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McQueen pulled on the headphones and moved the microphone a little closer. He was sitting in an impressive, sound-dampened professional recording studio and was slightly awed by the expensive feel of the place. This was clearly the big league, and he momentarily wondered if he was up to it. It was only a fleeting hint of self-doubt that he easily managed to quash. Of course, he was up to it. It was only an interview.

While he’d been waiting in the reception area, buried deep in the hug of a sofa, a young assistant had handed him a mug of coffee. Amazingly, given his usual clumsiness around hot drinks, when ushered into the studio moments later, he had somehow managed to struggle from the furniture’s embrace without spilling a drop. Inside the quiet cocoon of the studio, he laid out his notebook on the big round table in front of him but was concentrating harder on not knocking over the mug than on drinking the coffee.

Emma Cullen was a well-respected journalist, commentator, and television presenter, and her true-crime podcast, The Cullen Report, had a huge following in the UK and many more fans across the world. Guesting on it was a great opportunity for McQueen to increase his media profile and, if nothing else, it was free advertising for his private detective business. Emma also fronted a television show on which she talked about infamous serial killers from the past. It featured some re-enactments of their gruesome crimes along with insightful comments and opinions from professionals. McQueen was hoping to be included on one of those shows as a criminology expert but first he needed this podcast to go well. It felt like a test, and perhaps that accounted for his uncharacteristic nervousness.

The topic under discussion today was predatory grooming, and Emma started the show with a strong introduction delivered with her usual bluntness. From his seat facing her across the table, McQueen watched with interest as the true media professional did her thing.

Watch and learn, he thought.

‘Just a few short years ago,’ she began, ‘if I had mentioned the word “grooming” to you, it would have conjured images of nothing more sinister than beautifully manicured dogs.’ Here, she paused, as if waiting for the chuckle from her digital audience and subtly encouraging her listeners to indulge in a little comforting nostalgia. ‘Not anymore,’ she continued, as her voice hardened. ‘Now, it’s a word steeped in evil. In case you aren’t quite sure what I’m talking about, here’s a definition.’ She glanced down at her notes and her voice took on a different timbre to indicate to the listeners that she was reading something important. ‘Grooming is the predatory act of manoeuvring another individual into a position that makes them more isolated, more dependent, more likely to trust and more vulnerable to abusive behaviour’. Then in a softer voice, she added, ‘Wow.’ She smiled across the desk at McQueen so he knew he was about to be called into action.

‘My guest today is a celebrated Doctor of Criminology. He also has a master’s degree in forensic psychology, but many of you will know him from his more newsworthy work as a successful private investigator. Recently, he has been on the front page of many of our papers due to his success on some high-profile criminal cases, but it’s in his capacity as an academic that he joins us today as we delve into the twisted psychology that lies behind predatory grooming.’

She lifted her eyes from the words printed on her script and looked right at him. It struck McQueen that Emma had the classic good-for-television face, meaning it was attractive and smooth and virtually expressionless. It was a beautiful blank canvas viewers could invest with their own emotions.

Probably some Botox involved there, thought McQueen, looking at her lineless forehead, above which her layered blonde fringe never moved, even when she shook her head. Television close-ups tend to exaggerate any small facial movements. They’re amplified so even slight gestures can make your features seem as if they’re jumping around, especially on a fifty-inch HD screen. Although McQueen sported a nice covering of thick, grey hair, as he had done since his twenties, his own brow was far from smooth. “Deeply furrowed” would have been a better description. He had a good-for-podcast face, as a friend had joked.

‘Dr McQueen, first of all, could you just explain for our listeners very briefly the difference between criminology and forensic psychology?’

‘Sure, Emma.’ He was trying to keep it light and he certainly didn’t want his credentials to intimidate or alienate any of the listeners.

‘Put simply, criminology is about trying to answer the questions around why people commit crimes, whereas forensic psychology is the use of psychology in the criminal justice system. Forensic psychology can involve everyone from victims to prisoners.’

‘Okay, thanks. So I suppose what we are more concerned with here today is criminology. At its heart, grooming starts slowly with everyday language and friendly words, often in the form of innocent-sounding texts or emails. Is that why it’s so easy for people to become embroiled before they realise what’s actually going on?’

This was it. Finally, it was McQueen’s moment to shine. Years before, he’d had the opportunity to start a lucrative career as a TV psychology expert but had ruined it due to his excessive drinking and resultant unreliability. Thankfully, those drunken days were behind him now, and his newfound tabloid fame seemed to be reopening some slammed doors.

Fortunately, even with all the attention now focused on his reply, his voice didn’t desert him or creakily give away his nerves. The show wasn’t going out live, and he knew there would be a chance to make edits if anything sounded odd, but still his pride wanted it to be right the first time. And although he didn’t like to admit it to himself, he also wanted to impress Emma.

‘You’re absolutely right, Emma,’ he answered, in a clear, authoritative tone, the tone of an expert who has all the answers. ‘It is easy to miss the red flags, but we are often talking about very clever psychopaths here.’ He paused to let the statement land. ‘They’re not just playing a harmless game. They learn the words and phrases that work best, then they use them like verbal keys to unlock a person’s deepest fears and desires. First they find vulnerable victims and then they manipulate them to get exactly what they want.’

Emma said nothing. She was letting him run.​

‘And what they want,’ continued McQueen, adding another pause for effect, ‘often turns out to be devastating or even fatal for their unfortunate victims.’ He felt himself growing into this podcast game. ‘And remember, Emma, we’re not only talking about sexual groomers. Yes, they’re the ones who make the tabloid headlines, but the term covers a wide range of criminal activity.’

‘Yes, could you expand on that, Dr McQueen?’

One of the advantages of the long-form podcast format was that it allowed a real conversation to develop rather than the series of trimmed sound bites required in other media interviews where brevity triumphs over clarity.

‘Well,’ said McQueen, relaxing as his nervousness abated and he began to relish his place in the spotlight. ‘Predatory groomers operate on so many levels in our society. Obviously, as we’ve said, there are the sexual predators. But think about the financial scammers who gain trust in order to fleece investors of their savings. Or the romance scammers who use grooming to cultivate a relationship before asking for money. Another example would be street gangs who use grooming techniques to recruit new members before introducing them to an inescapable life of crime. And think how powerful the force of grooming is for terrorists. They can convince victims they’ve never even met to commit appalling crimes.’

Emma nodded vigorously and then said, ‘It sounds like modern communications technology, such as the internet, plays a key role in all this.’ She was offering the easy-option technology scapegoat, but McQueen wasn’t ready to take the bait.

‘Yes, but remember, this isn’t a new phenomenon, Emma. The internet is just the latest very efficient mass-reach delivery method, but religious cults have been involved in the process of grooming for centuries. And all these grooming strategies, whether it’s Charles Manson indoctrinating young hippies into a killing spree or the American pastor Jim Jones convincing his followers to drink poisoned Kool-Aid, they all have certain key very basic human factors in common.’

‘Okay. Well, both those terrible cases you’ve mentioned have been covered before on this show, and so the listeners will be very well acquainted with them. So, Dr McQueen, can you outline some of those common grooming traits for us?’

‘Of course. As I said, it starts with vulnerable victims, often damaged people searching for something, people who are missing something in their lives, people who need something. The groomers are exploiters who are experts at spotting the giveaway signs and targeting their weak spots. Then they ingratiate themselves, using nothing more than words to persuade their targets to do unspeakable things.’

‘And when you talk about vulnerable victims here, you’re not necessarily talking about gullible fools, are you?’

‘No, far from it, Emma. Often, they are highly intelligent people who are plagued by their own desires. If you want to use a technology analogy, then you can say their minds are hacked and turned against them by clever programmers. We all know how much damage a computer hacker can do, how much they can steal. Well, these people are mind hackers. All they have to do is get a victim to believe, and once a person truly wants to believe something, then they start to do the groomer’s work for them.’

‘How do you mean?’ The seasoned host already knew the answers to these questions, but her role was to anticipate what an average listener might want to hear, bury her own ego and ask the things they would ask as if she didn’t have a clue.

‘Okay, let’s take a typical scenario. A lonely man gets an unexpected email from a woman which includes a stunningly attractive picture. She’s his dream woman. He may look at that picture and his mind builds his perfect fantasy woman. She’s being friendly to him, and maybe he doesn’t get that anywhere else in his life. He wants to believe in that woman so much he doesn’t even see the holes in her story. He ignores her unrealistic reasons for contacting him. He doesn’t want to believe the message has actually been sent by a man, a criminal who is after his money. He fills in any gaps in the logic himself with his desperate need for it to be true.’

‘Okay, and you mentioned groomers are very good at looking for telltale signs. What might those be?’

‘Well, as a particularly disturbing example, men who groom young teenagers for the sex trade will often start by noticing the young person who’s apart from the crowd, doesn’t have the latest trainers or the latest mobile phone. All signs that this might be a person who is starved of attention. Online, they’ll hang out in chat rooms and start conversations with kids who are having a hard time at home. And let’s face it, how many teenagers aren’t having some kind of parent issues?’

‘Right, well, that sets the scene, but what we’d all like to know is, What is really going on in the twisted minds of these groomers?’

McQueen smiled. He was on home turf now and he could feel that it was all going to be fine.   
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It was three in the morning, but a wide-awake Ian Bridger was sitting up in bed. The room was mostly dark, except for his illuminated face and the halo thrown onto the wall behind him by his painfully bright laptop. The harsh screen light washed out the nondescript features of an unremarkable thirty-six-year-old man. It was a face that was easily overlooked in a crowd, easily ignored, and easily forgotten. Such personal invisibility would have been a cause of ego-bruising distress to most people but, for Ian, it was a trait he used to his advantage. Eyewitnesses were notoriously unreliable at the best of times, and without glaring visual clues, they were almost useless.

He was listening very carefully to The Cullen Report while staring at the smiling publicity shot of its host on screen. Underneath Emma’s image, the red and black time bar steadily ate its way through the remaining seconds of the podcast. Outwardly, Ian showed no emotion and, to an observer, it would have been hard to tell whether he liked what he was hearing or not. But there were no observers. Ian lived alone. He listened to the episode to the very end, even paying close attention to the closing credits and various thank-yous that the producers had tacked on. Eventually, he shut the lid of his computer and nodded into the gloom. He listened to true-crime podcasts for one reason only: research. He wanted to hear about methods and mistakes, about new law-enforcement techniques, about traps that had caught perpetrators, and clever behaviours which had kept criminals from being traced. It wasn’t often he actually got anything useful from the broadcasts, but tonight had been different. The Cullen Report had shown him something very important. It had introduced him to two very dangerous people. It had introduced him to a threat to his existence and shown him two people who would be better off dead. It wasn’t a difficult calculation for him; it made perfect sense. The logic was indisputable, and any dispassionate computer algorithm would come to the same conclusion. If there is a threat to you, you must remove it before it can hurt you, like finding the wasp that’s buzzing in your kitchen and killing it before it stings you.

The logical progression that led Ian to believe this know-it-all criminologist and his smug podcaster colleague were particular threats to him would have been harder to follow. All Ian could have said was it was a strong feeling, an impulse, and he always acted on his impulses. McQueen and Cullen had talked about certain specific detailed situations Ian recognised as his own. They’d almost been talking directly to him, taunting him with their knowledge. Maybe they were after him? Cullen had said McQueen was also a private investigator, hadn’t she? Even if they weren’t tracking him now, they might be soon, and that was enough.

He abandoned his attempt to sleep. With his computer closed, the room was dark, so he flicked on the bedside lamp and got out of bed. He had far too much to do now for his mind to allow him to rest.

Badly insulated and barely carpeted, the house was cold, but he hardly noticed. It was a large, old three-bedroom semi-detached that had once comfortably housed a growing, happy family, but time had reduced the number of family residents to one. It had not been Ian’s family, or his house, but now the property was legally his.

He had befriended an elderly woman after noticing the state of her front garden. He’d spotted the unloved, overgrown tangle as he walked past one day and  took it as a sign. It spoke to him and told him something about the person who lived there. Preparation is everything, so for the next week he had sat outside in his car, observing everything in the quiet street. He had been there long enough to see the stooping home-owner shuffle past her window a few times and to see she had no visitors. At one point she had come outside in her heavy winter coat, even though it wasn’t yet winter, to visit the nearby shop. He’d climbed out of the car, closed the door carefully without slamming it and followed her. He watched as she bought bread, milk, and some other uninspiring essentials before returning home.

A few days later, he had knocked on her door and told her he’d been sent by a local charity to see if she needed any help or someone to clean up her garden. Of course, lonely as she was, she offered this kind, young man a cup of tea. Over the next few weeks, with constant visits and a smiling face, he ingratiated himself and infiltrated her life. He didn’t touch the garden, as he’d never intended to, and glad of his company, she didn’t care.

During one of their friendly chats which were, in reality, carefully calculated fact-finding missions for him, he had learned that the old woman, Mary, had a grown-up son whom she rarely heard from. She knew he lived alone in Surrey but didn’t visit her, not even at Christmas, and they hardly ever spoke. She seemed sad but stoic about the situation, and Ian gently sympathised. Her own flesh and blood certainly wasn’t showing Mary the attention Ian was lavishing on her but her son was next of kin, so he was a problem for Ian. He thought it through, applied logic and reasoning to assess the least suspicious sequence of events and then took a week to deal with the son before he could become any kind of issue. While kindly “tidying” her paperwork for her, he’d found all the information he needed on the doomed young man.

People drink and then they drive and then they have accidents. That’s what happens, and a roadside tree is an uncompromising stopping place. It was one of the trickiest accidents Ian had ever arranged, but he felt it was worth the effort.

For Ian, the convenient death of Mary’s son was a double win. As well as clearing the way ahead, it also let him show her exactly how caring he was by supporting her through her grief. Now that she had no close family left and was more vulnerable than ever, it wasn’t hard to subtly steer her towards revisiting her will to leave the house to him “just-in-case”, “god-forbid”, and “you never know”. He even managed to convince her that her generous gesture of gratitude had been her idea all along. She trusted him and couldn’t think of anyone else who deserved to live there more. In fact, she insisted. And with the instincts of a true manipulator, to seal the deal, Ian pretended to resist the idea.

Two weeks to the day after signing the updated will, before she’d had a chance to have second thoughts or change her mind, Mary sadly died.

Old people fall. That’s what happens, and uncarpeted stairs are a tough landing place for an old neck. Ian made sure he wasn’t the one to find her by getting her to book a nurse’s home visit for that day. That had made him giggle, her thinking he was showing concern by insisting she ask for a visit, when all he was doing was distancing himself from the murder scene.
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McQueen was new to his purpose-built office on the outskirts of the city, having given up his old, converted town house in Leeds city centre when the developers had come knocking. The rotting building with its creaky stairs and unreliable electrics hadn’t been ideal as offices, and now after some investment, it was going to become gentrified flats for the up and coming. It was a sign of new affluence in the resurgent city that many years before had been reliant on the wool trade. Some cities had ships, some had coal, some had steel, and Leeds had wool.

Even though it had been a crumbling relic, he’d been emotionally attached to the other office because it was where things had started to click professionally for him. When progress rolls your way, it’s best to stand back or you’ll get crushed by it. Ideally, he’d have liked to have moved to somewhere like Park Square, the pretty Georgian square in central Leeds, where a grassy area is bounded by rows of prestigious buildings housing mostly solicitors, barristers, private clinics, and financial companies. The address would have added some respectability to his business and counteracted the seedy image of private detection, but those places were still out of his price range. Instead, he’d gone for “modern and convenient” as the agent had described it. The new place was better decorated and digitally connected than the previous one and, due to being slightly out of the city, it had cheaper rents and the holy grail: free parking.

He hadn’t owned his old office building and neither had any of the other four companies in there. Like them, he’d been a tenant, and the landlords had been offered a better deal. It was sad really. He’d liked the location and the way he could watch normal people fighting against the driving rain as they trudged into town passing his window. He romanticised the scene as keeping him in touch with the struggles of the stoic Yorkshire people. Their battles were his battles. Unlike the quaint, medieval tourist trap of York only twenty-five miles away, Leeds felt like a modern city to him. Gritty and real. It had thriving, diverse businesses and a multi-cultural energy featuring plenty of people working to make it, which is the lifeblood of every local economy. It also had proper crime, that was for sure.

When McQueen had started his career as a private detective, he’d spent a lot of time with his camera, trailing furtive husbands through the Holbeck Managed Zone. The zone was one of a kind, absolutely unique in Britain, but it didn’t feature in any of the “Welcome to Leeds” promotional brochures. Some men even travelled a hundred miles or more to visit the area, but that still didn’t make it something any council funded adverts featured.

In 2014, the streets in the north of an area called Holbeck had been designated as a progressive social experiment and bravely championed by the Leeds City Council. It was an area where the sex trade was made legal without fear of prosecution for the women. Maybe it was based on a dreamy vision of the canals of Amsterdam, McQueen didn’t know, but he did know it had never reached that level of cool. Its commendable aim was to make it safer for the vulnerable women involved, but this was real life, and they were never safe. As the agreed street boundaries were ignored and the unofficial footprint of the area grew, things inevitably got rough. Local mothers on the school run with children were accosted by kerb-crawling men, and tensions grew. Horrified locals who were much more interested in buying a loaf of bread than getting a blow job were propositioned by desperate working women and girls, and the sparks of outrage flew in every direction. Terrified residents closed their ground-floor curtains in their terraced houses as clients banged sex workers right outside their windows. Crime breeds crime: where there’s a sex trade, there are drugs, and where there are drugs, there are violent men. After almost seven years, the knock-on effects of constant protest saw the zone’s eventual demise.

As bad as it had been for local people and businesses, the managed zone had made McQueen’s job a lot easier. There were no hotels to stake out while waiting for a suspected husband to come out. Instead the ugly, hunched humping against barely hidden fences was easy to photograph for evidence. He hated those jobs, but ironically echoing the claims of the very sex workers he was photographing, it was how he was paying the rent at the time. Sometimes he had wondered if his activities technically made him a pornographer, but his paying audience was usually one weeping or raging wife. It was unfathomable really, men with big houses and double garages from expensive areas such as Linton, Shadwell, and Cookridge, men with Mercedes and BMWs and adoring children, all men who would risk it all for down and dirty sex. The Hugh Grant effect, perhaps? Something pulling at the thousands of years of genetic programming buried in their brains? Who knew? He didn’t and he was a celebrated psychologist. The upshot was McQueen wanted to get as far away from that kind of work as he could. He’d got into the private detection arena to solve murders, not chase after men with their pants around their ankles. So, as soon as income would allow, he stopped taking on marriage disputes.

McQueen checked through the spreadsheet of his current work opportunities and allowed himself a satisfied smile. He had been sleeping very badly for months but it certainly wasn’t due to the same money worries that had dogged his previous years in the detection business. His current nightmares didn’t feature unpaid bills or pound signs, but the demons of his recent dreams wanted more from him than cash. Even though he was a little weary that the bulging columns made good reading, they would keep his accountant, Angus, happy, that was for sure; the man loved a healthy-looking spreadsheet. One of the advantages of becoming almost-famous was that as a previously struggling detective, he was now able to pick and choose his work and leave behind a lot of the run-of-the-mill divorce surveillance cases that used to fill his hours and ruin his nights. As the result of cracking a couple of high-profile mysteries, he had been able to increase his hourly rates, and that tended to put off most of the smaller, grubbier cases.

Another benefit of being in demand and the resulting increase in his income was McQueen had been able to employ an office manager. Originally, he’d advertised the post as “Office Administrator”, and there had been a lot of eager applications for the position, but the response had been a bit overwhelming for McQueen. It had been exactly the kind of thing he hated. There were too many emails to sift through because he didn’t have an administrator yet. His approach had been to solve the problem as quickly as possible by looking to hire the first person he thought would be able to do the job. After a couple of fairly short and unproductive interviews, he lucked out when he plucked an impressive CV from the list and invited Sekalyia Campbell to come in. Almost as soon as the interview had started, she had made it clear, in a confident and politely assertive way, for future CV purposes she wanted “Office Manager” as her title rather than “administrator”. He was slightly taken aback. It was a bold move, cheeky even, and McQueen had immediately liked her style and poise so he’d been happy to oblige. It was something he’d heard that Billy Butlin, the famous holiday camp owner, had discovered many years before: people will do more for a grand title than a wage rise. This young woman was a recent graduate with a first in sociology from Leeds University and was way over-qualified for the role. It did beg the question as to how long she intended to stay at this job, but she gave off such an aura of confident authority and competence that McQueen decided to ignore the risk. She wanted to get her first real job, to start to climb the ladder, and McQueen was perfectly willing to let her miss out on a couple of the bottom rungs. McQueen had read a lot of studies about the psychology of interviews and the assessment techniques one should use to weed out bad candidates, but at the end of the day he relied on his instincts. Sometimes you just hit it off with a person, and that was an automatic reaction he couldn’t ignore. He knew statistically rated personality tests had been proven to be much more reliable than gut instincts, but there it was. He liked her, she seemed very capable and he was the boss.

Although making sure the invoices were paid and all case evidence documentation was kept up to date, McQueen primarily saw Sekalyia’s job as sifting the wheat from the chaff for him, because there had been enough chaff to choke him. She was his filter so he didn’t have to deal with time wasters. He wanted serious cases that were challenges to his intellectual talents, and his new office manager was sharp enough to see which of the many enquiries those would be. In short, without too much explanation, she just got it. She picked out the cases she said would interest her, and that formula seemed to work. She kept the spreadsheet updated and he stopped worrying about any of it. Within a week of her starting, he didn’t know what he would do without her.

There were a couple office ground rules McQueen and Sekalyia quickly came to an agreement over. One being she wasn’t there to make coffee. She would make him one if she was having one but she would appreciate it if he would do the same. It was fair enough. She also told him her friends and family shortened her name to Lia, and it would be okay with her if he wanted to use that. He reciprocated by saying she needn’t use Dr McQueen, and McQueen would be fine.

He was hopeful the hiring of Lia was going to be one more step towards making his agency the business he’d originally dreamed of. McQueen had left the successful and comfortable world of academia behind to use his criminology knowledge to do good. It was laughable really, a naïve and childish notion and one that had lost him a marriage while almost bankrupting him. It had plunged him into a life of chasing petty cheats when what he wanted to be doing was solving murders. It had also put him in extreme danger from time to time, but he’d survived in more ways than one. At last things seemed to be on an upswing, and the Cullen podcast was the latest of the bonuses.

The Cullen Report had gone very well, and afterwards Emma had seemed genuinely pleased with his expert contribution, or so she said as she wowed him with her bright, white smile and the thrilling squeeze of his arm. More importantly, the online feedback had been great. It seemed the topic of groomers had struck a chord with the public, and Emma was talking about a follow-up show to answer some of the listeners’ questions. McQueen couldn’t help allowing himself a smirk when he read that email from her. He felt the warm glow of peer approval none of us can resist.
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Sitting on the tattered couch opposite the living room window, Ian closed his eyes and thought about the details of the last person he’d killed. It was a man who had brushed past him in a quiet street. A stranger he had choked from behind with the stranger’s own woollen scarf, perhaps knitted for him by his wife. That would have been a nice touch. Even though he had no capacity to imagine the pain of others he knew the physical effects of his actions. She would cry and berate herself for knitting the scarf. That was funny.

The victim was about five feet nine, medium build, probably around forty years old. He had looked right at Ian in a very knowing way as they had passed. What on earth could he know? It didn’t matter. It was a threat, and Ian’s instincts had been alive to it. Ian let him walk a few paces and then turned and silently rushed after him. Surprise was always a great weapon. The man didn’t even turn, and Ian hit him hard on the back of the head with a cosh made from a slim leather pouch that was full of pound coins. If searched, he wasn’t carrying an illegal weapon, only his man-purse. Then, as the stunned man sank to his knees, Ian had grabbed the trailing ends of the scarf and pulled it tight, then dragged him into the bushes at the side of the road. He kept the pressure up for a good minute after the flailing man had stopped struggling and then turned the choked man onto his back so he could see his face. Ian liked to see their eyes. He liked to try to see what the dead could see, what they knew, how they were different. He desperately wanted to take a picture so he could remember this, but the risk of having that evidence on him was too great. Besides, Ian stood alone in the world having no camera on his phone. He did own a disposable phone, an untraceable burner he kept because some of the criminal contacts he’d used in the past insisted on encrypted SMS messages, but he always left it at home. The police can track suspects through their phones. Suspects’ positions can be accurately triangulated, and timings can be calculated. Anyway, most of the time he didn’t need a phone; he had no one to call.

When Ian’s eyes were closed, he saw nothing, no gory pictures or constantly running mental video. He saw nothing visual, only blackness. He only knew the facts and figures of what he had done. There were no pictures to go with his thoughts. That was why he liked to see the effects of what he could do to people in the flesh. It was sculpting with blood and bones. He could decide on the process of choking a man but then he wanted to be able to see what that actually looked like. He did remember a catalogue of details, though, a checklist so he would never carelessly repeat a pattern. He also kept a spreadsheet on his laptop, all in a personal code he had devised of dates, times, and methods, just in case he forgot anything. But he never forgot.

Having made an exhaustive study of the failings of other murderers, he’d noticed early on they were often caught because they had a recognisable pattern to their work. It gave the police something to focus on, and then they could set traps. For that reason, he tried to avoid any hint of similarity in his crimes. It would have been impossible for the authorities to link any of his victims because, quite simply, there was no link. Their only connections were that they had come to Ian’s attention as a threat in some way and he had decided to kill them. Murders can easily appear to be bafflingly motiveless purely because the police can’t comprehend the motive. Ian killed people who were a danger to him, but it would not have been possible for anyone to see that. Ian saw threats where others wouldn’t have, because he had a sixth sense. He believed he was gifted and he knew more than other people. He could spot threats others didn’t. That’s why he would never be caught. Another big factor which played a part in the capture of the guilty was stupidity. Some very intelligent killers had done some extremely stupid things that had resulted in their downfall. Maybe it was complacency. When you’ve done something several times and got away with it you can begin to think you are somehow protected. Ian was never complacent or stupid.

He was also willing to learn lessons. For instance, when he had killed a woman who had been trailing him as he walked through town he’d almost made a mistake. She had taken the same turns as him for a good ten minutes, and it was clear she was following him. So when he reached the top of a set of concrete steps were near the carpark he turned and punched her hard in the face so she clattered down the sharp edges head first. There had been CCTV cameras nearby, and his fleeing image had been captured for a split second. Fortunately, the pictures were poor quality, and even though the video was shown on the local news, no one could recognise him and the story was soon dropped. Still, it was a warning. City centres and carparks are hot spots for snooping cameras. These days, even private houses are dotted with them. It was something to bear in mind, something to plan for.

And then there was Mary and her son. In lots of ways, they had been an exciting new direction for him. They were a very positive change, different from all the others. He was sick of living in rented accommodation, too many close neighbours. He wanted a house to himself, so he’d found a way to get one through them. To kill two people from the same family and then to take their house was the riskiest thing Ian had ever done. It went against everything he’d tried to teach himself about self-preservation, but in the end, he surrendered to this new recklessness that took hold and guided him. However, he hadn’t lost all his senses and so had taken as many precautions as he could. It was why he’d spent so long researching the mother and son and taken such care to make sure their deaths looked like tragic accidents. For anyone to see a link they would have to be looking, and there was no one left to be interested in their deaths. There were no family members around to raise a stink, and who else would even notice? Ian had made sure Mary had used a faceless, soulless will-writing company to produce the documents so there was no busybody family solicitor involved.

Yes, it was true Mary had died falling down stairs like the woman at the carpark, but it wasn’t the same, not at all. No one could make that link.

The other fresh element to the crime, one which had thrilled Ian, was Mary wasn’t even a threat. She was something new, a blockage to his plans. Ian liked that idea, the idea she was not an actual threat, because it added another random element to the killing he knew kept the cosmos from aligning against him.

And now there were Cullen and McQueen. Their deaths wouldn’t have to appear to be accidents, but unlike for Mary, everyone would be interested. Cullen was a TV personality after all, and that was exciting. There would be quite a stink. Many serial killers seemed to love notoriety and got a thrill from seeing coverage of their exploits. Ian liked to slip right under the radar. He wanted things to be as quiet as possible, so this would be different.

Researching the esteemed Dr McQueen and media queen Emma Cullen wasn’t hard. They both loved the limelight, and a lot of their showboating was online for anyone to see. Ian studied McQueen’s old cases, the ones that had made the papers anyway. He was impressive, definitely a threat. Ian looked at his website. A private investigator who wasn’t an ex-cop, which was slightly unusual, but from news website reports of McQueen’s past cases, it was clear he had ties to the police through a detective called Tracey Bingham. They had solved a case together and caught a serial killer. She had been promoted, and he had gone on to other triumphs. Ian read for a while, trying to get a sense of this man who may well be hunting him even now.

He looked at McQueen’s picture, a prematurely grey-haired man, who was a little overweight and had a kindly, craggy face. He was mentioned as divorced by one journalist called Anne Kirkpatrick who seemed to have done a number of stories about him, not all flattering, but without any details of his ex-wife. By trawling the internet and searching around, Ian managed to track down some footage of McQueen on a TV show some years before. It wasn’t great quality, and although he looked younger, he was perhaps a little drunk. He was giving his valuable insights into what makes people kill and he seemed way off the mark to Ian. He was observing the subject from the outside and basing his guesses on academic studies. A typical educated fool, he knew nothing. He did talk about his psychology background a lot, the fact he was a criminologist and how clever he was. Ian giggled. A psychology doctorate wasn’t much use when there was a cord tightening around your neck or a knife slicing through your flesh.

Ian studied the McQueen Agency website; all the necessary contact details were there. The psychologist-detective had an office on the outskirts of Leeds. There was even a picture of the redbrick building with some poplar trees visible in the background. This was all good information because it meant McQueen was easily accessible.

There was a lot more information about Emma Cullen, too much in fact, and it was carefully managed by someone who had a main eye on publicity
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