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About the Book

They Kill Without Mercy. Disappear Without Trace.

They are The Two.

And now the stakes are raised once more for Detective January David.

5 lie dead, brutally murdered – the first taken on the night of Halloween and as autumn bleeds into winter more ritualistic murders are discovered.

January must battle his demons, for in his mind lies the clue to stopping a ruthless murderer.

But his worst nightmares have literally come true when he discovers there’s not one but two twisted killers on the loose …


About the Author

Will Carver is 31 years old. He is married and comes from Reading. The Two is his second thriller.
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For my brother, who said,
‘Why don’t you just write a supernatural thriller?’


Prologue
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I‘VE COME TO know my mother a lot better over the last year, since she died.

We’re much closer now.

She’d seen things before that terrible spring of ’85; her journals tell me that much. It wasn’t until the day before my sister Cathy was taken, that cloudless spring day I trustingly left her outside on her own, the day all our lives began to wither and change into something altogether darker and broken, it wasn’t until the last day our family was happy that my mother saw him, the one she refers to in her journals as The Fat Man.

The vision that would haunt her.

The nightmare that held all the answers but which nobody believed.

Now I believe.

Now I understand.

With my mother gone, he is the only person who can help find my sister.

But, in my nightmares or visions or intuitions or whatever these things are, I am yet to see him.

I haven’t seen anybody since Audrey, my wife, my pregnant wife, left. I stayed with her while she recovered from the ordeal with Eames but knowing she had been with him, that she had slept with the man that killed all of those people, that his child, not mine, was growing inside her and that she was going to keep it, there was no choice but to part.

She betrayed me with the villain I arrested and now she has disappeared to I don’t know where. I do not care.

Ploughing through the diarised moments of my dead mother’s life is part of my routine now. The piles of handwritten notepads occupy the space that was once Audrey’s home office. I spend most of my time in that room when I’m home, tricking my mind into believing the house is much smaller than it really is. Cutting myself off from the reality of the dwarfing world outside.

So far I have learned nothing significant about the similarities between our abilities. The gift or curse I seem to share with my mother. The volumes from ’84 to ’87 are merely a chronicle of the steady decomposition of Mother’s mind and the irrepressible growth of her irrational desperation. They chronicle the breakdown of our family following Cathy’s abduction. My father’s withdrawal and resignation was proportional to Mother’s apparent madness and both my parents’ neglect of me.

The height of her hopelessness came a year later than these entries, when she turned to the Lord.

3rd March ’88: No visions last night either. Can’t take this. Lit a candle for Cathy’s safe return. Prayed to God or whoever will listen. Where are you, Fat Man? Tell me where my girl is. Why do you no longer visit me? Who will help us?

Now I am closer to my mother, it hurts to read her sounding so delusional. Not in regard to her visions of this Fat Man but because she’d lost so much hope, so much confidence in herself, that her only option seemed to be entrusting her faith to an idol she had long since forgotten.

The moment she passed on her fear to this higher power was the moment she gave up on my sister.

The moment she stopped fighting.

And I refuse to do that.

In the space of one year I have lost a father I hardly knew, a mother I didn’t want to know and a wife I wish I’d never met.

Once again, I’m alone.

There is no one.

Only Cathy.

And there certainly is no God.


Litha
June 2009


Celeste
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I DON’T MOVE, at first.

It takes a few seconds to realise that, actually, I can’t.

I’m bound, and not just physically.

As my eyes adjust to the darkness in my windowless room I can make out a tiny rectangle of light on the wall in front of me.

And I know that I’ve been caught.

I know that she didn’t die.

Stupidly, I think it’s over.

The room is as cold as you would expect a jail cell to be; the skin on my breasts goose-pimples as a numbing chill bolts down my neck, causing my shoulders to judder.

Somebody stepping on my grave.

My hands are restricted, tied to the frame of the bed, which I now register as double size. Even in the blackness, I am aware that I have been placed in the centre of the room rather than up against a wall.

Both arms are stretched out perpendicular to my body. But I’m not handcuffed. My wrists are tethered to the bars of the bed frame with what feels like satin or some other equally sleek fabric. The loops holding me in place are not tight and yet, still, I cannot seem to move my arms. The same smooth material rubs against my ankles, binding them together and attaching them to the bottom bedstead.

What is this?

I focus on the strip of light, cocking my head to the right slightly to listen for voices, something, anything that confirms the police have finally captured me. The saliva in my mouth is thick from thirst, the acridity of smoke enveloping every taste bud.

I pull at the cloth that fetters me to the frame, trying to release myself.

Nothing.

Spiritually, my shackles tighten, paralysing my limbs, leaving my body crucified to the mattress beneath.

The back of my neck itches, then my lumbar, then the inside of my right thigh. I can’t scratch. I can’t move.

They can’t treat me like this.

I wriggle my core violently, hoping to dislodge something, my limbs still heavy and motionless. The bed moves half an inch closer to the door but my situation does not improve. So I scream. With every last one of my muscle fibres twitching simultaneously and the tendons in my neck trembling, I let out a cry that warbles with viciousness.

I hold the roar for five seconds, maybe ten, then wait.

Nothing.

Nobody comes.

Again I cry out, this time interspersing my howls with ‘You fucks’ and ‘Let me out’ and ‘Who are you?’

I wait again, catching my breath.

Silence.

I stare intently at the illuminated rectangle ahead of me, my eyes fixed on the same spot, willing the flap to open and reveal the face of my arresting officer, the man to be hailed as a hero, the one who stopped the procession of mutilations and burnings and blood-draining exsanguinations.

I want to see January David’s eyes, full of pride and achievement; his pathetic feeling of triumph despite the death of the five people he could have prevented if he really knew just what was going on.

But, despite my powers, I cannot open the small door to the outside of this prison.

So I wait.

Momentarily, I give up.

That’s exactly what they want.

Relaxing into my restraints I take six long breaths, in through the nose, hold for five seconds then expel through the mouth, opening my eyes again on the third exhalation. On the ceiling above me I can just make out a pattern. A circle, slightly bigger than the bed that I am lying on, but it is too dark to see what is painted inside. With my vision compromised, it is only a short while before my other senses begin to compensate. I can smell the paint now; I couldn’t at first. Whatever the symbol above me is, it is fresh. As if the cell has been recently decorated.

Then I smell burning. Not like something is on fire, not like the smell a few hours ago that I can still taste on the flesh inside my cheek as I knelt in front of another victim, the fire burning beneath her. Just candles. Newly lit candles, the extinguished matches still hot, the minuscule stream of smoke dancing into the air as its flame is blown out.

Then I feel something altogether alien. It’s as if, somehow, the silence I have found myself in has become even more quiet. I sense something drawing closer.

The tin flap drops open, sounding like a car crash against the noiselessness of my isolation.

I hold my breath now, my body rigid in anticipation.

More light streams into my cell, forming a pathway along the dust particles floating around inside.

Initially, the opening frames a bearded chin, but that slowly descends out of sight making way for vibrant pink lips against the palest of skin tones, then a pointed nose that resembles a flat owl’s beak, perfectly symmetrical, eventually stopping on the eyes. Dark and bloodshot. So dark there is little colour difference from the pupil.

He doesn’t blink.

I open my mouth, the viscous saliva forming a string that connects both my lips. I want to speak but can’t force myself to say anything. As if attempting to call out in a dream.

The man’s eyes are unflinchingly reserved, reluctant. I feel my own widen further, trying to take in more than is possible through the tiny aperture I have been allowed.

Eventually, he blinks, and I jump. Every movement is exaggerated, every sound is amplified: his blink is like a whip cracking.

These are not the eyes of my arresting officer.

These are not the eyes of January David.


V
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THE TRAFFIC LIGHTS change again, illuminating my living room in an orange wash followed by a flood of green that remains until another drunken rabble passes by and presses the button at the junction, whether they need to cross or not.

The juvenile compulsions of the weak-willed.

I take a sip of red wine and watch the northern wall of my flat cycle through the colours once more.

A scraping behind the door alerts me that the bed is moving.

I don’t care, though.

I’ve got her.

It ends tonight.

Litha marks her demise.

The wine is full-bodied, thick, like blackcurrant syrup. It coats the inside of my mouth before passing down my throat, swathing it in a fruity glaze that is almost sensual. I close my eyes and lick my teeth slowly, starting with the incisors at the top. I can still detect the changing lights somehow. I drop back into the comfort of my worn leather chair, the only piece of furniture, all I need in my near-empty room.

The muffled screams persist but I remain unmoved, allowing myself this pleasure.

She starts to wail. Long guttural bleats that develop into predictable obscenities.

This is the sound of justice. The sound of God’s work.

Nobody can hear her. Nobody will ever hear her.

Moving my wine glass into my left hand I flip open my mobile phone in my right and hit 9 three times. It isn’t long before a woman answers.

‘Emergency Services. Which service do you require?’ She sounds too chirpy.

‘Fire Brigade, please.’

She doesn’t speak again. The phone line clicks straight through to a well-spoken man who asks me what my predicament is. I speak in a slightly raised pitch, masking my true voice in case the call is being recorded. I don’t want to sound like me; I want to sound desperate for help.

I give him the address of the fire.

‘I don’t know whether there are any people in there,’ I lie, forcing a fake whimper of concern.

He tries to make me stay on the line and wait for the help to arrive. He says I should stay exactly where I am.

I hang up.

It doesn’t require too much force to twist the phone in my hand and break it in two. The back plate falls off, exposing the inner workings. I release the catch that holds the SIM card in place and take it out. Bending this in half dislodges the chip on the front. I flush it down the toilet. Then, walking back into the living room, I see the wall is lit in red. Looking out of the window, I notice a young couple waiting by the side of the road until it is safe to cross.

Behind me the woman shouts again. A faint murmur. ‘Who aaaaare you?’

I glare at the couple who have now crossed the road and paused to embrace, hoping they did not hear, waiting for them to continue with their journey, watching as his hands wander down her body.

I hold my breath.

They carry on their way, undoubtedly heading towards a night of fleeting coital ardour. Once they are far enough away I hurl one half of the broken phone across the street into the road to be carried away by traffic; the other I drop straight down into the bushes below, splitting it into two locations.

They don’t need to find us.

She will be judged.

When the screaming stops I make my way over to the room I have prepared for her.

I smile, waiting at the door with my finger on the latch that will release the rectangular flap that separates us. Closing my eyes again I breathe deeply but silently to compose myself, the corners of my mouth dropping into seriousness.

Her retribution is my salvation.

I stare at her through the opening, her body tethered to the bed that will be a final place of rest. She stares back, trying to retain some power, to show she is not afraid. But, of course, she breaks.

‘Who the fuck are you?’

To look at her you would see that such language does not suit her willowy, almost ethereal, appearance. But, knowing her as I do, understanding her inner evil, her masked malevolence, her odious self-determination to transform her visualisations into heinous reality, I am not shocked.

I say nothing.

She asks again, this time placating me as if I were a sub-mental buffoon.

‘Who … are … you … and … what … do … you … want?’ Her eyes widen in her annoyance, her teeth grinding.

Several years ago, I was someone else. A father, a husband. I was loved, and needed, but that man is gone. Who I am now is of no concern to you. You may know me only for my actions and you are here so that justice may be served.

You are here at the will of my Lord, so that he may have his vengeance.

That I may have my peace.

I do not tell her any of this. It is not required.

Instead, I close the hatch, drop to my knees, and begin to pray.

My work is just beginning.

This is my genesis.


January
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I KNEW THIS was coming. I knew seven weeks ago when the fifth body was found in the undergrowth to mark the coming of summer.

I knew it last night while I slept. While The Two performed another merry dance, banging their drums, rolling their wheels, tormenting me with their mysterious messages in the room where The Smiling Man once stood. That dark, endless room in my mind where my subconscious is invaded by intuitive visions, cryptically pointing me towards the solution to my investigation.

I knew this was coming. And still I couldn’t stop it.

When I arrive, Paulson is talking to a fireman I don’t recognise, a cigarette hanging from his top lip, oblivious to the sudden irony of his habit. An ambulance is parked on the kerb, the back doors flung open. I pull up nearby and take a moment to collect myself.

My sergeant tilts his head, acknowledging my arrival, and motions for me to come over.

I scratch around my neck, pulling the uncomfortable shirt collar away from my skin. It’s a humid, sticky day. Heaving myself out of the musty car, I push the door shut, trapping in the stench of Scotch and insomnia, and amble over to the live crime scene.

‘Too late?’ I ask, deflated, arriving in the midst of conversation, my hands in my pockets.

‘Chief Archer, this is DI David.’ Paulson takes care of the formalities. ‘He is the lead investigator on this case.’

I sense the high-ranking fireman judging me on my appearance. I see him look me up and down as though I have just emerged from a doorway and asked him for money to get into a shelter for the night. He doesn’t even realise he is doing it.

Paulson, of course, picks up on this behaviour and cocks me a knowing glance. Archer turns to survey the building, and behind his back I mouth the words ‘Where’s Stringer?’ to Paulson, enquiring about our usual fire department contact. He shrugs his shoulders and makes a shape with his lips that says ‘Gone.’ Archer is new and clearly out to impress.

‘A fire was called in about fifteen minutes ago,’ the chief relays authoritatively, looking up at one of the windows on the block in front of us. ‘Anonymous call.’

Paulson flicks through the notes in his own pad and looks up at the same window. I keep my attention on Chief Archer, staring up at his six foot five inch frame, mesmerised by his hefty moustache jumping up and down with every word.

‘It’s contained now. Made to look like some kids were messing around with candles or squatters making trouble. But obviously it’s not.’ Now he looks directly at me. ‘Seems to me it’s that guy you haven’t managed to catch yet.’

I don’t know what to say. He’s right.

He turns back to the building. ‘We’ll know more in the next couple of days.’ He continues to reel off his script, methodically, as if unenthused at the meagre blaze he and his team have been rushed out to; like he is disappointed the whole street isn’t burning down. A missed opportunity to stake real ownership on his new position.

Archer offers me nothing in the way of significant information or respect but I thank him for his report and duck under the tape that cordons off the entrance to the building. Paulson ambles close behind me.

Two flights above us, I hear a clunking noise and the voice of the male paramedic telling his partner to ‘Lift!’ He comforts the patient saying, ‘There you go, miss,’ then squeezes clean air into her mouth and nose. I stop partway up the stairs and look back, wide-eyed, at Paulson.

She’s alive.

I turn and leap up the stairs two at a time. Paulson, almost instantly breathless, attempts to follow, but his bloated heart can’t pump the blood to his muscles quickly enough.

Three flights up I meet the paramedics who are wheeling a woman down the stairs on a gurney. I stop them.

‘How is she?’ I ask, catching my breath.

‘Sir, I need you to move,’ the male paramedic says forcefully, glaring at me, his knuckles turning white as he grips the mobile bed tighter in his frustration.

He starts to push the gurney holding the girl towards me, hoping I will step aside.

I slam my hands down on the surface either side of the girl’s legs, widening my stance and leaning forward to halt proceedings.

‘Sir—’ The male paramedic raises his voice; his female partner jolts nervously.

‘This is my witness,’ I state, cutting him off. Paulson finally gasps his way to my side, holding the banister for support. ‘I am Detective Inspector David.’ I lower the level of my voice, hoping to clarify the situation somewhat. I watch the tension release from the paramedic’s shoulders and slowly push myself upright, taking my hands away from the victim. ‘I am Detective Inspector David,’ I repeat deliberately, ‘and this could be a valuable witness in a high-profile case.’

I have their attention now. Neither of them tries to jump in again but I still sense their urgency.

‘Is she going to make it?’ I don’t have time to sugar-coat it.

‘She’s inhaled some smoke,’ the female paramedic chimes in.

‘OK …’ My tone urges her to go on.

Her partner interrupts again. ‘She should be fine but we really need to get her to the hospital.’ I see he wants to start pushing the gurney again.

‘Take my partner with you,’ I instruct uncompromisingly. I look at Paulson, who draws in another exaggerated breath; he has to tackle the three flights of stairs again after not fully recovering from his journey up.

The paramedics wheel the victim past me, reluctantly obeying my order. They have no choice. My authority takes precedence at a crime scene. I draw Paulson aside.

‘Stay with her. I want to know as soon as she wakes up. OK?’

‘OK, Jan,’ he replies, releasing his grip from the railing to demonstrate his readiness for the task.

‘As soon as she wakes up,’ I reiterate.

He nods.

‘I’m going to need a sketch artist ready too, so you’ll have to call that in on the way.’

Paulson dutifully follows the victim down the stairs and into the back of the ambulance waiting outside. I continue up to view the scene of the crime.

But I already know what I’ll find.

The smoky stench emanates through the corridor and hits me with only a few stairs to go. I smell charcoal and fruit. I smell hay, just as I had in the woods on the May Bank Holiday; just as I had for the four victims before that.

As I enter the doorway of the apartment, it is as I expected. A circle of salt large enough for someone to sit or kneel inside. Ahead of that, on the floor, a silver candlestick with the stub of a black candle. I know before it is tested that it will show remnants of essential oil rubbed on the outside.

For a brief moment, I convince myself I can smell sulphur, but I can’t.

Next to the candle is a small circular fireproof dish containing a charcoal powder laced with a crumbled dried fruit.

It is the same as the others.

The dish faces the altar, the spot where the victim was found. This is the only thing that is different from the previous crime scenes; the only aspect that has changed.

But I knew all this last night.

And that’s why I know there is something here I am missing.

I can understand why Archer was disappointed: this was hardly an inferno. The altar is a large wheel attached to the ceiling by chains. It appears to be a wagon wheel, wooden, with a frame of iron around its circumference. The spokes are wooden too and thread into a metal centre which undoubtedly caused heavy bruising to the victim’s back as she writhed against it, attempting to free herself.

Below the hanging wheel are the remains of what appears to be a controlled bonfire. Only a couple of feet across, it explains the scent of hay in the air.

I move over to the window and see Archer below.

The fire had not roared out of control. The walls are still intact. The ceiling has some smoke damage but nothing significant. This was called in anonymously. It’s not as if a neighbour saw smoke bellowing from the windows and the flames danced around the room, alerting passers-by that the building was on fire.

This is the same killer, it’s clear to me; but, somehow, this time, it is different.

Standing in the centre of the salt circle, I close my eyes and think about what The Two were trying to tell me last night. What extra information were they trying to give to me that nobody else has?

My phone vibrates in my pocket.

The light flashes Paulson’s name on and off.

‘Paulson?’ I answer the phone.

‘She’s awake, Jan.’ He speaks in an almost whisper.

‘Already? Fuck. Does she …’

‘She remembers the face,’ he says excitedly, interrupting me. From his tone I can tell he is smiling.

‘Call the artist now. I’ll meet you down there.’ I hang up before he even has a chance to respond.

When I arrive at the hospital, Paulson is standing guard outside the witness’s room. She is Brooke Derry, twenty-seven years old, from London. Through the window in her door I can see she is gingerly sitting up in her bed, talking to a man who is rubbing frantically at a drawing pad with his blackened thumb.

Give it another twenty minutes of softening the chin, sharpening the cheeks and widening the eyes, and we will have an accurate image. The identity of the killer that has eluded us since October last year.

The artist performs his final smudge and blows some black dust off the page. He turns it around to Miss Derry and she nods. He then swivels the drawing around to face us as we peer through the window of the ward door. We haven’t been in yet. I didn’t want to add any pressure to her, to influence her. She needed time to focus on the identification before I question her.

The sketch shows a woman; long, mousey hair, late thirties, high cheekbones, probably very pretty ten years ago.

An impression of the woman we will eventually come to know as Celeste Varrick, the killer we have been chasing.

Our first truly tangible lead.

I now know the face of the murderer I pursue. I can stop her before she strikes again, before The Two have another chance to torment me.

But I am hunting a ghost, a shadow. Somebody has got to her before me; she has been captured already.

I’m chasing someone that no longer exists.


Brooke
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I TELL THE police everything I remember.

My statement is a true account of the event of my near-death experience to the very best of my recollection.

I came straight home from work as I always do. I unlocked the front door to the building. I had my earphones in so I couldn’t really hear anything other than my music. I pressed the button for the lift because I live on the top floor and I wasn’t going to walk up the stairs after a full day of work. I must have only taken one step inside the lift when I was grabbed from behind.

I didn’t see a face and the hand that clasped a handkerchief over my mouth was gloved. I remember them being stronger than I was but that isn’t difficult: I’m pretty small. I couldn’t say whether there were any identifying marks at this point or how this person smelled or whether the body that pressed itself against my back to hold me rigid as the doors closed behind us was a man or a woman; it happened too quickly.

Then I blacked out.

This is what I tell Detective Sergeant Paulson while we wait.

The second part of my story is more vivid. Though groggy and disoriented, the shock of finding myself in that position seemed to focus me somewhat.

The first thing I recall is the scent of the straw bundle burning underneath me. It wasn’t a completely detestable fragrance, to be honest. It had something to it that made it more palatable than burning wood or fabric. Either way, I was certainly ingesting some of the fumes, but not choking at this point.

I hadn’t yet opened my eyes. I wanted to take it in one sense at a time. As I said, I was still in a slight stupor and panicking wasn’t going to help. I soon sensed that I was moving ever so slightly. Like I had been swinging back and forth but was coming to a stop and my motion had switched, twisting from side to side as momentum slowed.

My hearing was next to focus as the fuzziness in my head continued to evaporate. A woman’s voice was emanating from the area directly ahead of me. It was rhythmic, almost singing. But not quite. It was soothing. Complementing the motion of the wheel I was attached to.

This was the voice of my captor, I thought.

Don’t unnerve her.

I didn’t want to open my eyes fully in case she noticed. I tried to see through a squint but had to fully open my eyes and blink because the smoke was making them water. She didn’t see, though; she was facing to the side at this point.

‘But she did eventually turn to face you?’ Detective Sergeant Paulson asks abruptly, almost excitedly, as he interrupts my recounting.

‘Yes, it was only a moment after that she turned to face me head on.’

‘And you think you can describe this to our sketch artist?’ He waves at the door and a man with a pad enters my hospital room. DS Paulson stands up ready to greet him.

‘Yes. I remember the face lucidly. That’s not something one forgets,’ I confirm.

DS Paulson offers his chair to the artist and leaves me alone in the room with him to describe the woman I saw at my attempted murder scene. He advises me to take my time, and assures me that he will be waiting just outside.

I tell the artist that she was pretty in a non-conventional way. High cheekbones, large eyes that were grey or green, hair that was long and naturally wavy but a little greasy – not in a bad way, though. She was tall and thin. The word I use is wispy. Her skin was pale, her lips were thin and lacked colour, but her upper lip was pronounced. The first sketch looks a bit like her but after a little smudging and rubbing, he manages to push the eyes further apart, point the chin a touch more and move the nose down; all without erasing a single line.

He flicks the pad around and I nod. That is the extent of my reaction. This is the face of the woman I am telling the police I saw at the site of my attempted murder. The person who tried to kill me; to make me her sixth victim.

Shouldn’t I feel fear? Or a surge of adrenalin? Should I not be shaking?

Should this lack of reaction stand out to the three detectives? The one in front of me with a sketch pad, Detective Sergeant Paulson, who is outside, and the tired-looking one, January David, who has just arrived?

Do they think they have already captured their killer just because they have a picture of her face?

Detective Inspector David introduces himself to me. He tells me that he is not here to talk and does not want me to strain my voice any further. He’ll be back at some point to go over my testimony again, but he says he just wants to thank me, that my help has proved invaluable and that I should count myself extremely lucky.

That’s exactly how I feel. Privileged to be here. To be alive.

And now I feel important, and crucial to the case.

I am exactly where fate designed. I am distracting the police, feeding them the information they require about Celeste. While I am here being so vital and helpful, the person I have described so vividly as the villain is receiving a similar treatment to that which I experienced only a few hours ago.

Now she is hunted.

I just made her the most wanted woman in the country.


January
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IT HAS TO be Murphy. He’s the only one who’s stupid enough to do it.

Not thinking further than his own ambition.

My mind has not rested since we saw the sketch of the killer we will soon come to know as Celeste Varrick. This is a concrete lead. Nothing from a dream, or a vibration felt as a candle flame dies out, or a hunch from experience. It’s something we can all see and touch and use. This is real police work.

My plan was to hold on to this information, to digest it and compare it to everything else we have gleaned so far. However, something doesn’t sit right. The signature is the same; the candles and salt circle are present, the aroma, the burning, but the MO has evolved. She was fastened to the hanging wheel rather than resting on her knees. Was the killer interrupted? A personality doesn’t just change partway through a serial murder; I know that, Murphy knows that. It’s how we catch these criminals; we see their personality, their psychology in the scenes they leave behind.

It is different. Slightly. But enough for me to notice. I know that what is being presented as reality is not always truth. Things are never exactly as they seem. Sometimes the differences are the mistakes that lead to a conviction.

But Murphy takes the picture as gospel. He idiotically thinks, or the people pulling his strings believe, that we’ll find Celeste Varrick quicker if everyone in the country is looking out for her. That’s not how it works. The inevitable public hysteria would prove a hindrance at best. Now we know the face of the killer, that it is a woman, we’ll have people calling in with inaccurate, misleading sightings across the capital and beyond. It will slow down the investigation. The team will have no choice but to look into every claim no matter how ludicrous.

It will promote a vigilante mentality. Civilians taking the law into their own hands, attacking women who resemble the killer, detaining a lookalike. All the while, the true perpetrator continues her work, planning her next victim, or worse, fleeing and leaving another string of unsolved cases.

Leaving more families to destroy themselves through lack of closure.

Leaking the artist’s impression of our suspect to the press will undoubtedly set us back when it should have taken us closer to resolution.

I only needed a day.

Tomorrow morning, when people get up to start their working week, they will be greeted by the sight of a killer they did not need to know about yet.

Archer left a message saying that this wasn’t the only fire in London tonight; that his team was called out several times, that he’s been trying to get hold of me since I left.

That Brooke Derry might not be the only victim of the evening.


V
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THIS MORNING I wake up when the rolled-up newspaper thuds against my door. I sit bolt upright on the sofa, stiff after an uncomfortable night’s sleep, the alcohol desiccating my brain. I missed my usual run. It doesn’t seem right to leave her here alone, even though I know she’s trapped.

She’s not going anywhere.

I stretch my neck, first looking to the right, then to the left, then rolling my head from side to side as I look up at the ceiling. Quietly, I edge over to the door of her cell and gently release the clasp to look in on her. She is asleep on her back, fastened securely to the bed, exhausted from a night of futile ranting.

I carefully shut the flap, keeping her in the dark.

I’ll miss Gail this morning. My routine has changed.

I open my front door and reach down to the mat for my morning dose of current affairs. Not everything changes. Out of habit I roll off the elastic band as I walk to the kitchen area, I lay the paper down on the work surface and reach for the fridge. I’m out of grapefruit juice, too much to think about over the last couple of days. I grab an upside down glass left to drain after the last time I washed up. The bubbles have left a scum around the rim of the vessel which I wipe off and dry with the bottom of my T-shirt before filling it with tap water.

I lean against the worktop as if I am about to stretch my calf muscles, but there’s no need this morning, so I just read. The front page has hardly any text. Instead it shows a life-like drawing of a woman.

A pretty woman with high cheekbones and flowing hair.

The woman I have tied to a bed only ten feet from where I stand right now.

I smile to myself. London knows the face of its demon.

You have done well, V.

This is the Lord’s will, V.

I take a swig of my tap water and turn through the remaining pages. An article on national identity, something about the financial state of Britain, the usual political scandal, and before I know it I have flicked all the way to the sports section.

I feel gratified. Fulfilled, even.

I shut the paper leaving it sports-side-up on the counter. I don’t need to see the picture of her face. I can see her face whenever I want to.

It won’t be until tomorrow’s paper that they report on the second girl they found that evening.

I float back into the living room, perch on the edge of my worn sofa, place my hands together, close my eyes and ask, ‘What will you have me do with her now, Lord?’


Celeste
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HE’S OUT THERE. I can sense him.

I hear the murmur just beyond the door.

‘… sobrazod-ol Roray i ta nazodapesad, Girae ta maelpereji …’

I close my eyes tightly, hoping the darkness will somehow improve my hearing.

‘… farezodem zodenurezoda adana gono …’

It sounds Latin, maybe. But the way he speaks is so rhythmic, like a chant or a mantra. It’s monotonous and continual.

He’s praying.

Logically, I link the Latin with Catholicism and my situation begins to make more sense.

I see now why he cannot understand what I do, what I have been doing. That he would think my actions immoral, my rituals unnatural. That, for a righteous, devout man, there is only good and there is only evil.

That he is good and I am evil.

That he is right and I am wrong.

‘… eca, od zodameranu! Odo cicale Qaa …’

Arabic. Maybe Aramaic. Perhaps he is speaking the language of Jesus. He is praying to a God.

He is not in control of what he does; his purpose comes from a higher place. To him, my beliefs are erroneous. My anger turns to fear.

The image of Brooke Derry strapped to the wheel as the fire burns beneath her flashes into my mind.

At least I know that my work is done.

I strain my ears to hear more but he stops. I hear the crack of bone as he stands up from what must be a kneeling position.

A second later, I am blinded.

The fluorescent bulb chugs into action, immersing the room in a bright white light, shrinking my pupils to pinheads and sending blotches of colour across my retinas.

I slam my eyes shut, sucking air through the gaps in my teeth, hissing in the pain before focus returns and the reality of my situation dawns.

Recovering from the sudden influx of light, I quickly try to examine the room, my prison.

Creased white linen on a white wooden bed frame. The walls are painted a bright white too. Everything from the door in the middle of the wall ahead of me to the straps around my wrists and ankles is white. Everything except the writing.

To the left of the door, in letters around twelve inches high, it says: 1 Corinthians 10:18–22. The words have been handwritten in black paint.

‘The sacrifices of Pagans are offered to demons, not to God. You cannot drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons too.’

The writing below the reference is in a smaller scrawling font, but it allows me into the mind of my captor.

It is as expected.

To the right of the door is another reference and another message.

‘2 Corinthians 6:14. Do not be yoked together with unbelievers. For what do righteousness and wickedness have in common?’

There is good and there is evil.

He is right and I am wrong.

To my left is a missive from Deuteronomy 31:16–19. This time in two-foot letters exclaiming how ‘God’ is angry with me.

I shake my head and squint my eyes in disbelief, trying to avoid the temptation to look left, where I am sure the writing will allude to Thessalonians in some way.

I don’t and it does.

‘The coming of the lawless one will be in accordance with the work of Satan displayed in all kinds of counterfeit miracles, signs and wonder, and in every sort of evil that deceives those who are perishing.’

His message is clear.

His God is the light and I am darkness.

For he is good and I am evil.

I know this cell is homemade. That the authorities have failed again. That this is somebody taking matters into their own hands. A vigilante who will thwart the efforts of the lawless one in the name of a God.

I understand his motives even if he does not remotely comprehend mine. That he thinks Paganism is somehow linked with Satan.

But it isn’t until I tilt my head up towards the painted circle I had partially glimpsed in the original darkness that I realise it is more than that.

It’s not just a circle.

I see it so clearly now.

It has been painted there to keep me trapped.


V
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SHE REFUSES TO eat, but she will take water. Maybe to moisten her throat, which has grown sore from all her unheard, futile screaming over the last thirty-six hours. As I sit down on the side of her bed she struggles, wanting to hurt me, trying to strike out at her captor.

‘I’m here to look after you,’ I tell her truthfully, sincerely. ‘To stop you doing what you have been doing.’

I tilt the cup so that she can take down some liquid. In three gulps the cup is empty. She stares at me, not saying anything, unresponsive to my kindness. Then she spits directly into my face.

And laughs at me.

Calmly, I stand up and walk towards the door. I could leave it open, I could untie her; still she would not be able to go anywhere. I’m just being cautious. Also, it’s another layer for her yelps to penetrate, and I want to go out. I need to maintain routine, to perpetuate normality.

Closing the door shuts off the sound of her chortling, her puerile victory. I put on my trainers, tying the laces into a double-knot, and leave the flat.

I must improve on my time.

I have to see Gail upon my return.

She has to believe that nothing is out of the ordinary.

I come home, not in record time but adequate, and my neighbour is making her way out to her office job.

‘Morning, Sam. Didn’t see you yesterday,’ she comments, instantly worrying me that she thinks something is wrong.

‘Everyone needs a rest day, Gail,’ I respond, smiling, looking the part of the unflustered jogger, camouflaging the role of panicked kidnapper.

‘True, true,’ she nods. ‘I don’t know how you do it.’ She smiles and carries on walking. ‘Have a good day, Sam,’ she calls back without even looking, her thoughts shifting immediately to the working day ahead, instantly forgetting her arbitrary morning niceties.

‘You too,’ I oblige, but she has already disappeared around the corner.

I bend down, the lactic acid building in my thighs because I stopped to exchange pleasantries, and I pick up the paper, satisfied with my smokescreen, content with the return of regime.

Inside my flat, with the front door now closed, I tuck the rolled paper under my chin, bend my right leg so that my foot touches my gluteals, grab the ankle with both hands and stretch out my thigh for six seconds. I repeat on the left leg. Then once more for each leg again, trying to keep the lactic acid build-up at bay.

I grab the tube of tabloid articles, shake my legs one last time and head straight in to check on Celeste.

A triangle of light appears across the floor as I open the door to her dark prison.

She doesn’t move.

I ease my way through the gap so as not to let in more light, so I don’t disturb her.

She has been here less than two days and already the room is starting to smell.

Of course, I had thought about feeding her and bringing her water, but it looks as though she has held out as long as she can and has had no choice but to wet herself. Maybe this is why she doesn’t want to eat.

It suddenly dawns on me that I have no idea what I am doing.

I have captured the woman who has been doing these horrible things that have been reported in the papers, but now what? How long am I supposed to keep her here? She has seen my face now; she doesn’t know where she is but she can identify me, her captor, her guard. Is there any intention of releasing her?

Why do I question? Who am I to question?

I lay the newspaper down next to her on the page that describes the second incident on Litha, the other woman that was found later, the details of the fire and salt and candles still evident.

We will discuss this later.

As I leave the room I switch on the bright, blinding fluorescent lights I installed and shut the door behind me. Celeste’s eyes screw up tightly before the inevitable barrage of disparagement ensues. She will then be silent as she reads her article. Straight after, the indignity continues.

But I can’t hear it.

I am praying to the Lord.

I am questioning.

As I open my eyes, my knees sore from the floorboards, the poison in my thighs refusing to back down, I am filled with new knowledge.

That I am to make a monster of her.

That only one of us will ever leave.


Samhain
October 2008


January
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I NEVER DREAM of Cathy. But, most nights, I go to sleep thinking about her.

Today, she would have been thirty-four.

Sitting on the lounge carpet, my back resting against the leather sofa I used to share with Audrey, a pile of Mum’s journals stacked to my left, a glass of red wine to my right – not the wine that Audrey used to buy but the kind you can afford on a detective’s salary; the kind most people use only for cooking – I crane my head to the left to stretch my neck. And I think of Audrey. How I wanted to protect her. How I saved her. How I sat by her bedside until she recovered. How I tried to make things work, get them back to how they were. How she wanted to keep the baby. How I just let her go.

I can’t seem to get the place warm any more.

Or tidy.

It’s difficult enough to drag myself upstairs to bed each night; there appear to be more steps now I’m here on my own. Tonight is no exception.

I drop my chin onto my chest, blowing out a lungful of alcohol-drenched air as both eyelids edge closer to my softening cheeks, gravity pulling my relaxed lips closer to the floor. As I inhale, a dankness travels up my nostrils, filling my throat with a familiar acridity that jolts me backwards into a bewildered darkness I have not visited for some time.

And any thought of Cathy dissolves into nightmare.

The carpet that just cushioned me has been replaced with hard wood caked in a dense layer of dust. The legs that had been outstretched in front of me are now crossed, compelling me to sit upright. I force my eyes wider in an attempt to allow more light to hit my retinas, but in front of me is never-ending black. Realisation instinctively widens my eyes even further, but still no light enters.

This is not the same as before.

I am not tied to a chair.

There is no blindfold.

I can see.

And there are two of them this time.

Only the sound of shuffling feet permeates the eternal black nothingness; the dust displacing as they shift from foot to foot in this all-encompassing shadow.

Then quiet.

I’m paralysed. My mouth dries in anxious expectation. I find myself holding my breath. Anticipating something spectacular.

This may just be a dream. Something is telling me that, at any moment, a flood of light will engulf the room and I will be confronted by that haunting yellow smile.

Wrong.

And wrong again.

Candles ignite in circles around the two figures ahead of me. First one flame then a trail of fire spitting to life, accelerating round to end where it started. To the left I notice a boy. Dressed plainly in grey trousers and shirt, his skin is pale, his hair is dark. His eyes are closed and his fists clenched. He is motionless.

On the right, the figure is a blur. Though lit by the burning wicks, it is distorted. She is distorted. Through the haze I can still make out that it is a young girl; I cannot focus on any specifics but I recognise that much.

I flit my gaze back to the left at the boy, who still does not move, then back to the right at the girl. I squint in an attempt to sharpen her edges and, in that moment, things change.

Because I think it is Cathy.

Why would she be here?

I must deconstruct the scene, analyse my dream, but, instead, I gasp; I manage to draw some breath. A gust of air causes the temperature to drop, extinguishing one of the boy’s flames, and the cold removes the dust, replacing it with the pungent scent of rosemary.

Now the boy can escape.

I am still distracted by his cloudy partner.

The boy tilts his head robotically to the side, his eyes now open and flashing, cycling through different colours, his gaze locked into mine. The girl turns slowly inside her circle, her arms outstretched playfully, her face a blur of hair and motion.

My body is glued to the floor; only my head will move. I pan back to the boy and he is making his way towards me through the gap in his ring of fire, the dead circle of wax in his left hand.

He steps through the opening, edging along a painted tightrope, never deviating his stare from my face. I do not want to avert my eyes but the girl is spinning faster and faster. I see there is a line from my circle to hers.

We are all linked somehow.

Already, I am being given answers.

The boy. He produces three ribbons: black in one hand, white in the other and red from around his neck. They are tied together and placed atop the candle in front of where I sit. Despite the proximity, his facial features seem out of focus, with the exception of the eyes.

The girl rotates at an unreal pace, the flames around her lying down with the wind she creates.

The candle on the floor in front of me puffs to life, burning the ribbons, producing a smoke that temporarily masks the herbal aroma. And I can move. The boy walks backwards into the diminishing light like a toy soldier, keeping a staccato rhythm with his laughter, a child-like chortle at first, then deeper and into a whisper.

The girl ceases her revolution and looks straight at me, screaming a silent wail before her final whirlwind blows out the lights, plunging everything back into gloom.

I expect to wake up.

Not yet.

Silence.

I feel him near me again. In front of me.

I wait.

There’s nothing else I can do.

A speck of light appears. Somewhere in the distance, directly in front, between the circles of dead candles at either side of me, a light. What looks like a match being lit miles away begins to grow. It’s getting closer.

Gradually, it reveals the outline in front of me.

The boy is not alone.

The girl has stealthily made her way over, directly behind the distressed boy.

The light draws ever nearer and the girl creeps closer to the boy. I punch my fists and shout in an attempt to warn him, but he doesn’t move.

The light grows brighter; I can feel its heat. Something on fire.

Now the girl is directly behind him. I notice he is holding his chest, perhaps in pain. She weaves her blurry hands around his waist but he doesn’t flinch.

Gently, she places her hands on his, caressing them until their fingers interlock.

The light grows redder then white again as it draws nearer.

My eyes flit between the two in front of me and the flame behind.

She is not Cathy.

The girl rests her chin on the boy’s shoulder as they complete their embrace. His mouth moves into a smile. I can’t tell whether he is still laughing over the sound of the approaching fire-crackle.

The heat is palpable. I see him grip her hands tighter.

He wants her there.

I resign, taking this cue to desist my violent outbursts against my unseen jail.

The glow behind is a giant wheel, ablaze and rolling towards us.

The Two squeeze each other for protection, bracing themselves for impact.

Somehow, their closed eyes seem to shut even further as the flaming wheel prepares itself to take them out. As it hits, the girl screams one last time. In this instance, it is audible. So high-pitched it seems to shatter the impenetrable bubble that holds me.

The fire engulfs the two children in a miniature supernova and continues towards me, the roar seeming to harmonise perfectly with the scream.

The last thing I remember is the light.

I wake up sweating. The ball of flame from my dream is the best way to heat me in this house, it seems.

It’s the first vision I have had since Audrey left four months ago. I know that’s what it is. It was the same black box where The Smiling Man always met me. But it wasn’t him this time.

I know the feeling but there is still so much left to understand. I’m hoping Mother’s journals can shed more light.

Where is The Smiling Man? Who are the two children?

I don’t understand it yet but what I do know is that something is starting. Something evil walks the streets of London again, and I have this information before anybody else.

But it is the first vision; it has no context. The only thing I can be sure of is that in twenty-four hours, unless I can somehow decipher this cryptic message, someone, somewhere in this huge city, will be murdered.
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