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      The Shadow Killer explores dark themes including violence and trauma. Please take care while reading.
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      Saturday, 4 October 2003

      

      As shadows threw obscure shapes over the ground, he looked at her sweet face. Innocent, beautiful, peaceful in repose. He wasn’t religious, but if a higher power did exist, he was envious. This exquisite creation was now in the arms of someone, or something, else.

      He’d followed her, studied her day and night, tracking her movements. She was so predictable. It had made his job easy; he’d been doing it long enough to know when someone was gullible, and boy, was she. He’d kept it simple in the end, used the oldest trick in the book – dark alley just a stone’s throw from Leeds Central Library, a broken shopping bag spewing its contents across the damp road, faking the need for help. Easy peasy, lemon squeezy.

      He enjoyed this part of the process as much as the planning and preparation. The creativity that went into the execution. He laughed at his own joke. He never knew beforehand what he was going to be left with, but he was never disappointed.

      By now it was a well-rehearsed routine, and a well-practised routine at that. He’d taken a risk with this one, changed his MO slightly and moved the body from its original place, simply for the thrill of it. From the outside, no one would guess what was taking place right there in his living room. The elevation helped. Being on the third floor of the plush apartment block meant there were very few lines of sight. It had been advertised as being a prime location for the city-living lifestyle, and how right they had been. And he should know – his architectural plans had won the contract. His firm, or rather the architectural firm he worked for, had resurrected most of Leeds city centre. As these thoughts ran through his head, he removed his knife from its sheath and watched as the blade glistened in the moonlight that reflected through the window.

      He started to carve into the soft, delicate flesh of the eyelids. What was he going to do? This was the last one, he knew that. He knew he couldn’t keep pushing his luck, getting away with it. There were too many moving parts these days. That heightened the risk, which he did enjoy but couldn’t always control.

      As he collected his mason jar from the bench, he jiggled it slightly and watched as the severed eyeballs glooped around in the formalin.

      At least she hadn’t seen what he had done. None of them had.

      
        * * *

      

      The tension in the control room was the most palpable that DI Ziggy Thornes had ever experienced. Alongside his boss, Chief Superintendent Hastings, and his colleague DS Sadie Bates, they waited and watched remotely through a mounted screen as the armed unit broke into their target’s premises. For the last twelve months, women had been disappearing across the country, and in recent months the situation had escalated, with six missing women from within the Yorkshire region alone, all feared to have fallen into the clutches of a serial killer. Ziggy and his team, along with a dedicated nationwide task force, had tracked and traced every single lead. Frustrated, and facing pressure from above, Ziggy had dedicated the last eight months to covert operations and led from the front as they had painstakingly edged closer to finding the killer.

      All that work had culminated in this moment.

      ‘Go, go, go,’ Ziggy gave the command and watched as the Armed Response team broke down the door of the flat and called out their warnings. They lost visuals, as the CCTV of the apartment building didn’t cover the interior. Ziggy had to wait an agonising three minutes, which felt like three hours, until he heard the words, ‘One male detained.’

      
        * * *

      

      ‘Is it Hawthorne?’ he asked.

      ‘We believe so,’ said the unit commander. ‘Cuffed and being transferred.’

      Ziggy kept the line open on the radio and could hear in the background until a laugh that could cut through glass echoed down the radio channel. Sickened, he turned off the line and turned to Sadie.

      ‘Got the bastard,’ he said, leaving the room to head to the custody suite, waiting for evil to enter the building.
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      Saturday 4th October 2003

      
        
        THE SHADOW KILLER CAUGHT!

      

      

      Tonight, the man who has been terrorising the streets of Yorkshire and beyond for the last twelve months is spending his first of many nights behind bars at HMP Wakefield, known locally as Monster Mansion.

      James Hawthorne, a 54-year-old architect from North Yorkshire, was finally arrested at his home in Gipton, Leeds after a lengthy police investigation. He is suspected in the disappearance of five women over the past year — and now, with the discovery of Belinda Riley’s body, investigators fear the others met the same fate.  The anguished parents of Madeline Wadham, Janine Morley, Julia Newbry, Isobel Harmer and the most recent missing woman, Claire Strickland are still awaiting updates on their loved ones.

      At a brief press conference, Detective Inspector Andrew ‘Ziggy’ Thornes, who has been leading the investigation, said that the residents of Yorkshire could sleep easy tonight, knowing that the sadistic killer is safely behind bars. He asked for the public to remain patient as they gathered all the evidence to ensure that James Hawthorne is never allowed to walk the streets again. He reminded the gathered press that there are still missing women, and that all efforts are now focused on the search and that every available resource is being deployed to find them.

      Appearing at Leeds Crown Court, Hawthorne, who didn’t speak during a five-minute hearing, has carried out his reign of terror in the alleyways throughout the country, leaving devasted families looking for answers as to the disappearance of their loved one.

      Sunday, 5 October 2003

      Dr Evelyn Shaw read the news report and placed the newspaper down on her desk. Sitting behind the desk in her office at HMP Leeds, she tapped her pen on the pad next to her and thought through the headline. Along with the rest of the region, she was relieved that she no longer needed to watch her back as she walked from her city-centre office to her canal-side apartment.

      When the arrest of the Yorkshire Ripper had been made in 1981, she had been midway through qualifying as a forensic psychologist. She could remember the conversations and speculation between inmates, staff and ancillary workers as to where Peter Sutcliffe would be taken and held. Sutcliffe had declared that he did what he did to satisfy the voice of God and had self-claimed ‘diminished responsibility’. After the confession there was no other facility secure enough or equipped enough to deal with such a sadistic killer than the notorious Broadmoor Psychiatric hospital.

      Evelyn wondered whether Hawthorne would take a similar stance. Would he opt for the diminished responsibility route? As she had worked with the Met Police on the recent case of Anthony Hardy – the Camden Ripper – building a profile that had allowed them to narrow down their search, she’d been approached by various media outlets to speculate on the kind of man the Shadow Killer might be, but she’d declined all requests. It wasn't in her nature to speculate without concrete facts behind it. Of course, Evelyn had her own opinions, her own thoughts about the Shadow Killer. His profile was already of ‘celebrity status’, which was exactly what he would want. His trial would become a media circus, and he would gain the notoriety he craved.

      She sighed and ran her fingers through her long auburn hair before scooping it up into the hair tie that she kept around her wrist. She had two sessions with long-term prisoners this morning that she had been working with on a long term basis.

      Right on cue, there was a tap on the office door, followed by a prison guard leading her first patient in. She stood to greet him, adjusted her pencil skirt as she sat back down and waited for the guard to leave.

      After checking on his welfare and making sure he was comfortable, she picked up from where they had left off in their previous session.

      ‘How old were you when these thoughts started, Thomas?’ She poised her pen to make notes as the prisoner began his journey into the start of the darkness that had ultimately led to the brutal murder of his wife.

      Her office at HMP Leeds was small and poky, with two tiny windows. One window faced the courtyard and had bars across it, while the other looked out onto the corridor, where a prisoner officer stood guard. She had a panic button on her desk, should it be necessary though thankfully she'd never had to use it. As she continued to listen, making the appropriate noises and acknowledging the feelings of the killer in front of her, her thoughts returned to the internal conflict she’d been having with herself far too often of late.

      She was tired.

      She’d been a psychologist for almost thirty years – thirty years of dealing with the worse that society had to offer – and as she entered her late fifties, she felt each one of those years. It was starting to really wear her down. Each case, each person blurring into the next. Was this really what she wanted? Was it where she had wanted to be at this time of her life? Back in her twenties, when she was newly qualified, she had thought she could change the system. That she could make an impact, change people’s lives, stop those she could help from re-offending.

      But in recent weeks she found herself asking, had she had enough of the profession she once loved? She had felt disillusioned for a while and working on the Hardy case had drained her.

      She was oh so very tired, not just from lack of sleep but physically, emotionally and mentally.

      Her focused shifted back to the man sat in front of her. They’d had five consultations so far, where he talked and she listened, and they still hadn’t reached the source of his trauma. The trigger for his behaviour. Hearing voices was something she was told over and over by her patients. Most of them were lying. It was a common defence, and offenders often felt compelled to stick to it in the hopes of a reduced sentence. She estimated it would be around session eight or nine that the truth would reveal itself. Childhood trauma. Abuse. The abused becomes the abuser. She should know. Evelyn shuddered and forced herself to focus on the killer in front of her.

      
        * * *

      

      Evelyn checked her watch, feeling guilty when she realised their time together was about to end. ‘That’s all we have time for today, Thomas. I’d like you to continue with your journal. Bring it with you next week.’ She stood and knocked on the window, alerting the guard to open the door.

      ‘Thank you, Doc,’ said Thomas as he shuffled forward, hands cuffed.

      She closed her office door and sat neatly behind her desk. She’d nudged her desk pad slightly, dislodging the carefully laid out pen, pencil and ruler. She meticulously rearranged everything. Order gave her peace of mind, a sense of composure in the darkness that filled her working life. Despite feeling tired, she still had a glimmer of love for her job. She had always thrived on the unpicking of the mind, peeling back the layers. She felt sure that would never change. It was a part of her psyche.

      She collected her leather-bound notebook and pen, dropped them into her briefcase and headed for the door. She checked her watch; she had twenty minutes to get to her next appointment, and she wasn’t looking forward to it at all. Already the familiar knot of dread had formed in her stomach, and she felt the tension creeping into her jaw. Forcing herself to drop her shoulders, she walked out of the prison with leaden footsteps, every ounce of her slight frame wishing that she could just go home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        MISSING

        Claire Strickland

        22 years old. Single parent to Sam

        Last seen leaving Leeds Central Library

      

      

      
        * * *

      

      Ziggy crossed out the word Missing on the whiteboard and replaced it with Suspected Murder.

      He stood at the front of the conference room and looked around at the weary eyes of his colleagues, who had worked tirelessly to bring James Hawthorne into custody. Whilst Hawthorne was being held on remand, they now had the dual task of preparing for court whilst still searching for Claire and the other missing women. The announcement that they were no longer searching for a missing woman, but her body, had hit the team hard, but they still had a long way to go.

      Hours would be spent pouring over the interview transcripts – not that Hawthorne had given anything away. On top of this, Ziggy and his team were still following up on further lines of enquiry and cross-referencing historic cases of missing women against the profile of the Shadow Killer. The fear was that the true total number of deaths that Hawthorne was responsible for would never be known.

      As he left the briefing, Ziggy’s team followed him.

      ‘That was tough, boss,’ DS Sadie Bates said as they all walked back into the MIT office.

      'It never gets any easier. It's taking its toll on all of us, but we have to keep pushing. I'm preaching to the converted I know. Look, would you mind making us all a brew and I’ll be along in a minute? I’m busting for the loo.’

      Sadie laughed. ‘No problem. Old-man bladder got the better of you?’

      ‘Cheeky sod,’ he replied, smiling as he pushed open the door to the men’s room.

      Sadie wasn’t wrong, though. This case had taken it out of all of them, and the strain was showing in various ways. His old-man bladder was the least of his problems.

      Looking in the mirror after relieving himself and washing his hands, he noted that his usually closely shaved head was longer than usual, and he needed a shave. Dark circles under his eyes reflected the very little sleep he’d had these past few months. He’d promised himself a holiday once the case had gone to court and the verdict had been delivered, but Ziggy was well aware that there was still a long way to go between now and that day. He drew himself up to his full six-foot-two height and pulled his shoulders back. He had a job to do.

      He joined the team back at their quadrant in the bullpen. DS Nick ‘Wilko’ Wilkinson was fumbling with his computer whilst DC Angela Dove finished a phone call. Sadie arrived from the kitchen and set down four steaming mugs. The four of them had worked together for over five years and they each knew their role in any investigation, and Ziggy had complete confidence in each of them. Wilko was close to retirement and happy to bash the phones or help with door-to-door enquiries. Not a fan of technology, Nick relied on Angela to keep him up to date with the latest online practices, insisting she speak to him like he was a five-year-old, the same age as his twins. In sharp contradiction, Angela loved nothing more than data entry and was a trained exhibits officer, which required the high level of attention to detail that she excelled at.

      Sadie was a career detective and had been Ziggy’s right-hand person for the last six years. He had come to rely on her to keep the wider team moving forward as he found himself tied up more and more with meetings and paperwork, something he loathed. But it also gave Ziggy the opportunity to follow his own instincts from time to time without too many questions from his team.

      Nick admitted defeat with his keyboard, sat back in his chair and crossed his arms over his burgeoning stomach. ‘Have you seen the latest “expert profile” in the Sun?’ He used air quotes and gave a disparaging shake of his head. ‘Utter bollocks, all of it.’

      ‘I haven’t, thankfully. Where are we with forensics from the Hawthorne raid?’ asked Ziggy, looking around the team. It was Angela that answered. ‘Just started to come through. As you would imagine, Hawthorne’s DNA is abundant. There are a few latent prints that aren’t on record, so that’s something of a lead. Maybe another victim?’ She leaned back, folded her arms across her chest and shook her head. ‘It’s all just so desperately sad, isn’t it? I do worry about my girls going to and from college I have to say.’ As a mother of two girls in their early twenties, Angela was feeling it more than any other case they had worked on.

      ‘But we’ve caught him, Ang. We have to stay focused on that at least,’ Ziggy said. He turned to Sadie. ‘Have you read the interview transcripts?’

      ‘Yeah, for all that’s worth,’ Sadie replied disparagingly.

      Hawthorne had chosen to go ‘no comment’ throughout the initial interviews. His solicitor had read a prepared statement in which he denied all responsibility, despite being caught – literally – in the act. Ziggy had viewed the interviews and was glad that he hadn’t been in the room; patience was not his strongest point.

      ‘Where next?’ asked Sadie.

      Ziggy slurped the last of his coffee. ‘I’m planning on meeting with Doctor Shaw, the psychologist. I’m hoping to convince her to speak with Hawthorne.’

      ‘Didn’t she work on the Anthony Hardy case?’ Sadie asked. ‘She’s got a formidable reputation.’

      ‘Yes, that’s the one. I figure if she can’t break him, then no one can. He’s not offered any kind of defence as of yet, though I’m fully expecting diminished responsibility.’
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      Evelyn’s nose wrinkled as she forced open the front door of the house where her brother lived. Vernon dwelt in abject squalor, but that wasn’t the only reason she detested visiting him.

      Their childhood had been one of poverty, ridicule and isolation. Raised on a neglected smallholding on the outskirts of the North Yorkshire market village of Helmsley, Evelyn had worked laboriously to leave it all behind her. She had studied hard when she had the chance and moved away as soon as she had scraped together enough to get the bus ticket to Leeds.

      For three decades, she’d lost all contact with her given family, creating her own background or avoiding the question altogether if asked. She’d always known a day of reckoning would come, though, and after she read the death announcement of her parents in the Yorkshire Evening Post obituary section, she knew it wouldn’t be much longer before he came looking.

      Vernon walked back into her life after a particularly intense day at the prison. All she’d wanted to do was kick off her shoes, take a hot bath and submerge herself until the tension left her body. Instead, she had found the hulk-like figure of her older brother lying nonchalantly on her cream leather settee, eating crisps and opening what appeared to be his third can of Stella Artois. He had clearly been there a while if the detritus littered around him was anything to go by.

      Years of torment had come flooding back, and she’d had to cling to the door frame to stop herself from falling to the floor.

      Now, three years later, she was still caught in his world, and she abhorred every second she had to spend in his company.

      As she navigated down the narrow stairs to his basement flat, she picked her way through the discarded pizza boxes and takeaway cartons that had fallen from the split black bin liner at the top of the barely carpeted stairs. Lingering black mould patches on the walls added to the general smell and feeling of decay.

      ‘Vernon,’ she called, fumbling for the hallway light switch.

      ‘In here,’ came the gruff reply.

      Evelyn tensed. Just from the deep-throated grunt, she knew her brother had probably been on his computer all day, doing God knows what.

      She hefted the bag of shopping into the kitchenette, ignoring him as he turned in his La-Z-Boy chair to watch her. She hadn’t had time to go home and get changed, so she was painfully aware of her pencil skirt as it rose above her knee whilst she raised the bag onto the counter. Vernon didn’t need any encouragement to look at her lasciviously, sister or not. It turned her stomach. She flicked on the light for the extractor fan in the otherwise darkened room.

      ‘You’re late,’ he snapped. A host of computer screens flickered in the background. He’d blacked out the windows a long time ago and the only light in the room aside from the blue-screen glow was the light from the kitchen.

      ‘I know, I’m sorry. Traffic was horrendous and I couldn’t get parked outside.’ She could have kicked herself for apologising to him, but it was behaviour learnt long ago that she had struggled to break, despite the promises to herself. His control of her ran deep, but her shame at failing to counsel herself had stopped her from sharing it with anyone. Delivering him a bag of shopping every other week and paying his rent was a small price to pay to keep her past hidden.

      ‘You should plan better then,’ he snapped as he pushed hard on the arms of the chair to leverage himself upwards. ‘Help me.’ He glowered.

      Placing the box of tea bags onto the counter, she sighed and crossed over to him. She hooked her hand under his forearm, which was already moist with sweat, and pulled. She steeled herself to not recoil as rolls of flesh squeezed through her fingers. She tried hard not to dig her filed nails into his flesh, but she accidentally caught his skin as he finally stood upright.

      ‘Bitch!’ he yelled, spitting the word at her as he cradled his scratched arm.

      Immediately, she apologised again, but it was too late. With the back of his hand, he clipped her around the ear. Her hand immediately flew to where he had struck her and felt the warm ooze of blood as the very top of her ear started to bleed. Stepping backwards, she looked around for a tissue or something to hold against it.

      ‘Clumsy bitch at that,’ he said as he shuffled over to inspect the groceries.

      Evelyn refused to cry and drew on her inner reserves. ‘Don’t ever do that again, Vernon,’ she said firmly. ‘That is not acceptable, and I will not tolerate it.’ She held some kitchen roll to her ear and looked at it. It was only a nick, thankfully; no visible cuts that she would struggle to explain.

      ‘Fuck off,’ said Vernon as he pulled out a packet of Super Noodles. Although she’d agreed to buy him food, she hadn’t promised what kind and often brought him blocks of cheese and foods full of saturated fat. She hoped he would die a horrible death from heart failure with clogged arteries and high blood pressure.

      She reminded herself that she still held some of the cards in their bitter sibling war. She paid his rent. Without it, he would be homeless, she was sure. She didn’t know what he did for money aside from what she paid for, and she truly didn’t care.

      Dabbing her ear again, she turned to leave.

      ‘If there’s anything else you need, you’ll have to get it yourself,’ she said as she held open the door that led to the hallway.

      ‘Why? Won’t you be here in two weeks?’

      ‘No, Vernon, I won’t. I have my own life, and frankly, I’m too busy with work,’ she said defiantly. They’d had this conversation so many times.

      ‘Ha! I doubt that. You’ll be back,’ her brother snorted as he took the multi-bag of crisps and a six-pack of Stella and sloughed his way back over to his chair.

      She took one last look at him, wondering how the hell they were ever related, and walked out. As she made her way back into the daylight, she heard his final words, and her earlier repulsion returned with force.

      ‘Bye, bye, Evie.’

      
        * * *

      

      As soon as she was home and through her front door, she kicked off her heels, headed straight to the kitchen and retrieved a bottle of Chablis from the fridge. After taking a wine glass from the cupboard, she opened the bottle and poured herself a large glass. Her hand shook slightly as she sipped the golden liquid. Glass empty, she refilled it and headed upstairs to run herself a hot bath. She added plenty of bath salts and lit candles around the tub. She headed into her bedroom and slipped off her clothes. Wrapping herself in her luxury dressing gown, she sat on the edge of the bed as the wine started to kick in. Her head felt woozy, and as the room began to spin, she collapsed back onto the duvet and closed her eyes.

      
        * * *

      

      My lungs are about to explode. I need to stop. The alleyway is pitch black – the streetlights didn’t extend this far down. He won’t come down here. Come on, Evelyn, you can stop when you reach that telegraph pole. I can see my target right in front of me. Past the mist and fine rain. Just a few more steps, then you can stop. Finally, I reach it. It’s wet, but I don’t care. I cling to the telegraph pole; it smells of tar and feels sticky under my hand. I press my back against it and slide to the concrete pavement, resting my head just for a minute on my knees. My eyes are streaming, though I’m not crying. It must be from all the running, it must be. I sweep back tendrils of wet hair from my face. Some got caught in my mouth earlier and I wonder if I’ll cough up a hairball like Mum always says I will. I spit, trying to get some saliva in my mouth. I swallow hard, gasping air into my lungs. My breathing is slowing down, though my chest is hurting and I have a stitch in my side.

      I lift my head to see if I can hear anything. There’s nothing. Not even the dogs are barking.

      I don’t know what time it is. It must be past seven cos the streetlights are on.

      What was that? I listen carefully. There it is again. He’s getting closer. Please don’t turn down here. If I scrunch myself up really tight, perhaps he won’t see me. He’s really close now.

      Oh God, he’s here. Don’t say it, please, please don’t say it.

      ‘Oh Evie…’

      This was it. This was her unhappy ending.

      
        * * *

      

      Evelyn shot upright, alerted by a telephone ringing. Disoriented, she threw herself across the bed and answered her landline. ‘Yes,’ she said, pushing damp hair away from her forehead, echoes of her nightmare still lingering.

      ‘Evelyn, it’s Detective Inspector Ziggy Thornes from West Yorkshire Police.’

      She became aware of a dripping sound. Oh, damn, she’d left the bath running. Cursing, she threw the handset onto the bed and hurried into the bathroom. Water had just started to leak over the top.

      ‘No, no, no, no!’ she shouted, turning the tap off and delving her hand into the water. She withdrew it immediately as the scolding temperature burnt her skin. ‘Holy shit,’ she yelled, shaking her hand and grabbing a towel to stem the pain. Swearing and clutching her hand she headed back into the bedroom.

      She snatched up the discarded handset. ‘Now is not a good time,’ she said.

      ‘Are you OK? I heard someone yell?’

      ‘It was me – the bath has overrun. I need to go sort it out.’ She replaced the handset and ignored it when it started to ring again.

      She went back into the bathroom and slid down the wall, getting her dressing gown even more wet in the puddles that had formed on the floor. Feeling fragile and vulnerable, she placed her arms around her knees, lowered her head and cried.
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      Monday, 6 October 2003

      

      Sleep clung to Evelyn as she stood in the cold reception area of the West Yorkshire Police headquarters. She hadn’t been surprised to receive the call the previous evening, but she just wished the timing had been better. She dreaded to think what DI Thornes must have thought when she’d finally returned his call this morning. They’d glossed over her abruptness last night with mumbled apologies and moments of awkward silence until Ziggy had just blurted out that he wanted help with the Shadow Killer.

      Evelyn knew a little about the detective inspector from her past work with the police, but they had never worked directly together. She’d heard he was a bit of a maverick, and from seeing him on the news, she knew he was handsome, tall, but self-conscious in front of the camera. To her, it seemed that he would rather be working on a case than parading in front of the press. She seemed to recall having read that somewhere along the line he’d had a run-in with the media in the past, but the details escaped her.

      Though the reception was chilly, she couldn’t stop the hot flush from creeping up from her chest. Fanning herself, she rooted about in her bag for a tissue or a wet wipe when she heard her name called.

      
        * * *

      

      ‘Good to see you, Dr Shaw.’ Ziggy walked forward to shake hands.

      Hoping it wasn’t still sweaty to the touch, Evelyn stuck out her hand and returned the friendly greeting.

      ‘You too, DI Thornes.’

      ‘Ziggy, please. Can I get you a drink? Tea, coffee?’ Ziggy asked as they walked through the double doors that led into the main building and down a corridor lined with meeting rooms and offices.

      ‘Could I just have a glass of water, please?’

      ‘Sure,’ he said as he pushed open a meeting-room door. ‘Take a seat and I’ll sort that for you.’

      Evelyn did as he asked as he left the room. A large Formica conference table dominated the meeting room, with chairs tucked neatly underneath. A redundant projection screen stood at one end, and in the centre of the table sat a projector. Deciding to sit at the one of the seats on the side rather than at the of the head of the table, she placed her leather tote bag on the seat next to her and retrieved her document folder. She turned to a clean page in a notepad and laid her pen alongside, waiting for the detective to return.

      Whilst she hadn’t been surprised by the request, she wasn’t entirely convinced that she would take the case. It all came down to exactly what was expected of her. She already had a caseload of private clients on top of her work with the prison, and that was her planned exit strategy; she earned more privately, so wasn’t in a position to take on underpaid police jobs when the private work added to her pension pot.

      The door opened, and Ziggy re-entered with a tray, balancing a jug of water and a cup of coffee. Evelyn briefly regretted her choice at the warming waft of the coffee, but she simply couldn’t tolerate any more caffeine if she wanted to sleep tonight.

      Once they had both taken a drink, Evelyn cut straight to the chase. ‘So, the Shadow Killer?’ she said, tapping her Mont Blanc pen against her pad.

      ‘Yes, as the media have helpfully dubbed him.’

      ‘Indeed… What can I do to help?’

      Ziggy extracted a few sheets of paper from a folder he had in front of him. ‘As you know, he is currently on remand at HMP Wakefield. We haven’t managed to get anything out of him, in all honesty, and we need your help. There are still the missing women of course, what does he know about them? There's also Claire Strickland, the most recent Misper. We simply don’t have the evidence we need to tie him into all the women that we believe he is also responsible for kidnapping, potentially killing.’

      Evelyn blew out her breath noisily. ‘And you’d like me to do what?’ She hadn’t meant to sound so abrupt, but Ziggy didn’t seem to notice.

      ‘Talk to him. Interview him. See if you can get under his skin. Anything you can get out of him, to be honest. We have reason to believe that there are more victims out there than we know about. We have a number of other historical cases that we feel we can tie him into, here and nationwide.

      Evelyn sipped her water; a bitter taste had developed in her mouth. ‘Go on.’

      Ziggy shifted his position. ‘This is strictly off the record for now.’ She nodded, encouraging him to continue. ‘Well, whilst he’s been on remand, a cell mate has come forward to say Hawthorne has told him of at least one further murder and various other incidents, including rape and sexual assault.’

      ‘Wow, OK. Another inmate? And you believe him?’

      ‘We do. He’s told us details that aren’t yet in the public domain. Hawthorne’s trophy taking, for a start.’

      ‘Trophy taking? That's removing an item from the scene, right?

      'Yes, that's right.'

      'Tell me about this inmate. Is he waiting to be released? What has he asked for in return?’

      ‘Nothing. He was so disgusted by what Hawthorne told him, he felt compelled to pass the information on.’

      Evelyn sat back. ‘Huh, a con with a conscience. A rare breed.’

      ‘Exactly,’ replied Ziggy. ‘Which is why we’re taking it seriously, but…’

      ‘How did I know there was a but?’

      Ziggy smiled again. ‘There’s always a but. The murder he was talking about could relate to the women that haven’t been found yet, including Claire Strickland. We need more locations, places to search. We need more indisputable evidence that ties him into the other cases we believe he’s responsible for.’

      Evelyn stared off into the middle distance for a moment. This was a big ask. It would mean completely clearing her diary and focusing on this one case. Did she want to fully throw herself into it? It would be a demanding case, both emotionally and intellectually, and she wasn’t sure she had enough capacity.

      She was snapped out of her thoughts as Ziggy stood and started pacing. After a minute or two, he scratched his not-so-closely shaved head and spoke. ‘You won’t be expected to find all of this out on your own, of course. We have leads that we’re working on, but he’s been talking in circles, and we can’t get a handle on him. What I need – what we need – is an insight into his mindset.’

      ‘OK. Tell me what you do know.’ Evelyn started making notes on her pad as he spoke.

      ‘There are some consistencies in the way he takes the victims. Always early evening, usually from the city centre or thereabouts. From an alleyway, or somewhere similar. I mean, it’s textbook of the routine that offenders will follow but that’s about the only thing that fits any kind of pattern. Also, let’s not forget he was caught with one victim in his flat.’

      Evelyn knew all this from the few news reports she had read, but she respected Ziggy going over the main points for her benefit. ‘Tell me more about the girls. Where do they work? Are they single? In a relationship? Children? Ethnicity?’

      ‘They’ve all been single, or in short-term relationships. Live alone or with their parents. Claire was the only woman with a young son. Mixed in relation to ethnicity, with no discernible connection to either Hawthorne or each other.’

      ‘And work?’ Evelyn prompted as she made notes.

      ‘Varied. Majority are students, so their jobs are part-time around their studies.’

      ‘Students? College professor, maybe? A tutor?’

      ‘Yes. We’ve looked at that angle – nothing. Stalking has also been explored. We have no evidence from family or friends that any of the victims had reported or talked about anyone pestering them.’

      ‘You mentioned trophies. What did he take?’

      Ziggy sat back down. ‘From the victim we arrested him with – Belinda Riley – he’d taken her eyes.’ He swallowed and momentarily closed his own eyes, as struggling with the image. ‘And he carved numbers into her torso.’

      ‘Now that I didn’t know.’

      ‘No, we haven’t released that to the press.’

      ‘And this informant, he mentioned both of these details?’

      ‘Yes, which only confirms our belief that he’s telling the truth.’

      ‘Has Hawthorne given anything away in interviews?’

      Ziggy sighed. ‘We’ve interviewed him for hours, and he either talks in riddles that make no sense to us or goes “no comment”.’

      'That must be frustrating.’

      ‘We’ve come to expect it, to be honest, and I think we’ve prised everything out of him that we can.’ He sat back down, placing his hands on his thighs. ‘I guess what I’m really asking is if you’ll get inside his head, dig deeper than we can in interview?’

      Evelyn shrank back in her chair. ‘I admit, I’m intrigued, Ziggy.’

      ‘Intrigued enough to help?’

      When Evelyn didn’t answer, Ziggy leant forward, closing the space between them. ‘I understand your hesitancy, but, Evelyn, there are families out there stuck in limbo. They have no idea what’s happened to their precious daughters, sisters, aunts. We have to deliver answers for them. We need to serve justice and make sure this piece of scum never sees the light of day again.’

      It was an impassioned speech, and Evelyn faltered. She needed time, time to give herself a chance to really think it through and what it might mean for her personally, the impact on her time and her already depleted energy reserves. ‘Can I think about it?’ she asked.

      Ziggy chewed his bottom lip. ‘How long would you need?’

      ‘Just a few hours, I just need to think about the impact on my time.’

      ‘I can’t see a problem with that. Will you call me?’

      Evelyn collected her belongings and stood up. She was suddenly keen to get out there, as she felt another hot flush starting, and she didn’t want to Ziggy to think it was stress or overwhelm. ‘Sure, I’ll call you tomorrow,’ she said and walked towards the door.

      As she walked down the long corridor, she could feel Ziggy’s eyes on her back. She felt self-conscious; what with the abrupt phone call last night and the swift exit she had just made, he was probably thinking her quite odd.

      The desk sergeant buzzed her through to the main reception area, and as she strode out of the building, she took deep breaths as she fought to steady her creeping anxiety.

      In amongst everything else, she now had to make a decision that could very likely impact the rest of her career, not to mention her life.
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      Evelyn swallowed hard. No. She couldn’t. She wouldn’t.

      Her hand trembled as she moved to close the laptop, but she hesitated. That old, familiar pull – part curiosity, part obligation – tightened around her like a noose. She had spent years untangling the minds of killers, dissecting their motivations, their patterns, their sickness. And she was good at it. Too good. Good enough that the various agencies still came knocking, even now, when she was supposed to be winding down into a quieter life.

      She exhaled and pressed her fingers to her temples. Quieter. As if peace had ever been an option for her.

      Vernon. Even though she’d told him to back off, she doubted he would. She’d made life too easy for him. She shouldn’t have got involved, but he was family – that meant something, didn’t it? If she took this case, would she have the mental capacity to juggle the pressure?

      And the past – her past – she had spent decades burying it beneath professionalism, careful distance, and time. With such a high-profile case, there was bound to be scrutiny from the press. She forever lived with the fear that someone would start digging. Someone always did.

      Her chest tightened. She could already hear the questions, see the headlines, feel the walls closing in.

      Still, she didn’t move. Because beneath the fear, beneath the exhaustion and the weight of everything she had worked so hard to escape, there was something else.
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