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Prologue

Once upon a time there were two boys.

But we can be more specific. It was twenty-five years ago and one of those boys was me. The other was my best friend Rob. It was a warm August day and we were out on an adventure. We were ten years old and we had our bikes, our small rucksacks and our internal maps of the village we lived in.

My mother had an old, weathered road atlas that I liked to look through on long car journeys. Grown-up maps, as I thought of them back then, show grown-up things: churches and pubs and petrol stations. I’d had to learn the various Ordnance Survey symbols for them at school. But a child navigates by an entirely different set of waypoints, and so at that age I thought not of street names and landmarks but of the Quarry, the Field, Killer Hill, the Chalkie, the Old Oak. Places that were unknown and unnamed by adults. They might as well have been legends that children told each other, important only because we met and played in them. Grown-up places were where adults needed to go. Kid places became places simply because we went to them.

As we rode along the quiet streets of the village that day, Rob was always slightly ahead of me. I remember the way his T-shirt billowed slightly at the bottom, and the angle of his arms as he gripped the handlebars. His clothes and bike were much more expensive than mine, but we were best friends and had been since we started school together six years ago, all but inseparable from the first day. Although we did get along with other children, there was perhaps something different about the two of us. We were both quieter than the other boys: a little more sensitive; not quite so rough. Our parents were very different – Rob’s were well off, whereas my mother certainly wasn’t – but we were similar children. Best friends forever, my mum had beamed at us one day. That’s what I think I’m looking at here. I remember that. It didn’t feel embarrassing when she said it. And on that day in August, it still held true.

Rob looked back over his shoulder.

‘The Bridge?’

‘Yep,’ I said. ‘The Bridge.’

The Bridge didn’t really go anywhere. At one side was the corner of our village; at the other, a dirt path and a load of farmers’ fields. The field we played in the most was behind Rob’s house, and it had a climbing frame and a slide. These other fields were unknown territory that looked like they stretched away for miles, and were too large to be considered a place. The Bridge itself was more contained, though, and interesting in its own right. There was a thick wall on either side, and the ground between them was uneven: neglected and overgrown. On both sides there was a vast drop to the train tracks below.

Rob and I cycled up and leaned our bikes against the wall. The world whirred into silence.

We walked a little way along, stones crunching beneath our feet. There was no real purpose to being there apart from to be there, so we stopped about halfway across. The walls at the sides were as high as the top of our chests, but if we reached over and grabbed the far edge, we could hoist ourselves up on to the rough stone surface and peer down.

‘Do you think the fall would kill you?’ Rob said.

I stared down. We were very high up, sixty feet or more, and all that space between us and the ground seemed full of echo and potential. The twin tracks below stretched away ahead, surrounded on either side by an infinity of tiny dirty pebbles, and then the steep sides of the embankment, thick with ferns and trees and jutting rocks.

‘Too right it would,’ I said.

‘I don’t know. I wouldn’t be so sure. You might survive.’

‘Maybe,’ I said. ‘Not in one piece, though.

‘No. No way. And not for long.’

Still clinging on, I spotted that there was a snail between us on the top of the wall. The pattern on its shell was striking, and I loosed one hand to reach out and trace the whorls there with a fingertip. Round and round they went, circling down to a black dot, but I thought that if you could see much better, and your finger was small enough, you could trace those circles forever …

‘What are you doing?’ Rob said.

‘I don’t know. It’s just cool.’

‘You’re not going to flick it off, are you?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘Of course not.’

I moved my hand away immediately. The thought would never have occurred to me, although I imagined it then, of course: the snail tumbling almost weightlessly through the air, its tough shell clattering on the pebbles far below. Actually, I thought, the snail would probably survive the fall just fine, but I would never have done something like that.

Rob looked genuinely concerned, though. It was how he’d been all year. Over the last twelve months, he had become preoccupied with death. The summer before, his little sister Mary had died, and he’d not been the same since. We were still best friends, but there was a sense that Rob had aged a little quicker than I had, in a way I would never be able to catch up with. He seemed to see the world differently now: as a place full of bad things and threat and danger. He worried about everything. In turn, because he was my best friend, I worried about him. I wanted him to feel safe.

‘Of course not,’ I said again.

And then I looked up and saw that a train was approaching in the distance. I took hold of the wall with both hands again to steady myself. From this far away, the train appeared slow and lumbering as it curled towards us, its carriages locking into place one after the other. It was only as it reached the Bridge and thundered underneath that the speed and power of it became obvious.

Sixty feet above, I felt the air folding and pushing up at us, and the whole world rattled and shook. I could even feel it in the stone beneath my arms and my chest. Carriage after carriage – the train seemed to go on forever, impossibly long. And then suddenly it was gone again, a furious sound receding into the distance behind us.

I turned my head towards Rob, feeling exhilarated, and was about to say something when I saw that he looked terrified. He was still clinging on to the edge of the Bridge, but he was staring straight past me now, and his face was pale, his body trembling.

‘What’s the matter?’ I said.

‘There was someone there.’

He was still staring to my right, his gaze fixed somewhere beyond me, and he spoke with such conviction that, when I looked that way a moment later, I was almost surprised to find that the Bridge was empty and we were totally alone.

‘Someone where?’ I said.

‘Just there,’ Rob said. ‘Right next to you.’

I looked again. ‘Don’t be daft.’

‘I’m not. I saw him. A man with long hair. He was sitting on the wall there, looking right at me. And his face, Will …’

‘What about it?’

‘He looked so sad.’

‘Really?’

I tried to sound low-key about it, but the truth was that he was scaring me a little. I could always tell when he was joking about something, and this wasn’t remotely like that. He meant it; whatever he’d seen had really shaken him. It had been a sunny day before, but I realised that a cloud had drifted over the sun and the world had become darker.

‘Maybe you saw a ghost,’ I said.

‘I don’t know.’ He shook his head and lowered himself back down on to the Bridge. ‘Or maybe I’m just going nuts.’

‘What do you mean, “going”?’ I said.

‘You’re really funny, Turner. You should take that act on tour.’

‘Maybe I will.’

‘You could take Anna with you.’

‘No way. Why would I do that?’

‘Because you’re in love with her, of course.’

He made kissing noises, and I rolled my eyes. Anna Hilton was a girl in our class who Rob liked teasing me about. While I always denied it, he was right, of course. I was totally in love with her.

‘No way,’ I said again.

‘Race you to the Chalkie?’

‘Yeah, you’re on.’

But as Rob walked back to where we’d left our bikes, I found myself hesitating. He was a little bigger than me, but right then he looked very small, and I felt that protective instinct again. I wanted him to be okay. I wanted him to feel safe. A moment later, I reached out and picked the snail from the stone, then placed it safely in the undergrowth at the base of the wall. It was a pointless gesture, and Rob didn’t even see it, but it still felt meaningful in a small, quiet way.

We never spoke about that day again, or the man with the sad face Rob thought he’d seen. I did think about it from time to time, though, especially when I saw Rob staring off into the distance, lost in thought and preoccupied by something that remained invisible and out of reach to me. I suppose I always thought it must just have been a hallucination of some kind. A daydream. Or an instance of pareidolia: that strange sensation when shapes in the world around us come together and momentarily form a pattern, an image, a face.

It was only many years later, after the Red River Killer came into my life, that I began to wonder if it had been something else.




Part One




One

She has nothing left to do now but make up stories.

As a child, Amanda would do that all the time. That’s what children do, of course. Confronted with the confusion of the world around them, they create fantasies to shape and make sense of it. They turn what happens to them into narrative. They tap their toys against each other and make a noise.

But unlike other children, Amanda would write her stories down.

Her mother would fold sheets of coloured A4 paper in half, sew them together and say: Here is an empty book, Amanda; fill it for me. They were poor, her family, but her mother encouraged her to believe that there could be worlds within pages, and it was a lesson she learned well. She wrote stories about other planets, and princesses, and dashing heroes and winged horses. The stories she wrote became more elaborate just as she did, but one theme remained constant: good always triumphed over evil, and the monsters in the stories could always be beaten. When you confronted them, they were never as scary as you imagined them to be.

Of course, she knows differently now.

Once again – in the silence, in the dark – Amanda eases her wrists forward. Once again, there is absolutely no give in the makeshift pillory. The man has clearly constructed it himself – or at least adapted it, perhaps carving three holes in some sturdy old dinner table, then sawing it in half and adding metal hinges. The two holes to either side are smaller; they hold her wrists in place. The central one is for her neck, and angled so as to force her head back. She is kneeling on the rough stone of the garage floor, with only her hands and head visible above, like some kind of macabre dinner tableau on the stained, pitted surface.

She is not sure how long she has been here now.

Nothing left to do but … Well. Write stories in her head.

She imagines the canal path, still dappled with spring sunlight even in the early evening. In the stories she tells herself, she cycles along it slightly earlier or later – or even avoids it completely. The man makes a mistake, and there is someone there to save her. Or else the man isn’t waiting in the undergrowth at all.

What if …?

She might have stopped writing stories down over the years, but she knows she never stopped telling them, because that’s what adults do too. The childish toys might be replaced by news articles and promotions and relationships, but they’re still all knocked together to create stories that make sense of the world. As a grown-up, she has told fictions about herself and the things that have happened to her. She has sought meaningful constellations in the random sky of her life.

But, like most people, the stories she has told herself have always been subplots or chapters. Until now, she has never really thought about the final conclusion: The End. But now it’s hard not to. The man has shown her photographs of some of the others: the women who came before her. She knows exactly what The End will involve.

Hopefully it will be soon.

The tape is wrapped so tight and high around the lower half of her face that she has to concentrate every single second on breathing through her nose. How long has it been now? Not since the canal – that time is endless and infinite and can’t possibly be counted in human terms – but since she’s seen him? Well over a day. Probably longer, actually. Her body is rigid; her mouth is parched. Perhaps she is finally going to die. And in her delirious state, it is hard to separate reality from the vivid stories she keeps replaying in her head.

What stories, though!

On the first day of her captivity in this place, Peter found her somehow. That was a sweet story. She imagined Peter taking one of the things the man has hurt her with and swinging it into his head, then holding her and telling her it’s all okay now, that she’ll be okay and that nobody will ever hurt her again.

Peter at home with Charlotte, their daughter. At the breakfast table for some reason. Is Mummy home yet? Where is Mummy? Peter looking sad, hardly able to answer. Not yet, sweetie. Soon, hopefully. And then a knock at the door, and it’s the police, and she has been found alive.

In the darkness and silence now, she tells herself one last story.

The world is a river of cause and effect, and one single change, however small, can divert the later course of it an enormous distance. So Amanda imagines herself as that little girl again, staring at her bookshelves – we can always find money for books, Amanda – and sitting cross-legged on the floor in the local library, and then writing her own stories. But this time she changes a single word – a letter, even – in one of them, and in the present she lurches from this hideous dungeon into the body of a subtly different woman. A woman who has lived a gradually divergent life and reached a much better end than this.

If only.

And yet. Lives are stories, and sometimes stories have twists and surprises in them. The world keeps secrets from us until it’s ready to reveal them at exactly the right time.

Here is a secret.

As Amanda squats there in the darkness, lost in the past and imagining a different present, the constraints of the pillory force her to stare in the direction of the front of the garage. She has been kept in here now for nearly a month, and has actually been alone for well over forty-eight hours without food or water. Right now, she thinks she knows exactly how her story is going to end.

But she doesn’t.

Because right now is when the front of the garage explodes loudly and violently in a sudden, shattering burst of brightness and noise.




Two

There are people who think you can tell.

My mother was one. She believed in ghosts. When I was a child, she told me that when something terrible happened in a place, the events imprinted themselves on it, and that a person who was sensitive to such things could pick up on that. That was what a ghost was, she said – a vivid memory, held not by a person but by a place. It was as though the houses and alleys and isolated pathways where bad things occurred ended up dreaming of them over and over again, unable to wake, just as a person might relive some awful event in a nightmare.

I believed it as a boy. As an adult? Not so much.

As a police officer, I’ve turned up at plenty of places where bad things have happened, and the truth is that you often can’t tell. Houses are stone and cement and fixtures and fittings. They don’t know or care. It’s people who know, and it’s people who care – or who don’t.

Places can often be granted power and meaning, but only in hindsight. It’s why the concentration camps feel like hallowed ground, and on a much smaller scale, why people leave flowers tethered to lamp posts after an accident. Some places of horror and sadness are maintained forever: tended like gardens. But then you have the houses where atrocities have been committed that are razed to the ground in the years that follow, leaving their streets like mouths with a missing tooth. It’s the tension we feel between the desire to erase and forget and the need to always remember, and that only happens after you know, never before.

But there have been a handful of times when I’ve questioned that. Occasions when I’ve pulled up outside a house and felt like I knew that something was very wrong inside, and been proved right. Confirmation bias, people might say, except I don’t always believe that. In each case, the feeling has been different from simple unease. It’s more a sense of dread throbbing in the back of my skull, like an unpleasant memory of something that hasn’t happened yet. A part of me still believes the things my mother told me, and I’ve always paid attention to that feeling, confirmation bias or not.

And I had it that day, as Emma and I arrived at the house of a man named John Blythe.

There were already three police vans parked by the house when we arrived, but aside from that, there was little to distinguish the property from its neighbours – or indeed from any of the other houses in this drab area of the city. Fifty years ago, this was all waste ground. When I’d transferred here, over ten years earlier now, it had been transformed into a square mile of superficially aspirational suburb, but even back then you could tell the dreams were going nowhere. All the streets here were the same – endless rows of all-but-identical conjoined semis, with nobody caring enough to paper over the cracks that appeared and spread over the years. Some places are just like that. You can build or plant whatever you want in them, but it’s as though there’s something in the ground that stops things growing.

I parked up behind the nearest police van, then folded my arms and leaned on the steering wheel. The house was two up, two down. Because the day was gloomy, it was possible to tell there were lights on in the two upstairs rooms, the bare bulbs visible behind the red curtains. The front door was open. An officer was waiting there, his hands behind his back.

And there it was. The sick feeling at the back of my head.

Something is wrong here.

Easy to dismiss it as confirmation bias, of course, because in this case we already knew a little about what was wrong. My gaze drifted to the half-demolished garage on the side of the house, where the remains of the crashed car were still quite spectacularly embedded. The collision had taken out a good quarter of the external structure, and the roof had collapsed towards the front, so that the garage looked a little like it was frowning at what had been done to it.

‘What are you thinking, Will?’ Emma said.

‘I’m not thinking anything yet.’

She sighed quietly to herself. Emma and I had been partners for years now, and she was used to me. My introspection, my moods. They were well known enough for them to be considered a character trait of sorts throughout the department. I was not particularly well liked. Apparently.

‘You’re not going to get weird on me, are you?’ Emma said.

I stared at the house.

‘It looks like a face,’ I said.

‘What?’ Emma leaned over and peered out. ‘The house? I suppose so. But all houses look a bit like faces, don’t they?’

‘Pareidolia.’

‘Exactly.’

Which was true, but that effect was especially striking here, and for a moment it was all I could see. The pale grey outside walls transformed into dead skin; the open door became a thin mouth; the pinpoint lights in the upstairs windows were pupils that seemed to be staring at me from the centre of bright red eyes. The house looked like a head half buried in the ground, crying out in pain or anger.

And then the effect was gone again.

‘I’m not going to get weird on you,’ I said.

‘I don’t believe you. But let’s go and see what we’ve got.’

Outside the car, Emma led the way. She usually did, though we were equal rank. The fact that we were both in our mid thirties was one of the very few commonalities we shared, the others being that we were both tall and slim. But Emma was appealing and confident. People warmed to her easily, and she had the kind of relaxed charisma that pointed towards promotion and a career much higher up the chain than partnering the likes of me. It’s safe to say I was neither charismatic nor appealing. Where Emma strode, I tended to slump as I walked, subconsciously minimising my presence; I didn’t like to be noticed. Emma said once that even when it was sunny I looked like I was pulling my coat around me against the rain. You look like everything’s weighing you down on some philosophical level, she’d said. I’d told her she might be right. And like it’s always making you miserable. And again.

Approaching the house, I noticed there were already reporters assembled on the opposite side of the street.

‘Can you tell us about the woman, Detective?’

A TV crew was setting up a little way down, but the ones closest to us were mostly just hacks for the local papers. Well, I vaguely recognised the guy who had just spoken, and he certainly was. Almost instinctively, I moved to the far side of Emma, pulling that metaphorical coat around myself.

‘No,’ Emma said cheerfully. ‘We’ve literally been on the scene for ten seconds, Joe. With your keen journalistic eye, I’d have thought you’d have seen us arrive.’

Her response got us a sneer from Joe. There’s always a bit of a dance between police and reporters – a push and pull of information – but it’s generally good-humoured. You all understand the music, and God knows you’ve practised the moves often enough, and so with some of them you can joke around and banter a bit. Not with Joe, by the looks of things.

‘Apparently it’s Amanda,’ he said.

‘If you say so.’

‘Word is that she’s in hospital.’

‘That’s more than one word, Joe,’ Emma called over her shoulder. ‘You’ll probably need to watch that when filing copy.’

‘Word is she’s not going to make it.’

Despite myself, I stopped at that and turned around slowly.

Joe looked pleased to have got a reaction, and looking at him, I didn’t think it was just from scoring a hit on me. He actually seemed pleased that the story might have an unhappy ending. I wasn’t sure exactly what I was going to say or do, but I found myself taking a step back towards him.

Emma placed a firm hand on my arm.

‘Let’s keep moving, Will.’

I stared at Joe for a moment longer, then turned around again and followed her towards the officer guarding the cordon.

‘What exactly were you going to do just then?’ she said.

‘I have absolutely no idea. Maybe try to make him understand he was talking about someone’s life.’

‘Joe doesn’t care, trust me.’

‘There’s always a first time.’ I frowned. ‘Anyway, how come he knows who this woman is and we haven’t been told?’

‘Finger on the pulse, our Joe. Plus, you can’t expect anyone to tell us anything, can you? We’re only in charge here, after all.’

‘True.’

Something about what Joe had said bothered me, though. It was almost subconscious, the same way it might register when someone said your name on the other side of a loud, crowded room but when you looked across you couldn’t tell who. And the bad feeling remained. After we’d showed our IDs at the cordon, I stared up at the house again and couldn’t shake the sensation that it was watching me.

‘I want to see the garage first,’ I said.

‘Naturally.’

We walked along the front of the house until we reached the garage at the side. Rubble and glass were scattered over the short driveway in front. Most of the debris, of course, would be inside. From the back, the car itself looked surprisingly fine, although enough of the passenger side was visible to see the damage there, along with a portion of the crumpled bonnet.

The car was – or had been – a black Honda that had been reported stolen yesterday. Just after eleven o’clock this morning, a patrol car had spotted it, and when they put their siren on, the driver had decided to attempt to get away instead of pulling over. He’d been lucky not to kill anyone during a five-minute high-speed pursuit through the streets, but when he’d approached the corner here, he’d finally lost control, careered off the road, and ploughed straight into the edge of this garage, taking a chunk of the structure down with him.

The driver himself was in a stable condition. He had been placed under arrest and then taken to hospital.

Along with the woman.

I moved to the side of the crashed car now and knelt down beside it, just as the first officer at the scene had done. In the immediate aftermath of the collision, nobody had emerged from the house to inspect the damage. The officer had wanted to make sure that there was no one inside the garage. But there had been.

I peered in. A bare bulb was hanging from a cord, lopsided due to the tilt of the roof. The two walls that stood intact were lined with metal shelves, and my gaze passed over piles of tools, irons and heaters, cans of petrol and paint, unidentifiable clusters of metal pieces. It looked like the garage of a mechanic, the idea supported by the concrete pit in the centre. That was where the attending officer, upon turning on his torch and shining it through the exposed corner, had seen the naked woman, gagged and strapped into a home-made wooden pillory, staring back at him in shock.

Word is that she’s in hospital.

Word is she’s not going to make it.

We were less well informed than the dregs of the local media, as I had no idea right now how the woman was doing. All I knew from the initial report was that she had been severely dehydrated when found, and that she’d suffered obvious and serious injuries.

My gaze moved from the now empty pit back to the racks on the walls. The tools there. The irons. Breathing in, I could smell an awful congealed stink of bodily fluids.

‘SOCO?’ I said quietly.

‘On their way.’

It was time to go inside the house, but I continued to stare into the garage for a moment longer. Nothing was moving in there, but the stillness felt strange and heavy. Portentous.

Something terrible has happened here.

Of course, I knew enough by then for that feeling to be entirely justified. Except that I didn’t. Not really.

I had no idea how much worse it was about to get.




Three

As we carefully explored the ground floor of the house, we got word through about the owner. His name was John Edward Blythe. He was forty-two years old and he actually did work as a mechanic, at a large chain garage a few miles from the house. Officers were en route there now to arrest him.

‘Nice place,’ Emma said.

‘You think it’s nice?’

‘No, of course not. You need to work on your sarcasm detection.’

Excluding the kitchen, there were two large rooms downstairs. Both of them were filthy and cluttered with so much bric-a-brac that it was actually difficult to move about. There was an unnerving lack of organisation to it all. While a normal house might have had a lounge and a dining room, it wasn’t remotely clear here which was intended to be which, or if either of them was. In one room, a settee had been placed at an angle, facing a bare wall. In the other, battered armchairs were clustered backwards around a pillar of weathered boxes that stretched almost to the ceiling. There were old wooden chairs balanced upside down, like a bar after closing time, and piles of magazines arranged in haphazard patterns. Everything smelled musty and damp. Faded canvas prints of nature scenes had been tacked to the walls, but the angles were all skewed, as though the house had leaned to one side, or the person placing them hadn’t really understood what pictures were for.

It only exacerbated the feeling I’d experienced when we’d arrived here. While the house seemed well maintained enough from the exterior, that was purely a matter of appearance – a careful act of fitting in with the neighbourhood as much as possible. Behind the front door, everything was not just a mess, but almost alien. If the outside had reminded me momentarily of a head half submerged in the ground, then the interior offered a disturbing insight into the thoughts that went on in that head. Disordered, distracted, uncaring. A confused attempt at normality that had gone deeply wrong.

As we walked into the kitchen, Emma seemed to read my mind.

‘It looks like madness, doesn’t it?’ she said.

‘Looks like it. Smells like it.’ Feels like it too, I wanted to say, but didn’t. Although by this point, I thought that Emma wouldn’t have disagreed with me.

Flies buzzed around the unwashed plates and dishes piled on the kitchen counter and lining the floor around the edges of the cabinets. The sink was full to the brim with filthy grey water. Like the rest of the downstairs, the room didn’t seem like it had ever been cleaned, or the window opened. There was an unpleasant meaty smell in the air.

Emma gestured around the room.

‘What kind of person lives like this?’

‘John Blythe, apparently.’ I checked my phone for updates. There was nothing so far. I put the phone away. ‘Hopefully we’ll get to find out in person shortly.’

‘Cellar door?’ Emma said. ‘Or a pantry?’

I looked across at where she was pointing. There was a door in the far wall, directly opposite the one that led into the attached garage. Most of the white paint had flecked off it, leaving swathes of bare black wood; it looked like something that had charred in a bonfire. The unease inside me deepened.

‘Let’s find out.’

I snapped on a pair of gloves and approached the door. Just before I grasped the cold handle, I imagined a slight tingle of electricity in my hand. When I opened the door, a waft of old air escaped from the stairwell beyond, and I grimaced.

‘Cellar,’ I said.

The stench came next. It was the same meaty, unwashed aroma that permeated the kitchen, but much more intense than that. And on some primal level, I understood. Whatever was down there was the source of it. The rotting heart of the place.

Something is terribly wrong here.

Emma said, ‘Oh God. Can you …?’

‘Smell it? Yes.’

There was a light switch on the nearest wall beyond the door. I flicked it on, and a bulb came to life at the top of the stairs, the cord wrapped in strings of dust. Lights had come on below me as well. I could hear a faint, ominous buzzing sound emanating from the cellar.

‘Will, we should wait for SOCO.’

I nodded. We should. But I couldn’t stop now. I stepped through the doorway and stood at the top of the dusty stone staircase. The house felt more alive than ever, and I couldn’t shake the ridiculous feeling that it recognised me somehow. As though, below the surface of the world, two cogs had come together and were now turning in unison.

With every step down, the smell grew stronger. I knew what it was. Old meat and decay, but with an added element that wasn’t a smell so much as recognition on a deeper level. I knew full well what I was descending towards, if not what form it might take.

It still wasn’t immediately apparent when I reached the bottom of the stairs and stepped into the cellar. It was a small, square space, and in comparison to the first floor of the house it was relatively clean and tidy. There was a mattress beside the bottom of the steps. As hard as it was to believe, perhaps John Blythe slept down here sometimes. Otherwise, the room was empty. But as I looked over to the far side, I saw another door in the wall there.

Emma joined me at the bottom of the steps, her arm across her face.

‘Oh God, the stench.’

I didn’t reply. Instead, I walked over to the closed door. An old black key had been left in the lock. I turned it, then pulled the door open slowly. There was a smaller, secondary part to the cellar beyond, and as I stepped inside, I saw what had been stored in there.

Barrels.

There were four of them. They were made of opaque white plastic, their black lids clipped around the top with enormous metal clasps. All the same size – probably about ten gallons each. And I could see enough through the plastic to tell that at least three of them were full of something.

I crouched down in front of them.

‘Will …’

‘I’m not going to touch them.’

I tilted my head slightly, peering at the obscured shapes within and trying to make sense of them. There was no light in this second room, and I was casting too much of a shadow over them. After a moment, I pulled out a pen torch and played the light across the plastic.

I forced myself not to recoil. This close, the things inside looked like a crowd of people pressed up behind a blurred-glass door, contorted around each other. As the light moved here and there, I made out a web of hair swirled against the inside, a splayed hand pushed against the plastic, the fingers dissolved at the edges …

It felt like the heart of the house was beating too quickly now.

Apparently it’s Amanda.

I’d been so intent on forgetting the reporter outside and getting to the scene that I hadn’t chased the thought – the name. Now, though, it clicked into place. I remembered where I had heard it before, and I understood what I was seeing in front of me right now.

I stood up suddenly as the consequences unfolded in my head. John Edward Blythe was not here. Our best chance was to arrest him at work, but we didn’t know for sure he was even there.

‘We need to get to the press outside.’ I moved quickly past Emma, back through the cellar, almost running up the staircase. ‘We need a press blackout on this whole scene.’

Too late, of course.

Way too late by then.




Four

It doesn’t matter who gets him.

That was part of what I was telling myself two hours later, when Emma and I were sitting in the office of DCI Graham Reeves, our direct superior.

It doesn’t have to be you.

Which was a good thing, because right now I didn’t think it was going to be me. Reeves was a thin, wiry man in his late fifties, with tight muscles and salt-and-pepper hair that he kept shaved neatly to grade one. He was not beloved throughout the department. His mood could most correctly be judged by betting on the exact inverse of how he appeared, in that the angrier he was, the calmer he seemed – and right now, he seemed very calm indeed. That calmness was very obviously directed at Emma and me. The room was threateningly silent.

We had been joined by DI James Ferguson. He was a large man in his late forties, and he naturally slumped when sitting, like something partially solid that had been poured on to the chair. A good officer, I suppose, but very much an arch-careerist. He had led the investigation into Amanda Cassidy’s disappearance, and I very much doubted he would want to relinquish it now that it had exploded into the kind of case you could pin a promotion on.

Without speaking, Reeves turned the monitor on his desk around to face the three of us, but specifically Emma and me. An open internet window showed rolling coverage from a news website. There were plenty to choose from right now, I was sure. This one was being streamed live from a press helicopter, and showed footage of officers moving in and out of John Blythe’s property. A red banner at the bottom of the screen proclaimed: AMANDA CASSIDY FOUND ALIVE. HAS THE RED RIVER KILLER BEEN IDENTIFIED? The volume was muted, but I didn’t need an audio commentary to understand the message. Reeves was staring at us with blank, almost dead eyes. I wasn’t sure he was actually even breathing.

‘Well?’ he said finally.

I left it to Emma to reply. I would have done so at the best of times anyway, but right now I was distracted by a hundred different thoughts and trying hard to suppress them all – or to keep them from showing on my face, at least. I couldn’t afford to let anybody know what was going on in my head. If I did, there was a good chance I’d be removed from the investigation before it even began. And even though it didn’t matter who got him – it doesn’t have to be you – I didn’t want that.

‘The situation was out of our hands before we even arrived at the scene, sir,’ Emma said.

‘Was it now?’

‘The name had leaked to the press, sir. They had it already.’

‘And how did that happen?’

‘I don’t know, sir. We arrived on the scene blind.’

Reeves let the silence pan out for a moment and then turned to me.

‘What about you, Boy Wonder? Anything to say?’

‘Not really, sir.’

‘ “Not really, sir”?’

Emma leaned forward.

‘It was Detective Turner who made the connection, sir. By the time we got outside, it was too late.’

‘I’ve seen photos from that second room in the cellar, Detective. I imagine it wasn’t a particularly difficult connection to make.’

This was the worst part of the job – the jostling and the politics – and I knew there would be more to come. This was only the beginning. Assuming the reports on the screen were correct, we were facing an investigation on a huge scale, taking in numerous forces across the country, and I already knew only too well what would happen. The victims would become less and less important, and the man behind their abductions and murders would be reduced to the status of a trophy. Hundreds of officers at every level would be squabbling for authority over the case: fighting to lead; straining for credit; ruthlessly apportioning blame for any mistake made along the way. The capture of John Blythe was a huge piece of pie, and everyone involved was going to want the biggest slice they could get.

Normally, none of that would have mattered to me. Under different circumstances I’d never have been bothered enough to fight for my piece. I’d have been happy enough just knowing that the man responsible had been caught. And perhaps that remained true here in a sense, in that it wasn’t the idea of taking credit that made it so important to me. Not exactly, anyway.

I slid a photograph across the desk.

‘John Edward Blythe,’ I said.

Reeves stared at me. I resisted the urge to stare back – to make this into some kind of competition. If he wanted to remove Emma and me from the investigation, then he would, and I wasn’t going to beg. In fact, I figured the best way to win this game was to bypass it altogether and refuse to play. So I just waited as he stared at me. After a moment, he picked up the photo and stared at that instead.

It was a head shot. Blythe had shoulder-length dark hair, and a hard face. There was something bad in his eyes – or maybe something missing, as though the concept of other people being real didn’t quite make sense to him. There was danger there, even in a still image. If you’d accidentally met his gaze in a pub, you’d have looked away quickly.

Reeves slid the photo back across the desk.

‘He looks utterly charming.’

‘Blythe is forty-two years old,’ I said. ‘He’s five foot ten, and apparently quite heavily built. Dark brown hair, worn as you’ve seen. Blue eyes. Beyond his size, he doesn’t appear to have any distinguishing features. He moved to his present address in late 1998.’

‘He works as a mechanic?’

‘Yes, sir. A garage just a couple of miles from his house. According to his boss, he’s very good at his job. One of the things he said to the officers was that Blythe “enjoys taking things apart”.’

‘Jesus. That’ll be one for the tabloids, won’t it? They’ll love that.’

Reeves leaned back and ran his hands over his hair. In his short-sleeved shirt, the biceps on his thin arms stood out. He seemed a little less angry now, or at least, angry at something other than me. Probably thinking about the press coverage. With a case like this, the surrounding media scrum would equal the jostling amongst the police, if not surpass it. The articles would pile up, the focus and emphasis twisting back and forth, and the press would turn on us quickly if we failed to deliver an arrest. That was always how the story unfolded.

And the truth was that, right now, none of us knew how far away an arrest might be. When officers had arrived at the garage Blythe worked at, the owner had informed them that he was on annual leave. He hadn’t been in work since the week before. Had the Red River Killer been identified, as the press were saying? Most likely yes, he had.

The problem was that we had no idea where he was.

‘We’re already running checks,’ Emma said. ‘Blythe’s credit cards and so on. Last withdrawal was for two hundred pounds, taken from a local cashpoint on Sunday. There’s no record of any booked travel abroad. His name’s not listed on any flights. I think the next step—’

‘Getting a bit ahead of yourself, aren’t you, Detective Beck?’

‘Sir?’

‘It’s not your case.’

Emma said nothing, but I could feel her bristling. She was considerably more ambitious than I was, and she knew what this case represented. It was as important to her as it was to me, albeit for different reasons.

Finally Ferguson came to life beside me. He had spent most of the meeting with his big arms folded across his belly. The abduction of Amanda Cassidy had been his investigation, but Emma and I had found the bodies, which made this unknown territory in terms of who would have primacy on the expanded case. I figured he’d be more than ready to plant a flag. And for once, I decided I would be ready to try tearing it down.

Reeves didn’t give either of us an immediate chance.

‘Tell me, Detectives Turner and Beck, do you think John Blythe is enjoying his holiday?’

‘I literally have no idea, sir,’ Emma said.

Reeves nodded to himself. ‘I imagine perhaps he is. After all, a man’s got to unwind, hasn’t he? But I suspect that enjoyment will shortly cease, assuming it hasn’t already. And while I’d dearly love for that to be because he’s unexpectedly taken into custody, I think it’s far more likely right now that it will be the result of him seeing his house on the news.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘And we have to ask ourselves, don’t we, what will happen then? Will he run? If so, where? We don’t know where, of course, because you have no idea where he is. Or indeed, how fast he can run. Perhaps he’ll kill himself. Some of them do.’

I shook my head.

‘You don’t think so, Detective Turner?’

‘Blythe’s not the suicidal type, sir. It would make life easier for us, but you don’t do what he’s got away with for nearly twenty years and then just turn the knife on yourself. Not unless you have to. Whether he’ll allow himself to be taken alive is a different matter. But I think he’ll ride it out for as long as he can.’

‘Oh yes? And what makes you think you know him so well?’

I shrugged. There was no way of knowing for sure, but it was what I thought. Reeves appraised me for a few silent moments. I imagined my reputation for gut feelings had drifted far enough up for him to be aware of it, and he was a man who would hold such notions in contempt.

I picked up the photo of Blythe and held it up.

‘For the record, whoever’s case it is, I think we should get this out to the media as soon as possible. Along with his name. His house is already all over the news, so we’ve lost any chance of keeping him from finding out that he’s been identified.’

‘Unless he’s camping in the wilderness somewhere.’

‘No harm done if so. With a name and a photograph in the public domain, we’ve got a much better chance of someone coming forward. Someone must have seen him. So I suggest we go all out.’

Reeves stared at me again, considering it. At only a few hours into such a potentially controversial investigation, it was early to release the name and a photograph of a suspect, but time was pressing. Blythe wasn’t going to kill himself, I was sure of that. Which meant we needed to find him quickly.

‘All right,’ Reeves said finally. ‘Let’s get that done.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘And now let’s talk ownership.’ He smiled thinly at that. I could tell he was relishing being the one to close a two-decade-old high-profile case. ‘DI Ferguson is nominal lead. But you two are on it as well. Can you all play nicely together?’

I felt a flood of relief.

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Yes, sir,’ Ferguson said. ‘But the house is where Amanda was found, and that was my case. I’d like to handle that angle. The searches and so on.’

It might have seemed an odd choice – no obvious glory there – but I understood why he wanted it. Blythe was the prize and the hunt for him was the story, but the press were focused on his house right now. If Ferguson could show himself around there as lead, he’d end up on camera, get himself quoted a little. He’d become the name. And when Blythe was found, it wouldn’t matter to the media who’d done the hard work behind the scenes; there’d already be a face attached to the case in the public’s mind.

That probably mattered a little to Emma. It didn’t matter to me at all.

‘Fine by me,’ I said.

‘Sort it out amongst yourselves.’ Reeves leaned back. ‘Keep me updated on anything and everything.’

‘Yes, sir.’

And as we stood up and left his office, I finally allowed myself to think about my connection to the case. To think about her. Because while it shouldn’t have mattered who took Blythe down, it did. It really did.

And I’m in the room, I thought.

I am in that room.




Five

The woods around John Blythe’s small campsite are already growing dark.

It’s nowhere near evening yet. That’s just the way it is here. The trees are so overgrown that little sunlight reaches ground level. The surrounding undergrowth is thick with shadow. Whenever he camps here, whatever the time of day, it always feels like dusk, and Blythe likes that. After night falls, and it becomes pitch black instead, he likes that even better.

Breathing in deeply now, he can smell the trees and the fire and the meat cooking. It’s reassuring; he always feels at home out here, surrounded by nature. There’s something comforting about coming back after the things he does. He spent so much time in the wilds as a child that it feels warm and welcoming when he returns. It’s like an embrace. While he doesn’t believe in ghosts – he would have seen one by now, surely – he finds it easy to imagine a smaller version of himself sitting cross-legged in this exact spot, by a much older fire, sensing in turn the presence of the man he would eventually become. Stupid, yes, but the connection feels real. Maybe that’s why he was always at peace here all those years ago, and why it feels so good returning as an adult. Cotton threading together, two points in time.

The woman will be dead by now, he thinks.

Probably, anyway. Blythe has never been present when the women have died, so he has no idea how long it takes. No real idea of the cause, either. He’s done with them by then, so what does it matter? They die, and there’s no need to think any more deeply about it than that. At the end of his trip, he will return home and flick on the light in the garage, to be met with the familiar scene, silent and still.

In one of the homes he stayed in as a child, he kept a rat as a pet. The cage was in the dark basement, and it would sometimes be a week or more before he remembered to go down there and feed it. Whenever he opened the door, he’d hear it scrabbling. Week after week – until the day he heard nothing. He remembered the emptiness in the cool air as he descended the stairs and found the thing dead, small and curled up in the corner. It is no different with the women.

He carefully pokes the fire with a stick, turning over a couple of scratchy white coals. It’s burning well – small and hot and bright; warm on his face – and it makes the woods around seem even darker. From one side he can hear the hiss of the small gas burner and the water boiling, the peeled potatoes rolling and banging against the sides of the pan. The rabbit he snared earlier, skinned and gutted and tied, is on a spit above the
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