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I can loiter in the darkness for hours, undeterred, unencumbered, just watching, nothing more—waiting for an opportunity to change a supposed innocent life forever. It is a gratifying, albeit disconcerting, emotion despite a painful truth my feelings are of little concern to The Others. They do not appreciate I find it difficult to express emotions when left alone, when the silence of the night is all I have for company I probably do not deserve. Innocent. The very word amuses me, implicating some blameless act these people believe they have played no part in creating. I can assure you there is nothing blameless about any of this. I glance around. Most of the lights in nearby buildings have long been turned out, heedless dwellers already in their beds. It is a shame they are unaware of the malingerer in the shadows beyond, a deep slumber able to locate them with ease.

I take a breath. The cool air is refreshing against my algid skin, a light breeze brushing over me—nothing more than an old friend it is pleased to see. I appreciate, of course, my lingering position may look sinister to those who do not know me, know of my need, my very presence left to the wild uncertainty of a failing world that has, too often, failed me. Yet, this is the time of day I enjoy the most, when I leave the supposed safety of my home, venturing into the night towards potential acquirement most will never have the capacity of mind to understand—personal appeasement something I need. I am, in fact, misunderstood, although such a concept has been savagely misinterpreted, leaving me mostly forgotten in a world that will never really know who I am.

No matter. I am here now, a willing participant, able to achieve my goals with ease, this night more than capable of providing me with the gratification I desperately desire. I am standing in a prolific part of Eastcliff, beyond normality, beyond the veil of accepted society, hidden from view behind several dustbins—rats the only creatures willing to share this foul space with me. I do not mind. These innocents have far more in common with me than those deranged animals already intoxicated and violent within the heated walls of downtrodden buildings around me—humanity wholly capable of shunning what they cannot possibly understand.

Yet only those in search of self-gratification venture to this degenerate location—men with urgent needs, females in need of critical financial gain. It is precisely why I am here now. Not for sexual enjoyment, you understand, but to satisfy a personal urge I have been unable to sedate for a long time. It is an impulse few sane people will ever understand. I take a breath, several females pacing the quiet roads behind me, their overbearing perfumes blending with their overrated mannerisms, their heels clicking impatiently: this moment perfect for the picking. I need to choose—choose and dissect, if you excuse the expression. Yet which one? The tall, slim framed wretch with boots that disappear to her thighs; the older, more accomplished one of her trade; or the petite, nervous young thing who appears out of her prevailing depth?

I smile, wetting my lips, the decision made as I step from my hiding place into the cool, fresh air, my body confident in its pending mission. My shoes beat the pavement in time with my heart, my body in sync with the tune of the night. I smile, she smiles, simple pleasantries exchanged. She asks what I want. I ask what she offers. All the time my heart is pounding, threatening to expose my desires with exorbitant force. We leave that location together, my hand on the small of her back, her scent overpowering—this victim unappreciative of my true intentions. No one questions my motive, those around us in search, it seems, of the very same thing.

I do not talk much during our short journey, grateful this young girl does not expect conversation. She expects to be fucked, swiftly, her limited time with me paid for in full by the appearance of several carefully counted banknotes placed into clammy palms that have seen much action already this evening. Polite conversation is not required, not expected. Our time together is purely transactional. The simple truth is that I cannot speak because if I do, I will not hold back, poisoned words allowed to spill from my tongue like acid, capable of burning through the most solid of objects. Only my pending goal keeps me motioning forward, the anticipation of what is coming, most appealing.

I park out of the way, far beyond the town’s edge and potential watchful eyes, along a narrow lane towards a desolate location I know and love well. I have grown rather fond of the isolation this ruined building provides, the solace I can therefore claim with ease. The female does not question my choice as she climbs from my car into the darkness, awaiting payment for services she believes will be swift. She has no idea. She turns, opens her mouth to speak, yet I am already a step ahead (forgive the expression), my hand covering her mouth. The stench of stale tobacco procures what her perfume fails to disguise, her hair in need of a wash—foul sweat still lingering on her body from the last male who grunted himself into her in the fumbling dark.

She struggles, but I am quicker, bringing my free hand to the back of her neck, a simple incision rendering her immobile. My blade is fast, slicing deep, severing her spinal cord, the oncoming paralysis entirely unexpected. With eyes set wide, she falls against my awaiting arms as I lower her to the ground below. I smile, more a grimace, my sinister appearance unanticipated. I cannot help it. She cannot move, cannot speak, tears already spilling from terrified eyes that cannot see the reasons behind her forthcoming demise. I know what she wants to say, of course. Why me? Yet, my excitement ensures I cannot answer. Instead, I remain smiling, focused now on removing her clothing, her arms and legs compliant as I unbutton garments, sliding underwear freely from her body. I remove her shoes, jewellery, a plastic hair clip that breaks beneath my grip, placing them inside polythene bags that I seal and discard in the boot of my awaiting car.

I do not wish to partake in sexual activity. My needs are far greater, this moment more important than mere acts of carnal pleasure. Besides, I do not find the female form attractive, especially wretches of this calibre. Her naked body is no more inviting to me than a freshly slaughtered pig. She has no choice but to lie still, of course, her spinal cord damaged, my hand still pressed over her trembling mouth to prevent unwitting, unwanted outbursts.

She gags and convulses, an unexpected moment occurring when the creature vomits into my palm. I do not wish for her to choke to death, her full attention required whilst I perform my duties. I need her to witness this act, appreciate the beautiful art I only dare practice in the dark. I pull my hand away, disgusted, disgruntled by remnants of her last meal that spill from her lips, her continued choking infuriating. I reach forward, slap her across the face, my hand now in need of clean water, a towel to wipe away this unrequited bodily fluid. She has wet herself, too. I know this by the stench of urine, the dampness between her legs threatening to soil my own. I have never understood the workings of the human body, functionality often lost to the concept of terror.

I take a sawn down broom handle from my car. It is nothing special, the thing adequate enough for the job as I drive it firmly inside her. The sound she makes is somewhat amusing. She has sex for money, every night, the filthy whore no better than a street dog. So why is she not moaning with assumed pleasure now? I ram it hard, force it deep, only prepared to stop when blood pours along my wrist, spitting from her terrified mouth in unison. That is deep enough, I think. The victim gags blood and vomit across her cheeks, her body succumbing to my heinous act, the disgusting creature almost passed out. Her anus will be next. Had she been male, this would be more appealing, yet she is neither appealing nor inviting as I drive my wooden length inside her once more. Another involuntary yelp, this time accompanied by a strangled groan, more blood trickling from her trembling lips. She has bitten her tongue, too, almost clean off. Oh, dear. What a shame.

I take a moment, composing myself, ready to bring my scalpel to her belly. The sound of flesh peeling open as I slide the sharp blade along her skin is alluring, my heart quickening, my head light. She cries out again, knowing she is done for, yet her irksome outburst is distracting, forcing me to hit her across the temple with the very handle coated now with sticky blood. The strike is hard enough to knock her unconscious. Damn it. No matter. Instead, I take a breath, losing myself in the act of opening her up, exposing her insides as I pull out organs, slicing them free from their unwanted positions, carefully cutting each breast from her now ravaged body that I place inside previously prepared sterilised jars. She will be dead soon enough. Blood loss is entirely normal. I check for tattoos, those things an identifiable marker, wiping my blade carefully across my sleeve before cutting thickened pieces of skin from her body and placing them inside more jars for later assessment.

Cutting into flesh is far easier than removing limbs; hence I always leave such an exhausting act until last. Once I am certain she is dead, several organs now placed mockingly across her bloody corpse, I move on to the action of removing her teeth and hands. Both can identify her, and whores should never be identified. They are not worthy of such privilege. I slam my blood-soaked handle forcefully into her jawbone, breaking every tooth from her head with relative ease. These, too, I save, remove from the scene, removing her features in the process. It is almost poetic.

Hands are attached via tendons and bone, a saw blade required for this act. Unfortunately, my instrument is not as sharp as I would like, and I am forced to hack and chop rather than carefully slice. The deed is done, my night complete. I simply need to leave this place, go home, wash myself head to toe in bleach, burn any offending item that might link back to this moment—a moment that will live forever in my mind, if nowhere else.

I stand in the darkness afterwards, the corpse at my feet. I have done the world a great service by removing this whore from their midst. Women like this should never be allowed freedom of movement, either by day or by night. I sigh. As much as I love this location, it is irritating that dog walkers often frequent these parts, a simple, early morning stroll holding the potential to see me caught in the very act I enjoy more than anything else in the world. A distant bark, a rumbling voice carried against the breeze. I have no time left to complete my mission, required to retrieve my trophies and drive into the night, the body left to its unnatural, unfortunate fate.

I close my eyes. The Others are close now, whispering into the looming darkness, the surrounding trees eagerly calling my name. They often whisper in the shadows when no one else can hear. They talk to me, tell me their deepest secrets, my history bound in shared suffering from which I can never escape. It is regretful. Still, I am what I am, no chance of changing such a terrible truth about the man forever hidden in the blackened gloom of a damaged world. We are, after all, bound together by circumstance and time. Everything we do, everything we have ever been now forms a unique bond few people will understand. It is a shame, I know. It doesn’t matter.
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Newton
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How perplexing is it that a simple walk to my car had me wishing I’d stayed in bed? It wasn’t even eight o’clock in the morning, and yet I’d already lost my glasses, my car key, prepared to also lose the breakfast I’d hurriedly forced myself to consume—the unsuspecting curb side falling victim to the remnants of a piece of toast. The fact I’d forgotten to do the weekly food shop, again, confirmed my distracted mindset with gusto—my much-required morning coffee jar currently sitting empty on the kitchen countertop, mocking me from a distance, laughing at my inability to think straight. My day of pre-planned mayhem now threatened to dislodge my sanity before I’d made it five feet outside my front door.

I despise being late, although it’s something I seem incapable of avoiding these days. Rushed mornings oddly now form my daily existence, leaving me vaguely perturbed as to how I might, by some feigned miracle, change anything about any of it. The more demands my day makes of me, the less I find myself capable of achieving everything I tell myself I must do—those little things we all deem a requirement, important, necessary to our survival. Such as buying coffee.

I should, of course, be used to these intense morning dashes. My average day is not contained to increasingly overbearing university lectures that, to be honest, before I took the job, I was not expecting to become so demanding. The back seat of my car was perpetually crammed with disorganised, mismatched paperwork I really should sort out, read and assess, hand back to my poor unwitting students. I’m sure some of those essays have been lurking back there for several weeks, gathering dust, requiring urgent marking, long overdue—my students’ grades in need of desperate attention. However, instead of acting the professional college professor they should have come to expect, my poorly determined mindset and shallow conjecture have conspired against me to bombard my brain with complete nonsense. It doesn’t matter. Coffee usually fixes that problem. That’s if I ever manage to get some.

I took a breath. Where on earth was my car key? I patted myself down, a haphazard array of A4 folders balancing precariously underneath one arm as I checked every pocket I possessed in haste. Nothing. Retracing my steps probably wouldn’t help. I couldn’t even recall leaving my flat. I scanned the pavement, jabbing a wayward foot between overgrown weeds that threatened in the early morning sunlight to ambush my declining basement flat steps, ruin my already ageing shoes and destroy this unfathomable morning once and for all. Honestly, it must have taken a few minutes before I realised the damned thing was dangling from my gritted teeth. Okay. Take a breath, Newton. Breathe. 

I mused over the relentless demands on my time, from students with too many opinions and too few priorities, to the Eastcliff CID, who assumed I was always available when they needed me, requiring assistance—none of them aware of my degrading state of mind. I scoffed loudly as an unsuspecting morning jogger ran past, the poor chap momentarily assuming I’d scoffed at him. I nodded a half-hearted, demented apology his way, still balancing several student folders in my failing spaghetti grip, trying not to drop them, attempting to get my damned car key into the slot whilst avoiding vomiting into the road. Perfect timing, Newton. 

Despite my lateness, I couldn’t help but watch the lycra-clad runner with trainers that looked far more comfortable than they probably were, disappear from view—my existence, unhinged state of mind and overall general failings of no concern to him. Is it my imagination, or are we all savage slaves to our morning routine? Focused only on where we believe we need to be at any given moment, we permanently equate our daily existence to life’s relentless demands, that deluded jogger included.

I thankfully managed to unlock my car without further trouble, dropping the heavy folders onto the passenger seat, no time to check that everything was in order before embarking on my first lecture of the day. I was already late, my students prepared to filter out of the building, bored of waiting for their elusive professor, unexpected freedom pending. I needed a moment to catch my wayward thoughts, take a breath, grab that coffee. Was such a concept so impossible? The way my day was going, probably. I casually glanced in the rear-view mirror and spotted my glasses perched carelessly on top of my head. Right. So, it was going to be one of those days, was it? Perfect.

I rolled my eyes, glancing towards an expanse of blue beyond the windscreen, an exasperated shake of my head coming from nowhere. I was glad it wasn’t raining. Considering I didn’t own a brolly, things could have been far worse. I slammed my car door shut too fast, catching my fingers, sharp air struggling to locate my overworked lungs—hovering between debatable sanity, a car door I now wanted to kick, and my elusive cup of coffee. If it was the weekend, a heavy duvet could be pulled over my throbbing head, allowing me to forget my name for a few hours. As it was, my ears were ringing loudly, too much on my mind, too many ideas, many impossible thoughts left to roam free. My mobile rang. I almost didn’t acknowledge it.

‘Newton Flanigan,’ I stated with half-hearted disinterest into my ageing mobile phone, glad I hadn’t lost that too, not convinced I hadn’t already lost my mind. I was rubbing my temple awkwardly between my less than soothing fingertips.

‘Newt. It’s DCI Mannering. Have you got a moment?’

‘Paul, hi. Sure. Is everything okay? Seriously, what’s with the formality?’ I wanted to laugh, make light of how he’d introduced himself to me as if we were strangers, nothing but passing acquaintances, his job finally getting the better of him. Paul Mannering only ever referred to himself as “Detective Chief Inspector” when he was knee-deep in formality; such rank distinction usually only aimed towards suspects, victims, strangers. We were friends. Or at least, I assumed. He did not need to concern himself with titles on my behalf. I was now slightly irritated, to be honest. He knew about my week’s packed diary, the relentless lectures we both wished I could swerve, too many chattering students needing undivided attention I wasn’t confident I could provide. Why he sounded so pointed, so distracted, I couldn’t tell.

‘Sorry. It’s been one of those mornings,’ he muttered, busy elsewhere, distinct clattering and page rustling telling me he was multitasking, as always. I smiled. Oh, yes. I could relate to that.

‘Is everything okay?’ Something in his politeness unnerved me. I was usually pleased to receive his calls, grateful for the distraction. Today, I wasn’t confident I’d make it to lunch.

‘Yeah,’ he mumbled, whispering something into the ear of a nearby police officer I didn’t catch. ‘I was wondering if you had time for a quick chat? I have an unusual case that could do with a second opinion.’ He sounded stressed. I know how he felt.

‘Unusual, how?’ My interest was mildly piqued now, at least. Despite my preoccupied and unwarranted rationalisations, I was keen to know more. I was glad of the interruption that might momentarily remove me from thoughts of my pending day, thankful to have been given an additional moment before my teenager filled morning commenced.

‘Some random guy came in, confessing to a murder.’ Paul sounded distant, as if his relentless multitasking was becoming a cause for concern, the poor sod too busy undertaking several things at once, speaking continually to other people in the room—my call simply another thing he needed to tick off a long list of encroaching priorities. At one point, it sounded as if he had dropped his mobile, the incoming muttered ‘shit’ not lost on me as he grappled to locate it from the floor. I refrained from laughing, instead pressed parched lips between my teeth in protest of my inappropriate response. Stress, it seems, affects both our daily lives. I was oddly relieved by such a concept. I no longer felt so alone in my daily struggles.

I shook my head, shaking off distracting thoughts I didn’t need. ‘And?’

As happy as I was for the temporary distraction, this wasn’t exactly breaking news. I’m sure the police saw confessions of crimes every day of the week, many (slightly) unstable citizens confessing to the odd murder or two, most of them wishing for nothing more than a night in a warm jail cell. Such a location would be more hospitable than the street corners they were usually forced to endure, a hot cup of tea something those poor sods would be in much need of—not unlike me and my morning coffee.

To any police department, this type of incident was nothing new, although I imagined it would become exhausting after a while. I resisted the urge to confirm this aloud, my own irritation prickling now. To be honest, I didn’t fare well without a morning cup of coffee or two in my system, so I could forgive myself for this unanticipated emotional response.

‘He knew the whereabouts of a body.’ At least Paul had refamiliarised himself with his mobile again.

‘Okay.’ I was still listening, still pressing throbbing fingertips against my temple in a vague attempt to sedate coffee withdrawal symptoms, my mobile balanced under my chin, trying not to lose a recently consumed slice of dry toast to the confinement of this rapidly overheating car. ‘So?’ I wished he would get to the point.

‘So, we found the body. Exactly how this guy described it, precisely where he said it would be.’

Great stuff. I could sleep soundly now, knowing the police were doing a fantastic job. I swallowed my unkind thoughts, developing a nasty headache I didn’t need.

‘Sorry, Paul, but what does this have to do with me?’ I was now precisely eighteen minutes late for the start of my first lecture, a conference hall filled with students awaiting my arrival, and still, not a single drop of coffee had passed my lips. I didn’t mean to sound so irritated. It was hardly the detective’s fault. My friendship with DCI Paul Mannering and overall involvement with the police meant they often called me when details of crimes made little sense to them, when they needed a professional opinion, a clinical theory, a fresh set of eyes. To be honest, I enjoyed working with Paul far more than a room of hormonal teenagers. Not that I would ever openly admit such a thing, of course. I needed the pay packet.

Paul sighed, some punch line he hadn’t yet shared with me still dangling from his lips, awaiting my frank acknowledgement. ‘Because we honestly don’t know how he could have known this.’

‘Why?’

There was a pause that, for a moment, threatened to tip me over the edge entirely. Paul sighed. ‘Because the guy who confessed to the murder is only twenty-six years old.’

I raised my eyebrows, allowing the glasses I’d earlier forgotten about to slip from my forehead onto the bridge of my nose with a thud. ‘So?’ Talk about dragging out the drama! I don’t believe being twenty-six prevents anyone from committing murder.

‘Because, Newt, the body we found is at least two hundred years old.’ Paul emphasised the numbers, ensuring I’d heard correctly, appreciated the significance.

‘I beg your pardon?’ Surely he meant twenty years?

‘Yes, you heard me. Two hundred years old.’

Okay, he now had my full attention. I could see how such an incident might require a professional opinion, further investigation, more thought. The potential mental health issues of fellow humans were never far from my attention, it seemed. Oh, the irony.

‘Fine,’ I sighed, the intruding sounds of relieved teenagers already filling my head. ‘I’ll be there in twenty minutes.’
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I begrudgingly made my way across town to the police station, my morning lectures abandoned. I’d potentially left a trail of gleefully satisfied teenagers in my wake, at least making a few people happy today. Well done, me. It was unfortunate I visualised the university Dean just as clearly, his face flushing wildly, eyes bulging—not so happy. He was probably already on a mission to ensure I never returned to teach another day, many hapless students left now to roam the campus grounds unchecked, run amok, ruin his day. He might even classify me a fallacy, a fake, my recent hard work and loyal service over the last few months seemingly all for nothing. Still, I couldn’t overthink it.

By the time I’d found a parking space, I was hot, flustered, a headache I couldn’t dislodge creating irritation I didn’t need, my throat feeling as if it had been slashed. If I didn’t get that coffee soon, I might not be responsible for my actions. At least I was in the right place to be locked up for a few hours, should I become hysterical, claim temporary caffeine-infused insanity, throw a tantrum.

‘Newton, thank you for coming in so quickly.’ Paul greeted me before I’d even closed the station door. He looked as flustered as I did, uncertain what he was dealing with, still wondering what to make of the situation he had unwittingly found himself in.

‘Any chance of a coffee?’ I couldn’t help asking. I was dying here.

Paul nodded, laughed knowingly, holding a hand towards an open door in front of us. ‘Obviously,’ he laughed again, leading the way. He knew me well. ‘How’re the lectures going?’

I narrowed my eyes in defensive response, nothing for me to say about that.

‘Oh, sorry. Did I interrupt?’

I nodded, raising my eyebrows. ‘I hope this is more important, or they could never ask me to return.’ I might have sounded casual, but I was deadly serious. I’d spent months prepping for these lectures, my recently acquired job as Professor of Psychology at Springfalls University, something I was pleased to secure. It meant more money, better career prospects, less stress due to fewer travel requirements, the university campus literally on my doorstep. Or at least, that was the plan. I’m not convinced I’d nailed the less stress part of the equation very well. Paul needed to know my day entailed more than assisting the police with criminal profiling, advice often requested at the most inopportune moments. Like now, for instance.

‘I hope you think so,’ my friend replied as we stood next to a keenly awaited coffee machine. The inviting aroma almost witnessed me clamp my open mouth over the coffee spout in eager anticipation. I took a breath. Maybe I needed rehab? Paul handed me a paper cup filled with strong, black coffee, he knew how I preferred it, two sugars to remove the edge, soften the incoming bitter taste of this cheap brand, wake me up, shake me vigorously out of the self-absorbed slump I couldn’t recall slipping into. I needed this energy boost more than he could appreciate, my mind unwilling to cooperate with anything I instructed it to do.

‘Okay, what was so important it couldn’t wait until tomorrow?’ I wanted to confirm that two-hundred-year-old bodies weren’t exactly going anywhere, yet such a proclamation would have been inappropriate, even for me.

Paul stared at me blankly, unsure what to make of his apparent discovery requiring my immediate attention. ‘It’s probably best I show you.’ He led me to a corner of the incident room where several photographs and sheets of A4 paper were laid out in preparation for my arrival, a discarded desk now littered with information I was yet to become familiarised with. Judging by the little space it took up, the police deemed this case of little importance, its priority a mere formality.

‘Do we know much about our would-be killer?’ I asked casually, taking a seat whilst sipping my much-needed coffee. I was concerned I was becoming neurotic, addicted to a substance I couldn’t live without. ‘He obviously wasn’t responsible for the death of the body you found,’ I continued, attempting to sound rational. ‘Unless he’s really bloody old?’ I resisted an urge to laugh.

Paul thankfully ignored my sarcasm, taking a seat opposite me as he leaned back, thinking. I liked Paul Mannering. He was a fair officer, a decent guy, able to remain calm in turbulent situations whilst eagerly dissecting evidence that ultimately helped catch the culprits, close case files, get results. It was why we worked well together—usually. We enjoyed the process of gathering evidence, understanding events yet to be disclosed, ensuring that, between us, we got the bad guy. Well, mostly. He wasn’t much older than me, our dry sense of humour, quick wit and calm approach to criminal investigation similar.

‘We obviously know our man can’t have committed the murder,’ he replied flatly, discarding my attempts to make light of a situation I wasn’t yet familiar with. ‘But we don’t understand how he knows so much about it.’ Paul tapped his fingers on the table, readying himself to show me what they currently had.

‘What do you mean?’ I was now staring at several photographs of the apparent victim, nothing more than bones slowly dissolving to dust, the poor sod still draped in what was left of his clothing—rags, most of the fibres already claimed back by the ground in which he’d lay.

‘The body, everything we found. This guy knew it all. Right down to the tiniest of detail.’ Paul pointed to a photograph of skeletal hands with seemingly no fingers. Or at least, I think that’s what it was. ‘He described these in perfect detail. The way he claimed to have hacked off the guy’s thumb in a temper, taking part of his hand with it.’ He stabbed an index finger over several mud-coated bones that, to me, didn’t resemble anything remotely recognisable. I resisted the urge to turn the photograph around, just in case I was looking at it wrong. I did not dare tilt my head. I didn’t want to look stupid.

‘Could he have read about an old murder, somehow?’ I was still enjoying my coffee, not yet fully absorbed in my surroundings, still not fully awake. I still had bits of toast in my teeth.

‘I doubt it. We pulled every record of unsolved cold cases we could find, dating as far back as we were able to go, but nothing came up. There was nothing in the newspapers, yet the press of two hundred years ago was hardly documented as it is today. Shit, Newt, we didn’t even know the body was down there. How he knew, we can’t yet say.’

I sighed, my coffee cup now empty. ‘Could it have been a local story or some long-dead relative, perhaps? Someone somewhere might have bragged about a murder, the information passed from generation to generation.’

‘That’s what we want you to help find out.’

I shook my head. ‘I’m confused how you got the results of the bone age so fast?’ Those types of forensics usually take weeks.

‘What do you mean?’

I glanced around. ‘Well, I take it you’ve been holding this guy since yesterday?’ I assumed, at least, that was the reason for the urgency now, the need for my pressing attention. The police only ever had a measly twenty-four hours to work with—charge him or release him.

Paul laughed. ‘Christ, no. It took over three weeks for the bloody lab to send us the information.’

‘Jesus, Paul.’ I almost regurgitated my coffee. ‘So, how on earth do you still have this guy?’ Was that even legal? I glanced around, keeping my voice low.

Paul shook his head, offering me a knowing smirk. ‘Of course we don’t still have him.’ He refrained from adding “you idiot”. I was grateful. I shuffled in my seat. ‘We had to take his initial confession seriously. He even took us to the burial site and showed us the body’s exact location. I had no reason to suspect it had been there that long. Bones are bones at the end of the day. They all look the same to me.’ Paul shrugged. What did he know of such things? ‘I assumed it had been there no more than five, ten years, max. I arrested him as soon as we found the evidence but had to let him go when forensics noticed how long it appeared the body might have been down there.’

‘Okay.’ That was a relief to hear. No law’s broken there. ‘So, remind me, why do you need me again?’

‘The guy keeps showing up. Every goddamned day. It’s annoying.’ That explained Paul’s stressed look, at least, the lines on his face seemingly deeper than they were the last time we’d met. ‘He turns up every day, always with the same confession, usually first thing in the morning, looking as if he hasn’t slept. He refuses to go home. He’s been practically camped outside the station for weeks.’ Paul motioned a free hand towards an open window as if half-expecting some desperate, demonic face to be pressed against it. ‘That’s why I called you. We appreciate this guy couldn’t have killed that male, but I was hoping you could find out what he knows. He’s not making much sense, to be honest.’

‘What do you mean?’

Paul glanced my way, an uncertain look on his face. ‘You’ll find out when you meet him.’

My attention was caught, Paul’s vague words having the desired effect of waking me up. Either that or the coffee had kicked in. ‘But surely this is just basic police work?’ They didn’t need me to confirm the guy was claiming murder for attention. I wanted to laugh, roll my eyes behind the protection of an empty paper cup I’d been absentmindedly chewing the rim of for the last few minutes. Paul wasn’t laughing. I turned my attention to the printouts in front of me, tracing a finger across several extensively written notes. I needed to at least act professional. ‘He told you about detailed injuries to the body, broken bones inflicted before death, things he did to the victim?’

‘Yep.’ Paul handed me a sheet of paper. It was a statement they had taken three weeks previously. ‘He confessed to the killing of six people in total but claimed he could currently only remember the whereabouts of our friend here, conveniently.’ It was Paul’s turn now to roll his eyes, jabbing an exasperated finger against the tabletop. ‘But, he knew every single injury on the body.’ Paul slid several photographs towards me. ‘A broken wrist. A broken neck. He claimed the guy put up a hell of a fight, stated his apparent reputation on every detail he was able to provide, even describing the clothing the guy was wearing.’ I was staring at an image of a belt buckle in the shape of a crow’s head, something that looked like a piece of leather still attached to it. Or, at least, I think that’s what it was. It was covered in mud, rusted and ravaged by time, a written statement the only clear description we had.

Paul continued. ‘Someone must have told him what had happened to the victim. We just can’t get much sense out of him.’ Paul resisted the urge to laugh. It was as if he was finding the entire thing irritating.

‘Where exactly was the body found?’ My detective mode had kicked in. Hallelujah for caffeine.

‘The old factory ruins on Adderson Street. He was buried beneath a tonne of concrete flooring. It was deep, too. We probably would have given up digging if our chap hadn’t continued his annoying rampage. No one was ever going to find that body again without prior knowledge the bones were there.’

‘The old miller’s place?’ The old factory had burned down decades earlier, yet nobody had bothered to demolish it. It was typical of modern society to leave unwanted things to rot, paperwork and planning permission often too extensive, legal complexities overriding common decency.

Paul nodded, clicking his tongue against his teeth. He often did this when he was stressed or couldn’t figure out something that should have been obvious, straightforward.

I sighed, knowing my job was simply to evaluate this guy, assess his mental state, find out who told him about the body beneath that factory floor. ‘Could he have any connections to the cotton mill around that time?’ We were talking about the early eighteen hundred’s, when life was very different to how it is today. I was impressed I remembered. Thank you, Mr Ellington, for your primary school history lessons.

‘We looked into that. Pulled every record we have for anyone who went missing in the area between 1800 and 1830. Nothing. Nada. Not a damned thing.’

‘Okay. And do we know who our victim is yet?’

Paul shook his head, giving me one of his “are you serious?” looks. ‘What do you think? All we know is that whoever killed him pulled every tooth out of his head. Even with today’s technology to back us up, it would be near impossible to identify him.’

I scanned the table for evidence of Paul’s shocking declaration, picking up two images of what looked like a toothless skull taken from different angles, bludgeoned holes where a jaw once sat, nothing much left now that would confirm the shape of a head at all.

‘Forensics claim it’s possible the killer cut off his victim’s fingers before disposing of the body.’ Paul shook his head. ‘Either that or the poor sod’s fingers went missing by themselves.’ He laughed. It was hardly appropriate. I resisted an urge to sigh.

‘So, where does your man fit in?’ My empty cup was annoying me now, my brain needing a second fix, more caffeine to keep me functioning. Paul reached out, took my cup and got to his feet. He knew me well.

‘He claims his name is Adam Mires. Comes from the local village of Shelby.’

‘Shelby? Wasn’t that place turned into a market town back in the sixties?’ It wasn’t even seen by the locals as a stand-alone town now, more an extended subsidiary of Eastcliff, the entire country merging via overpopulation, relentless consumer demands.

Paul nodded. ‘You’re starting to understand what I’ve had to put up with for the last three weeks. There’s something off about him, to be honest. Very nervous looking, not the type you’d think capable of killing anyone.’ He paused. ‘He’s a little odd, in my opinion. Slightly theatrical. A bit weird.’

‘Why?’

‘As I said, you’ll find out when you meet him.’

‘So, why not the type capable of murder?’ I rolled my eyes. People don’t wear signs around their necks to confirm such a status. “Look at me, I’m a killer.” It was unfortunate I appeared more confused than I felt.

‘The guy seems to suffer from manic depression. Very edgy and anxious.’

‘It’s called Bipolar, and you do realise that anxious people often make the best killers.’ I sighed, needing my friend to understand not everyone is like him, apparently perfect, yet Paul’s blank features gave nothing away of his actual thoughts on that subject. Maybe he didn’t care. ‘Have you been able to pull up any previous on this Adam Mires?’ I continued, no point in correcting my friend’s wrong assumptions.

‘Nope.’

‘Why not?’

‘Firstly, the only Adam Mires from Shelby we managed to locate is twenty-six years old. The guy currently sitting in that interview room has to be in his late thirties, at least.’ Paul was pointing over my head now, towards a closed door and an unknown man I was oddly growing curious by.

I looked puzzled. ‘And secondly?’

‘Adam Mires is dead.’
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There is a relatively little known, somewhat uncomfortable, fact about me that I often find myself in situations where I can become momentarily unfamiliar with my surroundings. It is akin to how a dream feels when waking from a deep slumber, often unable to retrace steps taken before emerging in a different location entirely. Not unlike sleepwalking, I should imagine. Today, for instance, I have found myself sitting inside a relatively small police station interview room, providing them with a statement that, to be honest, I am uncertain what I am meant to be declaring. Sadly, this isn’t the first time I have found myself unwittingly without prior knowledge of my alleged actions. It is the way I am, the way I function. I should be used to it by now, of course. This is nothing new.

I have been given a cup of tea, which was a mildly pleasant, albeit brief, occurrence. However, the tea could have been brewed a little longer in my opinion, the cup provided slightly warmer, my mind left to now ponder the mysterious reasons behind today’s unjust treatment along with bland tea. They have not even offered me a biscuit. They have left me alone however, deliberately, in order to watch my movements from behind a thin piece of glass they assume I am unaware exists. Allegedly they are collating important information they claim I have already provided, yet I cannot recall doing such a thing. How odd. I wish these people would hurry things along so I may go home. My birds need me. They must be hungry by now. I certainly am. I cannot recall eating breakfast.

I am relieved when the interview room door opens, and a gentleman wearing a dark grey tank top steps into the room. I know instantly, instinctively, we will form a strong connection. His face is contorted into confusion as if the poor chap recently experienced a conversation he has since been unable to unravel. I know precisely how he feels. I enjoy watching his face as he spreads photographs and files out in front of me. It has an unexpected upside of calming my mood, although he is not aware of this fact or that the items in his possession are becoming contaminated with aftershave and traces of hand cream dispensed too generously, most likely in a hurry.

On the other hand, I do like the way his brow furrows into two neat lines that meet frantically between his eyes, leaving an indentation that does very little for his appearance other than to make me smile. I want to tut, offer him my advice on how to better care for his skin, smooth away unnecessary furrows with my fingertips, but I glance away, suppressing a smile I do not feel he will appreciate. This poor chap obviously has far more to deal with than my unfettered observations of his daily hygiene habits or rising stress levels.

His hands are not ageing well, which is a shame because I sense this gentleman could look appealing if he took a little extra time over his appearance. However, his skin has the look of a fellow who has neglected himself long enough. He’s in his thirties, no doubt, although he might soon pass for forty if he isn’t careful. Deep creases are already forming at the knuckles, the beginnings of sunspots he probably hasn’t noticed. He has a slight tremble in one hand as if stress is beginning to take a toll he is equally not yet aware of. The poor fellow needs to be more careful, look after himself better, relax. He smells of strong, cheap coffee. That might explain the jitters.

‘Adam? Adam Mires?’ He glances my way, holding a prematurely creased hand towards my own. Adam. Oh my goodness, why am I not surprised? I resist an urge to sigh loudly into this confined space. At least, that explains this unfortunate moment. I lift my hand (he assumes I am about to shake his), but instead, I brush a stray hair from my cheek that is threatening to bristle my eye socket, scratch my pupil, cause unrequired irritation. That will never do. I require a clear view of this chap. I oddly wish to get to know him better.

‘I’m afraid not, my dear fellow,’ I reply, somewhat begrudgingly, inwardly berating Adam for arriving so promptly and then retreating to leave me, as usual, to clear away his mess.

‘Oh?’ The poor vexed chap is standing in front of me now, palms clammy with overwork and stress, hair already dulled from a cheap shampoo he isn’t aware is not helping its condition in the slightest. He glances at several files in front of him that he has seemingly not yet looked at, towards notes he now assumes has been given in error. He looks around, towards the door, back to me. Then he sighs. I do wish I could help in his moment of need. As it is, I can only sit and watch. ‘I’m sorry, but they told me your name is—’

‘I’m terribly sorry that your time seems to have been wasted.’ I cannot help but offer the poor fellow a sigh of my own now, unwilling to explain things further to this unassuming wretch standing awkwardly before me. ‘But you may call me David, if you wish.’ I nod my head, remembering my manners. After all, polite etiquette is required when meeting new people. I must retain composure.

‘David?’ Again, with the confused, bemused, half-berating stare. I immediately confirm that he is not a police officer. The police do not care for matters of polite discussion, merely facts, statements, records they wish to file away quickly. Tick those little boxes that seem to keep them all so very busy.

‘David Mallory,’ I confirm, bowing my head, our introduction complete, irritated that this guy has not yet introduced himself to me. He begins writing something on a piece of scrap paper he has pulled from his pocket. He sits down, still flustered, still unsure why he has been called here today. He is reading something, confusion apparent, yet seemingly unwilling to concern himself with facts neither of us can change. When he finally looks my way, I am almost taken aback by the brilliance of his striking blue eyes. My pupils have dilated. I cannot help it.

‘Okay then. Well, good morning, David. My name is Doctor Flanigan.’ Doctor? Well, well. That is a much better introduction, if I do conclude, although a doctor in what, exactly? I take my time absorbing his presence, hoping he cannot see my increased interest. He is certainly not qualified in anything medical. His hands are far too shaky to practice any potential surgery, and I equally conclude he is also no police doctor, judging by his current mannerisms and failing presence of mind. At least the poor sod seems to have composed himself now, thankfully. We might resume a relatively normal conversation. The good doctor attempts a smile, thinks better of it, turning his mouth slightly at the corners before turning his attention to notes we both know he has not yet had time to read. No. He is certainly no medical doctor. A psychologist? Yes, indeed. How typical of the Eastcliff Police to introduce such a person to me.

I nod. ‘Doctor Flanigan,’ I repeat calmly, the chirps of my beautiful birds forming in my head, my mannerisms, although outwardly relaxed, requiring much-needed fresh air, an escape from this room, an escape from this man. From Doctor Flanigan.

He smiles, allowing me to see teeth that are straight, white enough to be considered hygienically acceptable. Relatively few fillings, I am glad to note. I glance towards the table in front of us, my heart beating a little faster than intended. It is hardly appropriate.

‘May I ask you a question, David?’ the good doctor has now placed those generously moisturised hands on the table in front of me, folding his fingers together casually. He reminds me of a teacher I once knew.

‘If you must,’ I reply with a curt tone. He is beginning to bore me now. It is a shame.

‘Why did you tell the police your name is Adam Mires?’ He is pointed in his assumptions that I have lied and therefore must be lying now. The poor man is unable to fathom such wayward motives from a seemingly rational individual.

I tip my head backwards, focusing my attention on the ageing, peeling polystyrene ceiling tiles overhead that I am perturbed to discover, require a clean. ‘I do not control what Adam does, my dear.’ It is true. Adam is his own man. His actions, therefore, have nothing whatsoever to do with me. I am, however, beginning to form a better picture of his recent actions. Today’s police interview is something I know only he could have instigated. How infuriating.

‘I still don’t know who this Adam person is?’ The good doctor is relentless in his quest. I would usually be intrigued by his interest. Not today.

‘Why do you need to know?’ He is irritating me now, and unfortunately, I am in no mood for irritation. The day is waning.

‘Is Adam a relative of yours?’ This fellow is trying, I’ll give him that much.

I laugh, unable to prevent my throat from forming an automatic response to his unexpected probing. ‘Something like that.’ I have no immediate intention of expressing more about myself or Adam today. Come to think of it, this moment is hardly deserving of such a personal introduction at all. I hardly know the man. It would be entirely inappropriate.

‘Well, I can’t speak candidly with you unless I know why you are now claiming to be someone else. Who exactly is Adam Mires to you?’ He taps a chewed pencil against a file in front of him. I want to remove it from his hand and lay it on the table. Remember your manners, my dear fellow.

I swallow, shrugging aching shoulders now in need of a hot bath. I breathe in the intoxicating scent of this man, private thoughts left to linger inside a mind that I do not currently wish to acknowledge.

‘The police are under the impression that your name is Adam,’ he continues, oblivious to my private musing. ‘So, why are you now claiming to be called David?’

‘My name is David Mallory. I have already told you as much.’ I glance skyward, pressing my lips together in protest of words I cannot speak. Whatever Adam has or has not done has nothing to do with me.

‘Okay.’ The good doctor is sitting back in his chair, chewing his bottom lip. I sense this is an unconscious decision. I’m confident the poor man does not realise that his lips are already looking sore in places, in need of lip balm. I have some in my pocket, yet I refrain from offering it. I do not wish to offend. ‘Then why did you come here under the false name of Adam Mires?’

‘I did no such thing.’ I cannot help offering him a sharp look, my irritation prickly. It is unfortunate. When my anger becomes aroused, terrible things happen. He has, in fact, aroused me in more ways than one today. It is a shame he is unaware of such a truth.

‘You know it’s a crime to lie to the police, don’t you, David?’

I glare at this man. How dare he assume to know my thoughts? ‘Why do you care so much about Adam?’

‘I don’t even know Adam. But you obviously do.’ He refrains from adding “I can see it in your eyes.” It’s probably just as well. Nothing good exists there.

‘What exactly did Adam confess to this time?’ I sigh, wishing to understand what he has expressed so I can
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