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Prologue

He’d been looking for something else when he made the shocking discovery. The grisly, stomach-churning discovery that would change everything …

He had been walking along, here on the beach, looking for treasure no less – buried or otherwise – if you can believe such a thing. And he did, had done all his life. Believed the tales his father had told him about this place when he was young, about the smugglers and the pirates. Loved it when his old man had read Treasure Island to him at bedtime when he was little.

Jeremy Platt had only recently moved back to the area, partly to keep an eye on his ageing dad now that the man’s wife, Jeremy’s mum, had passed away; partly because his own marriage to Alice – who he’d met at college in the nearby town of Mantlethorpe – had fallen apart. Now, here they both were … alone, together.

They’d joke about it sometimes, over a pint in their local, or a game of dominoes, though their laughter would fade quite quickly. But at least they had each other, the roles reversed from when Jeremy had been little; now he had to read to his father because of his failing eyesight. Something that had put paid to the old bloke’s hobby of amateur writing, and one of the reasons why he liked to stand at the window with those binoculars, looking out over the sea. Or had done, until a couple of days ago.

Until the heart attack.

Jeremy had been the one to make the discovery then too, calling round early because he couldn’t reach him on the phone; all the while telling himself it was just lines down because of the storm. Instead, finding him collapsed on the floor, phone off the hook after clearly trying to reach it and ring for help. Jeremy had rung for an ambulance instead, straight away. They’d whisked him off to hospital, and there had followed an anxious few hours, waiting to hear the worst.

When the doctor came out and told Jeremy his dad had stabilised, he’d almost hugged the fellow. ‘What he needs now, more than anything, is rest,’ the physician had said to Jeremy, ‘and time to recover.’ He’d been allowed to sit by the bedside, even though Mr Platt Snr was still pretty out of it – wires running in and out of him, like some kind of robot. And Jeremy had cried, watching him, realising just how frail he was for the first time. How he might lose another parent before long.

To be honest, he’d come here today to give himself a break more than anything. The hospital had promised to call if there was any change and he could be back in no time.

So here he was, on said beach, looking for excitement, looking for treasure. Just like his old man had promised. All part of a hobby he’d taken up, something to occupy his time while he looked for – and had failed so far to find – work in the area. So, with what was left over from the redundancy package and his share of the marital savings, he’d treated himself to a metal detector.

Jeremy had often spotted people wandering up and down the sands, sweeping those things from left to right, and thought it looked like fun. Well, you never knew what you might find out there. The guy in the shop, that fellow with the beard and cargo trousers – front pockets bulging, so full Jeremy wondered how he walked without falling over – had done nothing to dissuade him. Had been a self-confessed expert on the subject, happy to give him lots of tips … Not to mention sell him the best detector on the market, or so he claimed: the Equinox 800 with the large coil, perfect for places like beaches.

It had continued to rain off and on since the storm, and that made for perfect conditions as far as detecting was concerned. ‘When everything’s wet,’ the bloke from the shop had told him, ‘it soaks into the ground and helps you spot anything that’s deeper down. Ground’s had a drink, see?’

He’d also advised Jeremy not to be in a rush, to expect lots of trash. ‘Ninety-five per cent of what you’ll find,’ cargo guy had said, simultaneously showing him how to swing the machine – not too fast and not in great arcs, ‘it’ll be junk.’

He hadn’t been wrong. In the months he’d been doing this, Jeremy had found enough bottle-tops to pebbledash a house, old-fashioned keys, the backs of watches, tin cans, safety pins, bits of shiny metal that looked like mirrors …

However, he’d also found enough to encourage him to carry on: toy cars (a couple of which had actually ended up being collectors’ items); an old whistle once (which he hadn’t dared blow, recalling an old ghost story he’d read in his teens); a few lighters; a couple of rings; and, though they weren’t doubloons as such, quite a few pound coins that must have fallen out of wallets, purses or pockets. The point was, he had fun while he was doing it – and at the moment he needed that, needed to take his mind off things. Off his dad lying there in bed looking like C-3PO.

He stopped when the beeping in his earphones intensified. Jeremy stared at the screen in front of him: 12 … 13 … no, 14! A pretty good reading, he thought, pulling the ’phones from his ears to wear them around his neck. Bending and taking out his trowel from his pack, he placed the detector down and began digging in the spot it had indicated. What would it be this time – a gold chain perhaps? Down, down, and further down …

Jeremy stopped when he saw the metal, couldn’t help grinning to himself. The last few bits of sand he dug out with his gloved hands, fingers clawing, eager to see what it was he’d uncovered.

He stopped when he reached it, plucked the item out and held it up in front of him – where it glinted in the early morning sun. His smile faded. ‘Just an old ring-pull,’ he said to himself, the kind you wouldn’t get these days because they were fixed to the lid. Sighing, he bagged it anyway, to stop another hunter from making the same mistake – and to keep those beaches clean, of course. They were a far cry from what they’d been when he was a kid, or indeed when his father had been a boy, and Jeremy wasn’t even sure they deserved the name Golden Sands that had been given them now, their colour dull even when it hadn’t been raining.

But it was as he’d contemplated this that he spotted it. Something in that dull sand, along the beach. Something not that well buried at all, sticking out in fact – just ripe for the taking. He looked around him, the beach deserted – though to be fair you wouldn’t really get many tourists on this stretch of it anyway. They’d stick to the main beach for swimming and so they were closer to the pier and shops. Grabbing his stuff, he clambered to his feet and started over. He couldn’t be sure what it was really, but it was glinting.

It was metal. It was gold … Golden at any rate.

Didn’t even need his detector this time, which was real irony for you. All that sweeping, all that beeping. The closer he got the more he saw of it, some kind of strap … a watchstrap! Looked like it belonged to an expensive one, too. Just a bit of it sticking out, but there it was.

Jeremy got down again, started to uncover the find as he had done with the ring-pull. He hadn’t been digging for long, perhaps only a few seconds, when he pulled back sharply. It was a watchstrap all right, with a watch attached. But there was skin there too.

And a wrist.

Swallowing dryly, he moved forward again. His imagination surely, eyes playing tricks on him. He dug a little more, pulled back again.

There was a hand attached to that wrist. A human hand.

Jeremy hadn’t uncovered much of it, but he could tell now – and though it was at an angle, it looked for all the world like a much dryer version of The Lady in the Lake’s hand reaching up for Excalibur. Except there was no sword to catch. And this was no lady’s hand.

He scrabbled backwards again, felt the bile rising in his mouth. That was a body, no doubt about it – and his mind flashed back to when he and his mum used to bury his dad when they went on the sands (might be burying him for real soon, a little voice whispered and he promptly ignored it). But surely nobody would have done that by accident? Left a relative here, especially in this isolated spot.

Jeremy frowned, then reached into his pocket for his mobile. Began to dial a number.

There you go, that same voice had told him, you wanted excitement. An adventure. He shook his head again, shook those thoughts away too.

‘Yes, hello,’ he said when the ringing at the other end stopped and a voice came on the line. Not asking for an ambulance this time, because it was far too late for that. Instead: ‘Yes, could you give me the police please.’




Part One

Golden Sands acquired its name because the first people to settle there were struck by the colour of the beaches. The sands, a vibrant golden shade, remain some of the most impressive and cleanest in Britain. Located on the east coast, not too far from Dracula country and only a hop, skip and a jump from places like Redmarket and Granfield – which is why it remains a popular holiday destination with people who live in those localities – it is a family-orientated town (population of around 12,000, who live there the whole year round … lucky souls!).

For those history buffs among you, Golden Sands was once known as a smugglers’ cove and notorious pirate haunt – you can still ride in the galleon that departs from the harbour at twelve o’clock, midday, and which will take you all around the bay area. Some also say that Golden Sands got its name because those same smugglers and pirates used to hide their treasure in caves or indeed on the beach itself, which is why it attracts its fair share of divers and treasure hunters, keen to uncover a welcome surprise.




Chapter 1

Why did she put herself through this, time and again?

She had no idea. No, that wasn’t true. She knew exactly why she came here: to learn; to document; to look for hidden clues that might help with future cases. With hunting people like this – those who did so much harm. But that wasn’t the main reason, was it? As Robyn Adams made her way down this corridor, having already gone through the various security checks so far, she thought once more about the why of it. The real reason.

And that reason was to see if she’d been right.

Robyn caught a glimpse of herself in some security glass as the guards escorted her, noting how tired she looked. Her blonde hair, which was streaked through with more and more silver these days, was yanked back into a bun, but that was still doing nothing to stretch and conceal the wrinkles that had appeared over the course of the last couple of years or so. Wrinkles that coincided with taking this job on, not that it was – had ever really been – her real job. More of an extra-curricular activity that the university allowed her to partake in, the kudos they got for having someone like her on their payroll more than compensation enough; all those mentions in the academic papers she had published, those stories in the newspapers. As long as she kept up with her lectures and marking, they were happy enough. And as long as she was helping the police to put away the bad guys, their government funding was also more or less assured.

It had been a total accident, how she’d ended up working for the cops. She’d been at a charity event to raise awareness for cancer research, representing their faculty, and due to her lack of a plus-one had been placed at the table for dinner next to a man who introduced himself only as Gordon, which for most of the evening she’d assumed was his first name rather than his last. He was about ten years older than her, but wore it well, even with the dyed hair – had aged better than she was doing recently, that was for sure – and at first she thought he was trying to chat her up. He’d asked about her work, taking more of an interest than she usually expected people to, especially at an event with free wine.

For a couple of hours or more, he’d quizzed her about various disorders and treatments, ranging from OCD to schizophrenia, and when it came time for them to say goodnight she realised she knew barely anything about the guy, aside from the fact he was a widower and a huge Bruce Springsteen fan.

‘Well, it’s been nice talking to you, Gordon,’ Robyn had said, holding out her hand when their respective taxis arrived.

‘You too, Doctor. I’m sorry I monopolised your time, but it was all genuinely fascinating … Oh, and please call me Peter. Or Pete if you prefer.’

Robyn had assumed that was that, because he didn’t ask for her number or anything and didn’t proffer his own. She didn’t find out until a day or so later that she’d spent the entire evening talking to one Superintendent Peter Gordon (whose nickname in some quarters was ‘The Commissioner’ after that famous character in a certain comics series). He got in touch with Robyn through the uni and asked for her to come in to their local station at Hannerton. It had been weird seeing him out of context – the switch between dinner jacket and bow-tie to full dress uniform jarring – but he’d given her that same warm smile from the other night, then offered her a seat across from him as he settled down behind a huge, oak desk.

‘Am … am I in trouble?’ had been her first question to him, and he’d laughed.

‘Far from it, Robyn. Far from it. Indeed, I think we might be ones in trouble and could really use your help.’

Over tea and biscuits, he’d told her about a case his people were working on that had stumped them all. A series of killings that had been in the news – young girls who’d been found dumped in various locations. Who’d been killed, bitten and partially eaten, then wrapped up in rope. ‘Some kind of bondage thing, was our initial assessment,’ Gordon informed her and Robyn had frowned. ‘What?’

‘I don’t think the tying up is a sex thing, Superintendent.’

He shook his head and for a moment she thought he was disagreeing with her, but then he said, ‘Peter, or Pete. Or plain old Gordon. Look, maybe it’s best if I take you over and introduce you to some of the team working on this. Get you to have a look at what they’ve come up with so far …’ He paused suddenly. ‘If that’s okay with you, of course?’

She’d nodded and that’s exactly what Gordon had done: he introduced Robyn to people like DI Rick Cavendish and his loyal band of DS’s and DC’s, many of whom had worked together for ages. She hadn’t exactly been welcomed with open arms by everyone, some saying that Gordon was too trusting and they didn’t need a person like her – a psychologist – sticking her nose in. But once she was given access to the findings so far, the evidence they’d been sorting through, she’d come up with some theories, and even the naysayers had started to take notice.

Then, after she’d drafted a profile that helped them catch the person they were looking for, Robyn was definitely flavour of the month – especially when she insisted it be classed as a team effort. ‘You guys had already done the legwork on this; it just needed a fresh set of eyes was all.’

Fresh eyes to see that the cannibalism was the key, that the person they were looking for – Adrian Nance – thought he could outdo Iranian serial killer ‘The Spider’, Saeed Hanaei. But Nance not only lured women back to his place like flies into a web, he also tied them up and ate bits of them, ‘becoming’ the arachnid he wanted to emulate. That extended to actually keeping spiders, the more exotic the better, and that was how they found him in the end: tracking anyone who’d bought such animals in the area.

So now, whenever Cavendish and his team needed those eyes of hers, she was called upon. In the time she’d spent with them, she’d helped with cases such as the so-called Postcode Killer, who was chopping up people who lived in a certain location; and Dennis Wilde, who some called The Baby, because he was leaving bodies in the foetal position … Right up to this last case she’d worked on, paying a personal price for his incarceration.

Kevin Sykes. The one who’d taken her prisoner, who’d almost killed her. The man she was on her way to see right now, today. Who was the reason she was hesitating, questioning why she was coming here in the first place and putting herself through all this.

Breathing in deeply, she just placed one foot in front of the other. The material of her trouser suit was swishing with each step, causing her to wince, every sound magnified in this place of echoes. Even her shoes – flats rather than heels (for one thing, the latter could be used as a weapon if any of the inmates got hold of them) – were still making clacking sounds, beating out the rhythm of her journey, matching her heartbeat that was quickening with each metre she covered in this place. The place they called Gateside. Located out in the middle of nowhere, this maximum-security facility for the criminally insane was definitely a misnomer, because it only had one gate – at the front, rather than on the sides – which was so heavily guarded that even if an inmate somehow reached it they would get no further.

Those who called Gordon ‘The Commissioner’ also referred to Gateside as Arkham, though once again they were totally wrong. Far from the gothic monstrosity that asylum was, this was new and clean – all white walls and metal and toughened glass. None of which made her feel any better about being inside its walls. Because as much as she knew the science of how the people kept here ticked, as much as she’d studied things like nature versus nurture, behavioural patterns and brain scans showing whether people had shrunken amygdalae (the seat of emotion, of empathy, conscience and remorse) or not, when you got right down to it, the prisoners shut away in this place were just plain scary.

Robyn usually did her best to hide her fear, putting on a front as always, because showing it only made things worse. You’d get nothing out of subjects if they thought you were terrified; it would just make them want to ‘play’ with you more. Serial killers liked to be in control, liked that feeling. If Robyn was to find out anything during her visits to Gateside, she had to at least appear as if she was the one in the driving seat. Easier said than done, when the man you were facing had once towered above you and been ready to take your life.

All too soon she was there, at the final door. Robyn peered in through the square of glass in an otherwise solid metal barrier, seeing him handcuffed at the table there, attached to chains that ran through metal hooks welded to the table – which itself was bolted to the floor for added security. She would be safe enough, especially with the guards just outside the doors here. Sykes wasn’t deemed as dangerous as some in Gateside, who you could only communicate with through bars or toughened glass, guards on either side ready to taser the person. She was at least allowed to sit in a room, sit down at a table with her … patient. A patient Robyn knew would never, ever be cured.

She swallowed again, sucked in another breath, and nodded at one of the guards who’d been with her since the inner door. He was dressed like something out of Judge Dredd, everything padded for his own protection, baton hanging from a belt at his waist – taser on the other side, looking for all the world like some kind of futuristic handgun. When he nodded back, helmet wobbling slightly, he reached out with gloved hands and undid the lock with a key-card, then held his hand out for Robyn to enter, like he was a butler at some kind of swish stately home.

Sykes barely looked up when she stepped inside the room, which was probably a good thing because the door slamming shut again made her start a little. Instead, he kept his head down, as if he was studying something in front of him on the table – though there was nothing there – bald patch on top clearly visible; premature for someone of his age. He wore the pale-yellow boiler-suit-style uniform of all the prisoners here, the theory being you wouldn’t then confuse them with the guards who were in muted blues and greys. Here, yellow rather than orange was the new black, but then Robyn doubted any of them were concerned about fashion.

Only when she reached the table itself did Sykes acknowledge her presence, looking up slowly and regarding her with those penetrating eyes. The ones she’d gazed into when she thought she was about to die.

‘Hello, Dr Adams,’ he said with a smile that sent shivers down her spine. ‘I wondered when I’d see you again.’




Chapter 2

Sykes’ tone was even and considered; unemotional.

Yet it was as if he knew Robyn couldn’t stay away, that she’d have to return and look again into those eyes, even though most people would have emigrated and spent the rest of their lives trying to forget the whole thing ever happened.

Not her. She was drawn back to this kind of thing again and again, and somehow Sykes knew that. Sensed it.

‘I’m just sorry it took so long, Kevin,’ she told him.

‘Well,’ he said, leaning back as best he could, ‘you were recovering. How are the scars, Doctor?’

She flashed back then to the attack, brutal and unrelenting, before dismissing it from her mind. ‘Pretty much healed,’ she replied, which was true enough. The scars from the cuts had almost healed, the most you could see now were the white lines where they’d been. As for the emotional scars, that was something else entirely. Robyn pulled the chair out, unintentionally scraping the floor and causing Sykes to wince. Then she sat down, taking out her micro-recorder and placing it on the table. ‘Do you mind if I …’

Sykes shrugged, then nodded to the cameras in the corners of the room behind her, which were scrutinising everything, as if to say: why bother?

‘This is for my benefit,’ Robyn explained. ‘My own research.’

He smiled again. ‘I see. If you’re expecting my help to catch Buffalo Bill, though …’

Robyn gave a snort, thinking to herself: Don’t kid yourself, you’re no Anthony Hopkins, mate. ‘Just hoping to talk to you, Kevin. That’s all.’

‘I would have thought you knew everything there is to know about me already, Doctor. How else would you have caught me? Oh, except you didn’t actually catch me, did you. I caught you if anything.’

‘And why did you do that, Kevin? It’s not as if I fitted your usual pattern. I wasn’t even the right sex, was I? Which was why, when it came right down to it, you couldn’t—’

‘I wanted to … to make you pay,’ he cut in. ‘For ruining everything.’

‘For stopping you from ruining any more lives, from taking any more lives.’ It was a statement rather than a question. ‘Devastating other families, like the ones you’ve already destroyed. Children who will grow up now without fathers, because of you.’

Sykes spat on the floor and Robyn couldn’t help herself, she instinctively sat back in her own chair, putting more distance between them both. It was a show of emotion she hadn’t been expecting – usually killers like this were good at mimicking those, but lacked the capacity to feel them. Then again, she had just mentioned his trigger. The father figure.

Kevin Sykes had grown up in an environment where his father was definitely the one in control, who made it clear in no uncertain terms that he wanted Kevin to be a real man when he was older … tough and strong and as in command as that man was, especially when it came to ruling a household. Ruling over Kevin’s mother, who couldn’t do a thing to stop him. But no matter what he did, Kevin was always destined to fall short of the mark – and that constant abuse would eventually turn him into the killer he was destined to become.

‘They’re better off without their fathers,’ Sykes told her then.

‘I think they might disagree with you there, Kevin. Those men you kidnapped, took, on their way home from work … and then killed. They weren’t like your own dad; they were loved. And they loved their children, took care of them.’

Sykes’ lip curled. ‘They’re all the same. They deserved what they got.’

Robyn shook her head. ‘No. No, they didn’t. You were trying to punish your father, I realise that. He died before you could do what you wanted to do to him. But those men, they didn’t deserve that kind of treatment.’

‘What’s deserve got to do with it?’ snapped Sykes.

‘Everything,’ said Robyn sadly. ‘No one deserved what you did. Not even your father.’

‘You don’t know … You think you understand, but …’ Sykes shook his head.

Robyn understood enough. Had worked out from studying the case, a series of missing persons – all male, thirty-five to forty-something, all fathers – that whoever took them wanted to punish someone. Punish a father figure definitely, but also by association punish a wife and mother. Might also see it as freeing the children left behind somehow, like he was doing some good. From there, working with Cavendish and the team, they’d figured out how he was selecting the victims – how he had to have known enough about them to cherry-pick.

‘Who do we give information like that to?’ she’d said, thinking out loud one night in the station, Cavendish nearby and supplying her with cup after cup of coffee.

‘The government, doctors, people in positions of power,’ the DI had replied, leaning on a nearby desk, playing with that ponytail of his and narrowing his eyebrows.

‘All positions of trust, yes. And of course that’s how Shipman was able to do what he did. But … no, I don’t think we’re dealing with someone who’d spend years training to do all that. I think he was quite eager to get started once he became an adult, those fantasies he dreamed of when he was young nagging at him more and more. Needing to move on from the Aura Phase to the Trolling Phase pretty quickly. From imagining it, to planning. These might not even be his first victims, Cav,’ she’d told him, comfortable now using the name other members of his team called him by. ‘He might have done this elsewhere; we just wouldn’t have put it together.’

‘So someone still quite young, you reckon?’ he’d asked her, scratching his goatee beard now; combined with his hair, it made him look a bit like a Musketeer she always thought.

‘Yeah, I think so. And what kind of jobs can young people walk into that give them access to that kind of information?’ Robyn had tapped a pen against her mouth as she thought about it. ‘Maybe even without any background checks … Telemarketing perhaps, or …’ They’d both turned to each other at the same time and said it:

‘Street marketing!’

The kind of people who annoy you by stopping you in the street, asking you questions. ‘We never really ask for their credentials,’ Robyn had continued. ‘It might not even be his real job. Offer some kind of incentive, like a prize draw for a holiday or whatever, get them to fill in a form. He might even get them to post back a questionnaire, have a PO Box set up?’

‘And Bob’s your uncle,’ Cavendish had said with a whistle. ‘Instant victim database. He’d know if people had wives or not, kids …’

‘Most importantly,’ Robyn had said, ‘he’d know their work and home addresses. He’d know just where to grab them between the two.’

‘Christ. That’s it! That’s how we’ll get him.’

And they had – almost. Teams had been organised to question the questionnaire people in the city of Hannerton and the neighbouring towns, asking for credentials. Only one person had bolted, led officers quite a merry chase before they lost him again. But in the process, he dropped his clipboard. Dropped the questionnaires he’d been handing out, complete with the PO Box people should send it back to in order to win a non-existent car. They traced the person who’d set it all up to a bedsit, a small apartment that had been searched thoroughly – with Robyn present. Kevin Sykes had fitted her profile almost exactly: mid-twenties and having lost his father a few years beforehand – his mother rotting away in some state-run home – he wasn’t originally from the area.

‘Now all we need to do is find him,’ Cavendish said, though they were all painfully aware he could be anywhere now. Might be setting something similar up somewhere else, under a different name. There was nothing stopping him.

A week or two went by after that, and Robyn had been walking to her Citroën in the university’s car park when she felt sure someone was following her. Racing to her vehicle she’d beeped it open and thrown herself inside, shrugging off her coat and pulling out her mobile, ready to report anything amiss. Only Sykes had been waiting inside the car for her, in the back seat, and the next thing she knew there was a handkerchief over her mouth and nose, the strong smell of chloroform assaulting her nostrils.

Then everything went black …

When she woke up again, everything was still black. Her eyelids fluttered, were definitely open, yet she couldn’t see anything. Was she blind? Robyn also couldn’t move very much, but realised that her hands were tied behind her back – felt like a plastic zip-tie – as were her legs, pulled together at the ankles. Her cheek kept brushing a cold, smooth surface, so she knew she was on the floor somewhere. Just didn’t have a clue where. What’s more, the police wouldn’t have a clue either.

She had no idea how long she’d waited in there, but a sudden banging made her start. And when the place was flooded with light suddenly, Robyn knew whoever had taken her was back. Grateful – when she blinked once, twice, making out shapes – that she wasn’t actually blind, her gratitude soon evaporated when she realised what was surrounding her. Or at least what little she could see from that floor.

The walls threw back her reflection … reflections, because they were covered in mirrors of all shapes and sizes; some with frames, others without. When she could tear her eyes away from them, Robyn saw that the room – which was no more than about fifteen feet by fifteen – seemingly had no way out. No, that wasn’t correct: the door, which itself was covered in mirrors, was shut, locked, and there was someone else in the space with her now. Might have been there for some time before he put the lights on, who knows.

He was average build, hairline receding at the front, and dressed in a shirt and trousers. She found out later that Sykes’ father had equated jeans with layabouts, always ‘encouraging’ his son to dress properly. Clean-shaven, the guy didn’t even have sideburns, but those eyes … dear God, his eyes! He was also wearing latex gloves, and when she looked down Robyn understood why the floor was so smooth.

It was covered in plastic, pinned down tightly. The kind that would be easy to roll up and get rid of, getting rid of evidence at the same time.

She was in Sykes’ murder room, the place he’d taken those men to kill them. The one bit of the puzzle they hadn’t figured out yet. But where … where …

Suddenly, he was moving towards her – and he had a knife in his hand. ‘Kevin. Kevin, wait!’ Robyn shouted. She didn’t bother calling out for help, figuring that if this was where he dispatched his prey it was bound to either be soundproofed or there was nobody around for miles. Couldn’t risk being discovered, being interrupted in his work, whatever that was (they’d had no bodies to examine on that score, none of the missing men having been recovered – alive or dead – though it was probably safe to say they were no longer breathing).

Towering over her, he hadn’t spoken a word, just lunged with the knife … To cut the plastic ties holding her ankles together. Then, moments later, she was on her feet – almost fell over sideways because legs that were practically dead were attempting to hold her weight. Robyn hoped the rest of her wasn’t about to follow suit. ‘Kevin, look, we can talk about this. I’m Dr Adams and—’

‘I know who you are!’ he’d said with a snarl. Of course he did, he’d been waiting for her in the car. Knew where she worked, knew that she’d been assisting the police to find him, and Lord knows what else. ‘You’re the reason I have to start again, move away!’

‘I can help you, Kevin. Talk to me, tell me what you—’

‘No talk,’ he whispered in her ear, pulling them both around to face one of the mirrors. ‘It’s time to end this.’

But then he’d paused, as if he was used to doing something at this point with his victims. Used to saying or getting them to say something into the reflective surface. But he just hung his head, shook it. ‘No … no.’

Robyn saw her window of opportunity, and seized it. ‘What? What is it, Kevin? Something to do with your dad? Is that it? To do with mirrors and your dad?’

‘No … No!’

‘What? What is it you do with those men, to those men? To make you feel better, to make you feel like you’re in charge? In contro—’

But she pushed it too far and Sykes grabbed her, shoving her back into one of the mirrors, which shattered behind her, showering her with glass. Robyn even felt one or two of the shards embedding themselves into her shoulder blades through the blouse she was wearing, having been relieved at some point of her jacket. He swung Robyn again and again into more of the mirrors that were clearly somehow significant to him and his practices, until she fell to her knees. Then he lowered the knife and held it to her throat.

This is it, thought Robyn. After all these cases, after all the good I’ve done, this is the end for me.

Except Sykes hadn’t been able to do it. Hadn’t been able to kill her, as frustrating as that seemed to be for him. Then the sirens had come, the breaking open of the door and the men entering with their guns up and aiming at Sykes. Forcing him down, as Cavendish rushed over to Robyn – now on the floor again. Shouting for the paramedics, he’d freed her hands.

That was the last thing she remembered before waking up in the hospital, surrounded by Cav, Gordon and a few of her other colleagues, all with looks of huge relief on their faces. ‘How … how did you …?’ Robyn was aware she was slurring her words, on some kind of strong painkillers, but they understood what she was trying to ask.

‘He’d registered a lock-up in his mother’s name,’ the DI told her. ‘We didn’t find out about it until after you’d been taken. Just sorry it took so long.’

Sorry it took so long … Her words to Sykes when she arrived, and it brought her back to the here and now, sitting across the table from the man they now knew had carved up all of those missing men and carried bits of them away in cases to dispose of, to bury. He’d told them happily after he was in custody where they could find them, was even proud of what he’d done. Oddly, he hadn’t used the knife to take their lives, but rather had strangled his victims. More intimate, Robyn had informed Cavendish, and slower, giving him time to see the life leave them as they fought for breath.

‘You weren’t able to kill me, though, were you Kevin,’ she said to him now, as their allotted hour drew to a close. ‘Weren’t able to do to me what you did to those men.’

‘I did enough.’

Robyn shook her head. What he’d done, he’d done out of annoyance not out of revenge. ‘You see, I think a part of you understood that your mother didn’t have a choice. That she was frightened of your dad. It’s why you’ve only killed men, only killed fathers.’ The press had dubbed Sykes ‘The Oedipus Killer’ after the fact, but as with all things they totally misunderstood what he was about. Oedipus wanted to kill his father and sleep with his mother, while Sykes had simply wanted his father dead; had no interest in anything else. ‘But why the mirrors, Kevin?’

‘You tell me,’ he said to her.

‘I have my theories, but I’d rather hear it from you. What did your father used to do with them? Why were they significant?’

Sykes shrugged once more, as if he didn’t see any reason to withhold it now. ‘He … he would grab me by the neck, point to himself and say, “That’s what a man looks like, boy!” Then he’d force me to look at myself and ask me what I saw.’

‘And what did you say back?’

Sykes sneered at her.

She shook her head. ‘All those families,’ Robyn said again.

‘They’re better off,’ Sykes repeated. ‘Sometimes it’s better to be by yourself.’ He studied her. ‘You disagree?’

Robyn said nothing. Then, without warning, ‘I feel very sorry for you, Kevin. Even after everything you’ve done.’ And she meant it.

‘I feel more sorry for you,’ he threw back.

‘Why?’

‘Because I’m alone by choice. You’re not. Who do you have, Doctor? Not a boyfriend, or husband. I know that from following you.’ That made Robyn shiver again, the thought that Sykes had been tailing her before he jumped her. ‘You try and make up for it with your little police friends, but somehow that just doesn’t cut it, does it? At least I had a family, as messed up as it was. Who do you have? Nobody, I think.’

Perhaps he was as perceptive as Lecter after all, she thought. Then she rose, switching off her recorder as she snatched it up. Robyn walked to the door as calmly as she could, rapping on it to be let out. But his words trailed her as she left Sykes behind in that room.

‘Who do you have? Nobody you can turn to … nobody who’ll ever really need you.’

***

Robyn made it to her car, sliding in behind the wheel again – checking the back seat first, as was her habit now – before the tears came.

She’d thought she was ready for this, had always been a big believer in facing your demons. They were, after all, stock in trade where her line of work was concerned. Both Cav and Gordon had warned her it was too soon, said that she really should talk to someone herself, but she’d wanted to prove them wrong she supposed. And it had at least proved some of those theories correct she’d had about Sykes, about his father, about the mirrors. But oh, the price she’d paid, back then and now.

He’d got inside her head. How had he done that? Was it purely because they’d spent that time together in the lock-up – how vulnerable that had made her, how scared Robyn had been that she was going to die? Or something more, the way he’d studied her almost like she studied people like him, like she’d come up with notions about his life … And hadn’t he been proved just as correct back there?

Who do you have? Nobody.

Who did she have?

Your little police friends.

They’d accepted her, they needed her – didn’t they? Robyn told herself they did, but Cav and his team had been solving crimes long before she came along. And some were still wary of having a psychologist around, weren’t they? In case she saw something she shouldn’t, was analysing them or whatever? Suspicious of her.

How many of them ever invite you to their houses, Robyn? she said to herself. They’re your friends, like family – that’s how you think of them anyway – and yet …

Then there was Cav. Happily married Cav.

Sometimes it’s better to be by yourself …

Not a boyfriend, or husband.

Robyn began slamming the steering wheel, pounding it with the heels of her hands – so hard it rocked the car from side to side – and she screamed. Then she threw herself back into the seat, suddenly looking about her, worried that she might have drawn attention to herself, even though she’d deliberately parked all the way at the back of the facility’s car park.

Nobody had seen her outburst, her tantrum as her late mother would have called it when she was little. Robyn’s back ached, the soreness returning that she knew was just psychosomatic. Yet she found herself reaching into her pocket again for the painkillers, the ones they’d returned to her when she left the facility, along with anything else she wasn’t allowed to take in with her.

She popped a couple into her mouth and held them there for a moment, relishing the sourness of their taste … before reaching into the glove compartment for the bottle of water there. She’d been signed off from the pills for a couple of weeks, but found that she couldn’t really do without them. Had sourced some herself when her doctor wouldn’t give her any more, said that she was worried Robyn might become addicted. If you knew the right people, however, and especially if you were in the profession, you could get hold of just about anything. She’d be the judge of when she needed to come off them! When the pain stopped, Robyn promised herself. When things didn’t hurt quite so much. When she could sleep without relying on other pills, or alcohol.

Like mother, like—

The tinkling sound of her phone – which had also been recently returned to her – made her start again. It would be Gordon or Cav, seeing if she was okay after the visit.

Who do you have, Doctor?

Would be able to tell from her tone that she was far from all right, and would probably say, ‘We told you so’. Robyn fished out the phone and for a moment thought about just switching it off, letting it go to voicemail, but that wouldn’t really address the problem. Then she spotted the number, and frowned. It wasn’t one she immediately recognised, certainly not one the phone recognised or a name would have flashed up on the screen.

Probably just a nuisance caller, someone trying to sell her insurance or going on about PPI. But something made her swipe the green symbol across to take the call.

‘H-Hello?’ said Robyn, trying to keep her voice steady and failing miserably.

‘I … Hi, Robyn? Is that you?’

‘Er … yes.’ She vaguely recognised that voice, knew it from somewhere, but it sounded weird. Strange and strained, much worse than she herself was coming across.

‘Robyn. Oh, thank God! I’ve been trying to get hold of you.’

‘What … Who is …’

‘It’s Vicky.’ There was a pause and Robyn thought she heard a faint intake of breath, maybe even the sound of this woman crying herself. ‘I … I need you, Robyn. I know you’re really busy and everything but … I didn’t know who else to turn to. I’m … I’m sorry, but … Well, I really need you, Robs.’

Who do you have? Nobody you can turn to … nobody who’ll ever really need you.

‘What’s happened?’ Robyn asked.

‘I … I’m …’ Another pause. ‘Look, would you be able to come? I wouldn’t ask only … Robyn, I could really use your help.’




Chapter 3

With every mile that went by, it was as if she was travelling back in time.

As the concrete of tower blocks and huge industrial chimneys had given way to countryside, different shades of greens and yellows passing by, then finally the sea, the cliffs … The town spread out like a child’s toy in front of her.

Golden Sands: the place where she’d spent every summer, growing up.

And suddenly she was on the high street, driving through it and taking in everything on either side, still slightly in a state of wonderment. The old place hadn’t really altered massively in the last fifteen years or so: certain shops had changed hands by the looks of it, but still sold the same things, like postcards, a rack of which were outside the newsagents.

Robyn spotted a few knick-knack shops, a second-hand book place and a traditional seaside chippy, or so it claimed. But the real change was the pound shops that had cropped up, reflecting the current state of the economy. The offices of The Torch newspaper were still in the same location, she noted. And there was The Majestic hotel up ahead, which they hadn’t really frequented as teens on a night out because it was too posh and expensive. That was looking a little the worse for wear, but still practically the same, still standing. And not far away their old local, The Barnacle – though it looked like it had become part of a chain.

She checked the sat-nav to find that it had stopped working a while ago, especially now that she needed it and couldn’t go from memory. She’d been warned in advance that parts of this place had that effect on technology, sent things a bit screwy. Back when she’d been here last, mobiles and the internet were still relatively new, definitely hadn’t caught on here like they had now. Switching to a paper map instead, she eventually found the street she was searching for, complete with one or two news vans and a handful of disinterested reporters still scattered around.

Spotting the right number house, a new build, Robyn parked up, summoning the courage to get out and head up the path. To knock on the door.

The face that greeted her when it opened took her aback, made Robyn wonder if she’d got the right house after all. Framed by a mop of frizzy ginger hair – straight out of a bottle – that face sported more lines than Robyn needed to worry about, not to mention a pair of colourful glasses Dame Edna would have been proud of. She also hadn’t expected the person to look so stern.

Robyn wasn’t quite sure what to say at first, but managed: ‘I … er … This is number 17?’

The woman nodded, expression still pretty severe. ‘And you are?’

‘I’m … My name’s Robyn Adams, I’m Vic … Mrs Carter’s—’

‘Cousin!’ she heard a voice say from behind the woman. ‘She’s my cousin.’

The woman with the frizz and glasses grudgingly stepped to one side, allowing Robyn to see past her. To see the woman standing there wearing a green trackie top and grey jogging bottoms. And though the face had definitely aged, it hadn’t done so dramatically and was still recognisably Vicky’s. The only real shock was that she’d had her hair cut short, getting rid of those raven locks that Robyn had been so envious of back when they were young.

‘It’s okay, Tracy, this is the lady I told you about,’ confirmed Vicky. ‘My cousin Robyn.’

The woman nodded, but still didn’t move. Robyn cocked her head, waiting at least for an introduction, which the woman finally gave her. ‘Oh, I’m Tracy Dobbs. I’m the FLO assigned to this case. That means—’

‘Family Liaison Officer, yes I know.’ She wished she didn’t, and hadn’t meant to say it in quite such an offhand way, but she was still getting some weird vibes from this woman and for some reason they were making her defensive. Obliterating that sense of belonging she’d been starting to feel again. ‘Sorry,’ said Robyn and stuck out her hand.

The woman’s face relaxed slightly, but she didn’t take the proffered hand. Robyn might have said the woman was in the wrong line of work, but Vicky explained she’d had to answer the door and fend
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