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To Verity Rose Red

In honour of Angela Carter,

and Fairy Gothmothers everywhere





‘Little Red Riding Hood thought to herself: “As long as I live, I will never leave the path and run off into the woods by myself” ’

Brothers Grimm






Prologue The Villain

Dearest Reader,

Once upon a time, right about now, someone was going to die. Deep in the forest, a human was set to meet their unhappy end. But you knew that, didn’t you? ‘Death’ is on the cover of this book, and you (hopefully) paid for it. Face it: you’re a literary hitman. You’re to blame, in part, for what’s to come.

But not as much as the writer.

Writers, like cats, murder thousands every year but get away with it. They leave bodies, breadcrumbs and red herrings for readers to gather in baskets, yet nothing is done to stop them. Which is why I have one locked away. Of course, if you were a really good reader, you’d be able to solve this case and save the victims. Give them their fairy-tale ending.

To do that, though, you must enter the woods. Bring your basket. I’ll be there, waiting. For you.




PART ONE Beyond the Trees, Behind the Wood
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When the writer woke, she wished she hadn’t. Everything hurt. Her head throbbed, tinnitus tutted in her ears. Katie lay in darkness, on a bed as soft and spiked as the words of her grandmother. A bed that wasn’t hers.

Panic blazed. Where am I? All she could see was the depth of dark that hid monsters. Blackouts scared her even more than blank pages. Even now, in her forties, she still lit her childhood rainbow nightlight at bedtime, warding off the nightmares that had haunted her since she was born.

She had to find a light. Pushing herself up, a sharp pain needled her palm. Straw stuck out of the smooth linen. Her bed was a sheeted hay bale.

Swivelling round, her bare feet found a cold, tiled floor. She wrapped her arms around herself for warmth, but felt far colder as she realized she wasn’t wearing last night’s dress but a pair of unfamiliar, too-big pyjamas.

Her heart was taken from her chest and replaced with searing questions. How had she got here? Who had taken off her clothes?

Her hand shot to her neck. Her book-shaped locket with its precious contents still hung against her collarbone. Whoever had taken her had left her that at least. She followed scattered memories of yesterday’s rare night out – a blood-red cocktail in a blue-lit bar. Getting drunk too quickly. The sensory overload and leaving alone. Walking home by the leaf-littered river. Stopping on a bench to drink from her water bottle. A sack placed over her head. Breathing in hessian. The choking smell of pine, woodsmoke and apples. A car ride that twisted and turned.

‘Hello?’ Katie’s shaken voice echoed, growing smaller with each repeat. Holding out her arms, she shuffled forward. It was one forever before she found a wall, another until a light switch.

Blinking, she took in the roof slanting over her. The bookcase of paperbacks. Wallpaper barbed with red roses. Dark wood drawers. Tiny toilet cubicle that could once have been a walk-in cupboard. Blind-covered window and, in front of it, forlorn desk and chair. Typewriter on the desk, next to a stack of blank paper.

Rushing to the door, she rattled the handle, but it was locked, not even shaking in its hinges. A small grate at eye height was closed. She’d seen those grates in films where the incarcerated were stared at by snarling guards.

Backing away, she ran to lift the black-out blinds. Early evening light snuck through the bars on the window, tinting the room sepia. All she could see, though, were the tops of trees, some fully clothed, others partway through their autumn burlesque. In the distance, smoke snaked from a red chimney. But that was the only sign of human life.

‘Help me!’ she called through a small crack in the pane. The trees didn’t even ripple in response. ‘Can anyone hear me?’

A passing magpie made off with her words.

She was in an attic prison. Trapped.

Her pulse sounding a rapid alarm, Katie felt a panic attack’s grip closing her throat. She had to calm herself. Access her writer’s head – the one that plotted twists and turns in the lives she created. Nabokov advised writers to get characters up a tree and then throw rocks at them. Katie loved getting her protagonists out of the terrible situations she’d forced them into. If she were in their shoes, she’d have to find a way down, avoiding the rocks. So, that’s what she’d do.

Tilting her head, face squished between the bars with their coating of flaking paint, she could see the ground. A sheer drop chasmed several storeys down, into water that shimmered like a funhouse mirror. Paving stones zigzagged across a moat and into endless trees.

Unless she’d blacked out again, the twisty car ride had been short, so she was probably still in the New Forest. And if she hadn’t gone far, maybe she’d be found. The smoke suggested a neighbouring house – if she got out, she could run there. Find sanctuary.

If she got out of the house. If. Such a little word, carrying so much.

Her captor had set the scene, put the beats in place, the bars on the window, the bolt on the door. She wasn’t the writer now. They were.

Returning to the door, she shouted, ‘This is kidnap and false imprisonment. That’s a life sentence.’ Her last book had been from the perspective of a kidnapper and killer, so she knew the law. Ish.

But, her writer brain said, what if drawing your captor’s attention to the severity of the crime means you’ll be killed, not released?

‘Let me go,’ Katie cried again, voice cracking, ‘and all this can be over. You can blindfold me so I don’t see anything. I promise I won’t tell anyone.’ The lie the desperate told and no one believed. ‘I’ll be missed. The police will come soon. We could come up with a story together about why I disappeared.’

No response. Someone was out of sight, though, listening. She was sure of that. The silence returned felt like laughter. If her kidnapper knew her routine well enough to kidnap her, they’d also know that only her cats – Carter, Cattwood and Jackson – would notice her absence. Her chest tightened as she imagined them wandering the house, calling for her. At least they had an automatic timed feeder – Jackson was a food snatcher – that opened three times a day with new food until the sack ran out. They had over a week’s worth of kibble, a feline water fountain and an open cat flap. If she didn’t return, they’d find new homes. She pictured them curling up like commas on a stranger’s lap and sadness settled in her stomach.

It’d be weeks before anyone else noticed she’d gone. Novelists were solitary creatures, burrowed up in blankets – literary burritos – for most of their lives, congregating only on rare boozy nights to bitch about publishers. Last night had been one of those, meeting other crime writers from the south coast for annual karaoke and cocktails. With no more crime festivals till spring, no family left that gave a shit and her terrible tendency to neglect messages, she might not be missed until her next book was overdue, at the end of January, especially as her next-door neighbour was away on sabbatical and wouldn’t notice that Katie’s bins hadn’t been put out.

Fear squeezed her lungs. No knight in shining armour was coming to save her. That’s okay, she told herself. Back to the plot. The only one who can rescue me, is me.

A draft whispered round her ankles. Looking down, she spotted a cat flap in the door – a possible way out.

Hope sparked. Getting on all fours, she examined the cat flap. It was securely screwed in and, even if she could remove it, too small to get more than an arm through. Lifting the flap, she peered into a hallway. A dusty lightbulb showed up white-painted floorboards and ivy-patterned wallpaper that stretched up to the apex of the ceiling, as if the house was overgrown from the inside. Across the way, a door with a matching cat flap and grate perhaps led to an attic room twinned with Katie’s. Within her reach was a cracked bowl containing an envelope, and an apple so shiny red it looked candied. She’d read enough fairy tales to know not to eat that apple.

The envelope wasn’t sealed – it occurred to her as she tugged it through the cat flap that the kidnapper wouldn’t want to leave DNA. She slid out a folded letter on fancy paper, vellum-yellow, smooth and thick. The kind Katie would buy and leave in a stationery drawer, intending to write pretty, witty letters but never getting round to it.

Looped on the paper, in crimson ink, was a poem.


I’m holding you against your will

To show you how your words can kill.

Sit at the desk and write me crimes

Where fairy tales unkindly die

In modern settings with some twists,

Both heroes and antagonists.

These will be actualized by me

Real humans killed by fantasy.

Spill Snow White’s blood in murder Grimm;

Relish flensing Rumpelstiltskin;

Or slaughter Goldilocks’ bears:

Time to decide – your death or theirs.



Katie read it through several times, trying to hold on to the words in a rising tide of panic. Her kidnapper was asking her to write murders in the style of fairy tales, which he would then make real. She’d killed so many on the page, but not once had she imagined that ink might become blood.

Across the hall, the sound of sobbing slid from behind the other door.

Heart rate soaring with hope, Katie opened the cat flap again and pushed her face close to it. ‘Hey!’ she called. ‘Can you hear me?’

The cries were replaced by a scuttling sound, and the other cat flap lifted a fraction. ‘Be quiet!’ a woman said in a cracked whisper through the gap.

Katie tried to turn down her volume, but knowing she wasn’t alone made her want to shout in relief. ‘I’ll keep it down, promise. I’m Katie. Who are you?’

‘The Wolf told me not to talk to you.’

‘ “The Wolf”? That’s what he calls himself?’ Katie shivered. What kind of man was self-aggrandizing and compensatory enough to name himself that? An incel, unable to get a girlfriend without imprisoning them? What else might he be capable of?

‘I call him that. You’ll see why. He won’t tell me his name.’

‘How many of us are there?’ Katie imagined a dolls’ house of captives.

‘Just me, till he got you.’

‘What does he want with us?’ Katie’s voice, swollen with contagious dread, echoed in the hall.

‘Shut up!’ the woman hissed. The cat flap closed.

‘I’m sorry,’ Katie whispered. ‘Please come back. I don’t understand any of this.’

The cat flap opened a slice. ‘You have to decide whether to do what he asks,’ the woman whispered. ‘I wouldn’t, so he found you instead.’

‘What happened when you refused?’

‘This.’ Her black-bruised and bloodied hand crept through the opening. ‘Now he’s deciding how to kill me.’ Her voice broke on the word ‘kill’. ‘Leave me alone, I just want to sleep.’ With an intake of pained breath, she withdrew her hand and shuffled away until her soft cries could no longer be heard.

Alone again, Katie’s heart raced as she read the kidnapper’s rhyme one more time.

‘Time to decide – your death or theirs.’

Someone’s life was in her hands; but hers was in the palm of a kidnapper. And look what he’d done to the other writer.

At the desk, Katie placed trembling fingers on the typewriter. An idea based on Cinderella was beginning to crystallize, but she couldn’t depress the keys. A twisted mind would weave her words into concrete death. How could she write, knowing her words would become reality?

As she stared through the window into the trees, something moved far below. A long grey shape emerged through the greens of the leaves. Slowly, it approached the moat until it was near enough for Katie to understand what she was seeing.

Her entire body froze as a tall man in a large wolf mask tilted his head up towards her window. With one pale hand he mimed writing in the air, then inclined his shaggy head before drawing a pointed finger across his furred neck. Bile bit at her throat. The Wolf’s message was clear: write or die.

Katie turned back to the typewriter, a story coagulating. Squeezing her eyes shut, she made a wish: for rescue, for salvation. Prayed it would be enough. Fingers punching at the stiff keys, she made her choice.

To save her own life. And condemn a woman to death.
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Cindies

By K. T. Hexen

Lady Ashley Agnelli peered into her wardrobe, wondering which of her clothes would make her seem less rich. It was quite a task. Even her athleisurewear was the shade of dove grey that suggested money. There was nothing for it. If she was to blend in at Cindies that evening, she’d have to go to Primark.

A swift chauffeur ride later, Ashley entered the shop fondly known as Primani, while wearing actual Armani. Unsure where to start in the fluorescent palace of polyester, she watched three friends sort through a floordrobe of slip dresses that would give a late-night lover a static shock. Laughing, they stuffed clothes into their lobster-pot shopping bags. Ashley wished she had that kind of ease with her mates.

Tonight she was going out with the Berkeley sisters, as beautiful as they were snide, to a Nineties night at the Southampton club, with the stated aims of ‘trying to out-“Common People” each other, wear the cheapest, crappest clothes and pull the best-looking boy’.

Ashley had only agreed to go as it was Emma Berkeley’s birthday, and it was Emma’s idea to ‘pretend to be poor and dance with have-notties rather than yachties’. Like Ashley, Emma and her sister had never known the necessity of prospecting for gas-meter money down the back of the sofa or getting a payday loan: they only knew Café del Mar through the Jag speakers; Crème de la Mer on their fillered faces.

A short woman with long brown hair and a beaky nose approached Ashley. Her nametag said, ‘Rowan, Customer Relations’. She looked a bit like Belinda, Ashley’s mum, who had been born into poverty, married into money and died too soon. Belinda had been fitted with the clothes of the rich but had never fitted in with them.

‘Can I help you, love?’ Rowan asked.

‘I’m looking for a dress and shoes to go to a club tonight,’ Ashley replied. Sadness pecked at her heart. She’d never gone clothes shopping with her mum.

Rowan clapped her hands and bustled round the shop. When she returned, she could hardly be seen behind the nest of dresses and shoes in her arms. ‘Follow me!’

In a poky cubicle, Ashley tried on each garment, her arms Ferris-wheeling in and out of straps, buttons flying. Overhead lights glared, as did the mirror on the wall.

Rowan sat cross-legged on the floor in the communal changing room, chirping like a songbird whenever Ashley emerged. ‘You look a darling! But it’s not quite right. Try the gold one!’

Pulling the curtain closed, Ashley slipped on an itchy dress with a sheer lining that stuck to her legs. In the mirror, however, she looked, well, hot. The fabric shimmered. It didn’t look £9.99. She tried to avoid thinking about who had made it, and for how much.

A pair of gold stilettos poked under the curtain. ‘Now these!’ Rowan said.

Ashley tried on the shoes. Despite the height and narrowness of the lethal heel, they were as comfortable as popping on Prada shearling slippers.

When Ashley emerged, she gave Rowan a shy twirl, teetering in her heels.

Rowan blinked tears out of her eyes. She handed Ashley a diamante mini tiara and a small gold bag, no bigger than an iPhone 15, with a wrist strap. ‘Perfect.’

‘Thank you so much,’ Ashley said, when she’d got back into her own clothes and folded the gold ensemble. They stood in the entrance to the dressing room, surrounded by discarded tops and coatless hangers.

‘You’re welcome, dear. Now off you go, and have the best time.’

Ashley hesitated, not knowing whether to give Rowan a tip or a kiss, then walked away.

‘But remember to be home by midnight,’ Rowan called after her.

Turning back, Ashley was going to ask what she meant, but Rowan had gone. Only a pile of brown feathers was left in her place.

Later, in the quiet underground car park, Ashley was still thinking about what Rowan had said as she carried her purchases towards her car. It must have been a joke – why else would she have said it? Clubs didn’t get going till after midnight; leaving before four was far from de rigueur.

With no sign of her chauffeur, Ashley fiddled in her handbag for her own set of keys. As she unlocked the car with a beep, its lights flashing, three footsteps sounded behind her. Before she could turn, someone shoved her in her back. The ground rose to meet her face. Stunned, blood pouring from her nose to the concrete, she tried to crawl away, but a pair of brown brogues stamped down on her hands.

A man crouched next to her, smelling of pine. ‘No, Aschenputtel, you are not going to the ball.’

As the man dragged her to the next car over, Ashley tried to scream. One of his hands clamped over her mouth; the other groped for something that had tumbled from her Primark bag onto the floor – one of her new gold shoes. He raised it high and slammed the sole against her temple.

Everything went black.
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DI Lyla Rondell was in the bath, wondering whether to shave her pubes. Nah. She couldn’t be arsed. It wasn’t like anyone would see her naked. Even if they were to, if they’re put off by a tufty muff, then fuck ’em. Or don’t fuck ’em. It was as red a flag as if suitors had no books on their shelves.

Anyway, Lyla thought as she grabbed her glass of red from the bath caddy, I’m supposed to be relaxing. After solving the Redbury case, Rebecca, her boss, DCI Winton, had sent her home early. Lyla hadn’t been home before six in two decades.

‘Can I go home too, Guv?’ Jimmy had asked. Jimmy Cornick, with his big heart, big eyes and big hair, was Lyla’s best constable, and what amounted to her best friend.

‘According to your socials, Jimmy, you spent Sunday kitesurfing, whereas Lyla was going through thousands of receipts on her office floor in order to solve a crime. So, you’re going to write up all that you’ve learned from her during the case, however long it takes.’

Guilt tripped Lyla up. She couldn’t help seeing Jimmy as a kid in need of help, despite him being, at thirty-four, only five years younger than her. He’d only joined the police force a few years ago, after a long stint as a personal trainer, and what he lacked in investigative experience, he made up for with an optimism she couldn’t remember ever having herself. ‘Perhaps I should stay to h—’

Rebecca pointed at her, eyes twinkling. ‘You are going to chill the fuck out, under my orders. Have a bath, read a book, get a takeaway you can eat early enough to not take a ton of Rennies… whatever you want. You never say no to work, so I’ll do it for you. And don’t pick up your phone.’

Easier requested than done. Lyla could receive an aromatherapy massage next to a Cretan sea and still not feel at peace. Thoughts constantly motorwayed across her brain, changing lanes, exceeding speed limits. Relaxing meant she could hear the traffic and smell the exhausts in every lane:

Nine library books need returning and two renewing, and I should probably tell them about my diagnosis ’cos maybe then I won’t get charged

That mould’s turning the grouting black again, it needs bleaching

Let’s face it, I’m hoping a dead body turns up soon

My stomach is rumbling like the Underground. Takeaway after this, for sure. Tikka paneer would be good, and a peshwari naan

But that means digging out my psychologist’s letter, and did I put it in the bits-and-bobs drawer, and, if so, which one, as that drawer has multiplied

But so does my moustache

What does that make me?

And a vegetable jalfrezi

I can’t see the bits from the bobs, and the Bob Meakin case needs looking at, there’s something not right there, and I should watch the re-run of Bob’s Full House on BBC4

Jimmy made a joke about me being Poirot

Murder gives me purpose

Change it up with a chana daal?

I wonder if Robert Smith was called Bob by the bandmates he’d known since he was a boy

Cheeky fucker

What am I without death?

Is Allison still ordering fish tikka, one samosa and garlic rice, if she’s still alive?

DON’T THINK ABOUT ALLISON

Beneath all these thoughts, the ringing in her ears became even louder. Relaxing was torture.

Her phone flashed up from its caddy. It was Rebecca.

Lyla swiped a hand on the towel on the back of the door, then pressed the green button. ‘If you’re checking up on me, then I can smugly, and inappropriately, say that I’m “relaxing” in the—’

‘I’d say “why are you picking up your phone?” when I told you not to, but I’m glad you did. We need you.’

Lyla stood, sending ricochets of waves around her knees. ‘Where?’

‘Blackwater Arboretum. A dog walker saw a man dragging a woman into the woods an hour ago. The witness went to find reception to call us, but when he came back, they’d gone.’

Lyla waited for her to continue. It would take more than that for Rebecca to call her.

‘Among several things left at the scene was a postcard, addressed to DI Lyla Rondell.’



Blackwater Arboretum, off Ornamental Drive, was one of the many New Forest jewels that Lyla had never experienced, like Beaulieu Abbey, or Peppa Pig World. No reported crimes = no visit. She wished she could revel in the forest in the same way as Chris Packham, whom she’d seen once in Brockenhurst, in the Co-op Free From aisle, but the last thing she wanted was to be out hiking and bump into someone she’d arrested, or piling cream onto a scone when a duty solicitor walked into a tea room.

Perhaps the secret to enjoying the New Forest was to venture out as night settled in. Be a nocturnal tourist in her own locale. And this was her favourite time of year – the end of October. When the autumn court sat. When dark arrived early and stayed for breakfast.

Crunching through leaves, kicking at conkers in the purpling dark, Lyla experienced a rare state of tranquillity. Torchlight cleared the path before her as she walked between towering redwoods, chestnuts and oaks, her brain now one-laned, with only the occasional overtake. Thick umber trunks marshalled the way, while unseen leaves whispered to each other far above of their oncoming fall.

A squirrel dashed onto the gravel and stopped in the spotlight to stare at her.

‘Can I help you, mate?’ she asked. ‘’Cos I’m in a hurry.’

The squirrel blinked twice, then scampered up a tree. Lyla hoped the blinking wasn’t a rodentian cry for help. As she swept her torch to follow it, the beam snagged on a metallic flash. Probably a beer can. Local teens loved meeting in the forest.

She found Jimmy and Rebecca in a nearby clearing. Jimmy’s hair was all over the place, whereas Rebecca’s was immaculate as always, full and wavy, shining when Lyla’s torchlight caught it. No SOCOs: Lyndhurst police station might have jurisdiction over the New Forest, but it was a small station within the Hampshire and Isle of Wight Constabulary. Superintendent Greenock, nicknamed ‘Groucho’ due to his temperament and the number of people who’d like to have him clubbed, never liked ‘wasting’ budgets on crime scene officers.

A youngish man sat on a tree stump at the edge of the clearing, continuously patting a sheepdog. The dog thumped its tail on the forest floor, as if communicating to something deep in the earth. As Lyla drew closer she saw that Rebecca and Jimmy were standing inside a large ring of mushrooms. Crime-scene tape circled them, pinned to slim metal stakes, with the trees forming a third cordon beyond.

‘Sorry again for calling you out,’ Rebecca said. ‘I’ll make it up to you. Promise.’

‘I’d rather be here. Relaxing was stressing me out.’ Standing a respectful distance away, Lyla pointed to the fungi. ‘You’re brave, aren’t you?’

‘What do you mean?’ Jimmy looked around.

‘You’re both standing in a fairy ring.’

‘The mushrooms?’ He peered down. ‘Are they poisonous?’

‘No idea, I’m not a mycologist.’

‘Then what—’

‘Were you never told not to enter a fairy ring?’ Lyla interrupted.

Jimmy twisted his face into the look he gave when he didn’t know if she was joking or not. ‘What?’

‘Walk into one,’ Lyla said, ‘and the fae folk may take you to their realm, never to return. Best-case scenario, you stay in this world, but they make you join their jig. Only death will release you from the dance.’

‘Always bringing the positivity, DI Rondell.’ Rebecca stepped carefully out of the ring.

Jimmy followed, sidling round a mushroom with his plastic-slippered shoes. ‘When did you start being interested in fairies?’

Lyla shrugged. ‘The bedtime stories my nana told me were of the little folk, banshees, the Morrigan.’ This was true, but she didn’t mention the main reason for her interest.

Rebecca smiled fondly. ‘There’s always another layer to you, Lyla.’

‘Christ, Guv! Never tell the fae your first name, or mine. Names have power. Once they’ve got it, they’ve got you.’ Lyla was only half-joking.

‘I’d say the police have more power.’ Rebecca’s voice grew grim. ‘So, can we get on with our possible crime?’

‘Is that the witness?’ Lyla nodded towards the young man.

‘Yeah. Jimmy took an initial statement,’ Rebecca replied.

‘He seems genuine,’ Jimmy said. ‘Quite shaken up. Keeps blaming himself for not running after them.’

‘Why didn’t he?’ Lyla asked.

‘He kept saying that he thought he’d be able to respond if he saw something like that happen, but he froze. I said it was common. Not many can be heroes.’

‘Few win the flight, freeze, fawn or fight lottery,’ Rebecca said, with a sadness that told a story.

‘Any descriptions of the attacker and victim?’

Jimmy took out his notebook. ‘The victim was blonde, below average height, slender. She was stumbling, seemed barely conscious. The man was over six foot, “strong but not big”, and wearing jeans, dark shoes and a grey hoodie with the hood up. The witness only saw him from the back, but got the impression from the way he moved that he was youngish. Thirties, maybe. The girl was younger.’

‘Where did he drag her?’ Lyla asked.

Jimmy pointed east, into the woods. ‘Between those two trees. He lost sight of them pretty quickly – it was already dusk. He managed to take a picture on his phone, but you can’t see much. Maybe when we get it enhanced.’

Lyla looked at Rebecca. ‘You mentioned a postcard?’

‘It was found in the middle of the fairy ring.’ Rebecca peeled on gloves, tossed a pair to Lyla, then, extracting and unzipping an evidence bag, gave her the card.

Lyla handled it carefully. On the front was one of those hand-drawn maps found in tourist shops, full of illustrations of cottages, trees and well-known sights. Nothing to scale, unless New Forest ponies were one hundred metres tall.

On the back, a message:


Dear Lyla,

Welcome back! It’s been so long – twenty-five years, not that we’re counting. Have you missed me? You were so young. I bet that night was the last time you slept soundly.

Are you ready to play my game, Little Red Rondell? Do you understand what the map is showing you? I doubt it. You don’t have the insight or the imagination. Let me offer a further clue or two. The cloak is for you, although you’ll still be cold on a Grimm night – you’ll need a drink from the thermos in the basket. And a good death in the coming days will warm you up. You’ll have a ball working out who I was all along, why I’m doing all this and why I chose you.

Until then, watch out for me in the woods.



‘Why are they addressing you?’ Rebecca asked.

Lyla didn’t answer. Mainlining adrenaline, she sprinted to the perimeter of the clearing. Her brain was as sharp and focused as her torch beam blazing into the dark.

‘What’s going on?’ Rebecca said as she joined her, Jimmy just behind.

‘The cloak and basket mentioned in the note. They’ll be nearby.’

Without asking anything more, Jimmy and Rebecca split up, running to opposite sides of the clearing to form a triangle with Lyla. As each sent their torchlights into the dark, she felt a swell of gratitude for having landed in this team.

‘I’ve found them.’ Jimmy’s voice shook. When Lyla reached him, he was still holding his torch out at shoulder height, parallel to the ground. Its glare picked out a tree some twenty metres into the woods. ‘On that sequoia.’

A long, dark-red cloak hung from a branch. Beneath it, the wings of a wicker picnic basket were laid open, showing a thermos and a gold handbag inside.

Red cloak. Basket.

It’s happening.

‘What’s happening?’ Rebecca was staring intently at Lyla.

She must’ve been talking out loud. ‘I’ve been waiting for this, preparing for it, for so many years.’

‘Are you all right?’ Jimmy’s voice was soft, uncertain.

‘Is this to do with the note left for you?’ Rebecca asked.

Lyla closed her eyes, trying not to focus on the loose pages of memory floating in her mind. ‘My best friend, Allison, disappeared twenty-five years ago this month, when she was a teenager. The only clue was an apple left on her bed, half red, half green, poisoned with cyanide.’

‘She was taken?’ Jimmy asked.

‘I’ve always thought so,’ Lyla replied. ‘Why else leave the apple like that, as a message, or a taunt?’

‘Wait, you’re talking about “Snow White”?’ Rebecca asked.

Jimmy looked blankly from one woman to the other.

‘ “Snow White” was the name the press gave to a teenager who vanished in the early Noughties from near here. The apple had a bite taken out of it, if I remember rightly.’

‘Which matched Allison’s dental records,’ Lyla added.

‘It was a big mystery at the time,’ Rebecca continued, ‘as to whether she ran away, was kidnapped or something else befell her.’

Rebecca’s tone – professional, detached – made Lyla pull away. ‘She was taken.’ Red rage raced through her. ‘Allison would’ve told me if she was going to run.’ And I would have gone with her. ‘And now we’ve got another woman dragged away, with a red cloak and a basket left in her place.’

‘You’re thinking that if Allison was Snow White, this is Little Red Riding Hood.’ Jimmy’s eyes seemed to grow even bigger.

‘I’m not sure that’s enough of a link,’ Rebecca said gently.

‘The note says the cloak is for me.’ Lyla’s voice shook.

Rebecca took hold of her arms. ‘You’re trembling.’

Lyla looked at her hands. They were quivering, but she couldn’t feel them. She was high above the scene, out of her body, squirrelled in the treetops.

‘You’re in shock,’ her boss continued. ‘This must be bringing back all kinds of memories.’

The sheepdog woofed his agreement from the edge of the clearing. Lyla wished there was a professional reason for her to bury her head in its fur and hug its barrel of a body. Sometimes only animals could make things better.

‘Let’s get you and the witness to the station,’ Rebecca said, looping her arm round Lyla’s shoulders.

‘No!’ Lyla tried to break away. ‘We need to search the woods.’

Rebecca turned Lyla to face her. ‘I’m sorry, love, but we need to do things right.’ She spoke quietly but firmly, as if Lyla were her child. ‘We can’t go blundering in, trampling on evidence and destroying it.’

Lyla stared into the dark, trying to see between the trees. Allison’s kidnapper was in the forest; she knew it somehow, deep in her spine. If she could only follow the tracks he had left. However unlikely it was, maybe Allison was there, too.

But Rebecca was right. Even though she longed to run headlong into the woods, trying to find the wolf, it had to be handled properly or the case could be compromised. ‘Okay. But it’s due to rain later – you need to bring SOCOs in. Now.’

Rebecca let go of Lyla and, taking out her phone, swiped to Groucho’s number. ‘I’ll ask the super. But he won’t like it.’

As she strode ahead of them up the path to the car park, Jimmy tucked his arm through Lyla’s. ‘How are you doing?’ he asked, making sure they were out of earshot of the now-shivering witness and his dog.

Lyla was quiet for a moment. ‘I feel weirdly calm, considering.’ But then crises were what brains like hers were always preparing for.

‘Why didn’t you tell me before?’ he asked. ‘About Allison. I’ve known you for three years. That’s a pretty big thing to keep back.’

‘It’s a pretty big thing, full stop.’ So huge it had taken over her whole life.

Something glinted in her peripheral vision. The same metallic sheen she’d noticed earlier. Stopping, she shone her torch towards it, walking over to get a better look. It wasn’t a can. At the base of the oak tree was a single high-heeled shoe, the same shade of gold as the handbag. A bloody thumbprint was pressed onto the toe, its swirls and ridges as clear as if it had been taken at the station.

Heart stamping, Lyla asked Jimmy to throw her an evidence kit but not come any closer.

‘What is it?’

‘I think we’re looking for a different fairy tale.’ She tried to keep her voice steady. ‘We’ve got to find Cinderella.’




[image: ] Chapter Four The Castle

As night closed off the forest, Katie felt even more alone. No birds to watch or squirrels to spot, only the sometime sounds of owls and wood pigeons. October nights usually meant watching slashers, snuggling with the cats and snacking on popcorn. Now the early dark was bringing the true isolation and fear that horror and crime let us escape for a while.

That’s what she needed. A diversion.

Scanning the contents of her prison room’s bookshelves, her heart rose unexpectedly. There were so many books and authors that she loved or had always longed to read. Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. The Chronicles of Narnia. The His Dark Materials trilogy. Kinder- und Hausmärchen – the Brothers Grimm’s fairy tales in German. The Bloody Chamber by Angela Carter. The Beauty of Murder and The Evidence of Ghosts; The Museum of Last Things and Vellichor; Carnevil and Dark Sky Park. Sarahs Waters and Pinborough. Almonds David and Katharine. Adamses Douglas and Guy. All of Stephen King, Clive Barker and Ray Bradbury. The Day I Fell Into a Fairytale. The Ten Thousand Doors of January… Books that transported readers to other realms.

As a kid, Katie had hidden in stories, paper dens in which to shelter from her lack of friends, being made fun of for getting boobs at ten, the teenage longing for love. As a grown-up writer, she hoped she provided shelter for others as well as herself. Now, if she couldn’t escape this room, she could at least vacate it into the lives of other characters.

The presence of the books suggested the kidnapper was a reader too. He clearly thought himself a poet of sorts, with his iambic tetrameter taunts and demands. Maybe she could flatter him, appeal to his ego, pretend she loved his work. They could talk literature, bond over the Brontës; she could bind herself to him through a mutual love of words so he’d let her go, or at least not kill her.

Maybe he wouldn’t hurt her anyway? She was barely bruised from the kidnapping, so he must have been gentle, and studies showed that avid readers were more empathetic than those who didn’t lurch through pages and chapters into other lives.

No. That was wishful thinking. The woman in the room opposite had already been hurt. And because she wouldn’t write for their captor, now he’d given her a death sentence.

Katie knew she had to think more clearly if she was going to escape this house. These books being here didn’t necessarily mean the Wolf liked or had even read them. If he knew her routine well enough to snatch her, then it would have been easy to find her Goodreads account, read her guest blog articles and interviews, watch her on vlogs, sit in the front row at her festival appearances.

Picking up Graham Joyce’s Some Kind of Fairy Tale, she turned to the title page. There, in her own neatest handwriting, was written ‘Katie, 2016’. Heart hammering, she searched through the other books. Most were hers. Misery had the butter-smudged fingerprints of a toast sesh in bed; a cocoa’ed thumb from a dusted hot chocolate coated the edges of Perfume. Spines creased; pages yellowed; all hers. Even her A-Level and university set texts were there, complete with spidery notes on alliteration and assonance, procrastination and pathetic fallacy.

Some of the books had been in her house, so maybe the kidnapper had grabbed them just before abducting her, but a good chunk of them had been in her storage unit. He must have been spying on her and stolen or duplicated her keys, or maybe he’d broken the costly padlock she’d had to provide.

Had he left her locked up with her own books to comfort or torture her? Or both?

Numbly, Katie stumbled back to the desk and nibbled again at the food that had been placed there, along with a thermos of tea. Eating her feelings was reasonable under the circumstances. The food was probably a reward for having done what she’d been told. The first chapter had detailed the kidnap of a wealthy young woman, based on the Aschenputtel, or Cinderella, story, as well as her own experiences of the night before. She couldn’t bear to kill her protagonist, even on paper, so had left a cliffhanger and pushed the pages through the cat flap as the sky gained the pink flush of the walk of shame.

Exhausted, but with the euphoria that always came with having punted words onto a page, she’d fallen asleep on top of the hay bale, not even getting under the covers. When the sun was at its autumn apex, she’d woken to croissants, a cheese roll and a thermos on her desk. She’d been so hungry that she’d tucked into it all, sending flakes across her stack of paper, not caring if the food was poisoned. Now, that was all she could think about – that and the Wolf watching her as she slept.

A door slammed somewhere in the house. Footsteps climbed up the stairs, along with the sound of something being dragged.

‘No!’ a woman cried. ‘Take me home, I won’t say anything, I promise!’

Katie froze. He’d abducted another woman. Please, no. Not Ashley.

The noises grew louder, culminating in a sudden thump in the room below. A man’s voice crept up to her, the words inaudible.

Crouching low to the floorboards, Katie caught the woman’s reply.

‘My name isn’t Ashley, it’s Grace. Please, let me go.’

His voice was deep and cold. ‘Grace doesn’t exist. Not anymore. From now on, you’re Lady Ashley Agnelli.’

The name Katie had given her victim. She bit down on her knuckles to stop herself screaming.

‘My family can get you money,’ Grace cried. ‘Loads of it. They won’t want to involve the police.’

Writing in the middle of the night after staring into the dark for hours, Katie had felt better about having a rich woman kidnapped rather than a poorer one. None of that mattered now. She’d typed that Ashley, her cipher for Aschenputtel/Cinderella, was knocked out with her own shoe, but she hadn’t really believed it would be enacted. Hadn’t thought about what it would mean for whomever was chosen.

If she’d killed the Ashley character in Chapter One, would Grace already be dead?

Downstairs, the Wolf strode across the room, and Katie heard him open, slam and lock the door.

‘Call my uncle,’ Grace shouted. ‘He’ll give you whatever you want.’ When there was no reply, she pounded on the door. ‘I’m claustrophobic, please don’t lock me in.’

Guilt hit Katie in a riptide, dragging her under. She’d brought Grace here. It was her fault, and her responsibility to get them both out. Desperately she looked for a bright side. After all, heroes often escaped by teaming up with allies. She tried to bury the thought that in films and books one of the team was often sacrificed along the way.

Pulling back the rug, she searched for a crack in the floor. Most of the boards were solid and filled in, but, near her desk, one piece of wood was lighter than the others, with a five-centimetre gap next to it. Daylight showed a slice of the room below. ‘Hello?’ she whispered.

A moment’s pause, then shuffling from below. The gap darkened. Katie made out a shadowed silhouette. ‘Who’s that?’ Grace’s words were staccato with fear.

‘I’m Katie. He brought me here too. Are you okay?’ Stupid question.

Tears silted Grace’s voice. ‘My head is killing me. He hit me. Hard. And my back is really sore – I can feel a bandage on it.’

‘I think he drugged me when he took me. I don’t remember anything.’ Katie kept her voice to a whisper. The woman on the other side of the attic had said that the kidnapper mustn’t know they were talking.

‘I’m Grace.’ She didn’t sound like the character Katie had written. The killer had cast poorly. Grace sounded far more naïve, much younger and even lonelier. As if she’d still go to bed cuddling a teddy. ‘Does he,’ her voice broke down, ‘hurt you?’

‘Not since he captured me,’ Katie assured her. ‘He doesn’t even talk, just leaves food and drink.’ She wouldn’t mention her poetic orders. Not yet.

‘How long have you been here?’

‘Only a day. There’s another woman locked in a room across from me, but I don’t know when he took her or even who she is.’

‘Three of us?’ Grace started to cry again. ‘What does he want?’

‘I don’t know. I’m sorry.’ Katie’s stomach twisted. How was she supposed to tell Grace that she’d been asked to write her out of life?

Footsteps thudded up the stairs to the attic.

‘He’s coming. Talk later.’ Katie yanked the rug back to cover the boards, then picked up a book. She sat on her hay-bale bed, trembling.

The footsteps stopped outside her door. Something metal was set on the floor, and then the heavy tread sounded again across the hall, before retreating down the staircase.

After waiting a few seconds, Katie knelt by the cat flap. Gold trays had been placed outside the two attic rooms. Each bore a red envelope, a sandwich and a carafe of wine with a matching glass.

The other cat flap opened, and the woman appeared, lank hair dangling over her face. Even from a distance, it clearly hadn’t been washed in a while. How long had she been here? Katie longed to give her a hug and tell her it was going to be okay; to hear the same words in return. Okay, though, was as out of reach as the woman herself.

‘I know you’re scared,’ she tried gently. ‘I am too, but we need to help each other get out.’

The woman’s hair shook in denial. ‘I can’t.’ She reared back, and her hand slipped through to take the letter. ‘I’m sorry.’ Her whisper slunk across the hall, full-stopped by the closing of the cat flap.

Sitting back at the desk, Katie tried to swallow her disappointment, focusing instead on the envelope in her hand. She held it carefully, partly afraid to find out what was inside, but already feeling curiosity winning out. On the outside of the window, a spider built a web between the bars. It paused and raised a leg as if in salute to a fellow threader.

Taking out the cream paper, she received her notes:


I love how you toyed with the tale,

But let’s discuss your major fail:

I asked you for a Märchen murder

And yet you had me barely hurt her.

Word of warning from your editor:

You’re not her friend, you’re her predator.

Steel your heart and say goodbye:

If you wish to live, she must die.

End both her and your novella:

For our erstwhile Cinderella

There’s no happy ever after

You must kill her in the next chapter.






[image: ] Chapter Five The Ghost

The interview room clock stuttered past ten, the sky pupil-dark through the tiny, high window. Usually Lyla was in charge in here, gently questioning loved ones among the Seventies soft furnishings and stained walls. Now, she was the interviewee, scooped up in the oversized armchair, a box of tissues next to her, waiting for tears.

Jimmy was on the sofa opposite, his face full of concern. ‘The DCI won’t be long, she’s pulling in favours from Forensics. Wait.’ He sat back, hand over his mouth. ‘Should I have told you that? Given you’re a witness?’

‘Don’t worry, I guessed as much,’ Lyla replied.

Rebecca came through the door and sat down next to Jimmy. ‘So sorry about that, Lyla, I had some things to sort out. Let’s get started, shall we? Could you take us through what happened twenty-five years ago?’ Her voice was soft and stuffed with understanding.

Lyla plucked a spiked feather from the cushion on her lap. ‘Don’t be too nice to me. I’ll cry and I might not stop.’

Both Rebecca and Jimmy sat up straighter and tried to pull on their professional faces. Rebecca was more successful. ‘Then let’s start with facts, not feelings.’ She looked at her notes. ‘You were fifteen at the time of the incident, is that correct?’

Lyla winced. The word ‘incident’ dishonoured Allison and reduced what had happened to her like a butcher shrink-wrapping a once-beating heart. ‘We both were.’ Their birthdays were only a week apart, so they’d always had shared celebrations. For their fifteenth, neither of them had been allowed a party at home, so they’d gone to the independent cinema in Brockenhurst for a double bill of Fight Club and The Sixth Sense.

‘Tell us more about Allison,’ Rebecca prompted.

‘She was my best friend, had been since we were tiny. Her mum and mine were in the same antenatal classes, and we went to the same playgroups, nursery and schools, right up to when we were teenagers.’ These facts, while true, bobbed far above the depths of their relationship. They hadn’t just grown up together, they’d grown together. Connected and entwined – they hadn’t needed to speak to know what the other was thinking. A gesture, a look, a smirk – all was understood beneath the meniscus. The only time they’d been separated was when Allison had been in Poole hospital with meningitis when she was three, temporarily deaf and blind. Even then, Lyla was sure she remembered Allison’s whispers in her head.

She couldn’t even tell when she’d fallen in love with Allison as they’d never been out of love. They had played house and got married on the front lawn of Allison’s house so many times. She’d assumed they’d be together their whole lives. It could have all changed when they’d got older; she could have changed. Maybe in time they’d have grown
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