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    She's a single woman whose car just broke down on a desolate stretch of road. 
 
      
 
    He's a psychopath who kidnaps lone women and tortures them on his farm. 
 
      
 
    They're both about to meet their worst nightmare. 
 
      
 
    After getting snatched from the side of the road, Charlotte Walker finds herself in a fight for her life. She soon discovers that her captor is a serial killer who has gone undetected for years. While escape seems impossible at first, Charlotte eventually realizes that she might have one chance. But even if she managed to get away, what else is waiting for her out in the forest? 
 
      
 
    Charlotte soon finds herself in the company of another, very different man. John Harrison lives alone, and the last thing he wants is to be disturbed by outsiders. When Charlotte arrives, with her captor in hot pursuit, she quickly learns that not everyone wants to be a hero. Some people just want the world to pass them by, and John Harrison in particular is willing to do anything to make sure that he's left alone. Even if that means taking a few prisoners himself. 
 
      
 
    Out There is a horror story about a woman fighting to survive, a killer who desperately wants to make sure that his crimes go undiscovered, and a man who wants nothing to do with either of them. 
 
   


  
 

 Table of Contents 
 
     
 
    Prologue 
 
    Chapter One 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    Chapter Thirty 
 
    Epilogue 1 
 
    Epilogue 2 
 
   


  
 

 Out There 
 
   


  
 

 Prologue 
 
      
 
    As more huge clumps of soil and stone crashed down against her, Charlotte scrambled through the darkness on all fours and finally took cover by crawling through the police car's broken window and stopping for a moment next to its upturned back seat. 
 
    More dirt was falling into the pit, slamming into the car with a series of constant heavy thuds. Trying not to panic, Charlotte looked around and saw the two dead bodies wedged into the car, and then she saw several bags that had been thrown in for good measure. Pulling one of the bags open, she found that John had gathered together anything that might show that there'd been visitors to the house over the previous few days. The contents of her pockets, which he'd removed when he'd first taken her prisoner, were in the bag, along with a few of Ted's items too. 
 
    The car shook as more dirt crashed down, and when she looked out Charlotte realized that the pit was filling up fast. She could see a huge cloud of dust filling the air, partially blocking the light from above, but a moment later more soil tumbled into the pit, partially obscuring the night sky. In that moment, she realized that soon there'd be no way out. 
 
    Crawling over Mack's body, she reached for the car's radio and tried desperately to call for help. 
 
    “Hello?” she said, pressing every button but succeeding only in eliciting a clicking sound from the unit. “Is anyone there? Can anyone hear me? Please, you have to hurry! He's going to kill me!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Three days earlier... 
 
      
 
    “Do you know what freaks me out the most?” Richard asked. “Child actors. Like, children should not be good at acting. At all. Whenever I see a child in a film or a show who's really good at acting, I just wonder what the hell is going on there. Like, how did that happen?” 
 
    Realizing that she'd allowed her thoughts to drift again, Charlotte stared at him across the table and tried to work out exactly how the conversation had strayed onto the topic of child actors. She briefly considered trying to bluff her way through an answer, before realizing that she was better off just being honest. 
 
    “I'm really sorry,” she told him, as a waiter headed over to the next table with some plates, “but I...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off for a moment. 
 
    “My head's really not in a good place tonight,” she admitted finally. 
 
    “I noticed.” 
 
    “I'm so sorry,” she continued, feeling awful for making such an admission. “I was looking forward to this date all week, and then, to tell you the truth, my mum called me yesterday and she lives hundreds of miles away and she lives alone and she had a fall and because of work I can't go to her until tomorrow and so here I am sitting here trying to be a good date but my mind...” 
 
    She hesitated, and then she sighed. 
 
    “I completely understand,” Richard told her. 
 
    “I'm so, so sorry.” 
 
    “No, it's fine,” he replied, as he twirled some more pasta onto his fork. “Your mum needs you, and you want to be with her. I'd think something was wrong if you were able to concentrate on my rambling semi-humorous thoughts about the movie industry.” 
 
    “Everything you said was fascinating,” she said. “The parts I heard, anyway.” 
 
    “It's all available on my blog,” he explained. “You can pretty much download my podcasts and hear 90% of the stuff I told you tonight. The other 10% was really just awkward little pauses sprinkled with a few attempts to check whether you were actually listening.” 
 
    “I'm really sorry.” 
 
    “I didn't mean to sound passive-aggressive there,” he added. “Damn it, I'm over-analzying things again, aren't I? I always do that. It's like, I just keep talking even though I know I should stop, probably because I feel like silences are just too awkward and I have this need to fill them. That's actually pretty useful when I'm recording my podcast, it's a good skill to have, but...” 
 
    He froze for a moment. 
 
    “I'm doing it again, aren't I?” he said with a groan. 
 
    “No, honestly,” she replied, even though she'd caught herself thinking about her mother again, “it's really interesting.” 
 
    “Hey, my ego's not that fragile,” he continued. “No harm done and I am in no way offended. I could actually see your eyes glazing over a little, so actually I'm relieved.” 
 
    “You are?” 
 
    “Not that your mum's sick!” He sighed. “I mean, I'm relieved that I know why you weren't getting swept up by my witty conversation. At least now I have some context. As first dates go, this is far from the worst I've had.” 
 
    “I should have canceled,” she told him. 
 
    She waited, but she could see from the look in his eyes that he agreed. 
 
    “I nearly did cancel,” she continued, “but then Hayley called and told me I'd be fine, and I listened to her. Since she's the one who set us up in the first place, I figured she knew what she was talking about.” 
 
    “In the ten years I've known Hayley, her longest relationship has been about a month,” he replied. 
 
    “Yep, me too.” Leaning back in her chair, she sighed again. “You seem like a really nice guy, Richard, and I'm sorry for wasting your time like this.” 
 
    “You haven't wasted my time. And, hey, when you get back from your mum's, we can always try again. Right?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I'm just so sorry,” Charlotte said – for what must have been the hundredth time – as she and Richard stepped out of the restaurant half an hour later and began to walk across the dark car park. “I feel like I dragged you out tonight under false pretenses.” 
 
    “Not at all,” he replied. “So even my hilarious London hotel spa anecdote didn't cut through, huh?” 
 
    “London hotel spa anecdote?” 
 
    “Wow. And that's my best story.” 
 
    “Again, I'm sorry,” she said, stopping and turning to him, then putting her hands on her face. “I just kept thinking about my mother all alone in that house and even though I tried really hard to focus on dinner, I couldn't do it.” 
 
    “If you apologize even one more time,” he told her, “I'll be forced to storm off in a huff and ignore you if you try to call me.” 
 
    He paused for a moment. 
 
    “Assuming... I mean, do you think there's a chance you might try to call me again?” 
 
    Lowering her hands, she stared at him, momentarily lost for words. 
 
    “Yes!” she blurted out finally, worried that she'd taken too long to answer. Although she'd felt no real spark with Richard, he seemed like a nice guy and she figured she should at least give it another go. “Of course. Sorry, I didn't mean to act like I was having to think about that, I was just...” 
 
    “Thinking about your mum again?” 
 
    “I've been a mess this evening. Please feel free to tear me to shreds when Hayley inevitably calls you up for a debrief.” 
 
    “I'll do no such thing,” he told her. “I'll simply bid you goodnight, and hope that you do indeed call me again some time once you get back. And I'll tell Hayley that I found you charming and witty. At least in the brief moments during which you were aware of my existence.” 
 
    He hesitated, before surprising her by stepping closer and planting a brief kiss on her cheek. 
 
    “I will call you,” she told him, feeling more than a little uncomfortable. “I promise.” 
 
    “And now I'm going this way,” he added, before turning and walking away. 
 
    After a few paces, he glanced back at her, and Charlotte managed a faint smile and a little wave. Richard smiled in response, but he kept walking and soon he was over by his car in the farthest corner. 
 
    Figuring that she shouldn't simply stand and watch him drive away, Charlotte turned and headed to her own car, while fishing her keys from her pocket. She still felt dreadful for having been such an awful dinner companion, and she told herself that it would only be polite to call Richard once she got home from visiting her mother up north. She didn't really hold out any hope that the date might lead anywhere, but she reminded herself that she wasn't exactly drowning in offers. 
 
    Reaching her car, she unlocked it and then looked back just as Richard drove past. He waved, and she waved back, and then she climbed into the car and pulled the door shut. 
 
    “You're an idiot,” she said out loud, once she was safely away from anyone who might overhear her. She looked in the mirror. “You know that, right? Hayley set you up with a perfectly nice guy and you couldn't even keep your mind on him for a couple of hours. He probably thinks you're the rudest woman in the world, and he probably won't even answer if you try to call him in a week or two.” 
 
    She took a deep breath, and then she started the car. Just as she was about to reverse out of the parking spot, however, her phone buzzed. Checking the screen, she was surprised to find a message from Richard: 
 
      
 
    Had fun tonight. Good luck with your mum. 
 
    Hope to see you again some time. 
 
      
 
    The message was sweet, she had to admit that, so she quickly typed a response: 
 
      
 
    Thank you for understanding. Will call. Night! 
 
      
 
    She waited a moment, just to make sure that there wouldn't be any further replies, and then she set the phone down as she once more set about reversing out of the spot. 
 
    “Stupid,” she muttered under her breath as she drove toward the exit of the car park. “Stupid stupid stupid...” 
 
    Still feeling frustrated, she steered the car out onto the main street and began the short journey home. After a moment, she glanced in the mirror and saw the lights of the restaurant disappearing into the distance, and she felt a flicker of relief that at least the evening was over. Now all she had to do was pack for the trip to see her mother and get an early night so that she'd be able to hit the road early the following morning. 
 
    Glancing in the mirror again, she saw that the restaurant's lights were now completely out of view. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    “No, I think disaster is pretty much the opportune word to use,” she said later, as she stood in her bedroom and looked at her half-packed suitcase. “I'm sorry, Hayley, he genuinely seemed like a nice guy, but I shouldn't have been there.” 
 
    “Richard is by far my hottest single friend,” Hayley replied over the tinny speakers of the phone, which was resting on the bed next to the suitcase. “Okay, he can be a little geeky, but that's not necessarily a bad thing. You just have to overlook the fact that he collects toy soldiers. Sorry, I meant... action figures. And did I mention that he does triathlons?” 
 
    “Only about a million times.” 
 
    “That means he has good stamina. You know the other time good stamina comes in handy, don't you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Charlotte said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “What am I going to do with you, huh?” Hayley continued. “I made it my mission to hook you up with a nice man, but I honestly never thought that it'd be this difficult.” 
 
    “Have you considered the possibility that I'm a hopeless case?” Charlotte asked as she headed to the wardrobe and began to take out a couple of sweaters. “Think about it, I'm thirty years old and I've never had a really stable relationship. What if I'm destined to always be alone? It might be better to just accept that fact and try to live without this crushing sense of hope.” 
 
    Once she'd picked a few sweaters, she turned to go back over to the suitcase, but then she hesitated as she glanced out the window and saw a figure outside. Down on the street, a little way from the pool of light cast by a streetlamp, a man was standing and apparently staring straight back up at her. Charlotte waited for him to walk away, but although his features were hidden in the shadows, she could tell that he was still watching her. 
 
    “You're not destined to be alone,” Hayley told her. “No-one is. There's someone out there for you, and I still think Richard could be that someone. When do you get back from your mother's place?” 
 
    Still waiting for the man to walk away, Charlotte didn't immediately answer. 
 
    “Huh?” she said finally, turning and heading to the suitcase, where she took a moment to pack the sweaters. “Sorry, I got distracted there. I don't know how long I'll have to be with her, it all depends on how she's doing after her fall.” 
 
    “She said she's okay, didn't she?” 
 
    “She'd say that if her leg had fallen off.” 
 
    “When you get back, you need to arrange another date with Richard, pronto. And in the meantime, it wouldn't hurt you to keep the texting going a little.” 
 
    “I don't really know what we'd talk about.” 
 
    “Try to make it sexy.” 
 
    Again, Charlotte rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I heard that,” Hayley added. 
 
    “Heard what?” 
 
    “You rolled your eyes. Admit it. The point, my dear Charlotte, is that it wouldn't hurt you to try a little sexting with this guy.” 
 
    “I'm not texting him any nudes. I don't do that sort of thing.” 
 
    “Of course not, that'd be way too desperate. You need to tease him.” 
 
    “I really didn't sense that kind of thing between us,” she replied as she headed back to the wardrobe. Looking out the window again, she told herself that the man would be gone, but instead she felt a shudder run up her spine as she saw that he was still out there. 
 
    Still staring up at her in the window. 
 
    “Then you need to make it happen,” Hayley said. “Be the spark.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    For a moment, Charlotte could only watch the figure. She tried to convince herself that she was wrong, that the guy was looking the other way; the more she waited, however, the more she realized that her initial instinct had been right. For whatever reason, the guy was still staring at her window, and she figured that he'd been out there for at least a few minutes now. 
 
    Was it Richard? 
 
    The build wasn't that dissimilar. 
 
    “So are you going to text him tonight?” Hayley asked. 
 
    “How well do you know him?” she replied. 
 
    “What's that got to do with anything?” 
 
    “Why's he single? He hasn't got any kind of reputation, has he? You know, for being... weird.” 
 
    She kept her gaze fixed on the man, almost daring him to turn away first. 
 
    “What are you rambling on about now?” Hayley said. “I've presented you with a perfectly nice guy and you're finding new and increasingly ingenious ways to screw the whole thing up.” 
 
    Charlotte looked over at the phone, and for a moment she realized that Hayley might be right. Then, turning back to the window, she saw to her relief that the strange man had disappeared. Leaning closer to the glass, she looked both ways along the dark street, but there was no sign of the man at all and she couldn't help but breathe a sigh of relief. 
 
    “So are you going to send him a message?” Hayley asked. “How about a photo? Nothing too on-the-nose, just something to remind him what he's missing. Charlotte? Are you going to send Richard a photo?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “No, Mum,” Charlotte said as she sat began to scrape the stir fry onto her plate, “I'm coming tomorrow and that's the end of the story.” 
 
    “Why do you have to make everything such a big deal?” her mother asked. “It was only a small fall, and I'm fine. I'm not some pathetic, ancient old thing, you know.” 
 
    “No-one said that you are,” Charlotte replied, “but it can't have been a small fall if you had to see Doctor Henry.” 
 
    “Oh, why won't people stop fussing?” 
 
    “I should be there tomorrow evening. I'm setting off really early, and I'll have to stop for a bite along the way, but I reckon I'll be at your door around six.” 
 
    “The main road to the village is closed.” 
 
    “Since when?” 
 
    “I don't know since when, it's just closed. Something to do with floods.” 
 
    “Then I'll take the scenic route, Mum, but you're not going to stop me. As long as I can see that you're fine, I'll be out of your hair by the weekend, okay? Please, just accept that as your only child I'm somewhat concerned for your well-being.” She waited for an answer, and then she heard her intercom buzz. “Hang on,” she continued, carrying the phone through to the hallway and checking the screen on the wall, “there's someone -” 
 
    Stopping, she saw that the video showed only the step outside, with no sign of anyone out there. She waited, but after a few seconds she realized that most likely some passing kid had simply hit the button for a joke. That kind of thing happened, especially when people were spilling out from the local bars. 
 
    “I went hiking last week,” her mother told her. 
 
    “What's that got to do with anything?” 
 
    She made her way back into the kitchen. 
 
    “It shows that I'm not as fragile as you think I am.” 
 
    “Well,” Charlotte said with a sigh, “I'm still -” 
 
    Before she could finish, the buzzer rang again. Turning, she looked through to the hallway, and this time she couldn't help but feel a hint of concern in the pit of her stomach. Even from a distance, she could see that there was nobody on the intercom's screen, so she decided to keep watching in case she spotted someone ringing for a third time. She told herself that there could be no link to the shadowy man she'd seen earlier, out on the pavement, but she still couldn't get rid of a lingering sense of suspicion in the back of her mind. 
 
    “I'm coming tomorrow, and that's that,” she said finally, forcing herself to stay focused on her mother. “I don't care if all the roads in the entire county are closed, I'll find a way to reach you. I'm going to make sure that you're alright, whether you like it or not.” 
 
    “Fine,” her mother muttered, “if you want to waste your time and money, then that's your choice. Now, if you'll excuse me, I have to go down to the basement and fetch some boxes.” 
 
    “I really don't think you should be going into the -” 
 
    She heard a click, and then she looked at the phone. 
 
    “Did you just hang up on me?” she asked, although she already knew the answer. “Damn you, Mum, sometimes -” 
 
    Suddenly the buzzer rang out for a third time. Looking over at the intercom again, she once more saw no sign of anyone, but this time she was determined to find out for sure. Heading to the stairs, she hurried down until she reached the front door and then she stood on tiptoes so that she could peer out through the frosted glass. Although she couldn't see too clearly, she was at least able to make sure that nobody was lurking nearby. She almost opened the front door, but then – thinking better of that approach – she turned and headed back up to the kitchen. 
 
    The buzzer didn't ring again that night. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    The following lunchtime, sitting at a table at a motorway service station, Charlotte bit into a burger and looked out across the dining area. Having been driving for six hours already, she knew that she needed to take a break, although she also didn't want to waste too much time. After all, she still wasn't sure which roads were closed near her mother's village. 
 
    After setting the burger down, she picked up her phone and brought up her last text message exchange with Richard. She read the messages again, checking for any sign that he might be a crazed stalker, and then she told herself that she was probably being a little paranoid. The guy outside her flat had most likely been some random person waiting for a friend. He hadn't even been the right build for Richard. 
 
    She thought for a moment, and then she typed out a message: 
 
      
 
    Hey, sorry again about last night. I've been on the road since six. 
 
    Should be back in town in about a week. Try dinner again? 
 
      
 
    She tapped to send the message, and within a couple of seconds she saw a notification that it had been read. She waited, and then – realizing that she was perhaps being a little too obsessive – she looked out once again across the dining area and watched the crowds of people flooding all around the large open space. 
 
    She took another mouthful of the burger, and then she glanced down at her phone again. 
 
    Still no reply. 
 
    Although she told herself that there were millions of reasons why he might not have got back to her yet, she couldn't ignore a niggling sense of concern. She figured that if she'd blown it and Richard was no longer interested, she wanted to at least know, so – against her better judgment – she typed another message: 
 
      
 
    No worries if not. I totally get it. Maybe see you around some time. 
 
      
 
    She debated whether or not to add some emojis at the end, but she decided against that idea before tapping to send the message. Again, it took only a few seconds for him to read what she'd written, but there was no sign of him replying. 
 
    “Okay, then,” she muttered, as she realized that trying again would simply reek of desperation. Closing the app on her phone, she focused on finishing her burger, and she told herself that it was already soon going to be time to hit the road again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A couple of hours later, having taken a rural route through the forest in order to avoid some closed roads ahead, Charlotte gently steered the car around a lazy bend. Since she was unfamiliar with the local area, she glanced a couple of times at the view, although all she could really see was the forest spreading off for miles and miles in every direction. 
 
    Grabbing her phone from the passenger seat, she did what she'd sworn not to do: she checked yet again for a reply from Richard, only to find that there was still nothing. Although she'd told herself that she wasn't too bothered, she realized now that she was pretty disappointed, although she couldn't really blame him for giving her the cold shoulder. As she set her phone back down and focused once again on the road ahead, she tried to imagine how she'd have reacted if the situation had been reversed, and she realized that she might well have decided not to bother with another date. 
 
    After all, unless he'd felt a real connection, why would - 
 
    Suddenly she heard a loud pop, and the car instantly began to steer wildly to the left. Slamming her foot on the brake pedal, Charlotte steered to the right, but she succeeded only in putting the car into a half spin that ended with an unceremonious bump against the barrier on the outside of the next curve. 
 
    Cutting the engine, she sat completely still for a moment as she tried to work out what had happened. Her heart was racing, but after a few seconds she unbuckled her seat-belt and climbed out of the car, and then she walked around to the front and saw that the left tire had somehow been shredded. 
 
    “What the...” 
 
    Crouching down, she took a closer look at the damage. Something seemed to have sliced straight through the carcass of the tire, and after a moment she realized that she could see something sharp and metallic poking out of the hole. Reaching inside, she struggled to pull the foreign object out, and finally she found herself holding what appeared to be a thick metal spike with several barbs on its sides. 
 
    She looked back along the road, and then she looked forward, but there was no sign of anything similar. Turning to the tire again, she could already tell that there was damage to the actual wheel, and she knew that her limited tire-changing expertise likely wouldn't be enough to get the car back up and running. 
 
    “What the hell happened here?” she whispered, before realizing that the 'what' was less important than the 'how'; namely, how she was going to get help. 
 
    Still holding the mysterious object, she headed back to the other side of the car and climbed inside. She set the object down on the seat and grabbed her phone, and she immediately felt a thud of despair in her chest as she saw that she had no signal. 
 
    “You've got to be kidding me,” she said, clambering back out of the car and waving the phone around, hoping to at least pick up one bar. 
 
    When that failed to work, she tried dialing 999 anyway, to no avail. 
 
    “Not today,” she muttered, waving the phone around again, “come on, I don't have time for this crap. This is the twenty-first century, everywhere's supposed to have network coverage by now!” 
 
    She walked several meters from the car and tried again, and then she tried doing the same thing in the opposite direction, but nothing seemed to work. Looking out at the forest, she realized that most likely the trees were blocking the signal, although that realization didn't help much. She briefly considered setting off on foot to find somewhere she could call from, although she knew that she'd been driving through the forest for quite a while and she was worried about abandoning her car. 
 
    So many different options ran through her head, but finally she decided that her best bet might simply be to stay put and wait for someone else to pass along the road. Sure, she was out in the middle of nowhere, but she figured that she couldn't be the only person to head out that way on a warm spring day. 
 
    “A road is a road,” she said, hoping to give herself a little more confidence. “If people didn't drive this way, they wouldn't have built it in the first place. Therefore, it's simply logical to assume that there'll be more cars along before too long, and then I can get to the next town.” 
 
    She paused, running the idea through her head a few times. 
 
    “That makes total sense,” she added finally. “All I have to do is wait.” 
 
    Sitting back in the car, she tried her phone again and again, hoping that eventually she'd get lucky. Although she felt frustrated, she knew that everything would be alright so she leaned back and focused on staying calm. She was perfectly aware that the next car would come along in its own sweet time, and that getting angry wasn't going to solve anything, so instead she closed her eyes and tried to meditate. She'd never really meditated before, but she figured that it couldn't be that difficult, so she tried to enter some kind of peaceful state of mind. 
 
    And then, just a few minutes later, she heard the unmistakable sound of a car approaching. 
 
    Opening her eyes, she looked in the mirror and saw that a small truck was heading her way. Filled with a sense of profound relief, she climbed out of the car and waved at the truck, just as it pulled over nearby and the engine stopped. She waited for a moment, until one of the doors opened and a late middle-aged man stepped out. 
 
    “Well, hello there,” the man said, removing his hat and sunglasses as he made his way over to her, “what seems to be the problem?” 
 
    “My wheel's wrecked, I think,” she told him. “I've got no signal, I was sitting here and waiting, hoping that someone would come by who might give me a life to the next town.” 
 
    “I can do better than that,” he replied with a smile. “My name's Ted Armitage and I happen to know my way around a car. I've even got a load of tools with me. If you like, I can take a look at the damage and hopefully get you back on the road in no time.” 
 
    “That'd be amazing,” she said, before letting out a sigh of relief. “Thank you so much. You're a lifesaver!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    “You know,” Ted said, about half an hour later, as he continued to examine the underside of Charlotte's car, “you've been lucky. Sure, there's some damage, but nothing that'll keep you off the road.” 
 
    “That's a relief,” she replied. “Do you have any idea how long it'll take to fix?” 
 
    “Well, that's the tricky part.” He scooched a little further under the vehicle, until only his legs were visible. “No, hang on, scratch that. I think patching you up won't be too hard at all, although you're gonna need to get to a garage at your earliest convenience. This thing won't exactly pass an M.O.T., if you catch my drift.” 
 
    “I just need to get to my mother's house.” 
 
    “And where's that?” 
 
    “A village called Arlingham.” 
 
    “Never heard of it.” 
 
    “It's about two hundred miles from here.” 
 
    “That'd explain that, then. Nice place, is it?” 
 
    “It's small,” she told him. “It's the kind of place where everyone knows everyone. Not that that's a bad thing, it's certainly what my mother wants. It's also a bit of a pain to get to.” 
 
    He scrambled out from under the car and got to his feet, and now there were smudges of grease on one side of his face. 
 
    “Listen,” he continued, “I can get your car roadworthy and I'm sure she'll take you a couple of hundred miles, but then you really need to get her checked over properly. You have to promise me that you'll do that. Do we have a deal?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Anything.” She paused. “How... much will it cost?” 
 
    He stared at her, and then he let out a raucous laugh as he turned and shuffled over to his truck. 
 
    “You're funny,” he told her. “I'm not charging you. You're a damsel in distress by the side of the road, what kind of man would want money for helping out? I'm just glad I came along, that's all.” 
 
    “Thank you so much,” she replied, stepping over to the driver's side door and grabbing her phone. She checked once more for signal, but still she found none. After settling her phone back on the seat, she made her way around the car again and saw that Ted was taking a bag of tools from his truck. 
 
    “There's about an hour's work under there,” he told her. 
 
    “Is there anything I can do to help?” 
 
    “You got any way to make coffee?” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “Don't sweat it,” he replied, stepping past her and then stopping for a moment. “Actually, could you grab the little red kit bag from my truck? You should see it easy enough.” 
 
    “Totally.” 
 
    Keen to help however she could, Charlotte hurried over to the truck and leaned into the back. She immediately saw an assortment of different bags, although only one was red. She took a moment to pull it out from under some metal bars, and then she looked at all the other stuff piled into the back of the truck. There was a ladder, along with several ropes and pieces of equipment, and even what looked to be a bright yellow drone. She paused for a moment, and then she began to take the red bag back over to Ted. Spotting him round by the damaged wheel, she carried the bag to him and then set it down. 
 
    “I don't know what I'd have done if you hadn't shown up,” she told him. 
 
    “I must've been sent by an angel.” 
 
    Smiling, she headed around to the other side of the car. She'd been obsessively checking for signal every few minutes, but this time – as she reached down to the driver's seat – she saw that her phone had disappeared. She leaned down and reached under the seat, in case it had fallen, but once again she found nothing. Hesitating for a moment, she tried to work out where it might have gone, and then she peered round at Ted as he shuffled back under the car and got to work. 
 
    She opened her mouth to ask him whether he'd seen her phone, but at the last second she held her tongue. There was no way he could be responsible for its disappearance, so she told herself that she just had to keep looking. 
 
    “You're lucky with the weather,” he observed after a moment. 
 
    “Yeah,” she replied, still puzzled, as she checked all around the seat again. 
 
    “Out here,” he continued, “I'm sure you can get all sorts of different storms and things like that. Have you ever heard of micro-climates? I wonder whether they get micro-climates in this part of the world. Anyway, I bet it can get real muddy out here, real quick. I wouldn't like to be stuck on this road in a downpour, that's for sure.” 
 
    “Me neither.” 
 
    She checked down the side of the seat, but there was still no sign of her phone, and she was already running out of places to search. 
 
    “There's something quite impressive about a woman setting out all alone to drive pretty much across the country,” he said. “I know in this day and age I probably shouldn't be impressed by that, but still, anyone taking such a long drive is a hero in my books. So many people do things the easy way and hop on a train, or even fly, but driving's the best way to really see the country you live in. I drive everywhere, I don't mess around with any other forms of transport.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Still trying to find her phone, she dropped to her knees and reached under the driver's seat, hoping against hope that somehow the damn thing had slipped down there. Although she wasn't panicking, at least not yet, she still couldn't help but feel that her phone seemed to have simply vanished without a trace. The only possible explanation was that, in an absent-minded moment, she'd put it someplace completely different. 
 
    Getting to her feet, she began to check all her pockets again. 
 
    “Even at my age,” Ted continued, “there are parts of this fine country that I've never visited. Can you believe that? I'm coming up on fifty-five years of age soon and I'm starting to realize that I haven't traveled enough. My late wife wasn't much of an explorer, you see, and work always kind of held me down, but lately I've been getting this bug for getting out there and seeing what the world has to offer. Hell, you probably think I'm just some rambling old man, but I guess what I'm saying is that you reach a certain stage in your life and you realize that there's only a finite amount of time left for you to do all those things you've been dreaming of for years. Does that make any sense at all to you?” 
 
    “It does,” she muttered, still racking her brains to try to figure out where she could have put her phone. 
 
    “I'm probably talking too much. I do that. People always tell me that I go on and on, even when nobody's listening.” 
 
    “Sorry,” she said, making her way around to the other side of the car and looking down at his legs as they continued to poke out from the side, “I know this might seem like a weird question, but have you seen a phone anywhere?” 
 
    “A phone?” 
 
    “Yeah, I seem to have...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” Ted said, “but I don't think I can help you.” 
 
    “No, it's fine,” she muttered, heading back to the front of the car, still determined to find her phone. She knew that it had to be around somewhere, and for a moment she tried to think logically about all her actions over the previous hour or so. 
 
    The phone had to be somewhere. 
 
    A moment later, hearing Ted getting to his feet, she turned to see him smiling at her from the other side of the car. 
 
    “Found it?” he asked. 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    She waited for him to get back to work, but for a few seconds he seemed content merely to stare at her. 
 
    “You know,” he continued, “there's just one thing I've really got to ask you.” 
 
    “What's that?” 
 
    “Well...” 
 
    He paused. 
 
    “No, forget it,” he added, shaking his head, “it's none of my business, not really.” 
 
    “It's fine,” she replied. “What's wrong?” 
 
    “Well, it's just been eating at me, that's all.” 
 
    “What has?” 
 
    She waited, and again he merely stared for a moment. 
 
    “Well,” he said finally, clearly choosing his words with care, “I just can't help wondering... Why didn't you cancel your date with Richard at the restaurant last night?” 
 
    She opened her mouth to reply, before realizing in an instant that there was no way he should know anything about her date. 
 
    “That was his name, wasn't it?” he continued. “Richard? Yeah, it was, I'm sure. Anyway, I just can't help thinking... If you knew you were in no fit state to be out, why didn't you do the right thing – the polite thing – and cancel before you showed up and wasted his evening?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    “I'm sorry,” Charlotte said cautiously, her mind still racing as she tried to figure out whether there was some reasonable explanation, “but did you just...” 
 
    She stared at him, and he stared back. 
 
    “Oh, I just happened to be there,” he said finally, with a half-smile. “I know what you're thinking. What's a guy like me doing at a fancy restaurant like that? The truth is, sometimes I like to treat myself. I was alone, I was actually at the table right behind you, and you know what it's like, you can't really help overhearing conversations from nearby.” 
 
    Still staring at him, Charlotte felt as if she was missing part of the explanation. She told herself that she had to be misunderstanding, that there was no way that this guy could actually have been at the restaurant. 
 
    “And it's been bugging me ever since,” he added. “The normal thing to do in that situation, the right thing to do, would have been to call him beforehand and politely inform him that you'd be unable to attend the date. He seemed like a reasonable guy, I can't imagine he would have kicked up a fuss. You could have at least given him the opportunity to prove to you that he wasn't an asshole. Instead, you showed up anyway and just demonstrated a complete lack of respect for his time.” 
 
    Charlotte opened her mouth to reply, but at that moment she thought back to the sight of the man who'd been watching her flat the night before. At the time, she'd told herself that there was no reason to worry, although a part of her had considered the possibility that Richard might be some kind of crazy stalker type. Now, however, as she looked at Ted, she realized that he was a better match for the general physique of the mysterious figure. She told herself that she was simply overreacting, but at the same time she was starting to feel increasingly uncomfortable. 
 
    “You know what?” she said after a moment, trying to act as if nothing was wrong, “I don't want to put you out, so I think what I might do is I might just walk to the next town. It can't be far.” 
 
    “I think it's pretty far.” 
 
    “Well, still, I think -” 
 
    “It really is pretty far,” he added, interrupting her. “Honestly, this stretch of road is more or less the worst place to break down. You're basically equidistant between the two nearest towns, and they're both a real good distance off. Plus, I honestly don't know if there's a garage at either of them, so you could end up having a long wait, plus any work would be expensive. Please don't take this the wrong way, but I don't get the impression that you're exactly swimming in money.” 
 
    “I think I'll be fine,” she said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Why be fine, when you can be more than fine?” he asked with a chuckle. “I'm more than capable of looking after you. Didn't you see all that equipment I've got with me in my truck? I've been doing this type of work all my life, it's my bread and butter. It doesn't matter where you go, you won't find anyone who's better than Ted Armitage when it comes to fixing this sort of damage.” 
 
    “It's okay, really.” 
 
    “You don't want my help?” 
 
    “I just feel like it'd be better if I went and found someone who can fix the car up properly,” she explained. “You said it yourself, it might not be entirely up to scratch, so I should probably just go and try to find a garage.” 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    He stared at her. 
 
    “And how far,” he said after a moment, “do you think you'll have to go to find a garage out there? You're pretty far from anywhere.” 
 
    “Sure, but...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off. 
 
    She waited. 
 
    “Okay, then,” he said with a shrug, “suit yourself. I was just trying to be helpful, that's all, but I'm not a pushy guy. I'll get my things and be out of your hair.” 
 
    With that, he crouched down out of sight, and Charlotte heard him starting to gather his tools. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said quietly, and then she headed back to the driver's seat and started looking for her phone again. Part of her worried that she'd been too quick to turn down Ted's offer of help, but she still couldn't figure out exactly how he'd ended up chancing upon her after apparently overhearing her date with Richard the previous night. The story just didn't add up. 
 
    All she knew was that she wanted him to leave, and that then she could come up with another plan. 
 
    She searched for her phone for a moment, and then – realizing that she could no longer hear Ted – she got to her feet. The man's truck was still parked nearby, with the rear still open, but there was no sign of Ted himself and she couldn't hear him collecting his tools. She waited a moment longer, and then she stepped around the car and looked down to see his red bag resting on the ground. 
 
    She looked over her shoulder, then back toward the truck. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked. 
 
    The only response, save for the gentle rustle of nearby trees, was silence. 
 
    “Ted?” 
 
    When he still failed to answer, she stepped over to the bag and crouched down. She half expected to find that he was fully under the car, carrying out some final piece of work, but instead she saw no sign of him. Looking around, she tried to work out where he could have gone, but the man seemed to have somehow disappeared into thin air. 
 
    Standing again, she stood completely still and listened out for any hint of footsteps. 
 
    “Ted?” she called out. “Hey, is anything wrong?” 
 
    After a few seconds, she walked around to the other side of the car, but he still seemed to have vanished. She looked toward the truck, and then she wandered over and looked into the front. Yet again, Ted was nowhere to be seen, and a moment later she looked back toward her own car as she tried to figure out exactly where the guy might be hiding. 
 
    No. 
 
    Not hiding, she told herself. 
 
    Just... 
 
    She looked out into the forest, convinced that he'd probably just gone to take a pee, but there was still no sign of him. Although she told herself that there was no reason to be alarmed, she was starting to think that something about Ted Armitage really didn't seem quite right, and after a few more seconds she began to make her way back to her car. She really wanted to find her phone, not only because she wanted to go and find some signal but because she was also starting to wonder whether there was any chance that Ted might have grabbed it from the front seat. She told herself that some mid-fifties guy was hardly likely to be a psychopathic serial killer, but as she reached her car and looked in at the seat again she realized that she was running out of explanations for her missing phone. 
 
    Stepping around the car again, she saw that Ted's red bag was still on the ground. 
 
    “Hey, Ted,” she said cautiously, convinced that he had to be close enough to hear her, “I think I'm just going to go and head on down the road and try to find a garage or something. There has to be one somewhere, and they'll probably be better equipped to do whatever needs doing.” 
 
    She looked around, hoping that he might respond. 
 
    “So, I just wanted to thank you for helping out,” she continued. “I hope I didn't delay you too much. Thanks again and I really appreciate the offer, and I hope you have a nice journey, wherever you're going.” 
 
    Realizing that there was little prospect of him answering, she grabbed her keys and locked her car, and then she stepped back and looked at the entire scene. She saw the car and the truck, and the red bag on the ground, but somehow Ted had absolutely vanished. She even crouched down, just to check one more time that he wasn't under one of the vehicles, but it was as if some hidden force had reached down and plucked the guy straight out of existence. 
 
    “Okay, then,” she muttered under her breath, before turning and starting to walk away. “Sorry, I -” 
 
    Suddenly someone grabbed her from behind and plunged a needle into the side of her neck. She gasped and tried to pull away, but already her body was starting to feel very heavy. The last thing she felt, as she passed out, was the sensation of somebody gently lowering her down onto the tarmac. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Stirring slightly as the truck ran over a bump in the road, Charlotte opened her eyes and found that she was on her side in the rear of the vehicle, surrounded by Ted's various bags and ladders and ropes. The yellow drone was right next to her face, but she could barely keep her eyes open. Already, she felt herself slipping back into unconsciousness. 
 
    She tried to cry out, but she could only muster a faint murmur as he eyes slipped shut and she drifted into darkness. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    The next thing she knew, the sound of the truck's engine was gone and suddenly she felt very still. She managed to open her eyes, only to find that her vision was somewhat blurred, but she blinked a few times until finally she was able to see a bare bulb on the ceiling high above, lighting the room. 
 
    “What the -” 
 
    She immediately began to sit up, only to find that she was flat on her back with her arms and ankles tied to the four corners of a wooden bed. Shocked, she instinctively tried to pull free, only to realize that the ropes were tied far too tight. She looked around and saw that she was in a fairly small, bare room. A window on the far side offered a view of darkness outside, and other than the bed there was only one piece of furniture, a large wardrobe that stood against the opposite wall. The walls themselves were covered in peeling paper that retained just enough of a faded greenish pattern to suggest that once – long ago – someone had taken care to try to make the place look nice. 
 
    A long, long time ago. 
 
    Pulling once again on the ropes, she began to bang the bed's wooden posts against the wall, but she didn't let the noise stop her. She was trying desperately to keep from panicking, and she told herself that there had to be some way out of the ropes, but her wrists in particular were already starting to chafe as she tried to twist them free. 
 
    “Come on,” she muttered, “you can do this.” 
 
    She tried to find a weak spot in the structure of the bed itself, but a moment later she heard heavy, thudding footsteps making their way up from the ground floor, and she turned to look over at the open door. She waited, and her heart was racing as she finally saw Ted stepping into view. 
 
    “Ah, there you are,” he said, and now he'd changed into what appeared to be some kind of hunting gear, complete with a pale green baseball cap. Leaning against the jamb, he grinned as he looked through at her. “You woke up a little faster than I expected, but not a great deal. It's all good. You must be a little heavier than you look.” 
 
    “What do you want from me?” she snapped. 
 
    “Well, first I'd like you to chill out a little,” he said, before taking a bite from a sandwich he'd been carrying in his right hand. He chewed for a moment. “There's no need to be rude just because you've found yourself taking something of an unexpected diversion,” he continued, speaking with his mouth full. “The truth is, I knew you'd never reach a town if you just went wandering off. You'd most likely have died of exposure, so I very kindly decided to bring you back to my place.” 
 
    He took another bite from the sandwich. 
 
    “Let me go!” she said firmly. 
 
    “I don't exactly know if you're the grateful type,” he muttered. 
 
    “Let me go!” 
 
    “You're not really making a good case for yourself. In fact, you're coming across pretty poorly. It's not generally considered polite to start making such a racket in a stranger's home.” 
 
    “Someone'll come looking for me,” she told him. “They'll realize that I'm missing by now. They'll find my car. They'll start searching.” 
 
    “I'm sure they will,” he replied, “but I imagine they'll be a little off target. We're about a couple of hundred miles from where I left your car, so -” 
 
    “You followed me!” 
 
    “That's a big accusation to make.” 
 
    “Why?” she continued. “What did I ever do to you?” 
 
    “Absolutely nothing. Apart from turning down my offer of help, that is.” He took another bite. “I didn't like your tone last night, when I overheard you in that restaurant,” he explained. “You caught my attention and I decided to check you out. That happens to me a lot, I notice people being rude or unpleasant and I get this itch to figure out what's going on with them. The nature of my job means that I travel a lot, so it was no big deal for me to trail you for a while. As you might have guessed by now, I'm not actually a mechanic.” 
 
    “What... what are you?” she asked. 
 
    “I'm a mortgage broker,” he replied. “I help people... it's complicated, but I help people get the best deal for their new home, or for their existing home if they're thinking of trying to refinance. Tell me, that flat of yours, do you own it or rent it? Because if you own it, I think I could help you out by comparing some of the different -” 
 
    “Let me go!” she snapped angrily. 
 
    “Just think about it for a minute,” he continued. “You'd be amazed at the difference a good broker can make when it comes to -” 
 
    “Help!” she screamed, looking toward the window. “Somebody help me!” 
 
    “We're fifteen miles from the next house,” he told her. “More, maybe. Who exactly do you think is going to come running to your assistance?” 
 
    “Help me!” she yelled, desperately hoping that he was lying. “I'm up here! He's holding me hostage!” 
 
    “Am I?” he replied, furrowing his brow. “I think you might have your terminology wrong there. You're not a hostage. If anything, I'm keeping you here for your own benefit, until you calm down a little and start to realize what's good for you. Frankly, back on that road, you struck me as someone who was on the verge of some kind of psychotic episode. Was I really supposed to just leave you there?” 
 
    “What did you do with my phone?” she snapped. 
 
    “I have no idea what you're talking about.” 
 
    “Where's my phone?” she shouted. 
 
    She waited, but now he was simply chewing again. 
 
    “I won't tell anyone,” she continued. “Obviously there's been a mistake. Did you think I was rude to you earlier? I'm sorry, I can come off like that sometimes, but I promise I won't get you into any trouble. I just want to go to my mother's house, she's elderly and she's frail and she had a fall, and if you'll just let me go then I swear no-one'll ever hear about any of this.” 
 
    Again she waited, but Ted simply took another bite from his sandwich. 
 
    “Please,” she added, and now there were tears in her eyes. “It doesn't have to be like this. Can we talk about the situation like two adults? I'm more than capable of apologizing and owning up to any mistakes I might have made. You're a reasonable man, aren't you? Let's not let a little misunderstanding get out of hand.” 
 
    Ted stared at her, while slowly chewing, and then he popped the last piece of the sandwich into his mouth. 
 
    “Please,” Charlotte sobbed, “I'm sorry...” 
 
    He took a moment to finish chewing, and finally he swallowed. 
 
    “You know what I think you need?” he asked after a few more seconds. “I think you need some time to cool off and gather your thoughts.” 
 
    “No,” she replied, “I just need to -” 
 
    “I'm going to let you think things over,” he continued, stepping back and reaching out to pull the door shut. “I need to go and talk to someone anyway, so I'll come back through in the morning and see how you're doing.” 
 
    “No!” she shouted, pulling again on the ropes. “You can't leave me in here!” 
 
    “It's only for one night,” he told her. “Now, do you want the light on or off?” 
 
    “Please let me out,” she sobbed, still trying to get out of the ropes. “I'll do anything you want, but just untie me and let me go.” 
 
    “Light off, then.” 
 
    With that, he switched the light off and then pulled the door shut. 
 
    “I'll do anything!” she screamed, pulling so hard on the ropes that the bed's wooden frame once again began to bang against the wall. “Come back! Just tell me what you want!” 
 
    Hearing footsteps heading back downstairs, she realized that she was being ignored. 
 
    “Someone's going to come looking for me!” she yelled. “There's still time to put this right! All you have to do is let me go and no-one has to know that I was ever here! Do you hear me? Let's end this madness before it gets out of hand! I'm sorry! Do you hear me? I mean it, I'm sorry!” 
 
    She heard a door bumping shut somewhere downstairs, and she let out an angry sigh as she realized that Ted – if that was even his real name – hadn't listened to a word that she'd just shouted. Although she still didn't want to believe that he was some kind of psycho, she began to look around the dark room as she tried to think of another way to get free. She told herself that there had to be a way, that there was always a way, and that she simply needed to be smart enough to figure it out before morning. 
 
    “Someone is going to come looking for me,” she whispered, as more tears streamed down her face. “They're going to find me, and then everything's going to be okay.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Several hours later, bathed in moonlight that shone through the window, Charlotte struggled to push against one of the bed's wooden posts, hoping to break it free so that she could loop the rope away. She'd been working on the same post for a while now, and she hadn't felt it give so much as a millimeter, but she told herself that she had no other option. 
 
    Finally, feeling a burning pain in her shoulder, she slumped back down for a moment. 
 
    The house had been silent ever since Ted had gone downstairs. She had no idea of the time, although she assumed that it must be at least midnight. Was he asleep in a chair down there, or had he gone out? She had no clue, but she told herself that she had to get free before morning, because she felt certain that he was planning something. 
 
    Glancing around the room, she looked for any sign of hidden cameras. There was nothing so far, although she couldn't really make out the darker corners and she was worried that Ted might have some kind of high-tech system set up, perhaps even with night vision. She looked at one corner, then at the next, but she was more and more certain that there were no cameras, although that didn't make her feel too much better. She'd seen enough horror movies to know that men didn't tend to kidnap women and take them to rural locations simply for their own good. 
 
    Once her shoulder had stopped hurting so much, she leaned up and set to work once more trying to break the wooden post. She felt its great, solid immovability withstanding her pressure, but she told herself that she had no other options. She adjusted her position slightly and tried pushing at a slightly different angle. Although she felt certain that Ted would have tested the bed, she had no better ideas and she couldn't just wait passively for him to return. She changed her angle again, then again, determined to find a way to - 
 
    Suddenly her shoulder pushed hard against one of the slats, breaking it in the middle. Startled, Charlotte looked at the damaged slat for a moment before using her shoulder to push it again, this time knocking the upper section out and leaving a large, damaged piece of wood poking out. She thought for a moment, before leaning closer and trying to use her teeth to grab the wood and break it free. At first she struggled, but after a few more attempts she was able to break the piece of wood away, leaving it damaged at both ends with large, sharp shards exposed. 
 
    Her heart was pounding as she managed to reach down and take the shard from her mouth, and then she began to run one of the broken ends against the rope. She knew that the odds were against her, but she couldn't help hoping that somehow she might be able to break through and escape. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The bedroom door creaked open, and a moment later Charlotte peered out at the dark landing. She was still fairly sure that Ted was downstairs, although she didn't want to take any chances. The landing was almost pitch black, although a patch of moonlight allowed her to see that all the other doors were shut. A set of stairs offered a chance to get downstairs, although – as she stepped over and looked down toward the hallway – she had no idea what might be waiting for her. 
 
    She listened, but the house remained silent. 
 
    A million questions raced through her mind. Where was Ted? Did he keep any weapons in the house? Was he asleep? Was he waiting for her? Hadn't it been a little too easy to get away from the bed, or was she simply being paranoid? Was she being tested? Had she just been lucky? Was Ted about to step out from any direction and smack her in the head with an ax? Did she genuinely have a chance of getting away, or was she a dead woman walking? 
 
    Was he playing some kind of sick game? 
 
    Trying to remain positive, she made her way to the top of the stairs and once again looked down. She was starting to think that her best option was simply to get outside and run, and to keep running until eventually she found civilization. Sure, she wasn't exactly the athletic type, but then neither was Ted and she felt fairly confident that she could outrun him. Besides, what other options did she have? 
 
    Still, she hesitated, worried that she was walking into a trap. All she could see at the bottom of the stairs was a small part of the hallway, which meant that there were plenty of places where Ted could be hiding. She knew that at any moment he could suddenly lunge at her swinging a baseball bat, or wielding any other weapon. She couldn't simply stand at the top of the stairs and wait, however, so finally she forced herself to start making her way down, while simultaneously preparing to run back up if necessary. 
 
    By the time she reached the hallway, she was starting to feel a little more confident. All the lights were off and the house remained silent, and she found herself wondering whether – inexplicably – Ted might have gone out. She knew she was probably getting her hopes up way too much, that there was no way he'd have simply wandered off and left her alone in the house, but as she made her way over to a nearby doorway and peered through, she saw a darkened front room and realized that there was still no sign of the guy. 
 
    And then, looking over her shoulder, she realized she could see a hint of light coming from somewhere outside. 
 
    She hesitated, and then she crept over to the window and looked out; sure enough, there was a light on in a large barn on the far side of a wide, open yard. Ted had to be in there, she realized, although she had no idea what he might be up to. A moment later, however, she spotted a shadow briefly appearing in one window on the side of the barn, and she realized that she had to get away while he was distracted. 
 
    Finding that the front door to the house was unlocked, she pulled it open and stepped outside, and then she turned to run toward the road. 
 
    Suddenly a cry rang out, piercing the night air, and she spun around and looked back toward the barn. 
 
    She knew instantly that the cry had belonged to a woman, and after a moment she realized she could also hear a shuffling sound coming from the barn. She stood frozen in place for a moment, and then she turned once again to run. 
 
    “No!” a woman's voice screamed, causing her to stop again. “Please, don't do this!” 
 
    Charlotte's heart was racing now as she looked over at the barn. All she wanted was to run and get as far away from the house as possible. At the same time, she could tell that the woman was in agony, and she realized that she couldn't simply abandon someone who was clearly in need of help. 
 
    She looked around for some kind of weapon, and then she began to make her way slowly toward the barn. 
 
    “Why are you doing this to me?” the woman cried, followed by the sound of clanking chains. “Just let me go. Please, I'm begging you, I have a husband and a child, you have to let me go...” 
 
    As she approached the door to the barn, Charlotte realized that she could hear more chains moving inside. She stopped for a moment as she looked toward the open door, and then she spotted a window in the barn's side. After glancing around one more time to make sure that nobody else was around, she crept over to the window and ducked down, and then she very carefully craned her neck and began to peer through to the barn's interior. 
 
    At first, bright lights made it impossible for her to see anything. She squinted, and then she turned to look along the barn, and finally she froze as soon as she saw the Ted was standing at the barn's far end. For a moment she was unable to make out anything beyond him, but as he stepped aside she was able to see a naked woman hanging from a set of chains. 
 
    Horrified, Charlotte pulled away for a moment, just as the woman cried out again. 
 
    “What do you think that's gonna achieve, huh?” Ted asked, sounding distinctly irritated. “I already told you, I've got your replacement lined up. We both knew this day was going to come. And you have to admit, you've caused me a fair old bit of trouble lately.” 
 
    Hearing the sound of something heavy being dragged across the barn's concrete floor, Charlotte looked around and tried to work out what she could use as a weapon. She knew that she had to get into the barn and save the woman, and after a moment she spotted an ax resting against the side of the building. She stepped over and took the ax, and then she tried to figure out exactly how she was going to get the jump on Ted. She briefly considered running instead, and trying to get help, but deep down she knew that she wouldn't be able to get back in time. 
 
    “No!” the woman screamed suddenly, before letting out a series of guttural cries. 
 
    Charlotte stepped back over to the window and looked through, and to her horror she saw that Ted was cutting the woman's belly open. She told herself to get in there and help, but in that moment she watched as the woman's intestines slopped out from the wound, and she realized that she was already too late. Although the woman was still just about alive, her body was shuddering and blood was pouring from her split belly, and a moment later Ted plunged the knife into her chest. 
 
    “Don't feel bad,” he said firmly. “You were good. She's just better, that's all. I think she and I are going to have a lot of fun.” 
 
    As Ted stepped around the woman, Charlotte pulled back to make sure that she couldn't be seen. Part of her still wanted to go into the barn and make Ted pay, but she quickly told herself that she'd likely be no match for him. After a few seconds, she turned and stumbled along the side of the barn, figuring that she needed to pick a direction and run. And then, reaching the barn's far end, she looked around the corner and saw yet another horrific sight in the moonlight. 
 
    Clamping a hand over her mouth, she just about managed to keep from screaming as she stared at a long, vertical metal pole. The heads of a dozen or more women were arranged on the pole, with the lowest heads almost skeletal while the heads toward the top were fairly fresh. So many dead eyes stared out from the awful scene, and open mouths hung open in silenced screams, as Charlotte took a few steps back and tried to tell herself that the heads couldn't possibly be real. 
 
    Finally, still holding the ax, she turned and raced toward the forest. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Scrambling down a steep hill in the dark, struggling to keep hold of the ax while remaining upright, Charlotte felt as if at any moment she was going to slip in the wet leaves and tumble down the rest of the way. Somehow she made it to the bottom of the hill, and then she turned and looked back up, terrified that at any moment she was going to see Ted Armitage coming after her. 
 
    She waited, but all she saw were the trees. 
 
    Although she wasn't sure how much time had passed since she'd left the barn, she felt that she'd been running for at least half an hour. Breathless and terrified, she took a couple of steps back before bumping against a tree, and then she stopped to listen to the forest. All she heard was the sound of trees rustling in a late-night breeze, but somehow the dying woman's scream still seemed to be echoing in her mind. 
 
    For a moment, back at the farm, she'd seemed to have been in the middle of something truly horrific. Escaping from the bed had been difficult, yet at the same time she couldn't help but wonder how it had been possible at all; if Ted had tied several woman to that thing before, why had only she been able to get free? Had she been lucky, or had she somehow been meant to escape? That last idea seemed unlikely, but her head was starting to fill with paranoid thoughts as she looked around and waited in case there was some sign that Ted was close. 
 
    Had she escaped? 
 
    Was it really that simple? 
 
    A few seconds later, she turned and stumbled away through the dark forest, keeping her arms out to make sure that she didn't slam into any trees. She wasn't sure which way she was going, so all she could do was try to keep going in a straight line and hope that eventually she could find her way back to civilization. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    An owl hooted in the distance, as Charlotte stopped a short while later and leaned against a tree. As she struggled to get her breath back, she looked all around, but the forest seemed like an endless nightmare that offered no obvious way out. She'd been deliberately heading downhill for a while, hoping to reach a river, but she wasn't even sure that this strategy was likely to work 
 
    Looking up, she saw the vast starry sky above, and she realized that there was obviously no source of light pollution anywhere nearby. That, in turn, meant that she must be far from a town, but she told herself that she had to keep going so she pressed on, picking her way as quickly as possible down the slope while keeping her hands out to make sure that she - 
 
    Suddenly she pressed against some kind of fence. Unable to stop herself in time, she dropped the ax and fell forward, and she felt sharp pains in her hands and against her face. For a moment, hanging in the darkness, she had no idea what was happening, but a moment later she felt a small, sharp metal spike against her right hand and she realized that she'd stepped straight into some barbed wire. She instinctively tried to pull back, only to find that there were in fact several lengths of wire running through the air, and each had snagged against her. 
 
    Every time she tried to get free, she felt more barbs cutting into her face and hands, and some were even breaking through her jeans. She stopped for a moment and tried to figure out a plan, and then she began to pull back, only to feel more wire against the nape of her neck. Not understanding how some of the wire could now be behind her, she turned and tried to climb back up the hill, only to feel yet more wire catching against her shirt. The more she struggled, the more she seemed to be stuck, like a fly in a spiderweb. 
 
    “Come on,” she muttered, determined to get free, even though she knew she should stay still and try to come up with a proper plan. 
 
    Reaching out, she tried to find the ax, but she quickly realized that it was lost in the darkness. She tried to lift her arms away from the wire, but then she let out a pained gasp as she felt something slicing through her left arm. Taking a moment to regroup, she attempted to solve the problem logically, and after a few more seconds she turned and tried to lift her left leg back so that – one limb at a time – she might be able to unhook herself from the barbs. 
 
    As that plan seemed to be working so far, she steadied herself and tried to extract her right leg. For a few brief seconds she began to think that her plan was going to succeed, only for her left foot to slip suddenly in the mud. Letting out a pained gasp, she tumbled forward until the wire caught her, and she felt barbs digging into her belly and arms and face. She froze, too scared to move in case she caused more damage, and as she hung in the darkness she realized she could feel one particular barb digging into her right cheek. 
 
    Despite the pain, she already knew that she had to try again to get free. Unable to see anything at all, she took a deep breath and stared straight ahead as she tried to muster the courage to move, and then she began to lean forward. 
 
    She immediately flinched as she felt something scratch against her right eye. 
 
    Pulling back, panicked, she blinked furiously. The damaged eye felt extremely uncomfortable, but she was fairly sure that she hadn't actually punctured her eyeball. Still, she was terrified to move in case she caught herself again, although she knew that she couldn't simply hang in the wire until morning. Figuring that the wire most likely marked the boundary of Ted's property, she realized that he must have noticed by now that she was missing. She imagined him hurrying through the forest, desperately trying to track her down, and she knew that sooner rather than later he'd start checking the perimeter fence. 
 
    “You have to do this,” she whispered to herself, trying to find the strength to simply push through the wire. “It'll hurt, but...” 
 
    She told herself that by now she was so tangled, getting through to the other side likely wouldn't be much more difficult than backing out. Besides, even if she did make it back, she'd still need to find some way through. 
 
    “You can do this,” she told herself, trying to cling to that belief even as she began to imagine the pain that she was about to endure. 
 
    Her best bet, she decided, was to try to free herself as much as possible, and then to throw herself through in the hope that the pain would at least be brief. Sure, she knew that some of the barbs would catch deep, but she'd be fine so long as she avoided any cuts to her eyes, and she tried to focus on the fact that the barbs – while sharp – were still fairly small. The biggest danger would be to remain trapped, to end up dangling in the darkness until Ted eventually caught up. 
 
    “You're going to do this,” she whispered, as she tried to summon every last ounce of strength that she possessed. “Cuts are just superficial. You're going to get away from this maniac.” 
 
    With that, she began to carefully lift the wire so that she could reach through. To her surprise, she found that moving slowly was actually much better than attempting to rush, even though she felt the urge to throw herself forward into the darkness. She felt a few occasional snags trying to hold her back, but she resolutely pushed through those until – miraculously – she reached down and felt her hands press against the cold, hard dirt on the other side of the fence. Part of her, at least, was through, even if she could still feel the wires against her chest and legs. 
 
    “Just do it,” she said, once again trying to give herself a little extra courage. “You're so close now. All you need is one final push.” 
 
    She tried to work out exactly how many barbs were still digging into her, and where they were located, but deep down she knew she was only delaying the inevitable. She was going to have to push through, and she was going to have to keep going even when she felt some of the barbs slicing through her flesh. The pain was going to be intense, but at least it would be brief and it would end, and then she'd be free to keep running. 
 
    “One,” she whispered as she tried to prepare herself once more, “two...” 
 
    She waited. 
 
    Please don't hurt too much. 
 
    “Three.” 
 
    Throwing herself forward, she immediately felt barbs cutting into her belly and waist, but this time she was determined to keep going. Even as her clothes tore, and as she felt blood bursting from wounds all over her lower body, she scrambled through into the darkness, screaming as she clawed at the ground and tried to drag herself free. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Morning sunlight streamed through the treetops as Charlotte limped down a muddy hill that seemed to have no end. Almost numb now to the pain all over her body, she didn't much mind letting her thoughts drift away. Better that, she figured, than being fully aware of her plight. 
 
    And then, as she passed a small clearing, she realized she could hear a very faint buzzing sound somewhere in the distance. 
 
    She turned and looked back up the hill. Already tense with fear, she told herself that Ted couldn't have caught up to her already, that he couldn't even know which way she'd walked away from his house, but the buzzing sound was moving closer and now it was starting to seem more like a low, consistent hum that was coming from somewhere fairly high up. For a moment Charlotte began to hope that a helicopter was on the way to rescue her, but then she took a step back as she realized that the sound seemed to be something different, something smaller. 
 
    Suddenly, spotting movement at the hop of the hill, she scrambled down to the ground and crawled behind a tree, and then she listened as the humming sound moved even closer. 
 
    She carefully shifted a little further around the tree, and then – forcing herself to be brave – she leaned back the other way and tried to see what was coming. 
 
    A yellow drone was whirring as it made its way down the hill, and Charlotte flinched as she realized that she'd seen the exact same drone before, in the back of Ted Armitage's truck. 
 
    Pulling out of the way, she listened to the drone and tried to figure out which way it was going. Once she was sure that it was passing the tree and heading further down the hill, she craned her neck to take another look. Sure enough, the drone seemed not to have noticed her, although after a few more seconds it stopped and simply hovered in the air as if waiting to see which way it should go next. 
 
    He's hunting me. 
 
    Charlotte immediately understood what the drone meant. Preferring to cover a greater distance than he could manage alone on foot, Ted was using the drone to try to spot her somewhere on his land. As the drone continued to hover, she tried to work out whether bad luck had led it so close to her, or whether she'd left some kind of sign to indicate the direction she'd taken. Thinking back to the barbed wire in the night, she realized that most likely some pieces of fabric – not to mention blood, and maybe even flesh – had been left on the fence. 
 
    The drone turned toward her, and Charlotte pulled back behind the tree. Hearing the humming moving closer, she began to worry that she'd been spotted, but then she saw the drone slowly moving past and she was fairly sure that it had only one, forward-facing camera. 
 
    As the drone stopped nearby, Charlotte spotted a long, broken branch on the ground, and she realized that she could use that to bring the damn yellow bastard crashing out of the sky. At the same time, she'd be giving away her location in the process, so after a few more seconds she scrambled behind the tree again and waited, hoping that this time the drone would head off in another direction. 
 
    “Please,” she mouthed silently, uncertain as to whether the drone could detect sound, “go away.” 
 
    For a moment, she imagined Ted watching the drone's footage on a phone or some other device, searching for any sign of her location. She felt a shudder pass through her chest at the thought of his face, and she imagined him dragging her into his barn and chaining her up like the girl she'd seen before. Had he already taken that girl's head, she wondered, and added it to his sick collection? 
 
    The humming sound continued for a couple more minutes, as if Ted was unsure about his next move, but finally the drone began to head off down the hill again. 
 
    Leaning out from behind the tree, Charlotte watched as the drone disappeared into the distance. She glanced around to make sure that Ted was nowhere in the vicinity, and then she got to her feet and began to make her way in a different direction, walking along the side of the hill in the hope that she could get as far away from the drone as possible. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Several hours later, exhausted and barely able to put one foot in front of the other, she stopped as she realized that she'd finally found what she'd been searching for. Ahead, at the bottom of yet another steep slope, she could see a wide, rapid river coursing through the forest. 
 
    Picking up the pace, she began to clamber down the hill, desperate to reach the river so that she could try to follow it out of the forest. Not that she was certain that course of action would succeed, of course; she simply hoped that following a river would turn out to be the best approach, although she knew that she might still have many miles to go. 
 
    Once she reached the riverbank, she stopped and dropped to her knees. After glancing around to make sure that there was still no sign of either Ted or the drone, she reached down and cupped some water in her hand. As she drank, she realized that she had no way of telling whether the water was clean, but that didn't stop her and she drank for several more minutes before sitting back and realizing that she couldn't afford to rest. 
 
    Not yet. 
 
    Hauling herself up, she began to follow the river, heading in the same direction as the fast-running water. Her feet were sore and she felt as if she might collapse at any moment, but she thought of her mother and she told herself that she had no option but to keep going. 
 
    That bastard Ted isn't going to win. 
 
    Already, the first elements of a plan were starting to form. Once she found a town, she was going to get someone to call the police, and then she was going to lead them straight to Ted's farm. She had no idea how a guy like Ted could possibly have killed so many women without getting caught, but she figured that wasn't her mystery to solve; instead, she was going to make sure that he was taken away, and that he spent the rest of his life rotting in jail. She thought of all his victims, and of all the families who'd probably given up hope that they might ever find out what had happened to their loved ones, and she told herself that justice would eventually be served. She didn't care who Ted Armitage really was, or why he was a killer; she just wanted him locked up. 
 
    She stumbled a couple of times and almost tripped, but for the most part she was able to keep a consistent pace as she followed the river's meandering course. All she saw on either side was the forest, with trees covering the land all the way up to the tops of distant hills. Having lost track of exactly where Ted had taken her, Charlotte really couldn't even begin to guess what part of the country she was in now. She'd been somewhere near Oxford when she'd met Ted, but she knew that now she could be pretty much anywhere. Still, she told herself that she'd find a town eventually, and that she'd be able to get some help soon enough. 
 
    Looking down at her hands, she saw that they were badly torn. She could still move her fingers and clench her fists, but her palms and wrists in particular had suffered significant damage from the barbed wire. She'd refrained from checking her injuries in too much detail, figuring that there was no point, but she couldn't help wondering just how much skin and flesh she'd left behind on those metal barbs. Her clothes were torn, she knew that much, but at least the weather wasn't too bad. She told herself that she could keep walking for as long as it took to reach the first town. 
 
    Plus, while she knew almost nothing about drones, she figured that they must have a limited range, and that with each step she was hopefully getting further and further away from Ted. 
 
    Suddenly she stopped, as she realized she could hear a rushing sound ahead. Her first thought was to take cover and wait to see whether a boat was approaching, but instead she listened as the sound continued. Finally, cautiously, she began to walk again, and after just a couple more minutes she rounded a curve in the river and saw the cause of the rushing sound in the distance. 
 
    Unless she wanted to go back the way she'd just come, her only way forward was straight down a waterfall. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Stopping at the edge of the wet rocks, she looked over the edge and saw that the bottom of the waterfall was about three hundred feet down, maybe a little more. The sound of the crashing water was intense, and she could feel spray against her face, but she was already trying to work out whether she'd be able to climb down. 
 
    Although the rocks were wet and no doubt slippery, she was just about able to spot what seemed to be a route. If she followed a zig-zagging path, she'd be able to avoid the steeper parts, and she told herself that even if she only got partway she could drop the rest of the distance and hope for the best. Besides, even an ignominious death at the foot of a waterfall sounded better than getting dragged back to Ted's barn, and she certainly didn't have the stomach for heading back the way she'd just come and trying to find another path. 
 
    “You can do this,” she whispered, not for the first time, in an attempt to gee herself up. She could feel a nagging sense of doubt at the back of her mind, but she quickly told herself that if she'd managed to get out of the barbed wire, she could do just about anything. 
 
    Realizing that there was no time like the present, she began to pick her way down the steep collection of rocks that led to the first ridge. The rocks were even more slippery than she'd expected, so she had to move carefully, and after a moment she turned around and got down onto her hands and knees. With each move, she wondered whether she was out of her mind, but finally she was able to get to the ridge, at which point she looked down and saw another set of rocks that looked – to her untrained eye, at least – fairly simple to navigate. 
 
    After adjusting her position again, she edged down past the largest rock, and then she passed the point of no return as she climbed down to a second, smaller ridge that brought her a little closer to the waterfall itself. Water was constantly spraying against her now, soaking her clothes, and she knew that she couldn't climb back up even if she tried. The only way was down, but when she looked over the edge she momentarily felt a little giddy. Forcing herself to stay focused, she spent a moment working out the next part of her route, and then she began once more to descend. 
 
    Almost immediately, her right foot slipped. She clung desperately to the rocks and managed to steady herself again, but her heart was racing and she was starting to worry that the rocks were too wet to be used for support. At the same time, she knew that she had no choice, and that she at least had to get far enough down that jumping the rest of the way wouldn't be suicidal. 
 
    She took a deep breath before trying again, and this time she managed to not slip. She edged her way further and further down, and although she didn't immediately come upon another ridge, she managed to move slowly but steadily. The route was taking her a little further away from the waterfall itself now, and after a couple more minutes she finally found a spot where she could take another break. 
 
    For a moment, she could only listen to the sound of the crashing water far below, and to her own desperate attempts to get her breath back. 
 
    Suddenly she heard a humming sound, and a moment later the yellow drone rushed down in front of her and stopped with its main camera pointed directly at her face. 
 
    “Go to hell!” she screamed, clinging to the rocks. 
 
    The drone simply stayed in place, with its four little engines whirring loudly. 
 
    “Go away!” Charlotte yelled, before grabbing a small rock from nearby and throwing it at the drone, hitting it on the front but failing to knock it out of the sky. “Go on, get out of here!” 
 
    Reaching out, she tried to grab the damn thing. Although it was close, it quickly pulled back out of her reach, and she had to take hold of the rocks again in order to keep from falling. 
 
    “What do you want?” she shouted, once more imagining Ted watching her through the camera. “Why can't you just leave me alone?” 
 
    Wobbling a little in the continued spray from the waterfall, the drone merely continued to keep its camera trained on her face. 
 
    Grabbing another rock, Charlotte tried again to knock the drone down, then again. These second two rocks missed completely, but she was more and more certain that one well-aimed missile would knock out one of the engines and perhaps caused the entire machine to plummet down to the rocks below. 
 
    She took hold of another rock, but this time she hesitated as she tried to time her attack perfectly. Staring into the drone's main camera, she took a deep breath and imagined Ted grinning from ear to ear at the prospect of having found her again. She had no idea of the drone's range, so she couldn't be sure whether or not Ted was nearby, but she felt certain that he was already on his way to recapture her and drag him back to his barn. 
 
    She adjusted her grip on the rock. 
 
    The drone continued to hover just a short distance from her face. 
 
    “You think this is funny?” she sneered. “You're sick, do you realize that? There's something wrong with you, I saw what you were doing to that girl in the barn, and I'm going to make sure you pay for all your crimes.” 
 
    She waited, in case the drone was equipped with some sort of speaker. 
 
    “You're going down,” she continued through gritted teeth. “You realize that, don't you? You're not going to keep your crimes hidden anymore, not after I tell everyone about you.” 
 
    The drone continued to hum and whir in front of her. 
 
    “And as for your stupid little toy,” she added, “well, I'll tell you exactly what I think about that.” 
 
    She hesitated, and then she threw the rock straight at the drone's camera. At the last second, the drone swung back and the rock missed, falling helplessly and hitting the ground far below. 
 
    “I hate you!” Charlotte screamed, before reaching out once again and trying to grab the drone, which easily flew out of her reach before settling in a new position just a little further away. “You think you've got me?” she continued. “You think I'm powerless, and that you can just hunt me down? Do you really think I'd ever let you get your hands on me again?” 
 
    She turned to start climbing again, and she took a moment to adjust her grip before resuming her slow descent. Although she was trying to take things slowly, anger was surging through her body and pushing her to rush. Her feet almost slipped a couple of times, and then – just as she was starting to let her frustration boil over – she heard the humming sound starting to fade away. 
 
    Looking up, she saw that the drone was rising up the waterfall, and after a moment it disappeared entirely over the top. 
 
    It'll be back. 
 
    After taking a deep breath, she set off yet again, following a torturous route that took her closer to the waterfall several times. Surprised that she was making such good progress, she nevertheless made sure to take care. She knew that one wrong move could send her crashing down, and that depending on where she fell she could either hit the rocks far below or the water. The rocks would be fatal, and she had no idea how deep the water would be and whether she'd survive, so she focused on clinging to the rock-face as tightly as possible as she made slow but steady progress down toward the bottom. 
 
    Finally, she reached another ridge about twenty feet above the raging water, and she realized that she was stuck. No matter which way she looked, there was simply no way to go any further, and she realized after a moment that she was going to have to jump. She looked down at the water and imagined large, dark rocks beneath the surface, but she told herself that she might be much luckier. 
 
    Adjusting her position, she prepared to jump, although she took a moment to imagine what might happen if she slammed straight into hidden rocks and died instantly. 
 
    “I love you, Mum,” she said, as tears filled her eyes. “Always remember that, okay? And when they find my body...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off. 
 
    Enough with this morbid shit. 
 
    Without giving herself a chance to change her mind, Charlotte threw herself off the rock. Screaming, she plunged through the immense spray, and then her scream was abruptly cut off as she hit the water and vanished into the darkness below. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Gasping for air, Charlotte hauled herself out of the water and rolled onto her back. Drenched and terrified, she felt her heart pounding in her chest as she looked up at the waterfall and saw the steep rocky path that she'd taken, and then she sat up. 
 
    I made it. 
 
    “I made it,” she stammered, and then she took a moment to check that she had no broken bones. She'd felt nothing under the water after crashing into the depths, and she'd managed to swim to the shore quickly enough, but she still checked carefully before finally stumbling to her feet and looking around. 
 
    The river snaked away, once more running through a thick forest, although at least here the ground was a little flatter. Charlotte looked up, to make sure that there was no sign of the drone, and then she set off along the riverbank. She was limping slightly, due to a nasty blister on her right foot, and her clothes were soaked, but she told herself that she had to be getting close to civilization. 
 
    A town, or at least a road or a hut, could well be waiting for her around the river's next bend. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Several hours later, as the afternoon sky began to darken, Charlotte stopped and leaned against yet another tree. Her legs were aching and she felt as if she was about to drop to the ground, but she told herself that she had to keep going. Still, the thought of enduring a second night in the forest made her feel sick to her stomach. 
 
    “Where are you?” she whispered, still convinced that soon she had to stumble upon at least a scrap of civilization. “Please...” 
 
    Looking up at the sky, she realized that she couldn't even see any sign of planes passing overhead. Wherever she'd ended up, it was as if she was completely separated from the rest of the human race, and she felt a flicker of doubt in her chest as she began to wonder whether she was ever going to get home. At first she'd assumed that her options were either to die at Ted Armitage's hands or to get to safety, but now she was starting to realize that there was a third possibility: what if she simply dropped dead in the forest, never to be found, and her bones ended up getting picked clean by wild animals? 
 
    “No,” she said, before starting to walk again, albeit swaying slightly. “You're going to make it. You're going to -” 
 
    Stopping suddenly, she realized she could hear a familiar whirring sound. She spun around, and to her horror she immediately spotted the yellow drone heading straight for her, following the course of the river. 
 
    “You've got to be kidding me,” she stammered, momentarily too shocked and exhausted to know how to react. 
 
    Turning, she forced herself to start clambering up the hill that led into the forest. She had to drop to her hands and knees, but she quickly reached the treeline. When she turned and looked over her shoulder, she saw that the drone had already changed direction and was coming after her, and she realized that there could be no doubt that she'd once again been spotted. 
 
    Looking around for something she could use to attack the drone, she quickly spotted a long branch. Scrambling across the ground, she grabbed the branch and got to her feet, just as the relentless drone buzzed closer. 
 
    Crying out, Charlotte swung the branch as hard as she could manage, and to her amazement she managed to hit the drone on the side, sending it crashing into a nearby tree. 
 
    She pulled the branch back and swung again, but this time the drone was already flying away, albeit with what appeared to be some slight damage to its casing. Rushing after the machine, Charlotte tried to hit it again, swinging the branch wildly but missing this time. 
 
    “You want a piece of me?” she screamed, swinging the branch again, this time just managing to clip the side of the drone, causing it to veer wildly to the right. “Come on, you coward, why don't you show yourself?” 
 
    She swung the branch again and again. The drone banked sharply to the right again, as if trying to get away, so Charlotte stumbled after it and tried once more to smash it against one of the trees. For a moment, thinking of Ted Armitage watching smugly through a phone, she wanted nothing more than to bring the drone down and then smash it to pieces with her bare hands. 
 
    “You're scared, is that it?” she continued, waving the branch toward the drone. “Why don't you come on down here and let me teach you a lesson, huh?” 
 
    The drone rose a little higher into the sky and continued on its way, beating a slow but effective retreat as Charlotte – trembling with rage – finally dropped to her knees and threw the branch aside. 
 
    “That's right,” she said breathlessly, watching as the drone disappeared into the distance, “come near me again and I'll finish you off. I'll turn you into a pile of scrap!” 
 
    She listened as the drone's hum faded away, and then she slumped back against a nearby tree and slid down to the ground. For a moment, she felt as if she might never get up again, but deep down she knew that she couldn't let Ted win. She took a few seconds to gather some dregs of energy, and then she winced as she pulled herself up. Grabbing the branch, she used it as a crutch this time as she turned and began to make her way once more through the forest, still following the course of the river but choosing this time to stay a little way back, so that she might be less easily seen. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Damn it!” she muttered, stumbling and almost falling for what must have been the second or third time in a minute. 
 
    Stopping for a moment, she leaned on the branch and tried to regather her composure. Afternoon was becoming evening now, and she'd given up hope of finding help by sundown. Still soaked from her time in the water, she was starting to wonder just how she was going to get through the night without freezing, and she could already tell that the temperature was plummeting. At the back of her mind, she was starting to worry that she might freeze after all. 
 
    She listened for a moment to the sound of the wind whistling through the forest, and then she set off again, forcing herself to climb up a shallow hill. All she knew was that - 
 
    Suddenly her right leg gave way and she fell, landing hard on her knee. She let out a gasp of pain, and she leaned heavily on the branch for a moment as she tried to get her strength back. She felt as if she was becoming weaker with every step, and her original plan to simply walk through the night now seemed hopelessly unrealistic. Starving and barely able to think straight, she stared straight ahead for a moment before starting once again to get to her feet. 
 
    If I drop dead, I drop dead, but I'm going to keep walking until I can't take another step. 
 
    Feeling a burning pain in her right ankle, she took a moment to prepare to walk again. A moment later, glancing to her right, she realized to her shock that she could see a faint warm glow coming from somewhere over the next ridge. She hesitated, listening in case there was any hint that the drone was returning, but the forest remained fairly quiet so finally she began to make her way to the ridge. She dropped down low as she got closer, choosing to crawl the last few meters, and eventually she peered over the top of the ridge and to her astonishment she saw the source of the glow. 
 
    Down at the bottom of the next hill, a house lay nestled in a large clearing. A few lights were on inside the house, but otherwise there was no sign of life. 
 
    Scrambling around the side of the ridge, she scurried down to the edge of a narrow dirt track that led toward the house. She was still worried that Ted Armitage and his drone might reappear at any moment, but as she looked at the house she realized that there were no cars parked anywhere nearby. A large shed stood a little way from the house, so she figured any vehicles might be parked in there. 
 
    Looking at the house again, she watched the bright windows and waited for some hint of life. And then, shivering and exhausted, she got to her feet and began to make her way along the dirt road, finally entering the yard and stumbling toward the house. 
 
    “Please,” she whispered, barely managing to keep walking, “somebody, help me...” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Slamming into the front door, she let out a gasp of pain as she reached up and knocked hard with her left fist. She waited, hoping against hope to hear somebody rushing to the door's other side, but instead the only answer was silence. 
 
    “Come on,” she said, slurring her words slightly as she stumbled to the nearest window and looked into the house. “Where are you?” 
 
    She saw a large, sparsely-decorated room, but one that appeared to be pretty comfortable. A fire was burning in the hearth, although it appeared to have not been tended for several hours, and the far wall was covered in book-lined shelves. Charlotte waited for a few seconds, in case somebody stepped into view, and then she limped back to the front door and knocked again. 
 
    “Hello?” she called out. “Is anybody here?” 
 
    Still receiving no reply, she made her way to another window. This time she was able to see into the kitchen, and again the house seemed to be in a decent state. There was still no sign of anyone, but the place obviously wasn't abandoned so she headed back to the front door and grabbed the handle. Expecting to find it locked, she was surprised when the door clicked open, and she found herself staring into a gloomy hallway. 
 
    She waited, but there was still no sign of life. 
 
    “Hello?” she said, still hoping against hope that somebody would help her. “Please, if you can hear me, I need you to call the police.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    She stepped forward, until her toes were almost over the threshold, but she held back from actually entering without an invitation. 
 
    “A man's after me,” she explained. “I know this is going to sound crazy, but I really, genuinely need help right now. I don't know where he is, but he can't be far away, and he's got this drone that keeps coming after me and I don't know how much longer I've got before...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off. 
 
    After glancing over her shoulder to make sure that there was no sign of anyone, she looked back into the hallway. The last thing she wanted to do was enter somebody else's house before she'd even spoken to them, but at the same time she couldn't shake the fear that Ted Armitage – or his drone – might show up again at any moment. 
 
    Finally, almost shaking with fear, she stepped into the house. Although she knew she was trespassing, she figured that in the circumstances she was within her rights to try to find a phone as quickly as possible. She made her way to the foot of the stairs and looked through a doorway, and she saw the fire still burning in the hearth. 
 
    “Hello?” she shouted again, raising her voice a little more this time. “I don't know if anyone's here, but my name is Charlotte Walker and I really need some help. A man's after me and...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off as she realized that she might have made a terrible mistake by leading Ted Armitage to the house. She took a deep breath, and then she limped through to the kitchen, desperately trying to find a phone. Spotting nothing, she went into the living room, but there was still no phone to be seen anywhere. As she felt her frustration starting to boil over, she tried to figure out what to do next, and she quickly told herself that the homeowner would surely be back soon. 
 
    She just had to wait. 
 
    She walked back into the kitchen and made her way straight to the fridge. Unable to stop herself, she pulled the door open and looked inside as the hunger began to burn in her gut. The fridge was surprisingly empty, but some scraps of meat had been left on a plate so she took a few pieces and shoveled them into her mouth. 
 
    Finally, telling herself that she shouldn't take any more before the owner of the house returned, she shut the fridge and made her way back out into the hallway, and then she looked up the stairs. 
 
    She listened. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Hello?” she shouted. “Is anyone here?” 
 
    She waited. 
 
    “Please,” she continued, feeling a fresh rush of fear as she realized that she might not be safe yet. Tears were welling in her eyes, and after a moment she lowered herself onto the bottom step and leaned against the wall. “I'm sorry I ate some of your food,” she sobbed, “I was just so hungry, I couldn't stop myself. I've been walking for over a day now and I just want to get out of here. My mother's waiting for me, and there's this madman chasing me through the forest, and he's already killed a lot of women. Someone has to stop him.” 
 
    Starting to feel a little delirious, she closed her eyes as the silence of the house seemed to envelop her. She knew that she couldn't afford to nod off, but at the same time she was struggling to stay conscious, and finally she forced herself to stand again. 
 
    “I won't sleep,” she murmured. “I can't sleep. I still have to get out of here.” 
 
    Stumbling up the stairs, she tried once more to find a phone. She knew that one had to be hidden away somewhere, but as she checked each of the bedrooms she began to feel more and more frustrated. After all, she figured, what kind of person wouldn't have at least one phone in their house? 
 
    “Damn you!” she snapped finally, stopping and leaning against a wall on the landing, and taking a deep breath. “What's wrong with -” 
 
    And then she saw it. 
 
    On the wall opposite, just above a small table, a mirror showed her reflection. Before she had a chance to look away, she was by shocked her pale, bloodied face and her torn clothes, and she finally realized just how badly she'd been hurt by the barbed wire. Taking a few steps forward, barely able to believe what she was seeing but utterly incapable of not staring, she approached the mirror with a growing sense of dread in her chest. 
 
    Reaching up, she touched the side of her face, but then she flinched. Several thick cuts had been left in her cheek and forehead, and she'd picked up two black eyes from somewhere. She knew she'd been through a lot, but until that moment she hadn't quite appreciated just how much of a beating she'd endured, not just from her initial encounter with Ted Armitage but also from her attempt to get to safety through the forest. 
 
    She leaned closer to the mirror, hoping to prove to herself that the damage wasn't really too bad, but if anything she was starting to see that it was worse. Somehow she'd managed to put her injuries out of her mind while she was pushing on through the forest, but now she could see the damage in all its glory. 
 
    Finally, shocked, she pulled away and looked down the stairs, and at that moment she felt extremely nauseous. For a moment she worried that she was actually going to throw up, but she managed to calm herself enough to start making her way back down to the ground floor. She felt a little woozy, as if she might faint at any moment, and as she reached the front room she dropped to her knees and found that she could no longer contain her sense of panic. 
 
    “Help me!” she screamed, putting her hands on the side of her head. “Where are you? I need someone to help me! There's a maniac out there in the forest and he's trying to kill me and I just need you to call the police! Why can't you call them?” 
 
    Rolling onto her side, she was unable to keep from sobbing wildly. At that moment she knew that if Ted Armitage suddenly appeared, she'd no longer have the necessary strength to even begin fighting him off. She tried to sit up, only to find that even that required too much effort. All she knew for certain was that she needed the house's owner to return so that he or she could help her get to the police. Without that, she was still just a sitting duck. 
 
    Finally she managed to sit up and lean against the wall, and a thousand terrifying possibilities were already rushing through her thoughts. 
 
    What if the owner of the house was dead? 
 
    What if the owner was gone for a while? 
 
    What if the house had been abandoned? 
 
    She tried to deflect those possibilities with logic, telling herself – for example – that the house couldn't be abandoned if the fire was still burning downstairs. Still, nothing quite made sense and she was starting to worry that Ted had perhaps killed the owner. While at first he'd seemed like some bumbling middle-aged guy, Ted now seemed far more dangerous, and Charlotte couldn't help but wonder just how far he was willing to go in order to track her down. She knew that she certainly couldn't expect him to give up. He was out there somewhere, hunting her, and sooner or later he was bound to find the house. 
 
    “Please help me,” she whimpered, struggling to stay conscious. “Please, I'm begging you, someone...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off, and after a moment her eyes slipped shut as she passed out. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Jolting awake a couple of hours later, Charlotte instantly knew that she'd heard something. She stumbled to her feet and looked around, waiting to see whether the house's owner might have come back, but the place was already silent again. 
 
    What had she heard? 
 
    She tried to remember, but she'd been drifting in and out of sleep and all she knew was that she'd suddenly been roused from sleep by... 
 
    By what? 
 
    “Hello?” she said cautiously, even as the hope began to drain from her heart. “Is anybody -” 
 
    Before she could finish, she heard a bump coming from somewhere far off, perhaps from outside. She instantly bristled, and then she told herself that she had to at least go and investigate. She'd seen nothing she could use for a weapon, but finally she began to make her way through to the hall, even as some of the boards creaked beneath her feet. With each step, she was fully prepared to turn and run back upstairs, and to perhaps barricade herself in one of the bedrooms, and as she reached the doorway she was starting to wonder exactly what could have caused the noise. 
 
    Suddenly she heard it again, and she instantly turned to look at the front door. Someone seemed to have knocked, although she couldn't understand why the owner of the house would knock on his own door. 
 
    Stepping closer, she peered through the hole in the door and looked outside, but there was no sign of anyone. She began to wonder whether someone – a friend, perhaps, or a neighbor or even a delivery guy – had dropped something off. She looked around, although she couldn't really see much of the yard outside the house, so finally she grabbed the handle and pulled the door open. 
 
    To her surprise, she saw absolutely nothing. 
 
    She waited, just in case someone appeared, and then she began to shut the door. 
 
    In a flash, the yellow drone dropped into view, its engines suddenly whirring loudly. Horrified, Charlotte stumbled back and bumped against a table by the foot of the stairs, but already the drone had begun to fly into the house. 
 
    “No way,” she said through gritted teeth. “This is impossible.” 
 
    The drone stopped above the doormat, flying at around head height. Its engines, whirring furiously, seemed so much louder in the confines of the house. 
 
    “How did you find me?” Charlotte screamed, and now she was starting to feel as if she was never going to get away. “What's wrong with you? How did you know that I'd be here?” 
 
    Stepping back, she watched as the drone continued to hover just inside the doorway. She looked around, hoping to spot something she could use, and she quickly grabbed a vase. 
 
    “Okay,” she said, turning back to the drone as it began to move forward, with its camera resolutely trained on her face, “you've messed with me for the last time. You're about to -” 
 
    Suddenly a gunshot rang out and one side of the drone exploded. Crying out, Charlotte fell back as pieces of shattered plastic and metal rained down on her, and the rest of the crippled drone slammed to the floor as its engines surged and then died. 
 
    The vase also fell, breaking against the floor. 
 
    Horrified, Charlotte stared at the ruined machine and tried to understand what had happened. The drone's engines were still whirring furiously, sending the casing skittering across the floor and bumping into the walls. A moment later, she heard the sound of somebody stepping toward the house. 
 
    “Come out with your hands up!” a man's voice yelled. “I won't tell you again! This is my property and I don't like coming home to find people playing games on my property!” 
 
    “It's not a game,” Charlotte stammered, too scared to move. “Please, I -” 
 
    “Don't make me tell you again,” the man said firmly. “Hands up and get out of there right now!” 
 
    Charlotte hesitated for a few seconds, before realizing that she really had no other choice. She got to her feet and cautiously edged toward the door. She picked her way past the shuddering drone before stopping on the mat as soon as she saw a figure standing out in the yard with a rifle aimed at her head. 
 
    “I said put your hands up!” he yelled. 
 
    Instantly doing as she was told, Charlotte opened her mouth to start explaining what had happened, but somehow she was unable to get any words out. 
 
    “Are you alone?” the man barked. 
 
    “Yes,” she replied, her voice trembling with fear. 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “What was that thing doing here?” 
 
    She paused, before realizing that he meant the drone. 
 
    “It's not mine.” 
 
    “Then who does it belong to?” 
 
    “His name's Ted Armitage,” she replied, “at least... I think that's his name. He was chasing me through the forest.” 
 
    “Why was a man by the name of Ted Armitage chasing you through the forest?” 
 
    “He -” 
 
    “No, forget that,” the man said, interrupting her. “More importantly, what the hell are you doing bringing your little game to my doorstep?” 
 
    “I told you, it's not a game,” she replied, with her hands still raised. “Please, I can explain everything. He was using the drone to track me, and it was just by pure chance that I found your house. If you have a phone I can use, I need to call the police and get them to come out here because Ted Armitage...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off. She wasn't sure how to explain further without sounding like a complete lunatic. 
 
    “I think he's a serial killer,” she continued finally, “or something like that. He's killed some other women.” 
 
    “What women?” 
 
    “I don't know!” she snapped, before reminding herself to stay calm. “I really don't know,” she continued, “but that's something for the police to look into. I just want to get out of here, and I'm sorry I was in your home but the door was unlocked and I was desperate. I mean, I am desperate. Please, you have to help me.” 
 
    “I don't have to do anything.” 
 
    “Please believe me, he's out there and even though his drone's been destroyed he knows where I am now, and he's going to come after me.” 
 
    She waited, but the man kept his rifle aimed at her. 
 
    “I just need to use your phone,” she added, with fresh tears in her eyes, “and I need you to drive me to the nearest police station.” 
 
    Again, she waited. 
 
    “Please?” 
 
    Slowly, the man lowered his gun, and Charlotte saw that he was about her age, perhaps a year or two older. Ruggedly handsome and with an intense stare, he seemed to be not entirely convinced by her claim, although she figured that at least he was no longer aiming a loaded weapon at her face. 
 
    “Do you have a phone?” she asked. 
 
    “I do not,” he replied. 
 
    “Okay,” she said, swallowing hard, “then you have to... I mean, please, would you mind driving me to the nearest police station? Or if there isn't one, at least to the nearest town, so that I can call for help.” 
 
    “Your story doesn't quite add up,” the man pointed out. 
 
    “Believe me,” she said, as she began to lower her hands, “I know how it sounds, but this guy is out there and he's going to come for me, and we're not safe until we've managed to get the police down here. Please, I'm begging you, you're my only hope.” 
 
    The man hesitated, before stepping over to her and then looking through at the remains of the drone on the floor. Its engines were still running, but the drone was unable to take off. 
 
    “You broke my vase,” the man pointed out. 
 
    “What?” She looked past the drone and saw the pieces of the vase near the foot of the stairs. “Oh, yeah, I... I'm sorry.” 
 
    The man stepped past her and crouched next to the drone. Picking it up, he fiddled with the side and then flicked a switch, causing it to finally fall still. 
 
    “This hunk of junk really isn't yours?” he asked. 
 
    “It belongs to him. It's what he was using to track me.” 
 
    “And he tracked you here?” 
 
    “I escaped. I was trying to find a town.” 
 
    “There's no town round here for miles.” 
 
    “Then -” 
 
    “There's not even another house for a good twenty,” he added, carrying the remains of the drone to the door and tossing its carcass outside, and then taking his rifle through to the kitchen. “You're soaking wet. You'd never have survived a night out there.” 
 
    “I'm just -” 
 
    “All I want is to be left alone. Is that too much to ask?” 
 
    “No,” she stammered, not daring to move from the hallway. “I want to be left alone too. By him, I mean. But the thing is, I don't think he's going to stop. He's going to keep coming after me, because he knows that I know what he does out there at his place, and he won't want anyone to find out.” 
 
    “Is that right?” 
 
    “Do you really not have a phone? Not even a mobile?” 
 
    She waited. 
 
    “What do you prefer?” the man asked. “Tea or coffee?” 
 
    “I just want to get -” 
 
    “What do you prefer?” he asked again, more forcefully this time. “Tea or coffee? And shut that door and get in here. You're letting all the heat out of the house.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Gingerly stepping into the kitchen doorway, Charlotte watched as the man poured some water into a kettle. She could tell that he knew he was being watched, but for a moment she genuinely had no idea what she should say to him. 
 
    “I'm not lying,” she managed finally. 
 
    “I never said that you were.” 
 
    “He's insane,” she continued. “I saw him kill a woman.” 
 
    He turned to her with a furrowed brow. 
 
    “He had heads, too,” she explained, and her voice was once again trembling. “He had them on a spike.” 
 
    “Heads on a spike?” 
 
    “It was like something from a film,” she told him. “It was awful.” 
 
    She paused, fully aware that the story sounded insane, but at the same time she had to tell him the truth. 
 
    “It was like he's collecting them,” she continued, “and they were just there, all piled up in a column. Some of them were old, but some of them were really new and I think he was planning to add that other girl. I know this must seem like something from out of a crazy movie, but I saw it with my own eyes.” 
 
    The kettle was starting to boil on the hob. 
 
    “And this guy is now tracking you down, is that right?” the man asked. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Why you?” 
 
    “I don't know,” she told him. “It's a long story and I don't even understand it all. I just know that he has to be stopped, and that I need to call the police and bring them here.” 
 
    “That's not going to happen.” 
 
    “I'm sorry?” 
 
    “The police are not coming to this house,” he muttered, as he grabbed two tea bags and set them in a couple of mugs. “Not now, not tomorrow, not ever, do you understand? I have a habit of keeping myself to myself, and I have no intention of going against that habit.” He paused. “No police. Not ever.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “No exceptions,” he added, glancing at her again. 
 
    “This is an emergency!” 
 
    “No emergencies.” 
 
    The kettle was already starting to boil. 
 
    “I don't think I've explained this very well,” she continued, desperately trying to work out how to make him understand. “This man is a maniac. He's killed multiple people and now he's coming after me. I literally watched him gut a woman in his barn, and then I saw a kind of spike in his yard with a load of heads on it, and I think he's been doing this for a long time and nobody's managed to stop him. He's completely out of his mind, and it's only by some kind of miracle that I managed to escape, and I don't have my phone and even if I did I don't know if I'd get any signal and this guy's still out there and he's coming for me and I need you to help me. Even if he doesn't recapture me, he's obviously a psychopath! He's going to kill again!” 
 
    The man stared at her for a moment. 
 
    “That's really none of my business,” he said finally, before turning back to the kettle. 
 
    She waited, convinced that she must have misheard. 
 
    “None of your business?” she asked cautiously. “I'm sorry, I don't think I...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off. 
 
    “There's a killer out there,” she continued finally, unable to hide the sense of exasperation in her voice. “He's already killed a whole lot of people, and now he's after me, and I'm asking for your help! You can't turn someone away when they're being hunted down!” 
 
    “Can't I?” 
 
    “Not unless you're a monster!” 
 
    Again, she waited for him to get the message, but he simply busied himself with preparing the tea. 
 
    “I keep myself to myself out here,” he said finally, “and I really don't have any time or interest in getting involved with the affairs of other people. I prefer to just let the world sail on by while I get on with my own thing.” 
 
    “Even murderers?” 
 
    “I've told you how I see things,” he replied, glancing at her briefly before returning his attention to the cups as the kettle began to whistle. “I'm sorry I can't help you, but I really can't be doing with any of this. I have my way of doing things and I stick to that way.” 
 
    Staring at him, she realized he was serious. 
 
    “You're welcome to stick around for a while,” he added, a little uneasily. “It's getting late, I guess you can even stay for the night if you want.” 
 
    “Do you really not have a phone?” 
 
    “I really do not have a phone.” 
 
    “What about an internet connection?” 
 
    “Get real.” 
 
    She looked around the room, and she realized after a moment that she'd spotted no modern devices at all, not even a television. Although she found it difficult to believe that someone could live that way, she told herself that not everyone wanted or needed to be plugged into the modern world all the time. 
 
    Sighing, she tried to think of an alternative. 
 
    “Will you at least drive me to the nearest town?” she asked. “You don't even have to come in anywhere with me, if you just drive me there and drop me off I can...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off as she realized that he seemed far more interested in making tea than in actually helping her. She watched as he took the kettle and began to pour water into the two cups, and she tried to work out how she was going to get through to him. He seemed intelligent, yet at the same time he either couldn't or wouldn't understand that her life was in danger. 
 
    “Milk and sugar?” he asked, turning to her. “I think I even have some biscuits somewhere.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You can't just pretend that none of this is happening,” Charlotte said a few minutes later, as they sat at the kitchen table. Outside, darkness had begun to fall. “You can't just sit there and act like I didn't tell you any of that stuff.” 
 
    “Do you know how long it's been since I had another person in this house?” he asked. 
 
    “I don't even -” 
 
    “Six years,” he added, interrupting her. “No-one visits me. I just get on with things. I work, I farm the land, I fix my equipment when it breaks, and I tend to things around the house. In the evenings, I read. I don't really drink, at least not much, and when I do it's only in moderation. I walk a lot. Occasionally I have to make a run somewhere to get a few supplies that I can't source from the forest or my own land, but other than that I don't have any contact with the outside world.” 
 
    “You just live here all alone?” 
 
    He nodded, and then he looked down at his tea. 
 
    “I don't want any complications,” he explained. “I don't want any visitors. I just want to be left alone to get on with things.” 
 
    “And I just want to get home,” she told him. “I also want this madman to pay for what he's done. None of that has to involve you, not if you don't want it to. If you can just see your way to driving me to some place where I can get help, I'll be out of your hair forever.” 
 
    Convinced that she must have finally made him understand, she waited, but once again he still seemed utterly impervious to her reasoning. 
 
    “My name's Charlotte,” she added finally. “Charlotte Walker.” 
 
    He stared at her. 
 
    “What's your name?” she asked. 
 
    “John,” he replied, as if even this simple admission was a huge challenge. 
 
    “John,” she continued, “I'm begging you to help me, John.” 
 
    She waited, and this time she decided that the best option would be to simply let him think for a moment rather than bombarding him with more pleas. She felt certain that he was a reasonable man and that sooner or later he was going to come around to her way of thinking. He clearly wasn't a bad person; rather, he seemed like someone who'd been on his own for a very long time, and who was taking a little time to get used to dealing with the world again. No matter how desperately she wanted to beg him to understand, she was starting to think that she should let him come to the right conclusion in his own time. Hopefully that wouldn't take too long. 
 
    Suddenly she realized that lights were approaching the house, and she turned just as a car bumped its way across the gravel and came to a halt near the front door. 
 
    “It's him,” she said, feeling a thud of dread in her chest as she saw that the car was in fact a very familiar-looking truck. “John, it's him! He's come for me!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    “Don't open the door!” Charlotte hissed, hurrying after John before stopping as she saw that he was already sliding the bolt back across. “No!” 
 
    She quickly pulled out of sight into the front room, just as she heard the front door creaking open. 
 
    “Hello there!” Ted said, and the sound of his voice instantly made Charlotte's skin crawl. “I'm really sorry to disturb you so late in the evening, but I've got a bit of a problem and I was hoping you might be able to help me out.” 
 
    “I doubt I can,” John replied. 
 
    Charlotte looked over at the fireplace and spotted several metal pokers. She couldn't believe that Ted might manage to charm his way into the house, but at the same time she wasn't willing to take the risk. 
 
    “The thing is,” Ted continued, “I'm out here looking for my daughter. She's something of a troubled kid, I won't go into her entire life story, but let's just say that she's recently absconded from a psychiatric hospital about a hundred miles from here and I'm trying to track her down before the police have to get involved. You can understand that, can't you?” 
 
    Gritting her teeth, Charlotte had to force herself to stay quiet. 
 
    “I don't know what you're talking about,” John said firmly. 
 
    “I guess what I'm asking is whether you've seen her,” Ted replied. “She's about this tall, with mousy hair and kind of a slim build. She'd probably be on foot by this point, wearing a white and blue plaid shit and jeans. Now, it pains me to say this, but I imagine she might also be in something of a heightened state of anxiety, she might be babbling on about things that she's imagined in her mind.” 
 
    Charlotte waited, but for a moment neither man said anything. 
 
    “So have you seen anyone matching that description?” Ted asked. 
 
    “I'm in the middle of something,” John told him, “so I'd really rather just get back to it, if that's okay.” 
 
    “Sure,” Ted replied, “absolutely. I understand. There's just one other thing. I know this might sound even stranger, but I was using my new drone to try to track poor Charlotte through the forest, and I actually did spot her. And I'm pretty sure that I tracked her right to this house. In fact, I can see the drone, or what's left of it, right over there just outside your door. Looks like it's in a bad way, like maybe it's been in the wars a little. That's fine, I can always get another drone, but what I can't always get is another daughter. So you see, if you can help me talk to her before I have to get the cops involved, that'd be really appreciated.” 
 
    “Go to hell,” Charlotte mouthed silently. 
 
    She waited. 
 
    “You'd better come in,” John said suddenly. 
 
    Horrified, Charlotte raced across the room and grabbed one of the metal pokers, and then she turned just in time to see Ted stepping into the doorway. 
 
    “Well, there's my little angel,” he said with a big grin, immediately making his way over to her. “Daddy's here now and -” 
 
    “Stay away from me!” she screamed, swinging the poker at him, almost catching his face as he stepped back. 
 
    “Careful there,” he replied, still smiling as he turned to John. “See? I told you she might be a little anxious. To be honest, even though I had no option but to have her committed a while back, she still blames me. It's so hard dealing with this sort of illness in a family.” 
 
    “That man is a murderer!” Charlotte shouted, waiting for John to see the truth. “Don't you get it? He's lying! I'm not his daughter! He wants to kill me!” 
 
    “I just want to take her back to the hospital so she can get some treatment,” Ted told John, before turning to Charlotte again and holding his hands up. “I want to take you back there myself,” he continued, “rather than having you get dragged in. Do you remember how horrible that was for all of us last time, sweetie? Do you remember the men in white coats who had to sedate you while you were kicking and screaming?” 
 
    “That didn't happen!” she snarled. “I know what you are! I saw you kill that woman in your barn! You gutted her!” 
 
    “Please don't say things like that.” 
 
    “I saw those heads on that spike!” 
 
    Ted opened his mouth to reply, and then he sighed. 
 
    “You're not going to make this easy, are you?” he muttered. “You've broken your mother's heart, Charlotte, do you realize that? And mine, too. We both ask ourselves over and over whether we could have done something more for you, whether we could have -” 
 
    “Liar!” she screamed, lunging at him and swinging the poker. 
 
    Ted ducked out of the way, just as the poker rushed past his face and slammed against the table. 
 
    “I'm so sorry about this,” Ted said, turning to John. “She's really not herself right now!” 
 
    “Hold him!” Charlotte yelled at John. “Even if you don't believe me, then at least keep him here so I can get away!” 
 
    “I don't want anything to do with any of this,” John replied. “You both -” 
 
    “Why won't you believe me?” she sobbed, with tears in her eyes. “This man is a serial killer!” 
 
    “I'm a worried father, is what I am,” Ted said with another sigh. “I'm just another in a long line of men who really don't understand what they did wrong. But I'm willing to learn, Charlotte, and to grow as a person. I'm ready to listen, but first you need to come back to the hospital with me.” 
 
    “You kidnapped me from the side of the road!” she snapped, before reaching up and touching the side of her neck. “He injected me with something,” she continued, turning her neck so that John would be able to see. “Is there a red mark there? There has to be!” 
 
    “That's from the hospital, sweetheart,” Ted said, laughing nervously as he turned to John. “Do you see how she twists everything around? The worst part is, she seems to really believe all this crap she comes out with. It's like everything's all muddled up in her head and she's completely lost touch with reality. Would you mind helping me to restrain her?” 
 
    John looked at him, and then he turned to Charlotte. 
 
    “How can you not tell that he's lying?” she shouted, still holding the poker. “I'd never even met this man until yesterday!” 
 
    “You'll be your old self again soon, Charlotte,” Ted said, as he reached into his jacket's inside pocket. “It's just going to take a little time, but time is something we have in abundance. I'm going to take you away from here and give you the help you need. Let's just get going and leave this nice man alone, huh?” 
 
    With that, he began to hold up a gun. 
 
    “No!” Charlotte shouted, lunging at him and knocking him back, just as the gun fired and blasted a hole in the far wall. 
 
    Landing hard on the floor, Charlotte grabbed Ted's right arm and slammed it against the edge of the nearest chair, knocking the gun from his hand. She tried to grab the poker, but Ted quickly elbowed her in the face, knocking her back with such force that she felt she might be about to lose consciousness. 
 
    “I'm sorry about that,” Ted said breathlessly, getting to his feet and turning to John. “This little misunderstanding can be quite quickly cleared -” 
 
    Before he could finish, John swung a punch at him, hitting him square in the jaw and sending him crashing back down to the ground with a thud. Letting out a gasp of pain, Ted spat blood and tried to get back up, only for John to grab him by the collar and then punch him again, this time knocking him out cold. After letting out a faint groan, Ted crumpled down against the floor. 
 
    Breathless and horrified, Charlotte stared at Ted for a moment, as John stormed out of the room. 
 
    “Thank you,” she stammered finally, as she began to get to her feet. Touching the side of her face, she felt a sharp pain. “I told you he wasn't my father. We have to tie him up and get him to the police, and then they can go to his place and uncover all the evidence of what he's been doing.” 
 
    She turned as John marched back into the room and hurried toward her. 
 
    “Please,” she continued, “now you have to -” 
 
    At the last second, she saw that he was carrying some kind of rag. She opened her mouth to ask what he was doing, but he quickly grabbed her head and pushed the rag against her nose and mouth. Startled, she tried to fight back, but she was already breathing noxious fumes and she felt herself weakening. No matter how hard she struggled, the fumes were filling her lungs, and finally she passed out and slumped down onto the floor, landing next to Ted. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” a voice said, breaking the silence and darkness, rousing her from a deep stupor. “Hey, wake up. Hey, can you hear me?” 
 
    Opening her eyes, Charlotte realized that her head felt very heavy. She blinked a few times, trying to clear her vision, and then she realized that she could hear somebody shuffling about nearby. She took a moment to gather her strength, and then she turned and looked to her right, and to her horror she saw Ted Armitage staring at her. 
 
    “Hey,” he continued, “we need to -” 
 
    Panicking, Charlotte turned to run, only to find that her hands were tied tight behind her back, and that thick ropes were holding her against a heavy wooden pillar. She looked around and saw that she was in some kind of basement, with the only light coming from a small window at the top of the far wall. Turning the other way, she tried to get free from the ropes, but she could already tell that they were far too tight. 
 
    “Can you stop doing that for a moment?” Ted asked with a sigh. 
 
    “What do you want from me?” she snarled, looking back over at him. “How did you get me here?” 
 
    “We're kind of in the same boat,” he replied, turning so that she could see he too was tied to a post. “Congratulations, Charlotte. Your new buddy up there seems like a real nice guy. Real swell. I honestly have no trouble whatsoever understanding what you see in him.” 
 
    “What are you...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off as she tried to make sense of what was happening. The last thing she remembered was John pressing the rag against her face, and she realized after a moment that he must have knocked her out. Morning light was streaming through the small window, so she figured she'd been unconsciousness for several hours. When she looked over at Ted again, she remembered that he too had been knocked out, albeit with a fist rather than some kind of chemical on a cloth. 
 
    “The irony of the situation is not lost on me,” Ted told her. “Listen, I fully understand that I'm probably not your favorite person right now.” 
 
    Staring at him, she began to wonder whether he might in fact be a hallucination. 
 
    “There's two of us and one of him,” he continued, “and we have to make that count for something.” 
 
    Ignoring him, she started tugging on the ropes. 
 
    “That won't work,” he told her. “I woke up a couple of hours before you, and believe me I've tried everything. If your ropes are tied even half as well as mine, there's no way you're going to get out of them. I have to admit, this guy really puts me to shame. Then again, you're the first one who ever got away from me, so I guess I'm not that bad at what I do. Anyway, I doubt you want to hear all that right now, so instead let's focus on how we're going to get out of here.” 
 
    Still ignoring him, she began to twist around, convinced that there had to be some way to slip her wrists out of the ropes. 
 
    “So are you going to just pretend that I'm not here?” he asked. “I've gotta tell you, that's not a very -” 
 
    “Help me!” she screamed, hoping that John would be able to hear her upstairs in the main part of the house. “You've made a mistake! You have to let me out of here!” 
 
    She waited, but there was no sign that he was even up there. 
 
    “He's not going to listen to you,” Ted told her. “I didn't get much of an impression of him, but I don't think he's really the kind you can negotiate with. In fact, he doesn't really seem like much of a talker at all.” 
 
    “Shut up!” she snapped. 
 
    “We have to work together.” 
 
    “John!” she shouted, pulling against the ropes even though she was succeeding only in hurting her own wrists. “You've made a mistake! You have to untie me!” 
 
    “He really doesn't,” Ted pointed out. 
 
    She turned and glared at him. 
 
    “As someone who's been on the other side of this type of arrangement,” he continued, “let me assure you that no amount of begging or pleading is going to work. It'll accomplish precisely diddly-squat, and really you're just wasting time and energy. Plus, you're letting him know that you're awake, which might not necessarily be a good thing. Don't show your whole hand at once, young lady. You need to get into his mind and try to work out how he thinks.” 
 
    “Don't talk to me!” she said angrily. “Don't even look at me!” 
 
    “We need each other.” 
 
    “I don't need you!” she yelled. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” he said, with a faint smile, “but you do. And I need you, otherwise we're both going to end up dead in some ditch somewhere.” 
 
    “He's not going to kill us.” 
 
    “And what makes you think that? Do you think he's just tied us up while he makes dinner, and then he's going to invite us to the dining room?” 
 
    “We haven't done anything!” she told him. “I mean, I haven't done anything. I mean... he's not a killer. He's not like you.” 
 
    “Why not? Because he's more handsome? Because he's hotter? I've got news for you, young lady, the early signs coming from this guy aren't particularly good. Now, I'll freely admit that I haven't got him entirely figured out, but I might be seeing him a little more clearly than you are.” He paused for a moment, with a faint smile lingering on his lips. “What's the matter? Have you got the hots for him?” 
 
    “Go to hell!” she spat. 
 
    “I get it, you're angry. People from your generation really need to learn how to control their emotions better. This whole ranting and raving thing isn't a good look and it's entirely counterproductive. Despite the severity of our situation, we both need to keep cool heads. Can you do that, Charlotte?” 
 
    Staring at him, she realized that he was serious. 
 
    “He's going to kill us,” he said firmly. “That's the harsh reality of the situation. He's put us down here while he thinks things through, while he tries to come up with a plan. My guess is that maybe he hasn't done anything like this before, but here's the rub, he's not going to change his mind. You can promise him all you like that you won't tell anyone, but he's not a moron. He's not going to believe that for a second.” 
 
    “Don't talk to me,” she said through gritted teeth. 
 
    He rolled his eyes. 
 
    “We're not in this together!” she yelled. 
 
    “The ropes would seem to suggest otherwise. We have to work as a team, if we're going to have any hope of getting out of here.” 
 
    “You want me to trust you?” 
 
    “I don't think you have any choice,” he replied. “Listen, I get that it's hard, but I promise you that for as long as we're on this man's property, I won't lay a hand on you. Think of it as a marriage of convenience. We're just two people who wouldn't ordinarily get along, who had a bumpy start and -” 
 
    “You tried to kill me!” 
 
    “I don't think I did,” he pointed out. “Certainly not yet, at least. Although to be fair, I'm splitting hairs, I totally would have ended up killing you eventually. Right now, however, we're two people who happen to be in the same dire straits, so it would be useful if we teamed up. Does that not sound like a good idea?” 
 
    “Why the hell would I believe you?” 
 
    “Honor among thieves,” he suggested. 
 
    “I'm not a thief!” she shouted. “And neither are you, you're a murderer!” 
 
    “I've done my share of thieving over the years,” he replied, before sighing again. “Listen, you're getting bogged down in the semantics, when what really matters is that we get out of this place. I doubt we have much time, he's going to want to get rid of us as soon as he's worked out exactly how to do it.” 
 
    “Why would he kill me?” she asked. “I haven't done anything!” 
 
    “And yet here you are,” he pointed out. “Do you really want to wait and see whether this guy has a change of heart? That seems like a risky move when you have a much better alternative.” 
 
    “What's that?” she asked cautiously. 
 
    “Well, you see,” he continued, “I have one thing that you don't have right now. I have a plan. I know exactly how to get out of here, but it's not something I can do alone. Which is where you come in.” 
 
    “Why the hell would I help you?” she asked. 
 
    “Because you'd be helping yourself at the same time,” he said firmly. “Can't you get that through your thick head? We're in this together. Now, are you finally ready to be smart?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    “It's in my shoe.” 
 
    “What is?” she asked. 
 
    “You've seen me in action,” he continued with a sigh. “You know the kind of thing I get up to. Don't you think I've prepared for different eventualities? Well, not this one specifically, but... the point is, I have something in my shoe that we can use to get out of here, but I can't get to it. I thought about slipping my shoe off and trying to kick it round to my hands, but I don't have good joints, I'd most likely miss. But you...” 
 
    He paused, watching her carefully. 
 
    “I can get the knife out of my shoe and slide it over to you,” he explained, “and then you can use it to cut through those ropes.” 
 
    “What -” 
 
    Hesitating, she tried to work out whether there was any way he was trying to double-cross her. On the face of it, his offer seemed surprisingly positive, but she still wasn't sure that she was able to trust him. 
 
    “I'll show you,” he muttered, and then he used one foot to pry the shoe off the other. Tilting the loose shoe, he managed to give it a shake, and a moment later a small knife fell out onto the basement's concrete floor. “See?” he continued. “Its serrated edge should make short work of the ropes. That's another reason why I don't think this fellow has done anything like this before. Most people would have checked for hidden weapons.” 
 
    Charlotte stared at the knife, before telling herself that she had nothing to lose. Sure, Ted was untrustworthy, but she really couldn't see how he was hoping to screw her over by giving her a knife. 
 
    “Send it over here,” she said cautiously. 
 
    She waited, but Ted hesitated. 
 
    “You see,” he replied after a moment, “now I'm the one who's in a spot of bother, because I need to know that you won't just free yourself and leave me down here.” 
 
    “Didn't you just say that we have to trust one another?” 
 
    “Sure, but the moment you have that knife, you might think you don't need to work with me.” He paused again. “I need you to understand something. You won't be able to get out of here without my help, and you won't be able to reason with that guy, so you have to untie me once you're free. No funny business.” 
 
    She considered his suggestion for a moment, and then – realizing that he had no way of enforcing the agreement – she nodded. 
 
    “Deal?” he asked. 
 
    “Deal,” she said, reluctantly. 
 
    Ted hesitated for a moment longer, and then he twisted his foot around and prepared to push the knife across the floor. 
 
    “I have to get this just right,” he muttered, “or we're back to square one. Are you ready?” 
 
    “Just do it!” 
 
    “Make sure you don't accidentally -” 
 
    “I said do it!” 
 
    He sighed, and then – after preparing for a few more seconds – he kicked the knife and sent it sliding across the floor until it came to rest right next to her right foot. 
 
    “Perfect shot,” Ted said with a grin. 
 
    Charlotte immediately kicked off a shoe and began to shuffle the knife around to her hands. At first she struggled a little, but after a few seconds she got the hang of the situation and she managed to take the knife and she started frantically cutting the rope. 
 
    “Can you reach it?” Ted asked. 
 
    “I've got it.” 
 
    “How's it working?” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “Is it cutting through the rope?” 
 
    “Just let me get on with it.” 
 
    “Are you -” 
 
    “Can you shut up for a second?” she snapped, still furiously cutting through the rope while taking care to not slash her wrists open. “It's working just fine, but it's going to take a minute or two.” 
 
    “If you cut against the grain -” 
 
    “Will you just shut up?” she snapped. “I'm going as fast as I can, but it doesn't help if you're constantly peppering me with questions!” 
 
    For the next couple of minutes, she worked carefully. Finally, just as she was starting to wonder why everything was taking so long, the rope snapped and she managed to pull one hand free. She quickly got to work on the other, and after a few more minutes she pulled both hands away from the post and scrambled to her feet. 
 
    “Fantastic!” Ted said with a huge grin. “I knew you could do it! From the very first moment I saw you, I could tell that you were a very capable woman. Now hurry, get over here and help me!” 
 
    She opened her mouth to reply, but then – staring at him – she thought back to the woman she'd seen dying in the barn, and to the heads on the spike. The mere sight of Ted Armitage was enough to make her stomach churn, and in that moment she realized that there was no way she was willing to be responsible for him getting back out into the world. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” she told him, “but... I can't.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, you're a monster.” 
 
    Sighing, he rolled his eyes. 
 
    “You're a murderer,” she continued, as tears filled her eyes and she thought back to the dying woman in the barn, “and a killer, and a torturer, and you're sick! If things had gone according to plan, I'd have been hanging in that barn by now, wouldn't I?” 
 
    “You need to -” 
 
    “Wouldn't I?” she shouted. 
 
    “Keep your voice down!” he hissed, before hesitating. “Fine, yes, you would have been. You'd still be alive for the moment, but obviously I had certain... designs on you. I tend to keep my... friends... alive for a while, sometimes for months on end. Listen, I really don't want to go into the details. That's all in the past, and I'm pretty sure that a few minutes ago you agreed that we'd work together. You're not the kind of woman who goes back on her word, are you?” 
 
    “I'm not the kind of woman who lets a serial killer go free, either.” 
 
    “I helped you!” 
 
    “It's a little late for that.” 
 
    “So you're just going to leave me at that bastard's mercy?” he asked. “Seriously? Anyway, do you really think you can just waltz out of here? Call me paranoid if you must, Charlotte, but I'm pretty sure that it won't be that easy. Sure, you made it out of my place, but I think we both know you had a lot of luck there. Are you so deluded that you think you can do something like that again? You could really use someone to watch your back!” 
 
    “I'll take my chances.” 
 
    “No!” he snapped, pulling hard on the ropes. “I won't let you do this to me!” 
 
    “I guess now you know how it feels to be tied up and helpless,” she replied, before turning and heading to the door. “Don't worry, I promise I'll send plenty of cops here to pick you up once I get to safety. Then you can explain exactly what's been going on at your farm.” 
 
    Reaching out, she grabbed the handle, only to find that the door was locked. She tried a couple more times, and then she stepped back as she realized that she had no idea how to get out of the basement. Her mind was racing and she felt certain that there must be a way, although she was fairly certain that the window was too small to crawl through; she briefly wondered whether she could ambush John when he inevitably arrived with food or water, but that prospect seemed far too risky. 
 
    A moment later, hearing a low, rumbling laugh coming from somewhere over her shoulder, she slowly turned to look back at Ted. 
 
    “Don't sweat it,” he said with a chuckle, “I was only messing with you. I fully expected you to take the high horse and announce you were going to ditch me.” His laugh ended abruptly. “The thing is,” he continued, “I was also fairly sure that you'd have no idea how to pick that lock, whereas I happen to be a dab hand at such things.” 
 
    “Tell me how to do it!” 
 
    “Not a chance,” he replied. “Fine, you're out of the ropes, but that's not going to be much use if you're still stuck down here when that asshole comes to get us. I'm 99% certain that I can get that door open, but I can't do it from here and I sure as hell won't tell you any secrets.” He shuffled around until she could see his bound wrists. “Now, how about you reconsider your decision to not help me? 'Cause the way I see it, you really don't have any other options.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    “You go first.” 
 
    “No,” Ted replied, as they stood outside the open door and looked up the stairs, “you go first.” 
 
    “I'm not turning my back on you,” she whispered. 
 
    “Is it going to be like this every step of the way?” he asked with a sigh. “That's going to get real tiring, real fast. I've given you my word that you're safe while we're on this guy's property, so what more do you want? Fine, you're safe after we get out of here, too. I won't try to hurt you. You can run away unhindered.” 
 
    “Do you expect me to believe that?” 
 
    “Whatever. I'll go first, then.” 
 
    Stepping past her, he began to make his way up the stairs, although he stopped once he was about halfway. 
 
    “What is it?” Charlotte asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” he replied, turning to her. “That's just it, I don't hear him at all. Either he's gone off somewhere, hunting maybe, or he's hiding and waiting for us to make a mistake.” He hesitated for a moment. “Excuse me for being paranoid, but something about this situation just doesn't quite sit right with me. I'm worried that he's got some kind of trick up his sleeve.” 
 
    “There's only one way to find out.” 
 
    Ted hesitated, before turning and heading to the top of the stairs, and then he turned left and disappeared from view. 
 
    “Ted?” Charlotte hissed, before realizing that she had to go after him. 
 
    Taking her time, she walked carefully up the stairs, and when she reached the top she saw that Ted was going from window to window, looking out at the yard beyond the house. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked. 
 
    “My truck's gone,” he said, turning to her. 
 
    “I'm sorry?” 
 
    “I know where I parked it,” he continued, “and it's gone. Why would he go to all the trouble of moving my truck?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” she replied, “but is that really what matters right now? If he's not here, then we just need to run.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to say something, but at that moment they both heard a banging sound coming from somewhere outside. They turned and looked toward the living room, and then Ted stepped over and peered out toward the other end of the yard. 
 
    “I see him,” he said after a moment. 
 
    Charlotte hurried over and looked out, and she saw that John was chopping wood in the distance. 
 
    “That seems like an odd thing to be doing right now,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Maybe it helps him think,” Ted suggested. “Whatever's going on, it's pretty obvious that he's been a busy bee while we were down there.” 
 
    “So what do we do?” she asked. “Can't we just find the back door and go out that way?” 
 
    “Just let me think for a moment,” he muttered, turning and pacing across the room, heading to another window and then looking out. Once again, he could see John over at the edge of the barn. “He's either a complete idiot, or he's very relaxed about the whole situation, or something else is going on.” 
 
    “He thinks we're tired up in the basement,” she replied. “He probably figures that he has all the time in the world.” 
 
    “You know he's not your friend, right?” 
 
    She turned to him. 
 
    “You have to remember that,” he continued. “He's not on your side, and he's never going to be won over, no matter how much of an impassioned speech you try to give him.” 
 
    “Who said anything about a speech?” 
 
    “Please, I know what women are like. You probably think you can help the poor bastard and change his life, make him see the light.” He paused. “I wouldn't even be surprised if you've got a bit of a crush on him.” 
 
    “You're sick,” she replied. 
 
    “I'm just being realistic. I get that he has a certain appeal, aside from the whole locking you in the basement thing. I can see it in your eyes, you think he's a nice bit of rough.” 
 
    “Go to hell!” she snapped. 
 
    “Keep your voice down.” 
 
    “You don't know what you're talking about,” she hissed. “I'm not -” 
 
    Before she could finish, they both heard the sound of a car approaching. Looking out the window, Charlotte saw a police car rumbling across the gravel, and she immediately turned to rush over to the door, only for Ted to pull her back and clamp a hand over her mouth. 
 
    “Not a chance!” he snapped. 
 
    She tried to struggle free, but he was holding her too firmly. 
 
    “Think about it!” he continued, keeping his voice low as the police car ground to a halt right outside. “If you cause a fuss, you might provoke your dreamboat guy and make him do something rash!” 
 
    Still trying to get free, Charlotte momentarily managed to pull away, only for Ted to grab her and push her against the wall as he once more clamped her mouth shut. 
 
    “Fine, that was a bullshit excuse,” he said firmly. “The truth is, if you go running out there and start squawking at those cops, I'll be dragged off and it'll all be over for me. I'm sorry, Charlotte, but I don't believe for one second that you'd keep your mouth shut about what you know, so don't even try to make me that promise.” He paused, before craning his neck to look outside. “We've got this. We're getting out of here. We're just waiting for the cops to move on first.” 
 
    He watched as the two officers made their way over to talk to John. 
 
    “It can't be a coincidence that they're here,” Ted continued. “They must have found your car by now, and I'm sure someone will have noticed that you're missing. Most likely, they're going door to door, checking to see whether anyone knows anything about you. They'll just ask him a few questions and move on, and then we'll be on our way.” He adjusted his grip, making sure to hold her even tighter. “Just be patient, and everything'll be fine.” 
 
    Charlotte was still struggling, but no matter how hard she tried, she couldn't get free. 
 
    “They're still talking,” Ted muttered, sounding increasingly irritated. “Your buddy doesn't look very comfortable, but I guess he's worried that they might ask to take a look around. The last thing he needs is for two officers of the law to stick their noses into his basement. After all, he still thinks we're down there.” 
 
    Trying to call out, Charlotte knew that she'd be saved if only she could attract the two officers' attention. 
 
    “Still talking,” Ted went on. “This is taking a while, huh? You'd think they'd have other places to check. Wait, now they're leaving. I suppose he told them that he hasn't seen any sign of you, and they believe him. They should be gone within a minute or two.” 
 
    Charlotte could hear the police car's engine starting again, and she was starting to come up with a plan. She figured that if she bit the palm of Ted's hand, she might be able to get away. 
 
    “Off they go,” he said with a faint smile. “Okay, we should -” 
 
    Suddenly Charlotte bit him hard. Letting out a gasp of pain, Ted fell back, and Charlotte raced to the window, only to see that the police car was already disappearing into the distance. She briefly considered running outside and shouting for help, but she knew that she was too late, and after a moment she stepped back out of sight so that there was no chance of being seen by John. 
 
    “Smart girl,” Ted muttered, as he examined the slight cut on his hand. “Vicious, but smart. I can see I'm going to have to keep a close eye on you.” 
 
    “They would have saved us!” she snapped, turning to him. 
 
    “They would have saved you,” he pointed out. 
 
    “It's not my fault you're a serial killer.” 
 
    “Sticks and stones,” he replied with a faint smile. “Listen, sooner or later that bastard's going to be done chopping wood, and we need to be out of here by then. First, we need to find weapons, and I'm sure this loser must have a few guns hidden around the place. We've got to find them.” 
 
    “And then what?” she asked. 
 
    “Simple,” he continued. “We each take a gun, and we head away from this place in different directions. That way, no-one can double-cross anyone. I don't care what you do once you're free, and you don't have to care what I do. And trust me, even if you break your word and tell everyone what I've been doing, no-one'll be able to track me down. I'm more than capable of keeping myself out of sight.” 
 
    “You'll still be out there, though,” she replied. “You'll still be killing people.” 
 
    “That really won't be any of your business,” he said, before nudging her arm. “Come on, let's find a couple of guns before he comes back inside. The sooner we do that, the sooner we can be out of here. I don't know about you, but I really want to get this day over with.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    “I still can't find anything,” Charlotte said a short while later, as she stood on a chair and checked the top of another cabinet. “Have you considered the possibility that you might be wrong? What if he doesn't have any guns tucked away in the house?” 
 
    “There are guns here, alright,” Ted replied, watching through the window as John continued his work with the firewood. “I can smell them.” 
 
    “Or maybe -” 
 
    “He has guns!” he snapped, before taking a moment to compose himself. “Trust me, I know guys like this, I know how they think. A man who lives in a place like this and tries to block the world out is going to have a whole load of guns knocking around, waiting for the day when the world comes knocking on his door. It's just a matter of working out where he keeps the damn things.” 
 
    “Then maybe you should do the looking,” she said with a sigh, “because I'm not finding anything. Are you really sure that guns are the answer?” 
 
    “What's he doing out there?” Ted muttered, keeping his gaze fixed on John. “He's been chopping wood for a hell of a long time now. It's almost as if he's forgotten all about us. Either that, or...” 
 
    His voice trailed off. 
 
    “Or what?” Charlotte asked as she climbed down from the chair. 
 
    He turned to her. 
 
    “Or he's delaying,” he suggested. “He knows exactly what he has to do next, and he's putting that moment off for as long as possible. I told you this guy wasn't a seasoned professional when it comes to holding people as prisoners, and I was right. He's leaving it as long as he can before he...” 
 
    Again, his voice trailed off. 
 
    “Before he what?” 
 
    “Do I need to draw you a picture?” he asked. “The guy's blatantly going to kill us. For all we know, he's planning to burn our bodies. At least that might go some way toward explaining all that wood. But he hasn't done it before, or at least he hasn't done it very often, so he's still not comfortable with the whole thing.” He watched John for a moment longer. “Goddamn amateur.” 
 
    “He wouldn't murder us.” 
 
    “And how do you know?” 
 
    “He just wouldn't!” 
 
    “Face it,” he said with a smile, “you don't know this guy. Sure, he might not be quite like me, but he's no angel either. Your dreamboat has his way of life and he sees us a threat, and there's only one thing to do when you're facing a threat. You neutralize it.” 
 
    “He's not my dreamboat!” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    “I...” 
 
    She wanted to tell him that he was wrong, but deep down she realized that there was a certain logic to his assumptions about John's intention. A moment later, as Ted headed across the room and set about searching for guns, she told herself that all she had to do was put up with him for a little longer, and that then she could go to the police and tell them everything. For her efforts to be worthwhile, however, she needed more information. 
 
    After glancing out the window and seeing that John was still chopping wood, she turned back to Ted. 
 
    “So is that your real name?” she asked. 
 
    “Is what my real name?” 
 
    “Ted Armitage.” 
 
    He glanced at her. 
 
    “Why wouldn't it be?” 
 
    “And why do you do what you do?” she continued. She looked outside again, and she saw that John was still working. “I mean, no-one kidnaps and murders people unless they've got a good reason.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    “Did someone hurt you?” 
 
    “Save the psychological investigation,” he replied, as he checked under one of the sofas. “You don't know anything about me, and you don't need to know anything. As far as you're concerned, I'm just someone you had a little run-in with, and soon I'll be out of your hair. I'm not some puzzle, waiting to be solved.” 
 
    “But what about -” 
 
    “I know what you're doing,” he added, as he went out to check the hallway. “You want some more information you can pass on to the cops when you eventually go and tell them everything. Relax, don't deny it, I already know that's what you're planning to do. The truth is, I'm not too worried. Sure, it would have been fun to get to know you a little better, but I honestly don't think you pose much of a threat.” 
 
    She looked out at John to make sure he was still working, and then she turned back to Ted. 
 
    “Once we say our goodbyes,” he continued, “that'll be the end of it. It'll be as if I just vanish into the forest. I've been doing this for long enough to know how not to get caught. I'd sure appreciate it if you don't tell anyone about me, but to be honest I doubt you'll be able to contain yourself. Honestly, it's no biggie either way.” 
 
    “So kidnapping me was just completely random?” 
 
    “I'm not getting into a deep conversation about this,” he replied, before stepping back into the doorway and looking at her, “unless...” 
 
    “Unless what?” 
 
    “Well...” He took a step toward her. “I do sometimes open up to people, about my background and so on, but only in very special circumstances. I happen to have had quite a lousy few days before I met you.” Making his way even closer, he looked down into her eyes. “While you were busy escaping from my place, I was finishing off your predecessor. I'd had her chained up for a while, and I'd told her a fair bit about what makes me tick. Call me crazy, but that's the only way I can really talk about myself honestly.” 
 
    He paused, before reaching out and putting a hand on the side of her face. 
 
    “If you truly want to get to know me,” he added, “you can always come back home with me and we'll pick up where we left off.” 
 
    “Go to hell!” she replied, pulling back and glancing out the window. “I'm not -” 
 
    Stopping suddenly, she saw that John was no longer cutting wood. She hurried over and looked out across the yard, but there was no sign of him anywhere, and after a moment she turned back to Ted. 
 
    “This way,” he said, gesturing for her to follow him through to the dining room. “Hurry, we might not have much time.” 
 
    For a moment, she remained frozen. 
 
    “I won't tell you again!” he snapped, grabbing her arm and forcing her to follow. “Damn it, sometimes I think you want to get murdered!” 
 
    Once they were in the next room, they headed to the back door, and then they both looked out for a moment as they waited to see whether there was any sign of John. Realizing that the coast seemed to be clear, Ted carefully opened the door and stepped outside, and then he turned to Charlotte again. 
 
    “I guess this is it,” he told her. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You run that way,” he continued nodding past her, and then he nodded over his shoulder, “and I'll run this way, and I guess we'll never meet again. Good luck out there.” 
 
    “Wait,” she replied, “I -” 
 
    Before she could finish, Ted turned and ran, hurrying away from the house and scrambling toward the forest. Charlotte hesitated for a moment, somewhat shocked by the fact that it had all ended so suddenly, and then she turned and ran the other way, rushing past the end of the house and over toward another stretch of the forest. After a few seconds, she ground to a halt and tried to figure out which way to go next; she had several options, and she was worried that if she took the wrong route, she might be easy to track. She told herself that she just needed to - 
 
    “Freeze!” John yelled, and suddenly a patch of ground exploded right in front of her. 
 
    Startled, Charlotte turned and stepped back, quickly stumbling and falling to the ground. She was horrified to see that John was already stepping toward her with his rifle raised. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing out of the basement?” he snapped angrily. “Where's the other one?” 
 
    “I -” 
 
    “What are you doing out here?” he yelled, stopping right in front of her and aiming the rifle directly at her face. “How did you get free?” 
 
    “Please,” she stammered, holding her hands up as she began to get to her feet, “I just -” 
 
    “Stay on the ground!” he shouted. 
 
    Dropping back down, she stared at the barrel of the gun. For a moment, too terrified to know what to do next, she could only wait for him to pull the trigger. 
 
    “I knew you were going to be trouble,” he continued, moving the gun forward until it was almost butting against her forehead. “I'm sorry, but this has to end. Now.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    “Hey, asshole!” a voice shouted suddenly. “Over here!” 
 
    As John turned and looked over his shoulder, Charlotte was shocked to see that Ted was standing at the other end of the house, waving his arms frantically. 
 
    “I'm gonna get those cops back here,” Ted yelled, “and then we can all have a nice long chat as we explain ourselves! How does that idea grab you?” 
 
    Raising the gun, John fired again. Ted ducked out of the way just in time, as the bullet blew a chunk off the corner of the house. Already starting to reload, John muttered something under his breath as he hurried after Ted, leaving Charlotte trembling with fear on the ground. 
 
    Once again, she had no idea what to do, and she could only watch as John disappeared round to the other side of the house. Finally realizing that she needed to get to safety, she stumbled to her feet and took a step back, and then she turned and began to hurry through into the forest. Just as she reached the treeline, however, she heard Ted cry out, and she turned to look back over at the house. 
 
    Seeing no sign of anyone, she hesitated for a moment before turning again. In that second, another shot rang out, hitting the tree next to her and sending her crashing to the ground. As splinters rained down on her, she began to get up, only to hear footsteps racing closer, and she turned just in time to see that John had found her. She cried out, but he grabbed her and swung her round before shoving her back out into the clearing. 
 
    “That really hurt!” Ted yelled in the distance, as John glared down at Charlotte. “Man, you really know how to piss a guy off, don't you?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Why did you come back for me?” Charlotte asked an hour later, as she and Ted walked through the forest at gunpoint, with John just a few paces behind. 
 
    “I'm asking myself the same thing,” Ted muttered. His cheek was bleeding following the impact with the rifle's butt. “I suppose I just thought that since we were still on that bastard's property, our agreement still stood. I suppose that deep down, I still have some sense of honor. Is that so hard to believe?” 
 
    She opened her mouth to ask if that was the real reason, but then she hesitated. In her mind's eye, she couldn't help but think back to the sight of the gun aimed at her face, and she wondered whether – without Ted's intervention – she'd already be dead. She tried to tell herself that John would never have done something like that, but she worried that she was being naive. 
 
    “Where are you taking us?” she asked, looking back at John. 
 
    “Just keep walking.” 
 
    “But where -” 
 
    “Keep walking!” he barked. 
 
    Looking forward again, she tried to work out exactly what was happening. John had simply told them both to start walking, without explaining why, and now they were quite some way from the house. 
 
    “You know what he's doing, don't you?” Ted asked after a moment. “Please, Charlotte, tell me you're not that dumb.” 
 
    “I -” 
 
    “Your dreamboat lover-boy is going to kill us,” he continued. “My bet is that he'd already dug a pair of graves. Or, more likely, he's just dug one and we're going to have to share. How do you feel about that, huh? You and me, down there in the darkness forever, or at least until someone -” 
 
    “You talk too much,” John said darkly. 
 
    “It's a sign of nerves,” Ted replied, before glancing over at Charlotte again. “You know you're an idiot, right? You could be far away by now, and so could I. All you had to do was run and keep running.” 
 
    “I told you, you didn't have to come back for me!” 
 
    “I know that now!” 
 
    “Will you both please stop talking?” John asked. 
 
    “You're about to execute us,” Ted said, “and you won't even let us talk in our final moments? Come on, man, you don't want to be a complete meanie, do you?” He kept his gaze on Charlotte for a moment. “We've still got a lot to talk about, don't we?” he continued. “I feel like you and I have been through a lot, even if we've only known one another for a couple of days. And let's be honest, you face some degree of culpability for the fact that I'm in this position right now.” 
 
    “I'm to blame?” she replied, shocked by the accusation. “You're the one who kidnapped me!” 
 
    “Fair point,” he said, rolling his eyes. “Then again, you're the one who got this bundle of joy involved. He still owes me for a new drone, by the way. If we get out of this, I want a like-for-like replacement and -” 
 
    He stopped as he saw that they were approaching some kind of clearing. 
 
    “Well,” he continued, “looks like we're arriving at our destination. And I think I see something rather familiar parked just ahead.” 
 
    A few seconds later, they stepped out onto a cliff-edge overlooking a huge lake, and they stopped next to Ted's truck. 
 
    “I wondered where this baby was,” Ted muttered, his voice filled with concern as he turned to John. “Seems odd for you to have gone to all the trouble of driving this thing here and then bringing us to join it. Why didn't you just bring us in the damn thing in the first place?” He paused, before looking at the truck again. “You seem to be taking everything slow. I get the distinct impression that you really don't want to do whatever it is that you're about to do.” 
 
    “You've left me with no choice,” John said darkly. 
 
    “We won't tell anyone,” Charlotte told him. “Please, listen, if -” 
 
    “Ignore her,” Ted said, cutting her off, “she's still trying all those pathetic attempts to reason with you. Next she'll probably start fluttering her eyelashes and undoing the top button of her shirt.” He stared at John for a moment. “The truth is, my friend, you and I are cut from the same cloth. I recognize a fellow outsider, and I'm sure you've worked out by now that I'm not this woman's father. It seems to me that a series of overlapping situations might have collided with one another, and the result is something of a mess. I can only hope that cool heads are going to prevail.” 
 
    “Get in the car,” John said. “Both of you.” 
 
    “I can't help noticing that there's liquid on the ground,” Ted continued. “Is that brake fluid?” 
 
    “Get in the car.” 
 
    “Are you letting us go?” Charlotte asked cautiously. 
 
    “He's not letting us go,” Ted said, still watching John. “He just wants to get us out of his hair, and he figures the best way to do that is to toss us over the edge of a cliff. Literally. Make it look like an accident.” 
 
    “You can't be serious,” Charlotte said, shaking her head. “John, I know that you don't like being disturbed, and I know we've come crashing into your world, but we can figure out some way to make sure that everything's okay.” 
 
    “Get in the car,” John said yet again, with the rifle aimed at Ted. “Don't make me tell you again.” 
 
    “You have us at quite a disadvantage,” Ted pointed out, slowly holding his hands up. “The thing is, in every situation, there's always a way to -” 
 
    “Get in the car!” John snapped, stepping toward him and pushing him toward the truck. “Why are you so -” 
 
    Suddenly Ted lunged at him, grabbing the rifle and pulling it from his hands. John immediately swung Ted against the side of the car and tried to take the rifle back, but for a moment both men struggled before John finally managed to punch Ted several times, sending him crumpling to the ground. Without wasting another second, he grabbed Ted by the collar and bundled him into the front of the truck, before shifting him around so that he was in the driver's seat. 
 
    “Hey, man,” Ted groaned, slurring his words as blood ran from his mouth, “I'm only -” 
 
    Punching him in the side of the face, John knocked him out cold before reaching past him and starting the truck's engine. After setting the vehicle into gear, he scrambled back just as the truck began to roll forward toward the edge of the cliff. 
 
    “No!” Charlotte shouted, rushing forward, only for John to shove her back and send her stumbling to the ground. “You can't do this!” 
 
    Without answering, John watched as the truck reached the edge and tipped over. A moment later the truck disappeared from view, although it could be heard crashing down the side of the cliff until it slammed into the water far below. 
 
    “We have to get him out of there!” Charlotte stammered, hurrying to the cliff's edge and looking down, only to see that the truck was already sinking. For a moment she spotted Ted's unconscious body in one of the front seats, before the entire vehicle disappeared beneath the water's surface. 
 
    Realizing that there was no way to get down in time to help, she slowly turned to John and saw that he was once again aiming the gun at her. 
 
    “There's been a change of plan,” he explained, clearly a little flustered. “Come on, we're heading back to the house.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    As she made her way toward the front door, Charlotte saw that the remains of Ted Armitage's yellow drone lay on the ground nearby, partially covered by a section of tarpaulin. For a moment, she couldn't help but think of the sight of his body disappearing into the lake. 
 
    “Stop,” John said. 
 
    Obeying, she stopped dead in her tracks, before slowly turning to look back at him. As she watched his features, she searched for some hint of compassion, for some look that suggested he was rethinking his approach, but at the same time one big question filled her mind and she knew that she had to ask. 
 
    “I was supposed to be in that truck with him, wasn't I?” she said cautiously. 
 
    She waited. 
 
    He simply stared at her. 
 
    “It's okay,” she continued, “I already figured it out. Then Ted made you angry, and you weren't thinking straight, and you didn't think before you killed him. But if he hadn't tried to fight you...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off. 
 
    “I'd be down there in that truck with him, wouldn't I?” she added. “You were going to put us both in there and roll the truck over the edge, and you hoped that eventually we'd be found and it'd look like an accident.” 
 
    She waited. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Thank you for... not doing that,” she said. 
 
    “Go inside,” he replied, “but don't try anything. I need to think.” 
 
    “The guy you killed was a serial killer,” she told him, as tears ran down her cheeks. “There's a way to make all of this okay. If you let me go, I swear I won't -” 
 
    “I told you to go inside,” he said, interrupting her. “I'd have thought the events of the past couple of hours might have made you realize that you shouldn't disobey me. Get into the house and go to the kitchen, and sit down. And please... stop talking.” He paused, waiting for her to do as she'd been told. “Please,” he added. “I won't tell you again.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sitting on a chair in the corner of the kitchen, Charlotte waited as John finished handcuffing her to the radiator. She hadn't said a word since entering the house, and she was once again hoping that leaving him to think would work better than begging him for help. He seemed like the kind of guy who hated being told what to do. 
 
    Finally, once the handcuffs were firmly in place, John got to his feet and took a few steps back. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, before she could stop herself. 
 
    “I'm sorry?” 
 
    “For not putting me back down in the basement.” 
 
    “I learned my lesson,” he replied, turning and heading to the fridge. “I figure this time it's better to keep you where I can see you.” 
 
    She watched as he opened the fridge door and took out a can of beer. Although she desperately wanted a drink, she told herself to keep her mouth shut and she simply watched as he drank. Once he was done, he set the can aside and turned to her again. She could tell that he was lost in thought; she desperately wanted to know what he was thinking, but she figured that she needed to let him take the lead. 
 
    “So you were telling the truth,” he said. “About him being some kind of killer, I mean.” 
 
    “I saw the bodies at his farm,” she explained. “At least, I saw the heads. They were on a kind of spike, it was like they were trophies. I think he must have been killing people for years.” 
 
    “And where exactly is this farm of his?” 
 
    “I'm not sure. I've kind of lost my bearings.” 
 
    “There aren't many places within walking distance of here,” he admitted. “I had no idea that someone like that was in the area, although I haven't really checked into my neighbors very much. It's not exactly surprising that people might be up to no good round these parts. It's not hard to disappear into the forest, and the local police spend more time extorting people than dealing with problems.” 
 
    “I saw a police car here earlier,” she told him. “Were they looking for me?” 
 
    “They found your car,” he replied, “and they're trying to figure out where you went. They think you might have broken down and wandered off to find help, and that you got lost. I told them that I had no idea. I'm sorry, but I really didn't want to get involved in whatever's going on. The local police and I have a... complicated relationship.” 
 
    “I can understand that,” she said, hoping to get on his good side. “Out here you just want to be left alone, right?” 
 
    “My business is nobody else's business, and vice versa.” He sniffed. “The police are bored, so they look for trouble. If they can't find any, they try to make some. One of the first things I learned round these parts is that you should never put yourself out there. Never make those bastards start thinking that you'll be a good distraction for an hour or two. Matters can escalate very rapidly. That's why I keep them at arm's length.” 
 
    “That's how it should be.” 
 
    “Damn straight,” he muttered, taking another beer and drinking from the bottle. “That's the problem with the modern world, everyone's all up in what everyone else is doing. The human mind wasn't built for that kind of life. It's in our nature to keep things to ourselves, but modern life is twisting and subverting all of that. Eventually I got sick of it all and I made my way out here to...” 
 
    He paused. 
 
    “Never mind,” he added. “I shouldn't be drinking. I don't do it very often.” 
 
    “No, I'm interested,” she replied. “What do you do out here all by yourself?” 
 
    “I get by. There are plenty of ways to live off the land, if you really know what you're doing. I'm not talking about those people who dig a pit and store five thousand tins of beans in the dirt, waiting for the end of the world. I'm talking about understanding how to cultivate the soil around here. How to hunt. How to fish. How to know what you're doing. How to be completely self-sufficient. Honestly, I'm never bored.” 
 
    “I can see that.” 
 
    “I really don't know what I'm going to do about you,” he said, with a hint of frustration in his voice. “You've put me in a very difficult situation.” 
 
    “I know, and I'm really sorry.” 
 
    “I should have realized that something like this was going to happen,” he continued. “I tried to block the world out, and I was doing pretty good for a while, but I should have known that eventually it'd break through. There's just nowhere to escape to, is there? Not permanently.” 
 
    “If there's anything I can do to reverse the damage,” she said cautiously, “I'll do it. The last thing I want is to cause you any more trouble.” 
 
    “So I should just let you go and trust that no-one ever finds out about what happened here?” 
 
    “I didn't say that.” 
 
    “No, but you're thinking it,” he said. “The problem is, life doesn't work like that. Do you really think you could keep your mouth shut about that guy I just killed?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “I can!” she blurted out, as she began to hope that she was making progress. “Okay, I admit that it's not exactly my first instinct, but I can make myself stay quiet.” 
 
    “And what about all his victims?” 
 
    “There has to be some way to make sure that justice is done.” 
 
    “See?” He turned to leave the room. “You're already breaking your word.” 
 
    “No!” she called after him. “I won't think about them! If you let me walk away from here, I won't look back! You can trust me, I swear!” 
 
    She watched as he left the room, and she was starting to worry that the chance to escape was slipping away. 
 
    “I won't break my word!” she shouted. “I can walk away from here and forget about all of it, I promise! I can just pretend that it never happened!” 
 
    She waited, and a moment later she heard him shutting a door somewhere far off in the house. Although she felt certain that she'd begun to get through to him, she knew that the moment had slipped away and that she was going to have to find some other way to persuade him to let her go. Deep down, she felt certain that John was a good man, and that he'd only killed Ted because he felt that he had no other choice. He'd had plenty of opportunities to kill her, and he'd taken none of them, and she had to hope that this was a good sign. 
 
    “I just want to go home,” she whispered, as fresh tears filled her eyes. “That's all. I want to go home and forget that any of this ever happened.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    After several hours, sitting by the kitchen window and staring out at the yard as the sun began to set, Charlotte was still trying to come up with some way to persuade John to let her go. She knew that it wouldn't be easy, but she remained certain that there was something she could do – something she could say, or perhaps offer – that would allow her to win her freedom. 
 
    She just had to figure out what. 
 
    Lost in her thoughts, she didn't notice the car at first. When she did, she turned and looked out the window, and she was surprised to see a police car bumping along the dirt road and stopping outside. A moment later, hearing a door creaking open elsewhere in the house, she looked over her shoulder just as John stormed into the room and dropped behind her. 
 
    “I -” 
 
    “Quiet!” he hissed, placing a hand over her mouth just as they both heard the police car's engine being switched off. “It's the same two losers who were here earlier. I didn't think they'd be back so soon. They must have finished their shift and decided to poke around. Damn these morons and their empty lives. Don't they have anything better to do?” 
 
    Taking hold of the chair, he dragged it away from the window so that they wouldn't be seen, and then they both listened to the sound of footsteps making their way toward the front door. A moment later, a loud knock rang out through the house. 
 
    “I'm going to have to go and talk to them,” John said, before hesitating for a moment. “If you call out, if you make any kind of noise at all, things are going to get very ugly, very fast. Do you understand?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “I'm still trying to figure out how to let you go,” he continued, “but none of that'll happen if you cause trouble. I'm only going to give you one chance to do the right thing.” 
 
    He paused, and then he moved his hand away from her mouth. 
 
    “I won't shout out,” she whispered, her voice trembling with fear, “I promise.” 
 
    She waited for him to reply. For a moment, she simply watched his face, searching for any clue as to what he was thinking. She knew she was probably imagining things, but she was starting to think that she and John understood one another on some level, and that they'd made a connection. 
 
    “It's going to be okay,” she told him. “I promise.” 
 
    Although he still seemed uncertain, he got to his feet and made his way through to the hallway. Left alone, Charlotte listened to the sound of him unlocking the front door. Part of her desperately wanted to call out, and she wasn't sure how John planned to punish her if she did; after all, two officers would most likely be able to overpower him fairly easily. At the same time, she'd seen him in action and she knew she couldn't take the risk of upsetting him. Choosing to believe that he was sincere when he said that he wanted to release her, she decided to stay quiet. 
 
    “Good evening, John,” she heard an unfamiliar voice say, “we just thought we'd swing by and see whether you'd had any thoughts about that matter we discussed earlier.” 
 
    “I still haven't seen anyone, if that's what you mean,” John replied. 
 
    “I've got to tell you,” the man continued, “we're getting pretty worried. We thought the Walker woman must have simply wandered off to get help, but we've been searching the area near her car and there's absolutely no sign of her. We're starting to think that certain other possibilities are more likely.” 
 
    Hearing more footsteps, Charlotte realized that the second officer was making his way toward the window. She hesitated for a moment, and then she dropped off the chair and climbed under the table, hoping to keep well out of sight. 
 
    Looking up, she could already see a shadow at the window. 
 
    Am I being an idiot? 
 
    For a moment, she wondered whether she should change her mind and call for help. She knew that would set in motion a certain chain of events, and she was worried that John might have a gun he could access quickly. Too terrified to do or say anything, she waited and watched as the shadow moved away. 
 
    “We're wondering whether she followed the river,” the officer at the door said. “If she was smart but she got lost, that's one of the more obvious options. And if you think about it, if she headed downhill from that area, the river doesn't run too far from your place, does it?” 
 
    “I already told you, I haven't seen anyone.” 
 
    “And you wouldn't have any reason to lie, would you?” 
 
    Looking through into the next room, Charlotte realized that there were several other windows that might allow her to be seen. Sure enough, a moment later she spotted movement in the distance, and she instinctively ducked away just as the second officer appeared at the window in the laundry room. Although she was fairly sure that she hadn't been seen, she was still worried that at any moment all hell might break loose. She barely even dared to take a breath. 
 
    “I've told you everything I know,” John said firmly. 
 
    “Are you sure? We can always come in and take a look around.” 
 
    “Not without a warrant.” 
 
    “Is there some reason why you're opposed to us coming inside, John?” 
 
    “I don't like to be disturbed.” 
 
    “But you could be helpful. You could help put our minds at rest.” 
 
    “I'm really not too interested in any of that.” 
 
    “And how are you doing out here, anyway?” the officer continued. “We often think about you, living all by yourself in the middle of nowhere. You're a man of mystery, John Harrison, and that kind of catches our attention from time to time.” 
 
    “I can't help that.” 
 
    “No, I suppose you can't. You go out hunting a lot, don't you?” 
 
    “I'm fully entitled to go and -” 
 
    “Oh, I know,” the officer continued with a somewhat unconvincing chuckle, “I'm not casting aspersions. I just wondered whether you saw any sign of someone having been out there. This woman is a city type, so she's probably not very good at surviving alone in the forest. You know what these idiots are like. They fall apart at the first sign of a little dirt.” 
 
    “I've seen nothing.” 
 
    “Her name's Charlotte Walker.” 
 
    “You told me that before.” 
 
    “Did I?” He chuckled again. “Forgive me, John, but I get easily confused. You see, I'm just a dumb rural policeman who isn't very observant and who doesn't join the dots together very well. It's very easy to pull the wool over my eyes.” 
 
    “Is there anything else I can do for you?” John asked. “I'm busy.” 
 
    “Got a lot on your plate, huh?” 
 
    Charlotte waited, but John said nothing. After a moment, hearing a rustling sound, she looked up and realized that the other officer was back at the window, seemingly trying once again to peer into the kitchen. She took a moment to pull her feet a little further out of the way, just in case there was any chance that they'd been visible. 
 
    “I guess we'll leave you alone, then,” the officer at the door said. “Oh, but hey, there's one other thing I was going to mention. Danny Kendricks down at the petrol station claims he heard someone discharging a firearm in the area. You know how that sound can travel, right? And the thing is, you're the only person round here who has any weapons registered, so I was wondering if you'd been... I don't know, shooting at anything...” 
 
    “As you noted earlier,” John replied stiffly, “I often go out hunting.” 
 
    “So you were hunting today?” 
 
    “I was.” 
 
    “And who were you hunting? Sorry, slip of the tongue. I meant, what were you hunting?” 
 
    “Deer.” 
 
    “Is that right? Any luck?” 
 
    “Not today.” 
 
    “Well, that's a shame. We'll be off now, but remember to let us know if you spot any sign of that poor woman out there in the wilderness. To be honest, if we don't find her soon, we're probably going to be looking at a fatality. Anyway, you keep on being you, John. Never change.” 
 
    As footsteps headed away from the house, Charlotte heard the front door bumping shut, followed by the sound of the bolt being drawn across. She instantly began to wonder whether she'd made the wrong choice, whether if she'd just cried out she might be free by now. For a moment, she wondered if she'd been completely crazy to keep her mouth shut. A few seconds later. she watched as John stepped into the room. 
 
    “Someone was at the window,” she explained as she crawled out from under the table. 
 
    “I know,” he replied. “I was hoping you'd do the smart thing.” 
 
    “I told you,” she said, “you can trust me. I meant it.” 
 
    “Those two idiots swing by and bother me on a regular basis,” he told her as he stepped over to the window and watched them driving away. “Any time they're bored, they come and poke about. It's like they think I'm some kind of freak, just because I like to keep myself to myself.” 
 
    “At least they're gone now,” she pointed out. 
 
    “For now.” He looked down at her. “They'll be back tomorrow, though, even if it's just to entertain themselves. They're pretty predictable. They'll be getting drunk soon in some bar, coming up with their next plan to bother me. That means that sooner rather than later I have to get you out of here.” 
 
    “I just proved to you that you can rely on me,” she replied, still staring up at him from the floor. “Doesn't that count for something? Now you know that I won't scream at the first policeman I see, do you understand that you can trust me to keep quiet?” 
 
    She waited, but he simply stared at her for a moment. 
 
    “Get back on the chair,” he said finally. “You'll be more comfortable.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    Several hours later, once darkness had fallen, Charlotte – with one wrist still chained to the radiator – sat at the table and dipped her spoon back into her soup. She hesitated, and then she looked across the table and watched John for a moment. 
 
    A candle burned between them. 
 
    “You know,” she said, “the sad thing is, this isn't even the most awkward dinner I've had with a guy.” 
 
    John glanced at her. 
 
    “I went on a date a few nights ago,” she continued, “that went so badly, it might as well have been a scene from some dumb comedy. It wasn't the guy's fault, it was mine, I was totally spaced out and I barely listened to a word that he said to me. Even though I knew it was going badly, I was powerless to stop myself. I was worried about my mother. I still am. And that bad date is really what caused me to end up in this mess in the first place.” 
 
    She waited, but he simply stared at her with a somewhat puzzled expression. 
 
    “Not that I'm suggesting this is a date,” she added suddenly, correcting herself. “Sorry, I get chatty when I'm nervous and I just go on and on. I guess all I meant was that...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off. 
 
    She'd been trying to get another conversation going, even though John hadn't been very receptive. She desperately wanted to know what he was thinking, and what he was planning, and her attempt to simply leave him alone seemed to have only worked to a certain extent. Deep down, part of her was worried that she was falling victim to some kind of Stockholm Syndrome, that she'd been insane not to call out to the police, but she quickly reminded herself that she was trying to be smarter than that. 
 
    Looking down at her soup again, she tried to think of some other way to understand John Harrison. 
 
    “You're the first person who's been in this house in a long time,” he said suddenly. “Other than myself, obviously.” 
 
    “How long have you lived here?” 
 
    “Ten years.” 
 
    “Wow. You must have been young when you bought it.” 
 
    “We thought it was a good project.” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    She waited, but he seemed reluctant to continue, as if perhaps he regretted his little slip. 
 
    “It's a long story,” he muttered, taking a moment to stir his soup. “She said she wanted the outdoors life, away from everyone, but it turned out that she got very bored. She was a city girl at heart and she didn't last a year. We didn't keep in touch after the divorce.” 
 
    “I'm sorry.” 
 
    “It's just what happens sometimes,” he continued. “The more I embraced this lifestyle, the more she hated it. Anyway, it's so long ago now, it doesn't even matter.” 
 
    “It might if -” 
 
    “I said it doesn't matter.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    Worried that she'd pushed too far, she took a moment to try to figure out another approach. As she glanced out the window and saw nothing but darkness outside, she felt that John definitely seemed to be opening up a little, even if she still didn't understand him fully. All she knew for certain was that she still needed to nudge him a little more, to prove her trustworthiness, in order to get away without any further trouble. She was so close. 
 
    “The soup's really good,” she told him. “You're pretty good in the kitchen.” 
 
    “I get by.” 
 
    “All my soup comes in tubs and packets,” she explained with a faint smile. “I definitely wouldn't say that I'm much of a cook. I mean, I can follow instructions and whip something up, but I'm never going to -” 
 
    “I'm done,” he said, suddenly getting to his feet and carrying his bowl over to the counter. 
 
    “Sorry,” she replied, “was I talking too much?” 
 
    “No.” He headed to the door, and then he stopped with his back to her. “I left the front door open for her.” 
 
    She waited, not quite understanding. 
 
    He turned. 
 
    “You must have thought it was odd,” he continued, “that the front door was unlocked when you arrived here.” 
 
    “I wondered,” she admitted. 
 
    “She used to mock me for locking it every time we went out,” he explained. “She used to tell me that I was getting paranoid. I told her that we could never be too careful, but it became a big thing for her.” He paused. “Now I leave it open sometimes when I go out, just so that if she ever drops by for an unannounced visit, she'll see that I've changed. Not a lot, but... that I listened, in the end.” 
 
    “Maybe she will,” Charlotte suggested. 
 
    “No, it's stupid,” he muttered. “I won't be doing it again. I always said that eventually some lunatic might enter the house while we were gone, and it turned out that I was right after all.” 
 
    “Who's the lunatic?” she asked. “Me or Ted Armitage?” 
 
    “Finish your soup,” he replied, before turning and heading through to the hallway. “I'll bring some bedding down for you soon.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What's going to happen to me in the morning?” 
 
    As soon as those words had left her lips, Charlotte worried that she'd made a mistake. She'd managed to avoid asking that question all evening, but now – as John set a duvet and two pillows on the kitchen floor – the words had slipped out of her mouth. 
 
    She waited, watching him to see how he'd react, but after a moment he simply got back to work arranging the duvet. 
 
    “I'm sorry I can't move you upstairs,” he said, “but that would just be impractical. You'll be fine down here. It's warm, and I'll make you comfortable.” 
 
    “Anything's better than the basement, right?” 
 
    She hoped that he'd laugh, but instead he didn't even look at her. 
 
    “I'm not a bad person,” he said finally. 
 
    “I know that.” 
 
    “What I did to that Ted guy -” 
 
    “You won't hear me complaining,” she said, interrupting him. “You didn't see what he was doing to people on that farm. I watched him literally cut open a woman's guts while she was hanging from chains. I don't know if you even follow the news, but wait until it all gets out and it's in the papers. I'm going to make sure that everyone knows what he did, just as soon as I get out of here.” 
 
    Again, she worried that she might have said the wrong thing. 
 
    “I mean, if I get out of here,” she added. “Or I won't tell anyone. Sorry, I forgot, it was just instinct. I'll pretend I never met him. I'll tell everyone that I just got lost in the forest. After all, I'm from the city. All trees look the same to me.” 
 
    “People like that Armitage guy shouldn't exist,” John muttered, getting to his feet. “They're the worst of the worst and I'm glad that he's gone, even if...” 
 
    He paused. 
 
    “I've never killed anyone before,” he added. 
 
    “If he hadn't acted the way he acted,” she replied, “would you really have put us both in that truck and sent us both over the edge?” 
 
    “I just wanted to be left alone.” 
 
    “But would you have gone that far?” 
 
    She waited for an answer. 
 
    “In the morning, I'll have a plan,” he told her. “I don't know what it'll be, but at least it'll be something we can work to. There's no need for anyone else to get hurt, just so long as we're both clear about what we have to do. There's a way out of this, and it doesn't even have to be complicated. It just has to be something we can both agree on.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” she replied, feeling a flicker of hope as she realized that he was planning to release her after all. “You just tell me what you want me to do, and I'll do it. No questions asked.” 
 
    He paused, as if he was about to say something, and then he took a step back. 
 
    “Try to get some sleep,” he said, before turning to leave. 
 
    “Can you do one thing for me?” she asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She looked at her handcuffed wrist, which was still attached to the radiator. 
 
    “I'm not quite sure how I'm going to be able to sleep with this held up,” she told him. “It just doesn't quite seem like it'll work.” She glanced back at him. “If I promise that I won't try to pull any stunt or try to run, is there any chance at all that you can remove the handcuff?” 
 
    He stared at her for a few seconds, and then he headed to the door. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” he muttered. “I'll be back down early in the morning. We can talk then.” 
 
    Sighing, Charlotte turned and looked once again at the handcuffs. She gave them a brief, perfunctory tug that she knew wouldn't really help, and then she shifted around and leaned back against the wall. Although John had begun to hint that everything would be okay, she still worried that at any moment she might do or say the wrong thing, and that she might set back all the progress she'd made. Figuring that there was little she could do about that while she was still being held captive, however, she told herself that she simply had to focus on getting through the night. 
 
    And then, in the morning, she'd have to prove one more time that she really could be trusted. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    Opening her eyes suddenly, Charlotte stared ahead across the dark kitchen and realized that she had – at last – fallen asleep. For a few minutes, anyway. Leaning against the wall, preferring that to any attempt to rest on the duvet – she'd managed to doze off, but after a few seconds she began to realize that she'd been woken by a noise. 
 
    She turned and looked toward the open doorway, but the house was quiet now. She assumed that John was upstairs, perhaps asleep, but after a few seconds she looked up at the window. 
 
    The noise had seemed to come from outside. 
 
    Shifting onto her knees, she peered out and saw the moonlit yard. There was no sign of anyone, but with each passing second she was remembering more and more about the sound that had caused her to stir in the first place. Something had made a kind of rustling, hissing noise somewhere in the dark night air, and she was already certain that this 'something' had to have been alive. She told herself that it was perhaps one of the deer she knew John liked to hunt, or some other passing wildlife, but at the same time she couldn't help wondering whether she'd heard a person. 
 
    Ted Armitage. 
 
    With a sickening sense of dread, she thought back to the sight of the truck disappearing over the edge of the cliff, and she realized that she hadn't seen a body. Neither had John. The truck's impact with the water had surely been powerful, and the vehicle had quickly sunk, but she began to wonder whether there was some way Ted might have escaped. And if he had, was he the kind of man who'd return for vengeance? She wasn't sure whether that idea fit with what she knew of his personality, but she also didn't know him well enough to count the idea out. As she watched the yard, she began to worry that Ted might have returned. 
 
    For a moment, in her mind's eye, she imagined a whole range of possibilities. Had Ted woken up just in time and thrown himself from the truck before it hit the water? Sure, he'd most likely have been injured, but he could easily have survived. Or had he been in the truck when it had crashed into the lake, only to then force his way out? Again, the prospect seemed somewhat unlikely, but she couldn't help picturing him – soaked and bloodied – staggering away from the crash site, keeping out of view for a few minutes and then setting off relentlessly for revenge. 
 
    Suddenly, hearing a clicking sound, she spun around and looked toward the front room. 
 
    The sound persisted for a few more seconds before stopping abruptly, but Charlotte was more and more certain that somebody was outside the house, and that they seemed to be trying to get inside. She considered calling out for John, but at the last moment she reminded herself that she'd be putting herself in danger if she gave away her position. She waited, listening as the clicking sound returned, and then she flinched as she heard a slow, ominous creaking noise coming from one of the other rooms, like... 
 
    Like a door opening. 
 
    Again, she almost called out. This time, telling herself that perhaps John was sneaking around and was trying not to disturb her, she wondered whether she should simply let him know that she was awake. She watched the doorway that led into the front room and she waited for some sign that John was nearby, but then she heard a bump coming from a different direction and she turned to look across the hallway and over toward the dining room. Whoever was in the house, they seemed to be making their way cautiously through the rooms. 
 
    She opened her mouth once more to shout John's name, but she held back. 
 
    A moment later, a flashlight's beam caught the dining room wall, and she realized to her horror that someone had definitely broken in from outside. She pulled back, terrified in case Ted appeared, but then she heard whispered voices and after a few seconds two figures stepped into view. 
 
    The flashlight's beam swung around until it was aimed directly at her, and she had to shield her eyes from the brightness as she heard footsteps hurrying into the kitchen. 
 
    “Ma'am,” a voice said, as a man dropped to his knees next to her, “are you okay?” 
 
    Turning to him, she realized that he was one of the police officers from earlier. 
 
    “I knew that sick son of a bitch was hiding something,” the officer continued. “I felt it right in my gut.” 
 
    “I told you I saw movement earlier,” the other officer said, looking around for any sign of John. “I was peering through that other window and I thought I saw just the very tip of a shoe. I wasn't wrong. I'm never wrong.” 
 
    “My name is Mack Carter,” the first officer told Charlotte, “and this is my colleague Kevin Watkins, and we're going to get you out of here. You are Charlotte Walker, aren't you?” 
 
    She hesitated, and then she nodded. 
 
    “Well, Charlotte Walker,” Mack continued, reaching past her and trying to pull the handcuff free from the radiator, “you don't have to worry now, because we -” 
 
    Before he could finish, a radio began to buzz with static. Looking up, Charlotte watched as Kevin quickly switched if off. 
 
    “I thought I told you not to bring that thing!” Mack hissed at him. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” Kevin replied, “it was supposed to be off.” 
 
    “We need to get you free,” Mack muttered, turning his attention back to the handcuff for a moment before turning to Charlotte again. “Ms. Walker, do you know where John Harrison is in this house right now?” 
 
    “I...” 
 
    For a few seconds, she wasn't sure whether she should answer. 
 
    “He's upstairs,” Kevin said. “He has to be. The bastard's probably sleeping soundly in bed and dreaming about all the sick things he's doing to do to her in the morning.” 
 
    “Ms. Walker,” Mack said, “it looks like we can't free you immediately, but we're going to get you out of here just as soon as we can. In the meantime, my colleague and I need to go and incapacitate Mr. Harrison. Do you understand?” 
 
    “There's a man named Ted Armitage you need to know about,” she told him. “He -” 
 
    “Is he here right now?” Mack asked. “This Ted Armitage guy, I mean.” 
 
    “No, but -” 
 
    “Then we need to deal with one thing at a time,” he continued. “We've had our eye on John Harrison for quite some time. We knew he'd slip up eventually, I'm sure keeping you here is just the tip of the iceberg.” 
 
    “What did he do to you?” Kevin asked. “Did he touch you? Did he force you to -” 
 
    “There'll be time for that later,” Mack said, turning and glaring at him, before getting to his feet. “Ms. Walker,” he continued, “do you happen to know what kind of weaponry Mr. Harrison has up there?” 
 
    “I don't,” she replied, “but listen, I think -” 
 
    “This is one sick individual,” Mack said firmly, interrupting her. “They laughed at us back at the station when we said we were going to bring him in, but they won't be laughing when we show up with him tonight. I've got a feeling that we're gonna find a lot of secrets buried in this house once we tear it apart, starting with the mystery of what really happened to his missing wife.” 
 
    “His wife is missing?” Charlotte asked. 
 
    “Didn't she leave him and move to Wales?” Kevin asked, furrowing his brow. 
 
    “That's far from confirmed,” Mack replied, before taking a deep breath and then looking up at the ceiling. “There's a hell of a lot that's not confirmed about this guy, but that's about to end. One way or another, we're dragging his sorry ass out of here tonight.” He turned back to Charlotte. “We'll be back in a few minutes, Ms. Walker. Don't you go anywhere.” 
 
    With that, he and Kevin began to make their way through to the hallway. 
 
    “Wait!” Charlotte hissed. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Placing a finger against his mouth, Mack turned and signaled for her to stay quiet. 
 
    “You can't just go up there!” she continued. “Do you have a warrant? Are you even on duty right now?” 
 
    “What's wrong?” Mack replied, stepping back over to her. “You haven't started to like the freak, have you?” 
 
    “He promised to let me go in the morning,” she told him. “Please, you don't have to be violent. I don't think he's a bad person.” 
 
    “We'll be the judge of that.” 
 
    “What if she warns him?” Kevin asked. “I've heard of that happening. Sometimes they fall in love with their captors and they try to help them.” 
 
    “That's a fair point,” Mack muttered, stepping closer until he was towering over her. “Say, when we were here earlier, you didn't call out to us. Why not?” 
 
    “I...” 
 
    As her voice trailed off, she realized that she wasn't quite sure how to explain that decision. 
 
    “We can't risk her making this complicated,” Kevin said. “If she warns him, he could get a jump on us.” 
 
    “Can we trust you?” Mack asked, kneeling in front of Charlotte. “Are you completely on our side?” 
 
    “I just want to go home,” she told him. “Please, my mother had a fall and I just want to go to her and make sure that she's okay.” 
 
    “We're going to get you to her,” Mack replied, placing a hand on her shoulder, “but first we need to make sure that we get you out of this hellhole. And my colleague here is right to worry that you might have fallen under this man's spell.” 
 
    “I haven't fallen under anyone's spell,” she protested, as Kevin stepped around to her other side. “Listen, I think you've got the wrong impression of John, he only -” 
 
    Suddenly Kevin placed a gag over her mouth and tied it tight. Before she could react, he also slipped a rope around her free wrist and secured her more fully against the radiator. Struggling to get free, Charlotte twisted in several different directions but she was unable to fight back as Kevin secured the gag properly. 
 
    “That's better,” Mack said, nodding sagely. “This is for your own good, Ma'am. Try not to worry.” He gave her shoulder a firm squeeze. “We're here to rescue you.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    Several minutes later, with Mack and Kevin having left the room to go upstairs, Charlotte desperately tried to get free. She was already starting to pull her wrist out from the rope, and she knew that she'd then be able to remove the gag. After a few more seconds she managed to twist her hand away and she reached up and pulled the gag aside. 
 
    Suddenly hearing loud, heavy footsteps stomping down the stairs, she looked over at the open doorway just in time to see that Mack and Kevin had returned. 
 
    “He's not there,” Mack said, clearly shocked. “Where is he?” 
 
    “Are you sure?” she asked, looking at the ceiling. “He has to be.” 
 
    “We checked every room,” Mack continued, looking around the room as if he expected John to leap out from the shadows. “I'm starting to think that the good Mr. Harrison might have already flown the coop.” 
 
    “What if he guessed we were coming and he ran?” Kevin asked. “That chickenshit coward's probably all talk and no action. When we catch up to him, I've got a mind to teach him a valuable lesson.” 
 
    “I don't think he's the running type,” Mack muttered, as he made his way over to Charlotte, “but I do think he's the type to sneak away and find his guns.” 
 
    “We should call back-up,” Kevin suggested. 
 
    “I see you got the gag off,” Mack said, peering down at Charlotte and furrowing his brow. “And you got out of that rope, too. Did you manage that all by yourself, or did you have a little help?” 
 
    “Where is he?” Kevin asked, clearly starting to become agitated as he too stepped over to her. “If you're trying to help him get a jump on us, you should know that you can be charged with aiding a criminal. And trust me, I would personally make sure that you got the book thrown at you.” 
 
    “I don't know where he is,” she replied through gritted teeth, “but I think you're in danger of escalating this into a really bad situation.” 
 
    “Your friend Mr. Harrison has already done that,” Mack replied, before reaching into his jacket and holding up a gun. “Don't worry, though, he's not the only one who's ready to defend himself. You know, I happen to think that our American cousins have the right idea when it comes to law enforcement. Fortunately, I'm more than capable of defending myself.” 
 
    “You can't be serious,” Charlotte said, trying not to panic. “Please, just undo this handcuff, I want to get out of here.” 
 
    “We need to find the key first,” Mack said. “Just stay put, and keep your mouth shut, and -” 
 
    Before he could finish, they all heard a loud thud coming from one of the other rooms. Turning, Mack aimed his gun at the doorway, while Kevin backed away into one of the corners. 
 
    “John Harrison,” Mack called out, “I need you to put down your weapons and come through with your hands up, otherwise I'm going to come in there and I'm armed. I will not hesitate to use deadly force.” 
 
    He waited. 
 
    “Do you hear me?” he continued. “You're only getting one warning, Mr. Harrison, and after that I'll feel compelled to do whatever's necessary. I really hope you're not going to turn this already difficult situation into one that could get a thousand times worse.” 
 
    He turned and gestured for Kevin to go through to the other room, so that they could try to trap John in a kind of pincer movement. Kevin hesitated, before doing exactly as he was ordered. 
 
    Charlotte watched with a growing sense of horror, but she had no idea what she could do to keep the situation from spiraling even further out of control. 
 
    Suddenly Kevin's radio burst to life again. 
 
    “Cut that thing off!” Mack hissed. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” Kevin stammered, flicking a switch on the side of the radio. “I swear I did it already!” 
 
    “Okay, Mr. Harrison,” Mack continued, with his gun still raised as he stepped out into the hallway, “we're coming for you. Don't say you weren't warned.” 
 
    As the two men disappeared through to different sides of the house, Charlotte began once again to pull desperately on the handcuff that was still keeping her attached to the radiator. She quickly realized that she was going to have to try another approach, so she turned and tried to reach the nearby drawers, in the hope that she might find something she could use to pick the lock. She was just about able to grab the top drawer, and she quickly pulled it out and let the contents spill out noisily onto the floor. 
 
    Immediately starting to sort through the various utensils and other items, she tried to think back to how Ted had picked the basement lock, although at the time she hadn't paid much attention. 
 
    Finding an attachment for some kind of device, she tried to slide the sharp end into the lock on the handcuff, but to no avail; she looked through the utensils for a moment longer, before pulling out another drawer, then another, convinced that soon she had to find something that would work. 
 
    Suddenly a shot rang out from elsewhere in the house, followed swiftly by a second, and Charlotte looked toward the doorway and froze. She couldn't be sure, but she felt that the shot had seemed to come not from a rifle but from a smaller gun, perhaps the one that Mack had been wielding. 
 
    “Did you get him?” she heard Kevin shouting. 
 
    “Mr. Harrison, you need to surrender!” Mack yelled. “This isn't the time for heroics, this is the time for calm heads to prevail!” 
 
    Looking back down at the contents of the drawers, Charlotte once again tried to find something she could use to get free. All she wanted was to get away from the house and run, and to never look back. The more she searched, however, the more she began to realize that she had no hope of breaking out of the handcuff, although after a moment she found a screwdriver and she turned to look back at the radiator. For a few seconds, she tried to figure out whether there was any way she might be able to remove the entire radiator from the wall and loosen the pipes, and she quickly realized that this idea – while somewhat unlikely – might be her best chance. 
 
    Her only chance. 
 
    She set about trying to remove some of the screws holding the radiator in place, although after a moment she stopped as she heard another gunshot. 
 
    “Get him!” Kevin shouted excitedly. 
 
    Two more shots rang out, followed by the sound of running footsteps somewhere in the house. All hell seemed to be breaking out in the other rooms. 
 
    “Come on,” Charlotte muttered under her breath, working furiously on the screws, before suddenly she was interrupted by the sound of another shot. 
 
    Looking over at the doorway, she realized that this shot had seemed to come from a much larger gun, perhaps the kind of rifle that she'd seen John with earlier. A moment later she heard another shot, this time accompanied by an agonized scream. 
 
    Hearing more footsteps, she looked over at the other door, just in time to see Kevin stumbling into shot. Clutching his bloodied belly, he slammed into the wall and tried to hold himself up, and then he looked over at Charlotte as blood ran from his mouth. 
 
    “He killed Mack!” he gasped, barely able to get the words out. Blood was dribbling from his wound and splattering against the floor. “That psycho killed Mack!” 
 
    “Where is he?” Charlotte stammered. 
 
    “He's on the floor in the other room!” Kevin sobbed. “His head's been blown off!” 
 
    “Not him!” Charlotte snapped angrily. “Where's John?” 
 
    Kevin tried to take a step forward, only for his legs to buckle. He just about managed to grab the table, and as he swung around he didn't even notice his radio fall onto the floor. 
 
    “Where's John?” Charlotte shouted. 
 
    “We need backup,” Kevin spluttered as he tried to make it to the hallway. “Help... please...” 
 
    “John, where are you?” Charlotte called out. 
 
    Kevin crawled out of view, and a moment later the front door could be heard opening. Horrified, Charlotte looked out the window, and she was just about able to see Kevin in the moonlight as he staggered toward the forest. Before he could manage another step, however, a third shot was fired and Kevin's chest exploded as he fell forward and landed in the mud. 
 
    Pulling away from the window, Charlotte realized that the house was now quiet again. She waited for some sign that John was on his way, but she heard nothing at all until – a few seconds later – the radio crackled to life on the floor. 
 
    Charlotte looked over her shoulder and realized that somehow the radio was still on. 
 
    “Officer Burnside,” a static-filled voice could just about be heard saying, “come in, do you read me? Kevin, are you and Mack out there somewhere?” 
 
    Frozen for a moment, Charlotte tried to work out what she should do next, but then she reached over and grabbed the radio. 
 
    “Kevin, Mack, are you there?” the voice continued as Charlotte held the radio up toward her ear. “If you guys are playing with this thing in the pub again, you're gonna be sorry. Didn't you hear what Reggie said about taking equipment out after hours? You guys are in so much trouble.” 
 
    Charlotte hesitated, before tapping at several buttons on the radio. 
 
    Suddenly she sensed movement nearby, and she turned just as John stormed into the room and grabbed the radio from her hands. He quickly threw it to the floor and stamped on it with his right foot, crushing the device, and then he aimed the rifle and fired, blowing the radio to smithereens as Charlotte let out a startled cry and pulled back against the radiator. 
 
    “I wasn't going to call anyone, I swear!” she gasped, looking up at him. “Please, you have to believe me...” 
 
    “I actually thought I could trust you,” he snarled, aiming the rifle at her face. “I should have known right from the start, you were just like all the others.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Barely daring to move, Charlotte remained kneeling on the kitchen floor as she listened to the horrific sound of heavy machinery out in the yard. At least a couple of hours had passed since John had stormed out of the room, and all she knew was that he was out there doing something that required large machines and lots of bright lights. 
 
    Sitting up again, she looked out the window, but she still couldn't quite figure out what was happening. Whatever John was up to, he was round the far side of the house, and the entire building was trembling as the ground continued to shake. For a moment, Charlotte felt as if John was ripping the whole world apart, and she half expected him to suddenly ride straight through the middle of the house and flatten everything. He'd seemed to be in such a rage, she wasn't sure that anything could be written off as too extreme. 
 
    Finally, with the machinery still running outside, she heard John making his way back into the house. 
 
    “Hey,” she said as he hurried into the kitchen and grabbed the remains of the radio from the floor, “you have to believe me, I wasn't going to call for help!” 
 
    Ignoring her, not even looking in her direction, he made his way back outside. 
 
    “I wasn't!” she called after him. “I swear!” 
 
    She listened to his footsteps heading away. 
 
    “Did you kill your wife?” she shouted. 
 
    The footsteps stopped. 
 
    “They told me she's missing,” she continued. Her voice was shaking with fear and she knew she shouldn't provoke her captor, but at the same time she had to know the truth. “They seemed to think that you had something to do with it.” 
 
    She waited. 
 
    “So did you?” 
 
    Again she waited, and now her mouth felt so dry. Her heart was pounding in her chest, and she was worried that she might have pushed John completely over the edge. 
 
    After a few more seconds, his footsteps resumed, heading out of the house. 
 
    “Come back!” she yelled. “John, please! I just want to know what's really happening here!” 
 
    Peering out the window once more, Charlotte was shocked to see that John had grabbed Kevin's bloodied corpse and was dragging him round to the side of the house, over toward the source of the deafening noise. She'd seen him doing the same to Mack's body earlier, but she still had no idea exactly what he was planning. A moment later she saw him hurrying back out across the yard, and he quickly disappeared along the driveway. 
 
    “Come on,” she whispered, once again trying to find some way out of the handcuffs, “you need to get away from here.” 
 
    She tried to think of some way to break free, but after a moment she realized that she was all out of ideas. 
 
    Suddenly noticing another bright light outside, she turned to see that a car was approaching the house. Hoping against hope that perhaps someone knew what Mack and Kevin had been up to, and that more officers were arriving to save the day, she was shocked after a few seconds to see that in fact John had fetched a police car, which he was now driving across the yard. She briefly saw his determined face in the light, and then the car disappeared around to the side of the house. 
 
    “I'm sorry!” she screamed, hoping that he might somehow be able to hear her as tears streamed down her face. “I wasn't helping them, I swear! I just picked the radio up, that's all!” 
 
    She waited, but all she heard – above the relentless sound of the machinery – was a loud crashing sound. 
 
    “I wasn't helping them,” she whimpered, sinking back down onto her knees as she felt all the hope draining from her heart. “I promise. I just want to get out of here. I just want to see my mum and go home.” 
 
    A moment later she heard footsteps in the house once more, and she turned to see that John was storming through from the back room. She flinched, and then she watched as he stopped in the doorway. 
 
    “What are...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off for a moment. 
 
    “What are you doing out there?” she asked, her voice trembling with fear. 
 
    “Something I should have done right at the start,” he said bluntly, staring at her with an intense expression. 
 
    “What are you going to do with me?” she stammered. 
 
    “All I wanted was to be left alone,” he replied. “I didn't ask for anyone to come here. Not you, not that other guy, not those idiots from the police station. I didn't ask for anyone to interfere in my life!” 
 
    “I was only -” 
 
    “I just wanted to be left alone!” he shouted, as his rage momentarily erupted, and then he managed to calm himself just a little. “That's not too much to ask for,” he continued. “Everyone should be left alone if that's their choice.” 
 
    “I totally agree,” she told him. “Please, you have to believe me...” 
 
    She waited, but for a moment he simply stared at her. 
 
    “Those two idiots were here on their own time,” he continued finally. “That's good, it means that there won't be as much of a paper trail connecting them to this place. It means people won't necessarily come here to search for them, at least not at first.” 
 
    “What.... what are you doing to do?” she asked. 
 
    Again she waited, as the house continued to tremble. After a moment she looked out the window and saw the bright, blinding lights in the yard, and then she heard footsteps approaching. She turned back to John, just as he reached down and began to unfasten the handcuff. As soon as she was free, she began to rub her wrist, which was worn sore from all her earlier efforts to get away. 
 
    Stepping back, John grabbed the rifle from the hallway and aimed it at her. 
 
    “Get up,” he said firmly. “Go outside. Now.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Just do it,” he replied, and Charlotte noticed that he seemed reluctant to look her in the eye. “Move.” 
 
    Slowly getting to her feet, Charlotte tried to figure out exactly what John was planning. Her mind was racing as she considered all the possibilities, but she quickly told herself to remember that he wasn't – at heart – a bad man. He was confused, and troubled, and he clearly had certain issues, but she still felt certain that deep down he was a decent and honorable guy who'd never do anything truly awful. Ted Armitage, and the two cops, had provoked him. She was innocent. 
 
    “Don't try anything,” he continued, stepping aside and gesturing for her to go out the door. “Don't make me do something I don't want to do.” 
 
    Raising her hands, she made her way to the hallway and then to the open front door. As soon as she stepped outside, the sound of the nearby engine seemed so much louder in the night air; so loud, in fact, that she instinctively stopped until she felt the rifle pressing against her back. 
 
    “Keep walking.” 
 
    Doing as she was told, Charlotte headed around to the side of the house, and then she had to use a hand to shield her eyes from the lights. Struggling to see properly, she was just about able to make out some kind of huge digger nearby; this was the source of the immense sound, and of the huge vibrations that had been shaking the house, and as its engine continued to run she took a few more steps across the mud and saw to her shock that John had used the machine to dig a huge pit. 
 
    “Don't stop,” John said, keeping pace right behind her. 
 
    Stepping forward, she saw that the pit was easily twenty feet wide and twice as long, and maybe ten feet deep. She had no idea how he could even have dug such a thing in just a few hours, but after a moment she saw several other machines parked nearby. Looking over her shoulder, she realized that John must have been storing a huge amount of equipment in the barn. She spotted the remains of the old yellow drone poking out from under a tarpaulin, and then she turned to see that John was still aiming the rifle at her. 
 
    Looking back down into the pit, she saw that a battered police car was resting at the bottom, with Mack and Kevin's bodies having been placed inside. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” she whispered, before turning to John again. “Are you going to bury them?” 
 
    “I'm going to bury all of it,” he replied through gritted teeth. “All this stuff came into my world. Your things, their things, that psychopath's things. They weren't invited. They didn't ask. They came and tried to hurt me, and I've had enough!” 
 
    “You can't just bury them and hope no-one finds out,” she told him. “They're police officers! That's a police car! Someone's going to -” 
 
    “Someone's going to come and ask if I've seen them, sure,” he replied, “but they won't ever realize that they're here. Believe me, I know how to cover any sign that the ground has been disturbed.” 
 
    “You can't -” 
 
    “That's where the past belongs,” he added. “Underground. Buried. Forgotten.” 
 
    “You can't just pretend that none of this happened!” she shouted, trying not to panic as the huge digger continued to rumble next to her. “That's not how it works, John! You can't pretend that the world doesn't exist!” 
 
    “That's where you're wrong,” he replied, before pausing for a moment. “Get in the pit, Charlotte.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Get in the pit!” 
 
    “You can't be serious,” she stammered. “John...” 
 
    “I never wanted anyone to come here,” he said firmly, his voice trembling with rage. “I never wanted a single person to ever disturb me. All of this has to go away, and I'm sorry but...” 
 
    His voice trailed off for a moment, and then he stepped closer to Charlotte with the gun still aimed at her face. 
 
    “I'm truly sorry,” he added, “but you have to get in there with the rest of them.” 
 
    “I won't ever tell anyone that I was here,” she replied, with tears in her eyes. “You have to believe me, John, I wasn't trying to call anyone on that radio. I'll just leave and never mention any of it.” 
 
    She looked down at the car, and at the two bodies. 
 
    “I'll pretend like it never happened,” she continued, turning back to him. “I promise.” 
 
    She waited, and slowly he lowered the gun. 
 
    “Just like you believed me when I told you that my wife left me?” he asked. 
 
    “It'll all be fine,” she added, hoping that he'd finally seen sense. “It'll be like I was never here.” 
 
    “I know,” he replied, “and I'm sorry.” 
 
    Suddenly he swung the butt of the rifle, slamming it hard against the side of her head and sending her toppling back. She tried to steady herself, but she could only cry out as she tumbled down the sloping, muddy side of the pit and finally landed in a heap at the bottom. Letting out a gasp of pain as she felt a twisting sensation in her ankle, she saw that she was right next to the police car, and for a moment she could only stare in horror at the sight of the two dead officers wedged inside. 
 
    A moment later, hearing an even louder rumbling sound, she looked up just in time to see that John was in the digger. Before she had time to react, she saw that he was pushing a huge pile of dirt and soil into the pit. As massive chunks rained down on top of her, all she could do was raise her hands for protection and scream. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    As more huge clumps of soil and stone crashed down against her, Charlotte scrambled through the darkness on all fours and finally took cover by crawling through the police car's broken window and stopping for a moment next to its upturned back seat. 
 
    More dirt was falling into the pit, slamming into the car with a series of constant heavy thuds. Trying not to panic, Charlotte looked around and saw the two dead bodies wedged into the car, and then she saw several bags that had been thrown in for good measure. Pulling one of the bags open, she found that John had gathered together anything that might show that there'd been visitors to the house over the previous few days. The contents of her pockets, which he'd removed when he'd first taken her prisoner, were in the bag, along with a few of Ted's items too. 
 
    The car shook as more dirt crashed down, and when she looked out Charlotte realized that the pit was filling up fast. She could see a huge cloud of dust filling the air, partially blocking the light from above, but a moment later more soil tumbled into the pit, partially obscuring the night sky. In that moment, she realized that soon there'd be no way out. 
 
    Crawling over Mack's body, she reached for the car's radio and tried desperately to call for help. 
 
    “Hello?” she said, pressing every button but succeeding only in eliciting a clicking sound from the unit. “Is anyone there? Can anyone hear me? Please, you have to hurry! He's going to kill me!” 
 
    She waited, but there was no sign that the radio was working at all. 
 
    “Hello,” she continued, trying more buttons, even though she was sure she'd pressed all of them at least once already, “I don't know if anyone can hear me, but I'm at...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off as she realized that she didn't even know how to describe her location. Even if she managed to get through to someone, she might be able to do little more than let them know her name, and that she was about to die. 
 
    “Please,” she stammered, “if anyone's out there, my name's Charlotte Walker and a man named John Harrison is...” 
 
    Again, she couldn't quite finish the sentence. 
 
    “Can anyone hear me?” she asked again, but all she heard in response was static. 
 
    Glancing over her shoulder, she saw Kevin's body. The dead man's eyes were staring almost directly at her, almost as if he was accusing her of being responsible for his death. After all, she realized, none of the madness would be happening if she hadn't been kidnapped on the road a few days earlier, if she hadn't attracted the attention of a psychopath. If she hadn't gone on that stupid date with Richard. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said finally, before reaching past Mack's bloodied corpse and searching for any other radio or phone that she might be able to use. “If you guys have anything here, now would be the time to come back to life for few seconds and let me know.” 
 
    Dropping the radio, she turned and tried to find anything else in the car that she might be able to use to call for help. 
 
    Looking back into the bag, she spotted her wallet. She knew that wouldn't help, but a moment later she saw Ted's phone. Grabbing it with shaking hands, she tried to switch it on, and she was surprised to find that it still had a little battery. As dirt continued to rain down all around the car, she tried to use the phone to call the police, but after just a few seconds the battery died. 
 
    “No!” she shouted, realizing that her last hope was lost. “Please, come back!” 
 
    She tried again to switch the phone on, but she already knew that she was too late. 
 
    She threw the phone aside and slumped back, and for a few seconds she simply waited to die. She looked over at the bodies of Mack and Kevin and she realized that she was about to join them, and she began to consider the possibility that John's plan was going to work, that she and everything else in the pit would simply be buried and lost forever, that no-one would ever find out where she was or what had happened to her. Even her mother would never know the truth. 
 
    She'd just be gone. 
 
    She'd vanish, leaving nothing behind, not even a body. 
 
    “I'm sorry, Mum,” she sobbed, as the car shuddered under the weight of more and more soil falling into the pit, “I was coming to help you, I swear. I didn't just flake out on you.” 
 
    For a moment, she imagined her mother desperately trying to find her; she thought of police appeals, and searches, and sniffer dogs going through the forest. She thought of her internet search history being checked, and her messages, to see whether she might have run off with someone. She thought of her friends and family being interviewed, of her whole life getting torn apart for clues. And she thought of her mother, lost and alone in the middle of all the madness, never finding out what had happened to her daughter. 
 
    And then, glancing at the bag again, she spotted something that looked like another mobile phone. She almost didn't bother checking, but after a moment she grabbed the object and found that it was the control unit for Ted's drone. She flicked a switch on the side, bringing it to life, and she was stunned to see a picture appear on the little video screen, showing a grainy view of the digger from behind. 
 
    Somehow, partially destroyed and mostly hidden under tarpaulin, the drone was still at least somewhat active. And its camera was working. 
 
    She quickly tried to figure out the controls. She knew that at least a couple of the drone's engines were damaged, but she found that she was at least able to make the damn thing move. The tarpaulin was holding it down, but after fiddling for a moment longer she managed to get the drone to start rising back up into the air. She tried to send it forward, only for it to bump back against the side of the house, and then – finally getting the hang of the controls – she sent the drone on a wobbly path toward the side of the digger. 
 
    Staring at the screen, she saw John through the drone's camera, and she realized that she had one chance to distract him. After adjusting her grip on the controls, she sent the drone slamming forward until it hit the window on the digger's side, and she saw John turn and stare in shock as she then turned the drone and began to move it around to the other end of the machine. 
 
    After a moment, dirt stopped falling into the pit, and Charlotte managed to turn the drone around so that she could see John climbing down from the digger's cab. She'd managed to grab his attention, and she watched as he hurried toward the drone and reached out to grab it; she swung the drone around, out of his reach, and then she drove it straight into his face. He pushed it away, and she sent the drone back over toward the house and then she watched as John – clearly angry – rushed closer. 
 
    Now. 
 
    Dropping the control unit, she scrambled out of the upturned police car. She had to push chunks of dirt aside, but she quickly made it to the pit's far end and she immediately began to scramble up the sloping, muddy side. She almost fell a couple of times, but after a few more attempts she managed to reach the top. Rolling over onto her side, she stayed low as she looked back toward the other side of the pit, and after just a few seconds she saw John step into view. 
 
    He looked down at the partially-covered car, and then he tossed the drone down into the pit before stepping back over to the digger. 
 
    As dust continued to swirl in the air, Charlotte had to put a hand over her mouth to keep from coughing. She watched as John resumed his work with the digger, and soon more soil tumbled down into the pit. Within just a few more seconds, the police car was completely covered, and Charlotte thought of the two bodies down there in the darkness. She couldn't see John in the digger's cab now, but she knew he was there, and she began to worry that he might spot her. 
 
    Turning, she crawled away from the pit and quickly reached the treeline, where she once again stopped and looked back. Bright lights burned through the huge cloud of dust that was still rising from the pit, and even at a distance of twenty or thirty feet she could feel the ground trembling. The digger's engine rumbled loudly and the mechanical arm seemed almost to scream as it pushed more and more dirt into the pit. 
 
    Finally, terrified that she might be spotted, Charlotte turned and stumbled to her feet, and then she set off through the forest, hurrying away from the light, heading into the darkness. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    Morning light streamed through the forest as Charlotte stumbled between the trees. Barely even conscious, she was somehow managing to put one foot in front of the other, at least for now; she knew that the end was near, however, and that sooner rather than later she was going to collapse and never get up again. 
 
    At least I'll be found. At least he didn't get me. 
 
    As she made her way down a steep slope, her right foot slipped slightly. She steadied herself against a tree, and then she tried to walk again, only to fall and land hard on her knees. She rolled onto her side and waited for a moment to get some strength back, and then she tried to stand, only to find that she was far too weak. Taking a deep breath, she looked out through the forest and realized that she'd found the spot where she was going to die. 
 
    “Goodbye, Mum,” she whispered, barely able to get the words out at all. “I love you.” 
 
    She began to close her eyes. 
 
    Suddenly, a few seconds later, she heard the distinctive sound of a car driving along a road. She blinked, convinced that the sound had to be all in her mind, but after a moment she sat up and listened as the car disappeared into the distance. 
 
    Hauling herself up, she hurried between the trees, and suddenly she realized she could see a road ahead. 
 
    “Hey!” she yelled, filled with one final burst of energy as she scrambled between the trees. She could see a car far ahead, heading around a corner, and she started waving frantically. “Stop! Wait! I need help!” 
 
    Emerging from the forest, she stopped as she found that she was on a rocky ledge overlooking the road. After taking a couple of steps forward, she looked over the edge and saw that the road was about twenty, maybe even thirty feet down, but when she glanced over her shoulder she realized that she could pick her way down slowly by following a narrow path. And where there was a road, there had to be – eventually – more people. 
 
    Turning, she began to make her way toward the path, only to stop suddenly as John stepped out of the forest and blocked her way. 
 
    “What -” 
 
    For a moment, she couldn't believe that he was real. 
 
    “Did you think I wouldn't realize?” he asked. “That drone didn't start flying itself last night. I admit, it took me a few minutes to figure out exactly what had happened. At first I thought maybe the stupid thing had malfunctioned, but finally I understood. After that, it was just a matter of tracking you through the forest. Don't take this the wrong way, Charlotte, but you weren't exactly careful. You might as well have been wearing a big neon suit and firing off flares every five minutes.” 
 
    “No,” she replied. 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “No,” she said again, through gritted teeth. “You're not really here. You can't be. You're a hallucination.” 
 
    “That'd certainly be a lot easier, wouldn't it?” 
 
    “You can't be here!” she screamed, with tears in her eyes. “All I want is to go home! I'm so close!” 
 
    “You know that's not going to happen,” he told her. “I admit that I've massively screwed up this situation, and for that I'm sorry, but my position remains unchanged. I didn't ask to be dragged into your mess, and I'm not going to let my life get turned upside down by someone else's problems. This ends. Now.” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “You're not really in a good position to argue,” he pointed out. “I'm not blind to the fact that you've been through a hell of a lot over the past few days. I'm impressed that you made it this far, but all journeys have to end eventually.” He paused. “It would have been better,” he added finally, “if our paths had simply never crossed.” 
 
    She stared at him for a moment, before turning and starting to make her way toward the other end of the ridge. She could already see another path down to the road, and she figured that hopefully John was going to leave her alone, that he was just a hallucination thrown into her path by her addled mind. 
 
    “Charlotte.” 
 
    Suddenly he grabbed her shoulder from behind and pulled her back. Spinning around, she reached up to push him away, but he gripped her wrists and forced her to stay put. 
 
    “You shouldn't have come out here,” he said firmly. 
 
    “It wasn't exactly my choice.” 
 
    “I'm going to make this very quick,” he continued. “I don't want you to suffer.” 
 
    “Then let me go.” 
 
    “We're way beyond that point.” 
 
    “You're insane,” she told him. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “No, really, you are,” she continued. “You think you're somehow noble, that you're doing the right thing, but you're no better than that Ted guy. In fact, you might even be worse.” 
 
    “You know that's not true.” 
 
    “Then prove it!” she snapped. “Let me go!” 
 
    “It'll be over in just a couple of seconds.” 
 
    “What are you going to do,” she asked, “throw me off this thing?” 
 
    She waited for an answer, and then she realized that she might be right. She looked down at the road below, and then she turned to him again. 
 
    “I don't want to die,” she whimpered. 
 
    “Some things just have to happen. I'm not a murderer, Charlotte. I'm just a man who wants to live his life without the rest of the world interfering. You, and all those other people, should have just left me alone.” 
 
    “Please, I'm begging you, I'll do anything but I really don't want to die! Not like this, not now, not here!” 
 
    “Don't make this any harder than it has to be.” 
 
    “Screw you,” she replied, before pulling away and trying to run back into the forest. “I'm not -” 
 
    Before she'd managed even a couple of paces, he grabbed her from behind and pulled her back. She started struggling wildly to get free, slamming her elbow into his chest, but he'd already managed to put an arm around her and a moment later he carried her right over to the edge of the ridge. No matter how hard she tried to break away, she could feel that John's grip on her was getting tighter, and she knew that at any moment he was about to send her hurtling over the side. Looking down, she saw the road far below, and in that instant she understood that she'd never be able to escape John's clutches. 
 
    Suddenly he put his hands on the side of her head, and she realized that he wasn't planning to throw her over the edge at all. Not alive, anyway. He was going to break her neck first. 
 
    “It's going to be easy,” he whispered. “So easy. You won't feel a thing. I'm so sorry.” 
 
    “Don't be,” she replied, managing to muster a faint smile. “You might actually have a damn good point.” 
 
    She saw the confusion in his eyes, and she chose that moment to grab his arms tight and throw herself back. He tried to pull away, but he was too late to resist the momentum. Together they tumbled over the edge and fell down toward the road. 
 
    For a moment, time seemed to stand still, and that was all the opportunity Charlotte needed. She gripped John's shoulders tight and twisted him around in midair, and in the process she managed to position herself on top of him. Looking down, she saw his horrified face as the ground raced up to meet them, and then she braced herself as she realized that the moment of impact had arrived. 
 
    Charlotte landed on top of John as they hit the tarmac, and she immediately felt his ribs – his entire chest, even – break beneath her weight. Blood burst from his mouth, splattering her face, and she felt her own arms crack as she rolled off and fell to the side, landing flat on her back and staring up at the sky. After a moment she turned to her left and she watched as John twitched slightly. He coughed up more blood, but his eyes had already glazed over and a few seconds later he let out one final gasp before falling still. 
 
    Feeling intense pain every time she took a breath, Charlotte turned and looked the other way, just as she heard a car approaching. Sure enough, a vehicle pulled up nearby and a horrified man stepped out of his car, clearly shocked by the sight that had greeted him just as he'd driven around the corner. For a moment the man seemed frozen by the awful sight, but then he hurried over and looked down at her. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked, before turning to John. “Is he...” 
 
    He hesitated, and then he pulled a phone from his pocket. 
 
    “I'm going to get help,” he stammered. “Just hold tight and I'll get someone here who knows what to do.” 
 
    Charlotte turned back to look at John. 
 
    “Sorry,” she gasped, as she began to taste blood in the back of her throat. “I really wouldn't have told anyone about what happened at your farm. You should have...” 
 
    Suddenly she started coughing, spraying blood from her mouth as the man from the car frantically called for an ambulance. 
 
    “I didn't want you to come after me,” she continued finally, staring at John's dead face. “You didn't need to. You should have just left me alone.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    “Nonsense,” Charlotte's mother Heather said one week later, as she got to her feet in the hospital room, “I'm going to go down there to look after you for a while. You can't live all alone in that pokey little London flat, not after everything you've been through.” 
 
    “Mum, really, I'm fine,” she replied, but her mother had already shuffled around the bed and was busy rearranging the pillows. “You don't have to fuss.” 
 
    “It'll only be for a short while,” Heather continued. “Just until you're back on your feet.” 
 
    “I'm already walking,” Charlotte pointed out, even though she knew that there was no way she'd ever be able to change her mother's mind. “I'm not an invalid. It's just going to take time for my broken bones to heal, that's all.” 
 
    She paused as she thought back to the moment she'd landed on John. Even one week later, she could still feel his bones shattering, and sometimes she woke up screaming in the night, convinced that his blood was once again all over her face. She'd been offered drugs that the doctors claimed might banish the nightmares, but she was determined to wait for the worst of the terror to go away naturally. That, she figured, was probably going to be a better solution in the long run. 
 
    She waited while Heather finished arranging the pillows. 
 
    “How long is that going to take you?” she asked finally. 
 
    “I'm almost done.” 
 
    “Honestly, the pillows are fine.” 
 
    “I'll be the judge of that,” her mother said, before stopping. “There. Done. I don't want you straining your back while you're in here.” 
 
    “You can stay for one month,” Charlotte said, somewhat reluctantly. She didn't want to sound too ungrateful. “Tops.” 
 
    “I'll stay for as long as I'm needed, and that's that.” 
 
    “Two months and that's my final offer.” 
 
    “Three.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “We'll see.” 
 
    For a moment, an awkward silence fell between them. Charlotte still hadn't gone into a huge amount of detail with her mother; she certainly hadn't told her about the heads on a spike, or about almost getting buried alive in a giant pit, or about quite how she'd survived the final fall. She felt that there were some parts of the story that only the police needed to know. 
 
    “I thought I wouldn't ever see you again, Charlotte,” Heather said finally, her voice cracking a little as tears filled her eyes. “I tried to keep hoping and praying, but there was a part of me that thought you were gone and that I'd never even find out what had happened to you. It was almost as if that great big forest had just swallowed you up and wasn't ever going to spit you back out.” 
 
    “I know,” Charlotte replied, “I thought the same thing.” 
 
    Heather hesitated, before reaching over and giving her daughter a big hug. 
 
    “I love you, Mum,” Charlotte said, struggling to hold back tears. A moment later she saw Chief Inspector Walton stepped into the doorway, and she realized that she was going to have to endure yet another exhausting conversation with the police. “Hey, Mum, I know this is a big ask,” she continued, “but would you mind popping down to the shop for a few minutes?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “We've finished our work at John Harrison's farm,” Walton said a few minutes later, as he stood at Charlotte's bedside. “Everything was exactly as you described it, including the bodies that had been buried inside the car.” 
 
    “I wasn't lying,” she replied. 
 
    “I never thought that you were,” he told her. “I have to admit, though, that some parts of your story were difficult to believe. I wondered whether you were remembering it all the right way, but most of it's checking out so far. We've been digging into Mr. Harrison's history, and he certainly seems to have been living off the grid for as long as possible. The guy was something of a loner.” 
 
    “That's the understatement of the year.” 
 
    “We even spoke to his ex-wife. She confirmed that he'd begun to spiral out of control shortly after they moved out there.” 
 
    “You found his wife?” 
 
    “Samantha Harrison, yes,” he replied. “She lives in Wales now. She's remarried. To be honest, she didn't seem particularly keen to talk about her first husband.” 
 
    “He was telling the truth, then,” she muttered, as she thought back to the claims that Mack and Kevin had made about John's wife. They'd strongly suggested that he'd murdered her, although she'd never quite believed that such an awful thing could be true. 
 
    And she'd believed them, at least for a moment; at least enough to confront John. She couldn't help but wonder whether it had been that moment that, in his eyes, had sealed her fate. 
 
    “The only part of your story that we can't verify,” Walton continued, as he flipped back through his notebook, “is this business about a man named Ted Armitage.” 
 
    “Have you been to his farm?” 
 
    “We've scoured the maps, all the records, we've even had people going door-to-door, but we simply can't locate the place that you described. Are you sure that you weren't...” 
 
    His voice trailed off for a moment. 
 
    “You were under a great deal of stress,” he added finally, choosing his words with care. “Do you think it's possible that you might have imagined part of what happened?” 
 
    “I was there!” she said firmly. “I saw him kill a woman! I saw heads on spikes!” 
 
    “And you can't be more specific about the location of this farm?” 
 
    “I told you everything I know!” 
 
    “We've even looked at satellite photos,” he explained. “It's a very large area to cover, so obviously I can't completely discount the possibility that we've missed something, but we keep coming up blank. I'm going to make sure that the investigation remains active for the time being, but it's really not looking like we're going to find anything.” 
 
    As those last words left his lips, his phone briefly buzzed. He checked the screen, and then he took a step back. 
 
    “I'm sorry, Ms. Walker,” he continued, “but I'm afraid I'm going to have to head off. I'll be back in a day or two. I understand you might be leaving hospital soon. That's great news. I'll be in touch.” 
 
    With that, he turned and headed to the door. 
 
    “What about his truck?” Charlotte asked. 
 
    Stopping, he glanced back at her. 
 
    “Did you find Ted Armitage's truck?” she continued. 
 
    He hesitated. 
 
    “We did find a vehicle in the location that you indicated,” he said cautiously. “The plates were fake. After we did some digging, we determined that the vehicle had been listed as stolen several years back. Of course, since it was submerged, there's very little forensic evidence for us to go on.” 
 
    “That's his truck!” 
 
    “We might -” 
 
    “What about his body?” she asked. “Did you find it?” 
 
    “The truck was empty.” 
 
    “Then you have to search the lake,” she continued. “If you find him, you can identify him properly, and then you might be able to locate his farm. There are so many bodies there, they have to be found, their relatives have to be informed.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” he told her, “but we've already sent divers down and there's really no sign of a body in the water. We're still working to figure out what happened, but -” 
 
    “I told you what happened!” she said angrily. 
 
    “Trust to get some rest,” he replied, clearly unconvinced. “We'll figure everything out in due course. It's just a matter of putting the pieces together and finding out what fits.” 
 
    As Walton walked away, Charlotte leaned back in the bed and let out a frustrated sigh. She knew that her story – especially the part about Ted Armitage and his gruesome collection of heads – was somewhat shocking, but she felt extremely annoyed that she wasn't being taken more seriously. She'd shown them that she was right about John Harrison, in which case she didn't understand why they seemed to think that the Ted Armitage part of her claims was suddenly so difficult to accept. Somehow, that man had apparently slipped entirely out of view. Even his corpse stubbornly refused to show up. 
 
    “There you are,” Heather said, shuffling back into the room, carrying some cans of soda and a few packets of sweets. “I saw that nice policeman on my way back up. He told me he's going to have to talk to you again.” 
 
    “That's standard procedure,” Charlotte replied, suddenly feeling very tired. “They still have so much to pick through, I think it's going to take them a long time to understand everything that happened out there. I'm not sure they quite believe it all yet.” 
 
    “You're going to need time too,” Heather pointed out. “After everything you've been through, sweetheart, the last thing you should do is push yourself.” 
 
    “I'll be fine,” Charlotte said. “What doesn't kill you only makes you stronger, right? And I survived.” She paused for a moment as she stared straight ahead and thought back to the vast forest. “I survived all the things that were waiting to try to kill me out there.” 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 1 
 
      
 
    One year later... 
 
      
 
    “To tell you the truth,” Josh said, with a slightly nervous smile, “this is my first date in a long time. I've almost forgotten how they work.” 
 
    “Me too,” Charlotte replied, before glancing around yet again, watching the people at nearby tables and checking that none of them were eavesdropping. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” 
 
    Turning back to Josh, she realized that she was coming across as being pretty skittish. She tried to calm down, but at the same time she felt she was on the verge of having flashbacks to the last time she'd gone on a date. She was starting to think that perhaps she hadn't been ready to try again. Not yet. 
 
    “I'm really sorry,” she said finally, “and I know this is going to sound awful, but I think... I think coming here tonight was a mistake.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “For me, I mean,” she continued with a sigh. “I've just been through a lot of stuff, and I thought I was cool with it, and I let Hayley convince me that I was ready, and you seem like a really nice guy but...” 
 
    As her voice trailed off, she looked at Josh and realized that she wasn't being entirely honest. In truth, while she was certainly still feeling the after-effects of her experience a year earlier, she had to admit that she wasn't really getting much of a spark from this Josh guy. Hayley had described him as 'solid' and 'reliable' and 'a rock', and she was starting to realize that these had all just been synonyms for 'dull' and 'bland'. She hated herself for feeling that way, but she couldn't deny the truth any longer. 
 
    “I don't think I can do this,” she added finally. “Dinner. Drinks. The whole date thing. I'm sorry, do you hate me?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Well, it was a fun half-date,” Josh said as they wandered along the street, heading back to the station. “I mean, what was it... a third of a date? Something like that? A quarter?” 
 
    Charlotte felt bad, but she didn't really know how to respond. She knew, however, that she'd done the right thing by ending the date early. She'd detected absolutely no spark whatsoever with Josh, and she was surprised that Hayley had even tried to set them up in the first place. She knew that the guy was probably perfectly nice and entirely inoffensive, but 'nice' and 'inoffensive' really weren't doing anything for her. Even Richard – who was now in a relationship with someone – had seemed more promising. 
 
    “So this is me,” she said suddenly, stopping at a street corner as she realized that she wanted to get away, even if that meant taking a slightly longer route. “Thanks again for tonight. I hope it wasn't too awful. And I'm sorry again, I wasn't really much fun and I should have canceled before you went to all the trouble of getting a train all the way across town.” 
 
    “Don't worry,” he replied. “To be honest, I don't really get out much, anyway. I know you're probably wondering why Hayley tried to set you up with me, but I actually think it was me she was trying to help this time.” 
 
    “She thinks I'm a charity case,” Charlotte told him. 
 
    “No! Actually, it's the opposite. I'm the charity case in this situation.” 
 
    “What makes you think that?” 
 
    “She's been on at me lately to see people more,” he explained. “A while back I moved a little way out of town, and Hayley thinks it's bad for me to go weeks on end without seeing another soul. She doesn't seem to understand that I like it out there.” He shrugged. “Maybe it's a bad thing, but I like people leaving me alone so that I can get on with my shit undisturbed. I don't want to be bothered all the time.” 
 
    Charlotte opened her mouth to ask him more about his new lifestyle, but then she hesitated as she realized that for the first time that night – in fact, for the first time in what felt like forever – she was interested. The change wasn't just in her head, either; she could feel her body waking up, as if she was reacting to Josh on some kind of deep, primal level. She knew that it was strange to like someone who suddenly reminded her of John Harrison, but she figured that she couldn't help the way she felt. Besides, the lure was magnetic. She could barely keep herself from jumping all over him. 
 
    “Have a nice life,” he said, before turning and starting to walk away. 
 
    “Wait!” 
 
    He stopped and glanced back at her. 
 
    Although she told herself that she was being irrational, Charlotte couldn't deny that some kind of switch seemed to have been flicked in her soul. Whereas a moment earlier Josh had seemed boring, now everything had been turned on its head and she felt as if she couldn't get enough of him. Not wanting to seem too desperate, however, she took a moment to figure out what to say next. 
 
    “Do you want to get a drink somewhere?” she asked. 
 
    “With you?” he replied, clearly shocked and a little confused. “I mean... I thought...” 
 
    “I know a little place just round the corner,” she told him. “They do great cocktails, and I just figure maybe we should get to know one another better. Come on, let's give it one more try.” 
 
    She waited, and for a few seconds she was worried that she'd already scared him away. 
 
    “Sure,” he said finally. “Lead the way.” 
 
    “Down here,” she told him, and they began to walk along a smaller side street. 
 
    “I have to be honest,” Josh said, “I actually thought this date had gone pretty badly. I didn't want to admit that, but I was totally bluffing when I said that it didn't matter. I just thought that I'd bored you stiff.” 
 
    “Don't be silly,” she replied, tucking a stray strand of hair behind her ear and she allowed herself a faint smile. She wanted to jump all over him, but she knew that she had to at least play things cool for a little while longer. “So tell me more about your life out in the middle of nowhere.” 
 
    “It's stupid, really,” he replied. “I just wanted a chance of pace. I wanted to try something new, and more than anything I really wanted to slow down. And do you know the best thing about being out there in the countryside? People leave me alone. Like, they actually -” 
 
    Suddenly, before she could stop herself, Charlotte turned and threw herself at him, kissing him before he even knew what was happening. The kiss, which she couldn't control at all, lasted for a few seconds before she pulled back a little. She could see the shock in his eyes, but she was pretty sure that she was even more shocked. 
 
    “Do you want to skip the bar?” she asked breathlessly. “Do you want to come back to my place?” 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 2 
 
      
 
    “Oh come on!” Harriet Ward said with a sigh as she looked down into the bonnet of her car and saw some kind of steam rising from the left-hand side of the engine. “Why does this kind of thing always happen to me?” 
 
    For a moment she felt utterly, hopelessly lost. She'd always planned to take some kind of course so that she'd know basic car maintenance tips, but she'd never quite found the time, and now she had no idea what to do. Turning, she looked both ways along the barren forest road, and she realized that she was several miles from civilization. She'd passed a town a while back, and she could only hope that there was a garage, so she made her way to the car door and reached in to grab her phone. 
 
    “Typical,” she said, sighing again as she saw that she had no signal. She waved her phone in the air, but still she had no luck. 
 
    Realizing that her only option was to take a walk into town, she began to lock the car, but then she heard the sound of a vehicle approaching. Turning, she was overjoyed to see a red pick-up truck rolling to a halt not too far away, and she began to make her way over as a man stepped out of the truck. 
 
    “You having trouble here?” he asked. 
 
    “It's something to do with the engine, I think,” she told him. “I stopped at a service station a while back, just for a bite to eat, and after I left I noticed a little juddery noise. I should have turned back immediately, but I told myself that it was nothing serious and that I'd be able to make it home, and now look at me. Stranded in the middle of nowhere!” 
 
    “Not anymore, you're not,” the man replied with a grin. “Today might be your lucky day after all. I happen to work with engines for a living, I'd be happy to take a look and see if I can fix this for you.” 
 
    “That would be amazing,” she told him, almost crying with gratitude. “I won't bore you with the details, but I've had a hell of a day, and I just want to get home and climb into a nice hot bath.” 
 
    “Hopefully we can get you underway in no time,” the man said with a friendly smile, as he made his way to the back of the truck and grabbed some tools. “You know, I don't normally come this way. Not a lot of people do. On another day, you might have been waiting several hours for help.” 
 
    “I think that would have just about finished me off,” she admitted. 
 
    “I've never met an engine yet that I couldn't coax back to life,” he replied. “I'm sure I can at least bodge it together long enough for you to get home, and then you'll probably have to get it looked at by someone at your local garage.” 
 
    “You have my eternal gratitude,” she told him, as he walked past her and stopped to look at the engine. 
 
    “I see the problem,” he said after just a few seconds, pointing at one particular spot. “You've got a cut line here. Strange, I don't see how something like that could have happened, but like I told you, I should be able to patch it up. I reckon it'll only take me half an hour or so.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she replied, heading around to the door and reaching in for her phone, only to find that it was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Remembering that she'd left the phone balanced next to the engine, she made her way around to the front of the car, only to once again draw a blank. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” she said cautiously, “but have you seen a gray phone anywhere around here? I'm sure I left it out.” 
 
    “Sorry, I haven't seen anything.” 
 
    “I must be losing my marbles,” she replied as she walked around to the other side of the car to continue her search. “I suppose I shouldn't be too surprised. After today, it's a wonder I can even think straight.” 
 
    She began to search methodically for her phone, although she was becoming more and more certain that she remembered placing it on the front of the car. Still, she knew that it wasn't there now, and the kind gentleman had already told her that he hadn't moved it, so she figured that she must simply have made a mistake. 
 
    “Still no luck?” the man asked after a couple of minutes. 
 
    “It seems to have disappeared into thin air.” 
 
    “Do you mind if I ask you something?” 
 
    She turned and saw that he was staring at her. 
 
    “Is anything the matter?” she asked. 
 
    He hesitated, and then he shook his head. 
 
    “No, forget it,” he told her, “it's not important. I should mind my own business.” 
 
    “It's quite alright,” she replied, although she couldn't possibly imagine what he wanted to know. “What's on your mind?” 
 
    She waited, and she couldn't help but notice that his stare now seemed somewhat intense. 
 
    “It's just a silly little thing, really,” he continued, “but I can't help wondering... Why didn't you talk to your sister at the funeral today? It just seems like your own father's funeral would be the perfect time and place to try to heal a little family rift. I suppose I'm just wondering why you zoomed in and out of the funeral without really talking to anyone. Considering the nature of the occasion, that just seemed a little... rude.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to reply, but the words caught in the back of her throat. 
 
    “I just thought to myself,” the man added, “Ted, what's going on with this woman? Why did she act like that when she could so easily have done the right thing instead?” 
 
    As Harriet tried to work out how to answer, and indeed how the man knew anything about her father's funeral at all, she suddenly became aware of just how far she was from civilization. She couldn't help thinking about the vast forest that stretched out from either side of the road, and about the fact that there was probably not a single other soul anywhere out there for miles. 
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 Also available 
 
      
 
    TRILL 
 
      
 
    Following the death of her estranged father, Jessica Lace travels to his remote Scottish home. She soon discovers that, in his final years, her father became increasingly concerned about the possibility that he was being haunted.

As she explores the house, Jessica begins to wonder why her father had the place divided up into three separate apartments. He was never able to rent out the empty spaces, instead leaving them to sit untouched while he lived in just one small part of the house. Meanwhile, local people continued to whisper to one another that the ghost of a long-dead woman – the mysterious Ethel Hogsflesh – could sometimes be seen at the house's windows.

Jessica soon decides to knock down the walls that her father put up. As she does so, however, she begins to understand why he had those walls installed in the first place. Was the house really haunted by Ethel's ghost? If so, did her father discover a way to ward her off? And is Jessica in danger of undoing all his work and unleashing a horrific force of evil?

By the time she realizes that the truth is so much worse, Jessica might have made a mistake she can never take back. 
 
   


  
 

 Also available 
 
      
 
    THE HOUSE ON FISHER STREET 
 
      
 
    One house on Fisher Street is different to all the others. Protected by a state-of-the-art security system, this particular house is clearly owned by someone who has a lot of money. Somebody definitely lives there, yet he never leaves the property. He lives all alone, adhering to a strict routine, seemingly oblivious to the rest of the world.

Paula has already told her boyfriend Ryan that they're leaving town, and that they have to put their criminal activities in the past. When they're offered the chance to help break into the house on Fisher Street, however, they find themselves tempted by the prospect of one final payday. If the rumors about the house are true, they could make enough money to start their new lives with a bang. And the plan is so good, so airtight, that nobody has to get hurt.

By the time they realize their mistake, Paula, Ryan and Davey are in a trap from which no-one has ever escaped before.

Edward Van Dorsey is far from defenseless. Obsessed with his family's military history, Edward needs fresh victims for his hideous games. All he wants is to show the world that the Van Dorsey family can rise again and reclaim its position as one of the most powerful forces in the world. And while he waits for an opportunity to really show his strength, he's more than happy to hone his skills by taking out three helpless intruders.

The House on Fisher Street is a horror novel about a girl who wants a fresh start, a man who wants to bring back the glory days, and a house that hides all manner of dark secrets. 
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