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    For fifteen years, Ted Armitage has managed to keep his crimes under the radar. After a chance encounter on the road, however, everything's about to change. 
 
      
 
    Chief Inspector John Noad has always suspected that a killer is on the loose in Twist Valley. Now he's finally on the trail of a man who has left nothing but pain and suffering in his wake. As Noad and his colleague Warren Pacey begin to close in on Armitage, they discover more about the man's past. Who is Ted Armitage really, and why has he killed so many women? And how has he managed to stay hidden for so long? 
 
      
 
    Charlotte Stewart has tried to live a quiet life since she escaped from Ted's clutches. When the police knock on her door and ask for her help, she initially refuses, but deep down she knows that she has to do whatever it takes in order to make sure that Ted faces justice. Even if that means returning to the farm where she almost died. Or is she about to walk into a trap? 
 
      
 
    The Great Beyond is the third and final book in the Ted Armitage trilogy about a killer who wants to teach the world a lesson, a woman who thought she'd escaped, and a detective who's about to discover the shocking truth that connects them all. 
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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    “You don't have to do this,” Noad said firmly, staring at the barrel of the gun and trying very hard to remain calm. “Think about your legacy.” 
 
    “My legacy?” 
 
    Ted hesitated, before starting to laugh. 
 
    “I don't care about my legacy,” he explained. “I don't have a legacy. This has always been about two things, and two things only. First, there's my desire to help people. I only succeeded once, but that's not too bad, not when you factor human nature into the equation. And second, there's always been a battle, hasn't there? You and I have always been aware of one another, always fighting to come out on top.” 
 
    “I'm not sure that I'd put it quite like -” 
 
    “That battle ends today,” Ted said firmly. “After all this time, I've finally come out on top, and there's nothing you can do about that.” 
 
    “I don't think you really believe it's over,” Noad told him. 
 
    “It doesn't matter what you think,” Ted replied. “But if you don't believe me, then there's really one very easy way to prove my point.” 
 
    “Listen to me,” Noad said, holding his hands up, “I only want -” 
 
    Before he could get another word out, Ted pulled the trigger, firing a single shot that immediately sent Noad crumpling down to the forest floor. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Several days earlier... 
 
      
 
    Out on a remote road in the heart of Twist Valley, with only a vast and ancient forest surrounding them for miles and miles in every direction, two figures stood between their vehicles. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” Wendy said, “what did you just...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off. 
 
    “It's just something that's been bugging me,” Ted Armitage said, as he removed his sunglasses. “I happened to be in that cafe yesterday. You know, the one with the big glass windows overlooking a car park outside the -” 
 
    “I know what cafe you're talking about,” she said cautiously, before swallowing hard. “That's not what I meant. I just don't quite understand why you're asking me about a private conversation I had there with a friend. Do you know Debs?” 
 
    “Oh, I was just in there minding my own business,” he explained, “and suddenly I noticed your voice. It's a little problem I get now and again, someone's voice drifts into my head and...” 
 
    He hesitated, and then he offered a nervous smile. 
 
    “Anyway, that's by the by,” he continued. “The point is, I overheard you telling your friend – Debs, right? - that you were thinking of breaking up with your boyfriend when you go back to university in September, and I couldn't help thinking that it sounded a little like you were... I don't know, stringing him along.” 
 
    Staring at him, Wendy seemed momentarily dumbstruck. 
 
    “Especially,” Ted added, “since you acknowledged that he's paying for you two to go to some music festival next week. Tickets, camping, travel, the works. I just think that if you're going to break up with the poor guy, you should maybe do it before you take advantage of his generosity. That just seems like basic human decency to me.” 
 
    He waited. 
 
    “You know what?” Wendy said after a moment. “I think I'm just going to wait in my car for someone else to come by and help me with my tire.” 
 
    “Oh, no, I'm still more than happy to do that for you,” he said, stepping toward her. 
 
    Flinching, she immediately pulled back and bumped against the side of her stricken car. 
 
    “It's okay,” Ted said, stopping again and holding his hands up, “I'm just a friendly passing mechanic. I reckon I can have that tire sorted in no time, although there might be some damage to the wheel itself. It's hard to know until I get a proper look.” He waited for her to reply. “Do you mind if I get in there and see what I'm dealing with?” 
 
    “Like I said,” she replied, “I think I'm going to be happier waiting for someone else.” 
 
    He stared at her. 
 
    “Is there something wrong with me?” he asked cautiously. 
 
    “No offense, dude, it's just... you're a little...” 
 
    Again, she hesitated for a moment. 
 
    “Thanks again,” she added, before turning and opening the car door, “but -” 
 
    Suddenly hearing his footsteps hurrying closer, she turned just in time to see that Ted was holding a syringe. For a fraction of a second she watched as he raised the syringe to her neck, and then – at the last possible moment – her training from an old self-defense class kicked in and she swung the car door open until it slammed against his chest, knocking him back. 
 
    Letting out a loud gasp, Ted fall down onto the tarmac, dropping the syringe in the process. 
 
    “Get away from me!” Wendy shouted. “Don't you fucking dare come near me!” 
 
    Muttering something under his breath, Ted grabbed the syringe and stumbled to his feet. Before he could turn to Wendy again, however, she smacked him in the chin with a powerful undercut that sent him staggering back and almost knocked him straight back down. 
 
    Sitting up, Ted felt as if his skull had begun to vibrate. 
 
    Turning, Wendy tried to climb into the car, but she almost immediately heard Ted rushing up behind her. This time, she turned and saw that he was holding a large knife with a serrated edge. Immediately stepping out of the way, she managed to avoid the blade by just a few inches as Ted lunged at her. The knife hit the side of the car instead, and in that moment Wendy grabbed Ted's arm and smashed his wrist against her knee. 
 
    “What the -” 
 
    Trying to pull away, Ted managed to drop the knife, but Wendy kept hold of his arm and shoved him against the car before putting an arm around his neck and pulling him back. 
 
    “Oh, you picked the wrong fight here,” she sneered, before slamming a knee into his leg, causing him to cry out in pain. 
 
    Shoving him back, she slipped a foot between his legs, sending him clattering once more to the ground. Slightly out of breath, she reached down and picked up the knife, and then she turned to see Ted staring up at her with a shocked expression. 
 
    “You want a piece of me?” she asked, holding the knife up. “Is that it? Are you some kind of psycho pervert who preys on lone women out here on the road?” 
 
    “Let's not get carried away,” Ted replied as he began to get up. “I'm only -” 
 
    “No!” she screamed, flashing the knife close to his face. “Stay down there!” 
 
    “Okay!” 
 
    He held his hands up once more in surrender. 
 
    “This isn't the time to do anything hasty,” he continued. “We both need to keep cool heads.” 
 
    “My dad's one of the top cops in the country, asshole,” she sneered. “All those self-defense classes I hated so much are really paying off now, huh?” 
 
    “Listen, I -” 
 
    Without letting him get another word out, she kicked him hard in the face, sending him crashing back down until he rolled onto his side and spat blood out onto the tarmac. 
 
    “You' re a real piece of shit,” she continued, stepping around him, still holding the knife. “Look at you. As soon as someone pushes back, you crumple like a cheap suit.” She adjusted her grip on the knife. “I bet you thought I was gonna be easy pickings, huh? I bet you thought my panties'd fall right off and you'd be slithering all over me. I've met guys like you a million times, and I'm more than ready to teach you a lesson. How do you like that?” 
 
    She waited for him to reply, and then she slammed a knee against the back of his head. 
 
    “Huh?” she shouted. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn't cut your heart out!” 
 
    “I don't think you're the kind of girl who cuts hearts out,” he replied breathlessly. “You might break a few but that's something else.” 
 
    “Do you think you're charming?” she asked. “I don't think you're charming.” 
 
    “I don't think I'm remotely charming,” he told her, keeping his eyes fixed on her face while making sure to retain awareness of where she was holding the knife. “I think maybe I've got the gift of the gab, especially in tight situations, but that's only of limited benefit.” He took a moment to clear his throat. “Listen, I think we've gotten off on the wrong foot, and there's been something of a misunderstanding. How about we each head off on our separate way? What do you say to that idea? Let's just wipe the slate clean and never see each other again.” 
 
    “What was in that syringe?” 
 
    “I don't -” 
 
    “What exactly were you planning to do to me?” 
 
    “Well, that's complicated,” he replied, unable to hide a faint smile. 
 
    “You think this is funny?” 
 
    “No, I don't” he told her, trying to push the smile away. “I just think that I don't need this hassle in my day, and I'm sure you don't either. Let's let bygones be bygones, let's admit that we reached an impasse, and let's get on with our lives.” He hesitated, as if he expected her to simply shrug and walk away. “You've made your point,” he added, as he wiped blood from his lips. “Lesson learned. Now, I don't think you want to escalate this any further and risk turning it into something that it doesn't need to be.” 
 
    “Risk escalating it?” she replied, and now she was the one with a smile. “What are you, some kind of comedian? You can't come at a woman with a syringe, then with a knife, and expect to laugh the whole thing off. Sorry, mate, but you're gonna stay down there until I can get the police here.” 
 
    “Right,” he replied, “and how exactly are you going to do that, considering the fact that there's no phone service out here?” 
 
    She hesitated for a moment. 
 
    “Well,” she said cautiously, “I'm going to start by checking your truck to see if you're operating some kind of jamming device.” 
 
    “How would that fit in a truck?” 
 
    “For all I know, you're some kind of tech -” 
 
    Suddenly he grabbed her legs and pulled her down, while pushing her arm away and slamming her wrist against the ground. Before she had a chance to react, the knife fell from her hand and Ted placed an arm against her throat, pushing hard. 
 
    “Don't feel too bad,” he hissed as he kicked the knife further away. “I'm going to take you back to my place, and I'm going to help you become a better person. By the time we're done together, you're going to be so grateful.” He licked his lips. “I think you're finally the one. After searching for so long, I've finally found the soul I'm going to save.” 
 
    “You forgot one thing,” she gasped. 
 
    “And what's that?” 
 
    “You're not the only one who carries a knife.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to reply, but at that moment he realized that she seemed to be reaching for something around her waist. He looked down, just as she let out an ear-piercing scream and plunged a pocket-knife straight into his gut. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    “You stupid bitch!” 
 
    Stumbling to his feet and stepping back, Ted reached down and grabbed the knife's handle. He began to pull it out, only to remember at the very last second that the knife might very well be the only thing that was keeping him from bleeding out. A moment later, hearing a scuffling sound, he turned to see that Wendy had reached over to grab the other knife. 
 
    “You don't like a taste of your own medicine, do you?” she snapped, lunging toward him and slashing the knife at his face. 
 
    Pulling out of the way just in time, Ted shoved her in the back and then turned to limp over to his truck. He winced as he felt the blade sliding in his belly, but now he was holding the handle in a desperate attempt to keep the knife from falling out. As he reached the truck, however, he heard footsteps racing up behind and he turned just as Wendy rushed at him again. 
 
    This time she slammed against him and pushed him onto the truck, before holding the other knife up to his face. 
 
    “You don't get away that easily,” she sneered, her eyes filled with blood-lust. “I've changed my mind about handing you over to be questioned by the cops. I might as well just kill you right here and then call them. After all, it's blatantly self-defense. I just wonder what the police are gonna find when they start looking into your history. I'm not the first woman you've come after, am I?” 
 
    “You're making a very big mistake,” he told her. 
 
    She moved the knife closer to his face. 
 
    “Am I?” she asked, as she pressed the blade against his left cheek. “Do you really think so? Because someone here's made a mistake today, but I'm not entirely sure that it's me. The thing is, Ted – that is what you called yourself just now, isn't it? - you're way out of your depth. How old are you, anyway? Mid-fifties? Older? You're clearly in no condition to be getting in fights with people, especially not when they're not much more than a third of your age.” 
 
    “You've more than made your point.” 
 
    “You want to talk about making points?” 
 
    She moved the knife down until the blade's tip was pushing against his belly, just a few inches from the first wound. 
 
    “I can make points all day,” she told him. “I can make points until you beg me to stop. You see, that's the thing about me. I'm pretty chilled most of the time, but when someone really pisses me off, I tend to go a little overboard with the whole revenge thing.” She leaned closer. “It's a bad habit that I just can't shake, although I try my best. Tell me, though, what's your deal? Somehow I think this isn't your first indiscretion. Are you some kind of serial killer? Do you drag women back to some lair and do awful things to them? To be honest, you've got that whole serial killer vibe that I -” 
 
    Suddenly he slammed his head against her face, sending her stumbling back, and he followed that with a swinging punch that instantly broke her nose and sent her crumpling to the floor. 
 
    “Damn you,” Ted stammered, leaning against the side of the truck for a moment and taking another look at the knife in his gut. The blade had sliced a little further, and he knew that he needed to fix the wound before he lost too much blood. 
 
    Turning, he opened the truck's door and began to climb inside, only for the door to suddenly crunch against him as Wendy threw her weight against the window. 
 
    “Stop!” Ted yelled, struggling desperately to get free. 
 
    “You fucking psychopath!” she screamed, with blood pouring from her smashed nose. “I'm gonna make sure you never get a chance to hurt anyone ever again!” 
 
    Still pinned in the door, Ted reached into the truck and tried to find something he could use as a weapon. Quickly grabbing a knife that he'd left on the dashboard, he turned and tried to reach out to Wendy, only to find that he couldn't squeeze his arm through the gap. Reaching down, he lowered the window in the door, and then he drove the knife straight into her belly. 
 
    Crying out, she stumbled back, releasing the door and letting Ted clamber into the seat. 
 
    “Dumb bitch,” he muttered as he started the engine. 
 
    He leaned back in the seat for a moment, trying to ignore the pain in his gut, and then he looked over at Wendy and saw that she was still on the ground. Although he just wanted to get as far away from her as possible, he knew that he couldn't leave loose ends, so he took a deep breath before starting to climb back out of the truck. 
 
    “You want to try again, huh?” she snarled, holding the knife up toward him. Her hand was trembling, but already she was starting to get to her feet. “Bring it on!” 
 
    Ted hesitated for a moment, before climbing back into the truck and swinging the door shut. With the engine already running, he began to drive away, only for Wendy to scream and rush at him. He ducked to the side as she tried to climb through the open window, and he was powerless to stop her as she clung to the side of the truck and started slashing the knife at him. The blade caught his hands several times as he tried to push her away, but all he could do was floor the gas pedal and then swing the car around, hoping to dislodge her. 
 
    Still screaming, Wendy tried to stab him in the neck, but this time Ted managed to shove her back hard. Hanging from the window as the car raced along the road, Wendy tried again to climb inside, but Ted slammed his fist against her hand. With one final cry, she tumbled away from the window. 
 
    Looking in his rear view mirror, Ted saw her rolling violently across the tarmac until she came to a juddering stop at the side of the road. 
 
    He slowed the truck, wondering whether he should go back and finish her off, but at that moment he saw that she was already starting to get up again. Although he considered the possibility of simply driving away, he knew that she was still a danger, so he put the truck in reverse and drove back toward her at full speed. 
 
    “You -” 
 
    Before she could get another word out, he slammed against her and she disappeared under the truck's wheels. The entire vehicle shuddered as it drove over her, and then Ted looked out the front and saw her crumpled body on the ground. 
 
    He stopped the truck for a moment, before snarling as he changed gear and drove forward again. He saw Wendy trying to get up, but he quickly drove straight over her. This time he heard an anguished cry that was cut brutally short as her bones splintered. He drove on a little further, before stopping and looking back. 
 
    Wendy was in the middle of the road, bloodied and broken but somehow – by some infernal miracle – she was still just about alive. 
 
    “Oh, I'm going to finish you close up,” he muttered, reaching for the knife again, “and then -” 
 
    Suddenly he spotted movement in the distance, and he saw to his horror that a van was trundling along the road. He watched as the other vehicle passed Wendy's car, and then as it ground to a halt just a few meters beyond the woman's shaking body. Frozen in place for a few seconds, Ted kept his eyes fixed on the van, but he could already see that there were at least two people in there, if not more, and he knew that he was in absolutely no shape to take on anyone else. 
 
    A door opened on the side of the van, and a man climbed out, clearly shocked by what he was seeing. Tall and broad-shouldered and clearly in good shape, the man took a step toward Wendy before stopping and looking directly at Ted. 
 
    Turning, Ted floored the gas pedal and began to drive away, even as the pain in his gut became stronger. He knew there was no way he could ever explain what had happened, so all he could do was get as far away as possible and hope that he was never linked to the dying, hopefully soon dead, woman on the ground. At the same time, she'd claimed to be the daughter of some high-ranking cop, and he knew that if this was true then there was no way her death wouldn't attract a serious amount of attention. 
 
    “Ungrateful idiot,” he muttered under his breath as he struggled to keep his trembling hands on the steering wheel. “Why couldn't you just accept that I was trying to help you?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    As soon as he stopped the truck outside his farmhouse, Ted leaned forward and rested for a moment. He'd barely made it back, but he knew that the hard work was only just beginning. Blood was soaking through the front of his shirt, and he realized that he was going to have to make his way all the way upstairs to the bathroom. 
 
    “You can do this,” he whispered, even as he felt himself getting weaker by the second. “You're not going to let some stupid little whore take you out this easily.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A short while later, sitting on the edge of the bath with his shirt off, Ted continued to examine the wound in his belly. He was fairly sure that he'd been lucky and that nothing major had been damaged, and he'd promised himself that there was no need to go to a doctor. Sure, he knew that he might be wrong about that, but any attempt to get help would be too much of a risk. He'd just have to trust his instincts. 
 
    Instead, he began to sew the wound shut, wincing at the pain but promising himself that it would all be over soon. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Stepping out the front door, Ted stopped for a moment and looked across the yard. So far, everything seemed to be in order, and he tried to tell himself that there was no need to panic. He watched for a moment longer, just in case, and then he crouched down and set his latest drone on the ground. 
 
    “Okay, my friend,” he muttered as he wiped some dust from the engines, “you're just going to check the perimeter. We've done this before a million times. It's going to be a nice gentle reconnaissance flight for you, and you'll be back home before you know it.” 
 
    He took a deep breath, which he instantly regretted as he felt a sharp pain in his belly, and then he got to his feet. Taking his phone from his pocket, he brought up the app for controlling the drone and then he tapped to start the engines running. 
 
    On the ground, next to his feet, the drone shuddered to life, although after a moment one of the engines sputtered and stopped again. 
 
    “Come on,” Ted said, tapping a few more times as he tried to figure out what was wrong, “don't do this to me, not today. I just need you to work. I fixed your casing, didn't I?” 
 
    The drone began to lift slowly from the mud, although one of the engines was still shuddering. In normal times, Ted would have taken the damn thing inside and fixed it properly, but he was struggling to ignore a sense of panic and all he could think was that he had to send the drone out as an early warning device. There'd be time to fix any lingering damage later; at that moment, he switched the engines to their highest setting and watched as the drone slowly rose above his head. 
 
    “That's right,” he said, looking up as the drone hovered against the dull afternoon sky, “you can -” 
 
    Before he was able to finish, the drone suddenly dropped a couple of feet, although its damaged engine quickly began to surge and it managed to stay in the air. 
 
    “Come on,” Ted said, as the drone once again began to rise. “You're a plucky little thing, aren't you? Show me what you're made of.” 
 
    This time the drone managed to go a little higher, but the fourth engine was clearly still struggling. After a moment the drone began to fall again, and Ted instinctively reached out and tried to push it back up. 
 
    “Failure isn't the Armitage way,” he said firmly. “We don't do failure round here, remember? Now you're going to pull yourself together and get out there.” 
 
    He watched the drone, hoping that in some way his little pep talk might actually have helped. 
 
    “That's better,” he continued, as the drone managed to stay up in the air. “Now we're going to take it nice and gentle, okay?” He tapped to send the drone a little higher. “There you go,” he added with a grin. “You're such a star.” 
 
    Although somewhat wobbly, the drone continued its ascent, until finally it was almost clear of the farmhouse's roof. 
 
    Suddenly Ted heard a whooshing sound, and a moment later a helicopter roared into view, racing across the yard before heading out across the trees; turbulence sent the drone crashing against the side of the house, which cut the four little engines and left the machine clattering to the ground. 
 
    Stunned that he hadn't heard the helicopter's approach, Ted quickly told himself that it had simply approached from the side of his bad ear and that most likely it was off on some random mission. A moment later, however, the helicopter began to turn around, and Ted felt a tightening sense of dread in his chest as he saw the vehicle return to the yard and start hovering above the house. 
 
    Somehow he immediately knew that it was a police helicopter. 
 
    Turning, he hurried around to the other side of the house, almost tripping over his damaged drone as he rushed toward the kitchen. He grabbed a mask and slipped it over his nose and mouth, and then he took his rifle from the cabinet and made his way back outside. His hands were trembling more than ever, but he forced himself to stay focused as he loaded the rifle and then aimed it up toward the helicopter. 
 
    Almost immediately, the helicopter turned and began to fly away. 
 
    “Not so fast,” Ted sneered, before pulling the trigger. 
 
    To his surprise, he missed the departing helicopter. He aimed again, determined to succeed with his second attempt, but his hands were trembling violently and the second shot was no better than the first. 
 
    “Damn it!” he snapped, throwing the rifle hard against the ground as the helicopter took up position much further away. 
 
    Staring at the helicopter, Ted realized that he could no longer deny the obvious. In the fifteen or so years since he'd bought the farm, he'd never once seen anything fly over. A few hours had passed since he'd left Wendy dying on the road, and he figured that was enough time for the alarm to have been raised. Now, as the helicopter hovered in the distance, he realized that backup was almost certainly on the way and that – at the very least – the idiots from the local station would want to go over the farm with a fine-toothed comb. 
 
    “It's over,” he whispered, as the truth finally dawned on him. He stepped back, and as he did so his right foot crunched against the drone, smashing one of its engines. “All of it...” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Standing at the edge of the pit, Ted poured more gasoline down onto the bodies at the bottom. He knew he wouldn't be able to burn them all, but he wanted to at least buy himself some more time. He watched as the gasoline splattered against the bodies that were poking above the surface, and then he grabbed the rags from the ground and held them out. 
 
    “I'm sorry, ladies,” he said, before taking a deep breath. “We all knew this was going to have to end one day.” 
 
    He hesitated, before setting fire to the rag and then letting it fall. As soon as the burning rag landed at the bottom of the pit, flames began to roar across the corpses, and Ted stared down for a moment before turning and starting to make his way toward the barn. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw that the helicopter was still hovering in the distance, and he knew that scores of police officers would already be on their way. 
 
    “You won't find much when you get here,” he said firmly, as he made his way around the barn and then stopped to look at his monument of heads. 
 
    In that moment, he felt a profound sense of sadness. A dozen heads were arranged on the metal spike, and each of them reminded him of a particular time in the past. He saw Anita's skull near the bottom, and he remembered the way she'd screamed for forgiveness as she'd died; he saw Carolyn's head, with some flesh still clinging to the bones, and he thought back to her desperate attempt to offer him anything he wanted; he saw Rebecca's head, still very much recognizable after five years, and he smiled at the memory of her final moments; and he saw the head of Suzie, his most recent victim, still fresh near the top of the spike. 
 
    “I think we'll leave you as you are,” he told them. “It wouldn't feel right to burn you or do anything to damage your beauty.” 
 
    Stepping closer, he reached out and ran a hand down the heads, touching them one by one as tears filled his eyes. 
 
    “I had such high hopes for each and every one of you,” he continued. “Some of you came so very close to getting out of here, but the important thing is that I learned from all the failures. And I need to learn, because Jane...” 
 
    He hesitated, trying to delay the inevitable, and then he took a couple of steps back. 
 
    “Goodbye, ladies,” he added. “God bless you all. I will never, ever forget any of you.” 
 
    He paused again, before turning and forcing himself to walk away, heading into the forest. Each step felt so heavy and difficult, but finally he stopped and looked back between the trees. As he slipped his phone out of his pocket, he reminded himself that he'd always known that the end – when it came – would be sudden. In some strange way, he almost felt relieved, since he'd been living under something of a cloud for more than a decade. He'd long prepared for the final moment, although that didn't make it any less bittersweet as he brought up the app and tapped the green button on the middle of the screen. 
 
    Immediately, a huge explosion ripped through the house and the barn, sending debris crashing out into forest. Turning away from the immense heat, Ted felt the ground shake violently as he took refuge behind a tree, and when he dared to look back he saw that his entire farm was now nothing more than a field of flames. 
 
    Realizing that he had no time to lose, he turned and began to limp away through the forest. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for the lift, my friend,” Ted said several hours later, as he stepped out of the man's white van and turned back to him. “You're a real lifesaver.” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to stop here?” the man asked, clearly a little puzzled. 
 
    “As long as that motel's got a phone,” Ted replied, “I'll be just fine. All I need is to call someone and arrange for them to go and fetch my broken-down truck in the morning, and then I'll get myself a room for the night. This time tomorrow, everything'll be good. Thanks again for stopping to pick up a poor, humble hitch-hiker such as myself, though. I really didn't fancy walking all this way.” 
 
    “Good luck,” the man said. “Maybe bump into you again some time.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Ted muttered, stepping back as the van drove away. “You never know.” 
 
    He watched as the van rejoined the flow of traffic, and then he turned and began to limp across the car park, heading toward the motel's reception area. As he walked, he sniffed his jacket a few times, just to make sure that he didn't smell of gasoline; he figured that the guy in the truck might have mentioned something about that, but he quickly told himself that he was probably just being paranoid. Glancing over his shoulder, however, he realized he could just about see smoke rising into the sky on the horizon, which he figured meant that the farm was still burning. 
 
    Stopping at a window, he took a moment to make sure that he looked presentable, and then he forced himself to smile as he stepped through into the motel. 
 
    “Hi there,” the woman at the desk said, looking up at him, “how can I help you?” 
 
    “Well,” he replied, as he slipped his sunglasses off and removed his hat, “the truth is, I just need a room for the night.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “No, I'm fine,” he said half an hour later, as he sat on the edge of the bed in room 119 and looked down at the wound on his belly. “I'll be home soon, I promise.” 
 
    As a voice spoke to him through the phone's speaker, Ted reached down and touched the stitches, although he winced as he felt a sore, burning pain at the edges. Although the wound didn't look particularly swollen or discolored, he couldn't help but worry that he might be developing the early signs of an infection. If that was the case, he'd have to get someone to take a look, although he figured that he'd be able to come up with some kind of cover story. For now, he'd just have to deploy some good old-fashioned fortitude. 
 
    “Huh?” he said after a moment. “Oh, no, I'm just tired, that's all. I'm turning into an old man now, remember? This rundown body of mine is starting to complain more and more about all the time I spend on the road.” 
 
    He hesitated for a moment, thinking back to the sight of flames engulfing the farm. 
 
    “It might be time for me to settle down a little soon,” he continued. “Don't die of a heart attack, but I'm actually thinking about the 'r' word.” 
 
    He listened as she asked him if he was serious, and then he chuckled. 
 
    “Everyone has to retire at some point,” he pointed out. “Don't worry, I've got plenty of hobbies, it's not as if I'd just be sitting around all day doing nothing.” 
 
    Glancing over his shoulder, he looked at the muted TV and saw that it was still running commercials. He looked back down at his wound, and he began to wonder whether at some stage he might need to redo the stitches. Already, smeared blood around some of the home-made stitches suggested a certain amount of leakage. 
 
    “Honestly, there's nothing to worry about,” he said with a chuckle. “You're making me out to be some kind of cliched old fart who doesn't know when it's time to stop.” 
 
    He looked at the mirror and saw his own tired face, and for a moment he found it hard to believe that he was so close to turning sixty. 
 
    “I'm not scared of getting old,” he continued. “I don't necessarily like it, but I can meet it head on. And the last thing anyone needs is to have some old-timer blundering around, refusing to admit that his way belong in the past. I can -” 
 
    Suddenly he felt a spark of pain in his wound, and he let out a startled gasp as he leaned forward. 
 
    “No!” he blurted out. “It's nothing! I just... I stubbed my toe, that's all.” 
 
    He listened as she asked if she was sure it was no more than that, and then – looking over at the TV again – he saw that the news report had finally begun. He froze as the screen showed images of flames rising high above the forest. 
 
    “I have to go,” he told her. “I love you. I'll talk to you soon.” 
 
    Without waiting for her to reply, he cut the call and then shuffled around on the bed until he was looking directly at the screen. Reaching out, he grabbed the remote and quickly unmuted the show. 
 
    “- tonight at the scene of an almost unimaginable horror,” the reporter, a man identified by the onscreen graphics as a reporter named Seth Warner, told viewers. “This farm, deep in Twist Valley, is now the focus of a massive police investigation as investigators seek to discover just what happened here and whether it's connected to the disappearances of a number of women in the area.” 
 
    The image changed and Ted saw another shot of the forest with smoke rising above the trees. He figured that the fire would be out by now, and that the farmhouse and the barn would be little more than piles of ash. 
 
    “The investigation began late yesterday,” the reporter continued, “after tourists encountered a grisly scene while driving home. Wendy Waller, a twenty-one-year-old student and the daughter of local police chief Michael Waller, was found badly injured in the middle of the road. Although she was rushed to hospital, sadly Ms. Waller was pronounced dead on arrival, and police are now urgently working to identify a man who was seen driving away from her body at speed.” 
 
    The image changed again, this time showing the man Ted had seen climbing out of the other vehicle. 
 
    “He was old,” the man explained, “like sixty or more than that, and -” 
 
    “Go to hell,” Ted muttered darkly. 
 
    “I didn't get a good look at him really, but I think he might have been hurt,” the man continued. “I don't know, it's just a hunch, but I don't think he was doing too well.” 
 
    The reporter appeared back on the screen. 
 
    “Police remain tight-lipped about the exact sequence of events,” he explained, “and they've refused to comment on rumors that the suspect might have been briefly spotted by a helicopter crew before opening fire and forcing them to retreat to a safe distance. They're also refusing to comment on reports that Ms. Waller's death might be linked to a series of disappearances stretching back over more than a decade. Tonight, the family of one missing woman – fitness instructor Mary Walsh, who vanished on a drive home in the summer of 2006 – have called on police to accept an independent investigation into claims that these disappearances weren't given enough attention.” 
 
    Suddenly breaking into a coughing fit, Ted leaned forward and tried to clear his throat. Each cough brought a fresh burst of pain to the skin around his stitches, but a couple of minutes passed before he was able to get his breath back. Sitting up straight again, he wiped spittle from his lips, and he was starting to wonder whether he was running a temperature. Touching his forehead, he found that he was indeed a little clammy. 
 
    “So what we're looking at,” a different presenter on the news show said, pointing at a map of Twist Valley, “is a number of women who've gone missing in and around this area over a period of at least fifteen years. Now, police sources say that until tonight there has been no reason to believe that any of these cases might be linked. They point to the distances between them, and the ruggedness of the terrain, and they insist that each case was individually investigated with full resources. But the discovery of this farmhouse, and the rumors about what might have been found there, suggests that there's a real chance something has been missed.” 
 
    “And that some kind of serial killer has been operating in the area?” one of the other presenters suggested. “If that's the case, how worried should members of the public be tonight?” 
 
    “The police are stressing that people should go about their normal business,” the first presenter explained. “However, if anyone sees anything suspicious or out of the ordinary either in Twist Valley itself, or in the surrounding area, they're encouraged to call the phone number at the bottom of the screen and let investigators know.” 
 
    Ted turned and looked over at the window. He could see cars racing past the motel on the main road, rushing to get home in the night. 
 
    “Because if this killer exists, he's still out there, right?” 
 
    “There's certainly no indication that anyone has been apprehended as of yet,” the reporter replied. “There have been reports of an explosion at the farm where he lived, in which case he might have activated some kind of exit strategy.” 
 
    “You're saying that he might have expected he was going to get caught?” 
 
    “If he did, then there's no telling where he might might be now, or what he might be planning as his next step.” 
 
    Hearing a buzzing sound, Ted turned and looked at his phone, and then he let out a heavy sigh. 
 
    “Great,” he groaned. “What now?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    As morning light streamed down through the trees, Detective Inspector Warren Pacey stopped for a moment and watched as a team of officers continued to examine the pit at the far end of the yard. 
 
    Slowly, two of those officers were reaching down to take something that was being handed up from the bottom of the pit. Even before he saw the dark bag, Pacey knew that yet more human remains had been recovered. He still hadn't been able to ascertain how many bodies were down there, but the process of sorting through the burned bones had already begun and Pacey was sure that there must have been at least two dozen. Swallowing hard, he watched as the latest bag was carried away toward a waiting van, and then he looked over his shoulder as he heard the sound of an approaching car. 
 
    “Finally,” he said with a sigh, as he saw a black vehicle pulling up near the smoking remains of the farmhouse. “The big man's here.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As the car stopped, Chief Inspector John Noad felt every muscle in his body tighten. He'd sat in silence on the long journey out to Twist Valley, but now the moment had arrived and as he peered out the window he saw not only the smoking hulk of the farmhouse, but also the barn a little further away. He felt a sickening sense of dread in the pit of his belly, although he knew that he couldn't turn back now. 
 
    After all, he'd been waiting more than a decade for this moment. 
 
    Grabbing his walking stick, he opened the car door and began to climb out. Unsteady on his feet and already wishing – as his feet pressed into the med – that he'd brought sturdier shoes, he immediately noticed a foul, acrid stench in the air, which he assumed was the result of one or other of the fires that had ravaged the entire site. He stopped and looked around, and a moment later he saw the annoyingly perky face of Detective Inspector Pacey, who was already on his way over. 
 
    “I'm glad you could make it,” Pacey said as he reached Noad's side. “You're not going to believe some of the stuff we've found here.” 
 
    Noad watched as officers worked at various spots all around the site, and then he turned to Pacey. 
 
    “On the contrary, young man,” he said, with heaviness in his voice, “I not only believe it, I anticipated it. Remember, you're talking to the one person who suspected all along that something like this might be happening.” 
 
    “If there's -” 
 
    “Show me the worst,” Noad added. “Let's start with the worst and work out way back from there.” 
 
    “Well...” 
 
    Pacey's voice trailed off, and then he gestured for Noad to follow him. 
 
    “This way,” he said cautiously, making sure to not walk too fast as Noad limped along at his side. “It's difficult to know exactly what counts as the worst here. We've got men removing bodies from that pit. Most of the bodies are burned, and it's certainly going to take us a long time to start identifying any of them.” 
 
    Noad looked over at the pit, and he saw that smoke was still rising from the bottom. 
 
    “That was the main building,” Pacey continued, pointing in the other direction, toward the ruins of the farmhouse. “The same accelerant was used across the entire site. Forensic teams are looking through what's left of the house now, but we're not expecting to find anything useful. This guy doesn't strike me as someone who'd accidentally leave anything behind.” 
 
    “That's no reason to stop looking,” Noad muttered. 
 
    “Of course not,” Pacey added, correcting himself. “And over here, you'll see the barn.” 
 
    “So this was a working farm of some sort?” 
 
    “Not that we can see so far,” Pacey explained. “The barn actually suffered less damage than the house, we've been able to identify an area at one end with chains attached to the ceiling, and we're working on the theory that the suspect might have used the barn as some sort of torture chamber.” 
 
    “Did you find any traces of blood?” 
 
    “We believe so, yes. On the concrete floor, mainly.” 
 
    “Get that analyzed. Leave no stone unturned.” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    Reaching the entrance to the barn, Noad looked through and saw more officers combing through the wreckage. He watched their silhouettes, and after a moment he realized that he could just about see the chains that Pacey had mentioned. For a moment, in the back of his mind, he could almost hear agonized screams ringing out from the barn as terrified victims cried for help that was never going to come. Some of that horror and anguish seemed somehow to be hanging in the air. 
 
    “No-one would have heard anything,” he murmured. 
 
    “I'm sorry?” 
 
    “You could scream your lungs out,” he continued, “and there'd be nobody for miles around in any direction to hear.” 
 
    “This place is completely isolated,” Pacey said, nodding in agreement. “I hate to phrase it quite like this, but it's pretty much perfect as a place to bring people and murder them. It's ideal.” 
 
    Noad turned to him. 
 
    “If you were that way inclined,” Pacey added, correcting himself. 
 
    “I asked you to show me the worst,” Noad reminded him. “Somehow I get the feeling that a burned-out barn with some bloodstains isn't going to be the worst thing here.” 
 
    “There's one more thing we've found so far,” Pacey replied, and now he seemed a little uncomfortable. “It's, uh...” 
 
    His voice trailed off. 
 
    “It's round the corner,” he added finally, “and it's not really... I mean, it's...” 
 
    Again, he was unable to complete the sentence. 
 
    “Show me,” Noad said firmly. 
 
    Pacey hesitated, before starting to lead him toward the far corner. Each step made him feel a little more nauseous; he knew he should start to prepare Noad for the horror he was about to witness, but at the same time he couldn't even begin to put the situation into words. 
 
    Finally, stopping at the corner, he saw that several officers were still examining the heads that had been left on a metal spike. The explosion at the other end of the barn had left the spike still standing, although the subsequent fire had burned the flesh away from most of the heads, leaving twelve charred skulls arranged vertically. For a moment Pacey could only stare at the awful scene, before turning as Noad stepped around him. 
 
    “And what do we have here?” Noad asked, leaning on his stick as he limped over to take a closer look at the heads. “Our mystery man certainly appears to have had an eye for the theatrical.” 
 
    “Some of the bodies in the pit are missing their heads,” Pacey told him, “but others... still have them.” 
 
    “This was some kind of ritual,” Noad suggested. “It's also notable that the explosion didn't damage this thing, as if our perpetrator couldn't bring himself to destroy what he considered to be the most important part of the place.” 
 
    “You think he left it intact deliberately?” 
 
    “I think everything here was very carefully planned,” Noad replied, as he looked up at the highest head on the spike. “This man had a system, right to the bitter end. He's intelligent, and he'll have left behind precisely what he wanted to leave behind, which means that we're wasting out time here.” 
 
    Pacey turned to him. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “This is all a distraction,” Noad explained. “He wants us combing methodically through the ashes, because that gives him time to get further and further away, and time to cover his tracks. By the time we're finished cataloging every flake of burned wood out here, he'll have used that time to disappear into thin air.” 
 
    “We can't just leave it, though,” Pacey pointed out. “We have to look.” 
 
    “Of course,” Noad replied, “but we can leave that to the rank and file. I'm going to be of more use out there on the road, tracking this man down. And for that, I'm going to need an assistant.” He turned to Pacey and looked him up and down for a moment, taking care to let his disdain show. “I suppose,” he added, “you'll have to do.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Pacey replied, taking care to not look directly at the severed heads. In truth, he was relieved at the thought that he wouldn't have to spend much longer at the farm. “Should we get going?” 
 
    “We're going to track this bastard down,” Noad told him, with a hint of grit in his voice. “I've been waiting so long for this chance, and I'm not going to fail, not now. I'm an old man, and in all honesty I should have retired a few years ago, but I've hung on because I was certain that eventually I'd get this chance. Now that it's here...” 
 
    He paused, and then he turned to look back at the heads as they stood high against the afternoon sky. 
 
    “I'm going to get this monster,” he said firmly, “even if it's the last thing I ever do.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” Pacey said later that afternoon, as he stood in the doorway and looked through at Noad's office, “when you said you'd been preparing for this moment, you really weren't kidding.” 
 
    “I know you've been here before,” Noad muttered as he limped around to look at the piles of boxes next to the desk, “but all you saw then was a fraction of the material I've gathered over the years. I arranged for the rest to be brought out of storage this morning, and now I have to sort through it all and try to figure out exactly what's going on in this man's mind.” 
 
    He looked at the boxes. 
 
    “The answer's in here somewhere,” he added. “I know it. Some shred of information, some little connection that I've missed, is all it'll take for the whole damn thing to make sense. When that happens, I'm going to be kicking myself for not having caught the bastard sooner.” 
 
    “I'm waiting to hear back about the preliminary findings from the site,” Pacey told him, “and I've also got someone running searches on the property, that sort of thing. Unless this guy was a complete ghost, we should have a good lead on him within twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “I wouldn't be so sure about that,” Noad said as he reached down to pick up one of the boxes, only to wince as he felt a sharp pain in his leg. 
 
    “Let me do that,” Pacey said, hurrying over and lifting the box, then setting it on the desk. 
 
    “I've identified thirty-eight missing women who could conceivably be linked to this killer,” Noad explained as he removed the lid from the box. “Some of them undoubtedly will prove to be unconnected, but the majority are almost certainly this man's victims. There has to be some other link between them, other than their ages and the fact that they all broke down somewhere in or within reach of Twist Valley.” 
 
    “What about that woman who claimed to have escaped from some killer in the area?” 
 
    “You're talking about Charlotte Walker,” Noad replied. “We're going to need to talk to her and take her to that farm so she can confirm that it's the same place. She's the only person we know who might have been face-to-face with this guy and survived, so it's vital that we go and see her as quickly as possible. Even after all this time, it's still more than possible that she might remember something useful, even if it seems insignificant. Can I rely on you to get an address?” 
 
    “On it.” 
 
    “And I want us to talk again to the families of each of the women I've singled out,” Noad added. “All of them. There might be some link that we've overlooked so far.” 
 
    “I'll get the details ready.” 
 
    “The severed heads are our best bet right now. Put a rush on the tests. I want to know the names and backgrounds of those women before the end of the day. I want photos of them lined up on my wall.” 
 
    “Of course,” Pacey replied, as his phone buzzed to indicate a new message. 
 
    “The net's closing in on this guy,” Noad said. “I can feel it in my gut. We've never been this close.” 
 
    “We just got a lot closer,” Pacey told him as he read the message on his phone. “We've identified the owner of the land out there in Twist Valley.” He turned to Noad. “Does the name Alan Baxter ring any bells?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Nobody move!” one of the officers shouted as he and his colleagues surrounded the bungalow, all with their guns aimed at the various doors and windows. “Come out with your hands up!” 
 
    “It can't be this easy,” Pacey whispered, watching from a safe distance, before turning to Noad. “Can it?” 
 
    “Charlotte Walker gave us a name five years ago,” Noad replied, watching the front door carefully, waiting to see who – if anyone – was going to emerge. “Ted Armitage. Edward. I ran that name through every system I could, and I didn't come up with a single person who could have been the guy who abducted her. The few Ted Armitages I discovered were easy enough to rule out. To be honest, I was never entirely sure whether Charlotte was a reliable witness. Even if she was, Ted Armitage was certainly a fake name.” 
 
    As the front door of the house opened, a startled-looking elderly woman stepped out with her hands partially raised in front of her chest. She stumbled a little on the step, and one of the officers immediately grabbed her by the arm, pulling her out of the doorway and then forcing her down onto her knees. 
 
    “Mike Walton was the guy who dealt with Charlotte at the time,” Noad continued. “I don't know if you ever knew him, but he was a good guy. Died tragically young, left a wife and two kids behind. He wrote her off completely, he said although she'd obviously gone through something traumatic, her recollections couldn't be trusted. It all got mixed in with the John Harrison stuff, to the extent that Mike thought...” 
 
    He watched as the elderly woman desperately tried to ask what was happening, while several armed officers hurried into the bungalow. 
 
    “Mike thought that the stress of the situation with Harrison had caused Charlotte to hallucinate,” Noad added. “He thought she'd imagined this Ted Armitage guy.” 
 
    “Do you think it's possible that whatever happened to Charlotte Walker was somehow unconnected to all of this?” 
 
    “It's possible, but I'd d say it's very unlikely.” 
 
    “I've got an address for her, she lives down in Cornwall these days. I've tried calling but I haven't managed to actually speak to her so far.” 
 
    “Then you need to go and see her in person,” Noad replied. “I can't make a trip all the way down there, so I need you to go and bring her back here so we can take her to that farm. Bundle her into the car if you have to, it's essential that we find out if that's really where she was held. First, though, I want her to give another description of the place, to see whether it matches what we've seen. We need to rule out the possibility that she's being influenced by what we tell her.” 
 
    “So described the heads on a spike, didn't she?” 
 
    “She did,” Noad said darkly, as he watched the officers leading an elderly man out of the bungalow. “Come on, this is a waste of time, that's clearly not the guy we're after. He's ninety if he's a day.” 
 
    “He still -” 
 
    “He can barely walk!” Noad snapped. “Run his details, but you won't find anything useful.” 
 
    “Should we go over and talk to him?” 
 
    “You go,” Noad replied. “Find out if he knows how a tract of land hundreds of miles away ended up registered in his name. I strongly suspect you're going to learn that he has absolutely no idea about any of this.” 
 
    He flinched as the armed officers yelled at the elderly couple. Although he wanted to go over and tell them to calm down, he knew that they had to be allowed to go through the motions, even as he saw tears in the eyes of the man and the woman as they lay on the ground. He knew full well that they were being put through hell for nothing, but at the same time he supposed that they'd get over the shock soon enough. 
 
    “This is just another distraction,” he continued after a moment. “We're still letting Armitage, or whatever the hell his name really is, dictate our actions. What we need to do is break that cycle and start making genuine progress.” 
 
    “How do you propose we should do that?” 
 
    Noad thought for a moment. 
 
    “We're still getting push-back from higher up the chain of command,” he explained. “Certain people don't want to admit that mistakes have been made in this case, because they know there'll be demands for heads to roll. Pardon the metaphor. Armitage probably anticipated all of this, and he's relying on us still being so pathetically slow to react. Instead of running around scaring old people in their homes, we need to be doing something that lights a fire under this bastard. You never know, we might be able to force him into a mistake.” 
 
    “What do you suggest?” 
 
    Noad watched as one of the officers pushed a gun into the elderly lady's face, and then he slowly turned to Pacey. 
 
    “You're a photogenic young fellow,” he said, with a glint in his eye. “Do you happen to have the number for the department that arranges press conferences?” 
 
    “Of course, but -” 
 
    “Good. Throw it away.” He smiled. “And then fetch your best tie from home.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Noad said later, as he stood in the park opposite the local police station, with a phone against one side of his face, “I'm in complete agreement. Sir, you don't have to worry, we're going to do this by the book.” 
 
    “I don't want the public to be alarmed,” Commissioner Prentiss replied. “We're already facing a crisis of trust. We have to be very careful how we feed out any information. Over the next few hours, I'm going to get a team together to discuss when to hold a press conference and how it should be handled.” 
 
    Before he could reply, Noad saw that Pacey had stepped out of the station and was heading toward the gathered pack of reporters, who were already calling out questions. 
 
    “This could get so much worse if we're not careful,” Prentiss continued. 
 
    “If I might be so bold,” Noad replied, “I did suggest that something might be happening out there at Twist Valley. I brought up -” 
 
    “This isn't the time to be claiming that you're some kind of damn prophet!” Prentiss snapped. 
 
    Noad watched for a moment as Pacey spoke to the reporters. 
 
    “I didn't mean it like that,” he said finally. “I have a lot of information to hand, though, and I think that should give us a certain jump on the killer.” 
 
    “If you think you're going to be leading this investigation,” Prentiss replied, “you've got another thing coming. I need someone who's good with the press, someone who can put on a decent smile and try to fix this screw-up.” 
 
    “Sir, I couldn't agree more.” 
 
    “I don't want you, or anyone you're working with, to talk to the media,” Prentiss added. “Is that clear?” 
 
    Noad tilted his head slightly as he saw several more journalists thrusting their microphones into Pacey's face. 
 
    “Wouldn't dream of it,” he said with a grin. 
 
    “And one more thing,” Prentiss continued, “if you -” 
 
    He stopped suddenly. 
 
    “Noad,” he added after a few seconds, “what's this I'm seeing right now about a press conference with one of your officers?” 
 
    “That'd be young Mr. Pacey,” Noad replied. “I told him to brief the gathered reporters about the state of our investigation.” 
 
    “But you just told me that you -” 
 
    “I was lying,” Noad said, interrupting him. “Sir, please, you must have been lied to before. There's really no need to get all hot under the collar. Anyway, the signal's breaking up, and I should get going. I'll call you in a few days.” 
 
    “What the hell are you doing? You have to stop this -” 
 
    After cutting the call and then setting his phone on silent, Noad began to make his way cautiously toward the back of the gathered pack of journalists. As he got closer, he was finally able to hear what Pacey was telling them, and he smiled as he realized that the young chap was managing to stick very closely to their pre-arranged script. 
 
    “All I can tell you right now,” Pacey explained to the journalists, “is that we're making headway with multiple avenues of investigation, and that we expect to make a significant breakthrough within the next few hours.” 
 
    “Do you have a suspect?” one of the reporters called out. 
 
    “Why has it taken fifteen years to link all these cases together?” 
 
    “How many of the victims have you identified so far?” 
 
    “If we can just handle this one at a time,” Pacey replied tactfully, “that'd really help. In terms of a suspect, I'm not at liberty to divulge that sort of information. In terms of the timeline of our investigation, I can only assure the public that each and every one of these disappearances was thoroughly looked into at the time.” 
 
    “How dangerous is this man?” 
 
    Noad smiled. Finally he'd heard the question that he wanted, and he knew that Pacey was fully primed to give a perfect answer. 
 
    “We believe that this man is not that dangerous at all,” Pacey explained, although he glanced briefly at Noad for reassurance. “Our preliminary attempts to understand his actions suggest that everything he did was focused on this one location. By destroying the facilities he used for his crimes, we believe that he was in some way attempting to draw a line under it all, and he probably hopes that he can now walk off into the sunset and face no consequences. I'm here today to tell you all that he's wrong about this, and that he'll soon face justice for his many crimes.” 
 
    “Would it be fair to say,” one of the reporters asked, “that you know a lot more about this individual than you're perhaps willing to admit right now?” 
 
    “You might think that,” Pacey replied, “but it really wouldn't be appropriate for me to comment at this stage.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You did a great job up there,” Noad said a short while later, as he and Pacey made their way to the car. “You were word-perfect.” 
 
    “I still don't quite understand why you wanted me to lie like that. Do you really think that this Armitage guy is going to start panicking just because I hinted that we're close to catching him? Why would he even believe me?” 
 
    “It's not about that,” Noad explained, “it's about shifting the narrative and making him question certain things. I want to undermine his confidence.” 
 
    “Everyone's going to be looking for him now,” Pacey pointed out. “I'm not even sure that this press conference was a good idea. If people start panicking, we're going to end up getting so many false leads, we'll be completely oblivious if any genuine information comes in.” 
 
    “Don't worry about that,” Noad replied. “That's for the people running the main investigation to sort out, but we're doing our work on the side.” 
 
    “We are?” 
 
    “We are, and that means that we want to keep Prentiss and his team out of our way as much as possible. There's no harm in tying them up in a whole load of other work for a few days.” 
 
    “Just a few days?” 
 
    “We should have Armitage by then.” 
 
    “Hang on,” Pacey said as he checked his phone, “I've got about thirty missed calls from the last ten minutes alone.” 
 
    “Speak of the devil, that'll be Commissioner Adrian Prentiss right about now.” 
 
    Stopping at the car, Pacey turned to him just as all the color drained from his face. 
 
    “Why would Commissioner Prentiss want to talk to me?” he stammered. “I'm just... I mean, I'm only... I...” 
 
    He hesitated. 
 
    “Sir,” he added cautiously, “you did clear the press conference with him like you said you would, didn't you?” 
 
    “You're going to Cornwall,” Noad said, patting him firmly on the back. “I'm not sitting around waiting for Charlotte Walker to pick up the phone, so I want you to go down there and fetch her. I don't care what you have to do, just make sure that she comes back with you. Remember that she went through an extreme ordeal five years ago, one she barely survived. She's likely to be suffering from some kind of trauma, but you need to get through to her. She could be the key to identifying this Ted Armitage guy.” 
 
    “Okay,” Pacey said cautiously, “we can get going immediately.” 
 
    “I'm not going all the way down there,” Noad replied dismissively. “I already told you that. Instead, I'm going to look into some of the other victims and their families. I want to know every last thing about them, even down to what color underwear they were wearing on the day they disappeared.” He paused for a moment. “There has to be something that links every one of these women together. We just have to figure it out.” 
 
    “What if Charlotte Walker refuses to come with me?” 
 
    “She's not allowed to refuse.” 
 
    “Well, she... I mean, she is allowed to refuse. Technically.” 
 
    “You're going to get her here one way or the other,” Noad said firmly. “Frankly, I don't care if you have to tie her up and throw her into the trunk of your car, this is too important and too many lives are at stake. If she really resists...” 
 
    His voice trailed off for a moment. 
 
    “Tell her he might kill again,” he added finally. “Tell her he's more dangerous than ever now that he's cornered, and that he might very well be planning to abduct another woman.” 
 
    “Do you think that's true?” 
 
    “I think it should be enough to make her see that she has a duty to help us,” he replied. “From what I remember reading, Charlotte Walker seemed like a decent enough person. If she can be coaxed into getting over her fears, I'm sure she'll come back and do whatever she can. Just don't be afraid to lay it on a little thick if she needs some extra persuasion. Remind her of the horrors out at that place.” He paused again. “Tell her she has no choice. Tell her she has unfinished business in Twist Valley.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
    As soon as his eyes opened, Ted Armitage knew that something was wrong. He was on his side in the motel room, but his body felt heavy and he realized after just a few more seconds that he seemed to be running a fever. He began to sit up, only to find that the side of his belly was stuck to the bed-sheets; looking down, he saw that the wound had begun to leak again in the night, and he took a moment to reach down and carefully pull the fabric aside. 
 
    “That settles that, then,” he said with a sigh. “I definitely need to see a doctor.” 
 
    He turned to climb out of bed, but in that moment he suddenly saw a naked woman sitting next to him. She was looking over at the window, but even from behind Ted could already tell that he recognized her from somewhere. He sat up and pulled back a little, and then – as the woman slowly turned to look at him – he realized exactly where he'd seen her before. Although he told himself that he had to be wrong, that the strange visions had ended as soon as he'd left the farm, he couldn't deny what he was seeing now. 
 
    “Monica,” he whispered. “Monica Potter.” 
 
    “Help me!” he remembered her screaming in the barn, as he'd cut her gut open with a knife. “Somebody help me!” 
 
    Sitting in silence now, Ted continued to stare at her as she turned a little further and looked directly at him. All her marks and cuts were gone; her flesh was as fresh and unharmed as it had been on the day ten years earlier when he'd first taken her to the farm. He still remembered the sight of her body, with its head attached, crashing down into the pit. All his work, all his careful teaching, appeared to have been undone: in death, she'd fully recovered. 
 
    “You're not really here,” he told her. “Don't think for one second that you can fool me.” 
 
    “You're just relieved that I'm the only one,” she replied, her voice sounding strangely flat and emotionless. “Which I am. For now.” 
 
    “I -” 
 
    “I can't promise that the others won't show up soon, though,” she added. “All those other ghosts are still out there, and they still want to make you suffer.” 
 
    “You're not a ghost,” he said firmly. “You're just a figment of my imagination.” 
 
    “Does that make me less scary,” she asked, “or more?” 
 
    “I don't have time to sit around talking to you,” he muttered as he turned and began to clamber off the other side of the bed. “I only needed a short nap. It's time for me to hit the road again.” 
 
    As soon as he was standing, however, he realized that he felt strangely dizzy. Reaching out, he leaned against the wall and waited as the sensation began to pass. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw that Monica still appeared to be sitting on the bed, and he felt a flash of pride as he forced himself to stand up straight; he knew that it was foolish to worry about what a hallucination might think of him, but he still wanted to look his best. 
 
    “How bad is it?” she asked. 
 
    “I'm fine.” 
 
    “That's a lie. 
 
    “I told you I'm fine!” he snapped, even though he knew that there was no point being angry with a ghost. No, not a ghost; a hallucination. He had to remember that key distinction. “Stop nagging me all the time.” 
 
    “It's over, you know,” she said calmly. 
 
    “I don't need a lecture from you.” 
 
    “I know you don't. I just wanted to remind you. You've spent fifteen years doing your thing out at that barn, but now it's at an end. The only question is where you end up. Will it be a jail cell?” 
 
    “Home,” he told her, gritting his teeth. “I'm going home.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Nice car,” Monica said a while later, standing right behind the salesman at the rental agency. “Something of an upgrade on that rickety old truck you insisted on driving for so long.” 
 
    “I don't know if you're interested,” the salesman continued, oblivious to her presence, “but for just a small amount extra each day, I can upgrade you to -” 
 
    “No, this'll be fine,” Ted replied. “All I need is a set of wheels that'll get me home. I've got no interest in the latest fancy gadgets.” 
 
    “If you want a car with -” 
 
    “This one will be fine,” he said firmly, forcing a smile, hoping that this time the salesman would get the message. “I want this one, and only this one. No fancy extras, no high-tech radios or anything like that, just a set of wheels that'll get me to where I need to be.” 
 
    “Alright, then,” the salesman replied, looking down again at Ted's driving license, “Mr. -” 
 
    “Can we hurry this along a little?” Ted continued. “I'm sorry, I don't mean to be rude, but I'm in a hurry. I've been away on a business trip for a couple of weeks and I'm really looking forward to getting home and putting my feet up. I'm sure you know how it is, sometimes a man's just tired and -” 
 
    Before he could finish, he felt a sudden, sharp pain in his gut, as if some of his stitches had begun to come loose. He tried to hide his reaction, but when he looked at the salesman he realized that he was already too late. 
 
    “Cramp,” he explained, once again managing to somehow conjure a smile. “I'm getting old.” 
 
    “I'll just go and sort out the paperwork,” the salesman replied, somewhat awkwardly, “and then we can get you on your way. How about that?” 
 
    “All I could ever ask for,” Ted said as the man headed back into the office. 
 
    “You're not fooling him,” Monica pointed out. “What if he calls the police?” 
 
    “He won't.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “He thinks I'm a little odd,” Ted continued, “but that doesn't mean he thinks I'm a killer. Besides, I'm immune to all that suspicion.” He turned to her. “And you know why.” 
 
    “That's only going to get you so far.” 
 
    “I don't have far left to go,” he reminded her. 
 
    “And you really just want to go home and settle into a quiet life?” 
 
    “That's what I told you, isn't it?” 
 
    “I'm just having a hard time believing that you'll be happy,” she replied. “The great Ted Armitage doesn't seem like the kind of man who could ever be content in retirement. No offense, Ted, but you really didn't achieve what you set out to achieve at the farm, did you?” 
 
    “You don't know what I set out to achieve there.” 
 
    “I know about that nasty little underground chamber. I know about -” 
 
    “I'm going to get exactly what I want,” he added, interrupting her, even as he felt another rumbling pain in his gut. “I've known all along that this day was coming. Do you think those explosives just dropped into my lap at the exact moment I needed them? Of course they didn't. I set them up years ago, ready to be activated at the push of a button. I'm prepared, and so far everything's going more or less to plan.” 
 
    “Apart from the hole in your belly.” 
 
    Turning to look over at the office, Ted saw that the salesman was still tapping away at a computer. 
 
    “He's taking a long time,” Monica pointed out. “What if he's noticed something amiss? For all your claims to have the situation under control, you can't account for the human mind. What if he was watching the news last night and his head was already filled with the horror of Twist Valley before you even showed up? What if he's stalling while he waits for the police to get here?” 
 
    “I'm not worried about that.” 
 
    “You should be.” 
 
    He turned back to her. 
 
    “They're not going to stop until they've got you,” she told him. “And what if they find your last big secret? After all, the fire will only distract them for so long.” 
 
    “You're forgetting my secret weapon,” he replied, allowing himself a faint smile. “The police aren't going to get me now, for the same reason the police never even got a sniff of me over the past decade and a half. I've always been able to cover my tracks, because I -” 
 
    Before he could get another word out, he heard a door swing open nearby, and he turned to see that the salesman was making his way out from the office. 
 
    “All done for you,” the man said, holding out the license and a set of keys. “You're ready to roll.” 
 
    “Thank you very much,” Ted replied, and he couldn't help but smile. “It's good to know that some things in this life still run smoothly. And don't worry,” he added, glancing briefly at Monica, “I won't put a scratch on her.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    “Chloe, can you pick these up before we go inside?” Phil asked as he watched his daughter heading to the front door. “Hey, Chloe, remember what we talked about.” 
 
    Turning, the little girl began to gather the dolls she'd left on the lawn. Phil watched to make sure that she didn't leave anything behind, and he allowed himself a faint smile as he realized that she was taking great care. 
 
    “Philip Ballard?” 
 
    He turned to see a man limping toward him from a car that had pulled up just a moment earlier. He'd noticed the car, barely, although he'd given it no real thought. 
 
    “Who wants to know?” 
 
    “I'm Chief Inspector John Noad,” the man said, stopping on the other side of the fence and holding a hand out for him to shake. “I'm sorry to take up your time, but I'm afraid I need to ask you some questions about your wife.” 
 
    “My wife's at work,” Phil said cautiously. 
 
    “Right,” Noad replied, nodding slowly. “I'm afraid I don't mean your current wife, Mr. Ballard. I mean your first wife, the one who went missing five years ago. I'm here to ask you about Rebecca.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I never intended to get married again so quickly,” Phil explained a few minutes later, as they sat in the kitchen. “To be honest, I didn't think I'd ever get married again at all. Then I met Karen and...” 
 
    His voice trailed off, and for a moment he looked almost guilty. A few seconds later, Chloe stepped into the room and grabbed one of her toys, before hurrying back through to the front room. 
 
    “She looks like her mother,” Phil continued. “I see it more and more every day. It's as if Rebecca's blossoming inside her. Sometimes it's so good to see a little part of her showing through, and then other times it just reminds me of what we've lost.” 
 
    Noad turned and watched as Chloe sat on the carpet in the front room and resumed her game. 
 
    “She doesn't remember Rebecca, of course,” Phil said, as Noad turned back to him. “We haven't had to have a big conversation about her, or about what happened, although that day'll come eventually. I don't quite know what I'll tell her. The truth, I suppose. With the internet these days, she's bound to get all the details. This might make me sound crazy, but I really miss the days when we could just hide things away.” 
 
    “I'm here this morning,” Noad replied, “because we might have made a breakthrough in the hunt for the man who abducted your former wife. In fact, we might have made a breakthrough in something that's much bigger than just the disappearance of one woman. Mr. Ballard, I know this might be very difficult for you to hear, but I have to be honest with you. I'm of the opinion that Rebecca was just one of a number of victims of a very dangerous man.” 
 
    “You mean a serial killer?” 
 
    “I'm expecting to find that he had at least thirty victims over the space of ten or fifteen years.” 
 
    Phil stared at him for a moment. 
 
    “Have you found her body?” he asked finally. 
 
    “We've found a number of bodies,” Noad explained, “and we're in the process of identifying them now. Since we already have Rebecca's D.N.A. on file, I'm expecting a confirmation one way or the other within the next twenty-four hours.” He paused again. “Mr. Ballard, you should probably prepare yourself for some shocking news. If Rebecca is one of the victims of this man, and I think that she is, then you're going to hear details of what likely happened to her after she was kidnapped and...” 
 
    His voice trailed off. 
 
    “You might want to be ready,” he added finally, “that's all.” 
 
    “Who is he?” 
 
    “I'm not at -” 
 
    “Tell me!” Phil said through gritted teeth. “I have a right to know!” 
 
    “And you will know, just as soon as there's anything to share.” 
 
    “What aren't you telling me?” 
 
    “There's a process that we have to go through before we -” 
 
    “What did he do to her?” 
 
    Noad opened his mouth to reply, but the words hung in his throat. 
 
    “You have no idea what I've imagined over the years,” Phil continued. “Some nights I can't sleep, and I just think of the most awful things that this monster could have done to Becky. I'm ashamed that my mind is even capable of imagining such disgusting acts, but it's like they rush into my mind and I can't keep them out. I'm not talking about dreams. I'm wide awake when this happens. In my mind's eye, I see him skinning her alive, or doing things to her sexually, or cutting her with all these awful knives and machines while she's screaming. I can't help myself. I just keep thinking of these things.” 
 
    “Mr. Ballard -” 
 
    “Sometimes I go online and search for videos,” he added. “Not of Becky, obviously, but of things people have done to other victims. You can find a lot of nasty stuff once you learn how to search on the dark web, you know. I watch videos of... eyes being plucked out from the sockets of people who are still alive. People being burned alive. People being lowered into acid as they scream. I know I shouldn't be looking at any of these things, but I can't stop myself. And the worst thing is, in the back of my mind I'm always wondering whether one day, by sheer chance, I'll load up one of these videos and it'll be... her.” 
 
    “I understand that this must be very difficult for you.” 
 
    “I have more than twenty-three thousand videos on a hard drive that I keep hidden in the garage.” 
 
    Noad stared at him, not quite knowing what to say. 
 
    “There's one,” Phil continued, “where this guy took this woman's labia and -” 
 
    “I don't need to know about that,” Noad said firmly, keen to end that side of the conversation. “Please, Mr. Ballard, let's...” 
 
    His voice trailed off as he tried to think of a way to phrase his request. 
 
    “Let's just stick to the subject,” he added finally. 
 
    “We had a great marriage,” Phil continued, with tears in his eyes. “It was perfect, really. Obviously I love Karen, that's beyond question, but there'll always be a part of me that wonders what would have happened if Becky had taken a different route home. I don't even know what she was doing out there in that Twist Valley place, I'd never even heard of it before.” 
 
    “It's a little out of the way,” Noad admitted, before hesitating for a moment. 
 
    “You've found her body, haven't you?” Phil replied. 
 
    “I can't -” 
 
    “It's okay, I can see it in your eyes. Did he... did he film it?” 
 
    “We have no reason to believe so.” 
 
    “That's a relief,” Phil said, although at the same time he sounded almost disappointed. “I want you to catch him,” he continued after a few seconds. “Don't let him die, don't let him take the easy way out. I want you to catch him so that one day I can look him in the eyes.” 
 
    “We have every intention of taking him alive,” Noad replied. 
 
    “Just give me five minutes with him,” Phil added. “Less, even. One minute would be enough. I can make him suffer in one minute.” 
 
    “I won't be able to do that,” Noad explained. “There are processes. Procedures.” 
 
    “Thirty seconds.” 
 
    “I'm sorry,” Noad said, shaking his head, “but -” 
 
    “I'll rip his eyes out,” Phil said, interrupting him, “and then I'll peel his skin off piece by piece while he's still alive. I'll make him scream more in one minute than he ever made Becky scream.” He paused. “Are you sure he didn't film what he did to her? There has to be a chance, doesn't there?” 
 
    “Mr. Ballard, I -” 
 
    Before he could finish, he and Phil both heard footsteps outside, and they both turned just as the door opened and a heavily-pregnant woman stepped into the house. 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” she said, clearly taken aback, “I didn't know that you had company.” 
 
    “This is just an old friend,” Phil said, getting to his feet and turning to Noad with a pleading expression. “He just dropped by to say hello, but he's on his way now.” 
 
    “That's right,” Noad replied, figuring – as he struggled to stand – that there was no need to cause any trouble. “I'm afraid I have a lot to do and I'm already running late.” Leaning on his cane, he began to make his way to the door. “I'll be in touch, Philip, when I have more news.” 
 
    “Make sure you are.” 
 
    Opening the door, Noad turned to him. 
 
    Stepping behind his new wife, Phil made a point of placing a hand on her swollen belly, just as Chloe ran through and gave the woman a hug. 
 
    “I'm a man who protects his family,” he told Noad. “I don't know if you realized that about me, but it's pretty much all I live for. If anyone lays a hand on someone I care about, they'd better be prepared for me to come at them and come at them hard. I'm like a ninja, I don't forget.” 
 
    “I think that's elephants,” Noad replied, before stepping out onto the porch. “As I said, I'll be in touch.” 
 
    With that, he shut the door and turned to make his way down the steps. He struggled a little, but finally he reached the path and began to make his way back to the car. As he reached the gate, he glanced back at the house and saw Philip Ballard with his wife and daughter, and he felt a flicker of dread as he realized that soon Mr. Ballard was going to find out everything that had happened to his missing wife Rebecca. He wouldn't get to exact his revenge on the killer personally, of course; he wouldn't get close, so what would happen instead to the man's rage? After all, his anger wouldn't simply disappear; instead, it would have to find some other way out. 
 
    After stepping onto the pavement and carefully shutting the gate, Noad turned and made his way to the car. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Seagulls screeched all around as Detective Inspector Warren Pacey stepped out of the fish and chip shop and looked across the quay. He'd arrived in the Cornish town of Falmouth just a short while earlier, and he'd decided to get something to eat before heading off to find Charlotte Walker. Spotting a bench in the distance, he began to make his way across the car park, as his tie flapped in the wind. 
 
    Suddenly something slammed into him from above. Stunned, he stepped back and fell, landing hard on the ground as a seagull flapped its wings furiously in his face. Before he had a chance to react, he saw the bird flying away with his battered cod in its beak, and he looked down to see that his chips were scattered on the ground all around. 
 
    “They do that,” an old man said as he shuffled past, grinning from ear to ear. “They can recognize a newcomer from a mile away. Try to look more confident next time, and they might leave you alone.” 
 
    “Thanks for the advice,” Pacey, brushing feathers from his jacket as he got to his feet, and quickly seeing a ketchup stain on his tie. “I think maybe I'll find somewhere to eat inside.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Standing at the door to cottage, up a side-street not far from the town's center, Pacey listened to the sound of someone sliding a chain across, followed by the sound of a key turning. After hearing the same thing for a few more seconds, he realized that the quaint little cottage seemed to be heavily secured. 
 
    Finally the door opened, and a middle-aged woman with dark hair peered out through the crack. 
 
    “Can I help you?” she asked. 
 
    “I'm looking for Charlotte Walker.” 
 
    “She's not here at the moment,” the woman replied. “I'm a friend of the family. What do you want with her?” 
 
    “Do you know where I might be able to find Charlotte?” he continued, before taking his badge from his pocket and holding it up for her to see. “I'm Detective Inspector Pacey, I've tried to contact Ms. Walker several times over the past few days without success. I came all this way to see her in person, so -” 
 
    “She's not around at the moment.” 
 
    “Is she in town?” 
 
    “She comes and goes a lot,” the woman explained. “I'm sorry, is she in some kind of trouble?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Pacey replied, “but I -” 
 
    “Then I really can't help you.” 
 
    The woman shut the door abruptly, leaving Pacey standing all alone in the sloping street. He reached out to knock again, and he could already hear the woman putting all the chains and bolts back in place. Sighing, he took his phone from his pocket and brought up a photo of Charlotte Walker. As he looked at the image, he tried to work out whether she might be the woman he'd just encountered; there were certainly a number of similarities, although the picture was five years old and he really couldn't be certain that they were the same person. 
 
    He knew he couldn't simply walk away, however, so he decided that he was going to have to try a different tactic. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Don't you dare,” Pacey said firmly as he sat on a wall at the edge of the car park, trying once again to eat fish and chips. “If you come any closer, I'll kick you in the beak.” 
 
    A solitary seagull had begun to approach, although it backed away again as soon as it realized it had been seen. Turning and starting to walk away, the bird stopped after a few paces and turned partly back to look at Pacey, and then it let out a brief squawking sound. 
 
    “I mean it,” Pacey continued. “You're not exactly being subtle.” 
 
    He watched the bird, and then he looked down at his food, only for the seagull to immediately start approaching him again. 
 
    “Stop it!” he snapped. 
 
    The seagull immediately began to back away once more. 
 
    “How do you think this is going to work?” Pacey asked, somewhat exasperated by the fact that the wretched creature still hadn't given up. “I'm not going to change my mind and decide to give you my food. For all I know, you're the same one that had my first lunch. Go on, hop it, or I'll nick you for loitering.” 
 
    He waited, and then he leaned toward the bird, causing it to immediately back away even further. Its beady black eye remained fixed on him, however, and Pacey knew full well that the bird was up to something. 
 
    “I mean it!” he said angrily. “Go to -” 
 
    Suddenly something slammed against him from the side, and a rush of white feathers immediately began to beat against his face. Panicking, Pacey got to his feet and turned just as another seagull took off with his half-eaten piece of battered cod. Reaching out to grab the bird, Pacey managed to drop the box of chips, and then he looked down to see that the first seagull was gulping them down. 
 
    “Get out of here!” he shouted, kicking the bird and sending it scurrying away. “Are you serious? Do you work in teams now?” 
 
    Realizing that his second lunch was now ruined, Pacey let out a heavy sigh and turned to make his way back down the hill; at the last moment, however, he spotted movement in the distance, and he saw that the woman was now emerging from her cottage. 
 
    Stepping back, Pacey waited until the woman had made her way past him. For a moment he wondered whether he should just leave her alone; after all, if she was Charlotte Stewart, she'd clearly chosen to hide herself away from the world, and he knew that he had absolutely no right to insist on her return. At the same time, he desperately needed to get her help, and he hoped that with a little nudge she might be willing to do whatever it took to bring Ted Armitage down. 
 
    “Charlotte?” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    The woman turned, and for a few seconds she seemed utterly shocked. 
 
    “It is you, isn't it?” he continued, stepping toward her. “Ms. Stewart, I can't even begin to imagine what you went through five years ago. I know the basics of the case, about this Ted Armitage guy and about John Harrison as well. I don't blame you for wanting to hide away like this, but the truth is that we've made a huge breakthrough in our investigation. Well, the breakthrough is that there's an investigation at all now. You might have seen it mentioned on the news. I'm so sorry that you maybe weren't believed at the time, but I really need you to come with me so that we can try to track this man down now.” 
 
    He waited, but she seemed almost frozen in place. 
 
    “We've found the farm,” he explained, taking another step forward. “The one where you were held at the beginning, I mean.” 
 
    “I don't know what you mean,” she said stiffly, although there was fear in her eyes. 
 
    “You mentioned a pole with some heads on it. We've found that too.” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “It's by far the most shocking thing I've ever seen in my career,” he continued. “I don't mind telling you, I've had nightmares about that thing.” 
 
    “I really don't know what you're talking about.” 
 
    As those words left her lips, tears began to fill her eyes. 
 
    “We're so close to nailing this guy,” he continued, “but we need you to help us. You're the only person who saw his face properly and who lived to talk about it. I get that you chose to hide yourself away down here, but please, help us take this man off the streets. He's on the run now and we're closing in, but we still have to do things by the book. If we get him and you identify him, that's basically game over.” 
 
    She hesitated, and then she took a deep breath. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” she said, as her voice trembled with fear, “but as I already told you, I'm not Charlotte Stewart and I have no idea when she'll be back. In fact, as far as I know, she might not even come back at all. I haven't heard from her in a long time. You're wasting your time here.” 
 
    Turning, she hurried away down the hill. 
 
    Pacey opened his mouth to call after her, but she quickly made her way around the corner and he sighed as he realized that running after her would do no good at all. Still, he was sufficiently convinced now of her identity, so he took a card from his pocket and scribbled a quick note, asking her to reconsider and call him. He slipped the card through the cottage's letterbox, and then he began to wander back down toward the fish and chip shop. 
 
    The two seagulls were well advanced with their attempt to clean up all the spilled chips. 
 
    “Enjoy it while you can,” Pacey muttered at them darkly. “That's the last you're going to get from me.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    “I've identified all twelve of them,” Doctor Zinovik said as he glanced down at his clipboard. “We had material on file for all the victims, even going back a decade and a half. I suppose we can start informing the families.” 
 
    Barely even hearing a word, Noad stood in the lab and stared at the dozen severed heads laid out in a row on the counter. They'd been placed in date order, with the oldest on the left and the newest on the right; somehow they seemed to represent the slow change of human flesh over the years, with some skulls almost entirely devoid of meat and others covered in charred remains. A few of the fresher heads even retained some of their hair. 
 
    “Which one is Rebecca Ballard?” Noad asked. 
 
    “Ballard?” 
 
    Zinovik checked his notes, before pointing at one of the newer skulls. 
 
    “That's her.” 
 
    Noad peered down at the face of the dead woman. Although she was by no means recognizable from the photos in her file, she nevertheless still retained certain features and Noad couldn't help but think of her husband. Eventually he'd have to be informed that the head had been recovered, and most likely the body had been found in the pit, so at least some kind of funeral would be possible. As he looked at Rebecca's face and saw that her mouth was slightly open, as if she'd been in the process of screaming as she died, he felt a shudder run through his chest. 
 
    “He's a monster,” Zinovik said. 
 
    Noad turned to him. 
 
    “You know me,” Zinovik continued, “I don't usually use that sort of emotive language, but this man... he's almost not a man at all.” 
 
    “Oh, he's a man alright,” Noad replied. “That's almost the scariest part of all. He's a man, like either of us, except something has driven him to do these despicable things. It's almost as if something inside him just... broke, and after that he felt no remorse for his actions.” 
 
    “I've examined the bodies, and body parts, from his farm,” Zinovik explained. “There are exactly thirty women. Eighteen still had their heads attached when they were thrown down there, while the other twelve were decapitated first.” 
 
    “The ones in the pit were discarded,” Noad muttered. “He had no use for them, he just wanted them out of the way as quickly and as conveniently as possible. For some reason, these twelve were different. These twelve were deemed worthy of being put up as some kind of display, almost a monument.” 
 
    “There's no sign of anything sexual having been done to any of the victims.” 
 
    “Of course there isn't,” Noad replied, still staring at the heads. “This isn't about sex, it's about control. It's as if he was trying to do something with these women, or to them, and he retained the heads of the ones who were successful, or the ones he liked the most. He wanted to be reminded of some little victory they'd helped him achieve.” 
 
    “Seems like you're getting into the profiling business there.” 
 
    “I'm trying to understand the man's mind,” Noad admitted, “and calling him a monster doesn't help with that. I want to know who he is and what drives him. I want to peel away the layers until I get to his center. That's where we'll find the real Ted Armitage. I feel as if...” 
 
    His voice trailed off for a moment as he continued to stare at the heads. 
 
    “I feel,” he continued finally, “as if he's hiding just out of sight.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “And you're sure it's her?” Noad said later, as he stood in the car park at the front of the station. “You're positive that the woman you met is Charlotte Stewart?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” Pacey replied, his voice coming over loud and clear from the phone's speakers. “She really doesn't want to help, though. I'm thinking I might as well turn right around after I've had my lunch.” 
 
    “No, stay a little longer.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “One night,” Noad added. “I might be wrong, but I think Charlotte Stewart might just need more time to think about things. Your arrival today must have been a shock. I wouldn't be at all surprised if you get a call back from her this afternoon.” He waited for the other man to reply. “You wouldn't want to have to drive all the way down there a second time, would you?” 
 
    “I hope you're right,” Pacey said, “but I don't share your confidence. You didn't see the look in her eyes. I think she wants to pretend that none of this ever happened to her.” 
 
    “Well, she can't,” Noad said firmly. “None of us can. We can't turn away from our experiences and pretend that they haven't changed us. Sooner or later, that woman is going to have to be a little brave and do the right thing. It might not be easy, but it's the only way she's ever going to be able to sleep at night.” 
 
    “You've got more faith in people than I have.” 
 
    Just as he was about to tell Pacey that his attitude was more about hope than faith, Noad spotted a figure hurrying his way, and he turned to see that Inspector Jannings from the station was approaching with a thunderous look in his face. 
 
    “Pacey, I'll call you back,” Noad muttered as he ended the call. He already knew that he was about to - 
 
    “What the hell are you playing at?” Jannings snapped as he stopped at the foot of the steps. “I've had Prentiss on at me all morning, demanding to know why one of your lackeys staged a press conference yesterday.” 
 
    “I wouldn't know,” Noad replied. “You'd be better off speaking to the man himself.” 
 
    “Which I'd have done by now,” Jannings continued, “except he hasn't answered any of my calls. And apparently he's buggered off to Cornwall or Devon or some other shithole part of the country.” 
 
    “He's his own man,” Noad said, nodding sagely. “And I might add, there's nothing wrong with Cornwall and Devon. I've been there myself numerous times, in fact I've often thought about retiring to Cornwall and living out my final years in a pretty little cottage somewhere far away from people.” 
 
    “You're up to something,” Jannings said firmly, wagging a finger in his face, “and I want you to know that you're treading on very thin ice. I know you've always had an interest in this Twist Valley nonsense, and -” 
 
    “I'd call it more than mere interest.” 
 
    “Don't split hairs with me! You think everyone else is stepping on your turf, but this is much bigger than one man. If you interfere in this case one more time, I'll make sure that you're shut down permanently.” 
 
    “What's wrong,” Noad asked, “are you scared of getting another bollocking from the scary Mr. Prentiss?” 
 
    “You've been warned. Cross me again, Noad, and there'll be hell to pay.” 
 
    With that, Jannings turned and stormed away, clearly in the belief that he'd managed to get his point across. Noad, for his part, watched his superior's departure with an expression of amused detachment, before tapping at his phone and bringing up Pacey's number. Letting out a weary sigh, he glanced up at the sky for a moment and saw that there seemed to be a threat of rain in the air. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” he said as soon as Pacey answered, “I just had some paperwork to get on with.” 
 
    “I got another missed call from Commissioner Prentiss,” Pacey said cautiously. “Sir, are you sure I shouldn't give him a call back, just to check that -” 
 
    “I already told you,” Noad replied, “that's just his office attempting to cover their tracks. They want to be able to claim that they tried to stop you giving any more press conferences, even though they're actually fine with it. They've specifically asked me to make sure that you don't pick up any time they call. You wouldn't want to make me look bad, would you?” 
 
    “No,” Pacey said, although he sounded far from convinced, “it's just that... well, he's the boss, right? I mean, you're my boss, but he's the boss of everyone. It feels a little odd to be ignoring him.” 
 
    “Get yourself a room in a nice little bed and breakfast for one night,” Noad continued. “Worst case scenario, you get a short break you can charge to expenses, but I've got a hunch that you'll be hearing from Charlotte Walker before too long. When you do, it's imperative that you get her into your car and take her to the farm in Twist Valley. Let me know when you're on the way, because we need her to confirm beyond all doubt that we're dealing with the same person.” 
 
    “Fine,” Pacey replied, “as long as you can spare me for twenty-four hours. I don't mind -” 
 
    Suddenly Noad heard an almighty crashing sound coming from the phone, accompanied by a series of thuds and what seemed to be a startled squawk. 
 
    “It's the same bloody one each time, I swear!” Pacey shouted. “I'm inside this time! They're not supposed to come inside!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    As he pulled the car over and parked on the side of the road, Ted had no choice but to lean against the steering wheel. Letting out a pained gasp, he waited for the latest bout of discomfort to pass, and for a moment he felt as if his belly might be about to split open. 
 
    “Not far now,” he muttered, wiping sweat from his brow. “You'll be home before you know it.” 
 
    This time, however, the pain lasted longer than before; so long, in fact, that he began to wonder whether it was ever going to ease. The swelling sensation became stronger and stronger before finally starting to fade a little, although he knew with absolutely certainty that it'd soon be back. 
 
    “That's all you've got to do,” he continued. “Get home.” 
 
    He took a series of deep breaths, just as another vehicle trundled past and then pulled over a little way along the road. Watching the vehicle with a sudden sense of concern, Ted saw that a man was stepping out, and he immediately sat up straight and tried to smile as the man approached. He knew that he had to appear normal, that anyone who'd seen the news over the previous twenty-four hours would be on the lookout for anyone behaving suspiciously. 
 
    “Are you okay there?” the man asked as Ted wound down his window. “Have you broken down?” 
 
    “I'm fine, thanks,” Ted replied. 
 
    “I just saw you parked here and -” 
 
    “I'm stopped for a rest, that's all.” 
 
    “Okay, no worries,” the man said. “I wouldn't normally ask in a situation like this, but I know this road pretty well and I know there's no phone signal for a couple of miles.” 
 
    “Is that right?” Ted asked. 
 
    “If you broke down here,” the man continued, “you'd really be stuck unless someone happened to come across you. If you set off to walk, you'd be going for hours before you reached a town.” 
 
    “Good job I haven't broken down, then.” 
 
    “As long as you're okay, I'm just sorry to have bothered you. Have a nice day!” 
 
    The man turned and headed to his car, leaving Ted to let out a sigh of relief. He knew that the man had only wanted to help, and he felt bad for being so annoyed. As he watched the man driving away, however, he couldn't help but wish that busybodies would simply leave him alone. Even as the man's car disappeared around the next corner, Ted felt as if his privacy had been invaded. 
 
    “You're dying.” 
 
    Startled, he turned and saw a woman sitting in the back seat. He blinked a couple of times, shocked that he couldn't remember her name, although he vividly remembered the sight of her hanging from chains in his barn. He also remembered her screaming as her guts had spilled out from her belly; ordinarily he'd have had no trouble recalling all her details, but somehow his mind felt a little muddied, as if he was finding it harder and harder to settle on the details. Almost as if... 
 
    “Louisa,” she reminded him. 
 
    “I knew that!” he lied. 
 
    “You're dying, Mr. Armitage,” she continued. “You know I'm right.” 
 
    “Everyone's dying.” 
 
    “Not as quickly as you are. Not with their gut slowly leaking out into their shirt.” 
 
    “I've made it this far!” 
 
    “And you should be commended for that,” she told him, “but these home-made remedies will only last for a short while. You're really just delaying the inevitable.” 
 
    Looking down, he realized that she was right. Clear liquid was staining a large patch on his shirt and running down onto the top of his trousers. He could feel a burning pain around his stitches, and he knew that he was long past the point at which he should have gone to the hospital; at the same time, going to a hospital would inevitably arouse suspicion, and he couldn't afford to do anything that might lead to people asking questions. He told himself that the stitches would most likely hold for at least another twenty-four hours. 
 
    “I'll be fine,” he murmured, even though he didn't believe that himself. “I'll get home and I'll be fine.” 
 
    “What do you think comes next?” 
 
    He turned to her. 
 
    “For a man like you, I mean,” she continued. “Do you think the great beyond is the same for everyone, or is there some kind of -” 
 
    “There's nothing after this,” he replied, interrupting her. “We die, and that's it.” 
 
    “I don't think you really believe that.” 
 
    “You don't know what I believe!” 
 
    “You're scared,” she told him. “All your life, you've assumed that there's no grand day of judgment at the end of it all, but what if you're wrong? What if, after you breathe your last breath, you have to stand in front of some heavenly figure and account for your life? I think we both know that you'd have trouble with that. It's one thing for you to come up with these long, meandering explanations for your crimes when you're talking to your victims, but I imagine a higher power would take issue with at least some of your activities.” 
 
    “I can defend myself,” he sneered. 
 
    “You're a murderer. A mass murderer. A serial killer.” 
 
    “Those women -” 
 
    “Those women didn't deserve to die. They might not have been perfect, but they should have had the chance to live their own lives.” 
 
    “Then they should have listened to me,” he said firmly. “They should have let me help them, instead of fighting back all the time. I told them how it was supposed to work, all they had to do was listen.” 
 
    He waited for Louisa to reply, but at that moment he heard his phone starting to buzz. He knew full well, without even looking at the screen, who was trying to get through. 
 
    “Are you going to answer?” Louisa asked. 
 
    “I...” 
 
    His voice trailed off. 
 
    “What if she hears it in your voice?” she continued. “She's your daughter, she knows you better than anyone. What if she realizes that something's wrong? In fact, what if she realizes a lot more than you ever could have imagined? What if...” 
 
    She paused, before leaning toward him. 
 
    “What if she knows what you are?” 
 
    “She doesn't.” 
 
    “But what if the -” 
 
    “She doesn't know anything!” he shouted angrily, turning to her as the phone continued to ring. “She has no idea! She thinks I'm working, or she thinks I'm on holiday, and that's the end of it! She doesn't have a clue about the rest of it!” 
 
    “She will,” Louisa said calmly, “if you get caught. What do you think that'll do to her?” 
 
    Hesitating, he waited for the phone to stop ringing, but the buzzing sound went on and on. 
 
    “She just wants to talk to her daddy,” Louisa continued with a faint smile. “How old is she now, anyway? Twenty-three? Twenty-four? I bet she still idolizes you so much. I bet she thinks there's no-one in the world who's as wonderful as you.” 
 
    “She'd be right,” he said through gritted teeth. 
 
    A moment later, the phone stopped ringing. 
 
    “She'll try again soon enough,” Louisa pointed out. “Are you just never going to talk to her again?” 
 
    “I'll talk to her when I get home.” 
 
    “If you get home.” 
 
    “And will you tell her everything?” 
 
    “That way, she'll have to understand,” he muttered. “I could explain it to her, so that she hears it properly instead of getting the whole thing second-hand through the media. She's a smart girl, she has to realize that I've only ever done the right thing.” 
 
    “You killed more than two dozen women over fifteen years.” 
 
    “For the right reasons.” 
 
    “She'll never see it like that,” Louisa told him. “She'll be horrified. She'll think that you're a monster and she'll never want anything to do with you again. Her life will be ruined when she finds out what her daddy's been doing.” 
 
    “I'll make her see it from my perspective.” 
 
    “You're a miserable failure. You never succeeded in helping any of those women! Not even the ones who mattered most.” 
 
    “Everything's going to be fine,” he said firmly. “You don't understand me. No-one does. I'll handle whatever happens next.” 
 
    “Or what?” She smiled. “Will you tie her up too?” 
 
    “Don't be disgusting!” 
 
    “Time's running out,” she said as she leaned between the seats and reached down toward his belly. “How long do you think you can survive like this? A day at most?” She paused, before gently pushing a fingertip against the stained part of his shirt. “Maybe less,” she purred. “This time tomorrow, you'll most likely be a corpse, and then everything will be out of your hands. Still, at least the pain will be over.” 
 
    Before he could reply, he felt her pushing harder against his gut. Her finger broke through the fabric of his shirt and sliced straight into the wound, tearing the stitches apart. Although he tried to push her away, Ted found that he was powerless to resist and – as her finger dug deep into the cut left by the knife – he could only lean back in the seat and scream. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
    Startled, John Noad opened his eyes and rolled onto his back. He blinked a couple of times as he tried to remember exactly where he was, and then he realized that he'd checked into a motel. He'd knocked back a bottle of wine and then he'd read some notes for a while, and now he found himself in the dark room; all he could see, aside from the faintest outline of the curtains, was the blinking red light of a fire alarm directly above the bed. 
 
    Feeling somewhat dazed, Noad sat in silence for a moment. Although the clock on the nightstand showed the time as only 2am, he felt as if he was about to be interrupted. Indeed, he was reasonably certain that he'd heard a noise just a moment ago, something that had stirred him from sleep, although he wasn't entirely sure what the noise had been or where it had come from. He checked his phone and saw no missed calls or messages, and then he turned and sat on the side of the bed for a moment. 
 
    He needed to go to the bathroom anyway, although he was delaying the trip. Still, the static charge in the room seemed to be rising, almost as if - 
 
    “He's about to talk to you.” 
 
    Startled, he looked over his shoulder. In the darkness, he could just about make out the shape of a naked woman sitting on the far end of the bed, with her back to him. 
 
    He opened his mouth to ask who she was and what she was doing in his room. 
 
    Suddenly his phone began to buzz. Turning, Noad saw that an unrecognized number was trying to get through. He reached over and took the phone, and he hesitated for a moment before answering and tentatively raising the phone to the side of his face. 
 
    “Hello?” he said cautiously. 
 
    “Chief Inspector John Noad,” a slightly whiny male voice replied, “I'm sorry about the late hour, but I thought it might finally be time for us to talk.” 
 
    “Who is this?” Noad asked, still feeling slightly groggy. 
 
    “Oh, I think you know,” the voice said. Whoever he was, the man sounded very pleased with himself. “For now, you can stick with the name you've been using for me recently. Call me Ted Armitage.” 
 
    “Ted -” 
 
    Noad hesitated. 
 
    “How did you get this number?” he asked cautiously. 
 
    “The same way I covered my tracks for fifteen years,” Ted replied, “and the same way I kept my little farm hidden, and the same way I slipped away even when your men were closing in.” 
 
    “Where are you?” Noad asked, getting to his feet and switching on the bedside light. Turning, he saw no sign of anyone, not even the naked woman. 
 
    “Relax,” Ted said, “if I wanted to talk to you face-to-face, I'd be doing that by now. The truth is, I just thought I should touch base and let you know that you need to stop chasing me. Now.” 
 
    “That's never going to happen, Mr. Armitage,” Noad replied. “Not until you've been caught. Why don't you give yourself up? You must know that we're getting close to tracking you down. Wouldn't it feel better to surrender, rather than letting yourself get hunted like some kind of animal?” 
 
    “We're all animals, Chief Inspector Noad,” Ted pointed out. “I don't feel the need to elevate myself above anyone or anything else. I called you because I want you to know two things. First, I'm not going to kill anyone else. Not ever. When my farm went up in flames, that was the end of the line. I had a plan, and I failed to execute that plan fully, but I'm a big enough man to accept that failure. At least I tried.” 
 
    “So are you suggesting that I should just let you walk away?” Noad asked. 
 
    “I am, as it happens. That's the second thing I wanted to tell you. Just leave me alone. You won't catch me. I'm already a long way from Twist Valley and I'm going to keep on going, and I've made sure that there's no way you can identify me. You don't even know which direction I'm heading in, so do everyone a favor and accept that this is over. I'm sorry you won't get your big moment in the sun, your chance to be a hero, but that's just the way things go sometimes. I've accepted that my time is up. Now you have to do the same.” 
 
    “That's not how it works,” Noad told him. 
 
    “You'll never take me alive,” Ted replied, “I'm too -” 
 
    Suddenly he let out a pained gasp. 
 
    Noad listened, acutely aware now that the man on the other end of the line was in serious discomfort. 
 
    “I can get you the help you need,” he told Ted. “Physical help, psychological help, whatever you want. Hell, you can even plead insanity and try to get yourself a nice cushy little stay in a hospital. You have options and -” 
 
    Before he could finish, he heard Ted starting to laugh through the pain. 
 
    “If you didn't want to hear what I have to say,” Noad continued, “you could have hung up by now. I don't think you called just to gloat. I think you're out of luck and you still haven't quite decided what to do. Tell me about your family, Mr. Armitage. What do you think would be best for them?” 
 
    He listened, but the laughter continued. 
 
    “I saw your collection of heads,” he added. “That was a nice little flourish, wasn't it? Everything else at the farm was rather mundane. Even that pit was more about function, but the heads on the stick, those were impressive. What was it about those particular women, anyway? Why did they get to go on the -” 
 
    “Don't try to understand me!” Ted screamed suddenly. 
 
    Noad instinctively moved the phone away from his ear. 
 
    “You never will!” Ted shouted. “One day I'll be standing over your cold dead body and I'll know everything about you and you won't know a thing about me, and that's how it was always meant to be!” 
 
    “Mr. Armitage, I -” 
 
    “Because you're pathetic,” Ted continued, “and you've always been pathetic, and I've always been several steps ahead of you. You were never able to catch up to me, Chief Inspector Noad. It wasn't even a fair fight. I crushed you a long time ago, and you never even noticed.” 
 
    “Mr. Armitage,” Noad said firmly, “I think you -” 
 
    Before he could finish, he heard a brief crackling sound, and then he looked at his phone as he realized that Ted had ended the call. He tapped to ring back, only to find that for some reason his phone had been unable to track the number. He checked a few different menus, but the number simply hadn't been recorded anywhere on his device. Figuring that Ted was obviously more technologically sophisticated than he'd realized, he set the phone down and let out a long sigh, and then he hauled himself to his feet. He knew he should report the call and see if anyone from the station might be able to pull up the details, but first he needed to get to the bathroom. 
 
    “He's coming for you,” a female voice said. 
 
    Noad froze, and then he turned to see that the naked woman was sitting on the end of the bed again, still shrouded in darkness. After a moment, however, he realized that this was a different woman, and than she wasn't alone. Another woman was standing by the window, and another was next to the wardrobe. In fact, as he turned and looked all around the room, he saw that there were several women, some of them just a few feet away, all staring straight at him. And they all had their backs to him. 
 
    “Who are you?” he stammered, although deep down he already knew that they must be the women from the farm. 
 
    From the pit. 
 
    “You're not really here,” he told them, although he was aware of a hint of uncertainty in his own voice. “You're all hallucinations.” 
 
    “Of course we are,” one of them said, and he turned to see that she was standing right behind him now, still facing the other way, “but that doesn't mean that we're not real, or that we're wrong.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to reply, but no words left his lips. 
 
    “Not long now,” the woman added. 
 
    He blinked, and in that instant all the women disappeared. Turning and looking around once more, he was relieved to find that he was alone again, although he was somewhat startled by that fact that he'd hallucinated in the first place. Realizing that he was letting the stress of the case get to him, he headed through to the bathroom and then, once he was back over at the bed, he took a seat and switched the light on. He knew there was no point trying to sleep, so instead he grabbed his notebook and began to jot down anything from the conversation with Ted Armitage that seemed even remotely relevant. 
 
    “I'm coming for you,” he whispered. “You might think you're smart, but I'm smarter. By the time this is over, I'll have you rotting in a cell.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    “We're not exactly rushed off our feet,” Mrs. Pearson said as she set a rack of toast on the breakfast table, “so if you do need to stay another night, it won't be a problem.” 
 
    “That's very kind of you,” Pacey replied, “but I'm not sure how it'd go down in the office. I'm going to be heading off when I'm done here. Thanks all the same.” 
 
    As Mrs. Pearson left the room, Pacey tried to focus on his meal. He'd slept fairly well, but he knew that he faced a long drive back up the country. Although he understood why Noad had sent him all the way to Cornwall, he couldn't help but feel that his trip had been a waste of time, and he was worried that he must have missed some vital part of the investigation. Deep down, he also couldn't help but wonder whether Noad had sent him on the trip because he considered him to be somewhat inessential. Couldn't anyone else have been sent on a two-day wild goose chase? 
 
    Hearing his phone buzz, Pacey glanced at the screen, and he saw that an unrecognized number was trying to get through. He considered not answering, but then – worried that perhaps something important might have happened – he tapped at the screen. 
 
    “Detective Inspector Pacey,” he said as he began to open a small packet of butter. 
 
    “Mr. Pacey?” a woman's voice replied, sounding somewhat nervous. “It's Charlotte Walker. I'm sorry about yesterday. What exactly do you want from me?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I still have nightmares about it,” Charlotte explained an hour later, as she and Pacey made their way slowly past Gyllyngvase Beach. “About all of it. That room at his house. The barn. Running through the forest. Then everything that happened at John's place...” 
 
    “I read the case files again last night,” Pacey replied, “to remind myself of the details. You went through three or four days of absolute hell.” 
 
    “The worst part is when I think about all the stupid decisions I made,” she continued. “You know when you watch a film and you think the characters are doing really idiotic things? When I look back at what happened, I can't believe some of my choices. Why did I let Ted Armitage get a jump on me at the beginning, when I was still right by my car? I always thought I was pretty smart, but he grabbed me without any trouble at all.” 
 
    “It seems he'd had a lot of practice,” Pacey pointed out. “You shouldn't worry about that.” 
 
    “It happened twice,” she told him. “First Ted Armitage, then John Harrison. They were two very different men, but...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off as they walked past the cafe. 
 
    “After I escaped,” she added, “I was determined to track him down. I think I was in shock after having killed John, but I set out to find Ted Armitage's farm. I shouldn't admit this, but I drove up and down the roads out in Twist Valley. I was convinced that I'd spot something familiar, but there was nothing. It was as if the land had simply swallowed the farm up, as if it had disappeared.” 
 
    “You went out there alone?” 
 
    “I had a gun.” 
 
    “You -” 
 
    “Don't worry, it was all legal,” she said, cutting him off. “I told myself that I was ready, that I'd be able to handle myself if I saw him again. That might have been a load of rubbish, but it's what I believed. And the strange thing is, I knew he was still out there somewhere. His body wasn't found in the truck, and I just felt like he was the kind of slippery bastard who'd get himself out of any tight situation.” 
 
    “Hopefully his luck has run out.” 
 
    “Eventually I had what I suppose you'd call a breakdown. My mother died, and I started to get really paranoid that I was going to answer the door one day and...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off for a moment. 
 
    “That's why I came down to Cornwall,” she added finally. “I figured that this was as far as I could get from Twist Valley without leaving the country. Plus, Cornwall isn't on the way to anywhere, so I told myself that there was no way he'd end up here by accident. I tried to go completely off the grid. I hid myself away and I pretended that it was all over. I figured that I could handle the nightmares, just so long as there was no chance of him knocking on my door one day.” 
 
    They walked on in silence for a moment. 
 
    “Have you been watching the news?” Pacey asked. 
 
    “Not at first. After a while, though, I realized that I had to.” 
 
    “We've got men crawling all over his farm,” Pacey continued. “The thing is, we need to put all the pieces together and make sure that everything's connected that should be connected.” 
 
    “Where do I come in?” 
 
    He opened his mouth to reply, but he hesitated for a moment as he wondered how best to broach the subject. Before he could continue, his phone buzzed and he saw that Noad was trying to get in touch, but he told himself that his boss could wait a little while longer for an update. He'd already let him know that he was going to meet Charlotte, and he figured that the most important thing was to try to get her onboard. 
 
    “I know this is a big ask,” he said cautiously, “but I need you to come with me to Twist Valley.” 
 
    She stopped and turned to him. 
 
    “I need you to come back to the farm,” he added. 
 
    “You can't be serious.” 
 
    “You'll be completely safe. In fact, you'll be safer there than -” 
 
    He stopped himself just in time. 
 
    “Safer than what?” she asked. “Safer than here? You really don't have a clue where Ted Armitage is right now, do you?” 
 
    “We're working on it.” 
 
    “He could be anywhere in the country,” she continued, clearly starting to become agitated, “and you wouldn't have the first clue. Do you know his real name?” 
 
    “We have a number of leads.” 
 
    “You don't even know his name,” she added, “and now you've come here and you've probably made it more likely that he'll be able to track me down. What if he followed you?” 
 
    “No,” he said firmly, shaking his head, “that's completely impossible. You have to understand, Ted Armitage is most likely running scared right now, which means that he's focused solely on the need to save his own skin. He'll be putting his plans into action and trying to keep his head down. The last thing he'd want to do now is come looking for you. He must know that we'd be expecting that.” 
 
    “So have you come here to act as some sort of bodyguard?” 
 
    “I've come to ask you for your help,” he told her. “I can't force you, but if you really want this guy brought to justice, please consider coming back with me. This is the one thing you can actually do right now that'll help put this bastard behind bars.” 
 
    He waited, watching her face for any hint of her decision. He could see tears in her eyes, but he told himself that she seemed like a good person and that hopefully she'd be able to get past her fears and recognize the need to cooperate. Although he wanted to say something else that would make her feel better, he forced himself to stay quiet so that she might eventually make the right decision. 
 
    “You said yesterday that you found the... heads on the pole,” she said, and now her voice was cracking with fear. 
 
    “That's right, we did.” 
 
    “Am I the only person who ever escaped?” 
 
    “We're not aware of any others.” 
 
    “So I should have...” 
 
    She took a deep breath. 
 
    “I should have been on that pole, shouldn't I? My head, at least.” 
 
    “Some of the bodies were thrown into the pit with their heads still attached.” 
 
    “What pit?” 
 
    “I -” 
 
    “Never mind,” she added, before taking a deep breath, as if she was trying to summon a little extra courage from somewhere. “If I come with you, I need you to promise me two things.” 
 
    “Name them.” 
 
    “First, I need you to promise that you'll catch him.” 
 
    “I'm absolutely certain that we'll have him within the next day or two.” 
 
    “And second...” 
 
    She paused again, as a solitary tear rolled down her cheek. 
 
    “You have to promise,” she continued finally, “that there's no chance that I'll see him again. Not even after he's been caught. I want to know that he's in jail, or that he's dead, but I don't want to see it. Promise me that, and I'll come with you.” 
 
    Pacey hesitated for a few seconds. 
 
    “I promise,” he said, trying his best to sound comforting. “There's zero chance that you'll ever come face to face with Ted Armitage again.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    “Chrissie, I told you, I just got delayed,” Ted said as he continued to drive along a narrow country lane. “I'm heading home right now, I had to get a rental car. When I tell you about the last few days, you're not going to believe the bad luck I've had.” 
 
    He listened to her reply as he kept his eyes on the road ahead. The signal was weak and her voice was starting to break up. 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” he continued. “I stopped off for a few hours during the night, but I set off again first thing this morning. You wouldn't want to know some of the crazy stuff that's been going on up here. I just want to get home and put my feet up and -” 
 
    Before he could finish, he saw that there was a car pulled over on the side of the road, with the hood up. He immediately slowed down, and as he drove past he saw a young woman – no more than twenty, maybe twenty-five years old – looking at a smoking engine. 
 
    “I'm going to have to call you right back,” he said, parking his car and switching the engine off. “I'll call you later, Chrissie. Sorry, something's just come up.” 
 
    He cut the call, and then he looked in the mirror and saw that the woman was waving more smoke away. Whatever had happened to the engine must have been pretty catastrophic, but Ted briefly considered simply setting off on his way. After all, he was in a hurry and he was in pain, and he was certainly in no position to actually help the woman. Nevertheless, he felt that he couldn't possibly leave her stranded, so finally he unfastened his seat belt and climbed out of the car. After all, old habits were difficult to shake. 
 
    “Hey there,” he said with a smile, as he adjusted his sunglasses, “what seems to be the problem?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “It's totally busted,” he muttered a short while later, as he took a step back and watched more smoke rising from the engine. “I know a few things about fixing cars, but this is way out of my league. Sorry.” 
 
    “Thanks for trying,” Vicky muttered as she waved her phone in the air again. “I don't have any signal out here, either. Can you believe that?” 
 
    “Mine was getting patchy just before I stopped,” he told her. “Listen, I think I saw that there's a town about ten miles up ahead. If you want, I...” 
 
    His voice trailed off as he began to consider the absurdity of the situation. After everything that had happened, was he actually about to offer to genuinely help someone? Sure, in the old days he'd have jumped at the chance, and he'd have marveled at the fact that a new subject had dropped into his lap so easily; now, however, with nowhere to take the girl and with several serious wounds, he knew that he needed to be far more careful. 
 
    “I mean,” he continued, “I could drop you off. At the town. If you want.” 
 
    She checked her phone again, before turning to him. For a moment, she seemed almost to have not really heard his offer. 
 
    “I'm not getting in a car with you,” he expected her to say. “I've seen the news, I know there's some psycho on the loose. Do you think I'm an idiot?” 
 
    “Would you mind?” she asked instead. “I've been camping in the middle of nowhere for the past week, and the thought of having to walk another few miles makes me want to scream. Plus, my feet are covered in blisters.” 
 
    “Step this way,” he replied, gesturing toward his car, even though he was worried he might be making a mistake. “Honestly, it'll be my pleasure.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “So are you heading anywhere special?” Ted asked as he drove the pair of them along the road. “You said you'd been camping, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, just for a week,” she replied, as she checked her watch yet again. She seemed nervous, as if she was worried about being late for something. “To tell you the truth, I...” 
 
    He waited for her to continue, but after just a few seconds he realized that she seemed to be holding something back. There was something very fidgety about the girl. 
 
    “It's okay,” he said, “I'm a good listener.” 
 
    “I'm kind of running away,” she told him. 
 
    “From what?” 
 
    “From who, more like,” she admitted. “I don't even know why I'm telling you this. You're a complete stranger. I'm sorry, I'll shut up.” 
 
    “No, it's fine. Honestly.” 
 
    He felt a flicker of pain in his gut, but he forced himself to keep smiling. 
 
    “I'm getting married tomorrow,” she said suddenly. 
 
    “I'm sorry?” 
 
    “It's kind of an unconventional set-up,” she continued, “but basically I'm marrying my childhood sweetheart tomorrow morning at St. Vincent's Church about twenty miles from here. That little camping trip was supposed to be my last chance to get away from all the madness. I know it's not exactly normal behavior for a soon-to-be-bride, but I had to clear my head. It seemed like a good idea at the time, except while I was alone I started to think...” 
 
    Once again, she seemed hesitant. 
 
    “I'm not going to show up,” she said finally. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “I can't tell him to his face that I'm not marrying him,” she explained, “so I'm going to take the coward's way out and just skip town. Actually, I'm going to skip the country. I've booked a little place in France and I'm going to stay there for a couple of weeks with my phone off, and I'm just going to pretend that everyone here won't be going absolutely nuts. Obviously I'll let them know that I'm okay, but other than that I'm just going to detach myself from the whole mess.” 
 
    “Isn't that a little...” 
 
    He paused. 
 
    “I know,” she replied, “I'm a bad person. You don't need to tell me.” 
 
    “I wasn't going to.” 
 
    “You were thinking it, though.” 
 
    He took a deep breath. 
 
    “I suppose I was,” he admitted finally. “Are you really going to just vanish and leave everyone in the lurch? Don't you think you should at least talk to them all?” 
 
    “I can't.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “I just can't!” she said firmly, clearly on the verge of a full breakdown. “It's too complicated to explain, but I can't face them. Believe me, it'd take more than a short car ride to explain every bad choice I've made in my life. The truth is, I've got myself into this situation and I've just got to get out before it all snowballs to hell.” She paused for a moment. “They'll thank me later. It might take a few years, but eventually they'll all realize that I'm doing this as much for them as for me.” 
 
    He glanced at her, wondering whether she really believed what she was saying, but he was immediately struck by the realization that she seemed to be genuinely traumatized by her decision. 
 
    “It's the best for everyone,” she added, clearly trying to convince herself. “I'm actually doing the right thing for once.” 
 
    “If you don't mind a little advice,” he replied, “the best thing in any situation is always the same. You should talk to the people involved.” 
 
    “I can't.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I just can't. You don't understand.” 
 
    “But if -” 
 
    “You don't know what I've done!” she snapped, briefly allowing her anger to bubble up. “Sorry, I don't mean to be rude, but I'm not a good person. I've hurt a lot of people and I don't want to do it again. If I'd just made this decision sooner, they'd all be fine by now.” 
 
    “I'm sure they love you very much.” 
 
    “They think they do, but they don't know the real me. They think I'm some virtuous, perfect girl who never puts a foot wrong. They don't know about the lies, and the cheating, and the bad thoughts that are always running through my head. You have no idea what it's like to hide your real self from the people you love the most.” 
 
    “Oh, you might be surprised,” he told her with a faint, wry smile. 
 
    “I've fought it long enough,” she continued, looking straight ahead, watching the road. “I've tried to be a good person but it's time to admit that I'm just bad at heart. I should just be myself instead. At least that way nobody else gets hurt. I don't mind screwing up my own life, I've got plenty of experience with that and I don't feel guilty, but too many other people have suffered because of my stupidity and I refuse to let that happen again.” 
 
    “You shouldn't give up on yourself just yet.” 
 
    “That's easy for you to say,” she muttered. “Is that the place up ahead?” 
 
    Spotting a service station and some other buildings in the distance, Ted realized that they might be a little further from the town than he'd realized. 
 
    “That's not the town I was thinking of,” he told her. “They might have a mechanic, though. And at least they should have phone signal.” 
 
    “Do you mind if we stop there?” she asked, turning to him. “I don't want to put you out any more than I have already. And the sooner I get to France, the sooner I can put my old life firmly in the past.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    “Oh, hey, you're back.” 
 
    As he leaned against the car and looked out at the road, Ted realized that he recognized the voice. Turning, he was surprised to see a familiar-looking man wandering over, although for a moment he couldn't quite work out where he'd met him before. 
 
    “You rented this beauty from me yesterday,” the man added, patting the front of the car. 
 
    Startled, Ted looked toward the building and realized that he was at the same showroom. For a moment, that simple fact didn't compute; he felt as if the entire world had gone wrong, as if he'd driven miles and miles and somehow a glitch had deposited him right back where he'd started. 
 
    “I thought you were heading south,” the man said as he raised a hand to shield his eyes a little from the sun. 
 
    “I was,” Ted replied. “I mean, I am. I mean...” 
 
    He hesitated as he tried to figure out exactly what had happened. Since pulling up in the car park and telling Vicky that he'd wait around to see whether she needed more help, he somehow hadn't noticed that he was right back at the beginning of his journey. 
 
    “I guess I just had a few things to do in the area first,” he said cautiously. “I must have just... driven round in a big old circle. Funny how that sort of thing can happen, isn't it?” 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    The man stared at him, but something about his expression seemed a little odd, as if he was concerned. 
 
    Ted looked toward the far end of the car park. Vicky had disappeared into one of the other buildings, hoping to find a mechanic, and she'd been gone for at least ten minutes. Although he'd allowed his thoughts to drift, Ted realized now that he'd let his guard down a little, and that he was in danger of sleepwalking into danger. He looked around, to make sure that there was no sign of Vicky anywhere, and then he turned to see that the car dealer was taking a couple of steps back. 
 
    “Are you okay there, Doug?” Ted asked, peering at the man's badge. “You look a little... nervous.” 
 
    “I'm fine,” Doug blurted out, before forcing the least genuine smile Ted had ever seen in his life. “I just have to get back inside now. Sorry, I...” 
 
    He mumbled something under his breath, and then he turned and almost ran back toward the showroom. There was no escaping the man's sense of sheer panic. 
 
    Ted watched him for a moment. He tried to tell himself that there was no need to worry, but deep down he could tell that Doug was onto him. After looking around one more time to make sure that Vicky was still otherwise occupied, he turned and made his way toward the showroom's front door. 
 
    “Man,” he muttered under his breath, “do I not need this right now.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Can I help you?” Doug asked, holding his phone and turning to look as Ted stepped into the reception area. “I'm just -” 
 
    He froze as soon as he saw Ted. 
 
    “I didn't get to come in here earlier,” Ted mused, looking over at the cars and then spotting an escalator leading to the upper floor, where a balcony offered a chance to get a bird's eye view of the vehicles. “You've got a pretty grand set-up here. Do you work all on your own?” 
 
    “Nancy's at lunch.” 
 
    “Nancy?” 
 
    “She's my...” 
 
    Doug hesitated. 
 
    “Secretary.” 
 
    “Nice cars over there,” Ted said, looking once more at the sports cars parked over by the windows. “I'm only just starting to appreciate what you've got going on here. You must be doing pretty well for yourself, Doug.” 
 
    “I guess so,” Doug replied, before hesitating for a moment. “Listen, I really need to make this call.” 
 
    “Go ahead. I just want to look at those beautiful cars.” 
 
    “I...” 
 
    Again, Doug seemed lost for words. 
 
    “I'll just go upstairs,” he stammered finally. “I don't want to disturb you, so I'll go upstairs and make the call, and I'll leave you in peace down here.” 
 
    He turned and hurried toward the escalator. 
 
    Letting out a faint sigh, Ted immediately set off after him. By the time he reached the bottom of the escalator, Doug was a few steps further up and had already started to rise toward the first floor. Ted watched him for a moment, before stepping onto the escalator and joining him on the slow journey. 
 
    “I thought you wanted to look at the cars,” Doug said, and now the fear in his voice was impossible to miss. 
 
    “I do,” Ted said calmly, taking another couple of steps up, until he was right behind him. “I feel like getting an aerial perspective. You don't mind, do you?” 
 
    “No,” Doug replied, although now he looked white as a sheet. 
 
    Glancing down at the man's left hand, Ted saw that the number 999 was showing on his phone's screen, and that it'd only take one more little tap to connect the call. 
 
    “I just wanted to check something,” Doug explained, clearly aware that the number had been spotted. “Honestly, it's no big deal.” 
 
    “I'm sure it isn't,” Ted said as they reached the top of the escalator. 
 
    Doug stepped off, and Ted quickly joined him. 
 
    “Feel free to take as long as you like,” Doug told him. 
 
    “Oh, I will,” Ted replied, adjusting his sunglasses for a moment. “There's just one other thing, though.” 
 
    Doug swallowed hard. 
 
    “What's that?” 
 
    Ted paused, and then he smiled. 
 
    “I -” 
 
    Before Doug could get another word out, Ted grabbed him by the throat and slammed a hand over his mouth, before spinning him around and shoving his head against the wall. As Doug's knees buckled, Ted turned and began to stamp hard on the top of the escalator, and then he reached down and carefully opened the service hatch, revealing the slowly turning mechanism beneath. 
 
    Ted carefully leaned the unconscious Doug against the wall, before reaching into the hatch. He could see the elevator's belts running in the narrow space, and he watched as the steps trundled down and disappeared from view. A smile began to cross his lips as he thought about what would happen to a human body if it ended up getting jammed into the heavy, grinding machinery. 
 
    “Oh, this isn't going to be pretty,” he muttered, shaking his head, “but it certainly should be convenient. This thing's nothing more than a big old meat grinder.” 
 
    Taking a pen from his pocket, Ted slipped it into the machine, and he watched as the plastic casing immediately snapped. 
 
    “Okay,” he said, grabbing Doug and pulling him closer, then starting to turn him around, “I don't have long, so this is going to be a little quicker than I'd otherwise have liked.” 
 
    “Wait,” Doug murmured, as he slowly began to stir, “what are you doing?” 
 
    “I'm putting you out of your misery, my friend.” 
 
    He adjusted his grip on Doug's shoulders, before shoving his feet down through the open hatch. 
 
    “Stop!” Doug shouted. “Let me go! I'll do anything you want! I won't tell anyone!” 
 
    “Sorry, but I really don't think I can trust you to keep your word on that.” 
 
    “Help!” Doug screamed. “I'm -” 
 
    Ted clamped a hand over his mouth again, and then he began to feed the man's legs into the escalator's belt system. Doug's body began to shudder violently as his feet were crushed, but Ted kept a hand over his mouth and began to push down harder. 
 
    “You know,” he sneered, as Doug struggled violently, “I always had this idea in the back of my head as something I'd like to try some day, but I never thought I'd actually get a chance. Funny how the word works, huh?” 
 
    He shoved Doug down even harder as blood began to splatter around the edges of the hatch. Doug reached out with his left hand, making a hopeless attempt to hit the emergency button up by the handrail, but he had absolutely no chance of getting close. He still tried for a few more seconds, before his body lurched deeper into the guts of the escalator and he let out another pained cry. Blood was starting to burst from his mouth. 
 
    “I've got to admit,” Ted continued, “this isn't quite as nasty as I'd imagined. Then again, I do have quite a vivid imagination. I suppose all the blood and pieces of bone are gathering underneath, waiting for some poor technician to find them, huh?” 
 
    Doug's body was shuddering wildly now as Ted shoved his head into the jaws of the escalator mechanism. As the man's skull crunched open, Ted got to his feet and carefully replaced the panel, and then he took the stairs back down. With each step, he was able to hear a grinding sound coming from the escalator, although this sound was starting to fade as he got to the bottom. Looking down at the escalator, he saw that although there was already some blood circulating on the steps, there wasn't as much as he'd expected, which meant that the man's disappearance might not be noticed immediately. 
 
    “Rest in peace,” he muttered, before turning and heading to the door, whistling as he walked back out into the sunshine. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    “You're back,” Ted said a few minutes later, as he waited next to the car and saw Vicky approaching. “Did you manage to find someone to fix your car?” 
 
    “No, I...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off, and she seemed a little troubled. She turned and looked over her shoulder, back toward the far end of the car park, and then she turned to Ted again. 
 
    “Don't worry about me,” he told her, “I was fine here. I kept myself busy.” 
 
    “I've been thinking about what you said,” Vicky told him. “Damn it, an hour ago I was so sure that I knew what I had to do, but what you said has really got into my mind. I'm starting to think...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off. 
 
    “What are you starting to think?” Ted asked. 
 
    “I think you might be right.” 
 
    He raised a skeptical eyebrow. 
 
    “I'm going to do what you suggested,” she continued, before taking a big, deep breath as if she was trying to find a little extra courage. “I'm going to go and talk to James. That's my fiancee. I'm going to talk to him, and to my family, and I'm going to do something I've never done before in my life. I'm going to be completely open and honest about everything I've been thinking.” 
 
    “That's... good,” Ted replied, somewhat shocked that she seemed to have taken his advice onboard so fully. 
 
    “I said I'd tried everything, but that's not true,” she added. “Honesty isn't just about telling people all the facts. It's about sharing what you really, truly think, and the time has come for me to step up. Sure, it might all go horribly wrong, but I won't regret it, and do you know why?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because deep down I know that it's the right thing to do,” she said, and she took another deep breath. “Now I just have to find a mechanic, because I don't have much time. I need to get home before it's too late.” 
 
    “You can call a mechanic when you get there,” he replied. “Jump in. I'll take you wherever you need to go.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You live here?” he asked as he brought the car to a stop outside the gates of a large country house. He stared for a moment, before turning to her. “Are you...” 
 
    “My dad's in banking,” she told him. “He's kind of a big deal.” 
 
    Looking past Ted, she watched the house for a few seconds, and she was unable to hide a sense of dread that began to creep across her face. 
 
    “They don't know that anything's wrong,” she continued. “They're going to be so excited for the big day, and I have to go in there and break the news to them that it's not happening.” She hesitated. “I've changed my mind. I'm going back to my first plan. Take me somewhere else. Anywhere. I need to get to an airport, or a ferry terminal, or -” 
 
    “You don't want to run away,” he told her. 
 
    “I'm not brave enough to do this.” 
 
    “Of course you are,” he replied. He waited for her to realize that he was right, but he quickly understood that she needed another little nudge in the right direction. “I give advice quite often,” he said cautiously, “and to be honest with you, that advice is rarely taken. And the consequences of people ignoring my advice... well, it's not pretty. To be honest, no-one has ever taken it all the way, and I just think that's a terrible shame. Now, I can't force you to listen to me, but I have a feeling that deep down you know I'm right.” 
 
    She turned to him. 
 
    He blinked, and in an instant he imagined her tied to the bed in the farmhouse, struggling desperately against the restraints. As soon as he blinked again, he saw her hanging from the chains in the barn, naked and bloodied, begging for her freedom. He knew that in normal circumstances he'd have drugged a girl like Vicky by now, and that he'd be taking her back to the farm, but those days were over and he felt strangely at peace. At the same time, he knew he was on the verge of his first success story. 
 
    “Okay,” she said finally. 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “You're terrified, huh?” he asked. 
 
    “More than terrified,” she replied, as she opened the door and stepped out of the car. “I can't believe I'm actually doing this, but I guess I just know somehow that you're right.” 
 
    “And you won't chicken out before you get in there?” 
 
    She thought about that question for a moment, and then she shook her head. 
 
    “Then I wish you all the luck in the world.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she replied. “I'm just so lucky I met you today. You've changed my life.” 
 
    She hesitated, before suddenly leaning back into the car and giving him a kiss on the cheek. 
 
    “What was that for?” he stammered. 
 
    “For being a cool guy,” she said, standing up again and taking a step back. “Do you have any kids?” 
 
    “I...” 
 
    He hesitated as he tried to work out how to answer that question. 
 
    “Sure,” he said finally. “Yeah, I do.” 
 
    “They're so lucky to have a dad like you,” she continued. “I hope they know that.” 
 
    With that, she swung the door shut and then made her way past the gates and along the driveway. She glanced back for a moment and waved, but she didn't stop, and Ted realized after a few more seconds that she was actually taking his advice. With each nervous, hesitant step that she took toward the house, it was clear that Vicky had really listened to what he'd said to her, and that she was determined to change her life for the better. 
 
    “You finally succeeded.” 
 
    Turning, he saw one of his older victims – Natalie Pressman – sitting on the back seat. Unlike some of the other hallucinations, she was fully clothed and unharmed, and he remembered that she'd spent a long time tied to the bed before he'd eventually had to take her through to the barn. She'd been one of his most promising captures, although ultimately her head hadn't made it onto the monument. There had been some... disappointment concerning her final actions. 
 
    “How do you feel?” she asked. “Vindicated?” 
 
    “I feel sad,” he told her, “that there are so many people out there in the world who need help, and that I won't be able to get to all of them.” 
 
    “One's more than your deserve.” 
 
    “She was smart. That's why she listened.” 
 
    “Are you sure it's not the fact that you didn't kidnap her?” Natalie replied. “You might have missed your calling, Ted. In another life, you could actually have done some good in this world.” 
 
    “I've done plenty of good,” he muttered. “Even away from the farm. Do you know how many bad people are -” 
 
    “How's your wound?” she asked suddenly, interrupting him. 
 
    Looking down, he saw that blood was already soaking through his new shirt. He'd managed to hide his discomfort from Vicky, but that had come at a cost; now he could feel a rush of pain spreading throughout his body, and he knew that time was running out. He began to pick the shirt open, only to stop as soon as he felt some kind of clear, sticky liquid bleeding through the fabric. The pain in his gut was starting to throb, and he was becoming increasingly convinced that he was running a temperature. 
 
    “The life is leaking out of you,” Natalie observed, as she leaned over from the back seat and took a closer look. “Drop by drop, it's leaving you and it can't ever be replaced. You can't hide the truth forever. Soon you'll be a lifeless corpse, and your blood will be nothing more than a stain.” 
 
    Ted looked toward the house, just in time to see Vicky stepping inside. 
 
    “So where are you going to die?” Natalie asked. “Right here, slumped in your car like some kind of moron?” 
 
    “No,” he said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “You've been driving in circles,” she continued, “so I think we both know you can't and won't go home.” 
 
    “That's where you're wrong.” 
 
    “You'd never make it in time.” 
 
    “You'd be surprised how fast a man can drive when he's motivated,” he said as he put the car in gear and began to speed away from the gates. 
 
    “Sure,” Natalie said, “but miracles aren't -” 
 
    Suddenly Ted turned the car around, and he quickly set off back the way he'd just come. 
 
    “Aren't you going the wrong way?” Natalie asked. 
 
    “Hell, no,” he replied, pushing the pedal to the floor as he began to race along the country road. “I told you I'm going home, and I meant every word. In fact, I never should have left home in the first place.” 
 
    “But you're -” 
 
    Natalie fell silent for a moment. 
 
    “Ah,” she added finally, “I think I understand now.” 
 
    “I'm going to Twist Valley,” he said, gripping the wheel tighter than ever as he raced toward the distant forest. “I achieved everything I ever wanted to achieve, so I'm going back to my farm. I'm going to my real home!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    “Okay, I'll tell her,” Pacey said, before cutting the call and turning to look back into his car. “Chief Inspector Noad's running a little late, but he'll be here soon. He wants us to start without him, so if you don't mind taking a look around with me...” 
 
    His voice trailed off as he saw Charlotte's terrified face. As she peered out at the burned farmhouse, she seemed to be in some kind of catatonic state, and Pacey realized after a moment that she probably hadn't heard a word he'd just said to her. He wanted to gently wake her her daze, but at the same time he worried that he might cause some harm. Better, he reasoned, to let her come around in her own time. 
 
    Turning, he looked once again at the farmhouse, and then at the barn. The various investigative teams had pulled out for the day, leaving just a few guards they'd passed on their way up; with the time approaching 5pm, the sun was starting to set and Pacey knew that he and Charlotte only had a couple of hours before they too would have to head off for the night. He could only hope that Noad would arrive before darkness fell. 
 
    “This is the place,” Charlotte said. 
 
    He turned to her. 
 
    “This is it,” she continued, and now all the color had drained from her face. “It's different, obviously, but I'd recognize it anywhere. I've seen it in my nightmares so many times.” 
 
    “Most of it's been on fire,” he pointed out, somewhat unhelpfully. 
 
    “I remember running across there,” she said, before turning and looking at the burned-out barn, “and stopping over there.” 
 
    She paused, as she remembered the screams of the woman who'd been chained up inside the barn. 
 
    “He killed a woman,” she continued. “I was going to help her, but I didn't get a chance. He gutted her right in front of me, although he didn't know I was watching. At least, I don't think he knew. She told him she had a husband and a kid, and he didn't care. He murdered her anyway.” 
 
    “We're still working to build up a final list of all his victims,” Pacey mentioned. 
 
    “And then the heads...” 
 
    She looked toward the far end of the barn. 
 
    “Are they still there?” 
 
    “No,” Pacey told her. “They've been removed for further examination. Eventually they'll be reunited with their bodies and then they'll be released to the families for burial. Some of those families have been waiting fifteen years for the chance to do that. I can't even begin to imagine how they must be feeling right now.” 
 
    “Is that all you need from me?” she asked, looking up at him. “I've told you that it's the same place.” 
 
    “Chief Inspector Noad wants you to take a look around,” Pacey replied. “He's aware that your claims five years ago were perhaps not investigated as fully as they might have been, and he thinks that you might have more information buried in your memory. I know it sounds silly, but sometimes people do turn out to know more than they realized.” 
 
    He waited, but he could tell that she was reluctant to leave the safety of the car. After a moment, however, she opened the door and got to her feet, while looking around as if she still expected to see Ted Armitage leap out from somewhere. 
 
    “He's so far away from here by now,” Pacey told her. “I promise.” 
 
    “You can't promise that.” 
 
    “I'm pretty sure I can in this instance,” he continued. “He damn near blew this place sky high. He wouldn't have done that if he intended to ever come back.” 
 
    She looked around for a moment longer, and then she turned to him again. 
 
    “Can I be alone for a little while?” she asked. 
 
    “Are you sure that's a good idea?” 
 
    “You want me to see what I remember, and I won't be able to do that if you're watching me the whole time.” She paused, clearly scared. “Please. I need to do this. I need to prove to myself that he's really gone.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Half an hour later, as he peered into the ruined barn, Pacey heard the sound of a car approaching. He turned, just in time to see that Noad had finally made his way back, so he wandered over to greet his boss and explain the latest developments. 
 
    “Where is she?” Noad asked as he climbed out of the car. 
 
    “Out there,” he replied, turning and nodding toward the forest. 
 
    “Out there?” Noad said, furrowing his brow. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “I mean she wanted to take a look around on her own,” he explained. “In the circumstances, I didn't see the harm. Sir, she's clearly traumatized by what happened, but she's pushing herself to help us. I think we just need to give her a little more time.” 
 
    “I want to talk to her.” 
 
    “She went out into the forest. I asked her if she wanted someone to go with her, but I think it's important to her that she does it by herself. She told me she wouldn't be long.” 
 
    “She'd better not be,” Noad muttered as he looked around for a moment. “I just got off the phone from a long conversation with Commissioner Prentiss. He wanted to tell me all the things I've done wrong, but I could tell from his tone of voice that he's starting to panic.” 
 
    “Panic?” Pacey replied. “Why would he panic?” 
 
    “Because the media will soon start asking why there hasn't been an arrest,” Noad told him. “This case is stalling, just as I predicted, and it's stalling because the people in charge don't know what the hell they're doing. Meanwhile the newspapers are filling up with shots of photogenic young women who haven't been seen for years. Fortunately, you and I are busy getting the actual work done. When Prentiss finds out what we've been up to, he'll have to admit that we were right.” 
 
    “But if he...” 
 
    Pacey thought about that suggestion for a moment. 
 
    “Wait,” he said cautiously, “does Commission Prentiss not know what we're doing? I thought we had some kind of plan that he understood and -” 
 
    “Ms. Walker!” Noad shouted suddenly, cupping his hands around his mouth in an attempt to make his voice travel. “Where are you? I need to talk to you! It's urgent!” 
 
    “I haven't seen her for a while,” Pacey admitted. “She'll be back soon. She promised.” 
 
    “That's all well and good, but we're running out of daylight.” 
 
    “She's already confirmed that this is the place where she woke up five years ago.” 
 
    “How sure is she?” 
 
    “Completely.” 
 
    “Then that's something,” Noad said with a sigh. “When the truth about this Armitage guy gets out, there's going to be hell to pay. Prentiss knows full well that his neck's on the chopping block. Of course, if they'd listened to me, we'd have been investigating Ted Armitage a long time ago.” 
 
    “Did no-one ever think that you were right?” 
 
    “There were some nibbles occasionally,” Noad explained, “but for the most part I was written off as some kind of dumb old crank. I suppose it was easier for them to do that, instead of actually considering the possibility that I was onto a serial killer. After a while, it became too embarrassing to listen to me. No-one wanted to be seen in my company.” He paused for a moment. “I was shunned,” he added finally, with a hint of bitterness in his voice, “and laughed at, but they're not laughing now. Now they're just trying to work out how to admit that I was right without losing face.” 
 
    “I'll go and find Charlotte,” Pacey said, stepping past Noad. 
 
    “No, wait,” Noad replied, grabbing his arm, “let her be. Just for another half hour or so, at least. I want to go and check something nearby anyway before I talk to her, and I want you to look around for any sign that there might be more of those pits.” 
 
    “More pits?” Pacey asked. “Why would -” 
 
    “Call it a hunch,” Noad said firmly, “but I have a sneaking suspicion that we still haven't see the full picture about this place. Ted Armitage, or whatever his name was, seems to have been something of a slippery character. I hope I'm wrong, but it wouldn't surprise me at all if there's something else lurking around here. Check the ground. Look for anything that the others might have missed.” 
 
    “Sure,” Pacey replied, although he was still somewhat puzzled by the order. “If there's anything else here, I'll find it.” 
 
    “There's something else,” Noad muttered, as he looked out toward the forest. “It's right in front of us, and yet we're not seeing it. And I have a feeling that when we do see it, it might be too late for us to do anything about it.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Scrambling down a steep hill in the dark, struggling to keep hold of the ax while remaining upright, Charlotte felt as if she was about 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. 
 
    Now, five years after that desperate scramble for freedom, Charlotte Walker stood alone in a small clearing – a little way from the farm – and listened to the silence of the forest. 
 
    For a moment, she felt all the memories rushing back. She'd tried her best to forget the details of her frantic escape, but the truth remained buried somewhere in her mind. 
 
    The barbed wire. 
 
    The drone. 
 
    The waterfall. 
 
    The drone again. 
 
    John Harrison's cottage. 
 
    That wretched, infernal drone. 
 
    She flinched as she thought about her younger self racing desperately through the forest. After a moment she set off again, making her way down the muddy slope, and then she slowed her pace as she saw something ahead. Sure enough, she realized that she'd found the fence, the same one that had caught her in the darkness, the one that had damn near torn her body apart. The one that had almost cost her an eye. Reaching out, she touched one of the spikes. 
 
    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. 
 
    “Yeah,” she muttered now, “that was... an experience.” 
 
    Hearing a rustling sound nearby, she looked over her shoulder. She half expected to see Detective Inspector Pacey making his way through the forest, but instead she spotted a small bird hopping across the dead leaves on the forest floor. She allowed herself a faint smile, and then – figuring that there was no way she wanted to try to climb through barbed wire for a second time – she began to make her way along the path of the fence, following its line around what she assumed must be the perimeter of Ted Armitage's property. 
 
    “Hello, Charlotte.” 
 
    Startled, she turned and saw Ted standing just a few feet away, as if he'd just stepped out from behind one of the trees. 
 
    “Long time,” he continued with a faint smile. He looked exactly the same as before, as if no time at all had passed. “I hope you've been keeping well.” 
 
    She froze, not even daring to breathe, but she already understood that she wasn't really seeing him at all. With his big sunglasses and his stupid fishing hat, he was just a hallucination. She'd encountered him in her nightmares so many times, and she was determined to make sure that she didn't succumb to madness. After all, she'd escaped from Ted five years earlier, and she refused to let herself fall victim to his memory. 
 
    “You're not real,” she whispered. 
 
    “What was that?” he asked, cupping a hand next to his ear. “I didn't quite hear you.” 
 
    “You're not real,” she said again, as she clenched her fists. 
 
    “I'm not?” He furrowed his brow. “You thought I was real five years ago.” 
 
    “That's because you were real then,” she replied. “Don't try to confuse me. I know my own mind.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” he asked. “I'm not trying to be rude here, Charlotte, but you look pretty scared right now. In fact, you look like you might be about to faint.” 
 
    “You have no power over me,” she said through gritted teeth. “Not anymore.” 
 
    “Is that right?” 
 
    He hesitated, before stepping toward her. 
 
    She immediately flinched, but she somehow managed to stand her ground, even as he made his way closer. After a couple more paces he was standing just inches away, staring down at her as she looked up and saw her own face reflected twice in the lenses of his sunglasses. 
 
    “You've had nightmares about this moment, haven't you?” he asked with a grin. 
 
    “I'm not scared of you.” 
 
    “Then prove it. Touch me. Prove to yourself that I'm not really here.” 
 
    She knew it should be easy to do what he asked, but she couldn't quite bring herself to reach out and try to touch his chest. Although she could tell that she was playing right into his hands, she lacked the strength to do the one thing that would settle the argument forever, and she knew that each moment of doubt allowed little cracks to spread through her resolve. 
 
    “There,” he purred, “I knew it. You're nothing but a scared little woman who doesn't have the guts to put her money where her mouth is.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    She hesitated for a moment longer, and then she finally reached forward. As she did so, she blinked, and in that instant the image of Ted Armitage vanished into the evening air. 
 
    Letting out a huge sigh of relief, Charlotte stepped back until she bumped against a tree. Her heart was pounding, and she could finally admit that – deep down – there had been a part of her that had worried Ted might have been real. As tears filled her eyes, she slid down until she was sitting on the forest floor and she put her head in her hands. Frustrated by her own foolishness, she realized that she'd spent fifteen years trying to put Ted Armitage in the past, only for him to have turned her into a wreck once again. 
 
    “Damn you!” she snarled, hoping to find some courage from somewhere. “When will you learn?” 
 
    For the next few minutes, she could only sob quietly. She was glad that she'd taken Detective Inspector Pacey up on his offer, and that she'd returned to the farm in Twist Valley, but she was disappointed that her mind had weakened so easily. The worst part was that she knew now how easily Ted could reappear, and that most likely he'd be part of her forever. Finally, wiping her eyes, she told herself that she had to somehow force herself to keep going, and she thought back to the moment when – clinging to the wet rocks as she'd tried to climb down the waterfall – she'd somehow found the anger that she'd needed. 
 
    “Go to hell!” she remembered screaming as the yellow drone had made its way down and hovered just inches from her face. 
 
    “Go to hell,” she whispered now, as she slowly got to her feet and wiped away more tears. 
 
    She looked around, and all she saw was the forest stretching out in every direction. She knew that she needed to get back to the farm, but there was one other thing she wanted to do first. 
 
    “Go to hell!” she called out. 
 
    Still not loud enough. 
 
    “Go to hell!” she screamed, as loud as she could manage, and this time she figured that she might even have been heard all the way back up at the farmhouse. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, she turned and began to make her way back up the slope. With each step, she felt more and more determined to help catch Armitage and then to get back to her little cottage in Cornwall, and to put the misery of Twist Valley firmly in the past. In fact, in some strange way she was starting to feel better about the future, and she told herself that – in time – she might eventually come to view her return to the farm as some important cathartic moment. As she continued to hurry up toward the ridge, she barely even noticed the sound of a second set of footsteps approaching, until a moment later a twig snapped nearby. 
 
    Turning, she was horrified to see Ted Armitage again. 
 
    “It won't work this time,” she said firmly. 
 
    “Charlotte,” he replied, tilting his head slightly, “was that little performance for my benefit?” 
 
    “Sorry,” she said, “but...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off as she realized that something was different this time. For one thing, Ted looked older now, slightly plumper and a lot more scruffy; for another, his clothes were torn in places, and when she looked down at the front of his shirt she saw that he seemed to be bleeding from a wound in his belly. 
 
    She looked at his face again. 
 
    “Go to hell,” she said firmly, before turning to walk away. 
 
    Suddenly a rock slammed against the back of her head. Letting out a gasp, she crumpled unconscious to the floor, landing in front of Ted and then rolling down until she bumped against his feet. 
 
    “How many times have you told me to go to hell since we first met?” he asked, as he dropped the bloodied rock next to her face. “It's so good to see you again, Charlotte. You're the one final loose end I was hoping I'd get a chance to wrap up.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    “Something isn't right here,” Pacey muttered as he stopped next to the burned farmhouse and took another look around. “Something's...” 
 
    His voice trailed off as he tried to figure out exactly why he felt so uncomfortable. Even since Noad had headed off into the forest, he'd been dutifully searching for more hatches in the ground, but the task had begun to seem increasingly pointless. There were still some patches of land that he hadn't managed to check, but deep in his gut he was starting to realize that there was nothing left to find. In which case, he was starting to wonder why his boss had set him to work on such a thankless task. 
 
    Feeling a vibration in his pocket, he slipped his phone out and saw that someone from the station was trying to get through. 
 
    “Pacey,” he said as he answered, “what -” 
 
    “Where are you?” Sergeant Whitloss asked before he had a chance to say more. 
 
    “I'm out at the farm with Chief Inspector Noad,” he explained. “We're just -” 
 
    “You need to get out of there,” Whitloss said firmly. “We've got a team heading out to you right now, but we have reason to believe that Ted Armitage might be on his way.” 
 
    “What...” 
 
    Pacey hesitated for a moment. 
 
    “Why would Ted Armitage be coming back here?” he asked cautiously. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Whitloss replied, “but there's been an incident at a car showroom about sixty miles from your location. One man's dead, and we believe we've caught this Armitage guy on camera. It's hard to make him out, he's got a hat on and sunglasses. We've run A.N.P.R. on the vehicle he's driving and it looks like he's heading straight back to the farm.” 
 
    Turning, Pacey looked around, but so far there was no sign of anyone. In fact, for a moment the entire scene seemed completely peaceful and serene. 
 
    “I'm going to send the details of his vehicle over,” Whitloss continued, “but it's likely that he'd choose to park some way from the farm and approach on foot. Like I said, we have a team heading out there right now but they won't be there ahead of him. You need to get Chief Inspector Noad and leave the area immediately.” 
 
    “I'll have to find him first,” Pacey said, looking the other way and still seeing no sign of either Noad or Charlotte. “Okay, I'd better get off the line and contact them. I'll be in touch once we're away from the site, but you've got to promise me that you're sending enough people to grab this guy once and for all.” 
 
    “There's a veritable army heading your way,” she told him. “Hurry.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Stopping for a moment as he reached another clearing in the forest, Noad listened to the sound of the forest all around. He could hear leaves rustling at the tops of the trees, but something else had caught his attention, something that didn't seem quite right. He listened for a moment longer, before turning to look back up the slope. 
 
    A moment later he heard the telltale sound of a twig snapping. 
 
    He turned the other way, and then he took a couple of steps forward, only to stop again as soon as he saw a figure slumped on the ground. Hurrying over, he propped his cane against a nearby tree and then slowly, painfully got down onto his knees. Reaching over to the figure, he moved matted hair from across her face, and he immediately recognized the bloodied features of Charlotte Stewart. 
 
    “No,” he muttered, checking for a pulse and – to his relief – finding one, “Ms. Stewart, I -” 
 
    “I owe you one,” a voice said suddenly. 
 
    Noad turned and saw that a man was standing just a few feet away, leaning against a tree. 
 
    “You brought her right back to me,” the man continued. “Straight into my clutches, so to speak. I never would have managed to catch up to her otherwise.” 
 
    “Ted Armitage,” Noad whispered, as he looked at the sunglasses that hid the man's eyes. “It is you, isn't it?” 
 
    “It's only appropriate that we finally come face to face,” Ted replied, wincing slightly. “You've been onto me for a long time, Mr. Noad, haven't you? Tracking me. Keeping notes. Waiting for the day when someone else would take your suspicions seriously.” 
 
    Reaching into his jacket, he slowly pulled out a gun. 
 
    “Let Charlotte Stewart go,” Noad said firmly. “If you have an issue with me, then we can talk it out, but this young woman has been through more than enough.” 
 
    “You know it doesn't work like that,” Ted told him. “Of all the guests I brought to my farm, she was the biggest failure. By running, she proved that she didn't even deserve to be there in the first place. I made a rare mistake.” 
 
    “You need to give it all up,” Noad replied, as he slowly began to get to his feet. “You know you can't keep running.” 
 
    “Can't I?” 
 
    “Where would you go?” 
 
    “Wherever I like,” Ted said with a grin. “You don't even know my name.” 
 
    “We're closing in on you.” 
 
    “But what's my name, Mr. Noad? I know who you are. Believe me, I know a hell of a lot about you, but after all this time you still know next to nothing about me.” 
 
    “I -” 
 
    “What's my name?” 
 
    Noad opened his mouth to reply, and then he hesitated. 
 
    “Say my name,” Ted continued. “My real name.” 
 
    “I'll find it out soon enough.” 
 
    “I think you know,” Ted replied. “Deep down. You just can't quite bring yourself to say it.” 
 
    “You're nothing but a deranged killer.” 
 
    “And yet I let a girl go just this afternoon,” Ted told him. “She was a pretty little thing, she'd have looked great strung up in my barn. Or I could have just killed her in the car. But I didn't, and do you know why? Because I'm not a monster. I always said that I was trying to help the women I took, and I was true to my word. I finally found one who was willing to listen to me.” 
 
    “That's wonderful,” Noad said, “but -” 
 
    “Of course, the idiot at the car showroom deserved to die. I'd never killed a man before, but I suppose it was only a matter of time. I'm always -” 
 
    He winced again, and this time he couldn't help but clutch his belly. 
 
    “You're sick,” Noad said firmly. “Do you want to die out here like a wild animal? There's no dignity in that. Let me help you, Mr. Armitage. I can tell that you're an intelligent man. While I don't condone your actions, I can tell that you had the best of intentions. Come with me and I assure you that you'll be treated properly. You'll have an opportunity to explain yourself and to tell the world why you did what you did. Isn't that what everyone wants? A chance to be heard?” 
 
    “You make a good point,” Ted said cautiously. 
 
    “I have my moments,” Noad told him. “I've studied you, Mr. Armitage. For afar, but still... I've tried to understand you, but that hasn't been easy. It would be the greatest honor of my life to be able to work with you now, to learn from you and to see the world through your eyes.” 
 
    “Are you trying to flatter me?” 
 
    “I'm trying to appeal to you. We're both smart men, and we both know how the world works. We both know that there are only so many ways that this evening can end for you.” 
 
    Ted hesitated for a moment, mulling those words over, before slowly aiming the gun. 
 
    “You don't have to do this,” Noad said firmly, staring at the barrel of the gun and trying very hard to remain calm. “Think about your legacy.” 
 
    “My legacy?” 
 
    Ted hesitated, before starting to laugh. 
 
    “I don't care about my legacy,” he explained. “I don't have a legacy. This has always been about two things, and two things only. First, there's my desire to help people. I only succeeded once, but that's not too bad, not when you factor human nature into the equation. And second, there's always been a battle, hasn't there? You and I have always been aware of one another, always fighting to come out on top.” 
 
    “I'm not sure that I'd put it quite like -” 
 
    “The battle ends today,” Ted said firmly. “After all this time, I've finally found a way to push you down forever, and there's nothing you can do about that.” 
 
    “I don't think you really believe it's over,” Noad told him. 
 
    “It doesn't matter what you think,” Ted replied. “But if you don't believe me, then there's really one very easy way for me to prove my point.” 
 
    “Listen to me,” Noad said, holding his hands up, “I only want -” 
 
    Before he could get another word out, Ted pulled the trigger, firing a single shot that immediately sent Noad crumpling down to the forest floor. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    “Did you hear the crap he came out with?” Ted muttered a few minutes later, as he continued to drag Charlotte's unconscious body through the forest. “That Noad fellow really was a piece of work, huh? He really thought he could get inside my head and figure me out. I'm sure glad I won't have to hear from him again.” 
 
    As he reached the barbed wire fence that marked the edge of his property, he let go of Charlotte and took a moment to wipe sweat from his brow. Reaching down, he touched the wound on his belly and he immediately realized that more blood had leaked through onto the shirt. As he felt a fresh wave of weakness filling his body, he knew that time was running out, but he told himself that he still had a chance to deal with a few final loose ends. 
 
    He looked at Charlotte, before nudging the side of her face with his boot. 
 
    “Are you awake down there?” he asked, before nudging her again. “Hey, wake up. I'm sick of dragging you around, it's time for you to start walking.” 
 
    He waited, and then he crouched down and pressed the barrel of the gun against her temple. 
 
    “I mean it,” he continued. “You're not exactly the lightest woman on the planet. Come on, let's be having you, get up.” 
 
    He waited again, and then he sighed as he checked her head wound. 
 
    “I suppose I might have given you more of a wallop than I intended,” he added, as he found blood on her scalp. “That's too bad. I had a big speech lined up, I was going to tell you my whole plan before I popped a bullet into your face. There's no point doing that now, not if there's no-one around to listen, so that means it's time to do what I should have done five years ago. Apologies for the fact that you didn't get to go through my whole training system, but you've only got yourself to blame for the fact that you ran away.” 
 
    He carefully adjusted the position of the gun. 
 
    “Goodnight, Charlotte Walker,” he said with a faint smile. “Enjoy your -” 
 
    Hearing a shuffling sound, he looked over toward the trees. He saw no sign of anyone, but he instinctively got to his feet and stepped over Charlotte before stopping next to one of the trees and taking a moment to listen. He knew there shouldn't be anyone nearby, but he remained vigilant for a few seconds before turning back to Charlotte. 
 
    “I -” 
 
    “Die!” she screamed as she slammed a broken branch into the side of his face, sending him thudding back against the tree with such force that the gun fell from his hand. 
 
    Before he could react, she hit him again, this time knocking him down onto the ground, and then she kicked him hard in the chest. 
 
    “You piece of shit!” she yelled, hitting him with the branch again and again, battering him as hard as she could manage. 
 
    Desperately trying to get free, Ted began to crawl away and reach for the gun. Charlotte immediately kicked him hard in the face, but this time he was prepared and he managed to steady himself before trying to get to his feet. He let out a faint gasp and crashed against one of the trees, and then he turned to find that Charlotte was now holding the gun, with the barrel pointed directly at his face. 
 
    He waited for her to pull the trigger. 
 
    “You wouldn't,” he told her. “You don't have the balls to kill me. You probably believe all that nonsense about how you'd be just as bad as me, about how you don't want to lower yourself to my level.” 
 
    “Not really,” she replied, before lowering the gun and firing, shooting him in the left leg. 
 
    Letting out a cry of pain, Ted dropped down, clutching his leg as he leaned back against the tree. 
 
    “There,” Charlotte said, her voice trembling with fear, “that should keep you in one place while I go and get the police. Believe me, I want to kill you, but I also want you to pay for what you did. I want you to get dragged through the courts, I want you to hear what everyone says about you, and I want you to spend the rest of your life knowing that you're a monster. That's the only reason why you don't already have a bullet between your eyes.” 
 
    Turning, she began to run back up the hill. 
 
    “Get back here and finish me off!” Ted snarled, trying to get up but quickly slumping back down. “I dare you! Don't be a coward, Charlotte! You must have had dreams about this moment! Kill me or you'll always know that you failed!” 
 
    Stopping suddenly, she kept her back to him. 
 
    “You know I'm right,” he sneered. “What's wrong with you? Are you a complete moron?” 
 
    Charlotte hesitated, and then slowly she turned to him.
  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Have you seen anything unusual?” Sergeant Doyle asked as he stepped out of the first patrol car, while four other cars pulled up nearby. 
 
    “If you mean Ted Armitage, then no,” Pacey replied. “Chief Inspector Noad went out into the forest a while ago and I haven't managed to get hold of him, and there's also a witness out there, her name's Charlotte Walker.” 
 
    “We've got teams trying to track down the car Armitage was last seen in,” Doyle continued, “but so far there's no sign of it having been abandoned anywhere in the area. There's no way he'd just drive straight up to the farm, though. He has to be coming on foot.” 
 
    “Are we really sure he's coming here?” Pacey asked. “Of all the places...” 
 
    “There's nothing else for miles around,” Doyle pointed out. “Right now, this is the best lead we've got.” 
 
    “Sir,” Constable Jones said as he made his way over to join them, “we've been running A.N.P.R. checks but it's hopeless, there are no cameras anywhere in Twist Valley. Once he entered the area, he could have gone anywhere.” 
 
    “Keep looking anyway,” Doyle told him. “You never know, we might get lucky.” 
 
    “There's nothing here,” Pacey said with a sigh. “Noad just had me searching the entire site to see if there might be anything hidden, but I drew a complete blank. There's nothing more than a bunch of burned buildings. He seemed to think there might be another pit or a hatch or something, but if there is, I can't find it.” 
 
    “Armitage might be getting sentimental, then,” Doyle suggested, “in which case -” 
 
    Before he could finish, they all heard a gunshot out in the forest. 
 
    “Noad and Charlotte are still unaccounted for,” Pacey pointed out, before hurrying around Noad's car and starting to make his way across the yard. “We have to get to them.” 
 
    “I want armed officers out in that forest now!” Doyle shouted, just as a police van rumbled to a halt nearby. “The suspect has a gun and he's extremely dangerous!” 
 
    “Which way did it come from?” Pacey asked, stopping next to the burned barn and looking out into the trees. “It seemed to almost echo all around.” He cupped his hands around his mouth. “Sir! Chief Inspector Noad! Charlotte! Where are you?” 
 
    As he waited for an answer, he heard footsteps nearby and he turned to see that several armed officers were making their way down the slope that led into the forest. For a moment he felt completely helpless, but he quickly set off after them. 
 
    “Pacey, wait!” Doyle called out. “You need to let them do their job!” 
 
    “Charlotte Stewart's here because of me,” he replied, not even stopping to look back. “I won't let anything happen to her.” 
 
    “This isn't the time to be getting in the way!” Doyle yelled, but he could tell that he was already too late. 
 
    As Pacey disappeared into the forest, rushing after the armed officers, Doyle turned and headed back to one of the vehicles. He grabbed his phone and brought up the number for Commissioner Prentiss, but a moment later he heard someone hurrying up behind him and he turned to find that Constable Jones was approaching. 
 
    “Anything?” Doyle asked. 
 
    “Sir, I -” 
 
    “It's an easy enough question to answer!” Doyle snapped. “Did the A.N.P.R. system throw anything up?” 
 
    “No,” Jones replied, staring at the screenshot on his phone, which showed Armitage's car passing a camera a few hours earlier, “but... I don't quite understand.” 
 
    “What don't you understand?” 
 
    Jones hesitated, before holding the phone up. 
 
    “That's the rental vehicle Armitage was driving, right?” 
 
    “I know that.” 
 
    “But are we really truly sure that it was Armitage in that car?” 
 
    “Of course we are. We've got footage of him getting in on that forecourt.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jones said, “but in that case...” 
 
    He turned and held the phone up again, so that the image was adjacent to the car parked over near the burned farmhouse. 
 
    “It's already here,” he pointed out. “Armitage's car, I mean. It's parked right there. Why didn't Detective Inspector Pacey say anything?” 
 
    Doyle hesitated, staring at the screen for a moment before looking at the identical car parked about twenty feet away. 
 
    “Because,” he said cautiously, as he tried to understand what was happening, “that's Chief Inspector Noad's car.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    “Sir!” Pacey yelled, rushing over to Noad and dropping to his knees. “Are you okay? What happened?” 
 
    “That idiot shot me!” Noad replied, clutching his injured leg. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Armitage! I've been trying to get up for the last twenty minutes!” 
 
    “Twenty minutes?” Pacey hesitated. “Sir, I heard the shot just a couple of -” 
 
    “Are you going to help me or not?” Noad asked, reaching out and grabbing Pacey's arm. “I saw a bunch of armed morons heading down to the south. Do they seriously think that Armitage went that way?” 
 
    Pacey took the older man's weight and helped him up. 
 
    “Sir, have you seen Charlotte Stewart?” he asked. “She's out here somewhere, and I'm worried that Armitage might be after her. We know he's in the area and -” 
 
    “I know he's in the bloody area!” Noad snapped angrily. “I've got a bullet in my leg to prove it.” 
 
    “And if -” 
 
    Before he could finish, Pacey noticed that Noad was also bleeding from some kind of wound in his belly. He moved the edge of Noad's jacket aside and saw thick blood caked all over the fabric. 
 
    “Sir, what happened?” he asked. “How did you get this? Have you been stabbed?” 
 
    “That's none of your concern,” Noad replied, pushing him away and taking a moment to lean against the nearest tree. “While those grunts are chasing after Armitage, we need to focus on finding Charlotte Stewart. Pacey, I hate to say this, but we can't trust a word that woman says.” 
 
    “I'm sorry?” 
 
    “She's working with Armitage,” he continued. “I don't understand exactly what they're doing together, but he seems to have her under his spell and I worry that she'll do whatever he wants.” 
 
    “No,” Pacey replied, “Charlotte would never do that. She hates Armitage. Believe me, I've talked to her about him and there's no disguising the fact that she wants that man behind bars.” As his phone began to rang, he pulled it from his pocket and tapped to answer. “You must have misunderstood something,” he added. “Whatever else might be going on here, Charlotte Stewart would never do anything to help Ted Armitage.” 
 
    “Detective Inspector Pacey?” Doyle said, his voice sounding very tinny over the line. “I'm not quite sure what's going on here, but we think we've found Ted Armitage's car.” 
 
    “Where is it?” Pacey asked. 
 
    “That's the thing,” Doyle continued, “it's right -” 
 
    Suddenly Noad snatched the phone from Pacey's hand and cut the call. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “I need you to listen to me and trust me,” Noad said firmly. “You know that I'm the one person who's been onto Ted Armitage from the beginning, don't you?” 
 
    “Yes, but -” 
 
    “And you also know that I've faced opposition all through the ranks. So many people have tried to stop me investigating this man, to the extent that I've begun to wonder whether somebody's protecting him.” 
 
    Pacey opened his mouth to reply, but then he hesitated. 
 
    “I can't go into all the details right now,” Noad continued, “but I have reason to believe that certain people within the force have been working extremely hard to protect Ted Armitage. Those same people, even now, are working to facilitate his escape and I have no doubt that he'll slip through our fingers if we let them dictate what happens here today.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “Ted Armitage told me something,” Noad added, cutting him off. “I think he was planning to execute me, but he got scared away, and I'm certain I know where he went. If we want to catch him, we're going to have to go after him alone.” 
 
    Pacey paused, clearly struggling to understand exactly what was happening. 
 
    “This way,” Noad said, grabbing his shoulder and then leaning on him as they began to walk down the slope, heading in the opposite direction to the armed officers. “He thinks he's managed to get away from us, and we're going to use that fact to our advantage. His luck's going to run out this evening, and with any luck you and I are going to be the heroes of the day.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Help!” Charlotte shouted as she finally scrambled up the slope and found herself next to the burned-out barn again. “He's here! Ted Armitage is here!” 
 
    Dropping to her knees, she struggled to stay conscious as she heard footsteps racing in her direction. As several police officers reached her, she set the gun down on the ground and took a series of deep breaths, although in her mind's eye all she could see the moment when she'd aimed the gun at Ted and pulled the trigger; at the very last second, she'd aimed the gun to the side, shooting the ground. She replayed the moment again and again in her mind, each time wondering whether she should have done something different, whether she should have shot him in the head. Instead, she'd backed down at the last moment. 
 
    And then she'd run. 
 
    “Are you Charlotte Stewart?” Sergeant Doyle asked. “Where did you get that gun?” 
 
    “He had it,” she said breathlessly. “Ted. I shot him with it, in the leg. Then I chickened out of finishing him off.” 
 
    “You're safe now,” Doyle told her, as he helped her to her feet. “We've got armed officers swarming all over the forest, and the perimeter of Twist Valley is being secured as we speak. He can't get away, not again.” 
 
    “You don't know him,” she replied darkly. 
 
    “He -” 
 
    “He wasn't supposed to be here in the first place,” she added. “I was told over and over again that this was the last place he'd ever be!” 
 
    Doyle hesitated, before taking his phone and bringing up a photo of Chief Inspector Noad. 
 
    “I know this might seem like an odd question,” he said cautiously, as he turned the phone around so that she could see the screen, “but is this the man you know as Ted Armitage?” 
 
    She peered at the screen, and although her initial instinct was to say that he was wrong, she realized after a moment that the man in the picture was Ted. Sure, he was cleaned up and he looked professional, and a little younger, but she recognized the grin. 
 
    “This man is Chief Inspector John Noad,” Doyle explained, “and it's starting to look like...” 
 
    His voice trailed off. 
 
    “The police?” she whispered, keeping her eyes fixed on the screen for a moment before turning to him. “Are you telling me that Ted Armitage is a police officer?” 
 
    “I'm telling you that everything's up in the air right now,” he replied, “but at the moment -” 
 
    “He's one of you?” she sneered through clenched teeth, before shoving Doyle hard in the chest. “He's been a cop all along?” 
 
    “Calm down,” he replied. “Please, it's as much of a shock to us as it is to anyone. Then again, it might explain how he's managed to keep under the radar all these years. We need to capture him alive, so we can figure out exactly how he managed to do all of this, but for now it at least looks like he didn't have any help. He was able to do this all by himself. What you have to understand is that John Noad is one of the most respected men in the force. I don't think there's a single person who doesn't look up to him.” 
 
    “And you've just let him do this to people for fifteen years?” she asked. 
 
    “Nobody let him do anything, but no-one ever had any reason to doubt him. I'm telling you, I personally would have trusted John Noad with my life.” 
 
    “That makes you a complete idiot,” she replied. 
 
    “Noad's always been odd,” he explained. “Confrontational. Strange. The guy's got a hell of a reputation in the force, some of it positive and some of it... Well, let's just say that a lot of people try to avoid him. To be honest, most of us just assumed it was because of what happened to his family.” 
 
    “What family?” she asked. 
 
    “He lost his wife and daughters a long time ago,” he continued. “Almost twenty years, in fact. His youngest daughter died in a freak accident, and then his other daughter and his wife vanished not long after. At the time, everyone assumed that some vengeful criminal had kidnapped them, but they were never found. Noad damn near lost his mind, but in many ways he was an inspiration to us all.” He paused, before reaching out and taking her hand. “Charlotte, it's not safe for you to be here. I have to get you away from Twist Valley.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “No arguments,” he added. “We're onto him now, and pretty soon there's going to be nowhere left for him to hide. Please, you have to come with me. I'm going to make sure that you never have to see Ted Armitage ever again.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    “Sir, where exactly are we going?” Pacey asked, as he and Noad continued to make their way through the forest. “I think maybe we should get back to the others.” 
 
    “It's not far now,” Noad replied. “It's just up ahead.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “Home,” Noad replied breathlessly. “His home. You'll understand when you see it.” 
 
    “Can I at least have my phone back?” Pacey asked. “I really should check in.” 
 
    “It's too risky. I told you, Armitage has allies in the ranks, and we have no idea who we can trust. That's why I didn't want you to talk to Prentiss. I think Prentiss might be in on it. For now, we have to stick together and make sure that we nail this bastard once and for all.” Stopping, he looked down at the ground, and then he kicked some leaves aside to reveal a metal ring. 
 
    “What's that?” Pacey asked. 
 
    “It's...” 
 
    Noad's voice trailed off. He knew he'd seen the ring before, but he couldn't quite remember when or how. 
 
    “Open it,” he said finally. “I don't... just open it.” 
 
    Stepping closer, Pacey looked down at the ring. 
 
    “Sir, what's going on here?” 
 
    “Armitage gave me just enough information to let me figure out the location of this thing,” Noad explained finally, although he sounded a little uncertain. “This is his deepest, darkest secret. It's the one thing he wants to keep hidden from the rest of the world at all cost. He tried to run away from it, but he couldn't, not in the end.” He paused for a moment as he stared down at the ring, and then he took a step back. “Open it, man. If you want to understand Ted Armitage, you need to see what's down there.” 
 
    Pacey hesitated, but deep down he trusted Chief Inspector Noad more than he'd ever trusted anyone, and he told himself that he shouldn't expect to fully understand the great man's mind. Stepping forward, he leaned down and took hold of the ring, and he was surprised to find that the hatch opened fairly easily. He had to maneuver himself to the other side, but he soon had the hatch open all the way and he looked down to see a set of rickety wooden steps leading down beneath the forest floor. 
 
    “What's down there?” he asked. 
 
    “You go first.” 
 
    Pacey turned to him. 
 
    “Sir, how did you know this would be here?” 
 
    “Don't be afraid,” Noad continued. “The truth is what's waiting for us down in this chamber, and I for one have never turned away from the truth in my life. Have you?” 
 
    “No,” Pacey said awkwardly. 
 
    “Then go first,” Noad said, before taking a flashlight from his pocket and handing it over. “And take this. You'll need it.” 
 
    Pacey looked down at the flashlight, but he knew he was stalling. Something still didn't seem right about what was happening, but he reminded himself once again that Noad was beyond reproach, so finally he stepped back around to the other side of the opening and he began to make his way cautiously down the steps. 
 
    “It's cold,” he said, as he switched the flashlight on. “It's really cold down here.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Noad muttered under his breath, watching as Pacey disappeared into the depths. “She always used to complain about that too.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “There's not much clearance!” Pacey called out as he ducked down and continued to walk along the narrow passageway. “Sir, I don't know what this place is, but it looks like someone carved it out of the ground with their bare hands!” 
 
    “Something like that,” Noad replied, as he finally reached the bottom of the steps. Wincing, he leaned against the wall for a moment and told himself that he only had to ignore the pain for a little while longer. 
 
    “The smell's incredible,” Pacey continued. “Sir, I think something's rotten down here.” 
 
    Noad watched as the flashlight's beam moved further along the tunnel. He could feel himself getting weaker by the second, but he knew that the past fifteen years had been building to this moment. He wasn't entirely sure how he'd known about the hatch, or about the chamber under the forest floor, but he was certain that it all had a lot to do with Ted Armitage, and that he was about to get the answers to all his questions. Somehow, he could tell that two worlds were about to collide. 
 
    She always used to complain about that too. 
 
    He suddenly wondered what he'd meant by that sentence, which had slipped out so easily. For a few seconds, he felt as if some other memory, some other mind, was starting to bubble up from the depths of his consciousness; the sensation passed quickly enough, but he still couldn't help worrying that he'd forgotten something important. He tried for a moment longer to remember, and then he began to set off after Pacey, determined to see exactly what was waiting at the other end of the passageway. 
 
    “Sir,” Pacey said suddenly, his voice filled with a fresh sense of urgency, “you need to get in here. Now.” 
 
    Noad forced himself to hurry, even as he felt as if his leg might be about to give way. He had no flashlight of his own, so he could only follow the light up ahead, even if he felt deep down that the corridor seemed strangely familiar. He told himself over and over again that he'd never been to the place before, yet he found himself anticipating each twist and turn, as if some part of his body was following a long-established muscle memory. Finally, as he reached the end of the corridor and found himself standing in the entrance to a low-ceilinged chamber, he somehow knew what he was about to see. 
 
    “How long do you think they've been dead?” Pacey asked. 
 
    Noad felt a shiver pass through his chest as he saw the two human figures hanging from chains, their partially-rotten features picked out in the flashlight's harsh beam. From what was left of the meat and muscle, he could tell – just – that the bodies belonged to two women, and as he took a step closer he realized that one of them appeared to have been much older than the other. Dark stains had been left on the rough concrete ground beneath the women, and over by the far wall a table had been left decked out with various knives. 
 
    “We need to get a forensics team in here right now,” Pacey said, taking a step back. “Sir, we mustn't touch anything.” 
 
    “I know that,” Noad muttered, keeping his eyes fixed on the older woman. 
 
    Pacey stepped toward one of the women and reached out to touch her, although after a moment he held back. 
 
    “They are dead, aren't they?” he whispered. 
 
    He peered more closely at the woman's face. Although he could barely believe that she could possibly be alive, he couldn't help but wonder whether... 
 
    “Don't touch her,” Noad said firmly. 
 
    “What is this?” Pacey asked, turning to him. “We know he was torturing women in his barn, but we didn't have any idea about there being another location.” 
 
    He paused for a moment, before turning to Noad. 
 
    “Sir, how exactly did you know about this chamber?” 
 
    “I'm not entirely sure.” 
 
    “Did Armitage tell you about it when you encountered him in the forest?” 
 
    “That would seem to be the most likely explanation, but...” 
 
    Noad's voice trailed off, and for a few seconds he felt as if he recognized the two women. He could hear screams echoing in the back of his mind, along with the sound of the chains rattling loudly. 
 
    “It's been a while since I was down here,” a voice said. 
 
    Turning, Noad saw Ted Armitage standing in the corner, watching him with a broad grin. 
 
    “I suppose I wanted to seal them away and forget about my failures,” Ted continued. “I've been coming down every so often, just to tend to them. They really should have listened to me, but every time I offered to help, they laughed in my face.” 
 
    “Who are they?” Noad asked. 
 
    “Sir?” Pacey looked over toward the spot where Ted was standing, and then he turned to Noad again. “Who... I'm sorry, Sir, but who are you talking to?” 
 
    “I tried to make them understand,” Ted added, taking a step forward, “but they always thought they knew better than me. Until I brought them down here, at least. Then they started taking me seriously, but by then it was too late. I tried to train them, but I could see from the look in their eyes that they were just saying whatever they thought I wanted to hear. Can you believe that? My own wife and daughter, and they wouldn't even take me seriously until I forced them to listen.” 
 
    “Your wife and daughter?” Noad whispered, before turning to look again at the women. “I...” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    Pacey watched Noad for a moment, before glancing toward the corner. He saw no sign of anyone, and he was starting to wonder whether his boss was experiencing some kind of hallucination. 
 
    “Sir,” he said cautiously, looking back over at the two women, “I think we really need to get some backup down here.” 
 
    “You don't want backup here,” Ted gloated. “Come on, Mr. Noad, be serious for one minute. Everything falls apart once the backup arrives.” 
 
    “You don't get to tell me what to do,” Noad murmured as he picked up one of the knives and examined the blade. “This is a police investigation and the entire location is going to be examined and -” 
 
    “Big mistake,” Ted said, sounding much closer now. 
 
    “You're going to answer for your crimes,” Noad said firmly, as he held the knife up. “I'm an officer of the law and I won't rest until you've paid for what you've done.” 
 
    “You're not -” 
 
    Before Ted could get another word out, Noad turned and thrust the knife straight into his belly, before shoving him hard against the wall. As the other man tried to push him away, Noad twisted the knife, and then he froze as he heard laughter coming from over his shoulder. He turned, and to his horror he saw that Ted was now standing all the way over on the other side of the chamber. 
 
    “Maybe you should call for that backup after all,” Ted chuckled. “I imagine they'll be mighty interested in what's been going on here.” 
 
    Slowly, Noad turned to look down at the knife, which was still embedded deep in a man's belly. And then, as he looked up, he realized that he'd plunged the blade into Detective Inspector Pacey. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    “He's out there somewhere,” Charlotte said as she looked out the car's window and watched the forest flashing past. “I can sense him.” 
 
    “You don't have to worry about that,” Doyle replied, keeping his eyes on the road. “You have no idea how many armed officers are in the area right now. There's no way this guy can get away, not again.” 
 
    “You'll have to forgive me if I don't immediately believe you,” she said, turning to him. “I thought Ted Armitage was long in the past. I thought I wouldn't ever have to even think about him, but here I am almost...” 
 
    Doyle waited for her to continue. 
 
    “Almost what?” he asked. 
 
    “It's almost like I'm right back where I started,” she said after a moment. “I got away from him, but somehow he ended up dragging me to this place again.” 
 
    “You're here to help.” 
 
    “I shouldn't have come.” 
 
    “You don't mean that.” 
 
    “I do,” she said firmly. “I'm an idiot. I should have told Detective Inspector Pacey that there was no way I was coming to help out. I thought I made some dumb choices five years ago, but none of that compares to the fact that I willingly walked straight back into the lion's den. And now it looks like I -” 
 
    Suddenly one of the tires exploded, and Charlotte screamed as Doyle struggled to bring the vehicle under control. As the car spun around and slid backward off the road, Doyle finally managed to hit the brakes, and the rear bumped simply nudged one of the nearest trees. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Doyle said breathlessly. 
 
    “It's him!” Charlotte shouted. “Hurry! We have to get out of here!” 
 
    “Calm down,” he replied as he unfastened his seat belt and opened the door, “I'm just going to -” 
 
    “Don't go out there!” 
 
    “Ms. Walker, I -” 
 
    “Do you have a gun?” she asked. 
 
    “No, I don't have a gun.” 
 
    “Get the car going again!” she snapped. “Please, you have to trust me, I know how he works! He's doing this to us!” 
 
    Doyle hesitated, before climbing out of the car. 
 
    “You're falling right into a trap!” Charlotte hissed, watching as he walked around to check the rear tires. “How can you not see this? I know how he works!” 
 
    She looked out toward the road, convinced that at any moment she was about to see Ted's truck pull up. Failing that, she also looked up into the trees, terrified that his drone might be about to return. Deep down, she knew he was close. 
 
    “He's coming,” she whispered,looking all around now, worried that Ted could appear from any direction. “This is what he does, he strands people and then he shows up to get them.” 
 
    “Looks like a boring old blowout,” Doyle said as he made his way back around to the driver's seat and leaned into the car. “The timing couldn't have been worse, huh?” 
 
    “Why won't you listen to me?” she asked, as tears began to fill her eyes. 
 
    “There's no phone service round here,” he told her, “so we only have one option. We have to walk. Fortunately, I happen to have spent a lot of time studying a bunch of maps of this area over the past few days, so I've got a pretty good idea of where we are.” He turned and looked into the forest. “We'll save a lot of time if we just cut through there. We should meet the main road after just a couple of hours.” 
 
    “It's going to be dark soon!” she hissed. 
 
    “Would you rather stay here all night?” he replied, before reaching into the glove compartment and taking out a flashlight. “Ms. Stewart, I can assure you that I recognize a blown tire when I see one, and I really don't see how this Ted Armitage guy could have arranged for it to happen. Not when he's probably got a lot more on his mind right now.” 
 
    Staring at him, Charlotte realized that he seriously wanted her to follow him out into the forest. 
 
    “Please,” she sobbed, “don't make me go through this again. I escaped once already. Don't make me have to escape again.” 
 
    “You're completely safe,” he said firmly. “Think about it, though. If Armitage is out there somewhere, do you really want to sit around like this? Wouldn't you rather get going? We don't even have too far to walk.” He waited for her to answer, and then he smiled. “Come on. Let's just get this over with.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “It's too dark now,” Charlotte said a short while later, as she and Doyle made their way between the trees. She couldn't help looking around, watching in case there was any sign of Ted. “It's getting cold. We shouldn't be out here.” 
 
    “I agree with you on that point,” Doyle muttered, aiming the flashlight straight ahead, “but I really don't see that we have any choice.” 
 
    “He'll be able to see the light for miles,” she continued. “He'll come straight for us!” 
 
    “I'm sure he's been caught by now. You really need to have more faith in the police, Ms. Stewart. We might have dropped the ball on this before, but we're all over it now. Ted Armitage's days are very much numbered.” 
 
    “Yeah, I'm sure you really think that,” she replied, still looking around, “but that doesn't make it true. You have no idea how slippery this guy is. For all we know, he could be watching us right now.” 
 
    “And why wouldn't he have made his move?” 
 
    “He's insane,” she told him. “I don't think you get that, do you? The guy is completely out of his mind, but he's also smart. He's manipulative. He plans ahead.” 
 
    Suddenly Doyle stopped and turned to her, shining the flashlight's beam straight into her eyes. Startled, Charlotte had to hold her hands up in front of her face. 
 
    “You really have some trust issues, don't you?” he asked. “I get that you went through a lot five years ago, but doesn't there come a time when you have to sort of... let it go?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked, still shielding her eyes from the flashlight. “Do you mind lowering that thing for a minute?” 
 
    “Have you spent the past few years living in fear?” he continued. “Seriously, did you just decide to hide yourself away down in deepest, darkest Cornwall in the vain hope that somehow you could spend the rest of your existence under a rock, not being noticed?” 
 
    “I -” 
 
    “You said earlier that you didn't believe me,” he added. “I told you not to worry, and you flat out replied that you think I'm wrong. Naive. An idiot. Doesn't that strike you as being a little rude, Ms. Walker? Don't you think that makes you a nasty piece of work?” 
 
    She opened her mouth to reply, but she hesitated as she realized that she recognized something about Doyle's tone. As the light continued to fill her eyes, she began to worry that Doyle actually reminded her of Ted Armitage; sure, they clearly weren't the same person, but his tone was awfully, terrifyingly familiar. 
 
    Slowly, he lowered the flashlight. 
 
    “We're nearly there,” he told her. 
 
    “Where?” she asked cautiously. 
 
    “I told you, I'm taking you to the road, and we'll be able to get help from there.” He paused. “Although, there's one place I want us to stop at first.” 
 
    “Out here in the middle of nowhere?” 
 
    “Humor me,” he said firmly. “There's someone who's really going to want to see you. In fact, he's hopefully there already, although if not we'll have to wait a while. He taught me everything I could ever have wanted to know, and in return I've... helped him out on a few occasions. Just when he really needed a hand. After all, despite his greatness, he couldn't get everything done all on his lonesome. Even the gods need the help of lesser mortals from time to time.” 
 
    “I'm not entirely sure what you're talking about,” she told him, as she took a step back, “but I think I want to head back to the road. Someone might -” 
 
    “No-one's coming to help you, Charlotte,” Doyle said flatly. “You realize that, don't you?” 
 
    “Sorry,” she replied, as she turned to run, “but -” 
 
    Suddenly he grabbed her from behind and clamped a hand over her mouth. She immediately began to struggle, but he began to pull her between the trees, and a moment later he turned her around and shoved her to the ground. She tried to get up, but he kicked her hard on the side of the face, sending her crashing down again. 
 
    “That's not how this is going to work,” he said breathlessly, as he stood over her and watched her struggling again to get up. “I'm sorry, Ms. Stewart, but you've got an appointment with someone who hates to be kept waiting.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    Sixteen years earlier... 
 
      
 
    “Come on, you know I hate to be kept waiting.” 
 
    “Dad, you complain all the time,” Jane said with a heavy sigh as she hauled her backpack out of the car. “Do you realize that you left us waiting for almost an hour earlier, while you got everything ready for this trip?” 
 
    She looked past him and saw the farmhouse over on the far side of the clearing, and she was unable to hide the sense of disappointment that she was feeling. 
 
    “This place looks... old,” she added. 
 
    “It has history,” John Noad replied, as his wife stepped out of the house and stopped at the top of the steps. “What about you, darling? What do you think of my little hideaway?” 
 
    “You actually paid money for this place?” she asked. “Our money?” 
 
    “It's a complicated situation,” he explained. “There are some irregularities with the deeds, so the whole thing had to be done in cash, but that's how I managed to get such a big plot of land at a great price. Anyone else would have ended up paying ten times what I paid. Aren't you at least a little proud of me for getting a good deal?” 
 
    Janice hesitated for a moment, but – as she looked across the yard and saw the old barn – she couldn't help but purse her lips. She was fully accustomed to her husband's unusual holiday choices each year, but even by his standards this latest trip was rather unusual. He'd promised that the family would be able to get away from civilization and embrace the natural world for a week, so she'd expected at least a nice lake or perhaps some rolling countryside; instead, all she saw was a tatty farm and an even tattier-looking forest, and she wasn't sure she could drum up much in the way of enthusiasm. 
 
    Finally, she turned to him. 
 
    “It looks lovely, darling,” she said kindly. “Will we be going on lots of long hikes?” 
 
    Before John could reply, they both heard the sound of footsteps running through the farmhouse, and they turned just in time to see their other, younger daughter racing out onto the steps. 
 
    “What do you think, Chrissie?” Janice asked, as she put an arm on the girl and pulled her closer. “You're the most important member of the family. Do you like it here?” 
 
    “It smells funny,” Chrissie said, wrinkling her nose. 
 
    “I bet someone died here,” Jane said, tramping up the steps and then pushing past her mother as she carried her backpack inside. “Man, it sure smells like that. The whole place smells of old man farts.” 
 
    Chrissie started to giggle. 
 
    “You're going to love it here,” John told Janice, “I promise. There's so much land to explore. Honestly, after two weeks, you're going to feel so refreshed. You'll never want to leave.” 
 
    “Two weeks?” Janice felt her heart sink. “I thought we were only staying 'til next Monday?” 
 
    “I think we should stay for a fortnight,” he replied. “Come on, embrace the opportunity. This is a chance for the whole family to disconnect from the crazy modern world and enjoy some nature for a change.” He made a show of taking a big, deep breath. “Man, can't you feel the difference in the air?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “John, are you coming to bed?” 
 
    “Mmm?” 
 
    Unable to look away from his laptop, John hesitated for a moment before tapping at the keyboard. 
 
    “Soon,” he murmured. “You go without me. I'll be up in five minutes.” 
 
    “We're supposed to be on holiday,” Janice pointed out. “Don't you think that for once you could not sit up all night on that thing?” 
 
    “It won't be all night,” he told her, as he continued to type. “Just go to bed and I'll be up real soon.” 
 
    Engrossed in the comment he was carefully wording, John didn't even notice as his wife stepped up behind him. Instead, he deleted a couple of lines and typed them out again, taking care to phrase them so that they'd have the maximum possible impact. He wanted to really make his point this time. 
 
    “Who's Ted Armitage?” 
 
    “What the -” 
 
    Slamming the laptop's lid down, he turned to find that Janice was towering above him. 
 
    “John?” She raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Who's Ted Armitage?” 
 
    “He's no-one.” 
 
    “Were you using a fake -” 
 
    “Can I just have a little privacy?” he asked, trying not to sound too flustered. “I was driving all day, and then I had to get this place set up once we arrived, and now I just want to unwind for a few minutes before I go to bed.” He waited for her to answer. “Can I please be allowed to do that?” 
 
    “You can do whatever you want,” she replied, leaning down and kissing the top of his head, “but promise me you won't stay up for hours, arguing with people on the internet. It's a complete waste of time, you're never going to change anyone's mind.” She turned and headed back to the hallway. “Besides, what does it matter if some idiot on some website is wrong about something? You need to learn when to let things go.” 
 
    “People talk such crap,” he muttered as he opened the laptop again. “They sit there typing away, pretending that they know how the world works when the truth is, they don't know anything.” 
 
    Sure enough, one of his new online foes – a coward who identified herself only as CustardyDanglyBits – had already posted a response to one of his earlier messages: 
 
      
 
    SMSL your so full of shit! 
 
      
 
    John winced, not only at the typo 'your' but at the complete failure to engage with the point he'd been trying to make. He wanted to reach through the laptop's screen and grab CustardyDanglyBits by the throat and beat some sense into her, although he knew that she was probably far too stone-headed to learn. 
 
    He started crafting his comment again, determined to prove a point to someone who'd written a lengthy critique of a recent police case. He knew he couldn't use his own name, so he'd come up with a pseudonym for his online work. The name Ted Armitage didn't actually mean anything; his grandfather had been named Ted, and Armitage was simply something he'd plucked out of thin air. He'd made sure to cover his tracks so that the fake name could never be traced back to him, and now he was finally able to say what he really thought. All he hoped was that eventually people would listen to him. 
 
    “You should be grateful for my advice,” he whispered, as he posted his latest comment and waited for the replies to arrive. “If you've got any sense, a few of you might even start paying attention.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Five hours later, exhausted and simmering with anger, John began to make his way up the stairs. He knew he'd stayed up far too late again, but he'd started arguing with several morons who's not even tried to understand what he'd been telling them. Finally he'd stepped away in disgust, although he was already wondering whether he should go back down and send one last message, just to underline a few of his points. 
 
    He stopped at the top of the stairs and turned to go back down, and then he hesitated as he realized he could hear a whispered voice coming from one of the bedrooms. Checking his watch, he saw that it was almost 4am, but Jane seemed to be awake. He made his way over to her door and listened for a moment, and now he could tell that she was definitely talking to someone on the phone. 
 
    “It's not even a holiday,” he heard her complaining, “it's just Dad dragging the rest of us around as usual, not giving a crap about the fact that we're all bored out of our minds. Mum's used to it, she's obviously found some way to cope with being married to the dullest man in the world, and Chrissie's too young to really notice. Which leaves me as the only member of this family who's fully aware of how much we're being tortured.” 
 
    Feeling a flicker of anger, John reached for the door handle, only to stop himself at the last moment. He knew that there was no point igniting a blazing row, although he was shocked by his daughter's extreme lack of gratitude. Did she not respect him at all? 
 
    “I can't wait to come over to your place when I get back and just hang out and smoke and not have to pretend that I don't hate everything in my life.” 
 
    Again, John desperately wanted to push the door open and tell his daughter that he'd overheard everything, but he was just about able to hold back. 
 
    “For real,” Jane continued. “I'm just counting the seconds while I endure the moron's so-called holiday. I know I shouldn't say this, Jason, but I hate him. I really, truly despise him.” 
 
    Before he could stop himself, John reached up and knocked gently on the door. 
 
    “Jane?” he called out. “You shouldn't be up this late. Get some sleep, so that you're ready to come out on a hike with the rest of us in the morning.” 
 
    He waited, but he heard no reply. Still, at least she'd stopped talking, so he told himself that she'd listened. He hesitated for a moment longer, and then he turned and made his way through to the master bedroom. As he stepped into the darkness and saw Janice sleeping soundly, he realized that his hands were trembling with rage. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    “Come on!” John shouted the following day, stopping in the yard and turning to look back at the house. “I want to show you the route down to the river! It's so beautiful, it really has to be seen to be believed!” 
 
    Chrissie immediately ran out from the house and hurried over to her father, and she quickly put her arms around him and gave him a big hug. She was wearing her favorite yellow and red sweater. 
 
    “Will you carry me?” she asked. 
 
    “We're both too old for that,” he replied as he saw Janice making her way out onto the steps. “Don't worry, it's a nice gentle hike. You'll have a great time.” 
 
    He watched the front door, and to his disappointment he realized that there was still no sign of Jane. 
 
    “Where -” 
 
    “She's gone to her room,” Janice said wearily, having evidently anticipated his question. “Please don't make a fuss, John. She's a teenager, all she wants to do is sit around feeling sorry for herself, and there'll only be an argument if you try to stop her. Let's just give her some space. She's got her laptop.” 
 
    “It's not healthy to be so insular,” he pointed out. “It's a proper addiction, too. She's constantly on that computer.” 
 
    “I wonder where she gets it from.” 
 
    “Hey, I'm doing work stuff,” he replied. “I'm doing important things.” 
 
    “Just let it be,” Janice replied as she stepped past him. “You've got Chrissie and me, that should be enough for you. Let's get going and find this river. I want to be back in time to get cracking with dinner. Something tells me that there aren't any takeaway places that'd deliver all the way out here.” 
 
    Watching the house for a moment, John once again felt a rising sense of anger as he thought of Jane slouching on a bed in one of the upstairs rooms, no doubt complaining to another friend about her awful life. He wanted to go storming in there, to grab her by the scruff of the neck and haul her out, but deep down he knew his wife was right; besides, did he really want to drag a recalcitrant, sarcastic girl out into the forest, just to hear her grumble about everything? He looked at the upstairs windows for a moment longer, and then he turned and followed Janice and Chrissie out into the forest. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “It's certainly very pretty,” Janice said later, as she stood with her hands on her hips and looked at the river. “I'm not sure I'd want to go out on it in a boat, though.” 
 
    “There's a waterfall a little way along,” John told her, as he watched Chrissie throwing rocks into the water. “I find great peace in the natural world. I love coming here and just listening to the river as it flows.” 
 
    Janice turned to him. 
 
    “If I didn't know any better, John Noad,” she said after a moment, “I'd be starting to think that you're getting a little soft in your old age.” 
 
    “I'm only forty,” he pointed out. “That's hardly old.” 
 
    “Forgive me,” she said with a faint smile. “So should we head back now?” 
 
    “Don't you want to come for a little stroll along the bank?” he asked, disappointed by the fact that she seemed somewhat uninterested in the beauty of the world around them. 
 
    “My legs ache,” she told him, “and I've got so much to do in the kitchen when we get back. You and Chrissie can go for a walk if you like, and we can meet back at the house later. Don't worry, I remember the way.” 
 
    John watched as she walked away. Although he wanted to call her back and make her take time to appreciate her surroundings, he could already tell that she was completely uninterested. He hadn't expected undying gratitude for the trip, but he'd assumed that she and the rest of his family might at least show some kind of awareness of the fact that he'd made an effort. As Janice disappeared into the distance, John had to force himself to keep from showing his displeasure. 
 
    “Where are the fish, Daddy?” 
 
    Turning, he saw that Chrissie was climbing over the rocks next to the river. 
 
    “Be careful,” he said quickly, although she wasn't too close to the edge. “I don't know what the fish situation's like round here, but I'm sure you'll at least spot a few tiddlers. Just make sure you don't fall in, okay?” 
 
    “I can't see any.” 
 
    “I'll help,” he replied, smiling as he made his way over to join her. At least one member of the family was bothering to take in their surroundings. “There's another spot further down where -” 
 
    Before he could finish, he felt a buzz in his pocket, and he pulled out his phone. Seeing a text message, he took a moment to open it up, and then he froze as soon as he saw the words: 
 
      
 
    Your still a moron, Ted Armitage. Online, offline, wherever. 
 
      
 
    He hesitated, but deep down he could tell – from the tone, and from the poor spelling – that somehow CustardyDanglyBits had managed to obtain his phone number. He glanced over at Chrissie, and then he turned away and began to type a reply: 
 
      
 
    You've made a big mistake. I can have this number traced. Now I can really teach you a lesson in decorum. 
 
      
 
    Once he'd sent that message, he waited for a reply. He told himself that CustardyDanglyBits was a coward who'd probably shrink away at the first sign of trouble. He was surprised, then, when he quickly received another reply: 
 
      
 
    LOL get over yourself. Have fun at your stupid farm. 
 
      
 
    A shudder passed through his chest as he realized that somehow CustardyDanglyBits had acquired not only his number, but also his location. He knew that shouldn't be possible, and that he'd covered his tracks perfectly, but a moment later another message arrived and confirmed his worst fears: 
 
      
 
    See you around, John. 
 
      
 
    He immediately began to type a reply, but he forced himself to hold back. Clearly he was dealing with someone who knew their way around technology, and after a moment he glanced around and watched in case anybody might be nearby. Satisfied that he was alone, he looked back down at the phone and tried to think of some way he might scare the crap out of CustardyDanglyBits, but he worried about just how much information she'd managed to uncover. He knew that silence would make him seem weak, but he told himself that he was going to take his time and make sure that when he struck back, he'd take the bitch down. 
 
    And he'd make her suffer. 
 
    In his mind's eye, he imagined her begging for mercy while he held her down. He wasn't entirely sure what he'd do to her, but he imagined her wetting herself with fear as he held a knife against her face. At first he told himself that he wouldn't really hurt her, that he'd just scare her a little, but then he realized that he could use her as an example to all the other morons in the world. All the anger he felt online was finally breaking through into the real world. 
 
    “Please, Ted Armitage!” he imagined her screaming. “Let me go!” 
 
    He imagined himself cutting her head off. The idea shocked him, but at the same time it seemed like the only way to shut her up properly. Whoever she was, she clearly had nothing to contribute to the world beyond venom and hatred, so would it really be so bad if he dealt with her properly? He fantasized for a moment about ripping her head away from her shoulders, and he thought of the shocked expression on her face as she finally understood that he'd been right all along. 
 
    Blinking, he remembered that he should probably calm down a little. 
 
    “Chrissie?” he said, turning to look over at the river. “What -” 
 
    Stopping, he realized that she was nowhere to be seen. He looked around, and then he made his way to the rocks and checked that there was no sign of her in the water. 
 
    “Chrissie?” he called out, while telling himself that there was no need to worry. “Hey, listen, let's go downriver a few miles and we'll have a better chance of spotting some fish. You'd like that, wouldn't you? No promises, but your old daddy's got a hunch and, well, my hunches usually play out pretty well.” 
 
    Again he waited, and again there was no sign of his daughter. He looked toward the forest, but he knew deep down that Chrissie wasn't the kind of girl who'd simply wander off. 
 
    “Chrissie?” 
 
    Although he could feel the panic starting to rise in his chest, he told himself that his smart, precious little girl would never get too close to the water's edge. Sure, the current was fairly strong, but Chrissie was an intelligent child and he'd taught her over the years to always be respectful of the natural world, including its dangers. In fact, Chrissie – far more than Jane – reminded John of himself, to the extent that he sometimes found himself wondering if his soul had somehow been replicated in the girl's body. 
 
    “Chrissie!” he shouted, cupping his hands around his mouth, desperate to make himself heard over a greater distance. “Chrissie, where are you? Hey, kiddo, get back here!” 
 
    He listened for a reply, but all he heard was the sound of the river. Looking back down at the water, he tried to imagine what would have happened to his daughter if she's fallen. She was a reasonable swimmer, but the rocks were just beneath the surface and he worried that she might have been knocked unconscious. 
 
    “Chrissie!” he yelled, as he began to make his way along the riverbank, following the flow of the water. “Chrissie Noad! Christina! Where are you?” 
 
    As he continued to call out, his voice could be heard far and wide, ringing out between the trees of the immense, rolling Twist Valley forest. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    One year later... 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this?” 
 
    Feeling a flicker of irritation in his chest, John focused on packing the last few items into his bag. His hands were trembling slightly, and deep down some part of him knew that he was being irrational, but at the same time he'd been planning the trip for a while and he wasn't going to let anyone deter him. Not even his own wife. Hell, why wasn't she packing a bag too? 
 
    “It's a long way to go just to...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off. For a moment, she simply stood in silence, watching as John prepared for his trip. She'd been trying to find some way to dissuade him, and in truth she'd assumed that ultimately he'd see for himself that the whole thing was pointless. Now she realized that he was serious, and that he intended to drive all the way up the country and spend a week searching the forest. The thought of him out there all alone, calling Chrissie's name over and over, was enough to make her heart break. 
 
    “She's out there,” he murmured. 
 
    “You don't know that.” 
 
    “I feel it,” he said firmly, turning to her and then tapping his chest, right above his heart. “In here. Chrissie's still out there somewhere in Twist Valley and I'm going to find her. I don't know what state she'll be in, I don't know how she'll be when we're reunited, but she's there somewhere and I'm not going to rest until I'm holding her in my arms again.” 
 
    Janice opened her mouth to reply, but then she hesitated. Tears were dancing in her eyes, and as she stood in the kitchen doorway she looked for all the world like someone who was on the verge of giving up. 
 
    “What's that thing?” she asked, looking at a large contraption that John had placed on the table. She peered at the little propeller blades, but she had no idea what she was seeing. 
 
    “It's a drone,” he told her wearily. “Ex-military. I pulled some strings. I can use it to cover a lot of distance, especially parts of the terrain that are difficult to reach. There's a camera, and I can download the footage to my laptop.” 
 
    “Sounds high-tech.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “John, this isn't going to help,” she replied. “Chrissie's gone. You have to see that.” 
 
    “I'll drive up tonight,” John explained, as if he hadn't heard her, “and then I'll start searching tomorrow and hopefully by the end of the -” 
 
    “They searched that forest a year ago,” Janice reminded him. “They went through it so carefully, John, and there was no sign of her.” 
 
    “So what are you suggesting? That she just disappeared into thin air?” 
 
    “No, but -” 
 
    “Or that some monster took her?” 
 
    “Again, no.” She paused. “I just don't see what you're going to get out of this trip.” 
 
    Before he could answer, John heard his phone vibrate and he looked down to see that he'd received another message. He bristled for a moment, before picking the phone up and taking a look. Sure enough, his old friend CustardyDanglyBits had sent him a few more words of wisdom: 
 
      
 
    Your pathetic. You couldn't even keep your daughter safe. She died because of you. 
 
      
 
    He felt another rush of rage, but he managed to keep his emotions in check. CustardyDanglyBits had spent the previous year upping her campaign, deluging him with messages, and despite his best efforts he'd been unable to track her down. He'd never been able to figure out how she kept up with his movements, but somehow she seemed to know so much about him. 
 
    “John, please don't go,” Janice said suddenly. 
 
    “She's your daughter too,” he replied, turning to her. “Why aren't you coming up there with me? Why isn't Jane coming?” 
 
    “Because we both know that...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off. 
 
    “She could still be alive,” he said, as his phone buzzed again. “It's not unheard of. People can survive in the wilderness and -” 
 
    “She's an eight-year-old child.” 
 
    “She'd be nine by now.” 
 
    “So what do you think happened here, John?” she asked sounding exasperated now. “Do you think she pulled a Tarzan and she's been living in the wilderness all this time?” 
 
    “Don't be ridiculous,” he muttered as he checked the latest message: 
 
      
 
    Poor little Christina. Dead and rotting somewhere, just because her father's a loser. 
 
      
 
    As much as he wanted to scream and throw the phone across the room, John managed to stay somewhat calm. He told himself that there was no way he was willing to rise to the bait. 
 
    “When are you finally going to let her go?” Janice asked. “We both know she's dead and -” 
 
    “We don't know that!” he snapped. 
 
    “We do, John,” she continued, as a tear ran down her cheek. “You know it too, if you're really honest with yourself. The most likely explanation is that she had an accident, it was no-one's fault, it just happened and her body just got missed by the search parties. I don't know how they didn't find her, but it's not completely beyond the realm of possibility. She just...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off. 
 
    “I've got to go,” John said, grabbing his bag and pushing past her, heading through to the hallway. “I'll be back in a week. Maybe sooner if I have a little luck.” 
 
    “John...” 
 
    He opened the front door, and then he stopped and turned back to look at his wife, just as his phone buzzed yet again. 
 
    “I'm going to bring our little girl home,” he said, and now he too had tears in his eyes. “One way or another, she's not spending another year out there in the cold.” 
 
    He looked at his phone, and he saw yet another message from CustardyDanglyBits. He almost didn't bother to read her latest attack, but the first few words caught his attention so he read on: 
 
      
 
    I was just texting Dad. The asshole's going up to look for C again. He's deluded. I hope he dies. I hate him so much. 
 
      
 
    He read the message several times, struggling to understand what it meant. He double-checked, but the message had been sent by the same number, yet it seemed markedly different to all the rest. Finally, as the awful truth began to dawn, he slowly looked toward the stairs. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” Jane yelled angrily as John pushed open the door to her room. “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    Without answering, he stormed over to the bed and grabbed her by the throat, before swinging her around and slamming her hard against the wall. 
 
    “Dad -” 
 
    “Did you think that was funny?” he snarled, leaning close to her terrified face. “Did you think you'd get a kick out of terrorizing me for the past year? What part of your sick brain did those messages come from?” 
 
    “I don't know what you -” 
 
    “You sent that last message to the wrong number,” he sneered, holding his phone up so she could see what he meant. He immediately spotted the recognition in her eyes, followed a moment later by fear. “It's been you all along,” he continued. “You're the one who's been sending me those messages the whole time, taunting me about the death of your own sister!” 
 
    “Dad, you're hurting me!” she gasped, struggling to breathe as he squeezed her throat tight. “You've lost your mind!” 
 
    “All those disgusting things you said!” he continued, as his voice shook with anger. “All that poison! All those lies! All the -” 
 
    “You did kill her!” Jane shouted suddenly. “The only reason you're so angry is you know I'm right! If you'd been paying attention instead of worrying about your stupid Ted Armitage crap online, she'd still be here!” 
 
    “Shut up,” he said firmly. 
 
    “Why? Because you don't like the truth?” She tried again to get free, and then she simply stared at him for a moment. “I know I've been mean to you,” she continued, “but everything I said was completely true. You're such a big, tough man when you're Ted Armitage online, aren't you? But when you're pathetic John Noad, a run-of-the-mill cop who can't even keep his family together, you're nothing. Sorry, but it's the truth.” 
 
    She waited for him to reply. 
 
    “And now you're going up to look for her again,” she continued. “What do you think you're going to find? The absolute best case scenario is that you end up holding her bones. Will that really make you feel better? Will it make the guilt go away, Dad?” 
 
    Again she waited. 
 
    “Or,” she added, “should I call you Ted?” 
 
    Letting out a sudden cry of anger, John swung her around and slammed her head against the other wall, knocking her out instantly and sending her crumpling down to the floor. At that moment, Janice stopped in the doorway and saw what had happened, and she froze for a moment before rushing over to her daughter. 
 
    “Leave her,” John sneered, before furrowing his brow. “So many spelling mistakes in those messages. I never knew she lacked such basic skills.” 
 
    “What the hell did you do?” Janice stammered, as she rolled Jane over and saw a patch of blood on the side of her head. “John -” 
 
    “I said leave her!” he shouted, grabbing his wife and shoving her against the desk, only for her head to crack against the corner. 
 
    As Janice slumped down against the carpet, John stood over the pair of them, trying to contain the anger that was rising through his chest. Over the previous year, he'd learned to keep that anger pushed down, but this time something was different. This time he could feel the anger spreading, filling his bones, changing him so much that he started to question whether he was still himself. 
 
    “You think I'm pathetic, huh?” he muttered, staring down at Jane's unconscious body. “Fine. Then I guess it's time for me to show you just what a pathetic man can do.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    Slowly, as she finally emerged from a long, deep sleep, Janice Noad began to open her eyes. She immediately realized that something was wrong, and that her head felt extremely heavy. She blinked a couple of times, hoping that the grogginess would pass, and it was at that moment that she realized she was in one of the bedrooms at the farm in Twist Valley. 
 
    She immediately began to sit up, only to find that her wrists were tied firmly to the headboard. Startled, she tried to pull free, but the ropes were too tight and she knew that brute force was never going to work. At the same time, as she looked round, she realized that she was supposed to be at home hundreds of miles away, and that she wasn't quite sure what had happened. 
 
    “John?” she called out cautiously, as she began to notice a throbbing pain on the side of her head. “John, are you here?” 
 
    She tried not to panic, and a moment later she heard the sound of someone making their way up the stairs. She pulled on the ropes again, and then she saw John stepping into the doorway. 
 
    “John, what's going on?” she asked. “John you have to untie me. I don't know what this is about, but you're scaring me.” 
 
    She waited, but he simply stared at her, and after a moment he took a bite from a sandwich he'd brought up from the kitchen. He seemed utterly relaxed, as if nothing was wrong in the whole world. 
 
    “Is this some kind of sex thing?” she asked. 
 
    He furrowed his brow. 
 
    “John, did you knock me out and bring me all the way up here?” she continued, as she began to remember the incident in Jane's bedroom. “Did you drug me? John, where's Jane? Tell me where Jane is.” 
 
    “Jane's fine.” 
 
    “I want to see her.” 
 
    “That's a little tricky at the moment.” 
 
    “John, I want to see her so that I know she's not hurt.” 
 
    “She's a little wounded,” he explained, “but it's nothing that won't heal. Actually, she's feeling very sorry for herself at the moment, and I'm waiting for her to calm down a little. Fortunately one of the outhouses that came with this place is underground, out in the forest, so she can scream and scream to her heart's content and I can wait around here until she's mature enough to engage in a proper conversation.” 
 
    He took another bite from the sandwich. 
 
    “She needs to learn a few lessons,” he continued, speaking with his mouth full, “but that's okay, I'm a good teacher.” 
 
    “John -” 
 
    “And you need to learn a few as well,” he added, spraying a few crumbs onto the bed in the process. “You haven't exactly been the wife of the year, and frankly I think you share some of the blame for our daughter's poor behavior. Now, I'm confident that you'll come around to my way of thinking pretty easily, but I have to warn you that there'll be consequences if you don't. You never know, you might even end up joining Jane out there.” 
 
    “John, I need you to untie me right now and take me to Jane,” Janice said firmly. “I don't know exactly what you're thinking here, but this all has to stop. Are you not feeling well, John? Is that what's going on? Are you struggling with what happened to Chrissie? I told you, you should have seen someone to talk about it. There's no shame in that, and it's never too late to start.” 
 
    John popped the rest of the sandwich into his mouth, and then he stepped out of the room. 
 
    “Come back!” Janice shouted, pulling once again on the ropes. “John, you can't leave me here! John, we have to talk about this!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Reaching down, John Noad grabbed the metal ring and pulled the hatch open, revealing a set of steps leading down into the darkness beneath the forest. 
 
    “Help!” Jane shouted, her voice ringing out from far below. “Somebody help me!” 
 
    John hesitated, before feeling a tear running down his cheek. Surprised, he reached up and wiped the tear away, and then he began to make his way down the steps as Jane continued to scream. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Dad, what are you doing?” she gasped a few minutes later, as he aimed a flashlight at her face. “Dad, stop! Dad, this is insane!” 
 
    She pulled on the chains that were holding her tight, but he already knew that there was no way she could force her way out. 
 
    “Okay,” she continued, “I'll do anything. Do you hear that? I'll do anything and I'll say anything, you just have to let me go. I'm sorry, okay? I'm so sorry, from the very bottom of my heart, and I'll never do anything like that again. I was wrong, I see that now, and I swear for the rest of my life I'll be a good person. Chrissie's death wasn't your fault and I don't know why I said it was, except I was hurting and I don't really understand why my brain was working the way that it was.” 
 
    She waited, hoping against hope that she'd managed to get through to him, but with each passing second she was starting to worry that he'd really snapped. Squinting, she tried to look past the flashlight, and she could just about make out his eyes staring back at her. 
 
    “Where's Mum?” she sobbed. “I want to talk to Mum.” 
 
    “I failed you,” he replied. 
 
    “Dad, I -” 
 
    “It's my fault that you're like this,” he continued, “so I'm the one who has to set you straight. Your mother and I tried so hard to raise you right, Jane, and I thought we'd done a pretty good job. I'd never have put us forward for an award or anything like that, but I still thought we'd raised you to be a decent human being. Obviously there are still a few rough edges that need sorting out, though. A few dark spots in your soul that need to be scrubbed away. And I can do that, I'm sure of it, I just need a little time to make you see the error of your ways.” 
 
    “I see it all now,” she told him. “Please, Dad, I know what an awful person I've been and I'm so sorry. Please, you have to let me go.” 
 
    “I don't have to do anything,” he pointed out. “You, on the other hand, are obligated to try to become the best version of yourself that you possibly can, and I think we both agree that you've failed in that regard of late. You've been let down, by both your mother and myself, and now it's up to me to set you straight. The process shouldn't even take that long, I just -” 
 
    “Please, Dad,” she cried, as tears streamed down her face and her body began to shake violently. “Just tell me what to do!” 
 
    “It's easy,” he replied. “You have to convince me that you really mean it when you say you'll change.” 
 
    “I really mean it...” 
 
    “That doesn't sound very convincing.” 
 
    “I mean it!” she shouted. 
 
    “I'm sorry, but it still seems like you're just telling me what you think I want to hear. I can see it in your eyes, Jane, you're just -” 
 
    “I mean it, you son of a bitch!” she screamed, suddenly reaching out and trying to kick him, only to miss by a few inches. “I mean it,” she cried, barely able to get the words out as she broke into a series of shudders that shook her entire body. “What else do you want from me? I mean it. No-one's ever meant anything more, not ever. You have to believe me, Dad.” 
 
    “Believe me, I want to,” he told her, before lowering the flashlight and stepping closer to her. “I know you have it in you, Jane. I know that deep down you're a good person, you just need a little extra help to get it out. That's what this process is going to be about, and it is going to be a process. A long one, perhaps. Certainly a necessary one. And when you come out the other side...” 
 
    He paused, before reaching over and touching the side of her face, wiping away her tears. 
 
    “And when you come out the other side,” he continued, “you're going to thank me so very much.” 
 
    Looking up at him, she opened her mouth, but for a moment she couldn't get any words out. 
 
    “Please,” she whimpered finally, “I'm sorry... Dad...” 
 
    “We'll start tomorrow,” he told her, “but first there's just one more thing I need you to do, Jane. Don't call me Dad, not while we're down here.” He leaned closer, until their faces were almost touching. “Call me Ted. Ted Armitage. After all, isn't that how all of this started?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    Fifteen years later... 
 
      
 
    “No!” Charlotte said as soon as she saw the open hatch set into the forest floor. “I'm not going down there!” 
 
    She stopped and turned to run, but Doyle shoved her forward before holding the knife up so that the blade caught the moonlight. 
 
    “What do you want from me?” she asked, trying to play for time as she figured out which way to run. She knew she probably only had one more chance to get away, and she needed to make sure that there'd be nothing to slow her down. 
 
    “It's not about what I want,” Doyle told her. “I've got my instructions, and I simply have to deliver you to Mr. Noad. Once I've done that, my role in this is over.” He paused for a moment. “Are we going to do this the easy way or the hard way? Because, frankly, I'm not too bothered, but it'd be nice to know in advance. I thought you might be smart, Ms. Stewart, but you're kind of starting to look a little unsure of yourself.” 
 
    She took a deep breath, but she knew that the moment had come. She looked to her left, then to her right, and then at Doyle again. 
 
    “You're about to do something stupid, aren't you?” he said, before letting out a heavy sigh. “Charlotte, for once just -” 
 
    Turning, she began to race toward the treeline, only for Doyle to catch her almost immediately. He grabbed her and hauled her back, and then – as she kicked and screamed and tried to get away – he carried her over to the hatch and threw her down into the hole, sending her clattering down the steps until she landed in a heap at the bottom. 
 
    “You're a pain in the ass, do you know that?” he muttered, adjusting his tie for a moment before starting to climb down after her. “I've more than earned my money tonight.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Move!” 
 
    Sent stumbling forward, Charlotte bumped against the wall of the narrow passageway, and then she stopped as she realized that she was at the entrance to some sort of chamber. A flashlight's beam immediately hit her in the eyes, causing her to step back, but at that moment Doyle reached her and shoved her forward. 
 
    “Ms. Stewart,” Noad said, lowering his flashlight so that she could see him a little better, “I was wondering when you'd arrive. You're just in time. We appear to have found Mr. Armitage's hidden lair.” 
 
    Staring up at him with an expression of absolute horror, she began to crawl back until she bumped against the wall. 
 
    “Did he bring you down here last time?” Noad asked, stepping toward her. “I know it must be difficult for you to think back to those awful few days, but I don't recall you mentioning this in any of the transcripts I read. And I did read them, by the way. I read everything. I'm sorry I didn't get in touch with you at the time, but... Well, other matters delayed me.” 
 
    “Just get it over with,” she replied through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Get what over with?” he asked, lowering the flashlight a little further as Doyle stepped into the chamber. 
 
    “You want to -” 
 
    Suddenly she stopped as she saw two bloodied, emaciated figures hanging from chains on the chamber's other side. For a moment she tried to tell herself that they weren't real, that they had to be models, but somehow deep down she knew the truth; the two women seemed different to the ones in the barn somehow, certainly much older but also still very much in possession of their heads. 
 
    “Ted Armitage's wife and daughter, I believe,” Noad explained somewhat nonchalantly. “This is probably how the whole thing started. It's going to take quite some time to get to the bottom of the man's depravity, but that's something I hope you can help with.” 
 
    “What are you...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off for a moment. 
 
    “You're Ted Armitage,” she stammered finally. 
 
    “I'm sorry?” he replied, tilting his head. 
 
    Staring at him, she tried to figure out exactly what he meant, but she was starting to realize that he seemed different somehow. He was still definitely the same man who'd kidnapped her five years earlier, and who she'd encountered just a few hours earlier in the forest, but this time he was standing up straighter and there was something different about his voice, as if he was actually trying to be a different man. Of, if he wasn't trying, then the change seemed to be happening naturally, almost as if... 
 
    “You don't know,” she whispered. 
 
    “What was that?” he asked. 
 
    “You don't know who you are, do you?” she continued, struggling to believe what she was seeing. “You have no idea.” 
 
    “Can I go now?” Doyle asked. “I need to get back to the farm and find out what the armed response unit's up to. For all we know, they might have accidentally started to wander in this direction. Plus, I need to clean up the mess after the crash.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Noad asked, turning to him. 
 
    “I don't have time to fuck about, okay?” Doyle continued, stepping toward him and holding out his right hand. “Just pay me and I'm out of here.” 
 
    “Pay you?” John replied, furrowing his brow. “What would I pay you for?” 
 
    “You want to try to be smart with me?” Doyle asked, raising a skeptical eyebrow. “Okay, listen, you might want to pretend that you don't remember for everyone else's benefit, but we have a deal. Come on, quick, switch into your Ted Armitage mode and give me my money.” 
 
    “I have absolutely no idea what you mean,” Noad replied, clearly confused. “Ted Armitage is the man we're hunting, he's the -” 
 
    “Don't try to bullshit me!” Doyle snapped, shoving him hard against the wall. “You wanted me to deliver this bitch to you, and I delivered her. And believe me, it wasn't the easiest job in the world. She wouldn't stop yapping in the car, I had to bite my lip to stop myself punching her. You promised me a grand, cash in hand, and you should just be grateful that I'm not asking for double that.” 
 
    “No,” John said, shaking his head, “I've never offered you money for anything.” 
 
    “I...” 
 
    Doyle hesitated, staring at him with a faint smile, before turning to Charlotte. 
 
    “Do you see this?” he asked, before letting out a loud sigh. “The old fool's completely cuckoo. He's either playing us all for fools, or he's genuinely out of his mind.” He turned back to Noad. “You owe me a grand, old man,” he continued, “and I need that money, and I'm not leaving here without it. I don't care if you want me to call you John Noad or Ted Armitage, it's all the same time me. Just hand it over!” 
 
    “Stop saying these things,” Noad replied, as tears filled his eyes. “None of it's true!” 
 
    “Would you mind filling him in?” Doyle asked, turning to Charlotte again. “He might take it better coming from you. After all, you've had a ringside seat for the whole mess, so tell him. Tell him that he's Ted Armitage.” 
 
    “I -” 
 
    Suddenly Noad lunged at Doyle from behind, slamming a knife into the back of his head and sending him crashing against the opposite wall. As he began to slide down to the floor, Doyle let out a series of faint gasps, before Noad reached down and pulled the knife away, only to grab the man's head and start slamming it against the rocky ground. Doyle tried to cry out, but his words were quickly stifled as his teeth broke and his jaw shattered. 
 
    “You don't know what you're talking about!” Noad screamed, overtaken by the anger that had been bubbling up through his chest for hours. “You're a liar! You're trying to trick me, but I won't let you! You're nothing but a filthy liar and I refuse to play your games! I'm not Ted Armitage! I never have been! I'm John Noad!” 
 
    He continued to smash Doyle's head against the rocks, until the front of the man's face had been entirely bashed away and pieces of his brain began to leak out onto the ground. Even this didn't deter Noad, and he hit Doyle's skull again and again until the back cracked open. Blood had splattered across the floor, but Noad paid no attention to that as he stepped back breathlessly and finally bumped against the other wall. 
 
    “You can't break me,” Noad murmured. “I won't let you. You can't get into my head and... I refuse to... I...” 
 
    His voice trailed off. 
 
    Charlotte turned to run, but Noad grabbed her and pulled her back, sending her crashing down at his feet. 
 
    “Not so fast,” he said firmly. “I've missed you, Charlotte.” 
 
    Looking up at him, she saw a familiar grin, as if he'd changed in an instant. 
 
    “What's wrong?” he continued. “Don't you have anything nice to say to your old buddy Ted Armitage?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    “You're insane,” Charlotte stammered, staring up at Ted as he towered over her. “You know that, right? I mean, I knew you were crazy five years ago, but this...” 
 
    She hesitated for a moment, as she tried to figure out how she was going to get away. 
 
    “This is something else,” she added finally. “You're actually two people, aren't you?” 
 
    “Poor Mr. Noad never seems to remember too well,” Ted replied, as he aimed the flashlight at her face again, forcing her to turn away. “Sometimes I wonder what he does when he's tucked away in here. He must be aware on some level, but for the most part he seems to be completely oblivious. I guess that's how he likes things to be. Nice and simple. He leaves me to do all the dirty work.” 
 
    “When did it happen?” Charlotte asked, trying to keep the conversation going so that she could think a little more. “When did your mind split like this?” 
 
    “I'm not really one for thinking about the past,” Ted told her, before turning and looking toward the far end of the chamber. “Let's just say that my wife and my older daughter disappointed me a long time ago.” 
 
    Following his gaze, Charlotte flinched as she saw the two figures hanging from chains. Both still had their heads, and both were so badly hurt that it seemed impossible for their bones to be holding together. 
 
    “Janice and Jane,” Ted continued. “It was Jane who really made me angry. She's the reason poor John Noad snapped. Before that, Ted Armitage was just a name he used when he was posting crap online. He used me whenever he wanted to vent. At some point, though, everything flipped around and I became the dominant personality. He stepped back and let me do my thing to Jane. That girl really should have listened when I tried to teach her, but I never believed she was sincere.” 
 
    He looked over at the second woman, whose body was even more badly damaged than the first. 
 
    “Then Janice just couldn't bring herself to understand why I'd had to do all this. She screamed so much, I genuinely wasn't sure what to do about her. Eventually, killing her was the only option. I wanted some peace and quiet, and John wanted to be left in peace to search for little Chrissie. Not that he ever had a chance of finding her, of course, but he was never quite able to accept that. Even now, at this exact moment, I can feel the sliver of hope that sits in his heart and tortures him. Chrissie'd be well into her twenties by now, it's not like she's going to magically reappear, but the old fool refuses to accept the truth. It's kind of pathetic, if you think about it.” 
 
    “Why the rest of them?” Charlotte asked. “Why did you keep killing?” 
 
    “I suppose I just got a taste for it,” he replied. “That, and I wanted to figure out what I'd done wrong with Jane. I should have been able to fix her. I wanted to prove that it had been her failure, and not mine, so I kept on trying with new girls until...” 
 
    He hesitated. 
 
    “Vicky,” he added. 
 
    “Vicky?” 
 
    “A nice girl who actually listened,” he continued. “I knew I could do it, but it's still nice to get the validation.” 
 
    “What about the heads?” she replied. “Why did you take some of the heads and put them on that spike?” 
 
    “That was a monument to my work,” Ted explained. “I was always worried that one day John would seal me away and stop letting me out to play. I figured that I needed to leave something out that he couldn't ignore, and it worked. Whenever he saw those heads, he was reminded that I was still lurking inside. He played his part, by making sure that this place stayed off the map, and I played my part by continuing the research. Besides, he had a bit of a thing about cutting off heads. I think deep down it excited him. It might even have been the one thing he and I had in common.” 
 
    “And he let you?” 
 
    “Why wouldn't he?” 
 
    “You killed his wife and daughter!” 
 
    “Did I?” 
 
    He stared at her for a moment, before tilting his head slightly. 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    She opened her mouth to reply, but at that moment she heard a faint rasping groan. Almost too scared to react, she hesitated for a moment before forcing herself to turn and look, and to her horror she saw that one of the two bloodied women had begun to shiver slightly. 
 
    “It's amazing what the human body can endure,” Ted said with a smile as he looked at Jane. “I did a lot of research. Janice has been dead for years, but I kept Jane alive. And now that I succeeded with Vicky, I think I finally know how to force this selfish girl to see the light.” 
 
    “Kill me,” Jane groaned. “Please...” 
 
    “You can't be serious,” Charlotte whispered, horrified that somehow one of the women had survived what looked like an immense bout of torture. “How long have they been here like this?” 
 
    “Fifteen years,” Ted told her. “And do you want to know something? They'll be here for as long as it takes. In fact, if Jane never convinces me that she understands what she did wrong and how she needs to change, I daresay they're going to be here forever. Because there's one thing I can promise everyone in this room... I won't ever bow down. I'll do whatever it takes to make Jane see the light, and then...” 
 
    He paused, before stepping over to Jane and putting a hand on the side of her face. She flinched, but he simply moved his hand slowly down to her chin. 
 
    “Then John Noad'll get his daughter back, and she'll walk out of here with him,” he purred. “She'll be so grateful. She'll be on her knees, sobbing and thanking me so much.” 
 
    “So that's what the rest of us were?” Charlotte asked. “Practice?” 
 
    “Not practice exactly,” he replied, “more -” 
 
    Suddenly Charlotte turned and tried again to run. This time she managed to get out into the passageway, only for Ted to grab her and haul her back into the chamber. She fought frantically, but he shoved her against the wall and pressed her against the rocks. 
 
    “You were supposed to be just a loose end, Charlotte,” he snarled, leaning close to her ear. “I'm glad you're here so that we can finish what you started, but I haven't been entirely honest with you. You see, despite everything that you've done, despite your lack of gratitude and your rudeness, you still have a chance to show me that you can learn. Don't you want to do that? Don't you want to prove to me that even after five whole years, you might actually have what it takes?” 
 
    Reaching into his pocket, he took out a knife and pressed it against her throat. 
 
    “Or do you just want to give up?” he asked, leaning even closer. “Think carefully. Whatever you choose, it'll be a lesson for Jane. The question is, what type of lesson do you want to be?” 
 
    Charlotte struggled to speak for a moment, before finally realizing that she couldn't bring herself to lie to him. 
 
    “Go to hell!” she sneered. 
 
    “Oh dear,” he replied, as he pressed the knife more firmly against her throat, “that's what I thought you might say, but I still had to give you the opportunity.” 
 
    With that, he began to slice her throat open, only for something heavy to slam against him from behind. Letting out a pained gasp, Ted crunched against Charlotte, just as Pacey grabbed him by the shoulders and pulled him away. 
 
    “Charlotte, run!” Pacey shouted, dragging Ted further toward the far side of the room. Bloodied and beaten, and barely alive, he tried desperately to put his arms around Ted and keep him secure. “Get out of here! You have to -” 
 
    Before he could finish, Ted slammed an elbow into his face and then turned, slicing the knife straight into his chest. As Pacey began to fall down, Ted pulled the knife out and then stabbed him again and again, unleashing a furious attack that ended with him driving the knife repeatedly into the man's neck. 
 
    “Run!” Pacey groaned. “Charlotte -” 
 
    Ted thrust the knife up into his lower jaw, pushing hard until the tip of the blade burst out through his left eye socket. 
 
    Turning, Charlotte scrambled out of the chamber, trying to get back to the steps. Barely able to see anything in the darkness, she slammed straight into the bottom step and fell forward, before starting to clamber up on her hands and knees until finally she emerged in the forest. 
 
    “You should know better than this!” Ted shouted from the darkness below. “You won't get away from me again, Charlotte! I'm coming for you!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-One 
 
      
 
    Racing between the trees, barely able to see where she was going as the canopy above blocked almost all the moonlight, Charlotte desperately tried to get as far as possible from the underground chamber. 
 
    She was running downhill, which she knew meant that she'd soon reach the river. She was trying to think back to the route that she'd taken five years earlier, and she remembered that after a while she'd followed the river to a waterfall, and then she'd climbed down the waterfall; she wasn't entirely sure of the route that she'd taken after that, however, and she told herself that there had to be a better way. First, though, she had to - 
 
    Suddenly she lost her footing and fell. Letting out a startled cry, she tumbled down onto the steep ground and began to roll, slamming into exposed tree roots as she careered through the darkness. She reached out in an attempt to grab hold of something and slow herself down, but instead she simply continued to fall until finally she hurtled off the edge of a raised ridge and flew through the air. She tried to find some way to prepare herself for an impact, but for a few seconds she wasn't entirely sure which way was up until finally she slammed into the ground with such force that her right leg immediately broke just below the knee. 
 
    Screaming, she came to a stop and rolled onto her back, and then she slammed a hand over her mouth in a desperate attempt to not make any more noise. She reached down to touch her leg, and she immediately felt a sharp piece of bone poking out through a hole in her jeans. She pulled her hand away, but the pain was getting worse by the second and she knew that this time there was no way she could possibly hobble through the forest. 
 
    Sobbing breathlessly, she tried to sit up, but the pain was too intense and she could barely even think straight. At least she could see a little better, as moonlight bathed the riverbank and she saw the water running past just a few meters away. She glanced over her shoulder and realized that most likely she could follow the river and find the same waterfall from five years earlier, although she knew that there was no way she could ever climb down again, not with her right leg broken. 
 
    Nevertheless, she began to try to get up, only for the pain to stop her. 
 
    “Come on,” she whispered, trying to find some strength from somewhere, “you can do this. You're not going to let him win. You got away from him once and -” 
 
    Before she was able to finish, she realized she could hear a faint humming sound in the distance. She froze, telling herself that there was no way Ted could be after her so quickly, but deep down she knew that she recognized the sound. She took a deep breath, and then she turned and looked back up into the forest. 
 
    Sure enough, a small, bright light was moving between the trees, although it was far too high up for it to be a man with a flashlight. As the humming sound became a little louder, Charlotte realized with a growing sense of dread that there could only be one possible explanation. 
 
    “You've got to be kidding me,” she stammered. “Another drone...” 
 
    For a moment, she simply watched as the light continued its slow progress, but she knew that soon it'd reach the river. After that, Ted would have to decide which way to send it next, and she had no doubt that it was most likely fitted with some kind of night vision. Looking around, she realized she was a sitting duck, and when she turned back toward the drone's light she saw that it was already heading her way. 
 
    “Not this time,” she muttered, as she began to drag herself toward the water's edge. “I'd rather die.” 
 
    Reaching the side of the river, she looked down at the water. She knew that her leg would hurt even more if she went beneath the surface, but she also knew that Ted's drone would reach her in a matter of minutes. She took a deep breath as she tried to think of some other option, and then she looked over her shoulder and saw that the drone was steadily getting closer. She thought of Ted watching through some app on his phone, and in that moment she understood that she had no choice. 
 
    After taking one more deep breath, she rolled over the edge of the riverbank and crashed down into the water, and she immediately felt a burst of agony in her right leg. She instinctively began to scream, but underwater all that emerged from her mouth was a rush of bubbles as she reached out and grabbed some rocks before hauling herself back up. 
 
    By the time she pulled her face above the surface, she'd managed to hold the scream back, but she was shivering in the darkness and she could barely see a thing other the faint glow of the approaching drone. She looked up and realized that the damn thing was almost with her, and she listened as it slowly made its way past. Although she didn't quite dare to believe that she'd actually managed to hide, she could hear that the drone was now getting further and further away, and she told herself that soon she'd be able to drag herself out of the water and... 
 
    And what? 
 
    Soaking wet and freezing cold, and with a broken leg, she couldn't even begin to figure out how she was going to get away. She told herself that the alternative was to simply die in the river, to at least deny Ted the satisfaction of being the one to kill her, and she began to realize that she didn't really have any other options. There was simply no way she was willing to let Ted hunt her down again; even if she died in the water and he was the one who found her body, he'd always know that she'd managed to escape. 
 
    “I'm sorry, Mum,” she whispered, thinking of her dead mother. “I don't know if I... I don't...” 
 
    As her voice trailed off, she realized that she was starting to shiver. Her teeth were chattering and she felt that – even if she came up with a plan – she'd never find the strength now to climb out of the water. Her mind was strangely calm, and she was starting to worry that somehow she was shutting down, that her body was accepting the inevitable. She didn't want to die, but at the same time she could no longer find the strength to save herself, and after a few more seconds she began to slowly slip down until her face was about to dip beneath the water's surface. 
 
    And then she saw her. 
 
    Forcing herself to stay up, Charlotte looked across at the river's other bank and saw that a young girl – no more than seven or eight years old – was standing in the moonlight, staring straight back at her. Although she blinked, convinced that the pale little face couldn't possibly be real, Charlotte felt almost as if the girl's gaze was burning into her mind. She immediately had a million questions, but finally she realized that the girl might actually be her ticket to freedom. 
 
    “Hey!” she gasped, convinced that the girl had to have wandered away from some campsite. “Can you get your parents? Can you fetch them for me?” 
 
    When the girl failed to respond, Charlotte raised her right hand and waved. 
 
    “Hey!” she continued. “It's not safe out here! Are your parents nearby? It's the middle of the night, you can't be out in the forest all alone! There's a madman on the loose!” 
 
    She waited, but now she was starting to realize that the girl's expression seemed unusually intense in its sadness, and she couldn't help but feel that something about her seemed unusual. 
 
    “Can you even hear me?” she called out, waving again. “I'm down here! Little girl, please, don't be scared. Just go and get your parents, or whoever you're here with. Ask them to call the police. Tell them -” 
 
    She blinked, and in an instant the girl was gone. 
 
    Charlotte stared at the spot where she'd been standing. She knew there was no way the girl could have simply disappeared like that, that she'd not had a chance to run away into the forest, but somehow she'd vanished. Still shivering in the water, Charlotte tried to make sense of what she'd just seen, but she knew that the girl had simply been... 
 
    Impossible. 
 
    She began to lean forward. 
 
    Suddenly a hand clamped tight over her mouth from above, and an arm reached down and hooked her around the throat. 
 
    “Nice try!” Ted Armitage sneered as he leaned down to start pulling her out of the river. “Got you again!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
    “No!” Charlotte screamed, lunging forward in a desperate attempt to get away, only to find that he was holding her too tight. “Leave me alone!” 
 
    “That's not a bad hiding place,” he replied, as he adjusted his grip and tried once again to pull her out. “I very nearly walked right past you!” 
 
    “John Noad!” she shouted, hoping to get through to his other personality. “You're a good man, you don't want to do this!” 
 
    “He's buried deep right now,” Ted sneered. “In fact, I don't think I'm going to let him out ever again. Not unless I need something from him, at least.” 
 
    “No!” she screamed again, and this time she twisted around and dragged him down. 
 
    Losing his balance, Ted crashed into the water, and this was enough to make him let go. Turning, Charlotte began to swim out across the moonlit river, pushing past the pain and desperately trying to get to the other side. She could already hear Ted calling after her, but she didn't even dare to stop and look back; instead, she aimed for the spot on the opposite bank where the strange little girl had been standing, and soon she was almost all the way across. She reached out, grabbing some tree roots, and finally she began to haul herself the rest of the way. 
 
    “You're just dragging this out,” Ted spluttered as he set off after her, just about managing to stay on his feet as he waded neck-deep through the water. “I'm going to give you one more chance!” 
 
    Trying to ignore him, Charlotte pulled herself across the roots, although she quickly found that she was getting caught instead. She briefly dipped beneath the water, before pushing back up and gasping for air. Reaching out toward the riverbank, she tried to start hauling herself up, only for the mud to fall away in her hands. Realizing that she still wasn't close enough, she grabbed the roots and pulled again, and then she froze as she saw something pale poking out from the packed dirt that ran along the river's edge. 
 
    Somehow, deep down, she knew immediately what she'd found. 
 
    “It's taken five years,” Ted said, as he continued to make his way up behind her, “but I'm finally going to get to put you to the test.” 
 
    With her trembling right hand, Charlotte scraped away some of the mud, and she felt a shiver run through her spine as she saw a small skull staring back at her. She tried to pull the skull free, but for a moment the mud refused to let it go, until finally an entire corpse began to lean out from the soil, held back by trailing roots. 
 
    Scraps of a yellow and red sweater were still wrapped around the ribs, and strands of pale hair hung down from the skull's sides. 
 
    “Sometimes you seem so smart,” Ted said breathlessly as he finally caught up to Charlotte and grabbed her shoulders, “and sometimes you seem so -” 
 
    Stopping suddenly as he saw the human remains, Ted stared in shock, as if he couldn't quite believe what Charlotte was holding in her hands. 
 
    Slowly, carefully, Charlotte moved the skull closer, and in the process she inadvertently pulled it free from the rest of the corpse. She could already tell that the skull wasn't that of an adult, and as she held it out in the moonlight she realized that somehow she'd been drawn to the exact place where the body had been hidden. She stared into the skull's empty eye sockets for a moment, before looking up at spot where the strange little girl had been standing. 
 
    “Did you want me to find this?” she whispered. 
 
    “Give me that!” Ted snarled angrily, grabbing the skull so that he could take a closer look. “This can't be real! What are you trying to pull here?” 
 
    Turning to him, Charlotte saw genuine shock in his eyes, and she realized that she had one more chance to get away. While Ted seemed mesmerized by the skull, Charlotte tried to pull herself up from the river, grabbing the roots tight but finding that she was too weak; she tried again and again, until one of the larger roots broke away in her hands and she fell back down into the water. 
 
    As soon as she was able to get back above the surface, she reached for the roots again, only to realize that Ted was still staring in shock at the skull in his hands. 
 
    “Chrissie,” he whispered, as he gently stroked the few remaining strands of hair. “You were here all along. Why didn't anyone find you until now? Why...” 
 
    His voice trailed off for a moment. 
 
    “It's me,” he added finally, as a faint smile crossed his lips. “It's Daddy. You recognize me, don't you? I'm so sorry I looked away all those years ago. You forgive me, darling, don't you? I searched for you, I swear. I looked everywhere, I don't understand how I didn't find you, but I've got you now and I won't ever let you go. Mummy's going to be so happy when I...” 
 
    Again, he hesitated. 
 
    “I have to take you to her,” he said, as his voice began to tremble with emotion, and as tears filled his eyes. “I'll make her understand. It might take a while, but eventually she has to see that I only did all of this because I wanted our family to be happy again. Jane'll understand that as well. We're going to be together again, Chrissie. All of us. The Noad family.” 
 
    He took a deep breath, and then – hearing a splashing sound – he looked over at Charlotte. 
 
    “This is my -” 
 
    Suddenly Charlotte screamed and lunged at him, slicing a broken branch straight into his chest. The jagged tip sliced through his ribs and heart, before bursting out the back as Charlotte shoved him against the riverbank. Still screaming, she twisted the branch and pushed it in harder, until he was fully impaled and pinned to the side of the river. 
 
    Ted let out a faint gasp, but blood was already running from his mouth and after a moment he let the skull fall from his hands as his head tilted back and the last breath left John Noad's body. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “It's not my fault there was a roadblock,” Ian said as he drove the car back along the twisting road. “We'll just have to take the long way round, that's all. Don't worry, we'll get to the cottage tonight. We'll just be a couple of hours late.” 
 
    “I still don't get why the police couldn't just let us through,” Mary muttered as she checked the map on her phone. “What are they even doing up here, anyway?” 
 
    “Didn't you hear about that serial killer they're chasing?” 
 
    “Don't talk about that now!” Mary hissed. 
 
    “Mummy?” Cavan called out from the back seat. “What's a serial killer?” 
 
    “Nothing, sweetheart,” Mary replied, turning to look at him for a moment. “Just carry on reading your book.” 
 
    She turned to her husband. 
 
    “Let's not talk about things like serial killers while the kids are listening, okay?” she continued. “Seriously, that's not a conversation I want to be having right now.” 
 
    “Have you found us a route yet?” he asked. 
 
    “I'm working on it,” she muttered, “but the automatic tracker hasn't picked up on the roadblock yet. It keeps telling us to go straight through Twist Valley, and it won't let me override that. Sometimes I hate these things so much.” 
 
    “Let me take a look.” 
 
    “I'm fine.” 
 
    “You're doing it wrong,” he told her. “You can override the suggested route, you just have to know how. Give me the phone and I'll sort it out.” 
 
    “I'm fine,” she said again. 
 
    He reached over and tried to take the phone, but Mary moved it out of his grasp. 
 
    “I'm serious,” he continued, glancing at the road for a moment before trying again to grab the phone. “We're just going to waste a lot of time if we try to figure it out ourselves. Mary, don't get funny about this, I -” 
 
    “Ian, look out!” she screamed suddenly. 
 
    Looking ahead, Ian saw a figure slumped in the middle of the road. He instinctively turned the wheel, and the car missed the figure by inches before screeching to a halt just a short way further along. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” he gasped, momentarily too shocked to know how to react. 
 
    “It's a person!” Mary replied, scrambling to climb out of the car. “Did you hit her?” 
 
    “No,” Ian stammered, before opening the door on his side and stepping out. “Stay in the car, Cavan,” he added, before making his way around to the rear of the vehicle and watching as his wife knelt next to the unconscious woman. “Is she...” 
 
    He watched as she checked for a pulse. 
 
    “Barely,” Mary said, before looking down at the woman's legs and seeing a broken bone poking out through a hole in her jeans. “It looks like she dragged herself here, out of the forest,” she continued, before turning to Ian. “Call the police! Hurry!” 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    One year later... 
 
      
 
    “And on this day,” Commissioner Adrian Prentiss said, as he stood in front of a large picture of John Noad, “it's only appropriate that we take a moment to remember a man who typified the very best in all of us.” 
 
    A smattering of applause broke out across the crowd, and Prentiss stepped aside so that everyone could get a better view of the photo. 
 
    “Chief Inspector John Noad gave his life in the line of duty,” Prentiss continued. “I want everyone gathered here today to remember that the hunt for Ted Armitage remains our number one priority. We still don't know exactly what happened when John Noad died, but we're operating on the assumption that he was killed by Armitage. That means that one of our own was murdered by a man who's still at large. I'm sure I don't need to explain to anyone in this room why it's so important that we track this bastard down.” 
 
    He paused for a moment, to let that last comment sink in, and then he nodded at the men. 
 
    “Dismissed. Get out there. Find him.” 
 
    As the officers filed out of the room, Prentiss turned and looked once again at the photo of John Noad. Although he and Noad had occasionally had their disagreements, he knew full well that the man had been a dedicated soldier in the fight for justice, and he felt personally responsible for the fact that the man's killer had never been captured. Every day, he told himself that they'd find Armitage, and every day he was disappointed. 
 
    “Hard to believe it's been a year, huh?” Chief Inspector Andrew Lassiter said as he wandered over to join Noad. “We lost a lot of good men out there in Twist Valley. Noad, and Sergeant Doyle, and Warren Pacey. And somehow this Armitage guy is still out there. At least he hasn't killed again.” 
 
    “That we know of,” Prentiss murmured. 
 
    “Do you really think he's out there... doing stuff to more women?” 
 
    “Every time I hear about someone going missing,” Prentiss replied, “anywhere in the country, I wonder whether it's him. Sometimes I can't sleep at night because I keep thinking about all the awful things he could be doing out there. Ted Armitage haunts this department, and he'll keep haunting us until we know we've got him. It's almost as if he's toying with us. As if he's enjoying himself. As if he gets some kind of sick, cruel satisfaction out of the way he plays us for fools.” 
 
    “At least Noad's at peace now,” Lassiter continued. “I'm glad that he could be buried with his wife and daughters. I know we tried to keep Jane alive after we found her in that awful place, but deep down I'm glad that she died at the hospital. She was in such an awful state, I don't think she could have lived a proper life. And at least Noad found them, right before...” 
 
    His voice trailed off. 
 
    “Well,” he added, “it must have given him at least some comfort. For so many years, he didn't know what had happened to them. Finally, at the very end, he did.” 
 
    “Something doesn't ring true about this case,” Prentiss told him. “We're missing something, something simple that could turn this whole investigation on its head.” 
 
    “We just need to be patient.” 
 
    “We've been patient for the past year,” Prentiss replied, turning to him. “At what point does patience start to become a problem rather than a virtue? Armitage is out there somewhere laughing at us, and we're no closer to catching him. I've been hunting scum for long enough to know when a case just doesn't smell right, and this case...” 
 
    He turned back to look once more at the picture of John Noad. 
 
    “This case stinks,” he added. 
 
    “There's always the woman,” Lassiter suggested. “Charlotte Stewart. If she wakes up -” 
 
    “She's never going to wake up,” Prentiss muttered darkly. “It's a million to one chance. Even if she does wake up, she might not remember.” He let out a heavy sigh, before turning and leading Lassiter to the door. “The truth, I'm afraid, is that we can't rely on anyone to come riding to our rescue. We're going to have to track this Armitage guy down the hard way.” 
 
    “I'm sure you're right.” 
 
    “We'll find him,” Prentiss added, as he let the door swing shut. “Wherever he is. And whoever he is. We'll find Ted Armitage eventually.” 
 
    Back in the room, the picture of John Noad remained proudly on display. He'd been given various posthumous awards, a wing of the new academy had been named after him, and a bursary had been set up in his honor. There was even talk about having a statue of the man erected outside one of the divisional headquarters. Everyone in the force knew that John Noad was a hero. Even his photo betrayed a hint of a smile.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Have you checked on the patient in room nineteen?” Nurse Kate Asher asked as she glanced up from the desk and looked along the corridor. “How are her numbers today?” 
 
    She could just about see the patient in that room, Charlotte Stewart, through the open door at the corridor's end. 
 
    “I'll go and see now,” Nurse Annie Wilcox replied, stepping away from the desk and heading toward the room. “I should've ducked in there earlier.” 
 
    “Annie?” 
 
    Stopping, Annie turned to see her colleague Heather leaning out from one of the other rooms. 
 
    “Can you help me get an I.V. line in?” Heather asked. “Please?” 
 
    “Sure,” Annie replied, before turning to see that Tom Boone was making his way past. “Tom, do me a favor, will you? Check on Charlotte Stewart in nineteen and make sure she's comfortable.” 
 
    “I was just about to go to -” 
 
    “Just help me out, yeah?” 
 
    Without even waiting for him to reply, she disappeared into the room, leaving Tom standing along in the corridor. 
 
    “Sure,” he muttered, as he turned and began to make his way toward room nineteen, “I guess my lunch isn't important. I mean, I've been on my feet since six this morning, but it's not like I need to sit down or eat or anything like that. I'm basically a robot.” 
 
    “Tom!” 
 
    He turned to see that Sally Briggs was waving at him from the door to room seven. 
 
    “Can you come and help me deal with Mr. Oliver?” she asked. “He needs to sit up, and you know he likes you best.” 
 
    “Fine,” Tom replied, before nudging Swan Chaudhury as he wandered past. “Swan, check the woman in nineteen. See that she's got everything she needs.” 
 
    “Isn't she the one in a coma?” 
 
    “Just do it, man,” Tom said as he headed into room seven. “I'll owe you one.” 
 
    “For a change,” Swan said with a sigh, before turning and heading toward room nineteen. He told himself that it'd only take thirty seconds or so to check on the patient. 
 
    “Swan,” Kate Lucas said, suddenly stepping out in front of him, “can you help me with Howard Warner?” 
 
    “I'm supposed to -” 
 
    “It'll only take a minute.” 
 
    “Okay,” Swan said, before spotting Ally Maker walking right past room nineteen. “Ally!” he called out, waving at her in the hope that he might get her attention. “Can you check on the patient in nineteen?” 
 
    Stopping, Ally looked momentarily confused. 
 
    “Sure,” she said finally. “Sorry, I was in a world of my own there. I'll take a look right now.” 
 
    She turned and stepped into room nineteen, making her way toward the bed where Charlotte Stewart had spent an entire year in a coma. 
 
    “Okay, Charlotte,” she said with a smile as she approached the various machines, “let's just take a -” 
 
    Suddenly she heard an alarm sounding, and she looked over her shoulder just as several nurses ran past the room. 
 
    “I have to go and check on that,” she said, hurrying back out of the room. “Sorry.” 
 
    Voices shouted in the distance and more footsteps rang out, as Charlotte Stewart remained on her back in the bed. A monitor nearby was beeping steadily, showing Charlotte's vitals on the display, as various tubes ran into her body. Her stillness was a marked contrast to the mayhem somewhere in the distance, and the only sign of movement was a faint flicker beneath Charlotte's closed eyelids. In the year since she'd been admitted to the hospital, she'd undergone a battery of tests and she'd shown absolutely no sign that she might wake up any time soon. In fact, some of the nurses had even developed a few nicknames for her. 
 
    In the distance, the alarm fell silent. 
 
    Suddenly Charlotte's eyes opened and she began to sit up with a horrified gasp. 
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 Also available 
 
      
 
    THE HAUNTING OF NELSON STREET 
 
      
 
    Crowford, a sleepy coastal town in the south of England, might seem like an oasis of calm and tranquility. Beneath the surface, however, dark secrets are waiting to claim fresh victims, and ghostly figures plot revenge.

Having finally decided to leave the hustle of London, Daisy and Richard Johnson buy two houses on Nelson Street, a picturesque street in the center of Crowford. One house is perfect and ready to move into, while the other is a fire-ravaged wreck that needs a lot of work. They figure they have plenty of time to work on the damaged house while Daisy recovers from a traumatic event.

Soon, they discover that the two houses share a common link to the past. Something awful once happened on Nelson Street, something that shook the town to its core. Before they can face Crowford's horrors, however, Daisy and Jonathan have to deal with the ghosts of their own recent history. What is Daisy hiding, and why does Jonathan feel strangely drawn to one of the town's most mysterious inhabitants? 
 
   


  
 

 Also available 
 
      
 
    THE REVENGE OF THE MERCY BELLE 
 
      
 
    The year is 1950, and a great tragedy has struck the town of Crowford. Three local men have been killed in a storm, after their fishing boat the Mercy Belle sank. A mysterious fourth man, however, was rescue. Nobody knows who he is, or what he was doing on the Mercy Belle... and the man has lost his memory. 
 
      
 
    Five years later, messages from the dead warn of impending doom for Crowford. The ghosts of the Mercy Belle's crew demand revenge, and the whole town is being punished. The fourth man still has no memory of his previous existence, but he's married now and living under the named Edward Smith. As Crowford's suffering continues, the locals begin to turn against him. 
 
      
 
    What really happened on the night the Mercy Belle sank? Did the fourth man cause the tragedy? And will Crowford survive if this man is not sent to meet his fate? 
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