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The Gauntlet

The after-school football club had just finished, it was a smashing result. We ended up winning 3-0 against the neighbouring village - a legendary rivalry that has been for generations. As the goalkeeper, I managed to keep out some great shots. The game had ended at 5:30pm but the team and I hung out afterwards to celebrate our victory. I couldn’t say for long as my Mum had insisted, I had to be back for dinner before 7pm and it was already ten to! I had no time to waste. The main road to my house was a long trek and time was running out, even if I were to sprint as fast as I could, I would still be late. The only other option was the shortcut. It was much quicker but horror stories about that shortcut are like myths among the school. One goes like this: A boy, many years ago, was walking home from school on a cold winters evening it was pitch black when he started to walk home and he wanted to get home quickly he took the shortcut. He didn’t go home that night and he was never seen of again. Some say he was murdered or kidnapped or that he was traumatized that he was never himself again and he wouldn’t be unless he moved far, far away from the lonely village. Whatever happened to him it wasn’t pretty.

Nevertheless, I was coming up to the crossroad, the time was up, I had to make my decision. Mum said if I was late again, I’d be grounded from playing football for a month! Dusk started to settle on the lonely village, streetlamps lazily lit into life a fluorescent orangey red colour. I took my chances at running the gauntlet and turned on the route towards the shortcut. As I approached the narrow passageway, tall red brick houses towered over me like skyscrapers. The houses separated by two cracking and crumbling monolithic brick walls. A neglected passage cut through the tightly packed buildings. A reddish glow marked the entrance, the lamp was almost shot and flickered periodically. Each flicker revealed darting bugs about the lamp, their wings buzzing louder and louder as I got closer. I passed the streetlamp and turned in facing forward, towards the alleyway, suddenly the lamp shot in a cracking spark and a blanket of darkness fell over me. The path was lit only by a single dim orangely red streetlamp shining through from the exit. The eerie ambience caused each step to echo louder than the last. An unsettling realisation of loneliness passed through my body in a prickly wave which shocked my legs, pushing them to go faster.

I looked behind me and the entrance was nowhere to be seen, the emptiness only made me move quicker towards the luminous orange lamp. Hairy overgrown grass seeped through the cracks in the ground, seemingly wrapping my ankles, hungry for their next victim. I grappled with the grass, but it tangled my legs. In one forceful push I fell to the ground and landed on my hands. I pushed myself on to my knees and turned my hands over. Imprints of gravel dotted them in a mural of red and white, small sharp shards of glass punctured the skin and seeped blood like sap from a tree. Feeling defeated and ready to give up a tear ran across my face and dripped onto my hands, the blood mixed with my tears. A flicker of home scurried into my mind a safe haven from the mean backstreets. I clutched my palm and wiped away my tears, I had to push on.

Determined and courageous the end was near in sight; the street ahead became clear. The high walls no longer seemed so intimidating, I sprinted to the end and lunged to the finish out into the open street, my house right round the corner. I took a final look behind me. The darkness scowled at me in a failed attempt of capture. I fled home to safety. 


























Lucifer’s
We started the night off in a well-known bar called Radio Slum. Built into an old block of flats in a rectangular shape, a mall by day and trendy hang out spot at night, showing live music with a bar and pizzeria. Walk past it on the streets and you wouldn't suspect a thing. When it was first opened it was the trendiest of places in this metropolis, drugs like marijuana were a common place. You could smoke freely, and people did, so that's exactly what my two other foodie friends did. The excitement and thrill just weren’t there. It had become saturated and too popular. Still had some charm and atmosphere, a good place to kick off a night of adventurous hedonism.
 Y’see, word of a new bar had been passing about town like Chinese Whispers. Word of divine food; craft drinks that make your taste buds dance in euphoria; and of course, a vast array of designer drugs. The hysteria among the night-crawling community lifted this spot to mythical heights. From mouth to mouth, the word ‘Lucifer’s’ whispered secretively and exclusively like the whereabouts of a government base! We had heard it from a friend Bryson Bolt who is a veteran on the scene. A man seeks thrills and regularly sedates himself with the latest of latest; born into riches, to family who own a chain of restaurants in the city. The kind of guy who at a first glance would seem like a respectable businessman. That is until the weekend when the real Bryson comes out; a drug- addicted, hedonistic- fuelled nutcase; a great laugh and always down with it. After he stumbled upon it, he told us about it, but he was so hammered he couldn't remember where it was. In fact, nobody could. It seemed to burst into existence at the perfect time on the verge of blackout.
After a few joints and a beer at Radio Slum, we continued with the adventure. We were determined and in a good mood. We walked out onto the busy street. The mouth- watering smell of cooking seafood whirled in the light breezy air from the street food stalls. The main road was bustling with people; so many that they spilled into the roads. Overhead light bulbs strung from the buildings along the linear street, glowing a deep yellow. Musicians were playing in the street. People walked in time with the music. The city was a beating heart.
We walked into many bars, back alleys. Walked up staircases of old 1870 houses, now refurbished as creative chill- out spots. However, none of them were the place we were looking for; they were all too ‘normal’, too regular to be the mythical ‘Lucifer’s’ Bryson was telling us about. We gave up. The night was all too familiar. How can it be in a huge metropolis we still leave unsatisfied? We felt disappointed.
Turning off Theodore Street, down a side street, past a financial company building where skateboarders were doing tricks, we walked towards the train station. When, to the left of us, a black man stood in front of a black steel door with a gun strapped to his side and a cigarette loosely hanging from his mouth. We made eye contact, but he quickly dismissed me, something was sketchy and off about this encounter. Usually he would seem dangerous, but I didn't get that feeling. We walked over to scout out the man.
‘What are you doin’? Are you boys looking for trouble?’ He grunted.
Trouble, no. We just went out on the town, but we’ve seen it all before. When you’ve been living in the city as long as we have you start to get… hmm bored.’
‘You think you’ve seen all the city? Ha! You ent seen nuttin.’
‘We are looking for Lucifer’s bar, you know anything about that?’
‘Yeah I know the place. You're standing right outside the door!’
We rejoiced modestly. ‘Well, you gonna let us in? We heard it's the best of the best’
‘‘Oh, it’s the best of the best for sure, but only the most experienced go here’ He scanned us up and down then kissed his teeth. ‘Nah, I don't think you got what it takes’
‘What! We do, we definitely do! We’ve been to every damn bar, club and cafe in this city! We've been to the Filthy Bottle. We can handle this.
‘Don't compare this to the Filthy Bottle. It's on a whole nuther level. Now get out of here. You’re too yellow bellied!’
He tried to usher us off, but I had one last trick up my sleeve. ‘We’re friends of Bryson Bolt!’
‘Bolt, ay? He's a tough nut to crack. Hmm’ He mulled us over. ‘You think you got what it takes?’
‘Yes!’
He smiled, unlocked the door, and waved us through. The big steel door was opened like a door from a bank vault. We walked in. A screeching LED light made us squint. It pointed us to the right, a long staircase straining my eyes to see the end of this black abyss. We reached the bottom and an Asian lady met us. She sat us down at a wooden table. The bar was underground, the cave-like walls were gritty, and it was dark, lit only by some dim yellow halogen light bulbs. The waitress served us drinks, ‘Talk about service!’ my friend said so we drank. 
After, I went to the bar to pay. The barman dressed in a white shirt and waistcoat, denied my giving.
‘You don't pay with money’ he grinned menacingly.
My heart sank. It was a trap. I inspected my face in the metal of the draught vessel, looking back, was my reflection. I saw my pupils become instantly dilated. Then suddenly I felt the force of five freight trains pummel me into oblivion.
I had passed out and had woken up in a smokey room. It was dark and shady. The area was cramped and crowded. It was lit only by a dim yellow light. I slumped on a red velvet cushion against a wall. Opposite me sat a blonde woman who had piercing blue eyes and was wearing a crimson dress. She was seductively smoking a cigarette. My slow awakening got the attention of a sluggish glance from her, but that was all. It was a quiet place and relaxing too but I started to become hungry. I asked the lady in-front of me. ‘Hey where’s the dining room’
‘You getting bored?’
‘No hungry’
‘Well, okay. Go down the stairs then turn right, then left then up the stairs….’
She spoke so quickly I didn’t catch much of it, not to mention I was still zonked out from that drink the waitress gave me. I didn’t bother to ask again; my stomach was growling, and I needed food. I left the room and climbed down steps. The lounging area was warm and comfortable but now it started to become cold, the smell of jasmine scented rice whirled through the drafty air making me hungrier. How was I supposed to get to the dining room again? Scale the normal looking stairs, turn right at the sideways steps, and then left once I reach the top and one final upside down flight of stairs. No that wasn't it. I must have made a wrong turn; I've reached the facilities. Ok let's go back round the left corner. No, that is a wall. I checked my watch, five hours already passed in what seemed thirty minutes I rubbed my eyes in disbelief. This is hopeless. ‘Oh, help me I'm trapped!’ My stomach growled relentlessly. ‘I'm starving. Please! Please someone help me!’ I ran up each and every stairway frantically going in every direction. I wept and screamed for help. My voice echoed in the chamber and cut through painful ear wrenching murmurs below. My face was dripping, the salty sweat sustained my starvation for a small time but once it had worn off, the hunger was biting back ten times that of before.
‘Ooooo Hello, Mr. Wallace!’
A beast appeared behind me in a puff of purple smoke. It was a strange fox with long arms and stocky stubby legs so he could walk bipedal. His snout was crooked making him look malevolent and criminal. He was wearing a tuxedo and patented leather shoes, with a comically long top hat. His red eyes burned through my skull and he spoke, extending his words. Infuriating and somewhat condescending.
'It seems you are a bit lost Mr. Wallace' he grinned revealing his razor sharp, pearly white canines.
‘Please I am starved!’ I cried
‘Hahaha! Give me pieces of your soul and in return I will give you all the food you want in the world!’
'Ok! Anything!’
The next thing I knew I found myself down in a chair fork in the left hand, knife in the right. A stupendous feast was laid out in front of me and I was in the company of the beautiful blonde woman in the crimson dress.
We had eaten lavishly, gorging on finest foods and wines. The woman smiled at me; her eyes strangely dull, nevertheless, she accompanied me to her bedroom…
Lucifer’s was not something of this world, a dreamland of sensation and pleasure. The urge to go back was immense. The whispers of ‘Lucifer’s’ continued in my mind long after I left. The next week we went again, the week after I went on the Wednesday alone and on the weekend. How far could I push the limits of hedonism? In the words of Socrates ‘Better to be dissatisfied than a pig satisfied’. Too little too late. My tastes became more horrid and shameful. I was losing myself and I could not do anything about it.
Bryson went missing a month ago and I know where. The pull of Lucifer’s is strong, and my will is weak…
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The Derelict Dungeon 

‘Right put him in here, we’ll give it to Doc later’.
‘He's a fresh one, he is’.
‘You bet, he’s gonna make us a sweet buck’.

Bill and Maureen finished storing the body in the cool bathtub. It was wrapped tightly in cloth, ready and waiting for the six ‘o’ clock train to take the three of them to town for a business meeting. Doctor Thomas would be waiting for them in the back of the university hospital, his pockets stuffed with cash, eager for his students to carve up the freshest produce that only the couple could deliver. The pair were covered in dirt. Extracting that body from the cemetery was hard gritty work, but for Bill and Maureen, the lined pockets of Doctor Thomas were all that was on their minds.

An abandoned house planted in the middle of a hill on a grass field with tall fern trees behind it. It was old, cold and isolated; just shy of a lonely train station one mile away, perfect.

The house was in a shamble, wooden banisters were collapsing and barely holding the little shack together. A ghostly draft flowed through, watching them, keeping them on their toes. The couple were just about to leave the house, when suddenly, a snap of a stick alerted Maureen. She screamed. A fox hissing and rabid darted towards them with blistering pace. Her skin blanketed white, she recoiled and froze. Then suddenly, with a screeching hit, Bill came to the rescue with a broom and smashed the fox's face in, in one hefty a thump. The fox was dazed for a moment. Restless spirits from dug up graves flew into the body of the fox in a flash of light. The couple, shocked, stared at the fox until it came to. It snarled and sniffed, then shot upstairs in a furious mission. Bill and Maureen looked at each other in shock, then, bolted upstairs to protect their treasure. They thundered up the steps. Bill turned into the bathroom first to see the fox mauling at the patient's leg. A critical bite that jolted the body to life. Under the cloth, the body’s eyes opened, its irises glared red then snapped shut.

‘Get him off, Bill!’ cried Maureen.
‘Of course, woman! I’m always doing the dirty work!’
‘Not the time! That raccoon is ripping his leg apart!’
Bill lined up a shot to get the beast off the body.
Together they counted ‘One, two, three.’
And with one cracking swoop Bill knocked the animal into oblivion. Dazed and confused for a second, the fox accepted defeat and wandered off down the stairs. The two of them took deep breaths.

‘Do you ever think, Maureen, if all this effort is worth it?’
‘Well its better than being in them workhouses, and bollocks if I am going back t’ that.’
‘They were bad, but we wouldn’t of had to go if it wasn’t for that bloody con artist.’
‘Bill don’t bring that up again. We managed to keep the shop, didn’t we? Besides look how better off we are now. Not another person in our street can say that they eat fish and steak every night!’
‘Maureen, I need to tell you something.’
‘What is it Bill? Did you bring the whiskey? I am dying for a drink.’
‘It’s in the bag. Cm’on, let’s go down the stairs’

They moved down the stairs. Maureen got the whiskey from the bag, blew the dust off and popped the cork off the top. They sat down at a table in what remained of the kitchen, swigging the brown nectar, passing the bottle between each other.’

‘Now what was it you wanted to tell me?’
‘I was going to say, that night, the night I came home with this idea.’
‘A great idea it was Bill.’
Yes, yes, a great idea. Well, it wasn’t exactly my idea.’
‘What are you talking about?’
‘I met this fella, in the pub, he was the one that told me how to get out of our money troubles’
‘Well, okay, I don’t see anything wrong with that.’
‘Yes, well, neither did I, but he warned me, he told me very specifically that if we were to do this business it was only to get back on our feet. Now look, tailored jackets and the finest foods.’
‘Yes, and we still are. We don’t make nearly enough from the shop to clear it’s rent, nor for the house neither! The other stuff is from what’s left over, and you know it.’
She leaned in.
‘Look, the way I see it, it’s the governments fault for not protecting their people. We’re just taking what’s ours.’
‘I guess you right Maureen. We do like our extras, we do.’
‘Exactly, now drink up. We got a big day tomorrow. Did you get the bed ready?’
‘Yes. Let’s get some sleep.’

The couple were drunkenly happy. Tucked up together in their bed rags on the cold, hard floor when:

‘Urrgghh’.

A murmur resonated throughout the decrepit house.

‘Bill, please tell me that was you.’
‘I was just about to ask you the same question.’

They jumped out of bed in an instant. Then thundered upstairs to the bathroom, the steps almost collapsing in their tracks. They stood there staring at the body, then turned to each other, then turned back to the body.

‘W-where am I?’

Maureen let out a screeching yelp and covered her mouth. Bill’s face swept a pale white. He pulled the cloth off the corpse's face. His red bloodshot eyes glistened distinctly contrasting with his ghostly face. He looked back at them. Two wrinkled, ugly, smoke-worn faces grimaced back at him staring in shock. Bill covered the face up again.

‘He’s alive.’ they said together.
‘How is he alive?’ questioned Maureen.
‘Maybe he was just sleeping. His funeral was only last night.’
‘You don’t think it’s got anything to do with that fox, ay Bill?’
‘The warning?’

They looked at each other worryingly.

‘Either way, we can’t have him escaping, going off, telling the village that we dug him up.’
‘We’ll say we’ve saved him; we were having a stroll and we heard noises.’
‘In the middle of the night? And we coincidently had all our gear to dig him up and save him?’
‘Right then if that’s the case, you need to kill him.’ Bill stated.
‘But why do I have to kill him?’
‘You need to do it because I dug him up.’
‘That's only because I'm not strong enough to do it! Besides, you wouldn't know who to dig up if it weren’t for me - all that time in the shop I spend listening to people!’
‘Don’t pretend you don’t love it Maureen.’
‘I knew him better from what people have told me.’
‘I’ve been given a second chance!’ the body said meekly.
‘Shut up!’ they roared.
‘I am always doing the dirty work. It gets tiring Maureen, you know, with my dreams ‘n’ all! I’ve seen these fuckers around this place it’s giving me chills! I'm really starting to think this place is haunted.’
‘Oh, you whippet! You sorry streak of piss! Fine gimme the bat I’ll whack him.’

Maureen got the cricket bat, set herself for a huge lunge. Her arms fully extended. She fired loose with all her force at full power, like a guillotine being released and she whacked him on the head.

‘You can’t kill me.’

They ignored him.

‘Oh, for Christ's sake! You barely dented him!’
‘See this is why that is your job, you neanderthal!’
‘Neanderthal! Well thank God the neanderthal is here to make up for your pathetic hit. Here goes.’

Bill lifted his arms, took a deep breath and just as he was about to bludgeon the man,

‘STOP!’

Bill stopped dead. His eyes wide open, frozen like a deer in the headlights.

‘Would you really want to kill me? I’m something of a miracle surviving through that’.

The man was lying, he was already very dead.

Bill kneeled and uncovered the cloth from the corpse’s face. They were face to face with each other. Bill’s beady eyes sizing him up menacingly, his breath pungent.

‘Listen here, you’re going to be putting food on our tables. See, my wife here makes a great steak and kidney pie, but those meats cost a pretty-penny they do. Think of your death as charity to us.’
‘Awe fanks Bill’ Maureen said proudly and blushed.
‘That's alright love. See, if you don’t shut up, you’ll make Maureen sad and if you do that then, I'm gonna make your death more painful than a whack on the head, do you understand?’

There was an ominous pause.

‘Jack Robinson.’
‘What?’
‘You dug him out.’
‘Well, he was in the news the other day.’
‘Joe Gallagher, Katie Smith, Paul Myers…’
‘Bill, what’s he on about?’
‘They’re the people Maureen.’

They looked at each other wide eyed.

‘Richard Cutter, Margret Hargreaves, Claire Thompson'
‘Stop, stop!’ Maureen begged.
‘How do you know about them!’
‘Bill, do something, quick!’
Bill got the cricket bat and with a huge swing caved his skull in. The pair let out a sigh of relief. They looked at each other in silence.

‘Hmm, hmmhmm… Hahahaha.’ An evil cackle sounded from the man

The couple turned and looked at the corpse. His eyes were separated between his collapsed forehead exposing his brain, his mouth open and laughing. The couple tried escaping through the door, but it slammed shut. The man’s head molded back together, then formed into the heads of past victims in rapid side to side movements. Each face screaming in pain:
‘I am restless, I can’t rest, you did this, you did this, you did this!’

He ripped through the cloth and stood up naked, towering over the pair. The stench of one thousand rotting bodies instantly suffocated the room. The couple looked up to a tall, skinny hunched back man. His milky white skin intensified the colour of his eyes which were a searing red. His teeth were pointed, razor sharp. His jet-black hair hung long and straight. His malnourished arms were thin and long down to the fingernails which made him look disproportionately horrifying.

‘W-what are you?’

‘Your actions have disturbed the metaphysical realms, and you must be stopped. I am a physical incarnation of the countless souls in agony because of your thieving ways. Your time is up. You will pay. You have prevented too many people from resting for eternity and you will pay in fire and damnation for the rest of eternity.’

The more he spoke the angrier he got; his voice became deeper and sharper. The demonic voice penetrated Bill and Maureen; they squeezed each other tight. The house became alive. Ice cold wind swept the house like a blizzard, doors slammed close and open, glass on the windows shattered into hundreds of minuscule pieces.

In the maelstrom of debris and shrapnel, the demon lifted them off their feet and threw them into the corner of the bathroom.  He climbed out of the bath. They curled up to each other, cowering in fear.

‘Now I’m going to send you to Hell!’


The steam from the train cleared as it went on into town. Through it, in the distance, a decrepit house stood lonely at the top of a hill.















The Lawyer
William Defoe had just stepped out of the courthouse. He was wearing a beige suit with an off-white shirt. He wore a raincoat that draped over him like a wizards cloak. His blazer sagged over his hands. His trousers were loose around his legs and fell into folds at the top of his shoes. Sometimes they slipped over round his heel and he would step on them while he walked. William checked his watch; time had marched on without his knowledge and he needed to be with another client pronto! With the amount of cases he had to deal with it came to no surprise to him; no sooner did he finish a case he was put on another one. No wonder I’m going bald, he thought to himself.
He saw an empty yellow cab drive past him. ‘Hey, hey!’ he ran after the cab, shouting, his finger raised to the sky trying to signal at the cabbie. He was careful not to trip. The street was crooked and sprouts of grass grew through the cracks. He wasn’t able to run very fast, his clunky shoes slowed him down as they slapped on the damp tarmac. ‘Hey!’ the cabbie had finally noticed him and swerved onto the other side of the road, raring for a fare. ‘Hey man get in! Where you need to go?’ The Arab driver had learned American but still had a thick accent. 
‘Take me to the Housing block on 25th St.’ 
‘You got it man.’ 
William flung his briefcase down on the seat beside him and he jumped in, the cab shot off. The radio was blaring but William didn’t mind. He sat down the dark brown briefcase on his lap, the edges were frayed exposing the fabric beneath. The lock mechanisms flick open like they were new. They don’t make ‘em like they used to, he thought. He rummaged through it. Near empty pens and old cigarette cartons piled on top of the brown sugar paper file. He opened it revealing a picture of a young man. It read:
Jermain Greyford
16
Offences: Possession of an illegal firearm, Possession of a controlled substance, Intent to distribute a controlled substance
That was all William needed to see before he spoke to his client about the details. He snapped the briefcase shut. He peered out of the window and took some deep breaths. The view wasn’t pretty. It was a grey day in winter and was becoming dark earlier and earlier. The courthouse was in town; it was a twenty-minute drive to the housing block. The town was filled with a row of deserted shops, for rent signs scattered across the smashed windows. One shop was a hot spot trading. People loitered there day and night but scattered off at the sight of a police car. William knew some of the people there, he looked on them fondly. Some of them were his clients, but was saddened. Old habits die hard, he thought. However, he couldn’t blame them, a man must make his living somehow. Plus, he didn’t like to admit it, but they were essentially paying his wages.
The cabbie drove further out of the centre of town, and they reached more residential areas. Rows of red brick apartments lined this part of the city, a lick of graffiti on the side of the buildings made them come to life. William doesn’t usually go to his side of town. He usually works in his office but on this occasion his client had been in a fight the night prior to their meeting and was not able to make it to his office. On the way to the street they passed a park. The roundabouts were rusted and old. The swings made a high-pitched screech as they swung in the gentle wind. Vegetation had taken over; it hadn’t looked like a child had played there in years. The only visitors it did get were not the target market; scattered across the ground lay broken needles and smashed glass. Some people were loitering outside the gates of the park. The car pulled up to a crossroads the next left was his desired street. 
‘How much is that going to be?’ 
‘Twenty dollars man.’ 
William searched for his wallet. He usually keeps it in the inside pocket of his raincoat, but he could not feel it there, he checked his trouser pockets and his briefcase, but it was nowhere to be found. 
‘Hey buddy, I don’t have my wallet on me could you spare me this trip?’ 
‘No way, you pay up now or you gotta walk.’ 
‘Okay give me your number I’ll get the money for you tomorrow.’ 
‘Listen man this ain’t that kinda taxi, you gotta pay now. You got the money or not.’
The light was green but the taxi remained halted.
‘No, I don’t have the money.’ 
‘Get out then!’ 
The taxi driver zoomed off in a forceful U-turn. This was much to Williams misfortune because he knew some people at the park. He tried to walk away in a nonchalant manner, but it was too late the taxi drivers furious display attracted a lot of attention. A call came from the people at the park. ‘Hey, that was the guy that put my cousin in jail!’ William ran as fast as he could, his baggy clothes weighed him down heavily, but it was only a short way to the house. He whipped round the corner. A woman was waiting for him on the porch and stood up immediately to greet him. In a hurry she got him and herself in the house. The pursuers were not far behind but not close enough. The door was shut before they knew where he’d gone. 
