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There is a severed arm on top of the television set and I’m
reasonably certain that it does not belong to me. For one thing it
has a tribal style dragon tattoo coiling around it from the wrist
up to the forearm and I have never had a tattoo in my life because
I’m terrified of needles. I know that’s a terrible thing for a
grown man to admit but I’ve been scared of them since a horrendous
incident with a dentist when I was six years old. I also have a
phobia about ducks – but that’s another story for another time.

The other reason that I’m fairly sure the arm isn’t one of mine
is that both of my arms are firmly attached to my body and
handcuffed to the large oak dinning room table that I usually eat
Sunday lunch at. A rather large nail has been driven through the
chain linking the cuffs together and I’m honestly not looking
forward to attempting to repair the damage that it has caused to
the antique table’s waxed surface. No amount of buffing is going to
get that particular scar out; I fear that it may require
professional attention and that will inevitably cost me a lot of
money.

Please don’t think that I’m being stingy in any way. Money for
me has never really been a concern – I have what you may call
inherited wealth – however it grieves me to waste it on anything
unnecessary and the damage to the table certainly falls under that
particular category. My own arms are stretched out in front of me
in a position that requires me to lean uncomfortably across the
table; however I feel that complaining about my discomfort would be
churlish to say the least because my limbs are thankfully both
still whole. The owner of the tattooed appendage has most certainly
not been so fortunate as myself.

A trail of congealed blood from the lone limb has run down the
right side of the television screen and made a terrible state of a
Persian rug that I had only moved from its long standing home near
the hearth two days ago. I am painfully aware from prior experience
that no amount of cleaning will fully remove the rust coloured
stain that the blood will leave in the rug. Sadly it is as finished
as the poor unfortunate whose dragon tattooed arm has led to its
current state.

Despite my advancing years my eyesight is still as sharp as it
was four decades ago and I can see that the arm bears no sign of
being removed by a blade. That would leave a clean wound and the
edges of this unfortunate appendage are ragged and uneven. Likewise
there are no signs of bite marks, which would be as equally
distinctive to identify and this leads me to a singular and
unsavoury conclusion - that the limb has been forcibly ripped from
its owner's body.

This train of thought continues to another wholly more worrying
string of notions; what kind of person could tear someone's arm
clean off? Where are they currently? And of more immediate concern
is the possibility that they are responsible for my present form of
incarceration, which brings me to the final and rather worrying
thought that flickers through my mind; what are their intentions
towards me?

The cognitive process that I follow to reach this alarming
conclusion is hampered mildly by the throbbing sensation that
threatens to engulf the back of my head. The pain comes from what I
presume to be a rather large contusion that pulses rhythmically to
send shivers of eye watering agony through my skull. Someone hit me
from behind, rather heavily and to my mind rather unnecessarily; I
am after all an old man and would appear to pose no obvious
physical threat. However, as I struggle to cast my mind back to
events earlier this evening I know with certainty that sometimes
appearances can be very, very deceiving.

 

 

 

I watched the sun setting from the French windows that overlook
my ornamental herb garden. Glowing embers of orange and gold
flickered through the skeletal frames of the trees that border the
property some mile and a half distant and I found myself marvelling
at the splendid display as I sipped freshly ground Kenyan coffee. I
love the majesty of the natural world and it never ceases to
surprise and amaze me that the majority of humanity is oblivious to
the beauty that surrounds us. I suppose that people are too wrapped
up in the minutiae and trivialities that make up their everyday
lives to look up for a moment, to gaze past the horizon and let
their minds take in the grandeur of our world.

If the weather had been warmer I would have opened the doors and
stepped outside, but despite the bright clear day that was ending
it was still remarkably cold for late February. My joints ache
fiercely when the weather grows cold – which I suppose is only
natural considering the years of abuse they have suffered. I led a
vigorous and active lifestyle in my youth and despite my advancing
years I still try to remain as dynamic as ever. A soft tapping at
my study door interrupted my reverie and I turned to see Miriam
standing in the open doorway. As was customary she was dressed in
black, and her auburn hair was pulled back into a severe bun that
would have made an elderly school ma’am proud. The broad smile that
illuminated her soft, round face was a delightful contrast to her
severe appearance.

“We’re all ready sir.”

“Very good my dear. The time seems to have slipped away from me
today.”

“Will there be anything else?”

“Not this evening Miriam, thank you.” I placed the coffee cup on
an antique beech table near the French window and followed Miriam
as she walked away from my study and down a short corridor to join
the rest of the staff. Jacob looked as stone faced as ever, dressed
in his customary threadbare clothing which to my mind always gave
him the appearance of a taciturn scarecrow. His dress sense was
forgiven however because his skill with all things horticultural
was without compare.

Shaun stood in stark contrast, bursting with youthful energy in
his patterned trousers and chef’s blouse, he smiled shyly at me as
he spoke, “Your dinner’s warming in the oven and I’ve left heating
instructions for the weekend meals sir.”

“Thank you Shaun, I’m sure I shall be fine following them.”

“Yes sir.”

My home is no mansion by any stretch of the imagination, however
with fifteen rooms it requires constant attention and I have been
in the habit of employing a small staff for many years now. Miriam
acts as a maid and sometimes secretary for me, I have the taciturn
Jacob to maintain the grounds, and my meals are cooked exquisitely
by Shaun. My meagre staff all live locally in the village and they
depart promptly at four pm each evening. They are always discreet
and unobtrusive and I have ample room to house them on the property
but I do enjoy some small measure of solitude; in part because it
allows me time to think without fear of disruption. At my age you
do a lot of thinking; about the past, the future, regrets and
mistakes; it occupies my mind.

Jacob opened the large oak front door and the others followed
him outside. Miriam turned and smiled as she left, “Have a good
weekend sir.”

“I’m sure I will,” I replied, smiling myself, “I shall see you
all Monday.”

My employees trooped away down the long gravel driveway and I
watched them for a moment until the fading light and the cool air
of the advancing evening drove me back inside. I turned the key in
the lock and sighed softly to myself, taking in the vast blanket of
silence that always seems to descend when I am alone.

I met the girl of my dreams many years ago; her name was
Victoria and she was the one great love of my life; as beautiful as
the dawn and as passionate as the fiery sun itself. We were perfect
for each other and I would have happily spent every waking hour
with her until the end of my days but we were only together for a
short time before fate tore her from me.

Cancer; that dreadful disease is still as feared and reviled
today as it was back then. One moment I had everything to live for,
a future that was full of bright promise and the next…nothing, just
a hollow emptiness in my heart where once there had been joy and
boundless love. There was never anyone else after Victoria; no one
made me feel the way she did and to my mind nobody ever came close
to filling the void she left in my life. I have been so terribly
alone for such a very long time now.

For several days each month at irregular intervals the staff are
not required to work. Sometimes I am away on business trips and at
others I am here alone. This particularly cold weekend in February
was one of the latter occasions. My big plans for the weekend
revolved around eating some of Shaun’s delicious meals and finally
coming to grips with the latest Cussler bestseller. I do so like
his writing; full of thrilling exploits of adventure revolving
around the ocean and its mysteries.

My library is well stocked; I have a literary preference for
thrillers and historical novels and for the most part I abhor the
horror genre and steer clear of its lurid authors. I do like
Stephen King however and I find his skill at weaving a gripping
story peopled with fascinating characters to be most satisfying. I
do enjoy a nice glass of wine with my reading and to that end I
keep a small but well stocked selection of wines.

Many years ago now an inquisitive maid entered the wine cellar,
saw the array of hooks and chains mounted to the walls and ceiling
beams and jumped to the erroneous conclusion that I had a
predilection towards fetishism and BDSM. I suppose I could have
truthfully claimed that the house’s previous owner placed them
there, but as the previous owner was my father I chose to remain
silent on the subject. I also placed a rather heavy lock on the
cellar door and hid the key, inevitably however, rumours concerning
my sexual orientation and interests surfaced.

I know there has been a great deal of idle speculation locally
as to why I spend so much time by myself in this big old empty
house. Rumour and gossip have been rife for decades and I am sure
that I have been the subject of an endless parade of conjecture
over the years. The one most favoured is that I am gay, something
that never fails to bring a smile to my face. I suppose that theory
was not helped when I hired young Shaun, and I am more than a
little relieved that my employees do not live with me.

Poor Shaun is nowhere nearly as thick skinned as I am and for
his sake more than for my own I am glad that I have not provided
more fuel to that particular fire. His skill as a chef is
unquestionable and I look forward to each meal with delight; this
evening my repast was to be one of his specialities, something of
the Italian persuasion. With that thought firmly in mind I turned
and began to walk towards my kitchen.

After cautiously donning oven gloves to remove my dinner from
the oven I was not disappointed to discover that this evenings meal
was to be one of Shaun’s lasagne Verdi recipes. Layers of ricotta,
parmesan and mozzarella cheese sandwiched between the green pasta
and sauce and topped off with a delicate three cheese sauce. I
chose to accompany the meal with a glass of rather nice eighty two
Chianti, which I have always found goes well with any tomato based
dish.

I ate at the large counter that stands in the centre of my
kitchen, enjoying the latent warmth from the oven and the
delightful taste of my food. After I had finished I loaded the
dish, cutlery and glass into the dishwasher and slowly made my way
back towards the front of the house. The night was still young and
I decided to read in my study with some music playing softly in the
background; perhaps jazz.

I have always loved jazz; the shifting flow of the music, as
constantly changing as the tides of the sea or the phases of the
moon as it transforms with each note, becoming something new and
unexpected. My favourite was the great showman Cab Calloway, who
was a wonderful singer and dancer. Minnie the Moocher is still one
of my favourite songs and I can still recall the thrill I felt when
I heard it for the first time so many years ago now. His career
spanned more than six decades yet he’s only remembered for that one
song; and perhaps his appearance in the Blues Brothers. Still, I
suppose it’s better to be remembered for something than to slip
away from this life unnoticed.

Now there was a gloomy thought and far from what I wanted to
have on my mind through the long weekend that beckoned. In truth I
have tried to live my own life in relative obscurity and if at some
future point I slip from this existence with barely a murmur of
notice then I shall die a happy man. I have never sought attention
or celebrity and regard myself as a thoroughly uninteresting
individual; hence my need for the excitement of Cussler’s heroes.
My thoughts threatened to turn towards an unwholesome
introspection, but it was at that precise moment that I heard the
frantic knocking at the front door.

I paused mid-step and turned back; perhaps one of the staff had
forgotten something. Miriam had left her handbag on more than one
occasion and so I was unconcerned as the frenzied knocking came
again. I reached the door, unlocked it and opened it a fraction to
cautiously to peer out because I have no security chain or peep
hole.

The girl was exquisitely beautiful in a waifish way but the look
of terror on her face and the fear in her eyes as they locked onto
mine marred her striking looks at that moment. “Please.”

“What is it my dear?”

“Please! You have to help me.” Her eyes darted around like
startled butterflies as the girl spoke, “My car broke down. There
was a man, he stopped, I thought he was trying to help me but…”

“Calm yourself.”

“I got away, ran away and then I saw the light in your window.
Help me? Please?”

I struggled for a moment before answering, torn by doing the
right thing and maintaining the peace and quiet that I so
desperately craved. The girl sobbed and against my better judgement
I heard myself say, “Yes of course, I can call the police for
you”

It was at that precise moment that the girl let out a piercing
shriek of terror. While I had been focused on her face she had
turned to look back down my driveway and saw something in the
darkness that had prompted her cry. If the girl was beautiful then
the man in complete contrast was the most unattractive I have ever
seen. His face was made up of angles and plains, framed by broad,
Slavic cheekbones, and an aquiline nose. His eyes were dark and
piercing even in the lengthening twilight and he ran towards us
with a purposeful stride that ate up the distance to the house. The
girl screamed again and I found myself reacting without
thinking.

I reached for her arm and shouted, “Inside, now!” The girl
almost flew over the threshold and past me into the house. In those
scant seconds the man had reached the steps to the house and as I
slammed the door and turned the key I felt the old oak shake as the
man hammered into it. The door reverberated as he rained a flurry
of angry blows into the wood and the sound of each one echoed like
distant thunder through the house.

My mind was racing; this was not good, this was not good at all.
I had to do something to get the girl to safety and remove the
maniac from my front step. I had to call the police immediately and
they would be able to sort this out with a minimum of fuss. The man
had stopped banging on the door and a harsh silence had descended.
I was about to take advantage of the momentary respite to call for
assistance and began to turn from the door, and it was then that
the girl hit me over the head and the world turned a crushing
black.

 

 

 

I should be scared; I should be losing my mind after finding
myself in this predicament. I should, but I am calm, I am curious
and I know full well that if I succumb to panic it will only
attract the attention of whoever has me incarcerated. That meeting
is something I have no wish to hasten, especially if their
treatment of the owner of the unfortunate arm is any gauge of their
intentions.

I am painfully aware of the severed limb and despite trying not
to think about it I find my attention drawn back again and again. I
fancy that I can smell the decomposition setting in; that sweet,
foetid aroma that accompanies rotting flesh. Does the air have the
faintest coppery taint from the blood? I am sure that I am
imagining far too much, letting my fancy run away with itself
rather than focusing on my present dilemma.

I have no way of noting the passing of time as I choose not to
wear a watch, so I had no idea how long I had been unconscious. The
chair to which I find myself currently confined sits facing a large
window. During the day you can see clear across to the small river
that crosses my property half a mile away. It currently looks like
a wall of black ice and the only thing I can see in the window is
my own reflection; I look old.

If the lights in the room were turned out I would be able to see
clearly through the window. Tonight was a full moon and I could
have easily seen it and roughly gauged the amount of time that I
have been incarcerated. Instead I have my own sad reflection to
stare at; anything was more preferable than the appendage adorning
my television.

I do not actually watch the television, and I would certainly
never stoop to crassly viewing it while eating; it is here because
there was nowhere else for it. I own it because it seemed that
everyone owned one these days, but I never liked it in any of the
other rooms and now at least I have a reason to get rid of the
infernal device if I survive whatever it is that is currently
happening to me.

“I see that our host is back with us.”

I jumped slightly at the sound of the deep voice from the
doorway and I turned towards it with a sick feeling in my stomach.
I could see the man from my driveway earlier standing there
regarding me coldly. The man moved with a sinuous grace that belied
his size; it almost seemed that he glided as he entered the room
and the power in his gaze was soul shattering. The last time I saw
a creature move that way was in the sweltering heat of the Burmese
jungle many years ago.

The tiger had barely acknowledged my presence as he slid through
the dense greenery; and for that I was eternally grateful. The man
in front of me now had the same predatory quality to his character;
the unquestionable knowledge that he was at the top of the food
chain and you were being casually regarded as a potential meal.
This particularly unsavoury thought was given emphasis by the faint
traces of blood around the man’s cruel lips and grained into his
fingernails.

“I will ask questions, you will provide answers. Do you
understand?” His voice was deep, but with an underlying melodic
quality and the faintest hint of an accent; mid-European perhaps? I
nodded slightly and lowered my eyes to the tabletop; I had no wish
to gaze on his cruel face if I could help it.

“You live alone here?”

“Yes.” I was shocked to hear how steady my voice was, almost
confident and without the faintest tremor to my words.

“Visitors?”

“No one is expected, and my staff are away now until
Monday.”

“Good, very good. You are of course telling me the truth?”

“Yes, absolutely.”

“I would hate to think that you were lying. I do not like liars
and I do not like unexpected guests.”

“I can assure you that it is the truth.”

“I hope so. For your sake.”

The implied threat in his words was not wasted on me and I found
my eyes flickering towards the television and its grotesque
decoration. The man must have seen me look because his next words
chilled me to the core.

“Just a little snack Carina bought along in case we were
peckish.”

I looked up sharply and the man laughed; a deep rolling roar
that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. A snack? He
couldn’t be serious could he? That was patently ridiculous. I could
see the man as a burglar, obviously and a killer possibly, but a
cannibal? That was stupid, insane even. People, in my experience
simply do not go around eating other people. Killing them yes, but
eating them never. He was obviously trying to get a reaction from
me, make me more unnerved and afraid than I already was. That was
surely his intent, and it was working.

The man turned and looked out of the window for a moment,
studying his own reflection in the glass before he drew the
curtains and shut out the night. He pulled a chair out from under
the table and draped himself on it casually. It almost felt as if I
could sense the raw power that the man exuded. The intensity and
sheer indomitable will rolled off him in a wave. Again I was
reminded of my encounter with the tiger and the same sharp fear
that had been inside me so many years ago returned with a dreadful
clarity.

There was something unsettling about the man, something in his
voice and the way he seemed to flow like water when he moved; it
was disquieting and it struck some deep primal chord inside me. He
scared me, although perhaps scared is too strong a word to use. His
presence certainly made me uncomfortable and there was something
about his mouth; not an overbite but some similar peculiarity or
distortion of his teeth that disturbed me greatly.

“Look what I found.” The girl entered the room waving a pair of
glasses and a bottle of wine in her hands. “He has a cellar
full.”

“Excellent.” The man responded.

The girl poured a glass and offered it to the man; he sniffed it
gently and then sipped appreciatively. From the faint smell I could
tell that it was a bottle of Bordeaux, probably the eighty three;
they had good taste in my wine. Carina was even more beautiful now
that I had time to look at her properly, but it was a pale,
ethereal beauty. Her skin had a faintly translucent quality so that
it gave her an almost magical aura; as if she were some strange
creature from the realm of faerie.

“That’s not the only thing he had in his cellar.”

“Go on?”

The girl flicked a glance at me and the look of malevolence,
lasciviousness and sheer wanton lust that she directed towards me
was stomach turning.

“Hooks, chains, it’s a perverts paradise down there.”

“It seems that there’s more to our host than meets the eye.” The
man raised an enquiring eyebrow in my direction.

“I can’t imagine him getting up to much, he looks past it. Can
you see him wearing rubber from head to toe? Spiked mask, zipper
for a mouth, getting himself off watching the vicar shagging an
Alsatian?”

“You do have an imagination Carina.”

“He’s rich, he lives alone, I bet he sends his staff away so he
can have massive orgies. Places like this are a nest of repressed
sexual frustration and forbidden vices where anyone can indulge
themselves in anything if they’ve got the money for it.”

“Shocking.” The smile on his face gave the impression that the
man’s shock was merely being paid lip service.

“Whips and chains and handcuffs and leather. First it’s willing
partners and then maybe some that are less than willing, that need
a little persuasion, and after that it’s just a step away from
kiddie porn and mail order Philippino school boys!”

“You’ve heard the charges laid against you, how do you plead?”
The man leered at me from across the table.

“Plead? I don’t understand.” I managed to stammer out the words,
but the girls vitriolic outburst had shaken me.

“To Carina’s charges. Are you some strange, rich fetish
freak?”

“God no! Of course not.”

“So why do you have all those chains in your cellar?” The girl
asked.

“My father put them there a long time ago.” I could scarcely
believe that even under my present circumstances I found it
difficult to talk about my father’s modifications in the
cellar.

“Were you a bad boy? Did he chain you up and beat you or did he
abuse you in other ways?” Her face gleamed with curiosity and then
a mocking look entered her eyes as she lowered her voice and said
“Come down to the cellar son, daddy has something to show you.”

“No! It was nothing like that at all.”

“There’s a shame.” Her face fell and she seemed visibly crushed
for a moment, but then the gleam entered her eyes again as she ran
a finger down the man’s neck and said, “We could always go down and
play with them later lover, it’s a shame to see them go to
waste.”

I had noticed the same peculiarities about the girl that the man
possessed. Her movements were graceful like a ballet dancer, and
the same feral look of raw power was etched on her face. Even her
mouth reminded me of his, perhaps they shared the same edge of
cruelty to their smiles or that their corrupting nature was
slipping through the thin veneer of humanity that they outwardly
displayed. Then again it could have been down to the way her eyes
kept straying to my neck and her tongue moistened her lips as if in
anticipation.

“Why are you here?” I plucked up the courage to ask.

The man paused before answering, regarding me thoughtfully with
his dark, brooding eyes, “I saw the lights, they looked warm and
inviting and I have no desire to spend another cold night outdoors.
We expected people, some sport and sustenance,” He smiled at the
thought and his teeth glittered, “Instead we find one little old
man rattling around this big empty house like a penny in a coffee
jar.”

“Well I’m sorry to be such a disappointment to you.”

The girl sniffed in distain, “He smells old. You know I like my
food fresher.”

“Patience my sweet, there will be others soon.”

“I want the maid; I’ve never feasted on a maid before. A maid
for breakfast.” She smiled at the distasteful thought and then
turned to me again, “Does your maid give you a special ‘breakfast’
every morning? Does she take your wrinkled old disease ridden cock
in her mouth and pretend it’s the best she’s ever had? Does she?”
Carina’s voice began to raise in anger, “Oh master you’re the only
one for me, you’re so big and hard and I could just suck you all
day long! Bastard!”

As she screamed Carina pitched the half empty bottle of wine
past my head. It came so close to hitting me that I felt the wind
as it passed and exploded against the wall. I sat rigid in my
chair, desperate to run, to flee from these mad people before they
hurt me or worse.

“Carina, I was enjoying that.”

“Sorry. It was his fault.” The girl cast me the most evil look
I’ve ever seen on a living creature.

“Perhaps another bottle?” The man sighed softly as he spoke.

The girl glared at him for a moment and then she grasped a
handful of the man’s hair, drew his head back and kissed him with
the most wanton display of intimacy I have ever had the misfortune
to witness. They parted at last, gasping for breath, finished with
each other for the moment, and for that small mercy I was
grateful.

“Don’t start having fun without me.” The girl said and cast me
an evil wink as she headed towards the door.

I watched her as she left and it was only when the girl was gone
that I realised how tense my body had become; on edge, taught as a
bow string, ready to snap at any moment. The man must have noticed
my distress because he said, “Not to worry, Carina is well fed and
she can wait until your staff arrives for her entertainment.”

If the words were meant to make me feel less nervous then they
failed and I shuddered inwardly at the thought of that inhuman
individual getting her hands on Miriam or poor Shaun. What sort of
sick, twisted creatures were they? The word seemed to fit all too
well because the pair barely seemed human at all to my eyes.

The man sipped from his glass and said, “I never drink
wine.”

“I’m sorry?”

“Nothing, a personal amusement.” A wry smile played on his face
as he spoke. “Why do you live here alone?”

“I like it that way; I enjoy the quiet.”

“Too much time alone is bad for you, wallowing in the thoughts
that wrap themselves through your mind like a nest of vipers.
Sometimes you need people around you. You need to feel the pulse of
life, the warm throbbing of humanities vitality; so hot and rich
and thick that it could choke you if you let it, but oh so sweet to
savour.”

I must have looked truly alarmed at his words because the man
began to laugh. My wrists were beginning to chafe on the handcuffs
and a deep ache had set into my muscles. I had been sitting too
long, chained to the table and I could feel the beginning of a mild
headache; a stiffening in my neck, and a faint throb in my forehead
that his laughter was not helping one bit. A faint sheen of sweat
stood out from my brow and I fancied that my heart was beating
faster, echoing like some loud kettle drum. I was sure the man
could hear it because his eyes narrowed for a moment.

“Are you ill? Are you dying?”

“It’s nothing, not life threatening at least. I suffer from a
particular ailment, a hereditary genetic condition that causes me
some discomfort from time to time.”

“Are you contagious?”

“Good heavens no, it’s more of a…well it’s like being allergic
to nuts or lactose intolerant. You make adjustments, change your
lifestyle in a way that will accommodate your illness and then you
carry on living.”

“So this illness is under control?”

“Oh yes, completely.”

“Are you required to take medication?”

“No, don’t worry.”

“Good.” He sat in silence for a long moment and then said, “I
think I understand what you mean; changing your lifestyle to
accommodate something that has happened to your body. How
intriguing that we should have something in common other than
age.”

“Age? You’re thirty if you are a day.”

“No, I am far, far older than that.”

“Really?”

“Really. I am so much older than my looks. I have lived for a
long, long time and I have seen things, done things that most men
could not even dream of. I am much older and perhaps a little wiser
than I was in my youth and I have learned many harsh lessons. The
hardest thing in life is to outlive your loved ones, to watch them
wither and die and become dust in the wind. Seeing your friends
growing old and frail while you still feel the same inside as you
did years ago, watching your children dying; these things can break
a man’s heart and tear out his soul.”

I could hear the truth in his words, and in all honesty it was
something that I knew the pain of myself. First Victoria, then my
father, one by one over the years the nearest and dearest in my
life have faded and passed. I felt the hollow pain in my chest as
the memories stirred. There are moments when I wish I could turn
back time and return to the days when life was good, when Victoria
was alive and I was in love, back before everything changed. I may
wish, but I know that it will never happen; the past is the past,
long gone except for the bitter sweet memories.

“That sounds like a rather lonely existence.”

“So says the man who chooses to live alone.”

“There was little choice involved, I never married and I never
had children because I could not bear to see them go through what I
have had to endure.”

“Your illness?”

“Yes. “

“A lonely existence indeed.”

“It could have been, I don’t really see it that way.”

“Would you change things if you could? Go back to the beginning
and take a different path?”

“To live my life again? It’s crossed my mind over the years but
am I tempted if such a thing were possible? No, one lifetime is
enough for me.”

“There is never truly enough time to live and youth is wasted on
the young.”

The man drained his glass and stood up, regarding me again with
those dark, dreadful eyes before walking to the door. He paused at
the thresholds and said, “I shall leave you for a while, but rest
assured I shall return and we can talk some more.”

“I shall be waiting right here.” I said with a barely disguised
irony.

The man laughed as he turned to leave and in the moment before
he flipped off the light switch and plunged the room into darkness
I saw what had been eluding me. His canine teeth appeared to be…no,
that could not be right, my eyes must be deceiving me. It was the
light, or my nerves, that was all. There was no way that he could
have possibly had fangs. Was there?

The door closed with a harsh finality and my mind raced as I sat
alone in the dark. Could such things really exist? If they were
real, then what did I know about them? All my information came from
fiction, from books and films and how reliable could that be? I
know that most of modern werewolf lore comes direct from The
Wolfman movie featuring Lon Chaney all those years ago now. Zombies
were all that Romero chap’s doing, so who was to say what was real
or fiction when it came to people like these.

It was something to consider, no matter how wildly incredulous
such thoughts were. I needed to occupy my mind as I sat here in the
darkness and I had no wish to think further about my possible fate
at the hands of this pair of insane people. There had to be a way
to focus myself, to look past the ache in my muscles, the pain in
my joints. That was when I realised that I could actually see the
room. There was a light source somewhere and after a moment I saw
it; a faint beam of light touching the table’s surface in front of
me.

My eyes were drawn upwards and I could see the cause of the soft
illumination; a gap in the curtains. Moonlight was cascading
through the window, casting a pale, spectral glow into the room. If
I could lean to my right somewhat it was possible that I could see
the full moon outside and gauge the length of my imprisonment. Luck
was with me and the moon lined up perfectly with the gap in the
curtains. It hung there in the night sky, big and bright and almost
welcoming in its familiarity. At a glance I knew that it was
roughly seven pm, and that my unconscious state and imprisonment
had only lasted a short time. The night was young, the moon was
full and the evening stretched out ahead of me

Each phase of the full moon has several names; February is known
as the Snow Moon or Hunger Moon. Now there is an appropriate name
if I ever heard one. I always felt that Hunger Moon had an
unsettling note to it. To my mind it sounded too much like some
sort of wild appetite or need, as if there was some underlying
desperate menace to the name. I have seen that frantic desire in
the eyes of my captors and it fills me with a cold dread to the
very core of my being.

There is another name for the February full moon however, an
older and much more appropriate name to which I feel a particular
kinship; Wolf Moon. A true full moon lasts for mere moments, but it
can appear full to the naked eye for several days. The effects of
the full moon however last much longer.

The joints in my fingers are aching now, and not just from the
mild arthritis which has plagued me for many years. I focus on my
hands, the shape, the symmetry, I see the small scar that came from
a childhood accident, so old, so familiar and yet still strongly
carved in my flesh after all this time. I look at the handcuffs and
the damaged table surface and then my eyes are drawn to the door;
such a shame that it had been shut.

A shiver runs through me and the chain on the handcuffs rattles
against the nail that holds it secure. The sound is harsh and
rasping in the silence that enfolds me and I fancy that I can hear
my own breathing, noisy and panting, my heart thumping louder and
louder in my chest. A second shudder passes through me and this
time I almost gasp aloud in shock.

As I kick my shoes off I recall the strange conversation that I
have just had. Every one of my answers was truthful, but there is
quite a stretch between telling the truth and telling the whole
story. I live alone in part by choice and in part because of my
affliction, and while it is true that my father installed the
chains in the cellar I have found occasion to use them myself in
the past. I wager that the use I put them to would surprise my
unpleasant visitors no end.

The pain in my muscles is a dull ache now and it burns like a
fire through my body. I close my eyes for a moment and when I open
them I can the see the hair on the back of my arms as it lengthens,
thickens and becomes dark and coarse. Another stab of pain courses
through me and as I clench my fists against it my nails draw deep
groves into the surface of the table. I almost feel sorry for the
furniture as I deface it further; I fear that it may be beyond
repair after this abuse.

I find myself laughing softly but the laughter turns from a low
growl at the back of my throat to a snarl. I spare a last fleeting
thought for my unwanted guests, but they hold no sympathy in my
heart. They are thieves and killers and if there is a shred of
humanity in either of them it is submerged deep beneath their
inhuman appetites. They have killed tonight and perhaps many times
before, so perhaps this is justice of a kind; the justice of tooth
and claw of blood and bone.

The light of the full moon washes over me and as another wave of
pain runs its course I hunch forwards and the air is filled with
the sound of my vertebrae cracking and popping as they shift and
change shape. I flex my arms and the handcuffs come apart, the
links of the chain falling like demented confetti onto the table,
glittering in the moonlight; the Hunger Moon, the Wolf’s Moon.

I live alone because it is necessary, I live alone because I am
cursed, or perhaps blessed. I stand apart from the rest of the
world and watch as it drifts by, padding silently through the night
on velvet paws. I am at one with my nature and the world around me,
every single fibre of my being infused with the power of the
predator, the hunter, the wolf inside.

I taste blood in my mouth as my teeth elongate and then I feel
my jaw changing shape to accommodate the new incisors and canines
that thrust themselves through my gums. Is it any wonder that I
loath dentists? There is a perceptible shift in my vision as some
of the colours drain away, but the lack of colour is balanced by an
increase in clarity as my senses become magnified. I can smell the
severed arm decomposing, rotting slowly and my mouth waters in
anticipation. There is prey nearby and as I give myself up to the
change the wolf comes to ascendancy and I lift my muzzle high and
let out a howl that rips the night apart.

And then I begin to hunt.
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About the story -

Like Requiem for Golgotha this story was inspired
by something that happened to me. The opening line of Hunger Moon
is completely and utterly true. I was sitting, writing on my laptop
and I glanced up to see a severed arm on top of my television set –
the arm was a prosthetic limb* that I had made for an independent
film. That got my poor brain working overtime as I thought to
myself “What if…?”

Huge thanks go out to Jemma for proofing this
little beastie.

 

*The prosthetic was made from a casting of my own arm, so
technically it’s my arm that’s on top of the TV!
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He is a ghost, a whisper, a rumour, a myth... And on a cold
winter's night he is a man determined to reach his target inside an
isolated, snow bound house. Spy, soldier, assassin, thief... X
could be any of these...or all of them!
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