed the Inferior Mesenteric Artery, the main artery that supplied oxygenated blood to the hindgut structures, the colon, and the rectum. Blood immediately flooded Graham’s abdominal cavity. Graham screamed with the veracity of the abdominal cramps. His body wanted to double over, but the meat hooks in his back, prevented any kind of release. He wanted to claw at something, at anything. His heartbeat thrashed in his ears, his jaw clenched so hard, it threatened to crack.
“I see our little friend has made quick work of your insides, Mr. Anderson. You look rather ill, wouldn’t you say so, ladies.” The nameless women verbalised their pleasure, delight ringing through the panelled room.
He tried to scream at him, plead with him, but it was no use, Graham could feel his body beginning to shut down, whether from pain or blood loss, he couldn’t be quite sure. A camera in the control room watched as blood emerged from his anus with the force of a rocket leaving the atmosphere. It coated the wood floor below him, the final drips, steady, like a leaky tap. His body slowly but surely succumbed to the effects of sepsis, his body hanging limply as his last breath escaped through his parted lips.
Twelve
The Stranger had cruelty in his veins. It was like a compulsion. He needed to see people hurt, he wanted their anguish, their pleading words. It gave him a sense of sick pleasure. Ensuring the resort came to fruition had been a lifelong dream, one that took years of planning. Maisie and Graham’s blood had coated the walls, a baptism of fire and anguish.
If people were expecting some kind of horrific backstory that would explain his sadistic actions, they’d be disappointed. Nothing traumatising had plagued his childhood. The Stranger had two present parents, that gave him everything they could. They weren’t well off by any means, but they were hard working and did their best by him.
Quickly he learned that he loved control. Controlling his friends, his co-workers, and eventually his employees. The feeling never failed to get him hard. Did this idea for the resort come out of nowhere? Of course not. It was nurtured within him since his first girlfriend at age sixteen.
Hayley had been a looker. They were high school sweethearts; they’d been on the respective hockey teams for their school. Their eyes met across the field, a fleeting glance that spoke of all the ways they’d come to know each other in the coming months.
The field stretched out before them, the winter sun at its peak. Each step crunching under his feet with frost. The hockey ball slammed into his shin from the opposing team, it diverted his attention instantly.
“Oi, you didn’t see that one coming, did ya?” The spotty boy in the attacking team’s blue colours, yelled toward him. The Stranger saw red. The air was thick, heavy with tension. His eyes, usually a cool blue, now blazed with an icy fire, matching the rage that pulsed within him. His vision became tunnel like, zeroing in on the boy that struck the offending weapon. The only thing he wanted to do was ram the hockey ball straight into his mocking face.
He glanced to his right and saw Hayley watching him with a concerned look on her face. A furrow between her brows made The Stranger reign in his anger. Little did he know at that point, that reigning in his anger would fail to be a consideration in a few months. He’d show her it all, the mask falling away. He’d go on to control every aspect of her life – from her diet to her friendships. He was a complete bastard to her.
Hayley was his first, but she was by no means his last. Each relationship saw him testing out their boundaries more. The Stranger would try different kinks, seeing how it pushed them to their limits, what made them cry and beg for mercy. Those ten years were like a trial run for the real thing – this being the real thing.
Working hard and taking chances brought him success as a businessman. He made a shit ton of money, and when he said a shit ton, he meant the kind of money that the average person wouldn’t see in their lifetime. He was rich, obscenely so.
The Stranger rubbed his hands together. The remaining contestants had something really inventive in store, something that was profoundly creative, and he gave himself a proverbial pat on the back for his ingenuity.
Thirteen
Esme Duncan had her head trapped in a vice like structure. Her head had been shaved, her make-up cleaned off and her fake eyelashes torn from her eyes.
Slowly she came to. Blinking away the grogginess, she licked her lips. She opened her eyes and gazed around the room. Her vision blurred; eyes watering, unable to make out the shadows stood in front of her. She tried to raise her hand to her face to rub at her weary eyes but found she couldn’t. Panicked, she tried to lower her head to look at her hands and as the blurriness cleared, she could see that she was cuffed to the chair, heavy-duty metal cuffs, pinning her in place.
“What the fuck?” she spluttered, confusion invading her brain, not unlike the hangovers she’d became acquainted to when she’d been hunting for her next male victim. Where was she? As the memories assaulted her, the confusion grew stronger. She was at a resort. She’d won a competition, hadn’t she? She thought it’d been Matt, that’d organised it. Wasn’t that the case, after all? Had he worked out what she’d been up to? Had he realised that she’d been cheating on him? She always needed to ensure that she had her backup option. Men were only as good as the next young, tight body and they were fickle. She didn’t trust any of them. It was neither here nor there that she’d done exactly that to each and every man she’d been with.
“Miss Duncan, you’re awake.” Esme tried to move her head from side to side. She needed to see where the voice had come from, but she was stuck tight. The device restraining her head was metallic, with spindly arms pulling at her cheeks, her chin and lips unmovable. She tried to separate them, pain hitting her like a knife to the stomach. Her lips had been sewn shut. Every movement tearing into the flesh. She wanted to howl, what the actual hell was going on?
“It’s best you don’t try and move; it’s only going to hurt.” Esme witnessed the previously blurred figures moving towards her. it was a group of four men, dressed all in black. Muscular, stern, with a look of malice playing in their eyes.
Esme could feel the frustration mounting in her stomach, but it wasn’t the only thing – fear churning with bile. Her watery eyes darted around the room, trying to find a way to escape, it was useless, she seemed to be trapped in a windowless room.
“I know all about your antics with men, Ms. Duncan. You don’t really like them, do you? But you sure do love their money, right?” Esme listened but never took her eyes away from the hulking men dressed in black. Why were they staring at her like she was their next meal? And why the fuck couldn’t she move? She wanted to shout, to scream, to kick them in the balls and run. But she was stuck tight.
“We also know how much you like using their money for your extremely regular beauty treatments. You love lip filler, new lashes, Botox, right? You realllllly love Botox. Does it stop you frowning your distaste when you suck those gullible men’s cocks?” The room blurred once more as Esme cried at the degradation behind The Stranger’s words. The realisation settled in the pit of her stomach – she was in real trouble.
Esme’s fingernails scratched at the arms of the chair, her tongue frantically probing at the seam of her sewn mouth. She tried to cry out, but it only came out as a muffled moan. She wondered what’d happened to the others. Was their fate the same as hers? How long had she been sitting here? She didn’t really care about them, but she hoped this was all an elaborate game. The air was stale with a cloying odour of rot assaulting her senses. Terror and tears were her only company, except of course for the muscle for hire and the disembodied voice that loved to taunt her.
“So, I thought we’d give you something you want. The others weren’t as lucky as you. They really didn’t like what happened to them. So, my apologies for taking so long to get to you, you really have had a long wait. Sixteen hours to be precise.”
Sixteen hours? How? Had those goons kept her drugged up until they were ready for her? What else had they done to her while she’d been out of it. It didn’t bare thinking about.
“Esme, I’d appreciate your attention. It’s not the time for daydreaming.” He was silent for a moment. Making her think about it. She couldn’t do anything but think about it. She screamed in her head at him to hurry the fuck up. He was like every other man out there – self entitled and only after one thing – her submission.
Men deserved only one thing, to be taken as fools. She’d take their money, their status, their possessions. She used them for her own gain. She hated them. As of right now, she had four men hanging off her every word. She’d take the new cars, the designer wardrobes and expensive jewellery. That was the only thing they had to offer her. Some called her high maintenance, others called her a bitch, and truth be told – they were exactly right, but she was the very best at being a bitch.
“Esme, my men will be administering a dose of Botox to your face. Your forehead, your cheeks and…” Esme phased out. Botox? Were they for real? She got Botox injections every six months. A Botox injection didn’t scare her. She tried to laugh but she winced at the pain the action caused her lips.
Looking around the room, which resembled the size of an old gym hall - it was huge, and dark. A bank of TV monitors with the faces of five men watching, made her shudder. What was this place?
“Let me clarify. They’ll be administering a lethal dose of Botox – a little bit of botulism, never hurt anyone. Well, maybe it did, we’ll soon see, won’t we?” The Stranger laughed maniacally. The sound rumbled against the walls of the cavernous room.
Esme didn’t want to hold her tongue any longer but didn’t have a say in the matter. Sweat pooled on her lower back, her entire face twitching from the pressure of the implement holding her head in place.
The overhead lights flickered above her. The men in front of her whispered amongst themselves. One of them held their right hand over their ear, talking into an earpiece. His wary look fleeting toward Esme, watching her every move. He had a weird look on his face.
“Esme, enjoy the ride. It’s going to be the time of your life. It might make you think about what you put inside your body…if you survive.” The Stranger’s voice left the room, static buzzing in his wake.
The sterile lighting lit up Esme like a beacon. Every shadow and every emotion was reflected back into the room, the nightmare of her horror immortalised in all their minds. She tried to edge backwards but all that faced her was the unrelenting pressure of the wooden chair behind her.
The atmosphere was tense, the impending sense of danger threatening to choke Esme, like the fist of an unknown assailant, bruising and suffocating her until she’d gasp her last breath.
Her eyes grew wide as the heavy footsteps of the men ascended towards her. The leader – she definitely thought he was, he’d taken control, he was bigger, taller and the threat of what was to come danced in his amber eyes like the dance of death. He intimidated her.
Esme glanced around looking for anything that might help her but, without her hands or the freedom of movement, she had to accept that she was screwed. Each footstep seemed to get louder, her heart rocketing in time. The men circled her. The lights and the TV monitors glitched out once more. The screens came back to life, but the room remained dark. She was blind. The men remained silent. She tried to breathe slowly, controlled, but couldn’t. Each breath was a gasp, a painful short gasp. Tears streamed down her face.
A gloved hand gripped her face, a scream escaping her, her lips tearing free from their stitches. Esme winced, her eyes widening with shock and pain. Instinctively, she tried to reach for her lips, momentarily forgetting her hands were trapped in the metal shackles. A slow trickle of blood escaped from the corner of her mouth.
“No, no, no, no,” Esme murmured hoarsely, her voice painful from lack of use.
The gloved hand held her face firmly in his grasp. Multiple hands joined his, on her arms, her torso, her legs. It was several moments before anything happened. The tension was palpable, threatening to drown her. She gulped down her fear, it getting stuck in her gullet, her body refusing to let go of the emotion. Her fingers worried at the wood, its scratchy, splinters digging into her fingertips.
Out of nowhere the needle of the syringe was plunged into her forehead. The force made her scream out, the skin instantly bruising.
“You bastards,” she seethed, her eyes watering with the pain assaulting her forehead. She spat in the direction of the men dressed in black. She had no idea if she landed her mark or not. The only light came from the TV monitors. It’s eerie glow leaving a shadow upon her heart.
“Esme, you can either do this the hard way or the easy way. Just accept what’s happening to you and it’ll go all the quicker. I honestly thought you’d enjoy it. It’s never bothered you before to take a good pricking.”
“Fuck you. Fuck all of you. What have I ever done to you?” she spat, snot and tears mixing. Sniffing, she screamed. “I’m going to kill you; I swear I will.”
“Little lady, the only one doing the killing is me. Aww, don’t look like that, it’s nothing personal, you could’ve been anyone. Oh, sorry I thought you were upset, sometimes it’s so hard to tell with all that Botox you pump into yourself,” he laughed, static filling the room once more.
Before Esme had a chance to react, the needle was plunged into her forehead over and over again.
“NO, PLEASE STOP, PLEASE!” she screamed. Her face pooling with blood. Esme grits her teeth, the force threatening to crack her entire jaw. Each injection sent waves of agony pulsing throughout Esme’s body. Sweat beads on her forehead, as she struggled to maintain her composure.
Despite the pain, Esme clenched her fists, unwilling to give her fear to these men. The men continued their assault, her forehead quickly resembling a pin cushion. The blood poured down her face, pooling in her eyes. Her vision blurred once more, a red hue painting her surroundings. “I won’t give in. Do you hear me, you sick, twisted cocksucker. I won’t fucking give in!” Esme screamed into the hollowness of the room.
The room remained silent. If Esme was to guess, she’d guess that The Stranger had a shit eating grin on his face. She wanted to tear it from his face, each layer of skin coming away in her hands until she reached his skull, facefucking it with a pair of garden shears. The image matched her rage.
White hot pain engulfed Esme’s nerve endings. The needle penetrated her eye and vomit escaped her mouth. She couldn’t bend her body far enough, so she aspirated it back down. She choked on it, her lips turning blue, her injured eye bulging.
A wave of dizziness overcame Esme. She tried to steady herself as her vision clouded. Her breathing became shallow, her limbs feeling heavy. The whispers around her seemed far away, like she was in a tunnel. Panic set in as everything felt out of her grasp. Esme lost consciousness, her eyes fluttering closed.
***
The men in black pour ice cold water over Esme’s prone form. Slowly, she came to, albeit groggily. The woman wasn’t well. She blinked almost in slow motion. The sclera of the injured eye now completely red. She struggled to breathe, every gasp laboured, it squeaked in her chest like an old door.
Esme tried to hold her head up but the strength in her muscles had rapidly depleted. Her movements were awkward and weak. She tried to talk, to shout, but her tongue lolled at the side of her mouth. As time ticked on, she resembled nothing but a mannequin, inanimate and stiff.
Her thoughts, although sluggish, was the only thing she had left. The cruelty of having rational thoughts as her body slowly deteriorated, killed her all the quicker. She couldn’t feel her limbs, movement impossible. She was blind in one eye and the darkness engulfed her like a creeping fog on Halloween night.
Over the course of three hours, Esme put up quite the fight, but it wasn’t enough. She died, gasping for breath. Three down, two to go.
Fourteen
The Stranger rubbed his palm up and down his rock-solid cock. Watching Esme’s tight body struggling for breath was like an aphrodisiac. Her mouth wet, welcoming, and blue, had him imagining things he had no right imagining. He didn’t give a shit. He’d imagined this for months. The reality was far better than his imagination.
For the last two days, his cock painfully strained behind his zipper. He was so hard, it hurt. He pumped his cock into his waiting hand, the movement getting more rapid, as his thoughts flew to violating Esme’s decaying body. His breaths became shallow as he got closer to the edge, his eyes nearly crossing as his balls tightened, his orgasm building.
The Stranger came hard, his semen shooting over the CCTV monitor. It dripped down onto the face of Esme, symbolic to how she treated men. She used them for her own gain; therefore, he didn’t feel too bad at using her face for his sick sexual gratification.
It’s what the slut deserved. She’d spent her life putting herself on a pedestal, thinking she was better than everyone, using men for what they could give her – privilege and materialistic possessions. He killed her with the very thing she was addicted to – vanity. It was sick but hilarious. The Stranger gave himself a pat on the back, he was killing it. He laughed at his own pun.
Glancing back at the TV screen, his cum gathering at the bottom, leaving a slimy path down Esme’s body. He smiled. Fun time was over. They needed to prepare again. And get rid of the body. 
Fifteen 
Ailsa had been tortured for hours. She’d had her fingernails ripped from the nail beds and her lips wore down with a wire brush. Blood flooded her mouth, she tried to spit it out onto the floor, but her lips stung with the fire of a thousand suns.
The wood panelled walls seemed to close in around her. Pain radiating everywhere.
The missing fingernails.
Her missing lips.
Her dislocated shoulder.
Her vagina and arse one big gaping hole.
Ailsa Clark was fucking destroyed, and she didn’t know what to do. She’d been left alone. No men in black, no voice coming from the ceiling, only the faces on the TV monitors remained.
She hobbled from one side to the other. One agonising step at a time. The sterile lights amplified her aching head. A hospital gown hanging from her dislocated shoulder. Each step felt out of sync, disjointed from her mind. A hundred thoughts fighting to be heard. None of them were healthy.
Ailsa wasn’t sure if she wanted to kill herself or the bastards who were running the place. She just wanted it to be over, and if that meant killing herself, then so be it. Her bottom lip trembled as though she still had one. She was overcome with grief. The what if’s and the how’s. When would they come back? Would they be back soon to finish off the job or to torture her some more. She couldn’t take any more. As the panic took hold, Ailsa’s chest burned with each jagged breath. The dull ache in her genitals pulsed in time to her broken heart.
As the memories of how her vagina and arse hole had essentially become one, Ailsa stumbled forward, each step punctuated by the wet squelch of her blood-soaked footsteps. The metallic stench permeated the air, mingling with the cloying scent of decay that invaded her nostrils. She brought her hand down between her legs and breathed through the sting of pain. Gingerly feeling around the tissue of what used to be her vagina she surmised everything was gone. Never again would she feel the touch of a man in pleasure. She wouldn’t feel him go down on her, wouldn’t breathe in a sigh of ecstasy as he slid his member into her velvet sheath. No, she could probably put her whole fist in without any obstruction. Hell, she could probably get it in up to the elbow.
Each step sent a wave of pain reverberating throughout her body, a relentless reminder of the violence that had taken place on the canvas that was her body. Ailsa’s breath hitched as she reached the bank of TV monitors. It’s omnipresent glow revealing both her pallid form and the faces of her tormentors. The people that’d paid money to see this shitshow. Their features twisted something deep in her gut. Hatred. Pure fucking hatred.
The TV monitors flickered as Ailsa stared. Five men, all mid-fifties, all dark hair, and stubble. They could be carbon copies of one another.
“You fuckers wanted this didn’t you? You paid good money to see this. To witness my body being mutilated, scarred, and destroyed. Who hurt you? Who made you this way?” She took a deep breath, closed her eyes as the pain brought her to her knees. She didn’t know how she was still standing. Adrenaline, she guessed.
“Ailsa Clark, it isn’t personal, but it is enjoyable none the less. You won’t remember this little dalliance, luckily for you,” watcher number three muttered.
She punched the screen with all her might. The screen cracked. She flexed up her fingers, her knuckles aching, the throb nothing compared to that between her legs. It flickered, showcasing Ailsa’s rage. Brows furrowed, she took a deep breath wishing she could reach through the screen and throttle them. She took another deep breath trying to remain calm, trying to find some way out of this mess. If only she could escape, get word to her family, but she was on an island, seriously hurt. She had no chance.
The thought that she shouldn’t be standing swirled around her mind like a spinning top. As she brought herself up to her full height, she grimaced. The cavern between her legs pulsed, the blood dripping, the tissue falling heavy at her feet. Glancing down, the sight made her gag, her once intact vagina now shredded and torn. Tears burned at her eyes, the skin around them raw and dry. She’d cried too much but still; she didn’t know how to stop. Thinking about it made her want to scream…
Ailsa Clark was tied down to a stretcher like bed. The intense glare of bright lights penetrated her deep blue eyes, making her blind to the goings on in the rest of the room. As she wrestled from side to side, and tried in vain to sit up she realised she was restrained by thick coarse black rope. She could barely move an inch let alone sit up. She didn’t have long to panic as a voice wafted down from the rafters.
“Miss Clark, it is a true honour to have you with us tonight. I hope the accommodations have been to your standards,” he spoke with refinement. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing considering the state she’d found herself in.
“What the hell is this? Why am I tied to a bed? What happened to the others?” she asked on a yell. Her head throbbed; her limbs ached. How long had she been like this?
“Well to answer your first question, this is my island, and we’re all here to have fun. Aren’t you having fun, Ms. Clark? The others well, I suppose you could say that they’re indisposed,” The Stranger said, the hint of sadism lacing his words.
She tried to see past the blinding light, but it was useless, she was blind. She looked down at her prone body, rope encasing her breasts in an intricate pattern. There was no binding her in the reckless fashion she’d seen in hundreds of horror movies, no, this man was all about the presentation and that worried her.
“Please let me go!” she said on a strangled yell. The harder she fought, the tighter the bindings nipped at her skin.
“Calm down, Ailsa. I don’t want to have to gag you,” The Stranger barked.
“Gag me?” she questioned. Silent tears escaped the corners of her eyes, travelling down the side of her face, soaking the pillow under her.
Ailsa was flanked by The Stranger’s muscle for hire. Five men all dressed in black, with stern expressions to match. “Men, please undo the rope tied around Ailsa’s lower half.”
At last, some relief. As she watched them working the rope with ease, she began to worry what’d happened to her while she was unconscious. She couldn’t remember much from before, except gathering in the reception area with the others, drinking.
“Now, pull out the stirrups from the underside of the bed. Ease Miss Clark’s feet into them…” Two of the men grabbed her around the ankles and puts them into the steel stirrups, very gently. They gazed up at the ceiling, awaiting further instructions as they secured them tightly.
Ailsa jumped as the door concealed in the wall bursts open, two men dressed like the others, pushing in a wheeled contraption. Her brows creased as she took it all in. A wooden winch like instrument, heavy, the exertion on the faces of the men evident. Dressed in black jeans and a tight-fitting t-shirt, their muscles bunched with the pressure of moving the winch into position across the room.
The voice disrupted her destructive thoughts. Ailsa’s eyes darted to the ceiling not unlike the men huddled around her, waiting for his next instructions. “Thank you. Now, men, this is going to be the really fun part. I’d like you to pull Miss Clark’s gown up to her waist. As you can see, we’ve already prepared her what’s to come. She’s been freshly shaved and waxed. I can’t tell you how important personal hygiene is, Ailsa,” The Stranger said darkly.
Personal hygiene? Is he having a fucking laugh? She’d always taken care of herself. Always. The rage, shame, and panic mixed, resulting in the scream that emanated from the depths of her core.
“I hate you. Let me go now!” she hollered until her throat was red raw and aching. With her legs in stirrups and her entrance bare and uncovered, she felt vulnerable. What the hell were they going to do to her? Instinctively, she wanted to reach down and cover herself, but she couldn’t, her upper body bound tighter than two coats of paint. Screaming at the men and the voice was the only thing she had in that moment.
She could feel her face heat with her rage and her shame, and she looked to the side, tried to bury herself into the pillow. She didn’t want them looking at her.
The Stranger laughed at her, deep and booming. She cried into the pillow. Devastation swallowing her whole.
One of the men wandered over to the other side of the room, pushing a metal trolley over to the bed, its squeaky wheels like nails going down a chalkboard. She opened both eyes and what she saw made her whimper.
Toying with a glass bottle in his grasp, he twirled it with a sense of casual amusement. It was wide bottomed, very wide bottomed, and he proceeded to put his hands into heavy duty gloves that went up the arm, stopping shy of the elbow. They looked like welding gloves. He bent down and pulled something from a metal box on the bottom shelf of the trolley.  As he stood up, he took a step back and the full impact of what he had in his hands had Ailsa’s body shuddering.
Barbed wire was being rolled around his gloved hand. Wrapping it tightly around his fist, he had a strange look on his face. A creased brow and a worried look marred his rugged features. If Ailsa wasn’t mistaken, she’d think that the man dressed in black wasn’t entirely happy about the events transpiring. But that would be silly, he was here, he was doing and hadn’t spoken a word to her.
“What are you going to do with that?” she yelled at the man. Imploring him to speak to her, explain himself, explain what all this craziness was all about. He didn’t look at her, didn’t even flinch at the crescendo of her screams. He just continued to roll the barbed wire around his gloved fist.
“Do not talk to my men, Miss Clark. They answer to me and me alone. This is my domain, do not try and take control, because you will never win it,” The Strangers voice bellowed, the threat of his words choking Ailsa with an iron fist.
“Fuck…you,” she spat unwilling to be the meek woman they all wanted.
“That’s a girl. Keep that grit and determination to the very end. You’re going to need it.”
She worried her lip, her eyes digging holes into the man with the barbed wire. The man that could be her undoing. The man that could end her.
“Now, if you could acquaint Miss Clarks cunt with the bottle and move this along, I’d be grateful.” Her eyes stared at the bottle, now being rammed to the hilt with the barbed wire. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. The bottle? In there. No, no, they couldn’t. It would break her. Mind, body and soul. She wanted to have children at some point. She wanted to birth life and experience all manner of feelings that came with that. The pain, the agony of contractions, that relief when you heard your baby’s first anguished cry. If these monsters did that, she wouldn’t experience any of it. She’d rather die. Maybe she’d get her wish.
“You can’t. P…please don’t,” she said quietly. The fight drained from her as the exhaustion and stress settled in her bones. She bunched her fists, every muscle felt tight, the strain making her eyes water. Why would someone do this to another human being? It was cruel  Sadistic.
“Ailsa,” The Stranger gently cooed. “It’s nothing personal,” he said once again. How could this not be personal? Every little thing about it was personal. Her legs were spread, she was bound to a stretcher and any minute a bottle containing barbed wire was going to be rammed into her vagina. It was about as personal as you could get.
“I swear, if I get out of this alive, I’m going to fucking gut you. You’ll be in this position, you’ll be bound, I’ll skin you and laugh as you die choking on your own blood. And then, oh and then, I’ll hunt down your family members and do exactly the same to them. And I’ll enjoy it,” she said through gritted teeth. She felt like a pressure cooker. She was going to fucking explode.
“Well, luckily for me, you aren’t going to get out of this alive, Ms. Clark.”
Ailsa stared at the ceiling, waiting, hoping that he gave himself away somehow. While her attention was elsewhere the bottle was rammed in as far it would go. She lets out an animalistic howl. Her nerve endings dialled up, screaming, begging for Ailsa to get off her back and just do something. She pulled, tugging at the rope keeping her stuck and growled with both frustration and the burning pain emanating from her centre.
One of the heavies was on his knees, his face mere inches from her pulsing core. Not only was she uncomfortable with his proximity to her most intimate parts, but she was also dying with the pain pouring forth. The bottle had been pushed into her flesh without preamble or lube. She was drier than the Sahara during a drought. She screamed until she was purple in the face, rocking her body as much as the bindings would allow, but everything she did was ignored. She bit her lip and drew blood. Her screaming way beyond hysterical. She was insane with pain and rage.
“Shut her up for Christ’s sakes,” The Stranger spoke loudly, determined to be heard over Ailsa’s performance.
One of the other men looked around, unsure of how he was going to do that. Hit her? Gag her? Stuff something in her mouth? The conflict was evident on his features, his panicked steps to the metal trolley, searching through it for…what? He grasped something and pulled it out of the box – a wire brush? What the hell was that going to do?
He approached her and she could’ve sworn that he mouthed the words “I’m sorry.” It must have been her imagination, as he brought his fist down hard on her temple. The pain radiated throughout her head, her eyelids becoming heavy, her vision distorted. The room went black, and Ailsa received a reprieve. For now.
Ailsa, with all her thrashing had managed to dislocate her shoulder. It was misshapen, the joint protruding below the skin. As the man dressed in black approached her again with the wire brush, he was completely acting on instinct. He didn’t really know what to do with the wire brush, but The Stranger did ask him to shut her up. He didn’t know if it would or for how long. He took the brush and began to rub the bristles across her lips, gently at first and then with more and more pressure. Blood quickly followed. He got lost in the movement, the hypnotic dance of the blood pouring forth, her beautiful face not registering what he was doing. He felt bad, but then again, he always did. It wasn’t like he could actually do anything about it. The Stranger had him by the balls.
He repeated the process on the top lip although with much more awkward movements. She no longer has lips but if she did, they would be adorned in the exquisite hue of crimson, reminiscent of the blood that had marked the tattered tissue. It might not shut her up, but it would hurt to shout, to scream, to beg. He walked back over to the trolley and deposited the wire brush. Despondency in every step, he cast a quick glance over at the others, their returning gaze just as fleeting. They dare not let The Stranger see their communication. It was forbidden.
Ailsa came around, as she did, her body went into overdrive. The pain both old and new jolting her awake. No time for a slow awakening, no, it was like someone had shocked her with ten thousand volts.
“Awake again, Ailsa? Good, now we really must be moving things along. We have guests and they’re getting pretty tired of your silly little games,” The Stranger grated. Irritation evident.
She tried to shout back but the pain in her lips stopped her, the string making her wince. She closed her eyes and counted to five. It was useless. The pain was still there, she wanted to bite her lip but there was nothing there. Nothing at all.
She was absolutely fucking murderous and broken all at once.
The glass bottle was wedged halfway into her vagina. Their efforts ceased whilst she was unconscious. The Stranger had wanted her to be awake for the main event. He wanted her to feel everything that was happening to her.
The strand of barbed wire came out of the neck of the bottle and back out her opening. The man kneeling at her entrance had it gripped in his gloved hand.
“Use the winch, now.” The instructions came loud and clear, brokering no argument or disagreement. Another man kneeled down by her centre and held the bottle in place, ensuring it didn’t move anywhere. Man in black number one stood up, gripping the barbed wire carefully, and walked over to the winch. He fed it into the machinery, ensuring that it came out of her vagina properly. He operated the controls for the winch, the winch line winding the wire around its circular frame, slowly, deliberately.
Ailsa screamed, trying to kick her legs out of the stirrups but the men surrounding her held them down, their knuckles turning white. She tried to fight them off, but they were too strong. As the winch pulled the barbed wire out a few inches, the pain became unbearable. Her vision clouding, her mind foggy, she gripped the edges of the stretcher. She tried to shout, but it just came out a garbled mess.
The winch stilled and Ailsa tried to catch her breath. She tried to count to three. It was impossible. She got to two and she felt like vomiting. She’d never felt so full in her vagina. She felt like the tissue was going to tear. She couldn’t stand it; she just wanted it to stop.
“Now, gentleman. You’ll get what you paid for. Are you prepared to press that button in front of you and make your way into heaven?” The Stranger purred.
“Whhh…whhhhh,” Ailsa tried to shout, ask what the hell they were doing but nothing sounded right. Her mouth unable to make the right noises. She banged her head in frustration.
“Number one, deal with the bottle,” The Stranger demanded.
Number one stood to his full height and kicked the bottle from above. The neck of the bottle smashes and the shards and barbed wire embeds into her cervix and surrounding tissue. Her body convulsed, pain radiating seemingly everywhere. She puked, the pain making her eyes roll into the back of her head. Tremors overtook her, shock the primary emotion running rampant over every thought, every action. Eyes bulging, she tried to swallow back the words she knew she couldn’t speak.
“Go, gentleman,” The Stranger instructed. Ailsa only just hearing the words floating from the ceiling. She felt like she’d had an out of body experience, like this wasn’t happening to her. It was just a bad dream and she’d wake up at any moment, ready to get back to her teaching plans. That didn’t happen though.
The watching gentlemen from the TV screens pressed the red button together and Ailsa’s world crumbled into fucking dust. The winch slowly wound the barbed wire out of her throbbing vagina, each movement shredding the tissue within her. She gagged, her centre of gravity gone, her sense of self disappearing. The room spun, her heart aching, her body caving under the immense pressure. It. Is. Too. Fucking. Much.
Something else was happening. She could feel something detaching, pulling, ripping. The thought didn’t fully take root as the pain became too much and she passed out, just as the barbed wire performed a DIY hysterectomy, her womb falling out of her body.
Sixteen
The Stranger watched her wander aimlessly around the wood panelled room. To be honest, he was shocked. He was shocked that she hadn’t died yet. The bitch had grit. After everything that she’d gone through, to still be standing, albeit with a broken body, made him feel all kinds of things. He wasn’t sure if it was good or bad.
What was he going to do with her? Hope that she’d die from her injuries, or finish her off himself? He felt conflicted and that wasn’t something he was used to. Surely, she couldn’t have long left. Her reproductive organs had been ripped out. She’d lost a shit ton of blood. No one could withstand that amount of torture, so why then, had she?
Setting this whole operation up was a monumental task. What exactly had he hoped to get out of it? Truth be told, he didn’t know. He loved to see people suffer, that was true. He enjoyed seeing the darker side of humanity. He loved seeing how far people were willing to go to get out of an extremely stressful situation. The island, that idea had been brewing for years. It finally came to fruition when The Stranger had a dinner party, hosting ten billionaires that were also interested in his plans.
He stood up, adjusting himself in his trousers and took a deep breath. His eyes nearly rolled into the back of his head as he recounted that evening. Everyone talking about his plans, the investment they were willing to stake to be a part of it, their glazed eyes as he recounted how it was going to be done. There was more than one turned on person around that dining table. The eyes said it all, and The Stranger was delirious with want, with need.
The woman sat across from him couldn’t take her eyes away from him. She was the youngest of the group. Mid-thirties, brunette, dark expressive eyes. A trust fund baby. She truly understood the term “here for a good time not a long time.” He’d had his eye on her all night too. They both knew where it was leading. The Stranger might be a sadistic bastard, but he liked getting his kicks too. He certainly wasn’t above fucking this young woman to ensure she was onboard with the plan. His dick hardened behind his dress trousers. He wasn’t sure if it was from the idea of spreading the woman before him on the table and just pummelling her in front of everyone, or the idea of what the island would become. The idea just made him harder.
“Shall we?” The young woman who was simply called D, purred. Her eyes sparkled. The talk of torture and debauchery had quite clearly affected her too. She was glowing. His dick felt like it was going to explode. If he didn’t get some kind of release soon, he thought he might die, and that wouldn’t do at all.
The staff were clearing the dining table. Expensive crystal, and gleaming silverware still dotted the table. The Stranger stood and beckoned one of them over. “Can you clear this, and quickly,” he barked. He didn’t have time for insubordination or meekness. There was fucking to be done.
The female member of staff flustered with the plates in her hands, nearly tripping over her own damn feet. The Stranger blew out a frustrated sigh. Honestly, you just couldn’t get the staff these days.
“Fuck it.” He swept his hands through the dishes, glasses and serving trays. They crashed to the floor, silencing the room. He paid no attention to the stares. He unfastened his tie and put it carefully over his chair. He ran a hand through his already dishevelled hair. As he glanced up, he noticed that D was already stripped down to her underwear. A red flush crept up her chest. She was turned on. It pleased him to see.
“Get on the table,” he barked hoarsely. He struggled with his own desire. She unclasped her bra and shimmied out of her knickers and laid naked on the now cleared table. As he gazed down at her he noticed her licking her lips, her breathing becoming laboured. Clenching her thighs together, he knew what he’d find there – wetness. He knew he possessed the power, and certainly wasn’t ashamed to wield it to get what he wanted.
He looked around the room and was pleased to see the others had hung back to witness a true master at work. He’d never been a one-woman man. He shared and shared a like. You scratch his back; he’ll scratch yours type of deal. The men had discarded their jackets and loosened their top buttons. They were as affected as he was. It was pleasing.
He undid his belt, yanked down his dress trousers and shirked out of his shoes. His boxers barely containing his urge. He leaped onto the exquisite dining table and stood over the woman below him. Smirking down at her, he had the realisation that being in the Marine’s had been good for something – his strength and stamina. There wasn’t a man alive that could match him in intensity and sexual prowess. The wanton woman below him proved it.
He dropped to his knees and spread the woman’s thighs, displaying the glistening core that throbbed in time to her heart. This was the point where woman expected the whole nine yards, wasn’t it? They expected foreplay, they wanted to come first, feeling his fingers probing at her entrance, feeling her walls clenching down on him, telling him to keep going. He’d look up and see her eyes roll into the back of her head as the ecstasy pulled her under. But that wasn’t him. This wasn’t some kind of romance novel, no, this was plain and simple – it was brutal fucking. She was there to please him and him only.
He pulled his throbbing member from his boxers and edged himself toward her aching centre. He didn’t see the point in probing, asking her silent permission to impale her. She wanted this, and well, it was too late to pull out now. He was going to take what was rightfully his.
As he pistoned his dick into her warm cunt, he had to take a moment to just breathe. The memories threatened to spoil the moment. Her intake of breath reminded him too much of the past. Pulling out, he focussed on the coming weekends activities and felt resolution warm his blood. He pummelled into her. He took his pleasure as she gasped. She looked close. He was closer. He grunted his release. She followed, her walls milking him dry. He pulled out and tucked himself back into his boxers.
“Can I rely on your investment? I know you have your eye on the murdering council worker.” He gazed down at the woman in her post orgasmic haze. She licked her lips, sitting up, bracing herself on her elbows. “My investment is secure,” she purred. “You’ve just ensured it.”
The Stranger jumped down from the table and gathered his things. “Thank you, ladies and gentlemen for a wonderful evening. I look forward to the coming days. It’s going to be quite the ride,” he said, as he zipped up his trousers. He was feeling quite accomplished. A fuck and a cool three hundred million investment. He’d say that it wasn’t bad for a night’s work but, this had been in the pipeline for the last decade.
***
As he looked back at Ailsa Clark wandering around her prison, he still wasn’t sure what to think. Was this the moment that he was supposed to feel bad, the moment when the remorse became too much to bear? Again, this was no romance novel, it was real fucking life and he’d wanted this. Craved this.
None of his ‘contestants’ had been chosen at random. He choose them individually for what they could bring to the game. Maisie, was a bit of fun, testing the waters if you like. Graham, well, a fucking cunt like him deserved to pay for his sins. Esme, he really enjoyed torturing her. A man hating slut that was only out for herself. A bit of just desserts. Ailsa was the fucking wildcard, the fact she was still here, proved to him that he was right all along. She was a firecracker with an indominable spirit.
Ailsa stopped in the centre of the room; her feet cacked in her own blood. She gazed into the camera. The Stranger watched her with the same intensity. She was also resolute. Her tenacity most amusing. He knew she was strong; knew she’d be a challenge, but even this shocked him.
She gritted her teeth and bellowed “Let me fucking die, you cunt! LET ME FUCKING DIE!”
The Stranger stared at her wondering if he should, or should he leave her, see how much she could take before giving up. He turned the monitor off for now. He had bigger fish to fry. He’d left the best to last. Jack Paterson. An ex-veteran. A man not unlike himself. A man with grit, a man that’d seen a lot, no doubt. A man that was seriously struggling with civvie street. A man that would see his end on this Island. Jack Paterson, a dead man walking.
Seventeen
Jack wasn’t fucking stupid. He hadn’t spent all those years in the Marines and learnt nothing. He hadn’t watched his fellow Marines be blown to bits and learnt nothing. No, he knew there was something sketchy with The Emerald Resort the moment he walked in. Call it instinct, call it a gut feeling, call it whatever the fuck you like. He just knew.
The others happily chatted, shared life anecdotes but when the drink started getting passed around, he could sense the trap. Jack had been trained in combat for fucks sake. His instincts were razor sharp, even if he had been medically discharged. It wasn’t something you just turned off. Patrolling the streets of Iraq and Afghanistan had taught him a lot. It taught him to be vigilant, it taught him to trust no one. And he didn’t trust this place at all. It smelt like death. He could see beyond the fancy décor and expensive soft furnishings. It was all a façade. Jack knew a rat when he saw one.
He accepted the champagne just like the others. He watched them laugh and drink back the alcohol. He really wanted that drink. He’d not had a drop since he left the mainland, and it was killing him. Just a little taste, what would it hurt? The urge was hard to ignore, his body wanting the release that being drunk could bring. His demons needed satiating, but something in his mind told him to stop. To think. His Marines training took over the urge to drink. His PTSD, screamed at him. He tried to bat it away, blame the paranoia – which had been rife since he’d stepped foot on the Island. He’d just known something wasn’t right. He just couldn’t pinpoint what.
He was being watched by the others and the floating members of staff. He wasn’t ready to give himself away quite yet. He smiled and brought the champagne flute up to his lips. He sniffed the bubbly liquid discreetly. He let the liquid coat his lips. He’d guessed correctly. There was definitely a taste of something other than champagne. The others were knocking it back like there was no tomorrow. Stupid fuckers.
He walked across the room and pretended to read the bulletin board. Whatever was going on here, they’d done a mighty fine job of making it look legit. Jack was more convinced than ever that it was a front.
A tall plant stood in front of him. Taking a look over his shoulder he realised that the others had engaged the members of staff in conversation about the reiki massages. He checked out the CCTV and prayed that he was out of sight, he hoped. He tossed the remainder of his drink into the plant pot. He turned and walked back over to the group, his glass raised to his mouth, indulging in the charade. He eyed the staff warily. What the hell was going on here?
The others started acting funny. Dazed expressions and slack jaws stared at him. He needed to think on his feet. He made his face do the same thing. He fell to the floor, closing his eyes instantly. He needed to play this cool, play it right. Shit was hitting the fan and he needed to get ahead of it before he got coated in a pile of shit.
The thump of bodies falling around him nearly made him jolt. Play it fucking cool, Jack. Someone was lying on his good leg. Oh, for fucks sake. He had enough problems without that leg going dead. It couldn’t have been his prosthetic, could it? Sods fucking law. He needed to remain stock still. He had to pretend he was dead. He needed to rely on his training. Fuck it, the Marines were behind him, but still the Marines wouldn’t fucking let him go.
“Get them downstairs. We’ve spent too long entertaining them. The weekends activities need to start moving.” The Strangers voice instructed. Jack gritted his teeth. He knew it. He knew deep in his gut something was amiss. Why didn’t he trust it? The best thing he could’ve done was to rip up that stupid fucking invitation, stayed at home and continued to drink himself into an early grave. Jack still had those instincts, but frustratingly, he wished they’d fuck off sometimes.
He could hear bodies being moved. The sliding of bodies, the scuffing of shoes. Glasses crashing, cursing, grunts. Jack could feel himself getting angrier. Bulky arms grabbed him under his armpits, yanking him across the room. He could feel his trouser legs roll up with the movement. His boot came off, his prosthetic on show. “Look at this cunt, he’s got a fake leg,” the voice above him boomed. Jack swore to gut this fucker first.
“Shut the fuck up. He was probably in the army. Maybe,” one of the other voices snapped. Oh, an army man himself, is he? Jack found that really hard to believe. None of his men were so stupid as to reveal such personal details about themselves. He wanted to shake his head. He wanted to crack jaws. He wanted to make heads roll.
“It’s going to be fun breaking him then,” he laughed. Jacks rational mind was fighting to let the irrational part break free. It was taking all his self-control to remain still, motionless, as he was hauled to wherever these knuckleheads were dragging them to. He knew they weren’t in control; they were too fucking stupid to be in charge. Too loose with their words. An operation like this would take an incredible amount of money. An incredible amount of planning. They were simply the muscle for hire.
He was dumped unceremoniously into a room. He remained still. They could be watching him, looking for any sign he was faking. He wouldn’t give them that. He wouldn’t give them anything.
He heard the steel door close and lock. He let out a sigh of relief. He eased one eye open, looking toward the door. They were gone. He could only marginally relax. They’d be back, and he didn’t doubt for a moment that he was being watched. He flicked an eye toward the ceiling. Two cameras. “Fuck,” he grumbled. He didn’t know how he was going to remain stock still while waiting for whatever was going to happen to him. His body was wracked with multiple injuries. It screamed at him at the best of times. It hated staying still. He seized up, constantly needing to move.
As the hours ticked by, he cursed inwardly. His hip was on fire. His good leg was starting to seize up and he felt nothing in his prosthetic. One small mercy. He was starting to get frustrated. Who was he kidding? Jack was beyond frustrated. Jack was incessant with rage. He wanted to get his hands on the fucker that’d set this entire operation up. And when he did? God help him. He was going to take all of his anger and frustration out on him. The fact he now had a broken body. The fact that he’d cut off all his friends and family. The fact that he felt utterly useless. And most of all – the fact that all he had left was the bottle.
Jack felt like a sitting duck. He didn’t know how long had passed when he heard the door being unlocked, the metal door being wrenched open. He took a quiet breath. There was nothing left for it. It was time to either shit or get off the pot.
He squinted an eye open. Two of the heavies. They were big. You could tell they worked out. Jack used to look like that. Used to, being the proverbial word. What he’d give to still look like that. He’d give everything. The bottle. His self fucking pity. He just wanted his strength back. Which was why what he was planning was utterly stupid. How on earth did he actually think he was going to be able to take on two absolute powerhouses. He hadn’t quite come up with the answer to that question. He was simply going to wing it. What a crazy bastard you are.
“So, the boss man wants him in torture room three. What do you think he’s got planned for him? That last one was fucking insane. Ailsa’s pussy was absolutely…”
“For fucks sake, will you shut up. We’re paid to be the muscle and apparently the hand to carry these acts out. We aren’t paid to talk.”
Jack caught the hesitation, the almost regret in his words. He had to act on it. Hesitation was a weakness, and by God, he’d use it.
He felt hands on his feet. Now was his opportunity. He had to strike while the iron was hot. While there was only two of them. He had more of a chance with two to one. A small one albeit, but still a chance.
He took his chance. He sat up. Reared his fist back and pummelled the first guy hard in the temple. The smack rung out as bone met flesh. The guy went down like a sack of potatoes. Jack breathed harshly through his teeth. Taking a brief glance at his hand, it’d already begun to bruise. It had the desired effect. Jack threw a mean punch. He wasn’t above playing dirty, he was pretty much dead anyway, he had nothing left to lose.
He looked at the other guy. The guy with regret, maybe remorse. What card was he going to play. Call for the others or just kill him now. He doubted the latter, the man responsible for this place would have his balls on a platter for a move like that.
“Look. Don’t do anything stupid. It’s not worth it, believe me. You don’t know what this guy is capable of,” the guy said urgently. He backed himself into the wall, his hands raised in a placating gesture. “He won’t hesitate to end you. Trust me.”
“Trust you? What a fucking cheek. How the hell can I trust anyone here. What the fuck is this place? Is it just an abattoir where you destroy humans for your sick kicks?” Jack got to his feet, shakily. His body was on full red alert, his PTSD threatening to rule every thought, every movement, every decision. He couldn’t allow it to. He needed to remain calm. If he panicked or allowed himself to become triggered, he was done for.
“Look, I’ll help you. He’s got something over me, but I want out. I can’t spend another weekend doing this let alone years. What I’ve seen this weekend will haunt me for ever. This isn’t what I signed up for. Let me help you get out of here.” He held out his hand. Should Jack take it? His ethos was never to trust anyone, especially after he’d been discharged. Like this guy here, he too had seen shit that’d scarred him. But if he didn’t? If he didn’t, he was as good as dead, jack knew that as certainly as the sun rose every day.
Jack took his hand and shook it. He really hoped he wouldn’t come to regret that decision.
“What is this place?” he asked through gritted teeth. Jacks’ eyes had narrowed to mere slits. The situation was making him plainly murderous. Judging from their earlier conversation, at least one of the women had been killed. Was it just a matter of time before they all were?
“I don’t know where to start, I really don’t. We don’t have a lot of time. Everything in this building is under surveillance. Everything. He’ll be on to us,” he glanced toward the door, to the cameras. “I will say this though. The guy is sadistic. He’s got some kind of snuff operation going on here. Dark web. Investors. The full works.” His eyes glanced back to Jack, fear dilating them.
“What are we going to do?” Jack pushed. Ideally, he’d like to have the floor plans, the escape routes, everything. They didn’t have time for that.
The guy reached into his back pocket. Jack instantly went into the defensive. “Woah,” Jack said.
“Here, you’re going to need a weapon. He offered him a flick knife. Jack took it gratefully. He had no choice. His fists would only get him so far. “Thanks, man.”
The other guy groaned from the floor. Jack looked down at him. His eyes fluttered open, his brown depths sparking alarm as he realised what was happening. “What the fuck? You’re going to get us all hung. We can’t help him. You know that man. Fuck!” he spat.
As the guy’s voice got louder, more panicked, Jack made a move. He pulled the knife out and swiftly plunged the knife into the man’s jugular. His eyes went wide. Shocked. How could he be? In this place? That wasn’t what shocked Jack. What shocked him was how much he enjoyed the feeling of violence again. The crimson river in between his fingers. The life extinguishing from  his eyes. Jack realised he had an outlet for his rage, and this time it wasn’t alcohol.
Jack pulled out the knife, blood cascading out with it. He was entranced by it. Hypnotised. He didn’t know how to feel about it. His heart was beating again. It hadn’t beat in years, it felt dead, black, necrotized. But now? Now it was thumping, wanting to be alive, wanting to exact revenge for the wrongs committed under this roof, on this island. He wanted to see justice done.
He stood, an effort in itself. He raised his brow in question to the guy in front of him. “Well?”
“Armed forces?” the muscular man asked.
“Yes, Marines. You? I’m assuming you are too,” Jack asked, wiping the blood off the knife on his shirt.
“Marines.” His tight jaw told Jack everything. They’d both seen shit. This was just another mission.
“What’s your name? I’m guessing you actually have one and you’re not just muscle for hire number one?”
“It’s Sam.” He offered a tight smile. “It’s been a while since someone called me by it.” He stared into space. What’s he thinking?
Their stares were intense. A sharp piercing alarm sounded throughout the building. It caused Jack and Sam to jump. Jack swallowed the lump forming in his throat.
“Attention, security breach in holding cell four. All personnel attend immediately.”
There was that voice again. The game was up. Sam wasn’t kidding when he said he had eyes everywhere. It took no time at all.
“How many are we expecting? Will the big bad bossman accompany them?” Jack asked hurriedly.
“Not a chance. He doesn’t get his hands dirty if he can help it. That’s what we’re for. He’ll make them bring you to him. All bets are off then. None of the contestants had the pleasure of meeting him. They only ever heard him.” Sam’s gaze kept darting to the door, waiting everyone’s arrival. He took a deep shaky breath. “They’ll be around four others. He likes to keep his staff small but useful. We all have certain skills he finds resourceful. Mine is my instinct.” He slumped his shoulders. “At least it used to be. I’m not as cerebral as I used to be.”
The distant sound of boots thundering down the corridor could be heard. They echoed with purpose; each step calculated. Their urgency palpable, fuelled by Jack and Sam’s panic.
“Well, I guess the shits about to hit the fan,” Jack muttered.
“I don’t want to be in the way of the blowback.” Sam breathed deeply, a faraway look in his eyes. 
Eighteen 
Jack and Sam stood at either side of the door. Jack gripping the knife in his hand, poised and ready for the muscle to burst through. Sam looked more worried. He really hoped that he wouldn’t fuck him over. If he did, then he was a dead man.
The heavy footsteps come to a stop outside the door. Jack swallowed back his trepidation. He tried to get his brain into Marine mode once more.
In an explosive burst of energy, the door crashed open. Jack closed his eyes, took a steadying breath, and braced himself. He knew he had to get one of them down quickly. It was the only way he’d stand any chance.
Smoke billowed into the room. Jack coughed, his eyes wide with shock. A memory assaulted him – his body breaking out in goosebumps. He couldn’t let the memory carry him away. Shadows entered the room. He hoped Sam had it in him to take out one of his own. Jack knew that feeling all too well.
“Come out with your hands raised. Jack Paterson, you’ve breathed your last,” one of the men bellowed. That’s what you fucking think.
Jack quickly took in the men. Armed and dangerous. In their hands they held machetes. Makes his knife look like a vegetable peeler. They kept their backs to the door. A reasonable move. A safe move. Not safe enough though. Jack and Sam attacked two of them. Jack jumped on the huge man’s back, catching him in a headlock. He tried to yank him off, but Jack held firm. He squeezed his arms harder round his thick neck, the muscles bunching under his arms.
Jack realised the smoke was clearing. The other two goons spun around hearing the commotion behind them. He flicked an eye to Sam; he had the same look of apprehension on his face. It was time to wrap this one up. Jack eased an arm away from the goon’s neck and reached into his back pocket. He pulled out the flick knife and stabbed it straight into the man’s head. He repeated the action over and over in quick succession, scrambling his brain. His head looked like a game of dot to dot.
The man crumbled underneath him. Jack landed on his feet, swiping the machete as he did so. Sam pulled a similar move. They stood, backs to the wall, as they watch the other two move slowly toward them. Three corpses slowly decaying, two more to add to the body count. Jack just hoped it wasn’t him and Sam.
The alarm continued to sound. He really hoped there’d be no one else joining them. Jack’s nub was aching, and he didn’t know if he could be trusted to run.
“Right, you little fuck. And Sam, we expected better from you. You were like the big brother. How can you turn your backs on us?” One of the men spat at Sam’s feet. He trained his glacial stare on the two men before saying anything.
“How could I? I can’t believe you’re asking me that. You’ve seen what I’ve seen, done what I have. You should be asking yourself why you’re not doing it? This place makes me fucking sick. The women, fuck, you seen what he did to Maisie, Esme, Ailsa. I haven’t been able to sleep. Their bodies haunting me. HOW THE FUCK CAN YOU?” Sam shouted at them both. His voice sharp like razorblades. He ran a hand down his face, sweat beading on his forehead. He bent over, his hands on his knees and took a shaky breath. “This isn’t fucking normal.”
Jack watched the exchange. Hoping that these two knuckleheads would see reason and join them. See this for what it was – fucked up. Their bodies twitched, hands gripping their machetes tighter. The hesitation warring with their fear.
“Sam, we can’t. He has us by the balls. He’ll take out our families, you know this. We have no fucking choice,” the one on the left sputtered. Glancing at Jack, he took in the machete.
Jack acted on pure instinct. He threw his body forward and swiped the machete across the guy’s throat. He didn’t know where his strength came from. The blade sliced through skin, muscle, and sinew like a hot knife through butter. He let the weapon drop to his side, blood and viscera dripping to the floor. He used so much force that the guy’s head was hanging by weak tendrils of muscle. He’d completely severed his spine. Jack raised his good foot and kicked him in the chest. His body unceremoniously fell to the floor, his head detaching and rolling to rest at Jacks feet. The empty eyes looking up at him in accusation.
Jack’s body pulsated with need, a frenzied feeling of shock pinning him to the spot, despite the alarm ringing and the final goon to deal with. He shook with adrenaline. His fist wrapped around the machete, turning his knuckles white. He needed to take a breath but felt incapable of the action. He didn’t say anything. He couldn’t. If he opened his mouth, he might verbalise how fucking amazing that felt.
Deep down he knew that the goon’s weren’t to blame for their situation but, he couldn’t listen to another word. He just had to act.
Sam and the muscle stared at him, not quite believing what they’d just witnessed. Jack couldn’t quite believe it himself. Before the goon had time to act, Jack plunged the machete into the man’s chest. Extracting the blade with a thick squelch, the man fell to the ground, joining his other colleagues, except Sam, who just stared in disbelief at the carnage that’d taken place around him. Jack wasn’t here to fuck about.
“Sam, we need to get out of here. If everything you’ve said is true, then your boss man would’ve seen it all. Can you take me to him? Where is he?” Jack whispered. He was being watched; he didn’t need to be heard too.
“I can take you to him.” Sam’s gaze flitted from the door to Jack. The metallic scent of blood invading his senses. Dust particles floated in front of his vision. The air felt heavy, charged with an unspoken tension that clung to every unspoken word. “But you really don’t know what you’re dealing with. He’s referred to as The Stranger. He won’t hesitate to kill you.”
Jack glanced at the ceiling, considering his words very carefully. “Here’s the thing, Sam. Neither will I. The Stranger, huh?” He took a controlled breath. “The Stranger doesn’t know who he’s dealing with.”
Nineteen
What the fuck was going on? Sam had switched sides. Jack Paterson was awake. How? How was that even possible? He was drugged, wasn’t he? He slammed his fists down on the table, the TV monitors shaking with the force. The Stranger shook with the veracity of his rage. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Everything had been planned. Every minute detail accounted for, and he’d been outdone by a simple soldier. The Stranger was smarter than this. Why hadn’t he seen this coming?
“FUCK!” spittle built up in the corner of his mouth, he stared at the only two screens lit up. Sam and Jack running down the main corridor to the torture rooms and Ailsa mumbling incoherently to herself, her confusion and anguish superseding her rationality. She was in shock. Good. Hopefully she’d hurry up and die now.
Jack fucking Paterson. He wanted to leave him till last. He wanted to enjoy seeing his shock, his resilience leaving him. A soldier with PTSD and a drink problem. He’d planned his ending with the precision of a skilled surgeon. He had the perfect game. He’d laced his torture room with mines. The slightest pressure and they would’ve blown. How fun to watch the other leg be torn from his body. His arms, a hole in his chest, his face falling from his skull like a baked camembert.
The Stranger took a look around his control centre. This was his life’s work. He wasn’t going to give it up without a fight. Anyway, how could a cripple take him down? He was a mess, mentally. Killing him would be doing him a favour. And yet, The Stranger couldn’t stop the images of Jack decapitating his man’s head. He did it with purpose. Defiance. 
Twenty
Jacks’ breath came in ragged gasps as they made their way through the maze that was The Emerald Resort. What a joke. There was nothing remotely relaxing about the place, it was stress and fear personified. The lights flickered above them, creating irregular shadows that made Jack do a double take. Mind games. The harsh echo of their footsteps reverberated off the cold concrete walls.
The corridor seemed to stretch on endlessly. A labyrinth of mazes and wrong turns. He was disorientated. He kept glancing behind him, his paranoia threatening to consume him. There was nothing there. Just keep swimming. Fuck off, Dory.
As they rounded a corner after what felt like miles, they were faced with a crossroads. “What way?” Jack gasped, trying to catch his breath. He was so unfit now; it was almost comical. Being discharged had been then end of him, in more ways than one. Damn him and his leg.
“This way, we’re almost there.” Sam motioned to the right. They thundered down the corridor, almost keeping pace with each other. The overhead lighting spaced further and further apart, the darkness aching to consume them both. “It’s that door at the end of the corridor,” Sam said, panting.
Jack took a fleeting glance at his brother in this. The sweat was pouring from him. It wasn’t from fitness levels. The bloke was a nervous wreck. Jack’s mind raced, wondering what would happen when they got to that door on the left. Would The Stranger show himself. Would he disappear? He didn’t think so. He had more neck than a fucking giraffe that one.
“Sam?” Jack slowed his pace, his chest burning, each breath feeling like a concrete weight lodged on his chest. He needed to take a moment before the madness ensued. A moment to gather his wits. Just one fucking moment to breath.
“Yeah?” Sam said, pulling back slightly. He visibly swallowed, unprepared for what was to come. He rolled his neck, looking behind him, he slumped his shoulders.
“Thanks for doing this. Knowing you were a Marine has helped. I couldn’t have done this without you.” He flicked his thumb over his shoulder, back in the direction they’d just come from. “I would already be dead. You know it, I know it.” He took a heaving breath, knowing that somehow, they’d come to the end. “Whatever happens now, I appreciate it, man.” Jack thumped Sam on the back, offering him a genuine smile. It’d been so long; he was surprised his face remembered the action.
“Shit, stop it. I’ll end up crying like a girl,” Sam said, his voice breaking. He looked at him with wet dull eyes.
They faced the door to end all doors. Suddenly the alarm stopped. Jack and Sam stared at each other. “He knows we’re here,” Sam said quietly.
Jack said nothing. Didn’t know what to say. He knew standing around staring at the door wasn’t going to get the job done. They needed to move.
“Let me go in first. It might give you time, keep him distracted,” Sam said quietly. “On my count. Ah, like the good old days.
“Three.”
“Two.”
“One.”
Sam took a resigned breath and yanked the door open wide. He didn’t get a moment to register his shock before an arrow from a crossbow sailed through the air and penetrated Sam’s forehead. The impact made Jack fall over in shock. It catapulted Sam’s body across the corridor and into the wall. His slumped body, devoid of life, bled out onto the wood floor. Brain matter dripping from the hole in his head.
Jack lurched forward and puked. He’d made a connection with Sam. The old feelings of camaraderie pushing itself to the forefront of his mind. Once again, a sick fuck had taken someone he cared about. Once again, he’d allowed himself to feel. He had to kill this fucker; he was going to make him suffer.
A chilling breeze whispered from the door carrying with it the muffled echoes of footsteps. As the owner of those shoes got closer, the steps became more pronounced, each one an ominous threat of inevitability.
The Stranger emerged from the shadows, a silhouette cloaked in darkness, his footsteps heavy and determined. The light flickered overhead once more, the interplay of light and darkness only serving to amplify the ominous aura surrounding his form.
Broad-shouldered and dressed in a sharp black suit, The Stranger stepped into the light. He gazed at Jack with a predatory look. He commanded attention, and Jack couldn’t help but look. He didn’t want to give him that, he didn’t want to give him his hatred. He deserved nothing but indifference. The only time The Stranger would sense Jack’s emotion was when he gutted him. Until then, he got nothing.
As Jack glanced at him. Something took his breath away. The look of recognition. He knew this sick bastard. His features. Those eyes. Jack’s eyes widened in horror. The room seemed to contract around him. The air  thick with a tension that threatened to kill him there and then. The face partially obscured with scarring, was still undeniably still him. It was a face Jack had tried so desperately to forget. That face should’ve stayed in the past. Too many nights lost to his face haunting his dreams and his waking moments.
As The Stranger stepped further into the light, Jack’s breath caught in his throat. The familiarity in those eyes. The curve of his lips. The sharpness of his jaw. Jack thought he’d buried this man in the past, but here he was, resurrected and ready to take his revenge.
“Alright, Jack. Remember me? You’re old pal, you remember the old days, right? I’m sure you remember leaving me to burn in a fucking shack in Helmand, right?” A tightness in his expression.
Fear clawed at Jack’s chest, rendering him momentarily paralyzed. The horror of the moment was etched on his face, a mask of disbelief and dread.
“I remember you. I remember, Liam Mackenzie.”
Twenty-One
“Get in here, now,” Liam shouted. The crossbow locked and loaded once more. Jack raised his hands in surrender. Not wanting to push his old friend to the edge. Clearly, he’d done that already. Jack followed him into his office. Liam kept the crossbow trained on his head. Jack darted his gaze around the room. A control room, full to the brim with computer monitors. Only one turned on.
The room hummed with a low steady energy, bathing them in the soft glow of the monitor and blinking lights. He looked back at his old friend, Liam Mackenzie. Just how many times had he wished he could see him again? Tell him how sorry he was, laugh with him again, say sorry some more. Jack knew it was as much about easing his own conscience as wanting to see the lightness in Liam’s eyes again.
He’d fucked up. Jack knew it, hell, the whole squadron knew it. He was young. He hadn’t been experienced. He’d been completely out of his depth on tour. He didn’t know what he was walking into. Did any of them? He’d signed up for all the wrong reasons. His father had been a Marine. It was expected of him to follow in his footsteps. He wished he’d stuck to engineering. His father just wouldn’t stop badgering him. Jack relented, and it was the biggest mistake of his life.
The dusty landscape of Helmand Province stretched endlessly under the harsh Afghan sun. Their mission was to secure a remote outpost, and every step was a calculated effort to navigate the treacherous landscape. The arid winds whispered tales of past conflicts, and the weight of the mission pressed on the Marine’s shoulders.
As they approached a seemingly deserted compound, intelligence had suggested it might harbour insurgent activity. Unbeknownst to them, a concealed enemy force lay in wait. A sudden eruption of gunfire echoed through the desolate surroundings, catching the squad off guard. The element of surprise had been lost, and chaos ensued.
Jack closed his eyes, the memories he’d tried so hard to keep at bay now unlocked from Pandora’s box. It made his gut churn. His eyes watered. It physically hurt. He didn’t want to think about this again, but he had to. It was the moment that turned Liam into a homicidal psychopath.
In the midst of the firefight, a miscommunication led to a critical mistake. A mistake made by Jack. A grenade, intended for the enemy, landed perilously close to Liam. In the frantic exchange of gunfire, the warning was lost in the cacophony of battle.
The explosion rocked the air, and the dust settled to reveal the devastating aftermath. Liam lay motionless, his body marked by the harsh realities of war. The squad, frozen in shock and grief, had lost one of their own due to the tragic mistake, or so they’d thought.
“So, you do remember me. I’d wondered if you would’ve forgotten. Just like you forgot about me when that grenade went off,” he fumed. His face flushed.  
Jack looked at his feet. He wasn’t the only one that lost something that day. He’d lost his friend, his self of worth, his family. Everything. He looked back at Liam, his eyes blazing with a heat he’d never seen before. This wasn’t the Liam he knew. The Liam he knew would never have done this to innocent people. Sure, torture him, kill him even, but those other people, no, Jack could not agree with that.
“Of course I do. You can’t just forget, can you?” Jack’s jaw was slack. He couldn’t believe this was happening to him.
Liam’s voice trembled with anger as he confronted his so-called friend. “You left me behind, Jack! Left me to die out there!"
“It wasn’t like-“ Liam cut Jack off.
“I don’t give a fuck what you think it was like. That’s what you did. You saved your own arse.” He pushed the crossbow further into his chest, punctuating every word with a jab of the arrow. “You knew I was out there, struggling, and you just abandoned me!" Another jab. Jack winced.
Jack’s expression hardened, his own frustration rising. "We had a mission to complete, and I had to make a split-second decision. I made a fucking mistake."
Liam scoffed, bitterness in his tone. "A decision that almost cost me my life! Do you have any idea what it feels like to think you're left for dead? To fight for survival while you're running scared?”
“I’m fucking sorry, what more can I say? I’ve regretted that day, every day of my life. I can’t do anything other than say sorry. We were mates, don’t you think that its eaten me up. Don’t you think I’d do anything to wave a magic wand and turn back time. but I can’t…” Jack said, running a hand through his hair. Weary eyes stare back at him. “This isn’t the answer. That day shouldn’t have made you like this. Liam, this isn’t you.”
Liam laughed. “Isn’t me? What the fuck would you know about me? This has always been in me. I’ve been planning this for years. Even while I was in The Marines. Active duty just gave me a taste for killing. It gave you it too, didn’t it. I saw how you took out my men. I saw that slight smirk when you decapitated his head. Being showered with blood again, made you feel alive, didn’t it.”
Jack’s eyes, a reflection of the turmoil within, darted back and forth between Liam and the crossbow. His brows furrowed with uncertainty, and his lips, caught in a hesitant line, betrayed the indecision that held him captive.  
“No. It was merely a means to an end.” Hesitant. His words were hesitant. Was he trying to convince himself or Liam?
A noise from the TV monitor momentarily caught Liam off guard. His head turned toward the screen and Jack took the opportunity to immobilise his old friend. He grabbed the crossbow and aimed it at his chest. He didn’t have long to react. It could be someone coming to help Liam. As much as he loved Liam, he knew he couldn’t let him escape this place. Liam needed to die with it. What he’d done couldn’t be taken back. He’d killed too many people and for that he needed to pay.
He moved the crossbow down aiming at his knee. He fired the shot, the arrow whooshing through the air, the kick knocking Jack off balance. Liam’s scream piercing the room. He breathed in an irregular rhythm, his face a mask of torment. His jaw slackened and he passed out from the pain.
There was only one thing Jack could do. It wasn’t going to be pretty, but it was right. Wandering over to the TV monitor, he was shocked to discover a woman wandering aimlessly around a room, her gown coated in her own blood. She looked awful. Pale and confused. He needed to help her, get her to the mainland and to a doctor.
Twenty-Two
Liam Mackenzie was bound to a St. Andrews cross. He was as naked as the day he was born. Jack felt conflicted. He wouldn’t have hesitated to exact revenge on the motherfucker if he hadn’t discovered it was his old mate. He needed to distance himself from the familiarity.  It was hard but it needed to be done.
He had no earthly clue how Ailsa was still alive. She was the strongest woman he’d ever met. He put her shoulder back in place. Her screams rocked the room, but soon she focussed on the man responsible for all her suffering. A steely eye penetrated Liam’s dark soul. She wanted to do all a manner of things to him, but they didn’t have the luxury of time. Jack and Ailsa verbally sparred deciding what was a worthy punishment for the man that’d once been held in high esteem in Jack’s life.
“Let’s cut off his dick,” Ailsa suggested. “Then feed it to him.”
“No, that’s not going to cut it. Pardon the pun.” Jack paced. He didn’t know what the right thing was, but that wasn’t it.
Liam moaned behind the ball gag that they’d found in a storeroom that housed all a manner of torture tools.
“Shut up,” Ailsa screamed in his face. She punched him, breaking his nose, an explosion of blood pouring down his face. His eyes screwed shut, pain etched all over his face. “Should we flay him? I mean come on that is something straight out of his playbook.” Ailsa’s eyes lit up with mischief. She wanted that. Hungered for it. She trembled as she hunched over, pain engulfing her again. She breathed through it.
“No. We don’t have the time. Ailsa, you’re in danger of developing sepsis. We need to get you to the mainland. You need a hospital. You needed one hours ago.” Jack gave Liam a cold look. He still couldn’t believe this man had been his friend. How long had he been harbouring his murderous urges? “We should burn him. Hopefully the building will go with him. This place needs to die with him.” Jack felt a tightening in his chest. He was taking it back to the start. Maybe Liam shouldn’t have ever escaped. He should’ve died in Helmand.
Liam fought his bindings, shaking the chair. He couldn’t escape, Jack’s ensured that. He kept his eyes trained on Ailsa, refusing to dignify Liam with a response. He couldn’t.
“Yes, that’s perfect.” She bent over, her hands on her knees taking deep calming breaths. She was even paler if that was possible. He had to get her out of here. She was adamant that she had to have her revenge. He couldn’t blame her.
He walked over to her, placing a comforting hand on her back and rubbed it. “It’s lucky that I carted up the petrol he had in the basement.” He knew what he was going to do all along. This building was going to be ashes, just like his friendship with Liam. He needed to bury it for good. He didn’t want to examine how that made him feel. Not yet. Later.
“I need to sit down.” Ailsa took a seat by the wall. Jack looked at her with a concerned stare. He was worried about her. Physically, she was a fucking mess but mentally…he doubted she’d ever recover, if she survived.
He picked up one of the cannisters and started dousing the room in petrol. He did it quickly, a look of consternation etched on his face. He didn’t want to take a breath; he was scared he’d lose his nerve and let him live. It took a few cannisters to completely soak the room. Another glance at Ailsa told him that she was deteriorating. He needed to move this along fast.
He picked up the final cannister and walked over to his old friend. He opened it and doused it over his body. He tried to cough, to fight, but Jack just continued to soak his old friend in petrol. He tossed the can to the side; its distinct metallic clang ringing out as it landed across the room.
Jack reached into his back pocket and felt for the lighter. Pulling it out, he gripped it in his hand preparing to end this once and for all. Limping across the room he scooped Ailsa up in his weakened arms and strode out of the room. Standing on the threshold of the torture chamber, Jack took one last look at the man that’d been his confidant. He’d shared his worries while on active duty and been one of his best friends. A tear rolled down his cheek. Looking at Ailsa, he pulled power from her. Liam wasn’t his friend. He wasn’t even human.
Jack brought the small, rectangular lighter to his fingertips. As he steadied his grip, his thumb found the smooth, concave surface of the ignition wheel. Applying gentle pressure, Jack felt the subtle resistance before a sudden, satisfying spark burst forth.
“Goodbye, Liam, you sick son of a bitch.” He threw the lighter into the room. He heard the whoosh of the room catching fire. He ran through the corridors, getting confused for a beat before finding the door to the reception. Bursting through the entrance, breathing in cold air he felt reborn. It was something he thought he’d never see again. Looking at Ailsa, he made it his life’s purpose to be there for her. He owed it to her.
THE END.
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