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    Rebecca Ballard just wants a break. As she struggles to balance life as a new mother with her attempts to put some magic back into her marriage, she sets off on a trip to fetch some papers from the office. But will she ever make it home? 
 
      
 
    After breaking down on a desolate stretch of road, Rebecca is immediately wary when a man named Ted Armitage stops and offers to help. Having already fixed the problem herself, Rebecca gets going again, but Ted isn't a man who takes rejection well and he's soon on her trail. Before she knows what has hit her, Rebecca finds herself dragged away to a remote farm. And she's not the first woman who's ended up in Ted's clutches. 
 
      
 
    Trapped in a desperate race to survive, Rebecca begins to discover the true depths of Ted's madness. Although he tells her that her fate is in her own hands, and that she has a genuine chance to eventually walk away, Rebecca knows that she's going to have to take matters into her own hands. But just how much does Ted know about the land around his farm? And what's causing the strange noises that disturb his house at night? Rebecca quickly comes to realize that she might not be the only one in danger. 
 
      
 
    Twist Valley is the second book in the Ted Armitage trilogy, about a man whose murderous activities in rural England have somehow gone undetected for years. 
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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    “Please save me!” Rebecca screamed suddenly, dropping to her knees and grabbing the front of Ted's shirt. “I'm begging you, you were right all along! I see that now!” 
 
    “Of course I was right,” he replied, “but -” 
 
    “I'll do anything you want,” she continued, clutching his shirt as tears rolled down her cheeks. “I didn't see it until now, but it finally all makes sense. Everything you told me was true, I just needed time before I could see it. Please, Ted, help me be a better person. I'm entirely in your hands, I won't resist, not again. I need you to save me.” 
 
    Staring down at her, he realized that she was sincere. He could see the desperation in her eyes, and he knew that she wasn't lying. She'd finally come around to his way of thinking, and she was willing to open herself completely to his teaching. He just had to decide whether he was still willing to come to her aid, or whether she'd pushed him away one time too many. 
 
    “Please,” she sobbed, as she leaned forward and pressed her forehead against his belly. “Help me.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Several days earlier... 
 
      
 
    “Honey, I might be back late tonight, okay?” 
 
    Stopping next to her husband in the kitchen, Rebecca Ballard leaned close and gave him a peck on the cheek. 
 
    “Maddy needs me to go through some files at the office,” she continued, “and there are so many of them, it'd be a nightmare to drag them all home only to have to drag them back in a day or two. She's never been good at paperwork, and she's let it all really spiral out of control. You understand, don't you?” 
 
    “That entire office would collapse without you,” Phil replied with a grin. “I understand entirely.” 
 
    “It's not like that, I just -” 
 
    “Becky, I'm glad that they appreciate you there,” he added, interrupting her. “I mean, they could appreciate you by paying you more, but I guess that's out of the question.” He poured some milk into his cereal bowl. “Just try to be back by bedtime. You know she never settles if you're still out.” 
 
    “I wouldn't miss bedtime for the world,” Rebecca said, heading over to the high chair and leaning down to kiss the top of her daughter's head. “Hey, Chloe, Mummy's going to work now but you'll be in Daddy's very capable hands. It's kind of the reverse of a normal day, but don't get used to it. Full service'll be resumed tomorrow.” 
 
    She looked down at Chloe's smiling face, and for a moment she felt a flicker of doubt. She'd agreed to spend the day at the office, but she was starting to wonder whether there might be another way to get the paperwork done. At the same time, she told herself that she was being a little unrealistic, and that she shouldn't feel quite so upset at the prospect of being away from her child for just one day. After all, the real world was still out there. 
 
    “I'll be back tonight,” she told Chloe, before planting a kiss on the side of her face. “I promise. Way before bedtime.” 
 
    Chloe let out an excited gurgle. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “So how are things at home?” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    Looking up from her lunch, Rebecca felt a little as if she'd been caught off guard by the question. She'd been thinking about some of the files from work and her mind had definitely begun to wander. 
 
    “Are you aching desperately to go back later,” her colleague Michaela asked with a grin, “or are you just grateful for the chance to get away, even if it's only for one day?” 
 
    “No, I'm fine,” Rebecca stammered, as a woman with a child passed their table in the cafe. “Sorry, my head's just a little bit in the clouds right now. I spent all morning looking through your mis-filed reports, remember?” 
 
    “We've been missing you in the office.” 
 
    “I'll be back soon,” Rebecca said, trying not to sound too defensive. “I miss meeting with clients. I miss the one-on-one focus of helping people. Things have just been crazy for a while.” 
 
    “And you know I think you're a lifesaver,” Michaela replied. “I guess I just feel a little guilty for dragging you away.” She paused for a moment. “I also can't help but remember the conversation we had six months ago, when -” 
 
    “Things are a lot better now,” Rebecca said cautiously, interrupting her. 
 
    “I'm looking at your eyes, and I'm not sure that I believe you.” 
 
    “Things are fine.” 
 
    “So you and Phil are getting on okay again? All that lingering post-childbirth malaise has lifted and you can't keep your hands off each other?” 
 
    “It's complicated,” Rebecca told her, while glancing around at the other tables to make sure that nobody was eavesdropping on their conversation. “We have a healthy relationship. We talk about these things. I mean, I'm a therapist, I should know how this sort of thing works.” 
 
    “It's harder when it's your own life you're trying to fix.” 
 
    “I can manage.” 
 
    “When's the last time he touched you?” Michaela asked. “In the bedroom, I mean.” 
 
    “We have a one-year-old girl. Not even that, she's not one for a few more weeks.” 
 
    “That doesn't mean your lives have to grind to a halt. You're a woman, Becky. You have needs. I'd have thought that Phil must have needs as well. Sorry, I'm probably way overstepping the mark, but when we talked about this before, I could tell that you were really having a hard time. I guess my question is... have you fixed things, or have you merely adjusted to a new normal?” 
 
    Rebecca opened her mouth to reply, but for a moment she wasn't quite sure what to say. 
 
    “Because new normals don't always work out how you think they will,” Michaela added. 
 
    “It's fine.” 
 
    As soon as those words left her lips, Rebecca knew how feeble they sounded. 
 
    “We're besties,” Michaela continued, leaning across the table. “We've been besties since before we learned to walk. You can tell me anything, Becky. You know that, right?” 
 
    “There's nothing to tell.” 
 
    “So it's all good?” 
 
    “It's all good,” Rebecca replied, although she could tell that she still didn't sound very convincing. 
 
    “And have you talked to Phil about all of this?” 
 
    “About all of what?” 
 
    Letting out a loud and somewhat melodramatic sigh, Michaela leaned back in her chair. 
 
    “There's nothing to talk about,” Rebecca protested. “We're just going through a slightly tough time and we'll bounce back soon enough.” 
 
    “You could at least give him the chance, though. If you're unhappy with something, it's only fair of you to talk to him openly and honestly. Doing that now could save you a whole lot of heartache and trouble down the line. Come on, this is exactly the kind of advice we both give to clients all the time.” 
 
    Rebecca hesitated, knowing full well that Michaela had a point, but also knowing that the last thing she wanted to do was rock the boat at home. Actually, that wasn't quite true: the very last thing she wanted was to be talking to anyone about her marriage. 
 
    “I'm dealing with it, okay?” she said finally, hoping to end that part of the conversation and move on to something more palatable. “Phil and I have been married for five years. Honestly, we're rock solid.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I'm heading off now!” Rebecca called out several hours later, as she grabbed her bag and coat and headed to the door. “I got everything I need, so I'll be able to do the rest from home over the weekend.” 
 
    “Don't work too hard!” 
 
    Smiling, Rebecca opened the door and stepped out into the car park. Bright, late afternoon light caught the sides of cars nearby, and she took a moment to slip her sunglasses on before making her way toward the far end. As she walked, however, she happened to see that a figure was standing over by the car park's entrance, right next to the board that listed all the businesses operating out of the industrial estate. She told herself that there was no reason to worry, but as she reached her car and started looking for her keys she couldn't help glancing toward the figure again, just to make sure that it was gone. 
 
    He was still there, silhouetted against the road beyond, and for a moment Rebecca really couldn't shake the feeling that she was being watched. 
 
    Once she'd found her keys, she unlocked the car and climbed inside, and then she set her things on the passenger seat before grabbing her phone and bringing up Phil's number. 
 
    “Hey,” she said as soon as he answered, “I'm leaving now, so I should be home in about three hours. How's Chloe doing?” 
 
    “She's fine,” he replied, although his voice was a little difficult to decipher as static broke into the call. “I don't want to make you feel bad, but she misses you.” 
 
    “I miss her too,” she told him, before pausing for a few seconds. “I miss you too.” 
 
    “And I miss you,” he said. “Everyone misses everyone. Except me and Chloe, obviously, because we've spent all day together.” 
 
    “We should go out to dinner soon,” she replied. 
 
    “What's the occasion?” 
 
    “No occasion, I just think it'd be good for us to do something romantic. Something just for us. Your mum can look after Chloe for a few hours, can't she?” 
 
    “Are you kidding? I'm sure she'd be delighted.” 
 
    “We could even stay over somewhere,” she added. “Like, in a hotel.” 
 
    “Are you serious? Last month you told me off for spending too much money on sandwiches at work, and now you want us to fork out for a hotel room?” 
 
    “I think it's important for us to do something romantic,” she explained. “We used to, remember? It might help us to reconnect. And Chloe loves your mum, you know that. She probably won't even notice that we're away.” 
 
    “You might very well be right,” he said. “Okay, I'll look online and try to come up with some ideas. I'll try to have at least three options by the time you get home.” 
 
    “Let me do that,” she replied. “I want to surprise you. It'll be fun.” 
 
    “How can I turn that offer down? Drive safe, Becky, and we'll both see you real soon.” 
 
    Once the call was over, Rebecca fastened her seat belt and switched the engine on, before backing the car slowly out of its spot. As she did so, she glanced toward the entrance again, and to her relief she saw that there was now no sign of the silhouetted figure. Whatever he'd been up to, he was obviously done now, and she felt a little foolish for having allowed herself to get so paranoid in the first place. Making a mental note to try to ignore scare stories in the media, she drove the car toward the car park's exit and then out onto the main road. 
 
    And she told herself that when she got home, she was going to book a night away for her and Phil. Something to hopefully put the spark back into their marriage and bring them closer together. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    “So what we're really talking about with these quotas,” the man on the radio said a couple of hours later, as Rebecca drove along an isolated road passing straight through a forest, “is not only the question of where the borders exist, but also where they're actually applied and policed.” 
 
    Reaching out, she tapped to change the channel. With perhaps two hours still to go, she was starting to feel the first twinges of tiredness, but she didn't want to waste any time by stopping for a nap. Besides, as she glanced at the clock she saw that it was already a little after 6pm, and ahead the sky was darkening. Once she'd found a music channel playing hits from the 80's, she took a deep breath and tried to put any exhaustion to the back of her mind, and she focused instead on the winding, twisty road ahead. 
 
    Spotting a rusty old sign, she managed to read the words as she drove past: 
 
      
 
    Welcome to Twist Valley 
 
      
 
    “What the hell's Twist Valley?” she muttered, and she was pretty sure that she'd never heard of the place before, or seen it on any maps. 
 
    As she continued to drive, however, she started to realize that she was really out in the middle of nowhere. Having preferred to avoid the motorways, due to reports of several jams along the route she'd taken on the way down earlier, she'd opted for a scenic route that so far seemed to be taking her miles and miles from civilization. She hadn't anticipated that she'd be quite so alone, but she didn't really mind the fact that she was getting away from the world. After a moment, however, her radio began to stutter and cut out. 
 
    “Come on,” she muttered, hoping that it'd keep going, “I need my shitty music. How else am I supposed to -” 
 
    Before she could finish, the radio fell silent. 
 
    “Great,” she said with a sigh, although she told herself that the dead zone was most likely pretty short. Any second now, the music was likely to - 
 
    Suddenly the car shuddered and a loud pop rang out, and the entire vehicle bucked and swerved to the right. Rebecca immediately slammed her foot against the brake pedal, and the tires squealed as the car pitched around and bumped toward the edge of the road. After a few seconds, the rear nudged a metal barrier and the car came to a halt, and Rebecca found herself sitting with her hands gripping the wheel and her entire body tense with shock. 
 
    She waited, but whatever had happened, it was over now. 
 
    “What the...” 
 
    Unfastening her seat belt, she climbed out of the car and stepped around to take a look, and she let out a sigh as soon as she saw that her front left tire had blown. Crouching down, she took a closer look at the carcass, and after a moment she spotted something metallic poking out. She reached down and fidgeted with the object; once she'd finally pulled it clear, she held it up and saw that it was some kind of thick metal spike with barbs on its sides. She'd never seen anything like it before, and as she turned it around in her hands she realized that it must simply have been resting in the middle of the road. 
 
    Either that, or it had somehow have been attached to the tire or the car for a while and had only now caused a failure. She certainly hadn't seen anything ahead while she was driving, although she had to concede that the object was pretty small. Whatever it was and wherever it had come from, it had done a real number on her tire. 
 
    “Well,” she said, as she looked over her shoulder and saw that the sky ahead was a little darker than it had seemed even just a couple of minutes ago, “looks like I've got some work to do.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    About an hour later, as the last of the evening's light continued to fade, Rebecca heard the sound of another vehicle approaching. Looking over her shoulder, she spotted a small truck making its way around the bend. 
 
    The truck drove slowly past and seemed for a moment to be continuing on its way, but a few seconds later it stopped and then reversed, making its way past Rebecca and then stopping a little way back. 
 
    As the door on the truck's side opened, a middle-aged man climbed out wearing a hat and sunglasses. 
 
    “Well, hello there,” the man said, removing the hat and sunglasses as he took a couple of steps toward her, “what seems to be the problem?” 
 
    “Oh, I hit something,” she replied, before getting to her feet. “I was just driving along, minding my own business, and then this piece of metal wrecked my tire and almost sent me spinning straight off the road.” 
 
    “That's bad luck,” the man muttered, stepping around her and looking down at the wheel. “If you like, I can -” 
 
    “It's fine,” she told him. “It could have been worse, I could have ended up upside-down or something like that. As you can see, it wasn't a big job. I had a spare and everything I needed, so it's all fixed now. I'm about to set off on my way.” 
 
    “I'm sorry?” he replied. 
 
    She made her way around to the other side of the car and opened the door on the driver's side. A little part of her, deep down, felt quite proud for having managed to fix the problem all by herself. She'd have hated to have simply sat at the side of the road, waiting for someone to come along and save her bacon. 
 
    “Thanks for stopping,” she added, “but honestly, it's all under control.” 
 
    “You fixed it?” he replied, clearly shocked. 
 
    “I did indeed.” 
 
    “Are you... sure?” 
 
    “I'm sure.” Amused by his sense of disbelief, she stopped for a moment. “My dad was a mechanic, and he taught me pretty much everything I could ever need to know. I was lucky that the wheel itself wasn't damaged, so it was really just a case of switching the tires.” She held up the metal object that she'd hit. “I have no idea what this is, though. It shredded the tire real good.” 
 
    “I'm a mechanic,” he replied. “I'd be happy to take a look at the wheel for you.” 
 
    “There's really no need. I've done that and it's fine.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “Thanks again,” she added as she climbed into the car and swung the door shut. She lowered the other window and leaned over so that she could look up at the guy. “I'm not going to lie to you, it was hard work and my arms are aching, and it took me longer than it should have, but I'm good to go. I'll get it looked over tomorrow, once I'm home, but I'm really not too worried.” 
 
    “But...” 
 
    His voice trailed off for a moment. 
 
    “I mean,” he continued, “I am a mechanic. It wouldn't hurt to have a second pair of eyes check it over, right?” 
 
    “There's really no need.” 
 
    “Sure, but...” 
 
    Again, he seemed utterly lost for words. 
 
    “It wouldn't be any bother,” he added. “In fact, it'd be my pleasure. Let me just go to my truck and grab a few tools, and -” 
 
    “Actually, I need to get going,” she told him, sitting up straight again and reaching out to start the engine. “Today has been really crazy and I just want to get home and put my feet up. Thanks for the offer, though, it's really appreciated. Have a nice evening, wherever you're going.” 
 
    “Back at the cafe,” he replied, “why did you say that your husband -” 
 
    Before he could get another word out, the engine shuddered to life. Rebecca, who'd been too focused on getting started again, realized that she hadn't really paid attention to what the man had just said, so she leaned over to the window again. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said a little sheepishly, “I didn't catch that.” 
 
    “I just said that -” 
 
    “I really have to get going,” she added. “My husband and daughter are waiting for me. Thanks for offering to help, though. You're a real good Samaritan.” 
 
    The man replied, but Rebecca had already begun to wind the window back up. She knew she was perhaps being a little rude, but at the same time she was now seriously behind schedule and she wanted to drive on a little further so that she could find some phone signal and let Phil know about the delay. She carefully drove around the man, before performing a three-point turn and then setting off again. She waved at the guy as she rumbled past him, but already her sights were set on the road ahead. 
 
    Glancing in her mirror, she saw the man disappearing into the distance. He seemed to be watching her, almost as if he couldn't quite believe what had just happened. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, with the sun having well and truly set, Rebecca continued to check her phone and radio for signal as she drove along the deserted road. 
 
    “Seriously,” she muttered, frustrated that she still had no way of contacting the outside world. “You've got to be kidding me. I'm having the worst luck today.” 
 
    She tapped at her phone again as it lay on the passenger seat, and then – returning her gaze to the road ahead – she realized that she could see a light in her rear view mirror. Sure enough, a vehicle was running about a hundred meters behind, although she could already tell that it was slowly catching up. She briefly wondered whether it might be the guy who'd offered to help her earlier, and after a moment she figured that it had to be him. After all, she'd seen no turn-offs since she'd resumed her journey. 
 
    “Come on,” she said under her breath, trying the radio yet again. “This is the twenty-first century. How can there still be parts of Britain that don't have signal?” 
 
    Still having no luck, she looked ahead and turned the wheel as she threaded the car through a gentle turn. The truck behind her was now maybe only fifty meters back, and she figured that soon enough it was going to overtake. That didn't seem like a big deal, since the road was deserted anyway, so she paid no real attention as she focused on her own route. She had the windows open on either side, letting cool air into the car on what was otherwise quite a warm evening, and she was also hoping that the air would also keep her from getting too tired. Better, she figured, to be a little too cold rather than too warm. 
 
    The truck was now even closer, perhaps twenty-five meters behind, although its closing pace seemed to have slowed just a little. There was no reason for it to hang back and not overtake, but Rebecca told herself that the guy was probably just being ultra cautious. 
 
    Better that than reckless. 
 
    Still, the truck had settled into a position not too far back, and she was starting to wonder whether she should perhaps move out of the way and slow down so that it could pass. That seemed a little rude, so she told herself that the guy would overtake soon enough. Until then, she resolved to stay calm, so she took a moment to check both her phone and radio again, before looking once more at the rear view mirror. 
 
    This time, to her surprise, she saw another light, although this didn't seem to be coming from another vehicle. Instead, the new light was somehow smaller than the truck's headlights and appeared to be moving independently, almost as if something had emerged from the truck and was now slowly but surely catching up to Rebecca's car. She tried to stay calm and focus on the road ahead, but she couldn't help glancing over her shoulder as the new light passed the rear of her vehicle and began to advance toward the window on the passenger's side. It was almost as if a little U.F.O. had randomly arrived on the scene. 
 
    Finally a drone hovered into view, somehow keeping pace with the car itself. 
 
    “What the...” 
 
    For a moment, too shocked to really know how to react, Rebecca could only keep driving while glancing at the drone and wondering why it was now maintaining station just outside the car. She couldn't really make out too many details of the device, although she could just about hear the sound of its engines struggling to keep up, and then a few seconds later the drone abruptly lifted up and out of sight. 
 
    “Okay,” Rebecca said out loud, before looking in her rear view mirror and wondering whether the guy in the truck was actually driving both his own vehicle and the drone at the same time. “This isn't creepy at all.” 
 
    She looked ahead, but a moment later she heard the hum of the drone's engines getting closer and she turned to her right. Sure enough, the drone had passed over the car and was now right outside the other window, just a few inches from where she was sitting. 
 
    “Hey, get out of here!” she shouted, just in case the drone's operator was able to hear her. “You're distracting me! This is dangerous!” 
 
    She waited, but the drone somehow maintained pace for a few more seconds before once again rising up and disappearing from view. 
 
    “This isn't funny!” she yelled out. “What's wrong with some people?” 
 
    Watching the road ahead, she told herself that the guy was obviously just trying to have some weird little joke, and that soon he'd no doubt give up and leave her alone. He'd seemed normal enough when they'd talked earlier, but she knew that sometimes freaks and lunatics were able to pass undetected in normal society, at least for a few minutes at a time. Still, she couldn't help glancing up at the roof, wondering whether the drone was still up there. 
 
    All she could hope was that some time soon she'd come across a gas station or somewhere she could pull over and wait while the asshole drove on. 
 
    Suddenly the drone dropped back into view over by the passenger-side window. 
 
    “I told you to leave me alone!” Rebecca shouted. “You're going to cause an accident if you keep this up!” 
 
    Realizing that she needed to just stay calm and ignore the damn thing, and telling herself that she had to simply keep driving, she looked ahead and resolved to stay cool, calm and collected. She certainly had no intention of rewarding some random idiot by reacting to his stupidity, and she focused on the fact that he was simply trying to get a rise out of her. 
 
    “Screw you, asshole,” she said under her breath, forcing herself to not look at the drone again. “You need to get a life. Is this really the only way you can get people to pay any attention to you? By -” 
 
    Before she could get another word out, the drone swung straight through the window and into the car, its engines buzzing loudly as it slammed against the side of Rebecca's face. 
 
    “What the hell?” she yelled, struggling to keep hold of the steering wheel with one hand while using the other to push the drone away, sending it bumping back against the frame. 
 
    Almost immediately, the four little engines surged again, and the drone turned around until its forward-facing camera was aimed directly at Rebecca's face. 
 
    “You're out of your mind!” she shouted, trying to push the drone out through the window, before turning to park at the side of the road. “You're a complete -” 
 
    In an instant, the truck rammed her from behind, causing her to let out a startled cry as she briefly lost control. She managed to grab the wheel with both hands and keep the car from racing straight off the side of the road, but when she tried once more to pull to the side and slow down she was immediately rammed again, and she realized that the guy in the truck was determined to make sure that she couldn't stop. 
 
    Turning, she grabbed the drone and shoved it over her shoulder, sending it crashing down onto the back seat. 
 
    She adjusted her grip on the wheel, but in that moment the drone rose up again and surged forward, although this time it bumped against the back of the driver's seat and had to fall away. 
 
    “What's wrong with you?” Rebecca yelled, once again trying to pull over, only for the truck to bump the back of the car and force her to continue. “You're going to make me crash!” 
 
    She turned the wheel, sending the car swinging over to the other side of the road, but the truck shadowed her every move. Before she had a chance to try to come up with another idea, the drone let out a loud buzzing sound and rammed the back of her seat, and this time it managed to push through the gap and fly into the side of her face. 
 
    Reaching up, she tried to swat the machine away, but it swung around and dropped low, hitting her lap and then filling the space between her body and the steering wheel. 
 
    “Stop!” she screamed, but the drone had already hooked the wheel, making it almost impossible to turn. 
 
    Rebecca grappled to retain control of the car, but at the last second she saw a bend in the road ahead. She tried to slow and steer, but the drone bumped into her head and almost hit her eyes. Turning away for a moment, she was powerless as she felt the car speed straight off the side of the road and start bumping across the mud. 
 
    As soon as she finally managed to turn the wheel, she realized that she was too late. The car began to swing around, only to hit a large mound of dirt and flip over into its side. Rebecca could only scream as the car rolled down a steep slope and then slammed roof-first into a tree. Glass shattered and metal crunched, and Rebecca's head slammed against the side of the window, knocking her out instantly as the lights failed and the drone's engines surged louder than ever before. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    The next thing she heard, the sound that stirred her from unconsciousness, was a metallic cracking sound accompanied by a series of annoyed grunts. 
 
    Slowly opening her eyes, Rebecca found for a moment that she was hanging upside down in darkness. She blinked a few times, aware of a dim pain in one side of her head, and it took a few seconds for her to remember the crash. Even then, she could only look around and try to figure out exactly what was happening, and she was vaguely aware of some kind of flashing light somewhere to her left. She turned, only to be almost blinded as a flashlight shone straight into her eyes. 
 
    Letting out a faint cry, she closed her eyes and turned away. 
 
    “Police?” she stammered, still somewhat bewildered. “I'm in here! I'm trapped! Please, you have to help me!” 
 
    “That's good, you're awake,” a voice said, as more footsteps crunched around to the other side of the car, carrying the flashlight. 
 
    Opening her eyes again, Rebecca heard the sound of someone breathing nearby, and she turned just as a gloved hand reached through and started pushing broken chunks of glass out of the window's frame. A moment later she screamed as a foot smashed through, knocking the last of the glass away. 
 
    “Help me,” Rebecca stammered, looking around for her phone but seeing it nowhere. “Please...” 
 
    She reached down and unfastened her seat belt, and in an instant she slumped out of the seat and let out a startled gasp as she slammed against the dashboard. For a few seconds, unable to work out which way was up, she panicked as she tried to twist herself around, and in the process she inadvertently reached out and grabbed the opposite window frame. A piece of broken glass sliced straight into three of her fingers. 
 
    “You're not going to get far panicking like that,” the man said, as he crouched next to the other window and once again aimed his flashlight at her. “You need to calm down and try to think rationally.” 
 
    “Who are you?” she shouted. 
 
    “Didn't I introduce myself before?” He reached a hand out to her. “The name's Ted. Ted Armitage.” 
 
    “Help me!” she sobbed. “You have to call an ambulance!” 
 
    “I'm not sure that's the immediate priority,” he replied. “You seem well enough. The thing is, there's this question that's been bugging me and I just can't get it out of my head.” 
 
    Trying again to twist around, Rebecca let out another cry as she felt a sharp pain in her right ankle. Looking down, she saw that it was bent to one side and that there was blood caked around the bottom of her skirt. 
 
    “Why did you say that you don't need to talk to your husband about your marital difficulties?” 
 
    Startled, she turned to him. Shielding her eyes from the flashlight's beam, she squinted as she tried to make out his face. 
 
    “Back in that cafe earlier, when you were having lunch with your friend,” he continued. “It's apparent that you and – Phil, is that his name? - are having problems, and the obvious solution would be to talk to him about what's going wrong. That way, you can both try to come to some kind of understanding.” 
 
    “What...” 
 
    “Instead, you seem determined to fix it all yourself, and I can't help thinking that you're being a little selfish.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You and your husband,” he said matter-of-factly, adjusting the flashlight a little as if he was trying to get a better look at her. “Did you get more of a bump on the noggin than I thought? Are you having memory problem in there?” 
 
    “Who are you?” she asked again. 
 
    “I just happened to be at the next table at lunchtime,” he explained, “and I didn't mean to eavesdrop, really I didn't, but you were just going on and on about your personal problems and... Well, you have to admit that you were in a very public place. And I have sympathy for you, really I do. As a married man myself, I know how difficult it can be to negotiate the pitfalls of a relationship, but I truly believe that the key to everything is honesty. If you're honest with each other, you can deal with just about anything that gets thrown at you, but if...” 
 
    He paused for a moment, as if he was genuinely lost in thought. 
 
    “You're not being honest with your husband, are you?” he continued finally. “Don't you think he has a right to know what you're thinking?” 
 
    “I...” 
 
    Staring at him, she began to realize that he must have followed her all the way from the office. Could he have been the man in the car park? 
 
    “And it cuts both ways,” he added. “If you open up to him, he'll probably open up to you in return. Don't you think it's just fairer to him if you prove that you're open to some constructive dialogue?” 
 
    Rebecca swallowed hard as she thought back to her conversation with Michaela at the cafe. That had been five or six hours earlier, which meant that the guy must have been keeping track of her for at least that long. She looked around as she began to realize that she was out in the middle of nowhere, in a wrecked and upturned car, with a man who was rapidly turning out to be some kind of stalker. 
 
    “I can help you,” he said suddenly. 
 
    She turned to him. 
 
    “It's kind of what I do,” he continued, and now he sounded somewhat amused by the situation. “You seem pretty smart, Rebecca. Or do you prefer Becky? I saw people using both names on your social media. Anyway, I think you just need a little nudge in the right direction. What do they call it these days? A reality check.” 
 
    “I need you call an ambulance,” she told him, hoping against hope that she could get through to him and make him see reason, “and the police, and then you can leave. I won't tell anyone about this... accident. Because that's what it was, right? You didn't mean for your drone to come into my car, I know that. This was all just a big misunderstanding.” 
 
    She waited. 
 
    “Right?” she added. 
 
    Again, she waited. 
 
    “Huh,” Ted replied, getting to his feet and taking a step back. 
 
    “Does that...” 
 
    For a moment, she began to believe that she might be in luck, and that the maniac might be feeling at least a flicker of remorse. She looked around again, hoping that she might be able to find her phone and that she'd finally have some signal, and then she leaned over and started sorting through the wreckage. Her hands were trembling and her eyes were filled with tears, and after a moment she looked back over at the window and saw that the man was no longer outside the car. 
 
    Freezing, she listened to the sound of his footsteps crunching away across the forest floor. 
 
    And then they stopped. 
 
    All she heard for a moment was silence, and she knew that he had to still be somewhere nearby. Trying not to panic, she looked over at the other windows, worried that he might reappear at any second. She realized after a few seconds that he must have switched his flashlight off, and she was fully aware that if he was planning to drive away, by now she should have heard the sound of his car starting up. 
 
    A few seconds later, however, she heard a faint hissing sound coming from somewhere deep in the car's wreckage. 
 
    “Hey, I think something's wrong,” she said, suddenly worried that the vehicle might be about to explode. “You have to get me out of here!” 
 
    She began to struggle, but the roof of the car was mangled and she could barely manage to twist around as she tried to inch toward one of the broken windows. Convinced that at any moment she'd be engulfed by flames, she reached out and grabbed the frame and tried to drag herself free, but after just a fraction of a second she let out a pained cry. 
 
    In an instant, the drone burst to life and slammed against her, pushing her back from the window. Reaching up, she tried to push the damn thing away, until finally she slumped back against the opposite window as the drone swung around and shone a bright, almost blinding light straight into her face. The four little engines, meanwhile, were whirring loudly in the cramped space of the wrecked car. 
 
    “Help!” Rebecca screamed. “Somebody, please -” 
 
    She flinched as she felt something sharp sliding into the right side of her neck. Trying to turn, she realized that someone was leaning into the car and injecting her. Already, even as she used all her remaining strength to pull away, she could feel her thoughts getting heavier. Finally, despite her best efforts, she slumped down and let her eyes slip shut, and there was nothing she could do to keep herself from falling away once more into unconsciousness. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    “Now,” the voice on the radio said, as Rebecca began to stir in the back of the truck, “what I want to know is, if you're out there and you didn't listen to the show last night, why didn't you listen? You know the number to call...” 
 
    The presenter continued to talk as Rebecca tried to sit up. As the truck bumped along a dark road, she quickly found that she was tightly tied with some kind of thick cord, and a large ball was strapped into her mouth. She tried to turn around, but there was precious little room, although after a moment she spotted the drone just a few inches from her face. Deactivated and silent, the drone shuddered a little as the truck hit another rough patch of tarmac. 
 
    “We've got Stephen on line one,” the radio presenter continued. “Stephen's from Coventry, I believe. Stephen, what's your take on all of this? Is it a genuine moment that's going to bring about change, or is it just a load of nonsense that's being spun by both sides to sell more papers? Or, even worse, to get more clicks.” 
 
    Stephen from Coventry began to explain his view as Rebecca finally managed to twist around and sit up slightly. She still found that she couldn't pull her hands free from behind her back; the most she could manage, at least for now, was to lean against the side and try to figure out exactly what was happening. She was in the back of a moving vehicle, she knew that much, and she remembered the drone attacking her in the wreckage of her car. Pulling again on the restraints, she could already tell that there was no way she'd be able to simply break free, but after a moment she realized she could hear somebody humming nearby. 
 
    Slowly, and very carefully, she craned her neck and tried to look over the seat, and sure enough she saw the back of a man's head as he drove the truck along what seemed to be some kind of dirt road. She recognized him instantly as the same man who'd stopped and offered to help her earlier. 
 
    “This country's going to the dogs,” a voice on the radio complained. “Why are people obsessing over a bunch of celebrities when we've got actually problems we need to deal with?” 
 
    “Damn straight,” the man in the driver's seat muttered. 
 
    “That's exactly what I was saying earlier,” the presenter said. “We're expending all this energy on things that don't matter, and at the same time we're ignoring the genuine structural issues that are holding us back. And of course all the politicians in Westminster are perfectly happy for us to carry on like that, because it keeps us squabbling with each other instead of asking for real change.” 
 
    Rebecca watched the back of the man's head for a few more seconds. She could still hear him humming merrily to himself, and she knew that she had to strike while she still had the element of surprise. At the same time, with her hands firmly tied behind her back, she could think of no idea other than trying to make the guy crash his truck. And what exactly was she supposed to do after that? At best, she might be able to climb out of the wreckage, but even that seemed like a long shot; more likely, she'd still be trapped. 
 
    Suddenly the truck slowed and turned to the right, before coming to a sudden stop. 
 
    Immediately pulling back down, Rebecca rolled onto her side and resumed the position in which she'd woken up. She heard the engine being switched off, and then the sound of the door opening and footsteps trudging around to the truck's rear door. Just as she closed her eyes, she heard the door swing open and she realized that the man must be staring down at her. She could even hear him breathing. For a moment she considered leaping up and trying to attack him, but she knew that this approach was unlikely to work. Instead, she stayed down until a few seconds later the door was slammed shut and she heard footsteps walking away. 
 
    She waited, and then she slowly sat up and looked out through the rear window, only to see that the man was walking toward some kind of house that stood near some trees just ten or twenty meters away. A couple of seconds after that, in the darkness, she was just about able to see that the man was opening the front door, and then a solitary light flickered on in what she assumed must be the hallway. 
 
    And then he was gone. 
 
    For the next few minutes, too terrified to move – still clinging to the one advantage that she hoped might help – Rebecca simply sat in the darkness and watched the house. She felt as if a plan was about to form in her mind, one that would guarantee she could escape, but she couldn't quite make the details coalesce. Michaela had always mocked her for over-thinking things and being too slow to act, and she knew she might be making the same mistake at that very moment, but she still couldn't bring herself to simply break out of the truck and run, because she knew deep down that the guy would almost certainly catch her again. She needed a better plan. 
 
    A smarter plan. 
 
    Finally, however, she realized that anything was better than simply sitting and waiting for the guy to come back. 
 
    She started trying to open the rear door of the truck, only to find that it was firmly locked. After glancing at the house again, she hauled herself up and somehow managed to throw herself over into one of the seats. Her ankle was burning with pain, but she ignored the sensation as she wriggled around and threw herself over another seat, at which point she managed to thump down with her legs in the air. She turned, bringing her legs down, and then she backed toward the door on the driver's side and fumbled for a moment before managing to get the door open. To her relief, it had been left unlocked, so she looked at the house once more before throwing herself down to the ground. 
 
    The fall was a little further than she'd expected, and she landed sharply on her shoulder. Letting out a pained grunt, she tumbled onto her side, and then she looked at the house yet again and froze, watching for any sign that the man was on his way back. 
 
    Not even daring to breathe, she watched all the downstairs windows. Wherever he'd gone, the man was nowhere to be seen, but she knew he'd be back sooner rather than later. 
 
    Looking around, she saw a large barn nearby, and she figured that this would at least give her some cover while she tried to come up with a better plan. She began to stand; the pain in her ankle was throbbing hard now, but she managed to push through and get to her feet. Leaning back against the truck, she took a few deep breaths as she prepared for the inevitable agony of trying to shuffle toward the barn. She felt extremely weak, but then she forced herself to think of Phil and Chloe and she realized that she wasn't going to let anyone stop her seeing them again. 
 
    As soon as she tried to walk again, the pain became unbearable, but somehow she forced herself to keep going. She began to hurry, and after just a few more seconds she slammed against the wall of the barn. The wooden panels shuddered slightly, and she stayed completely still for a moment as she waited for any sign that she might have drawn attention to herself. Slowly, she turned and looked over once again at the house, and to her relief she saw that there was still no sign of anyone at any of the downstairs windows. 
 
    She waited, before starting to turn away so that she could figure out her way forward. At the last second, however, she spotted a figure out of the corner of her eye. She looked at the house again and she felt a thud of fear in her chest as soon as she saw that someone was standing at one of the house's upstairs windows, shrouded in darkness and seemingly staring down at her. She told herself that she was wrong, that the figure was simply a figment of her imagination, yet somehow it actually seemed to be getting clearer. 
 
    She could almost feel the man's gaze burning into her. 
 
    Filled with panic, she pulled away, hurrying around the side of the barn in a desperate attempt to get as far from the area as possible. Now that she knew her escape had been noticed, she guessed that she didn't have long, and already she could see a line of trees ahead. The thought of trying to run away through the forest filled her with dread, but she told herself that she was simply going to have to hope for a little luck. Limping along the length of the barn, she finally reached the far end and began to make her way toward the trees, before glancing over her shoulder to make sure that the man hadn't caught up to her yet. 
 
    And then she froze as soon as she saw the heads. 
 
    Tripping and falling, she let out a startled gasp as she stared up at a tall metal pole. The heads of several women had been placed on the pole, one on top of the other; the heads at the bottom were rotten and discolored, some of them little more than skulls, while the ones at the top were much more fresh. Even in the low moonlight, Rebecca could see the dead faces staring out in terror. One or two of them even seemed to be looking directly at her. 
 
    “No,” she stammered, trying to convince herself that what she was seeing couldn't possibly be real, “this isn't...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off. 
 
    “Please,” she added, momentarily unable to tear her gaze away from the gruesome sight, “this can't be happening.” 
 
    Suddenly hearing a slamming sound, followed by footsteps, she looked back toward the truck. She spotted a figure pulling the truck's rear door open, and then she saw the man's face as he turned and looked straight at her. 
 
    Panicking, Rebecca scrambled to her feet and – despite the pain in her ankle – she raced toward the treeline. She almost got there, too, but at the last second she was tackled from behind and sent slamming to the ground as a heavy figure landed right on top of her. 
 
    “There you are,” the man hissed, a little out of breath, as Rebecca screamed. “I can tell I'm going to have to keep a real good eye on you.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    “Let me go!” she yelled, pulling once again on the restraints that were keeping her tied to the bed. “You can't do this! You have to let me go!” 
 
    “Or what?” he asked, taking a step back. 
 
    “People'll come looking for me,” she stammered, still hoping that she might somehow be able to make him change his mind. “I have a husband and a son.” 
 
    “I know you do.” 
 
    “They're going to be worried about me by now,” she continued. “They're not just going to sit around and wonder when I'm coming home. Soon they'll call the police, and they'll send out a search party, and they'll find my car.” 
 
    “I'd be shocked if they didn't,” he muttered. “Even the cops should be able to spot a wrecked vehicle right by the side of the road. In fact, I'd be surprised if they haven't already got to that stage of the investigation.” 
 
    “Then they'll come for me,” she said through gritted teeth. “This is your only chance to end this madness before it begins. If you let me go, I won't tell anyone about you. I'll pretend that I got lost, or that I don't remember anything, or that someone tried to kidnap me but I managed to escape. Please, I'll do anything you want, but I'm begging you to let me go.” 
 
    She waited, but he simply stared at her for a moment. 
 
    “Did you not see the heads?” he asked finally. 
 
    She opened her mouth to reply, but then she hesitated. 
 
    “You must have done,” he continued, using a thumb to indicate the window. “Right out there. Big pile of heads on a spike. You can't have missed it.” 
 
    “What did you do to them?” she asked, and now her voice was trembling with fear. 
 
    “Good, you did see them,” he said with a sigh. “Now come on, think about it, do you really think those heads belong to a guy who's open to negotiation? Just think about it logically for a moment. What part of any of this makes you think that I can be reasoned with?” 
 
    “What do you want with me?” she sobbed, as tears filled her eyes. 
 
    “Oh, I want a lot of things,” he replied, leaning against the wall. “I suppose I want the same thing I wanted from all the others, although as you might've guessed by now none of them were able to oblige. It's really been one disappointment after another for me recently and there are times when I find myself wondering whether all my work is for nothing. Honestly, some people are just -” 
 
    “What do you want?” she screamed. 
 
    “I want you to stop yelling, for one thing.” 
 
    “You -” 
 
    “It's very uncouth,” he added. “I get that you're upset right now, but yelling really never got anyone anywhere, did it? How would you feel if I yelled?” 
 
    “Please -” 
 
    “How do you like it?” he screamed suddenly. 
 
    She flinched and tried to pull back. 
 
    “See?” he added with a grin. “It's a complete waste of time and energy.” 
 
    “You're insane,” she said, and now she was starting to shake with fear. 
 
    “I've considered the possibility,” he admitted. “I mean, I'd be crazy not to. They say the only people who don't wonder about that sort of thing are the ones who really are crazy, don't they? It's one of those arguments that kind of ends up eating its own tail if you follow it for too long. But the truth is, I'm completely sane and I simply see the world in a very clear and vivid way. I see things how they are.” 
 
    “Why were you following me today?” 
 
    “I wasn't following you.” 
 
    “Then why am I here?” 
 
    “Alright, you got me, I started following you after I happened to overhear you at lunch,” he said with another sigh. “That's how it always works with me. I catch little snippets of conversations, and my curiosity gets piqued.” He tapped the side of his head, right above the temple. “I'm almost amazed by the way some people can take really easy choices and screw them up. Instead of just doing the right thing, they complicate and over-complicate everything until it's like they no longer know the difference between right and wrong. Do you in any way get where I'm coming from with all of this?” 
 
    “I just want to go home,” she whimpered. 
 
    “And I want you to go home,” he said, stepping closer to the bed, “really I do, but only when you've come to terms with your failures. What's the point of you going home if you're just going to make all the same mistakes all over again?” 
 
    “I'll do or say anything you want,” she told him. “Just name it and I'll do it right now. I won't argue, I'll just do it and then you can let me go.” 
 
    “If only it could be that easy,” he muttered, shaking his head. “If only.” 
 
    With that, he turned and headed out of the room. As he left, he reached over and switched the light off, plunging the room into darkness. 
 
    “Wait!” Rebecca shouted, pulling once more on the restraints. “You can't just leave me here!” 
 
    “It's okay, I'll be back,” he called back through to her. “Don't worry, I wouldn't just leave you there to starve. I'm not that much of a monster. But don't struggle too much, okay? You'll only be wasting your time. Believe me, I know how to make sure people can't get off that bed. No-one's ever managed to get away.” 
 
    “Wait!” she shouted, but she could already hear him heading down the stairs, leaving her all alone on the bed. “Come back! You have to let me out of here!” 
 
    “Simmer down!” he shouted, before adding something else that she wasn't quite about to make out. 
 
    No matter how hard she pulled on the restraints, she was unable to break free, and she could already feel a chafing pain around both her wrists. Realizing that the restraints themselves were never going to break, she tilted her head and looked at the railings of the bed itself, and she began to wonder whether she might instead be able to snap the wood and slip herself out another way. 
 
    “Come on,” she muttered under her breath, picking one railing at random and pulling with all her strength, “you have to -” 
 
    Suddenly an orange glow filled the room, and she turned to look over at the window. A light had been switched on somewhere in the yard, and when she lifted her head she was just about able to see that it was coming from the barn. She had no idea why the man would have gone out there, although after a moment she began to worry that he was preparing some kind of torture equipment. For a few seconds her mind filled with all sorts of gruesome possibilities, and then she returned her attention to the bed's wooden posts. Although she told herself that she needed to work methodically, she couldn't shake a rising sense of panic as she found that the posts were staying firmly in place. 
 
    “I'm coming home,” she said, thinking of Chloe and wondering how worried Phil would be by that point. “I swear to you, I'm getting out of here and I'm coming -” 
 
    Before she could finish, an agonized scream rang out in the distance. 
 
    Shocked, Rebecca turned and looked once more at the window. As she did so, she heard another scream, and this time the awful sound continued for a few more seconds before starting to peter out. A shudder ran through Rebecca's bones as she finally understood that the man already had another victim out there in the barn, and she stayed completely still as she listened out for any further hint of what was happening. A few seconds later she realized that she could just about hear a loud sobbing sound, accompanied by what seemed to be the man shouting something. 
 
    She flinched as she heard another abrupt scream. 
 
    For the next few minutes, the cries never really stopped, and Rebecca could tell that the woman out there must be in absolute agony. She couldn't help but think of all the awful things that might be happening in the barn; she'd seen enough horror films over the years to already have mental images of saws and chains and hot pokers, and she realized that she'd most likely end up out there soon if she wasn't able to find a way to get away. Even as the cries continued, she told herself that she couldn't let them stop her, so finally she turned and started once again pulling on the bed's wooden posts. 
 
    “Please,” she whispered as tears rolled down her cheeks, and as she heard yet another scream coming from outside, “let me get out of here. I have to see Chloe again.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    One hour later, still pulling on the railing but with increasing desperation, Rebecca felt a single bead of blood run down from her torn wrists. 
 
    Stopping for a moment, she looked up in the darkness and saw a line of blood dribbling down to the cuff of her shirt. She'd struggled so hard, she'd already begun to wear through the skin on both wrists, and a few seconds later she spotted a second bead. She gave the railing a brief, angry tug; at first she thought she felt it move slightly, but she quickly realized that she might simply be imagining things. She tried again, and this time she felt nothing. After trying for so long to break free, she'd achieved absolutely nothing, and she was starting to wonder whether she needed to come up with a better plan. 
 
    In the distance, another anguished cry rang out. 
 
    She looked toward the window and saw the same orange glow as before. The man was still out there in the barn, no doubt doing awful things to whoever he was holding prisoner, and Rebecca knew that at some point she'd be next. Her first instinct was to get back to work on the railing, but for a moment she stayed completely still and tried to figure out whether there might be some other option she could try. Looking around the room, she wondered whether she might see something useful, but there was only an old wardrobe that was too far away to reach. Looking back up at her bloodied wrists, she realized with a flicker of hopelessness that her original plan might in fact be her only chance to escape. 
 
    Again, she thought of Chloe. She knew that Phil would be worried by now, and that Chloe would be picking up on that mood. She imagined Phil starting to phone round, checking with all her friends to see whether she might have dropped by to see someone on her way home. He'd probably be trying not to panic, at least so far, but with each passing second he'd be getting more and more concerned. How many times would he have tried to call her? She felt tears in her eyes once more as she worried that he might think she'd simply left him, that she didn't love him anymore and she'd run away. After all, things had been tough between them for a while. What if he thought that she'd given up? 
 
    And then, just as she was about to resume pulling on the railing, she heard the faint but unmistakable sound of a floorboard creaking out on the landing. 
 
    She looked over at the open door and froze. A moment later she heard the woman screaming in the barn again, but she was certain that she'd heard somebody on the landing and she began to realize that the man might already have returned to the house. There were no lights on, but in her mind's eye she was already imagining him sneaking about out there, just out of sight, maybe enjoying the sound of her struggles. 
 
    “I know you're there,” she said, her voice trembling with fear. “I heard you.” 
 
    She waited, but now there was only silence. 
 
    “What are you planning to do to me?” she continued. “I heard that woman in the barn, and I'm pretty sure that sooner or later I'll be out there too. What exactly do you...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off for a moment. 
 
    “What do you do to people here?” she asked finally. 
 
    Again, she waited. 
 
    Again, she heard nothing. 
 
    “So what's the deal with the heads?” she asked him. “You didn't exactly explain it earlier. Is it some kind of ritual?” 
 
    He didn't reply, but she told herself that she might be making progress. After all, if she could understand a little more about him, wasn't it possible that she could figure out how to get him to let her go? She spent her working life trying to help people, trying to understand what was going on in their heads, and she'd never met a client yet who she couldn't understand. Sometimes that even involved being a little manipulative, and she had to admit that she was good at that part of her job. 
 
    “Your name's Ted, right?” she said, picking her words with great care. “Ted Armitage? I think that's what you told me. Why don't you tell me a little bit about yourself, Ted? I actually... I don't know whether you realized this or whether it's a coincidence, but I actually work as as therapist, so I might have some insight into...” 
 
    Once again, her voice trailed off. She wanted, at least for now, to try being very honest with him. Besides, if he'd really been trawling through her social media, he probably knew about her job already. 
 
    “There are things you can do,” she told him, “so that -” 
 
    Before she could finish, she heard the woman cry out again in the distance. She flinched, but she told herself that she had to keep talking to Ted. 
 
    “There are things that might make you feel better,” she continued. “Things that don't involve kidnapping people and doing awful things to them. You don't actually want to do these things, do you? I think that maybe deep down you're a -” 
 
    Suddenly she heard his voice, shouting something in the distance, and she felt a shudder pass through her chest as she realized that he wasn't on the landing at all. He was outside, all the way over at the barn, which meant... 
 
    She listened. 
 
    After just a couple of seconds, she heard another creaking floorboard, this time closer to the door. 
 
    “Who's there?” she called out, figuring that she might have a chance to escape. “Please, whoever you are, you have to get me out of here!” 
 
    She pulled on the restraints, and although she only managed to bang the bed against the wall this time, she hoped that the person out on the landing might begin to understand that she needed help. 
 
    “Hey,” she continued, “you have to hurry, he could come back at any...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off, and she began to realize that the person on the landing must already know exactly what was happening. She told herself that some random stranger might have wandered into the house, but deep down she knew that the more likely option was that Ted Armitage didn't live alone. Was he married? Did he have an accomplice? Was he part of a whole family of murderous lunatics? She knew that the person out there might well have been left to keep an eye on her, which meant that escaping was going to be even more difficult. 
 
    But not impossible. 
 
    She thought of Phil and Chloe, and she told herself that she was going to find a way. She always found a way. 
 
    “Show yourself,” she said firmly. “Come on, whoever you are, you can at least have the decency to show your face.” 
 
    She watched the open doorway, hoping that the person would step into view so that at least she'd have an idea what she was dealing with. A man? A woman? An adult or a child? She needed to know what approach to take. 
 
    “Are you scared?” she continued. “Is that it, huh? Are you too much of a coward to let me see you?” 
 
    She immediately realized that she might have been too harsh. 
 
    “Or are you scared of him?” she asked. “Is that it? Because if it is, I can help you.” 
 
    Her mind was racing as she tried to understand exactly what was happening. A second later she heard the faintest bumping sound, as if somebody had nudged a wall, and she could tell that the person was just inches from the door. At the same time, she could still hear the woman crying in the barn, followed by the sound of Ted yelling at her. 
 
    “Please,” she said finally, “I'm a mother, I have a little girl out there and I need to get back to her. I don't want anything to do with whatever's going on here. I just want to go home. I need you to untie me and let me go.” 
 
    She waited, and a moment later she heard another creaking sound, this time so close that she instinctively looked down at the floor. She expected to at least see a foot appear at the bottom of the doorway; instead she saw nothing, until a moment later she heard the creak again and she noticed that the board shifted slightly. 
 
    “I know you're there!” she shouted, unable to contain herself for even a moment longer. “What the hell's wrong with you? Why won't you just let me go?” 
 
    She pulled harder and harder on the restraints, and for a moment she was filled with a rush of panic. Although she could feel a burning pain in her wrists, she was unable to stop herself as she twisted violently and attempted to smash her way free using sheer force. Sobbing wildly, she could only think about Chloe as she fought to smash the entire bed apart. When her arms seized and she felt a sharp pain in her chest, however, she was forced to slump back down and take a series of deep, desperate breaths. Tears were running from her eyes, and more beads of blood were dribbling down her arms. 
 
    Out on the landing, another floorboard creaked, this time further away. Whoever had been approaching the door, they were now retreating. 
 
    “Help me!” Rebecca sobbed. “Why are you letting him do this to me? Please, you have to get me out of here!” 
 
    This time, the only answer from the landing answer was silence. Outside, the woman was still screaming and Ted Armitage was still shouting angrily. Inside, the figure on the landing seemed to have completely disappeared. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    “Good morning there,” Ted said brightly as he stepped into the room, stopping in front of the window as morning light streamed through from outside. “Did you manage to get any sleep?” 
 
    “What were you doing out there?” she asked, exhausted from spending the entire night trying to break free. 
 
    “You heard, huh?” He chuckled. “Well, I suppose sound does travel round these parts. The truth is, your predecessor's out in the barn because she needed to be punished. She was once right where you are now, but she...” 
 
    His voice trailed off. 
 
    “Well, let's just say that she turned out to be something of a disappointment,” he added, with what seemed like genuine sadness. “She had plenty of opportunities to do the right thing, and to learn, but she just couldn't grasp the chances that I laid out for her. It's a shame, really, because I thought she was smart, and I thought she was going to pay attention and improve herself. Now she's...” 
 
    Again, he hesitated. 
 
    “Is she dead?” Rebecca asked. 
 
    He furrowed his brow. 
 
    “She stopped screaming a few hours ago,” she pointed out. “I thought...” 
 
    “She's not dead,” he said after a moment. “I took a little nap for a couple of hours, and I imagine she needed to sleep too. She's still out there, I haven't quite finished with the...” 
 
    She waited for him to complete that sentence, but after a few seconds he stepped around to the bottom of the bed and began rooting through the pockets of his jacket. 
 
    “You're going to kill her, though, aren't you?” Rebecca asked. 
 
    “That's not really your -” 
 
    “What's her name?” 
 
    At this, he paused again. 
 
    “Tell me her name,” she continued. 
 
    “Now why would you want to know a thing like that?” he asked. “I didn't realize it until just now, but you seem to have a very inquisitive streak.” 
 
    “Can you even bring yourself to say it?” 
 
    “Of course I can bring myself to say it.” 
 
    “Then tell me her name.” 
 
    He stared at her, as if he was genuinely puzzled by the question. 
 
    “Emily,” he said finally. 
 
    “What's her surname?” 
 
    “Now that's really none of your concern.” 
 
    “What's her surname?” she asked again. “Come on, tell me, I'm curious.” 
 
    “I'm not getting drawn into all of this,” he muttered, before pulling a large knife from his pocket. 
 
    “Why not?” Rebecca asked, trying to stay focused even as the blade glinted in the light. “You already have one woman here. Why kidnap me as well?” 
 
    “You wouldn't understand.” 
 
    “So try me.” 
 
    “No,” he replied. “At least not yet. Here's what's going to happen. I need to make sure that you're not going to do anything stupid, and I have a tried and tested method for that sort of thing. Sure, it's a little harsh, but it gets the job done and it'll allow us to... spend more time together in a manner that's conducive to a proper discussion. You do want my help, don't you? I'm sure you want to become a better person. Isn't that what everyone wants?” 
 
    “I don't know what you -” 
 
    Suddenly he reached down and pressed the tip of the blade against the back of her ankle. 
 
    “Stop!” she gasped. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “It's going to hurt for a little while,” he told her, “but you'll get over it, and then we can really get started. After all, you don't want to spend all your time tied to this bed, do you?” He glanced at her bloodied wrists. “Of course you don't,” he added. “I can see that. You want to see the whole set-up I've got out here.” 
 
    “No!” she shouted. “You have to -” 
 
    Before she could finish, he started cutting through the back of her heel, and Rebecca could only scream as she felt the knife scraping against bone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “There,” Ted said a short while later, as he pulled the last of the cords away and stepped back from the bed, “now you can get around a little. That's going to feel good, don't you think?” 
 
    Letting out another gasp of pain, Rebecca threw herself over the side of the bed and landed on the hard, slightly splintered wooden floor. Her bloodied feet were still up on the mattress, with thick wounds cut into the backs of both her ankles where Ted had used the knife to gouge out chunks of flesh and bone. Now, unable to move her feet at all, Rebecca could only haul her legs down onto the floor. Her wrists were free now, so she immediately began to crawl forward, dragging herself to the door. 
 
    “You'll get used to that,” Ted told her, observing her efforts with calm detachment. “You're probably stronger in your arms than you think you are, especially if you've got a baby.” 
 
    Reaching out, she grabbed the bottom of the banister and pulled herself closer to the top of the stairs. She wasn't entirely sure where she was going, but she knew that she had to get as far away from Ted as possible. Even as she struggled to maneuver herself over to the top step, and as she felt the floorboards moving under her weight, she was filled with a desperate need to keep going. At the same time, she knew that there was no way Ted Armitage was going to let her leave so easily, and she figured that he must be playing some sort of game. 
 
    As she reached the top of the stairs and looked down, she heard footsteps making their way closer, and she turned just in time to see that Ted was now towering over her. 
 
    “Going down?” he asked with a faint smile. “That's what they all do, at least at first. Come on, seriously... what exactly do you think is going on here right now? How do you see this little escape attempt turning out?” 
 
    Determined to ignore him, she turned and began to crawl down the stairs. She knew she should turn around instead of going headfirst, but she didn't want to risk stopping; instead, she gripped the banister as hard as she could manage and tried to support her weight as she started slithering down toward the hallway below. 
 
    “That's an interesting approach,” Ted mused, leaning against the wall as he watched her. “I'm not entirely sure that it's going to work, but it's certainly one way of approaching the problem. Have you considered -” 
 
    “Go to hell!” she yelled breathlessly, barely able to get the words out, but in the process she almost lost her grip. Steadying herself, she prepared once again to crawl down the stairs. 
 
    “Get on with it, then,” Ted said, kicking the side of her leg. “You're taking your sweet time, aren't you? What exactly do you think is going to happen when you get down there, anyway?” 
 
    “I'm going to kill you,” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    “What was that?” he asked. “I'm sorry, I didn't catch what you said.” 
 
    Once again trying to ignore him, she resumed her painfully slow attempt to inch down to the hallway. Every time her ankles bumped against one of the steps, she felt a burst of pain, but she just about managed to keep from crying out. Already, she could see that there was some kind of hatstand by the front door, and she was starting to wonder whether she might be able to use that as a weapon and attack Ted. She crawled down a little further, and then she paused to steady herself now that she was almost halfway. 
 
    “Taking a breather?” Ted asked, stepping down to join her. “That's okay, I'd probably do the same in your situation. I'm not even -” 
 
    “Leave me alone!” she snarled. 
 
    “Or what?” 
 
    “You'll see,” she added. 
 
    “Will I? Do you really think so?” He used his right boot to nudge the side of her face. “Don't take this the wrong way, but you don't seem very terrifying. In fact -” 
 
    “Go to hell!” she screamed again, and this time she turned and tried to grab his leg so that she could pull him down. 
 
    In an instant, Ted slipped free and stepped out of her reach. Rebecca turned and tried to grab him again, but at that moment she lost her grip; she tried to steady herself, but she was too late and instead she tumbled down to the bottom of the stairs, landing in a heap on the floor and letting out a terrified cry as she rolled onto her front. For a moment, convinced that she must have broken something, she didn't dare to move, but then Ted stomped down behind her and grabbed her by the shoulders. 
 
    “That was desperately unnecessary, wasn't it?” he muttered, before hauling her up off the floor. “Now that you've made it all the way down here, how about we try to have a nice civilized conversation?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    “I'm always very careful to make sure that nobody can escape,” Ted said calmly as he sat at one end of the table in the dining room. “Imagine if someone broke free and ran off after I'd tied them to the bed? They'd never see what I want with them. They'd probably think that I was some kind of...” 
 
    He paused, as if he was searching for the right word. 
 
    “Well,” he added finally, “some kind of total lunatic!” 
 
    He started chuckling, as if the idea was completely ludicrous. 
 
    Sitting at the other end of the table, weak from having lost so much blood, Rebecca simply stared at him. She was struggling to remain conscious, but she knew that she had to stay awake. If not for herself, then for Chloe. 
 
    “Take a smell of this concoction,” Ted said, getting to his feet and leaning across the table, then removing the lid from a large casserole pot. 
 
    Steam immediately began to rise from inside. 
 
    “Spaghetti bolognese,” he said proudly. “Not your bog-standard type, either. I make mine from scratch. There's wine in there, and bacon, and carrots, and the whole thing takes around five hours to cook. A lot of people think the key is to smother the beef in tomato sauce, but what you want is a beef sauce and that isn't something you can just whip up in half an hour. Also, I like to leave mine to sit for twenty-four hours, because that's when it starts to taste really great.” 
 
    After setting the lid aside, he slid a plate toward her. 
 
    “Home-made garlic bread, too,” he added with extra satisfaction, before sitting back down. He waited a moment, as if he expected her to start making small talk. “You have to eat,” he said finally. “You're going to need your strength. There's nothing in this meal that's going to upset your stomach, it's good old-fashioned grub, just the way it should be made. If you don't believe me, you'll soon see. I'm going to eat from exactly the same pot.” 
 
    Looking increasingly pale now, Rebecca continued to simply stare at him. 
 
    “I know,” he said with a sigh, “you're probably not best pleased with me, and I can understand that. You're only at the very beginning of your journey here.” He paused. “What you have to realize is that nothing would give me greater pleasure than to eventually drive you home and drop you off so that you can resume that happy little life with your husband and daughter. I mean it, sincerely and from the bottom of my heart. I'm here to change your world. One day, you'll be on your knees thanking me.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed a little as she reached for the knife that had been left next to her plate. 
 
    “I mean it,” he added. “One day, you'll -” 
 
    Suddenly Rebecca let out a cry of anger as she threw the knife at him. He ducked out of the way, but there'd been no need; the knife missed by a couple of feet, instead clattering into the wall and then dropping to the floor. She knew that, even if it had hit, it had been too blunt to really cause any damage. 
 
    “Well, that's okay,” Ted said, clearly nonplussed. “That's a very honest reaction to the situation, although I hope you realize that there was no way it could possibly have -” 
 
    “Help me!” she screamed suddenly, gripping the sides of the table and looking up toward the ceiling. “You have to call the police!” 
 
    She waited, but all she heard – after a moment – was the sound of Ted laughing. 
 
    “We're miles from anywhere,” he explained. “Who exactly do you think is going to hear you?” 
 
    “He's a maniac!” she shouted, still hoping that the other person in the house might come to their senses. “You can't let him keep doing this to people!” 
 
    “Are you religious?” he asked, with a hint of doubt in his voice. “Just who are you begging for help?” 
 
    She turned to him. 
 
    Getting to his feet, he stepped over to her and grabbed her plate, and then he began to dish up some food. 
 
    “I don't mean to hurt your feelings,” he continued, “but I don't think any deity is going to help you right now. Nobody's watching over you, ready to step in and save you with some kind of miracle. Is that enough food or would you like more?” 
 
    He held the plate out to her. 
 
    “A little more, perhaps,” he added, as he grabbed the ladle again. “There's no need to -” 
 
    Letting out a sudden cry of rage, Rebecca grabbed the casserole pot and threw it off the table, sending its contents spilling out across the floor. 
 
    Ted stared at her, as if he couldn't quite believe what he'd just witnessed, and then he slowly stepped around behind her and made his way over to the pot. 
 
    “Help me!” Rebecca screamed, once again looking at the ceiling. “Why won't you -” 
 
    Suddenly Ted slammed his elbow into her face, hitting her hard in the mouth and knocking her head to once side. Immediately tasting blood, Rebecca felt that one of her teeth was loose, and she began to cough and splutter as Ted grabbed the pot and set it back on the table. 
 
    “Well that's a new one,” he said, clearly irritated. “I don't think anyone's ever been quite so ungrateful before. I can see that we're starting at a lower baseline with you than I'd anticipated, but that's all good. I've never shied away from a challenge.” 
 
    “And what are you and your little friend going to do about it?” she sneered. 
 
    “I'm going to educate you in what's right and what's wrong,” he replied, as he stepped over the mess of food on the floor. “By the way, I don't know what you're talking about, but I work alone. Always have, always will.” 
 
    “You might want to remind your buddy upstairs about that.” 
 
    He turned to her. 
 
    “Is he just as sick as you?” she asked, trying to hide the fact that she was shaking with fear. “I think I'm starting to understand now. You go out and get fresh victims, and you do all the torturing and he... I guess he watches, does he? Is that it? Does he prefer to watch from the shadows like some kind of pervert?” 
 
    “I have absolutely no idea what you're talking about,” he told her. 
 
    “I heard him last night,” she sneered. “Or her. I guess I shouldn't be sexist about this, it could just as easily by a woman. Don't think for one second that you can fool me. You're some kind of team, right? Do you get off on kidnapping women and torturing them to death?” 
 
    He hesitated, before making his way around the table and heading toward the kitchen. 
 
    “You must have hit your head,” he said with a sigh. “You're not making a lick of sense.” 
 
    She waited until he came back, and then she watched as he crouched down and started to scoop the spilled food into a bag. 
 
    “I didn't even see his face,” she told him. “Or her face. Whatever. I heard them, though. Out there on the landing, loitering near the door, not daring to actually come into the room.” She looked up at the ceiling again. “Hey!” she shouted. “Why are you still lurking up there? Even a coward should be able to show their face by now!” 
 
    She waited, but she heard nothing in reply. 
 
    Turning to Ted, she saw that he'd stopped cleaning up the mess and was simply staring at her. 
 
    “What's wrong?” she asked. “Aren't you going to go and fetch him?” 
 
    “This might come as a shock to you,” he replied, “but I really do work alone. I can't say that any more clearly. Do you actually think that I come all the way out here into the middle of nowhere, only to turn around and invite some friend along for the ride?” 
 
    “I heard footsteps last night,” she said firmly. “You might as well admit it.” 
 
    “You imagined footsteps,” he told her. 
 
    “You're pathetic!” she spat back at him. 
 
    “Really? I'm not the one who's trying to cause some kind of distraction by pretending to have seen or heard things.” He got back to work, using the ladle to scoop as much of the food into the bag as possible. “I must admit, no-one's ever tried this particular approach before, so I suppose I should give you points for imagination. Then again, you lose points for making such a mess, so it all works out even. This was supposed to be such a nice lunch.” 
 
    “I'm going to get out of here,” she told him. 
 
    “I sincerely hope so.” 
 
    “And I'm going to make sure you rot in jail. Both of you.” 
 
    “For what? For trying to help you become a better person?” 
 
    “For taking me away from my daughter,” she said firmly. “I don't know how many other women you've brought here, but I'm telling you right now that you've made a very serious mistake. You've kidnapped a woman who'll stop at nothing to get home. Do you understand me? Even if I have to kill you with my bare hands, I'm going to get out of here and I'm going to make sure that you never hurt anyone else ever again. And I'm going to see my daughter again!” 
 
    She waited, but for a few seconds he simply stared at her. And then, slowly, he began to laugh. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    The wheelchair bumped against a ridge of mud in the yard. Rebecca shuddered slightly, and she felt a tightening knot of dread in her chest as she saw that Ted was wheeling her closer and closer to the barn. 
 
    “Stop,” she said suddenly. 
 
    “Why?” he asked, ignoring her command. 
 
    “I don't want to go in there.” 
 
    “Well, I never particularly thought that you did.” 
 
    “I want you to stop!” she shouted, and now she was starting to fill with panic. “Turn this thing around!” 
 
    “You really don't seem to understand the situation you're in,” he replied. “I tried to feed you, and you turned that down. Now it's time to let you see exactly what's going on here. You need to understand that I'm really not trying to hide anything from you. Why would I? I want you to see the big picture here so that you realize you only have one option.” 
 
    Stopping the wheelchair, he stepped around her and began to slide open a metal door on the side of the bar, revealing the darkness of the interior. 
 
    “And in order for you to truly comprehend the gravity of the situation,” he added, turning to her again, “it's absolutely essential that you meet your predecessor.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Meet Emily,” he said a couple of minutes later, as he wheeled Rebecca toward the far end of the barn. “Surname unimportant. What's important is that at one point she was right where you are now.” 
 
    In the gloom, Rebecca was momentarily unable to make much out at all, but after a moment she realized she could see a naked woman hanging from chains. She immediately gripped the hand-rests of the wheelchair, but with each passing second she was rolled closer and closer and she began to see thick cuts and marks all over the woman's body. The stench in the barn, meanwhile, was overpowering, and she felt as if she might gag at any moment. 
 
    Just when she was starting to assume that the woman must be dead, however, she saw her head twitching slightly. 
 
    “Emily!” Ted called out. “Hey, Emily! You remember being in Rebecca's position, don't you? I thought you might like to offer her a little advice!” 
 
    He waited, and then he patted Rebecca on the shoulder. 
 
    “That was worth a try,” he said with a sigh. “She's conscious, but I'm not sure that she's in much of a talkative mood. If you ask me, she's probably thinking about all the mistakes she's made while she's been here with me. And she's made a lot of mistakes, believe you me.” 
 
    Too horrified to respond, Rebecca could only stare at the bloodied, emaciated woman who hung like a broken doll from rusted metal chains. Even in the gloom of the barn, she could see burns and cuts, and dark stains running down the woman's legs, and after a few seconds she realized that the faint humming sound in the air – a sound she'd noticed immediately but which she hadn't really registered properly – was being caused by the flies buzzing in the air and crawling on the woman's flesh. 
 
    “Emily had a little problem with professional honesty,” Ted explained as he stepped around from behind the wheelchair and made his way toward a table in the corner. “She basically cheated her way up the ranks of the company she worked at, lying for things and sleeping around and doing whatever it took to get promoted. She had absolutely no shame at all.” 
 
    He stopped and looked down at various tools on the table. 
 
    “Now, I have no problem with ambition,” he added as he began to examine one particular knife. “I respect ambition. But Emily here was getting herself into positions for which she was wholly unsuited. And in the process, she was damaging her company's performance. I happened to be in a little cafe in Wakefield when I overheard her bragging about all of this to a friend, and I was horrified. She was dragging an entire company down, just because she thought she deserved to get fast-tracked up the corporate ladder.” 
 
    He turned to Rebecca. 
 
    “I brought her here and tried to make her see the error of her ways, but I just couldn't get through to her.” 
 
    Barely even hearing a word he'd just said, Rebecca continued to look at all the different wounds on the woman's body. She could tell that Emily must have been in the chains for some time, and after a moment she saw that the skin around Emily's wrists was worn almost to the bone. Looking down at her own wrists, she saw the marks left by her struggles to get free from the bed and she began to wonder just how many women before her had ended up at Ted Armitage's farm. 
 
    “Emily's problem now,” Ted said as he wandered back over to the semi-conscious woman, “is that you're here.” 
 
    “Let her go,” Rebecca stammered, even though she knew he was never going to listen to her. “Please...” 
 
    “And now that you're here,” he continued, holding the knife up and pressing the tip against the center of Emily's bare chest, “Emily suddenly becomes yesterday's news. I have a more exciting project.” He leaned closer to Emily. “I warned you,” he said eagerly. “I told you, you only have until the next lovely lady comes along and catches my attention. You've been on the other side of this situation, you've been where the lovely Rebecca is sitting right now, and you just didn't learn.” 
 
    As the knife's tip ran along her flesh, Emily stirred. Lifting her head, she seemed to struggle to open her eyes for a few seconds; when she finally managed, she looked directly at Rebecca and began to try to say something. 
 
    “You need to speak up,” Ted said firmly. “How can you expect Rebecca to understand what you're trying to tell her when you don't even raise your voice? Did I teach you nothing about the importance of proper elocution?” 
 
    Again Emily tried to speak, but all that emerged from her lips was a series of faint, guttural clicking sounds. 
 
    “You have to let her go,” Rebecca said, watching as Ted continued to trace lines across the woman's chest with the tip of his knife. “If you get her to a hospital, she can still live.” 
 
    “Oh, I know that,” Ted replied, “but what would be the point? She hasn't learned. She feels sorry for herself, but deep down I know that she hasn't reached that moment of understanding. I brought her here for an epiphany and she failed.” 
 
    He stopped the knife once the blade was pressing against Emily's belly. 
 
    “Her only value now is as an example,” he added. “Look at her, Rebecca. This is what'll happen to you if you don't pay attention to what I'm going to teach you. If you fail, then in a week's time, or a month, or three months or whatever, you'll be hanging here like poor Emily, and you'll be just an example for whoever comes next. I'm begging you, just as I once begged Emily, don't make the same mistake that so many others have made.” 
 
    “Please,” Rebecca said, “just -” 
 
    Before she could finish, Ted plunged the knife deep into Emily's belly and immediately began to cut through the flesh. Instead of screaming, Emily could only manage a series of convulsions as blood began to pour from the wound, and after a few seconds Rebecca saw glistening intestines starting to tumble out. 
 
    Immediately squeezing her eyes tight shut and looking down, Rebecca tried to ignore what was happening in front of her. She could hear Emily's spluttering gasps, along with the sound of skin tearing open, and a moment later she also heard the squelching thud of something landing on the ground. In her mind's eye, she was already imagining the woman's guts spilling out, but she couldn't bring herself to look; instead, she tried to ignore the sound of Emily's dying groans, and the occasional shuffling footstep as Ted moved around the dying woman to get a better angle. Worst of all, however, was the sound of blood splattering against the concrete floor. 
 
    “You don't want to watch?” Ted asked merrily. “Well, that's fine. The sounds are probably just as bad. I'm sure you're still getting the message loud and clear.” 
 
    With her eyes still shut, Rebecca heard the chains starting to rattle, and a few seconds later she heard the knife cutting through bone. A couple more thuds rang out as part of Emily's body fell to the floor, followed by a louder thud that she assumed must be the dead woman's torso. She felt something bump against her right foot, and she let out a cry of shock as she immediately tried to pull away. Metal clanged against metal, and now Ted was muttering something to himself under his breath as if he was struggling a little with some part of the grisly proceedings. Although she tried to push the awful noises out of her mind, Rebecca could still hear a scraping sound and she could tell that Ted was cutting through bone. 
 
    “Stop!” she screamed finally, squeezing her eyes tight until they began to hurt. “Leave her alone!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    The wheelchair bumped over another rough patch of dried mud. 
 
    Still keeping her eyes clamped tight shut, Rebecca felt a cool breeze blowing against her face. She hadn't dared to look at anything since Ted had started killing the woman in the barn, but he'd gleefully informed her of all the latest developments. Now she could tell that they were back outside again, and a moment later she felt the chair being maneuvered around a corner before finally coming to a halt. 
 
    “Despite everything I said just now,” Ted muttered, “Emily did show some signs of progress. And she and I spent enough time together for me to consider her worthy of a place here at my monument.” 
 
    He paused for a moment. 
 
    “Don't you want to see?” he continued. 
 
    Rebecca hesitated, before very slowly starting to open her eyes. As soon as she saw the heads on the metal pole, however, she looked down and closed her eyes again. 
 
    “This is a very important part of the farm for me,” Ted explained. “You could almost call it the most important.” 
 
    Rebecca waited, and then something was dropped onto her lap. Startled, she instinctively put her hands out to catch the object, but she was startled to feel what seemed to be hair. Her hands moved over the front of the object, and then she screamed as she felt a forehead and a nose on what was clearly a severed head. As she pushed the head away and let it fall to the ground, the fingers of her right hand briefly pressed against the bloodied meat of the neck area. 
 
    “Now that's not very polite,” Ted said. “I only wanted you to hold her for a few seconds. Can't you be a little more respectful?” 
 
    She heard him picking the head up. 
 
    “You've seen my little tribute, I believe,” he continued. “Only the best ones get to go on here, the ones whose heads deserve to have a place in the sun. I like to come here occasionally and look at them all, and I like to think of how close I've come to helping some of them. It's sort of a teachable moment for me, really. Each one of these heads represents someone who so nearly understood what I was trying to make them understand. I remember their names, I remember what happened and how I failed them, and how they failed me, and I feel hope for the future. Hope that soon I'll succeed. Maybe even with you.” 
 
    Shaking with fear, Rebecca tried to turn away. 
 
    “Why don't you open your eyes and see the magnificence?” Ted asked. 
 
    She turned away even further. 
 
    “Okay, fine,” he said with a sigh, and she heard him stepping past her. “I think you're being a little rude to your predecessors, but I suppose it's all part of the learning process. Let me just put Emily in place at the top of the column, where she belongs.” 
 
    Although she tried to focus on something else, Rebecca soon heard a faint squelching sound, and she couldn't help but imagine the top of the post starting to dig into the woman's head. Sure enough, after a few seconds she heard the crack of breaking bone, and Ted was once again muttering under his breath. Moments later, bone cracked again, accompanied by an ear-piercing scraping sound, and then she heard footsteps making their way closer. 
 
    “There,” Ted said, sounding extremely proud. “Do you still not want to take a look, Rebecca? This could be a really good educational moment for you.” 
 
    Defiantly keeping her eyes shut and her face turned away, Rebecca focused instead on trying to make sure that she didn't vomit. She could feel nausea churning in her belly, but she told herself that she wasn't going to give Ted the satisfaction of letting her sense of horror show. 
 
    “It's so sad that she's ended up here,” Ted said after a moment, before putting a hand on Rebecca's shoulder. “I really, truly hope that you're smart enough to avoid the same fate.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Have you ever owned a drone?” Ted asked a short while later, as he took the machine from the back of his truck and set it on the grass near the house. “They're great. I've had a few now, I just can't help upgrading every time a new one hits the market.” 
 
    Having finally dared to open her eyes now that she was away from the barn, Rebecca watched as he crouched down and began to examine the drone. 
 
    “I like to tinker with them,” he added. “I bet you're impressed that this one could keep up with your car, even for just a few minutes.” He turned the drone around. “Doesn't look like there's any real damage from the crash. Just a few cracks and dents on the casing, but that sort of thing doesn't really bother me. As long as it'll still fly, that's what matters.” 
 
    He looked up at her with a broad grin. 
 
    “If you make it home,” he continued, “you really should get one to play with. Or one might make a good gift for your husband. Does he have many hobbies?” 
 
    “What do you want with me?” she asked, her voice trembling with fear. 
 
    “You'll see soon enough,” he replied. “I'm going to teach you to be a better person, Rebecca. I've seen all your flaws, and I want to help you eradicate them so that you're fit to go home and resume your life. Were you really happy living your little life with your husband and daughter?” 
 
    “I just want to go home,” she told him. 
 
    “And you will, if you follow my course of tuition out here.” 
 
    Getting to his feet, he set the drone back in the truck. 
 
    “We'll start this afternoon,” he explained, “and I've got a really good feeling about you, Rebecca. I think you're going to respond very well to what I have to offer, and I genuinely believe that you have a chance of getting out of here. If I didn't think that, then I wouldn't be wasting my time with you. After all, my time is very valuable.” 
 
    As Ted continued to talk, Rebecca looked over her shoulder and watched the farmhouse for a moment. After a few seconds, feeling a tingling sensation on the back of her neck, she looked up at the building's upper windows and she was surprised to see the faintest hint of a silhouetted figure standing at the window at the far end, seemingly staring back down at her. She couldn't make out any details of the figure, but it was clear enough for her to be certain that it was no figment of her imagination. 
 
    “What you have to understand,” Ted said, as she turned back to him, and as he slammed the door shut on the back of the truck, “is that I'm in charge here. I'm in full control. And if you pay attention and you listen to me, you have every chance of walking out of this place.” 
 
    Staring at him, she began to wonder whether she might have misunderstood what had happened to her during the night. 
 
    “When did you know I was gone?” she asked cautiously. 
 
    “Come again?” 
 
    “Last night,” she continued cautiously, “after you brought me here, you went into the house.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And while you were in there, I got out of the truck and tried to escape.” 
 
    “Honestly,” he said, shaking his head, “you don't need to apologize. Anyone would have done the same thing in your situation.” 
 
    “It's not that,” she replied. “I just mean... When did you realize that I'd managed to get away from the truck?” 
 
    “I'm not sure that I follow.” 
 
    She thought back to the moment in the night when she'd seen a figure staring out at her from the house's dark windows. At the time, she'd assumed that the figure had been Ted, but now she wasn't so sure. 
 
    “When did you realize?” she asked again. 
 
    “When do you think I realized?” he replied with a faint smile .”When I opened the truck up, you dumbass.” 
 
    “So you didn't see me from the house? You didn't look out a window and see me climbing out?” 
 
    “No, I didn't,” he said, and now he seemed a little irritated by her line of questioning. “What does that matter? I still managed to catch you again. I hope you realize that escape is completely impossible. No-one has ever managed to get away from me. Not even one person.” 
 
    She hesitated, before turning and looking back up at the house. This time, the figure was gone from the window, but she was absolutely sure that it had been there, and that there was someone else at the farm aside from Ted and herself. She thought back to the sound of a person creeping about in the night, and she realized that whoever was in the house, they seemed determined to hide away and keep their presence hidden. 
 
    She turned back to Ted. 
 
    “And you live alone, right?” she asked. 
 
    “Why are you asking all these stupid questions?” he said with another sigh. “Do you think a guy like me really needs a roommate?” 
 
    She stared at him. 
 
    “No,” she said finally, as she began to realize that he genuinely had no idea that there was something else in the house. “No, I don't think you do.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    “So this is another one I don't get,” Ted said a couple of hours later, as they sat at opposite ends of a table in the front room of the farmhouse. 
 
    He turned the laptop around, showing Rebecca one of her own social media posts from a few weeks earlier. This particular post was a shot of a salad she'd eaten while out at lunch with a few colleagues. 
 
    “What's not to get?” she asked cautiously. 
 
    “It's your food,” he continued. “That's all it is. It's literally just a load of salad leaves and a few other things, and I suppose some dressing and...” 
 
    His voice trailed off, and he seemed genuinely confused for a moment. 
 
    “It's just something you eat,” he added finally. “Why would you post a photo of it? Why would you think that people care? If I want to see some salad, it's not going to take me very long to find all the photos I could ever want. Why would a grown woman, a wife and a mother, think that anyone has any interest in what you're having for lunch?” 
 
    She hesitated, trying to work out exactly how to answer. She hadn't been sure what to expect when Ted had told her that they were going to start an education session, but she certainly hadn't expected him to start going through her posts one by one, pointing out any flaws that he found and generally offering her tips on how he thought she should improve herself. Meanwhile she was trying to play along, hoping to unpick his motivation and try to figure out some what to get inside his head and influence whatever was going to happen next. 
 
    So far, he seemed to be completely crazy, but she knew there had to be more to him. There had to be some kind of trigger that made him who he was. 
 
    “I can't really argue with you,” she told him. “You're right, it's just a bowl of salad, why would anyone who follows me on there want to see it?” 
 
    “That's what I don't understand,” he replied, “and yet you have a couple of hundred people who presumably really thought that they might care about this stuff. And they don't seem to unfollow you, so it's not like they're annoyed by these posts. They just scroll on past. Some of them even leave comments.” 
 
    “It must be a reflection of -” 
 
    “Listen to this,” he continued, clearly warming to his theme. “Someone's written a comment about how great your salad looks. Who does that? Who takes time out of their day to type that out?” 
 
    “Is this what's bugging you?” she asked. “Posts about food?” 
 
    “It's more the whole culture around it,” he replied, “and what that does to people.” He looked across at her. “I think this sort of thing is at the root of all the problems you have in your life, Rebecca. You spend so much time posting pictures of inane things, you forget to take care of what really matters.” 
 
    She swallowed hard. 
 
    “You might have a point,” she said. 
 
    “No kidding.” 
 
    “But it's not all like the salad picture,” she added. “I try to post a few things that are relevant, too.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    He clicked a couple of buttons, and the next picture in her feed showed several empty wine glasses in a restaurant. 
 
    “That was a night out for a friend's birthday,” she said before he had a chance to make a comment. “It was her fortieth.” 
 
    “Looks like you had a fun time. I guess you left your husband at home looking after the baby, huh?” 
 
    “It was one night out,” she said through gritted teeth. “I was home by eleven. Believe me, my hedonistic days are way in the past.” 
 
    “And this next one,” he muttered, clicking through to yet another photo of a salad, “wow, you really do seem to have a thing about salads. Is that your way of showing people that you live a nice healthy lifestyle? Are you trying to show them that you don't rush down to the nearest fast food place and eat some burger that's full of chemicals?” 
 
    “It's just a salad,” she replied, resisting the urge to scream. 
 
    “Ten comments and fifteen shares, though,” he said, raising an amused eyebrow. “That seems like quite an extreme response to a salad.” 
 
    “So's kidnapping someone.” 
 
    He turned to her. 
 
    “Fair point,” he added, “but if -” 
 
    Before he could finish, they both heard a low but clear creaking sound coming from the room directly above. They looked up, and after a moment Rebecca turned to Ted again. 
 
    “This is an old house,” he told her, as he returned his attention to the laptop. He seemed completely untroubled by the noise. “You should hear what it's like in a storm.” 
 
    “What do you do here when you're all alone?” she asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Watching him, she realized that he truly seemed to have no idea that there was anyone else in the house. She hadn't even begun to figure out exactly what was happening, but as she looked at Ted's eyes and watched him scrolling through more posts on his laptop, she felt sure that he was genuinely oblivious to the mysterious third person. Sure enough, just a couple of seconds later she heard another creaking sound from upstairs and she saw that this time Ted didn't react at all. 
 
    “So do you have any family?” she asked. 
 
    “I don't see that my family, or lack thereof, is any of your business.” 
 
    “Humor me,” she added. “Do you live here all the time?” 
 
    “I really -” 
 
    “Because I get the feeling that maybe you don't,” she said, interrupting him yet again before looking around the room. “I don't know why, exactly, but this place doesn't strike me as someone's permanent residence. I think maybe you come out here from time to time, maybe when you have an itch to scratch, and then you have some kind of normal life – well, as normal as it can be – that you return to.” 
 
    She waited for him to answer. Although he was still pretending to be focused on the laptop, she could tell that he was hearing every word that left her lips. He seemed determined, however, to pretend that nothing she asked was important. 
 
    “I'm right,” she added, “aren't I?” 
 
    “I'm sorry,” he said, clearly lying, “I didn't catch any of that.” 
 
    He looked at her again. 
 
    “This isn't about me,” he told her firmly. “The fact that you're trying to distract me is a clear sign that you're not comfortable with the points that I'm raising.” 
 
    “Untie me,” she replied, pulling gently on the restraints that held her arms to the wheelchair, “and I'll show you just how comfortable I am.” 
 
    “Resistance is to be expected,” he continued, “and it's not necessarily a bad sign at this early stage, but you should be aware that we have a lot of work to get done before you're ready to go home.” 
 
    “Do you think that somehow you're going to turn me into this... perfect person?” 
 
    “We should all strive for perfection.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “I have my approaches to things,” he told her. “Again, though, you're trying to distract me, and that's not going to work, not in the long run.” 
 
    “Nobody can be perfect.” 
 
    “You can be, Rebecca,” he said. “I believe in you. I believed in Emily and the others too, and it's really not my fault that they fell short. One day, though, I'm going to help someone reach perfection, and I truly believe that person can be you.” 
 
    He tapped at the laptop again, this time bringing up a photo of Chloe smiling as she sat on a picnic blanket in a field. 
 
    “Now this is quite wholesome and fun,” he suggested, “although again, Rebecca, I've got to question your thought processes. Do you think your little girl would want to have all these pictures of herself online? They can never be entirely deleted, you know. And are you really doing it for her, or is this just another way for you to show off?” 
 
    “Leave my daughter out of it,” she replied, gripping the sides of the wheelchair. 
 
    “Your daughter shouldn't be a prop,” he muttered, shaking his head. “There's not much humility in these photos, is there? You're showing off, and that reflects very badly on your character.” 
 
    “Don't look at her!” she snapped angrily. “Don't even talk about her! She's nothing to do with you!” 
 
    “But she has a lot to do with you,” he pointed out, as he slid the laptop a little closer to her. “You get a lot of your sense of self-satisfaction from her, don't you? Your sense of superiority. And that, I believe, is central to the personality problems that you've been demonstrating. We're going to have to dig into those problems and bring about some real changes in the way your mind works, Rebecca.” He looked at the picture of Chloe again. “And your daughter, I'd wager, is the best place to start.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    “You like sharing so much,” Ted said later, as he set an open diary and a pen on Rebecca's lap. “Here you go. From now on, for as long as you're here with me, I want you to jot down all your thoughts.” 
 
    Looking up at him, she realized that he was serious. 
 
    “Obviously I'll be reading them at regular intervals,” he continued, “but I need to have an idea of how your mind works. More importantly, of how it's changing during the course of your stay here. I expect at least one entry per day, ideally three or more, and I'll be watching for signs that I'm finally starting to get through to you. Think of it as being like a social media page. The only difference is that you're writing for an audience of one.” 
 
    “Do you seriously think that I'm going to do this?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh, I know that you are,” he replied. “Even if it takes you a while to realize that this is what's best for you. You're clearly a woman of reasonable intelligence, you might even be above average, so I have no doubt that sooner or later you're going to start seeing things from my point of view.” 
 
    “And you really think that eventually, at some point, I'll become this perfect person who you'll be happy to release back into society? Do you see me as some kind of animal that needs to be retrained?” 
 
    “I know you have it in you,” he told her, leaning closer. “I can see it now. You'll be clutching my hands, sobbing with gratitude, telling me how much I've changed your life for the better. I know that might seem unlikely right now, but it's almost like... destiny.” He reached down and took hold of her left hand. She tried to pull it away, but he gripped her too tight. “If you could see it happening already, then the journey wouldn't need to be made in the first place,” he added. “This is what makes it all worthwhile.” 
 
    “You want a diary?” she asked, feeling her blood starting to boil but determined to not give him the response that he wanted. “I'll give you a diary.” 
 
    Grabbing the book, she quickly wrote two words and then turned it around so that he could see. 
 
    “Fuck you,” he read from the page. He stared at the scribble for a moment, before looking her in the eye. “Fuck you? Really? Is that your level of sophistication right here in this particular moment?” 
 
    “You wanted to know what I'm thinking,” she sneered. 
 
    “And I should have known that you'd resort to the kind of potty-mouth cursing that I really don't care for,” he muttered. “Do you use that kind of language around your daughter?” 
 
    “I save it for psychopaths,” she told him. 
 
    “Oh, right, okay,” he said, nodding as if he understood. “That's a good point, and you've made it very well. I really appreciate your nuanced approach to this situation.” 
 
    “Get over yourself,” she told him. “I don't believe for one second that I'm the first person who's ever told you to go fuck -” 
 
    Suddenly he grabbed her by the throat and began to squeeze, using both hands to cut off her air supply. She reached up and tried to push him away, but she immediately found that his grip was far too strong. 
 
    “Should I take this approach instead?” he asked as she desperately gasped for breath. “Should I be a blunt instrument? Would you prefer it if I just went around killing people who displease me? Because I can do that, if you want. I can be just another in a long line of monsters who drag people off the roads and have their way with them.” 
 
    Somehow, he managed to squeeze her throat even tighter. 
 
    “I can do that!” he shouted, and now he seemed to be losing control. “Anyone can do that! Anyone can become some kind of common or garden murderer who piles up the bodies! That's the easy part! The hard part is doing it for a good reason!” 
 
    “Please...” she gasped, as she felt herself starting to lose consciousness. 
 
    He squeezed even tighter for a moment, before finally letting go and taking a step back. As Rebecca desperately tried to get her breath back, Ted looked down at his hands and flexed his fingers a few times. 
 
    “You should probably,” he said, also a little breathless now, “count your lucky stars that you were picked up by someone who has a modicum of restraint.” He turned to her again. “We're at the start of a very long process. I can only hope that by the end of it all, you don't end up like poor Emily.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You're going to sleep in here tonight,” Ted said as he wheeled Rebecca into one of the other rooms and parked her next to a desk. “There's no point lugging you up to the room and then back down in the morning, especially not when you've been so badly behaved. If you don't like it, you'll just have to lump it.” 
 
    “You like reading,” she said, looking around at the shelves that lined the walls. 
 
    “No, I hate reading,” he replied. “I hate books, too. But I love knowledge, and learning things, and I suppose books are necessary for that.” 
 
    He stepped around her. 
 
    “Don't try to be smart,” he continued, “and don't try to psychoanalyze me, because it won't work. I'm impervious to that sort of thing.” 
 
    “No-one's impervious to analysis,” she told him. “Everyone can be studied.” 
 
    “Spoken with true smug over-confidence.” He checked his watch. “It's getting late and I have to do some work out in the barn. Seeing as how you were so rude when I tried to feed you last time, I don't see why I should bother tonight. You'll just have to be hungry until morning, and then maybe you'll be a little more grateful.” 
 
    “I need the bathroom,” she told him. 
 
    “Tough.” 
 
    “But if -” 
 
    “You earn privileges in my home,” he continued. “That's another thing you're going to have to learn. I'm not a monster, but -” 
 
    Before he could finish, a floorboard creaked in one of the rooms upstairs. 
 
    “I have to fix that some time,” he said with a sigh, and now he sounded utterly exhausted. “I don't know if you've noticed, but this whole house is falling apart. One day a strong wind's going to come along and blow it away entirely.” 
 
    With that, he turned and walked to the door. His shoulders were sloped now, as if the weight of the day's events had begun to drag him down. 
 
    “Can I have a drink?” Rebecca asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    He stopped in the doorway. 
 
    “I can get through the night without food,” she continued, “but my mouth's so dry and I'm starting to get a headache, I think I might be dehydrated.” 
 
    “You can go a little longer.” 
 
    “I can't even think straight,” she told him. “You want me to learn from you, right? I assume you want me to think things through tonight. How can I do that if all I can think about is the fact that I need water?” 
 
    She waited, and for a moment she felt as if she might actually have made him understand. 
 
    “Write it in your diary,” he said finally. 
 
    “I -” 
 
    “Write down exactly how you feel,” he continued. “Really try to put the suffering into words, so that when you read it back one day, you won't make the same mistake again. And there's one other thing that you need to remember...” 
 
    He paused, and then he turned to her fully. 
 
    “You're in my world now,” he added. “My home. My land. My universe. I control everything here. Nothing's left to chance, nothing escapes me, nothing works against me or against my ambitions. This little patch of dirt belongs to me, and it's the one place on this miserable planet where I rule without interference. If you think you can change that – if you think you can change anything here – then you're going to learn a very hard lesson, and you're going to learn it fast. You'd do much better to accept the situation you're in, and adapt.” 
 
    He stepped toward her and pressed a fingertip against her chest. 
 
    “Because I'm the top dog here,” he said firmly, “and what I say, goes.” 
 
    He stared at her for a moment, as if trying to intimidate her with the force of his glare, and then he turned and walked out of the room. As he left, he switched off the light, and then he did the same to the light in the hallway. 
 
    Sitting alone in the gloom, still tied to the wheelchair, Rebecca took a deep breath before looking up at the ceiling. She could hear Ted clattering about in one of the other rooms. A few seconds later she also heard a very faint, almost imperceptible creaking sound coming from the room above, as if an unseen foot had gently pressed against one of the floorboards. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    “Becky, it's okay,” Phil said, gently tapping the side of her face to stir her from sleep. “Becky, can you hear me? It's all over now. You're going to be fine.” 
 
    As her eyes flickered open, Rebecca tried to work out exactly what was happening. She could see her husband right in front of her, leaning close, but for a few seconds she didn't dare to believe that he was really in the room. And then, as she began to smell the cologne that she remembered buying him for Christmas, she realized that somehow – impossibly, miraculously – he'd come for her and he was going to take her home. 
 
    “That's better,” he said, tilting his head slightly. “You've been so strong and so brave, but we've found you. Now you just have to do one thing.” 
 
    “Phil?” she whispered, before leaning toward him, only to find that she was still tied to the wheelchair. “What -” 
 
    “Don't strain yourself,” he continued, before taking a step back. “You're so nearly free. You just have to make it through one last part.” 
 
    Before she could reply, he stepped aside and she saw Ted Armitage standing just a few meters away. In that moment, she realized that her arms were actually raised above her head, and she looked up to see that they were attached to thick chains that ran all the way up to the roof of the barn. Filled with panic, she looked down and found that she was hanging naked just above the ground, and then she turned to see Ted stepping forward with a large knife in his right hand. 
 
    “This is going to be nice and easy,” Ted told her with a grin, as he pressed the blade against her belly. “All you have to do is listen to everything I tell you.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to scream, but in that moment he plunged the knife deep into her body, until the tip pushed out the other side. 
 
    Startled, she jolted back, and she suddenly found that she was still in the wheelchair, in the dark office room at Ted's house. Realizing that the encounter with Phil in the barn had been just a dream, and that she must have nodded off for a few seconds, she took a deep breath and tried to calm her racing mind. The dream had seemed so real, she'd felt the blade slicing against her spine, and she could still smell Phil's cologne in the air. As tears filled her eyes, however, she realized that it had all been in her head. Already, the smell of cologne was fading away. 
 
    Closing her eyes again, she thought of her husband and daughter, and she knew deep down that they must be so worried. 
 
    “Please,” she said out loud, “I just want -” 
 
    Suddenly she heard a bumping sound. Opening her eyes again, she looked over at the open doorway and saw the moonlit hall. A fraction of a second later she heard another bump, accompanied by a creaking groan, and she realized that somebody was making their way down the stairs. Her first thought was that Ted, who'd seemingly gone to bed several hours earlier, was up again, but then she began to wonder why he'd be sneaking about the house in the middle of the night. She listened, and she heard a faint shuffling sound, as if somebody was briefly brushing against a wall. 
 
    The footsteps – and she was increasingly sure that they were footsteps – began to move away, heading toward the kitchen. 
 
    “Hey!” Rebecca whispered, not daring to raise her voice too much in case Ted heard. “Wait! Come back!” 
 
    The footsteps stopped. 
 
    “I'm in here,” she continued. “I don't know who you are, but please, I need your help. You have to get me out of this place.” 
 
    She waited. 
 
    Again, she heard nothing. 
 
    “I'm begging you,” she went on. “I have a daughter, she's only a year old and I have to get back to her. You can understand that, can't you?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    A moment later, however, she heard the faintest shuffling sound somewhere near the doorway, and she saw what appeared to be a shadow falling across the floor. 
 
    “My name's Rebecca,” she added. “You can call me Becky. If you -” 
 
    Before she could finish, she realized that someone was starting to peer around the edge of the door-frame. She held her breath and waited, and after a few more seconds she was just about able to make out the side of a face and a single eye staring straight at her. 
 
    “He doesn't know you're here, does he?” she asked. “I can't even begin to understand how that works, but somehow you're hiding from him. Is there some secret part of the house that he doesn't know about? Are you living in the walls or...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off as she began to realize just how absurd the entire situation seemed. She knew there was no way that somebody else could be sharing the house with Ted Armitage, and doing so without him even noticing, yet that appeared to be exactly what was happening. Whoever the person was, she – and she did appear to be female, although Rebecca couldn't tell for sure – was clearly extremely cautious, perhaps even filled with fear. 
 
    Reaching down, Rebecca began to wheel the chair forward, only for the figure to immediately pull away. 
 
    “No, wait!” she hissed, stopping the chair again. “I won't come toward you, I promise!” 
 
    She waited, and a moment later the face appeared again. Able to see a little more of the woman's features now, Rebecca could tell that she was terribly thin and emaciated, and covered in bruises and patches of discolored skin. She looked worse than a corpse, but at the same time Rebecca wasn't about to start believing that she was face-to-face with an actual ghost. 
 
    “We can help each other,” she explained, struggling to keep her voice down. “Why don't you start by telling me your name? I've told you mine, I'm Rebecca. Please, call me Becky. What can I call you?” 
 
    As she waited again, she was almost able to feel the fear emanating from the woman. Although she knew she was most likely imagining that sensation, she still picked up on some kind of charge in the air, and for a few seconds she began to reconsider her early assumption. Given that many women had obviously died at the farm, wasn't it possible that the spirits of some of them might be lingering? Although she'd never believed in ghosts, Rebecca had to admit that if such things did exist, they were most likely to manifest at a place where so many people had been tortured and murdered. 
 
    “Can you come into the room a little more?” she asked. “At least let me see you. I'm on your side, I promise. We have a much better chance of getting out of here if we work together.” 
 
    She desperately wanted to wheel herself closer to the woman, but at the same time she was terrified of scaring her away. 
 
    “Okay, here's an idea,” she continued, “what if we -” 
 
    Suddenly she heard footsteps upstairs, followed by the sound of a door opening. The woman immediately pulled out of sight, and Rebecca listened with a growing sense of horror as the footsteps made their way down the stairs. A moment later, Ted Armitage stopped in the doorway and looked through to her. 
 
    “You're awake, huh?” 
 
    For a few seconds, she wasn't quite sure what to say. She had no idea how he'd managed to not see the strange woman in the hallway, although she figured that there must be some place to hide. 
 
    “You should try to sleep,” he continued wearily. “Tomorrow's going to be a long day. The last thing I want is for you to start nodding off on me.” 
 
    “I won't do that,” she replied through gritted teeth. “You can count on it.” 
 
    “I very much hope that I can,” he said, before turning and sloping across the hallway. “Don't mind me, I just came down for a glass of water. And no, before you ask, you can't have one. Not until sunrise.” 
 
    She listened as he walked away. Beyond the sound of him shuffling around in the kitchen, the rest of the house was completely quiet. Rebecca couldn't help thinking about the woman she'd seen, and wondering exactly where she'd gone. Although she still wasn't ready to believe in ghosts, she knew that it was very unlikely for a living, breathing woman to be able to survive in the house without being spotted by Ted, and for her to survive on scraps. At the same time, that was what seemed to be happening, and Rebecca was starting to think that she might have a way of escaping after all. She simply had to find some way to persuade the woman to help her. 
 
    First, though, she needed to stay alive for long enough to get another chance. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    “No, it's just going to be a few more days,” Ted said as he stood at the kitchen window, looking out across the yard. “The weather's so great up here, I really think I'm going to have some luck if I'm patient.” 
 
    Still in the wheelchair, still in the office, Rebecca listened to the conversation. Ted had phoned someone a few minutes earlier, and now Rebecca was trying to figure out a little more about the guy's background. She knew that even the tiniest scrap of information might help her to understand him a little more, and that in turn this understanding might help her to get free. Anything was better than nothing, as she tried to build up a better picture of the man who was holding her captive. 
 
    “Yeah, totally,” he muttered, sounding a little tired. “You know, it is what it is. I'd love to show you, but I know how you feel about these things.” 
 
    Another pause. He still hadn't said anything particularly revealing, but Rebecca was at least certain now that he had a family somewhere. A wife, or a child, or both. 
 
    “I knew you'd say that,” he continued with a faint chuckle. “Okay, love you lots. Don't do anything I wouldn't do. Of course, I don't really expect you to listen to a word I say, but that's nothing new.” 
 
    After a few seconds, Rebecca realized that he'd ended the call. Sure enough, he wandered through and stopped in the doorway. 
 
    “Who were you talking to?” she asked. 
 
    “That's none of your business,” he replied with a faint smile, before stepping closer and placing a bottle of water and an apple on her lap. “Now how about you get those down you, huh? Because after breakfast, and before we get back to work, there's one other thing that I really want to show you.” 
 
    She waited, but he simply stared at her. 
 
    And then, in an instant, he burst out laughing, causing her to flinch a little. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I bought this farm about ten years ago,” Ted explained a short while later, as he pushed Rebecca across the yard, taking her away from the barn this time. “An old fella by the name of Moses used to own it. Graham Moses, something like that, can you believe it? That's a name I can get behind. Anyway, he wanted to sell up and move on, and I wanted a place out in the sticks, so we came to an agreement.” 
 
    Although she was trying to listen to him, Rebecca couldn't help but notice that she was being taken toward a section of the yard that was filled with what looked like a bunch of scrap. 
 
    “I don't get to come up here as much as I'd like,” Ted continued, “but in a way that's not such a bad thing, because it means that I really appreciate the weeks when I can just squirrel myself away and focus on myself. Now, if that makes me selfish, then so be it, but I see the whole thing differently. I see it as a way of optimizing myself for when I go home and get back to my normal life. Even the best cars in the world need to get tuned occasionally, right? Same with pianos.” 
 
    “And where is home?” she asked. 
 
    “I'm not going to tell you that.” 
 
    “You've already told me a lot.” 
 
    “Does that worry you?” 
 
    He parked her next to some barrels, and then he stepped around her and walked toward a large metal hatch on the ground. Crouching down, he began to fiddle with a padlock. 
 
    “You wouldn't tell me anything if you were planning to ever let me go,” she suggested. 
 
    “That's where you're wrong,” he told her. “You'll see. I have a -” 
 
    Suddenly he let out a gasp, and Rebecca saw that he'd managed to cut himself on the side of the padlock. He examined the wound and then sucked some blood away, before getting back to work. 
 
    “Occupational hazard,” he muttered as he tossed the padlock aside and pulled a chain free, and then he opened the hatch. “Wow,” he added, putting a hand over his mouth as he got to his feet and took a step back, “that's ripe.” 
 
    Before she could reply, Rebecca realized that the most horrific stench was rising from whatever was under the hatch. Horrified, she turned away, and something about the rotten sweetness of the smell made her feel nauseous. Somehow she already knew that he smell could only be coming from something that was dead. 
 
    “Now,” Ted said, stepping back behind her and grabbing the handles of the wheelchair, “I told you before that only the best get their heads on the monument. The rest, I'm afraid, have to be unceremoniously dumped down here with their heads still attached, where they become a kind of... soup, I guess.” 
 
    He began to wheel her toward the edge of what appeared to be some kind of pit. 
 
    “No,” she replied, turning the other way as the smell became stronger, “I really don't need to -” 
 
    “Of course you need to see it,” he said, stopping her abruptly. “Come on, you're not going to chicken out and keep your eyes closed again, are you? I'll just leave you here until you get the guts to look. Is that what you want? Would you like me to set you right here and let you teeter on the edge all day and all night? Just look, and then it'll be over.” 
 
    She hesitated, convinced that she'd vomit if she actually looked into the pit, but at the same time she had no doubt that he'd do exactly as he threatened. She took a deep breath, and she told herself that she just had to be strong for a few seconds, and then she forced herself to turn and look down. 
 
    What she saw was somehow – impossibly – even worse than she'd imagined. 
 
    At the bottom of the pit – about ten feet below ground level – several dead bodies lay partially submerged in brown, muddy water. One of the bodies, missing its head, looked fairly fresh, while the others appeared to be in various stages of decomposition. Although the water was murky, a few more corpses could just about be seen beneath the surface. Unable to look away, Rebecca realized that she could see at least a dozen bodies, some with heads and some without. 
 
    Suddenly the wheelchair lunged forward and began to tip into the pit. Rebecca was too late to react, and she slipped out of the seat, only for the restraints around her elbows to save her and hold her in place. 
 
    A moment later, Ted pulled the wheelchair back and set it down again. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said with a chuckle, “I couldn't resist that.” 
 
    As her heart pounded in her chest, Rebecca continued to look down at the corpses. 
 
    “I put a mixture in, every now and then,” Ted said solemnly, “to try to minimize the smell. As you can tell, that only works to a certain degree. Long-term, I'm going to have to come up with some other approach.” 
 
    “How...” 
 
    Rebecca's voice trailed off for a moment. 
 
    “How many?” she stammered finally. 
 
    “Nineteen,” he told her. “The ones who don't earn a place on the monument are thrown in whole, while the others have their heads removed first. I like to keep this repository ticking over so that I can be reminded of all the work that I've put in so far. There's something almost hypnotic about looking at them.” 
 
    He place a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “You don't have to end up down there, Rebecca,” he continued. “Really, you don't. I told them all the same thing, but I genuinely hope that you'll be the one who escapes this fate. It has to happen eventually. I know that I'm asking a lot, but one day someone has to respond to my attempts to help.” 
 
    Still looking down into the pit, Rebecca couldn't help staring at one particular body. A face was visible just beneath the water's surface; locked in an endless scream, the woman seemed almost to be staring straight back up, although her eyes were nothing more than two dark smudges. Even from the edge of the pit, Rebecca could see that scraps of rotten flesh were hanging in the water, and she couldn't help but wonder how so many women could have gone missing without Ted eventually being caught. 
 
    Suddenly he pulled her wheelchair away from the pit, and then he headed back over to close the hatch. 
 
    “Congratulations,” he said, “you just passed your first test.” 
 
    “By not throwing up?” she asked, as a chill ran through her bones. 
 
    “By not trying to push me in,” he said cheerfully. “Most of them do. I'm ready for it, of course, but it's always a good sign when someone doesn't make the attempt.” 
 
    “I didn't think of it,” she replied coldly, already ruing the fact that she hadn't tried. 
 
    “It's still a very good portent.” 
 
    He closed the hatch and put the chain and padlock back into position, and then he made his way over to Rebecca again. 
 
    “Now you've seen what's happens to the people who fail out here,” he said, “you know how high the stakes are. There's no middle ground, Rebecca. Either you end up going home to your family as a changed woman, or you end up down there with all the others. So... what's it going to be?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Rebecca said with a smile, “you know what? You were right. I am enjoying this! I should have let you bring me here a lot sooner! What would I ever have done without you?” 
 
    As the video continued to play on Ted's laptop, Rebecca started laughing. A moment later, the angle of the video changed, looking up at her now as she stood in a field somewhere on a sunny day. A few seconds after that, a hand reached out holding a ring. 
 
    “Are you serious?” she stammered, clearly shocked. “Phil...” 
 
    “Rebecca,” Phil's voice said, “will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?” 
 
    For a moment, the wobbly video remained focused on Rebecca's face, and she seemed almost lost for words. 
 
    “Yes!” she shrieked finally, bursting into tears. “Of course I will!” 
 
    For the next few seconds, the video was something of a blur. Phil stood up and put his arms around her, and she could be heard crying uncontrollably. 
 
    “I love you so much!” she gasped finally. “I never had any -” 
 
    Ted stopped the video and turned the laptop around, before looking along the table and seeing Rebecca – stony-faced now and with a faraway look in her eyes – sitting at the other end. Although he'd loosened the restraints around her arms, she'd made no attempt to get out of the wheelchair. 
 
    “Why would you do that?” he asked finally. “Why would you and your husband-to-be not only film that special moment, but then put it online for all the world to see? Don't you have any concept of a private life? He almost dropped the ring while he was holding the camera. Was the whole thing staged beforehand, just so that you could have a cute video to put online?” 
 
    “We wanted to share our -” 
 
    “You wanted to boast,” he said, interrupting her. “That's what I see when I watch this video. I see two people who want to show off their perfect lives. Did you not realize how the video would come across? Are you really that incapable of self-reflection? There are people out there who are going through hard times. How do you think your videos make them feel?” 
 
    Rebecca opened her mouth to reply to him, but she found that she was unable to get any words out. Tears were brimming in her eyes, and all she could think was that she had to get back to Phil and Chloe. 
 
    “You need to show a little more humility,” Ted said firmly. “Not everything has to be about chasing likes and comments. Believe it or not, there are other ways to achieve a sense of satisfaction. You don't see me posting videos of my work here, do you?” 
 
    “And how do you think people would respond if you did?” she asked. 
 
    “Fair point,” he admitted, “but I'm sure there are a few souls out there who'd approve. Still, I choose to keep my private life private. I don't brag about having all this power and control.” 
 
    “We just wanted to share our happiness,” she told him. 
 
    “You wanted to rub it in everyone's face, you mean.” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “I heard you talking to your friend in that cafe,” he continued. “Your marriage isn't in great shape, but you don't share that part with the world, do you?” 
 
    “That's private.” 
 
    “So what's the difference? Do you just -” 
 
    “Leave me alone!” she screamed, gripping the sides of the table and trying to get to her feet, only for the wheelchair to slide back. 
 
    Unable to stand on her damaged ankles, Rebecca slammed down hard onto her knees, almost knocking her chin against the table in the process. She just about managed to remain upright as the wheelchair bumped against the wall behind her, and then she froze as she stared across at Ted. She tried again to stand, to show him that she wasn't entirely at his mercy, but she once again found that she was unable to support her own weight. Nevertheless, she kept trying, even though she knew that she looked ridiculous, until finally she used her arms to haul herself up; her feet, meanwhile, were barely any use at all, and she already knew that at any moment she'd have to fall back down. 
 
    “Impressive,” Ted said calmly, “but ultimately futile. Real strength comes from within.” 
 
    On the verge of collapsing, she gripped the table harder. Her arms were screaming with pain, but she was determined not to let him win. 
 
    “Okay,” he said with a sigh, “enough of this nonsense. Sit down.” 
 
    As her arms began to tremble, she kept her gaze fixed on him. 
 
    “Sit down,” he said again. “Now.” 
 
    Almost immediately, her arms buckled and she fell. Managing once again to keep hold of the table, she remained somewhat upright as Ted got to his feet and casually strolled over to the wheelchair. She heard him making his way closer, and she was too weak to resist as he hauled her back into the chair and then applied the brakes. 
 
    “I'm going to get something to eat,” he told her. “I'll be back soon.” 
 
    “I need to eat too,” she replied, even though she hated to show any sign of weakness. 
 
    “Well, tough,” he said as he headed to the door. 
 
    “Do you have a daughter?” she asked. 
 
    He stopped, with his back still turned to her. 
 
    “Or a wife?” she continued. “I don't expect you to tell me, but if you do, can you imagine what it would feel like if someone took them and did this to them?” 
 
    She waited, expecting him to simply walk away, but instead he lingered in the doorway. 
 
    “Are they perfect?” she asked. “If not, are you planning to bring them here and put them through your little program? Would you stick their heads on your big phallic spike if they failed?” 
 
    Again she waited. 
 
    “Or are you just another hypocrite who has one rule for other people and another for himself?” she asked, as her voice trembled with rage. “If you think there's something wrong with how the world works and you want to change things, wouldn't it make sense to start closer to home?” 
 
    She watched the back of his head. 
 
    “Or are some of the bodies in that pit from your own family?” 
 
    As those words left her mouth, she shuddered at the thought that this Ted Armitage guy – if that was even his real name – might be crazy enough and sadistic enough to torture and murder his own wife or daughter. After all, he hadn't denied her suggestion, and with each passing second she found herself wondering more and more whether he might be more unhinged than she'd already suspected. 
 
    Finally, without replying, he stepped out of the room and made his way through to another part of the house. 
 
    Leaning back in the wheelchair, Rebecca tried to figure out what she should do next. She knew she was running out of time to come up with a proper plan, and she worried that Ted might snap at any moment. Somehow she could still smell the bodies in the pit, as if their sickly stench had permanently lined her nose, and she shivered at the thought of so many corpses down in the cold, dirty water. A moment later, as she replayed the grisly scene in her mind's eye, she thought back to one particular body that she'd noticed; now, however, she imagined her own dead face staring up from the depths. 
 
    “I'm coming home, Chloe,” she whispered, trying to scrape together a scrap of hope from somewhere. “Mummy's going to get out of here and hold you again, I promise.” 
 
    She still couldn't help but think of her own corpse in the pit, and the image only left her mind when she realized that she could hear footsteps returning to the room. 
 
    Without saying a word, Ted set a plate on her lap, and she saw that he'd brought her a sandwich. 
 
    “I thought you said...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off as he turned and walked out of the room. 
 
    “I need to eat too,” she remembered saying to him, just a couple of minutes earlier. 
 
    “Well, tough,” he'd replied. 
 
    Why had he changed his mind? Reaching down, she carefully picked the sandwich apart, checking to make sure that there was nothing hidden inside; a razor blade, perhaps, or some pills. Finding nothing but some cheese and chutney, she realized that apparently he'd simply decided to feed her after all. She thought back to the questions she'd asked him about his family; although she wasn't entirely sure why or how, she realized that those questions seemed to have brought about a change, and she immediately tried to figure out whether she'd stumbled upon some kind of weakness in the man's psychological armor. By asking about his family, had she edged closer to what really made him tick? 
 
    Finally, unable to ignore the hunger in her belly, she began to eat the sandwich, while furiously trying to work out exactly how to get Ted Armitage to open up a little more. Her plan was working. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    “Why do you do that like that?” 
 
    As she picked up the pen and prepared to write a note in the diary, Rebecca hesitated. She looked across the room and saw that Ted was standing in the doorway, watching her like a hawk. For a moment, somewhat startled, she struggled to work out exactly what he meant. 
 
    “That's the second time you've written in the diary today,” he pointed out, “and both times, you balance it on your knees.” 
 
    She swallowed. 
 
    “It would make more sense,” he continued, “to wheel yourself over to the table and write there. It's not far, and you're more than capable.” 
 
    “Well,” she said cautiously, “I think -” 
 
    “Because it's obviously inconvenient for you to do it the way you're doing it,” he added. “Also, your handwriting suffers. I don't understand why an intelligent woman would inconvenience herself like this.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to reply, but she really wasn't sure what to say. A moment later he stepped across the room and grabbed the chair from behind, before wheeling her over to the table. He took the diary and placed it in front of her, and then he stepped back. 
 
    “See?” he said. “That'll be better.” 
 
    “It probably will,” she replied, before turning to write something in the diary. “Uh... thank you.” 
 
    “Your posture's no good.” 
 
    She froze. 
 
    “Did no-one ever teach you how to sit properly?” 
 
    She took a moment to adjust her position in the chair. 
 
    “That's a little better, but it's still not good,” he told her. “You're going to damage your back, you're going to end up with all sorts of spinal problems and pains as you get older.” 
 
    “I...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off. 
 
    “Probably, yes,” she said, adjusting herself again. “I'm sure you're right.” 
 
    She waited, in case he said anything else, and then she began to write a few notes. She wanted to show him that she was cooperating, because she felt that cooperating was the only way she might be able to get him to drop his guard. 
 
    “Why do you breathe like that?” he asked suddenly. 
 
    She turned to him. 
 
    “I'm sorry?” she asked. 
 
    “I noticed it earlier,” he continued. “You sometimes hold your breath for a few seconds.” 
 
    “I do?” 
 
    “There are courses you can take,” he told her. “Breathing has all these techniques that you can learn to master.” He made a show of taking a couple of big, deep breaths. “Like this, see?” he continued. “Breathing properly can really help you to access your potential. This is all linked to your posture problems, by the way. These difficulties you're experiencing aren't isolated, they're part of a chain that's restricting you and holding you back.” 
 
    Making his way behind her again, he put his arms around her and pulled her back in the chair, and then he placed a hand on top of her head and adjusted her sitting position. She flinched, but she knew that resisting would only make him angry. 
 
    “Do you feel that?” he asked. “It's such an improvement already.” 
 
    “I feel it.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Or are you just saying that?” 
 
    “No, I'm sure,” she said, bristling at the fact that he was touching her in so many different places at once. She could even feel his breath on the side of her neck. “I should try to sit better.” 
 
    She waited for him to let go, but instead he simply continued to hold her. Although she hated him, she had to admit that in that moment there was something strangely tender about his touch, as if he genuinely cared. 
 
    “Why haven't you tried to kill me?” he asked. 
 
    “I'm not sure that I -” 
 
    “I kidnapped you from the side of the road,” he continued, “after sabotaging your car. I injected you, I brought you here, I made you witness awful things. I threatened to kill you, I made it very clear that you could end up becoming just another one of my victims. In the past, the women in your position have always screamed a lot more, and made more attempts to run. Even after I damaged their ankles, some of them tried to crawl away into the woods. I've sort of come to know what to expect, but you...” 
 
    He paused, and she could tell that he was studying her with great intent. 
 
    “You're not reacting properly,” he said finally. 
 
    “How do you want me to react?” 
 
    “It doesn't matter how I want you to react,” he told her. “You should have cried more by now.” 
 
    “I guess I'm trying to hold it together,” she replied. 
 
    “Sure, but there's a limit. No-one should be able to hold it together as well as you're managing. I can't help wondering whether this strength might in some way be a character flaw.” 
 
    “I study people for a living,” she pointed out. “I analyze them and I try to get into their heads.” 
 
    “Is that what you're doing?” he asked. “Are you analyzing me?” 
 
    “I'd like to know a little more about you.” 
 
    “I would never tell you anything about me,” he countered. “You must have realized that by now.” 
 
    “I can scream if you want me to scream.” 
 
    Again she waited. Looking down at the pen, she wondered what would happen if she tried to stab him in the neck, or maybe in the eye. All she needed to do was immobilize him for a moment, and then she might be able to get the upper hand. At the same time, she knew that the consequences of a failed attempt would be severe, and that she might very quickly end up chained in the barn. Even as her hand twitched slightly, she told herself that she had to be patient until a better opportunity came along. 
 
    “You're an odd bear,” he whispered. “You're doing this whole prisoner thing... wrong.” 
 
    “Sorry about that.” 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    He hesitated, before letting go of her head and stepping away from the chair. 
 
    “Write in your diary,” he told her, “and remember to work on your posture. I've got things to do. You're free to wheel yourself around in the house, but don't try to go outside. You won't get far, and you'll only end up pissing me off. Is that understood?” 
 
    She looked at him for a moment, before nodding and then turning back to the notebook. 
 
    “I guess you just don't care enough,” he added. “You haven't done enough screaming about missing your little girl.” 
 
    She flinched again. 
 
    “How much screaming should I be doing?” she asked. 
 
    “You've screamed for a total of two and a half hours since you got here,” he told her. “I keep track of these things. By now, you should have screamed for at least ten hours, maybe twelve. I find that very telling. And you should have made some big, botched attempt to escape by now. Don't take this the wrong way, but as a kidnap victim, you're kinda of...” 
 
    She waited for him to finish that sentence. 
 
    “Underwhelming,” he said finally. “You're reacting all wrong.” 
 
    “Sorry about that,” she murmured, not quite daring to look over at him again. 
 
    A moment later she heard him walking out of the room. She waited until she was sure that he was gone, and then she sighed and leaned back in the wheelchair. She was pleased to find that she'd managed to get under his skin, although she still wasn't quite sure how best to take advantage of that fact. Although she knew she was making progress, she also knew that she had to find some way of making Ted feel more unsettled. And if she could do that, she might actually have a chance of incapacitating him properly so that she could get away. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” he said a few hours later as he wandered back through after cleaning up in the kitchen, “I think tonight you deserve a proper bed, so I'm going to carry you upstairs.” 
 
    “No,” she replied, turning away from the window. “I'm okay down here.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “If you carry me up, you'll just have to carry me back down in the morning,” she pointed out. “You said it yourself.” 
 
    “Sure, but...” 
 
    He hesitated, and then he shrugged. 
 
    “Suit yourself,” he muttered. “I hope you're not thinking of trying anything stupid.” 
 
    “I wouldn't dream of it,” she told him. 
 
    “Do you at least need to use the toilet?” 
 
    “No, I'm fine,” she told him, fully aware that he seemed a little more considerate this time around. “I'm exhausted. I'll be okay right here.” 
 
    He stared at her for a moment, before taking the diary from the table. 
 
    “I'm going to have a little bedtime reading before I turn in,” he said, waving the diary at her. “Tomorrow we're really going to ramp up the work. I want to get into your mind, Rebecca Ballard, and see what makes you tick.” 
 
    “Ditto,” she almost said, but she managed to hold back. 
 
    Instead, she watched as Ted turned and headed out of the room, and she listened to the sound of his footsteps as he made his way upstairs. She was somewhat amazed that he was simply going to bed, and she had to acknowledge that if she was an unusual prisoner, then he was something of an unusual captor. She felt fairly certain that he had some hidden way of making sure that she wouldn't get far if she tried to escape, but that was fine; she was already planning to try something else entirely, something he couldn't possibly predict. In fact, she'd been slowly and carefully working on a plan all day. 
 
    She listened as the house fell silent, and then she slowly looked out toward the hallway. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Sitting in the dark kitchen, several hours after Ted had gone upstairs, Rebecca continued to wait. She'd positioned herself just inside the entrance to the room, where she wouldn't be seen by anyone approaching from the bottom of the stairs, and she was starting to wonder whether she might have drawn a blank. After all, the clock on the wall showed that the time was a little after one in the morning, and she felt that something should have happened already. 
 
    A moment later, however, she heard the telltale sound of a creaking step on the stairs, and she immediately leaned back in the wheelchair and waited. 
 
    For the next couple of minutes, she listened as somebody crept closer to the kitchen. She was certain that Ted was still upstairs, hopefully fast asleep, and sure enough she finally saw a figure stepping into the room. For the first time, she was able to make out the mysterious woman in much more detail, and she saw that her bare skin was covered in wounds that were in most cases only partially healed. Festering, infected cuts were dotted across her back and she moved stiffly, as if her bones had never quite recovered from whatever injuries she'd suffered. 
 
    The woman took a shuffling step toward the fridge, and Rebecca seized her chance. Reaching out, she grabbed her by the wrist. 
 
    Startled, the woman immediately turned and tried to pull away. 
 
    “Don't!” Rebecca hissed firmly, tightening her grip on the woman's arm. “If you try to run, I'll scream and wake him up. And even if you manage to hide, I'll tell him everything about you and he'll track you down! Is that what you want?” 
 
    The woman froze, her eyes filled with terror. 
 
    “We're going to sit at that table,” Rebecca continued, somewhat amazed that her little plan had worked so perfectly, “and you're going to tell me exactly who you are and what you're doing here.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Cally,” the woman said finally, after Rebecca had asked several times for her name. “I... I'm... Cally Rogers.” 
 
    “Hi Cally,” Rebecca replied, keeping her voice down as they sat at the kitchen table, “it's nice to meet you properly.” 
 
    She paused, momentarily struck by the woman's emaciated state. Terribly thin and covered in wounds, Cally looked almost as bad as the corpses out in the pit. Although she hadn't really wanted to admit it to herself at the time, Rebecca knew that deep down she'd initially been worried that this woman was going to turn out to be some kind of ghost. She didn't know whether to be relieved or appalled that she was a real, live person apparently living in secret in Ted Armitage's farmhouse. 
 
    “I'm going to hazard a guess here,” Rebecca continued, “that you were once where I am now. So what exactly happened? How come you're not dead like all the others? And how the hell are you lurking in this house without him knowing that you're here? What kind of person doesn't notice that they're sharing their home with someone else? Even if you're really careful, he has to be aware that something's going on!” 
 
    “Please,” Cally said, her voice trembling with fear, “if he finds us down here...” 
 
    “You're going to talk to me or I'll scream,” Rebecca reminded her. She felt bad for issuing threats, but she knew she had no choice. “Try to understand.” 
 
    She waited, and she could see that Cally was starting to shiver. 
 
    “He's deaf.” 
 
    “I'm sorry?” Rebecca replied. 
 
    Reaching up, Cally touched her left ear. 
 
    “Here,” she explained. “I realized it quite early on. He's deaf in his left ear. I think his right one's okay, but the left...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off. 
 
    “Okay,” Rebecca said, nodding slowly, “that might be useful to know. I hadn't noticed.” 
 
    “I used to work in a care home,” Cally explained. “I worked with...” 
 
    Again, she hesitated. 
 
    “That doesn't matter now,” she added. “He also doesn't have great sight.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean that he doesn't always see things that I think he should see. I noticed the signs every so often, he has to physically turn to look sometimes. I think it might be both sides, it's probably something like glaucoma. I haven't been close enough to him lately to see whether it's getting worse, but he tries to move very slowly and deliberately. Not that he'd ever admit any of this, of course. He's probably too proud.” 
 
    “That might explain a few things,” Rebecca admitted. 
 
    “He also takes pills to help him sleep. I think he had medication for his heart, as well. I've seen a lot of pill boxes up by his bed, but I haven't had a chance to examine them properly. I actually think he might be in pain quite a lot of the time. When he thinks no-one's watching, he rubs the side of his belly, and he has ankle mobility problems as well.” 
 
    “How long have you been here?” Rebecca asked. 
 
    “I don't know.” 
 
    “Did he kidnap you from the road, like he did with me?” 
 
    Cally paused, and then she nodded. 
 
    “Okay,” Rebecca said, “and -” 
 
    “Christmas,” Cally whispered. 
 
    “Christmas?” 
 
    “It was the week before Christmas,” Cally continued. “That's when he picked me up. I was driving home for Christmas, and I took the road through this Twist Valley place because there were some jams on all the other roads. Not the last Christmas, because I know that happened while I was here. The one before.” 
 
    “It's July now,” Rebecca told her. “Are you telling me that you were kidnapped more than a year and a half ago?” 
 
    Cally nodded. 
 
    “You must have family out there,” Rebecca said. “Friends. Colleagues. People who miss you.” 
 
    “They probably think I'm dead by now.” 
 
    “Why has no-one come looking for you? Why has no-one come looking for all the women he's murdered?” 
 
    “He told me that the farm isn't on any maps. Something to do with someone building it illegally years ago. And he takes steps to keep it hidden, I don't exactly know what, but obviously it works. He says this place is very out of the way. I'm not certain, but I suspect that he might pay people off to make sure that no-one digs around too much. He told me quite a lot before he...” 
 
    She paused, and then she looked down at her scarred belly. 
 
    “He told me that I screamed too much,” she added. “That I screamed way more than any of the others and that it was off-putting, that I should have moved on to the next phase sooner. That I should have begged him more. He didn't put me in a wheelchair, though. I think he likes to change things up with each victim.” 
 
    “This whole thing is insane,” Rebecca pointed out. “I keep wondering whether I'm suddenly going to wake up and find that it was all a dream. It's almost impossible to believe, but I do believe you. And he brought you here, and I'm guessing you went through pretty much what I'm going through now.” She looked down at Cally's belly and saw several particularly thick scars. “I'm also guessing that you might have ended up further along in the process. He chained you up in that barn, didn't he?” 
 
    Cally nodded again. 
 
    “So how are you still alive? I've seen what he does to those women, he cuts off their heads sometimes, and he guts them.” 
 
    “He panicked,” Cally explained. “I don't know exactly how I survived, but I did. He told me I didn't deserve to be on his sick monument, and that he was just going to kill me and throw me down with his other victims. But then...” 
 
    She paused, as if she was reliving that awful day. 
 
    “Then a car arrived,” she continued. “It just pulled up right outside. He gagged me so I couldn't cry out, and he went to see who was in the car. I heard them talking, it was two men from another farm, they wanted to know whether they could borrow some equipment.” 
 
    “Didn't you try to get their attention?” 
 
    “I couldn't,” she replied. “I was barely conscious anyway. They left after a couple of minutes, he didn't have what they wanted, but he was really spooked. He kept going on about how no-one ever turned up at the farm like that, and he started getting paranoid that someone was onto him. I think that's why he rushed everything. He stabbed me instead of ripping me open, and he didn't check that I was dead before...” 
 
    Rebecca waited for her to continue. 
 
    “Before...” 
 
    “Before what?” Rebecca asked finally. “Please, Cally, I want to help you. I think we can help each other. We have to hurry, but first I need to understand... what exactly happened to you? Why are you still here?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    19 months earlier... 
 
      
 
    Crashing down into the murky water at the bottom of the pit, Cally Rogers finally let out a gasp of pain. As she hit a wet, rotten corpse, she rolled into the depths, quickly sinking beneath the surface. Naked and bleeding, almost sent into shock by the cold, she spluttered and reached out, quickly finding the side of the pit and hauling herself up. She lifted her head above the water and spat out a mouthful of foul, discolored water as the hatch slammed shut above her and the pit fell into darkness. 
 
    “Damn it!” she heard Ted shouting in the distance, and he continued talking to himself as he walked away. 
 
    Barely able to see a thing, since only a single crack at the edge of the hatch allowed any light into the pit at all, Cally pulled back against the wall and looked out across the array of corpses floating in the water all around her. She could taste the foul soupy liquid in her mouth, but she knew she couldn't make too much noise as she began to try to figure out how she was going to escape. 
 
    Wincing, she felt under the water and touched her belly, and she realized that somehow the blade of Ted's knife seemed to have missed any vital organs. Her blood was starting to color the water, however, and she knew that she was guaranteed to get an infection, so she turned and tried to climb up the muddy wall, only to find that it was far too steep. 
 
    Looking back across the pit, she saw that the opposite wall was a little rougher and more sloped, and she immediately understood that there was only one way she might ever be able to climb out. She began to clamber across the corpses, pushing several of them deeper into the water, and once she reached the other wall she immediately tried to climb. To her surprise, she found that she was able to make progress, and she could only pray that in his panic Ted might have neglected to put the padlock back in place. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Staggering away from the hatch, having put it back in place, Cally stumbled several times as she desperately looked around and tried to work out which way to run. She'd seen no sign of Ted since climbing out of the pit, but she knew that he must be around somewhere, and a moment later she heard the sound of something heavy falling in the shed. 
 
    She turned and looked over her shoulder, but Ted was still nowhere nearby, so she hurried to the side of the house and took shelter for a moment. Desperately out of breath and still bleeding, she felt as if she might pass out at any moment, and then she glanced to her left and saw the forest. She knew that she was many miles from civilization, but she figured that her only chance was to run as far away as possible and hope for the best. 
 
    Setting off, however, she stopped as she suddenly remembered Ted's words from a few days earlier. 
 
    “Do you think I don't have ways of monitoring my own land?” he'd asked with a grin. “A sparrow can't fart out there in that forest without one of my sensors picking it up.” 
 
    Staring at the trees, she realized that there were likely hundreds – if not thousands – of devices hidden all around. She imagined herself trying to get away, but deep down she knew that she wouldn't manage to run very far, and that Ted would certainly catch up to her and finish her off. She briefly considered screaming, but she knew that this too was never going to work. All she could hope was that the men with the car would return; until then, she needed to hide away and fix herself up. 
 
    Looking down, she saw the thick cut on her waist. 
 
    “Damn it!” Ted shouted in the distance. 
 
    Peering back around the corner, Cally saw that he was storming along to the other end of the barn. He seemed to be very busy, and she realized after a moment that he might well be away from the house for quite some time. She considered her options again, and then she crept around to the back door and pulled it open, before stepping into the house and hurrying up the stairs to find the bathroom. Although she was terrified that Ted might appear at any moment, she figured that he must have a medical kit somewhere, and once she was in the bathroom she began to carefully look through the cabinets. 
 
    Finally, with trembling hands, she took out a green bag and set it on the toilet, and she was relieved to find various bandages and solutions inside. 
 
    After looking out the window and seeing that Ted was still busy in the barn, she set to work cleaning her wound and trying to find some way to fix it up, at least temporarily. She thought back to her training, and soon she'd managed to put a bandage in place. She knew that she'd need proper medical treatment soon, but for now she carefully put the medical kit away and then took a few steps back. Her mind was racing and she was starting to wonder whether she might be able to find the keys to Ted's truck and drive away. 
 
    Suddenly she heard a banging noise, and she realized that he was back in the house. 
 
    Trying not to panic, she listened as he stomped through to the kitchen. Heading out onto the landing, she looked down and saw that the front door was open, but she told herself that it was too soon to try to run. She needed to come up with a better plan, and when she looked back across the landing she saw a door that appeared to lead up into the attic. Sure enough, when she hurried over and pulled that door open, she saw a set of steps leading up into the darkness. She briefly tired to figure out whether there might be any other option, and then she began to limp up the stairs in the hope of finding a place where she could hide. 
 
    At least for a few minutes. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “No, I'm going to be here a little longer than planned,” Ted said, pacing about in the room below as Cally sat shivering in the attic. “There's always so much to do here, and I really don't want to let that hole in the barn's roof get any bigger.” 
 
    She heard him making his way across the room. 
 
    “Monday, I think,” he continued. “Tuesday at the latest. Listen, I'll keep you updated, but I've been neglecting a lot of things out here that need doing, and I'm worried that it's all going to snowball eventually if I don't get a move on.” 
 
    Holding her breath for a moment, Cally continued to listen. 
 
    “Exactly,” Ted added. “Thanks for being so understanding about this, I just really need to get on top of it all. I'll make it up to you when I get home, I promise.” 
 
    After a few more seconds, Cally realized that the call seemed to be over. She listened as Ted's footsteps headed out onto the landing, and then she heard him stop abruptly. Terrified that he might be about to make his way up into the attic, Cally kept her eyes fixed on the darkness ahead and prayed that a patch of light wouldn't suddenly appear. She had no idea whether Ted used the attic regularly, although so far she'd seen nothing up there other than a few boxes. With each second that passed, she simply hoped that she wasn't about to be discovered. 
 
    Finally she heard footsteps heading downstairs, and she allowed herself to breathe a sigh of relief. And then, hearing the front door slam shut, she crawled across the attic as quietly as she could manage and she peered out through a small hole in one of the walls. 
 
    Ted was making his way back across the yard, and she watched as he disappeared into the barn. 
 
    For a moment, she considered going back downstairs and trying to find some way to escape, but she decided instead to wait and come up with a better plan. She knew that if she set off any of the sensors in the forest, she'd be quickly tracked down and killed; she also knew that, at least for a while, she was safe so long as she remained undetected in the attic. The thought of that safety was the only thing that gave her any hope whatsoever, and she told herself that she had to be absolutely certain of her next move before she tried to get away from the farm. She'd come up with a good plan, she was certain of that, and she simply needed to give herself a little more time. 
 
    “I'm going to go home,” she whispered to herself, as she began to gently rock back and forth. “I'm going to figure this out, and then I'm going to go home.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    19 months later... 
 
      
 
    “And you've been here ever since?” Rebecca asked after a moment, barely able to believe what she was hearing. “Seriously?” 
 
    “I sneak down at night and take food from the bin. That way he won't notice. I never take anything from the fridge, even if the bin's empty. I can't risk doing anything that might attract his attention.” 
 
    “You just sneak about, night after night?” 
 
    “He's not always here,” Cally explained. “He comes for a week or two at a time, then he'll go away for a couple of weeks, then he'll come back. I can never really predict when he'll arrive, I just have to be careful. When he's away, I spend a little more time downstairs, and I manage to put aside some extra scraps of food so that I've got something for those longer periods. Then, when he comes back, I go up into the attic again and...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off. 
 
    “I hear the screams,” she continued. “I think I heard you screaming the other day. Sometimes I think I should try to do something, but I can't, I just...” 
 
    She hesitated for a moment. 
 
    “I just can't do it,” she added finally. “It doesn't work like that. The worst time is the first night, because he always ties them to the bed in that room, and I have to be extra careful. I don't think you're the first one who's noticed me. I should have been more patient, but I hadn't eaten for almost a week and I knew there'd be something in the bin.” 
 
    She paused again. 
 
    “There was a lot of bolognese yesterday,” she added. “Most of it had been thrown away. It's been a long time since I ate that well.” 
 
    “I don't get how he never notices you.” 
 
    “I'm careful,” Cally said firmly. “I know what works and what doesn't. I don't ever do anything risky.” 
 
    “Does he never go up into the attic?” 
 
    “Not once,” she replied. “I don't know why, but I guess maybe I've just been lucky. Every time I think I should try to escape, I just know that...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off. 
 
    “He has all these devices in the forest,” she continued finally. “He told me about them and -” 
 
    “And you believe him?” 
 
    “How do you know it's not true?” 
 
    Rebecca thought about that question for a few seconds. 
 
    “I don't,” she admitted finally, “but I'm not convinced that he's some kind of tech-savvy mastermind. To completely monitor the forest, he'd need to have a hell of a lot of sensors.” 
 
    “He has gadgets,” Cally told her. “He has a drone.” 
 
    “Yeah, I've met his drone,” Rebecca muttered. “Listen, I'm not saying that he definitely doesn't have sensors out there, but that doesn't mean that we have to just sit around here.” She paused. “We outnumber him. He has no idea that you're still alive. That has to count for something, right? We can get a jump on him.” 
 
    Cally shook her head. 
 
    “I'm not staying here!” Rebecca hissed. 
 
    “You can't make me do anything,” Cally told her. “Ted told me, back when I was his prisoner, that I'm not very smart, and he was right.” 
 
    “You really don't have to listen to anything he says.” 
 
    “No, it's true,” she stammered, “I think I knew it already, but he helped me to understand. Whenever I'm under pressure, I always make the wrong choice. That's why I never dare to leave the attic for long. At least while I'm up there, I know that I'm safe. I've developed a system and it works. Even if he ever goes up there, I know where I'm going to hide and I don't think he'll find me.” 
 
    “You're living in fear,” Rebecca pointed out. “And filth!” 
 
    “Just until I come up with a foolproof plan,” Cally countered. “One that can't fail.” 
 
    “You're never going to find a plan that can't fail. Listen, we have to find a way to work together and bring this bastard down. I know you're scared, anyone would be after what you've been through, but he's going to notice you eventually. Please, I'm begging you, you have to help me get us out of here.” She waited for a response, and as she stared at Cally's eyes she began to feel as if she might be getting through. “Think of your family,” she added. “You want to get back to them, don't you?” 
 
    “More than anything in the world,” Cally sobbed. 
 
    Rebecca hesitated, before reaching over and putting a hand on the woman's knee. Cally flinched, but she didn't quite pull away. 
 
    “I'm going to get you away from here,” Rebecca said firmly, “and I'm going to make sure that you go home. This whole nightmare is going to end very soon.” 
 
    Cally opened her mouth to reply, but at the last moment she hesitated. 
 
    Suddenly they both heard a thud from upstairs followed by footsteps. 
 
    “It's him!” Cally gasped, as a door opened somewhere near the top of the stairs. 
 
    “I'll scream!” Rebecca hissed. “If you hide again, I'll tell him about you!” 
 
    Hurrying away, Cally disappeared into the next room, leaving Rebecca sitting all alone as Ted's footsteps clomped down the stairs. Although she desperately wanted to call out to Cally, Rebecca simply turned and watched as Ted stepped into the room, and then she squinted as he turned on the light. 
 
    “What the -” 
 
    Clearly surprised to see her, Ted stared for a moment. 
 
    “You nearly gave me a heart attack there,” he said finally, clearly flustered. “What are you doing in here, anyway?” 
 
    Rebecca looked over at the other chair and saw that it was away from the table, but then she turned and saw that Ted was already making his way to the fridge. 
 
    “I'm getting old,” he continued. “I rarely make it all the way through the night without having to get up and pee. Sometimes twice.” 
 
    “You told me I could explore the house,” she replied. “I can't sleep, so I rolled myself through here.” 
 
    “Suit yourself,” he muttered, before grabbing a carton of milk and pouring himself a glass. “I hope you're not thinking of doing something foolish like trying to steal a knife, though. If you think I haven't secured these drawers, you've got another thing coming.” 
 
    “The thought hadn't occurred to me,” she told him, before looking over toward the hallway as she heard the faintest sound of a creak on the stairs. 
 
    For a moment, she considered crying out and calling for Cally to help her. She knew that'd force the issue, and that Ted would be momentarily confused, but at the same time she also worried that Cally would simply try to run. Far better, she told herself, to wait and talk to Cally again, and to try to persuade her that they needed to work together properly. 
 
    “This is an old house,” she said. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Ted turned to her, and she thought back to Cally's claim that he was deaf in his left ear. 
 
    “I didn't catch that,” he told her. 
 
    “I just said that this is an old house,” she replied. “It must get quite spooky being here all by yourself.” 
 
    “Not really,” he said with a shrug. “I'm not given to imagining that things are going bump in the night, if you catch my drift. That kind of thing's for fools and simple folk.” 
 
    “You're lucky,” she suggested. “A lot of people would start thinking that they can hear things.” 
 
    “Well, a lot of people are idiots,” he replied as he made his way back across the room. “I only deal in straightforward matters, as you might have noticed. There's enough horror and pain in the world, without imagining that people hang about after they're gone.” He reached out to the light switch, and then he turned to her. “When someone's gone, they're gone, and that's the end of it. You'd do well to reflect on that fact before we get started again in the morning. Light on or off?” 
 
    She thought about that statement for a moment, and she realized that he genuinely had no idea that one of his former victims had not only survived, but was living some kind of terrified existence hidden away in his attic. 
 
    “Off,” she said finally. “Please.” 
 
    “Suit yourself.” 
 
    He flicked the light off, and then he headed to the stairs. 
 
    “Get some sleep,” he called back to her. “Tomorrow's going to be a long day, and I want you to have as much of your strength as possible. I want you to really start showing me what you're made of!” 
 
    Once she was alone, Rebecca realized that she was going to have to think of some other way to get through to Cally. After all, the poor woman was clearly far too terrified to confront Ted, even if – deep down – she had to understand that she couldn't spend the rest of her life living in the man's attic. Although Rebecca knew that a year and a half's worth of terror could never be undone so quickly, she also told herself that she didn't have time to gently coax Cally out of the shadows. 
 
    “I'm getting out of here,” she whispered to herself as she heard Ted's bedroom door swinging shut upstairs. “Tomorrow.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    “Isn't this just a lovely sunny day?” Ted said, beaming from ear to ear as he wheeled Rebecca out into the yard. “Take a deep breath of that air. Don't you ever worry about raising your daughter in the middle of a town? Think of all that pollution getting into her lungs.” 
 
    “What about your children?” she asked. “Did you raise them here?” 
 
    “Nice try, but you know I'm not going to break that easily,” he told her as he pushed her past the truck, the door of which he'd left open. “Today's going to be all about -” 
 
    Stopping suddenly, he looked over his shoulder and stared at the house for a moment. 
 
    “What is it?” Rebecca asked after a few seconds. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “You know what?” he said with a sigh. “I just realized I'm a complete idiot. I need to move some equipment that's in the barn, but for that I need to have the right keys for the drill and the -” 
 
    He hesitated again, before letting out a heavy sigh. 
 
    “Okay,” he continued, “I'm just going to have to leave you here for a few minutes while I go and root around for some old keys that I haven't seen in the best part of a year. I think they're in the office somewhere, or maybe the kitchen.” He paused. “I can trust you out here, can't I?” 
 
    “Yes, you can trust me,” she said wearily. 
 
    “I'll be back before you even have time to miss me,” he replied, turning and hurrying into the house. “I must have had a little bit of a senior moment just now. How could I have come out without the right keys?” 
 
    Rebecca turned to watch him go, but at that moment she spotted something glinting in the truck. Looking through the open door, she was surprised to see that Ted had left the keys in the ignition. She froze, realizing that there was nothing to stop her trying to climb into the truck; although she could barely use her feet for anything, she figured that she'd at least be able to apply pressure to the gas pedal, and that she wouldn't need to think about the brakes until she was a long way from the farm. 
 
    Glancing back across the yard, she saw the rough road that led off into the distance. Suddenly freedom seemed so attainable, and potentially so easy to grasp. She just have to be brave, and yet... 
 
    And yet it seemed almost too easy. 
 
    She looked at the keys again, and she couldn't help but notice that Ted had positioned her in the perfect spot. A few feet forward or back, and she'd never have spotted the keys at all. On top of that, he'd left her very close to the truck, so that she'd be able to reach out and haul herself inside. He'd also failed to tie her back into the wheelchair after letting her out earlier to use the toilet; she'd noticed that at the time and thought that it was odd, but now she was starting to wonder whether she was being subjected to some sort of test. 
 
    Slowly, after looking at the house one more time, she began to reach out toward the truck. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Well,” Ted said a few minutes later as he wandered back out into the yard, holding up a set of jangling keys, “they were in the last place I looked. I mean, of course they were. It's not like I would've carried on looking for them after I found them, is it?” 
 
    Stopping next to the wheelchair, he smiled as he looked down at Rebecca. 
 
    “Why so glum?” he asked. 
 
    She looked up at him. 
 
    “Huh,” he continued, before looking into the truck and seeing that the keys were still right where he'd left them. “Well, what do you know? You passed my little test.” 
 
    He turned back to her. 
 
    “Or was it too obvious?” he added. “Hell, I suppose I'm not quite as subtle as I'd like to think. I just made it all look a little bit too easy, didn't I?” 
 
    “I don't know what you're talking about,” she replied. 
 
    “I know that you do, but that's okay.” He swung the door shut and then grabbed the wheelchair's handles. “I'm honestly pretty chuffed. You're the very first person who's ever passed this particular test. You should've seen the rest of them, always clambering into the truck and trying to start the engine.” He chuckled. “Then there was always the moment when they realized I'd left it disabled. That was usually the beginning of the end for them, but not for you, huh?” He patted her on the shoulder. “No, you showed remarkable restraint, and that suggests to me that you're starting to learn. I think you're actually listening to me.” 
 
    He pushed her toward the barn. 
 
    “This changes things,” he explained. “I assumed that I'd have to spend the rest of the day punishing you. I even thought it might be time to move on to the ultimate stage, but now it looks like we can get on to something more enjoyable.” 
 
    He stopped her once again, right in front of the barn's metal door, and then he stepped around and crouched down to start fiddling with a padlock down near the bottom. 
 
    “This damn thing's getting rusty,” he muttered, struggling with the key. “Sometimes I think that if I didn't have bad luck, I'd... well, you know how the saying goes, right?” 
 
    With his back to her, he continued to fiddle with the padlock. 
 
    Slowly, Rebecca reached behind her back and pulled out the spiked metal object that she'd found under the front seat in the truck. It was the same object that had ruined her tire on the road, and now – as she turned it around in her hands – she realized that one swift strike could send the metal barbs straight through Ted's skull. She adjusted her grip slightly as he continued to work on the padlock, and then she held the metal chunk up and leaned forward slightly, ready to bash his brains out. 
 
    “Of course,” he said, stopping suddenly with his back still turned to her, “I suppose there's a possibility that you only think that you passed the test. What if I was subtle after all?” 
 
    He half turned, but he still wasn't looking directly at her. 
 
    “What if,” he continued, “it wasn't the keys that you were supposed to notice?” 
 
    She stared at the back of his head. Part of her still wanted to attack him, but now she was starting to worry that she might miss, or that he might be able to fight her off. 
 
    He turned to her, and after a moment he looked at the metal object in her right hand. 
 
    “It was originally part of a pulley system,” he explained, “but I added the little spiked parts myself. I'm kind of handy like that. I've developed a way of hiding it next to the tire using magnets, and then I can remotely set it to detach and shred the carcass when the driver's at a nice isolated part of the road. It's very good at its job, but I imagine it'd be equally good at cracking a man's skull open and bashing his brains out.” 
 
    He waited. 
 
    “Is that what you're going to try to do, Rebecca?” he continued. “Is that your big plan?” 
 
    She hesitated, and then – realizing that she most likely wouldn't be able to knock him out – she tilted her hand forward and let the piece of metal fall to the ground. 
 
    “Wise choice,” Ted said, nodding approvingly. “I might be getting on, but I still know how to defend myself. Better than some out-of-shape suburban mother, at least.” 
 
    “You can trust me,” she replied through gritted teeth, already regretting the fact that she hadn't struck instantly. “See?” 
 
    “Well, that's a complicated point,” he said as he picked the metal chunk up and got to his feet. “I bet you're just about starting to regret your choice there, aren't you? And there's the little fact that you still concealed it in the first place.” 
 
    “But I didn't use it,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Oh, Rebecca,” he said with mock sadness, “that isn't the test. The test is whether or not you take the damn thing out of the truck in the first place.” 
 
    “No, the -” 
 
    “I set the test,” he said firmly, as he turned and began to slide the door to the barn open, “so I'm the one who gets to say when you've failed. And I'm afraid to say that after a promising start there, you have failed.” 
 
    He stepped aside, and she saw the chains dangling in the gloom. 
 
    “That means,” he added, “that it's time for your punishment.” 
 
    “No!” she shouted, as he took hold of the handles and began to pull the wheelchair into the barn. “You can't do this!” 
 
    Reaching out, she grabbed the side of the door and held tight, desperately trying to keep him from taking her anywhere near the chains. 
 
    “This behavior is beneath you,” he told her. “Rebecca, please, don't make this any harder than it has to be. You can still get through today, but only if you take your punishment properly.” 
 
    “I'm not going in there!” she shouted. “I passed your stupid test!” 
 
    “And I'm telling you that you didn't,” he said, leaning over her and starting to prise her fingers away from the frame. “This only has to be as difficult as -” 
 
    “Cally!” she screamed, looking back toward the house. “Help me!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    “What did you just say?” Ted asked, letting go of her hands and taking a step back. “Who the hell are you talking to? Who's Cally?” 
 
    Staring at the house for a moment, Rebecca watched for any sign of movement. She knew that Cally must have heard her, but after a few seconds she imagined the poor woman shivering with fear in the dark attic. She opened her mouth to call out again, and then she slowly turned and looked up at Ted. 
 
    “Who's Cally?” he asked again, before tilting his head slightly. “I haven't heard that name in a long time, but there was a Cally here once, for a while.” 
 
    He paused, clearly suspicious. 
 
    “Why did you call that name out just now?” 
 
    “It's my daughter,” she stammered, hoping against hope that she might be able to put him off the scent. The last thing she wanted was to give up the element of surprise, or to expose Cally's position. “My daughter's name is Chloe, I was just... calling out to her.” 
 
    “You said Cally.” 
 
    “No, I said Chloe.” 
 
    She waited to see his reaction. She knew that her lie was somewhat tenuous, but after a moment she saw that Ted was furrowing his brow. 
 
    “Well, that doesn't change anything,” he told her, once again reaching past and trying to pull her hands away from the frame. This time he succeeded, before she had a chance to stop him. “Your husband and your daughter are hundreds of miles away and there's absolutely nothing that they or anyone else can do to help you. You're going to take your punishment properly, and then we'll see where we are by the end of the day. Did you really think that a baby was going to come to your rescue?” 
 
    “You can't do this,” she replied, turning and trying to climb out of the chair. “It's not fair!” 
 
    “It's completely fair,” he replied, grabbing her around the waist and hauling her back. “And even if it wasn't, you're really in no position to argue.” 
 
    Knocking the wheelchair over, he began to drag Rebecca into the barn, holding her tight even as she tried to struggle. He quickly managed to get her all the way over to the chains, and then – a little breathless now – he dropped her onto the floor and took a step back. 
 
    “You could do with losing a stone or two, do you know that?” he muttered. “What happened, did you never quite lose all your baby weight? Have you spent months and months eating bad food while grumbling about your expanding waistline to anyone who'd listen? I bet you don't post anything about that on your stupid social media pages, do you?” 
 
    “I passed your test!” she sneered. 
 
    “No,” he replied, shaking his head, “you really didn't.” 
 
    Stepping around her, he began to adjust the chains. 
 
    “Do you want to know something strange?” he asked. “I actually began to think that maybe, just maybe, I'd never get to this stage with you. I thought that by some absolute miracle I'd finally chanced upon a subject who was responding perfectly to my teaching. You should be proud of yourself, in a way. That still puts you in a very good light, even if you then made a little mistake. I still believe in your potential, Rebecca.” 
 
    Looking around, she tried to spot something she could use as a weapon. 
 
    “I hope you understand that I won't enjoy this,” he continued. “In fact, I blame myself for having not drummed a few things into your head sooner. Now, let me be honest, no-one has ever made it out of these chains alive, but that doesn't mean that it can't be done. Despite this little slip-up, you're still ahead of every other candidate who's ever been my guest here at the farm.” 
 
    He turned and looked down at her. 
 
    “Doesn't that make you feel -” 
 
    Before he could finish, she screamed and tried to stab him in the leg with the small trowel that she'd found on the floor nearby. When that failed, she reached up and tried again, but this time he grabbed her arm and pulled the trowel away with ease, before putting her hand against the floor and then slamming his foot against her wrist. 
 
    She cried out as she felt the bone break. 
 
    “What was that all about?” he asked, moving his foot away. “Are you just losing your goddamn mind today? Are you determined to undo all your good work?” 
 
    She reached out and tried to grab the trowel again, before slumping down as she realized that she was too late. She knew that she should have hit him with the metal object earlier, and that she could be on her way to freedom by now, and she silently vowed that she'd never miss another chance again. She was going to stop over-thinking things and start striking as soon as she saw an opportunity. 
 
    “Up you come,” he said, grabbing her by the shoulders and lifting her off the ground, then turning her around and grabbing one of the dangling chains. “You've got a lot to think about, Rebecca,” he added as he began to slip her broken wrist through one of the looped sections. “You really need to start thinking about a long-term plan here. You need to understand the benefits of cooperation.” 
 
    He stepped around her and smiled. 
 
    “Violence,” he added, “is tantamount to failure.” 
 
    As pain burned in her damaged wrist, she opened her mouth to tell him what she really thought of him. At that moment, however, she spotted movement in the darkness nearby, and she was shocked to see that Cally was slowly making her way up behind Ted, holding a large spade. For a moment, she didn't even dare to believe that what she was seeing could possibly be real. 
 
    “Violence,” Ted said firmly, grinning at her with smug satisfaction, “never solved anything.” 
 
    “You know,” Rebecca whispered, watching as Cally raised the spade up high, “I'm not sure that you're entirely right about that.” 
 
    She saw the very beginning of a quizzical expression on Ted's face, but this was interrupted as Cally let out an agonized scream and smashed the head of the spade against the side of his skull. Immediately crumpling to the floor, Ted groaned and reached up to touch the spot where the spade had hit him, but Cally smacked it against his head again, this time knocking him out cold. 
 
    As her damaged wrist slipped out of the chain, Rebecca dropped to her knees. For a moment she felt as if she was about to pass out and topple over, but somehow she managed to remain upright. Looking down at Ted, she told herself that there was no way she was willing to give him the satisfaction. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” Cally stammered, trembling with fear as she continued to hold the spade up, “I should have come sooner, but I...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off. 
 
    “I did it,” she continued, her voice filled with shock. “I actually did it. I just wish he'd seen my face before I knocked him out, so that he knew it was me. I wish I'd been able to make him suffer more.” 
 
    “It's okay,” Rebecca said, struggling to get her breath back as she looked down at Ted's unconscious body. “You're here now. It looks like you got him pretty good.” 
 
    She let Cally help her up, and then they began to limp together toward the door. Barely able to put any weight on her ankles at all, Rebecca felt as if she might collapse at any moment, but Cally was strong enough to support her and they reached the door relatively quickly, at which point they both stopped and looked back. 
 
    Ted was still on the ground. 
 
    “Should I kill him?” Cally asked. “I don't... I mean, I'm not a killer but...” 
 
    “We should tie him up,” Rebecca told her, “and make sure that he faces justice. Killing him's too easy. I want the police to tear this place apart and make sure that he pays for every life he ruined.” 
 
    “I'll wrap him up in those chains,” Cally said as she helped her over to the truck. “I think we should just leave him trapped here and then tell the police all about him. I can't believe he managed to go undetected for all these years.” 
 
    She set Rebecca on the truck's passenger seat, and then she looked back toward the barn. 
 
    “You saved me,” Rebecca told her. “I thought... I didn't actually think you were going to come.” 
 
    “I nearly didn't,” Cally replied, still watching the barn as tears ran down her face. “For a moment, it was almost as if my body wouldn't let me go into the barn again.” 
 
    “We can go back in there together, if you like,” Rebecca continued. “If it's too much for you, I -” 
 
    “No, I'll be fine. It shouldn't even take too long. I want to make sure that bastard gets everything that's coming to him. He deserves to rot in a jail cell for the rest of his miserable life.” 
 
    She hesitated, and then she stepped away from the truck. 
 
    “I won't be long,” she said as she walked back toward the barn. “Then we can get out of here. I'm finally going to go home.” 
 
    “We both are,” Rebecca whispered as she leaned back and took a deep breath. Her ankles hurt and her broken wrist was throbbing with pain, but all she could think about was the fact that she was going to see Phil and Chloe again. “And I'm never going to let either of them out of my sight again.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    “Becky, wake up,” Phil's voice said firmly. “Becky, you're not safe yet.” 
 
    Startled, she sat up and realized that she'd begun to pass out. Still in the passenger seat in the truck, she looked around and saw that Cally wasn't back, and when she looked over at the barn she realized that she wasn't quite sure how long she'd been unconscious. Had she simply dozed off for a moment, or had she been out for longer? 
 
    “You need to keep running,” she heard Phil's voice whispering, already fading away to nothing. “You can't trust anyone.” 
 
    “Hold it together,” she said, taking a deep breath, although she could already feel herself starting to slip back under. Although her mind knew that nothing was set in stone, her body seemed to be reacting to the fact that Ted Armitage was now a prisoner, and she had to really focus in order to stay awake. “Not long now...” 
 
    As those words left her lips, she saw movement in the barn, and a moment later Cally stepped out into the sunlight. Rebecca waited for her to come closer, but as soon as she saw Cally's face she realized that something was wrong. She told herself that she was worrying over nothing, that Cally was understandably and justifiably traumatized, but deep down she couldn't help worrying that there was some other problem. 
 
    “Are you ready?” she shouted, leaning out of the truck. “Did you tie him up?” 
 
    She waited, but Cally said nothing. Instead, seemingly frozen, she hesitated for a few seconds before finally starting to make her way forward. 
 
    “Is he awake?” Rebecca asked, but she was becoming increasingly concerned about the way Cally was behaving. “Hey, are you okay? Did you manage to tie him up so that he can't get away?” 
 
    Again, she waited for an answer. 
 
    “You didn't kill him, did you?” she added cautiously. “He needs to stand in a courtroom and pay for every single life he took.” 
 
    “He told me it's a test,” she replied. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He told me he's known that I was hiding all along,” she continued, as her voice began to break, “and that this is... it's another test. It's another chance for me to prove myself to him.” 
 
    “No,” Rebecca replied, shaking her head, “you can't listen to him. You tied him up, right? Tell me that you tied him up!” 
 
    “He told me that I have one more chance,” Cally said, as fresh tears began to roll down her cheeks. “He says that if I pass, I might be able to get out of here. He might let me go home if -” 
 
    Suddenly a gunshot rang out and one side of Cally's head exploded, showering Rebecca with blood. 
 
    Pulling back, Rebecca watched as Cally's body fell to the ground, and then she looked over at the barn just in time to see that Ted was making his way out with a rifle in his arms. 
 
    “No!” she gasped, grabbing the keys and turning them, starting the truck and then pulling the door shut. 
 
    She somehow managed to clamber into the other seat, and then she forced her legs down into the foot-well and used her hands to shift her feet until they were in position. Despite the agony, she managed to press against the gas pedal, and then she put the truck into gear and began to drive forward across the yard, turning right to avoid the barn and starting to aim for the dirt road. The truck bumped against a ridge of dirt, but she kept her foot down and focused on trying to get away as fast as possible. 
 
    Suddenly the truck slammed to halt with such force that Rebecca was sent crunching forward into the steering wheel. She let out a cry of pain as her head hit the windscreen, and then as she slumped back in the seat she felt for a moment as if she was once again going to pass out. Blood was running down her face, and a fraction of a second later the truck somehow switched into reverse and began to drive slowly backward across the yard. 
 
    Forcing herself to stay conscious, Rebecca reached down and tried to put the vehicle back into first gear, only to find that for some reason the stick wouldn't move. She tried a couple more times, as the wheel turned and the truck drove slowly around the side of the barn. 
 
    Looking out the window, she saw Ted watching from a distance, and she couldn't help but notice that he was tapping at his phone. In an instant, she realized that somehow he'd taken control of the vehicle. 
 
    “No,” she said firmly, convinced that there had to be a way for her to override whatever he was doing. “Come on, you can't do this to me.” 
 
    She reached for the stick again, but at that moment the truck bumped over something on the ground. Even before she looked out the front, Rebecca had a sickening fear that she knew what had caused the bump. Sure enough, the truck reversed a little further and she saw Cally's crumpled body on the ground, partially crushed into the mud. 
 
    She looked at Ted. 
 
    He was grinning. 
 
    Before she could react, the truck lurched to one side and picked up speed, racing backward around the other side of the barn. Grabbing the steering wheel, Rebecca tried to figure out what she should do next, but the truck was picking up speed now and she knew that trying to jump out would be suicidal. She also knew that even if by some miracle she survived, she'd have no way of escaping, so instead she turned and looked over into the truck's back seat and tried to figure out whether there was anything she could use as a weapon. 
 
    She saw a bunch of bags, and when she opened them she found that they contained various different tools. She quickly pulled out a large wrench, but she knew that trying to smack Ted on the side of the head would be difficult. The drone was also within reach, but again she had no idea how that might be useful. Finally, spotting a hefty-looking hammer, she reached for that and told herself that if she was going to go down, she was at least going to go down with a fight. 
 
    She looked out the window again, and she could just about see Ted over on the far side of the yard, still controlling the truck with his phone. 
 
    “Okay then, you bastard,” she muttered, tightening her grip on the hammer, “let's see what you're made of. You're not taking me alive. Not again.” 
 
    She waited as the truck reversed at speed around the house, but she knew that at some point Ted was going to have to make a move for her. Sure enough, the vehicle finally came to a shuddering halt right outside the front door, and Rebecca found herself staring out at Ted through the window as he stood just a few meters away. 
 
    The truck's engine was still running. 
 
    “Poor Cally,” Ted said, unable to hide a faint smile. “She really thought I had no idea that she'd made it out of the pit. Sure, I have a few problems with my hearing and whatnot, but did she genuinely believe I didn't know she was here? For that matter, did you believe it?” 
 
    He let out a little chuckle. 
 
    “I didn't plan for her to survive the pit,” he continued, “but when she did, I thought there was an interesting opportunity to give her one final chance. Of course, she failed that when she tried to help you, but there was something endearing about her desperate attempts to get me on her side.” 
 
    “Bullshit!” Rebecca snapped, still holding the hammer out of sight, waiting for him to make his way closer. The truck was rumbling as its engine continued to turn over. “You make all these rules up as you go along!” 
 
    “You've got me there,” he admitted. “To some degree, at least. But the overarching theme of helping you to overcome your imperfections is genuine.” 
 
    “You shot her in cold blood!” 
 
    “I don't like using guns,” he replied, “but sometimes they're the best way to tidy up a messy situation. That poor girl really believed me when I told her that I'd let her take your place. I almost feel sorry for her.” 
 
    “So what's next?” Rebecca asked. “I'm pretty sure I've failed your latest test.” 
 
    “Oh, that's an understatement.” 
 
    “So come and get me, then,” she continued, and again she changed her grip on the hammer. She was trying to work out how he'd approach, and how best to attack. 
 
    He stared at her, as if he was trying to reach into her mind. 
 
    “You look like a woman with a plan,” he said finally. 
 
    “I'm not in much of a position to fight back.” 
 
    “You never were, but you've made it this far.” He paused, before tapping at his phone again as the truck's engine continued to run. “If there's one thing I've learned, it's to never underestimate a woman who's fighting for her life. You can still walk out of here, Rebecca, even if you've made some bad choices over the past hour or so. You just need to be punished first.” 
 
    She swallowed hard. 
 
    “Come and punish me, then,” she said firmly. 
 
    She waited, but he simply tapped again at his phone. 
 
    “Did you mother never tell you,” he said finally, “to always buckle up when you get into a vehicle?” 
 
    She opened her mouth to ask what he meant, but in a split second she understood. 
 
    Before she had a chance to grab the seat belt, Ted sent the truck lurching forward, forcing it to quickly build up speed before hitting the brakes. Thrown forward, Rebecca again hit her head on the windshield, and this time she felt several ribs cracking on her left side as she crunched against the steering wheel. Almost immediately, the truck switched into reverse and raced back across the yard, before coming to a halt and then racing forward again. Reaching down, Rebecca tried to grab the seat belt, but she was too late. 
 
    The truck slammed to a halt and she was thrown against the windshield, and this time she let out a brief, agonized scream before the impact knocked her out cold. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    “Becky,” Phil said as he reached through the shattered window and grabbed her arm, “listen to me, you're going to be okay.” 
 
    As she began to open her eyes, Rebecca realized that the world seemed to have fallen silent. The truck's engine was no longer running, and after a moment the only sound she could hear was birdsong coming from the forest. She looked around, stunned, and then she turned back to her husband. 
 
    “Don't panic,” he told her. “Don't fight it. Everything's going to be fine now.” 
 
    “Where's Chloe?” she stammered, before hearing a gurgling sound. 
 
    Turning, she saw to her astonishment that her daughter was on the seat next to her, laughing despite the fact that she was resting on a sea of broken glass. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Rebecca asked, scooping Chloe up and brushing shards away from her leggings. “Phil, why did you bring her to this awful place?” 
 
    “You're going to be in peace now,” he replied. 
 
    “She might see something awful!” she told him. “She might smell that pit! What were you thinking?” 
 
    She turned to him, and in that moment she realized that something was still terribly wrong. 
 
    “You don't need to fight anymore,” he said calmly. “You've already fought so hard and so long. This guy's never going to let you go. You saw what he did to Cally. That'll be you one day. Just stay here with me and Chloe. I'm begging you, Becky. Don't keep fighting. Don't go back there. If you stay here, you don't have to know how he kills you.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Letting out a pained gasp, Rebecca opened her eyes and immediately felt a burning sensation in her arms. She twitched, and then she looked up and saw that her arms were raised high above her body, attached to thick metal chains that hung from the roof of the barn. 
 
    Looking down, she found that she was naked, and she saw that the concrete floor all around was stained dark with what she could only assume was the blood of all the other women who'd been in the same position before. She instinctively pulled on the chains, but she could already tell that they were far too firmly wrapped around her arms; she tried again, filled with panic, until she felt as if she might be about to tear her shoulders away from her body. 
 
    Hearing a faint shuffling sound, she looked straight ahead and realized that she could just about make out a figure in the darkness. 
 
    “You're awake,” Ted said, stepping closer until she could see his face. “That's good. For a moment there, I thought you maybe weren't going to make it. You took quite a battering but, hey, I found the hammer you were going to try to use on me. That was a decent, if rather desperate, little plan. You might have actually succeeded. Fortunately, I was pretty sure that you had something up your sleeve. You're not the best liar in the world.” 
 
    “What are you going to do to me?” she asked, unable to hide the fear in her voice. 
 
    “I think -” 
 
    “Are you going to kill me?” she continued. “Like you killed that other woman in here? Because if you do, you might as well just get on with it.” 
 
    “I might well end up killing you,” he replied, “but only if one of two things happened.” 
 
    He made his way closer. 
 
    “If you fail and I consider you to be beyond salvation,” he said calmly, “then there'll be no point continuing, and I'll put you out of your misery. The other risk, as far as you're concerned, is if I become distracted by another potential target. That happens more often than I'd like to admit, really. I'm working on one person, and then my head gets turned by another and I just can't help myself.” 
 
    He reached out and ran a finger against the side of her face. She flinched and pulled away, but she was powerless to stop him as he tried again. 
 
    “Your predecessor was unlucky,” he continued. “She might have been given another chance, if I hadn't happened to overhear you talking to your friend about your marital problems. You captured my interest in that moment, Rebecca, which meant that poor Emily's time was up. If I were you, I'd hope and pray very hard that I don't run into anyone soon who takes my fancy.” 
 
    “Just get it over with,” she sneered. 
 
    “It's understandable that you're feeling dispirited,” he explained. “Anyone would in your position, but you have to focus on the positives. How many times do I have to tell you?” 
 
    He clapped his hands together. 
 
    “You.” 
 
    And again. 
 
    “Can.” 
 
    And again. 
 
    “Still.” 
 
    And again. 
 
    “Make.” 
 
    And again. 
 
    “It.” 
 
    And again. 
 
    “Out.” 
 
    And again. 
 
    “Of.” 
 
    And again. 
 
    “Here.” 
 
    He grinned. 
 
    “You can still make it out of here,” he said again, before poking a finger at the center of her forehead. “Do you get it now, dummy?” 
 
    “I don't believe you.” 
 
    He tilted his head. 
 
    “You just tell people that because you like torturing them,” she continued. “Maybe you even fool yourself into believing it, but there's zero chance of you ever letting anyone go.” 
 
    “You're wrong.” 
 
    “Because as much as you try to act like you're above it all, at the end of the day you're just another sadistic bastard who likes kidnapping women and doing nasty things to them. That's a story that's as old as time itself.” 
 
    “I'm trying to help you.” 
 
    “Why am I naked?” 
 
    He opened his mouth to reply, but then he hesitated. 
 
    “Why do I need to be naked for this part, huh?” she continued. “You haven't got an answer, because there isn't an answer.” 
 
    “I need to expose your vulnerability,” he replied. “Your fragility. I need you to be stripped down to your basic animal level.” 
 
    “I think you just get a little buzz out of seeing a woman's body,” she snarled. “What's wrong? Is this the only way you can do that?” 
 
    “You should be thanking me,” he told her. “I'm revealing your soul here.” 
 
    “Rubbish!” she shouted angrily, as she pulled on the chains again. “That's the biggest load of crap I ever heard in my life!” 
 
    “You don't understand,” he said, shaking his head. “They never do, not really. It's one of the main parts of the test that they always fail.” 
 
    “The only one who's failing any tests here is you,” she told him. “It doesn't matter how you dress it up, you're just another sadistic bastard who goes around hurting people. You fail the test of being a decent human being, and all the other crap that comes out of your mouth is just nonsense that you use to fool yourself.” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” he said, shaking his head again. “You couldn't be more wrong if you tried.” 
 
    “You're just -” 
 
    “I'm trying to help you!” he shouted, leaning so close that she could feel his breath on her face. “Why can't you get that into your thick head? You have so much potential but you're ruining it all with these faults that you let run rampant through your life. Even now, when you should be begging me to show you some mercy, you're choosing to waste your time with all these nasty little insults. You don't even listen when I explain how I'm going to help you, and it's that pigheadedness that's going to trip you up.” 
 
    He took a deep breath. 
 
    “I don't care for your tone,” he added. 
 
    “I don't care what you care for,” she told him, “and I will never, ever listen to you. So you can save all your attempts to fix me, and you might as well skip straight to the end. We both know what that's going to be, anyway.” 
 
    She waited, but for a moment he simply stared straight at her. Although she'd meant every word of what she'd just said, she was starting to wonder whether he might take her literally. She flinched slightly, half expecting to feel a knife slicing into her gut, but instead Ted continued to keep his gaze fixed on her, almost as if something deep inside his mind had suddenly broken. 
 
    “Do you know why no-one has ever completed your little training program?” she asked. “It's because no-one can. Even if they could, you move on to your next victim before they have a chance.” 
 
    Again she waited, but she wasn't sure whether he'd even heard her. For a moment, she felt she could see the cogs turning behind his eyes, and she worried that she might have been a little too successful at getting under his skin. 
 
    “Well,” he said finally, “you've certainly given me a lot to think about.” 
 
    He took a step back, and for a few seconds he seemed genuinely shaken. 
 
    “I have to take a little trip for a couple of days,” he continued. “I'll give you food and water before I go, and then you'll just have to wait for me to get back.” 
 
    “You can't leave me like this!” she snapped. 
 
    “I'll be two days,” he replied. “You can handle two days. Don't worry, I've made sure that there's zero chance of you escaping. When I get back, we can move on to the next stage of my plan to educate you on living better. I'll prove to you that I have a system that really works, and I'll make an extra effort to show you the benefits as we go along. All that cynicism is going to get swept away, Rebecca, and it'll be replaced by genuine appreciation for my efforts. I will get through to you.” 
 
    With that, he turned and began to walk away. 
 
    “You can't leave me like this!” she shouted again, as she started pulling harder and harder on the chains. “Stop! You can't do this! Come back!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I'm just picking up some supplies,” Ted said the next evening, as he stood outside a restaurant a few hundred miles from his farm. “Did you ever notice how I say I'm going to the farm to relax, and I end up doing more work than ever?” 
 
    As a tinny voice replied to him over the phone, he took a few steps across the car park and watched traffic passing on the street. The lights of the cars were so bright, reflecting in the lenses of his sunglasses, and he watched the world going by as he listened to the voice in his ear. Taking a deep sniff, he noticed the smell of grass and damp cement. 
 
    “A real holiday?” He chuckled. “Yeah, that'd be nice, but you know I don't have the time. You should go on one, though. I'll even pay for the damn thing. You deserve one, after putting up with me for so long.” 
 
    He smiled as he listened to the reply. 
 
    “Well, think about it,” he added. “Seriously. Old Ted'll put you up in a hotel somewhere for a week. Room service, spa treatments, a minibar, all the luxuries. You just name it, and I'll book it.” He checked his watch. “But now I need to get going, because I'm starving and I've still got a long drive ahead of me. When I get back to the farm...” 
 
    His voice trailed off for a moment, and he watched another line of passing cars. Their lights were filling his sunglasses more than ever. 
 
    “Well, when I get back to the farm I've really got to throw myself into some good old-fashioned hard work, that's all,” he explained with a faraway look in his eyes. “I think it's going to be make or break for a few things.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “And here's your pasta,” the waitress said as she set a plate down in front of him. “Is there anything else I can get you? Some cheese, maybe?” 
 
    “No, that's fine,” Ted replied. “Thank you.” 
 
    As the waitress walked away, Ted took a deep breath and reminded himself that he had to eat. In truth, he'd somewhat lost his appetite over the previous few days, and he couldn't help but feel that this was all Rebecca's fault. She'd stood up to him in a way that no-one had ever stood up to him before, and more than anything he wanted to prove her wrong. She was a tough case, that much was certain, but he'd never shied away from a challenge and he wasn't going to stop now. She was certainly very special. 
 
    Picking up his fork and spoon, he began to eat. 
 
    “You're going to kill me.” 
 
    He froze, and then he looked across the table and saw Rebecca – beaten and bloodied, and still naked – sitting in the opposite chair. He knew that she wasn't really there, of course, but he was somewhat surprised to realize that he was hallucinating. That hadn't happened for a while. 
 
    “You know it,” she continued, “and I know it. You never see things through to the end. You just toss us all aside when you get to the hard part.” 
 
    “That's not true,” he wanted to reply, although he knew he'd look like an absolute lunatic if he started talking to himself in the middle of the restaurant. “You don't understand.” 
 
    “I'm you,” she replied. “Remember? The real Rebecca's hundreds of miles away in the barn. I, on the other hand, am a manifestation of your subconscious mind, and I'm the one who's telling you now... You're not going to complete your work. Rebecca's going to end up in that pit like all the others.” 
 
    Ignoring her, he looked down at his food. When he glanced across the table again, he was relieved to see that the hallucination was now gone. He looked around, worried that she might be somewhere else nearby, and then he took a deep breath and tried to pull himself together. 
 
    “I hate it when people dress up as cats,” a guy at a nearby table was saying, his voice almost impossible to ignore since it was so grating. “You know when they have a leotard and fake ears, and a fake tail, and then creep about and make cat noises? I hate that. Like, it makes my skin crawl.” 
 
    Rolling his eyes, Ted tried to focus on his food. 
 
    “And spoons dressed as people,” the guy added. “Why do some people get a kick out of putting little faces on spoons and holding them up like they're puppets? What kind of mind would enjoy something so stupid?” 
 
    Ted had to hold himself back from turning to the guy and asking him to keep his voice down. The last thing he wanted was to make a fuss in the restaurant, so he forced himself to hold his tongue and he tried to focus on what he was going to do to Rebecca once he got back to the farm the next day. 
 
    “Do you know what freaks me out the most?” the guy continued, apparently not done with his inane observations. “Child actors. Like, children should not be good at acting. At all. Whenever I see a child in a film or a show who's really good at acting, I just wonder what the hell is going on there. Like, how did that happen?” 
 
    “I'm really sorry,” a female voice replied, “but I...” 
 
    She hesitated. 
 
    “My head's really not in a good place tonight,” she added. 
 
    That was no wonder, Ted figured, since she was on a date with a loud, obnoxious guy who seemingly couldn't shut up for five seconds. Then again, he quickly reminded himself that the guy might simply be babbling because he was nervous, in which case wasn't it the woman's job to try to make him feel more at ease? In an instant, his opinion on the situation changed and he felt as if the guy wasn't getting a fair crack of the whip. 
 
    “I'm so sorry,” the woman at the next table continued. “I was looking forward to this date all week, and then, to tell you the truth, my mum called me yesterday and she lives hundreds of miles away and she lives alone and she had a fall and because of work I can't go to her until tomorrow and so here I am sitting here trying to be a good date but my mind...” 
 
    She sighed. 
 
    “I completely understand,” the guy replied. 
 
    “I'm so, so sorry.” 
 
    For the next few minutes, Ted found himself listening to more and more of their conversation. Something about their interaction was strangely compelling, although Ted could feel his blood boiling as he realized that the woman had completely mishandled the situation. In fact, she'd been extremely rude, and he was tempted to turn around and say as much right to her face. After a moment, however, he reminded himself that he needed to stay calm. He'd let his anger boil over a few times in the past, and that had never gone well. The last thing he wanted was to make a scene in public. 
 
    “It's happening again,” Rebecca said, and he realized that the hallucination had returned. “You're finding a new one, aren't you?” 
 
    “No,” he whispered. “It's not that.” 
 
    “I should have canceled,” the woman at the next table said finally. “I nearly did cancel, but then Hayley called and told me I'd be fine, and I listened to her. Since she's the one who set us up in the first place, I figured she knew what she was talking about.” 
 
    “In the ten years I've known Hayley, her longest relationship has been about a month.” 
 
    “Yep, me too.” She paused. “You seem like a really nice guy, Richard, and I'm sorry for wasting your time like this.” 
 
    “You haven't wasted my time. And, hey, when you get back from your mum's, we can always try again. Right?” 
 
    Try again? 
 
    Why would he ever give her another chance? 
 
    Once again, Ted wanted to turn around and tell the woman exactly what he thought of her, but he somehow managed to restrain himself, even as the date ended and the couple arranged to pay. 
 
    “It's just like I told you,” Rebecca said, watching Ted from across the table, “you never finish a job, because you always prefer to start a new one instead. That way you never have to face up to the fact that you're on a hiding to nothing. You never have to admit that you're one big, stinking, sloppy failure.” 
 
    The man and woman at the next table got to their feet and began to head to the door, still talking about the failure of their date. Ted kept his eyes fixed firmly on the hallucinated form of Rebecca, and he felt a flicker of anger as he saw the smirk on her face. Part of him wanted to throw the table over and scream at her that she was wrong, but once again he managed to restrain himself. He was going to prove to her that she was wrong, and he was going to start by heading back to the farm and starting a new training session. That bitch was going to learn that she was nothing special. 
 
    Getting to his feet, he set some money down on the table – more than enough to cover his half-eaten meal – and then he turned to leave, only to stop as soon as he saw the couple from the next table. They were over by the door now, and something about the woman immediately caught his attention. 
 
    She was perfect in every way. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    “Chief Inspector Noad? Can I grab you for a second?” 
 
    Having been going through a pile of papers on his desk, John Noad turned just in time to see Detective Inspector Warren Pacey standing in the doorway. Although he'd wanted to just swing by and grab a few things, Noad had fully expected that one or other of his colleagues would try to stop him for a quick chat. 
 
    “Make it quick,” Noad muttered. “I'm supposed to be on sick-leave, remember?” 
 
    “There's another missing woman,” Pacey explained. “I only found out about it just now, she lives a couple of hundred miles away. Her name's Rebecca Ballard, the police in her local area have been looking for her for a few days but they've found nothing apart from her abandoned car. It looks like she was in some kind of accident, but so far they've had no luck working out where she might have gone after the car went off the road.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this?” Noad asked, although deep down he already knew the answer to that question. 
 
    “I know you've been working on some theories, Sir,” Pacey continued, “and... I might be imagining it, but some aspects of this case seem to fit that stuff you were going on about a while back, about there maybe being a serial killer at work in the Twist Valley area.” 
 
    “You said this woman was in a car crash, right?” 
 
    “By all accounts, her vehicle was pretty badly wrecked. I'm waiting to get some images through now.” 
 
    “All the other missing women have left perfectly undamaged cars.” 
 
    “I know, but...” 
 
    “Why would he suddenly start changing his methods?” 
 
    “I suppose I just thought that this might still be worth looking into. I know you've been trying to get people interested in your theories, and I wanted to let you know that this case might be relevant.” 
 
    Noad opened his mouth to tell him that he had better things to be getting on with, but then he hesitated as he thought about exactly what Pacey had just told him. He looked down at his papers, and he knew that he should be getting home, but a niggling little sense of doubt was warning him that he shouldn't dismiss Pacey's new lead too quickly. Even before he was willing to admit the truth to himself, some part of him already knew that he was going to be late leaving. 
 
    “Okay,” he said finally, “you've got ten minutes. Tell me everything.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “She disappeared here,” Pacey said a short while later, as he pointed at one particular spot on a large map that covered a wall in the office. “That's just past the marker for Twist Valley, so technically she's within the zone that you identified.” 
 
    “She certainly is,” Noad muttered. 
 
    “She would have been coming from this direction,” Pacey explained, pointing at another section of the map. “She'd been to lunch with a friend, and then she'd done some more work before heading home. I remembered that you thought meals might be relevant somehow. Didn't you suggest that all the victims had eaten in a public place before they disappeared?” 
 
    “That's far from conclusive.” 
 
    “Sure, but there's a definite pattern emerging. Sir, I know I told you before that I was never quite onboard with your theory, but it's getting harder and harder to ignore.” 
 
    “You're not the only one,” Noad muttered grimly. “I've been trying to persuade people for years that someone's up to no good in Twist Valley, and all my suggestions fall on deaf ears. Sometimes I even wonder if someone higher up in the chain of command is trying to protect the culprit.” 
 
    “You don't seriously believe that,” Pacey said, before hesitating. “Do you?” 
 
    “Relax, I stopped thinking it might be an inside job a long time ago,” he replied, before stepping back and taking a broader look at the entire map. “Twist Valley is huge. It's certainly the place I'd pick if I wanted to disappear. Or to make other people disappear.” 
 
    “But there have been searches, right?” 
 
    “I got a couple up and running, but I never managed to persuade anyone to give me all the resources I needed. I have absolutely no doubt that someone could be hiding out there, covering their tracks and keeping a low profile, and just generally getting up to no good. It's really the perfect place for that sort of thing.” 
 
    “This Ballard woman has been missing for a few days now.” 
 
    “What about her background?” Noad asked. “Has she ever disappeared like this before?” 
 
    “I don't believe so.” 
 
    “And everything's alright at home?” 
 
    “As far as we can tell. She and her husband had a child last year, and by all accounts Rebecca's a devoted mother. Everyone our officers have spoken to say that it's completely out of character for her to run off like this.” 
 
    “It's always out of character until it happens,” Noad said sniffily. 
 
    They stood in silence for a moment, still looking at the map. Noad had previously marked out the spots where several women had disappeared. Although nobody else had ever taken much of an interest in his theories, he'd continued to carry out work on the side, gradually building up a collection of evidence so that he'd be ready to hit the ground running if the day ever came. He'd told himself many times to give up and stop wasting his time, but deep down he'd never been able to let the case go; he knew that he probably never would, not until his dying day. 
 
    “Go down there and talk to this woman's husband,” he said finally. 
 
    “Don't you want -” 
 
    “I'm sending you,” he added. “What's the matter, don't you think I can trust you with this?” 
 
    “Of course you can.” Pacey hesitated. “I guess I'm just... honored, Sir.” 
 
    “Find out everything you can and report back to me,” Noad continued. “I'm too old and grouchy to go running up and down the country after every possible tip. If you uncover anything that looks genuinely interesting, that's when I'll step in and take charge of the investigation. And whatever you do, don't tell anyone that you're there on my behalf, okay? Over the years I've developed a reputation as something of an idiot. There are plenty of people who are only too happy to explain that I'm chasing shadows.” 
 
    He let out a heavy sigh. 
 
    “I mean it,” he added. “If people know you're working with me, they'll treat you different. Like you're just another crank, infected by my stupid theories.” 
 
    “I can be there first thing in the morning, Sir,” Pacey told him, “and I should have a report for you by tomorrow evening.” 
 
    “That'll do just fine. No reports, though. Keep it unofficial for now.” 
 
    Again, they stood and looked at the map. 
 
    “Well?” Noad said after a moment. “What are you waiting for?” 
 
    “Of course,” Pacey replied, turning and hurrying to the door, “I'm sorry.” 
 
    Stopping just as he was about to leave the room, Pacey hesitated for a moment before turning to look back toward his boss. He looked for a moment at the map, and at the array of other evidence that Noad had – over the years – pinned to various noticeboards, and he felt a shudder pass through his chest as he considered the possibility, however remote, that they might be on the brink of uncovering something significant. He opened his mouth to ask Noad if he was sure he didn't want to tag along, but he quickly reminded himself that his boss wasn't the kind of man who liked to be asked the same question twice. 
 
    “How big is Twist Valley?” he asked again. 
 
    “Huh?” Noad turned to him. “A couple of thousand square kilometers.” 
 
    “That's pretty massive.” 
 
    “It certainly is. By the standards of our little land, at least.” 
 
    “And a lot of it's just... forest, right?” 
 
    “Indeed. There are houses out there, although they're not all on the grid, if you know what I mean. I've tried looking into the tangled mess of land ownership covering that place, and it's not easy.” 
 
    “So I guess it's almost like outlaw country.” 
 
    “That might be taking things a step too far,” Noad replied, “but... there's certainly enough room for the odd lunatic to get about without anyone noticing.” 
 
    “And do you really think that...” 
 
    Pacey's voice trailed off for a moment. 
 
    “Do you really think that some guy could have been out there, snatching people and doing all sorts of things to them somewhere in Twist Valley, without anyone ever noticing?” 
 
    “I noticed.” 
 
    “Sure, but...” He hesitated again. “It's just a lot to get my head around.” 
 
    “Mary Walsh was the first,” Noad told him. “At least, the first on my radar. Twenty-five women have vanished in and around Twist Valley in the decade since Mary went missing. The area's so vast, and the creep covered his tracks so well, that I'm the only person who's seriously put in the work to connect them all together. All women, all adults, all seemingly snatched from their cars. No bodies have ever been found.” 
 
    “How can this not be a bigger story?” Pacey asked. 
 
    “I've spent a long time trying to make it the biggest story in the country,” Noad replied, “but certain people just don't want to know. In a way, it's a good thing that this Ballard woman's a mother. That might help get her story onto a few front-pages. I shouldn't have to think like that, but I do. Now get out of here and find Mrs. Ballard's husband. Make sure you call me tomorrow, as soon as you know what's going on down there. Move!” 
 
    Without another word, Pacey turned and hurried away. 
 
    Left all alone, Noad looked back at the map. He tried once again to tell himself that everything was going to be okay, but he couldn't shake a sense of dread that was slowly rising through his chest. He'd developed a decent instinct over the years, and he was starting to wonder whether the disappearance of the Ballard woman might finally get things moving. If that happened, whole teams of officers could be sent to search key areas of Twist Valley, and there was a chance that they just might find something significant. 
 
    “Don't get too comfortable,” Noad whispered as he continued to look at the map, and as he imagined some crazed killer lurking somewhere in the forest. “You can't stay hidden forever.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    “She's seen you, you know,” Rebecca said, standing next to Ted a couple of hours later as he watched the figure in the window. “She saw you earlier, in the car park, and she's definitely seen you now.” 
 
    “Shut up,” he replied, keeping his eyes fixed on the window. He could see the woman's silhouette, and she certainly seemed to be looking back down at him as she spoke to someone on the phone. “I don't need you in my ear all the time.” 
 
    “It's already begun,” she continued. “While the real me is probably desperately trying to get out of those chains, you're already eyeing up my replacement. This is all so pathetically predictable, Ted Armitage.” 
 
    “You have no idea what you're talking about.” 
 
    “Then walk away. Stop researching her and stop going through her social media pages. Forget that she even exists. It's pretty easy for you to show me that I'm wrong about all of this. You could do it in a flash.” 
 
    Reaching out, she snapped her fingers in front of his face. 
 
    “Don't do that!” he hissed. 
 
    He wanted to tell her that he was merely taking an interest in the woman, but deep down he knew that it was more than that. Charlotte – he'd learned from some sleuthing that her name was Charlotte Walker – seemed full of potential, and he was certain that he could put her back on the right path. She was beautiful and smart, and he felt sure that she just needed a gentle nudge. Suddenly Rebecca didn't seem so important; suddenly Charlotte was the future. 
 
    “Please save me!” Rebecca screamed suddenly, dropping to her knees and grabbing the front of Ted's shirt. “I'm begging you, you were right all along! I see that now!” 
 
    “Of course I was right,” he replied, “but -” 
 
    “I'll do anything you want,” she continued, clutching his shirt as tears rolled down her cheeks. “I didn't see it until now, but it finally all makes sense. Everything you told me was true, I just needed time before I could see it. Please, Ted, help me be a better person. I'm entirely in your hands, I won't resist, not again. I need you to save me.” 
 
    Staring down at her, he realized that she was sincere. He could see the desperation in her eyes, and he knew that she wasn't lying. She'd finally come around to his way of thinking, and she was willing to open herself completely to his teaching. He just had to decide whether he was still willing to come to her aid, or whether she'd pushed him away one time too many. 
 
    “Please,” she sobbed, as she leaned forward and pressed her forehead against his belly. “Help me.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to reply, but a moment later he realized that she was starting to laugh. Confused, he watched as she looked up at him, and in a flash he saw that her tears were now tears of laughter. 
 
    “You fool,” she said, barely able to speak at all. “That's really what you want, isn't it. It's what you think might happen.” 
 
    “You disgust me,” he sneered. 
 
    “Even your fantasies turn against you in the end,” she pointed out. “You want to talk about disgust? When I see you, I see a man who does everything in his power to pretend that he's not just another murderer. Look at you, skulking about at night, stalking someone, having a conversation with an imaginary friend based on the woman who's hanging in your barn. Don't you think that maybe you're not quite right in the head? Don't you think that beyond all the death and murder and pain, this is rather...” 
 
    She paused, trying to find the right word. 
 
    “Sad?” she suggested finally. 
 
    He looked down at her, and in an instant she blinked out of existence. 
 
    “I'm starting to think,” he said after a moment, “that maybe I was wrong about you after all. It's Charlotte. She's the one who's going to be special.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The following day, as soon as Charlotte had made her way into the service station's food court, Ted hurried away from his truck and walked briskly toward her car. 
 
    Reaching into his pocket, he took out the spiked metal object and crouched down next to the side of the car, before reaching past the tire and carefully attaching the object to the vehicle. He took a moment to make sure that it was firmly in place, and then he got to his feet and headed back to his truck. Glancing around, he was relieved to see that he hadn't been spotted. 
 
    Everything was ready. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sitting in his parked truck at the side of the road, Ted stared down at his phone and watched as the tracking beacon blinked on the screen. The beacon hadn't moved for quite some time, and he knew that meant that his plan had worked perfectly. Charlotte's car was now crippled, and he just had to wait a little while longer so that he could turn up and offer to save the day. She was only a short way along the road, past a couple of turns, and he could feel a knot of anticipation tightening in his chest. 
 
    Soon. 
 
    “Poor bitch,” Rebecca said, sitting in the passenger seat. “She's about to go through what I went through, isn't she? Unless she manages to escape, that is.” 
 
    “No-one's ever escaped,” he replied, keeping his eyes fixed on the beacon. 
 
    “Not yet, maybe.” 
 
    “It's impossible,” he continued. “I have so many sensors around the farm, it's impossible for anything to move out there without me knowing.” 
 
    “There are one or two gaps,” she pointed out. 
 
    “It's fine,” he said firmly. “Everything's under control.” 
 
    “And the cycle begins again. Why are you wearing that hat, anyway? And what are those sunglasses about? Why do you always wear those when you meet a new one?” 
 
    “You're starting to irritate me,” he said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “I am you,” she reminded him. “What do you think the real Rebecca's doing right now, back at the farm? Do you think she's still trying to escape? I've got to admit, I'm surprised you were willing to leave her alone like this. What if some random person stumbles across the farm?” 
 
    “They won't.” 
 
    “But what if they do?” 
 
    “They won't.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “They won't,” he said for a third time, turning to her. “The place is hidden away. You know I have my methods.” 
 
    “This can't last forever, though,” she told him. “Nothing can. Sooner or later something's going to happen and your little fun will all be over. The only question is whether or not you'll let them take you alive.” 
 
    “The police are idiots,” he replied. “I know how to keep off their radar.” 
 
    “And what about -” 
 
    “I have my methods.” 
 
    “But what if -” 
 
    “I know what I'm doing!” he said angrily, as he put the truck into gear and began to set off after Charlotte's stranded vehicle. “I didn't get to where I am now by making mistakes. And why are you asking me all this stuff, anyway? If you're just a figment of my imagination, why are you constantly asking me questions that I already know the answer to?” 
 
    “You might well wonder,” she said with a smile. “Are you starting to get that tingling feeling again? The one you always get when you're about to snatch a new victim from the road? Did you get that with me, when you plucked me from safety the other day?” 
 
    Ignoring her, he focused on the road ahead. 
 
    “Give it a week,” she added, “and Charlotte Walker will be old news. You'll have yet another exciting new project.” 
 
    “Charlotte's going to be the one,” he replied, even though he knew that there was no need to rise to her bait. “I can feel it in my gut.” 
 
    “That's probably just an ulcer.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to reply, but at that moment he saw Charlotte's car up ahead, and he breathed a sigh of relief as he spotted her. Although he'd been determined to wait a while before showing up, he'd worried that she might set off to find help, which would have meant driving a little further to find her. Fortunately, she was already climbing out of her car, and she waved at him as he pulled over and cut the engine. 
 
    “Good girl,” he muttered under his breath. 
 
    “You're so excited,” Rebecca said as he opened the door. “It's almost cute.” 
 
    “Well, hello there,” he said, ignoring her as he removed his hat and sunglasses and began to make his way over toward Charlotte, “what seems to be the problem?” 
 
    “My wheel's wrecked, I think,” she replied. “I've got no signal, I was sitting here and waiting, hoping that someone would come by who might give me a life to the next town.” 
 
    “I can do better than that,” he told her, even as his heart pounded in his chest. “My name's Ted Armitage and I happen to know my way around a car. I've even got a load of tools with me. If you like, I can take a look at the damage and hopefully get you back on the road in no time.” 
 
    “That'd be amazing,” she said with a big sigh. “Thank you so much. You're a lifesaver!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    As he stepped out of the truck, Ted looked over his shoulder and stopped to watch the barn. He listened for a moment, but he heard no sounds at all. 
 
    No screams. 
 
    No cries. 
 
    No clanging of chains. 
 
    He waited a few more seconds, before telling himself that Rebecca Ballard would still be right where he left her. Assuming she was conscious, she'd have heard his truck arrive, and the last thing he wanted was to give her the satisfaction of rushing straight over to check on her. Far better, he decided, to let her stew a little while longer. After everything she'd said to him during the day, he wanted to make her suffer. 
 
    No. 
 
    That wasn't her. 
 
    He had to remember that. 
 
    The hallucination had been a product of his imagination, and he knew that it wouldn't be fair to blame the real Rebecca for anything that had happened during his travels. Still, he didn't feel like seeing her just yet, so instead he made his way around to the rear of the truck and looked inside. Sure enough, Charlotte Walker was still unconscious, and he was keen to get her up to the room and tie her to the bed. Then again, he knew that once he did that, there'd be no chance to bring her back down before... 
 
    Before. 
 
    “You're still zonked out, right?” he said cautiously, watching Charlotte's face in case there was any hint of consciousness. “Hey, if you can hear me, now's the time to speak up. I don't take too kindly to people trying to deceive me, so let's start on the right foot here.” 
 
    He hesitated, and then he looked back over toward the barn. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Pushing the wheelchair through the open doorway, with Charlotte slumped in the seat, Ted felt an immediate rush of relief as he saw Rebecca still hanging from the chains. Although he'd been confident that there was no way she could have escaped, a part of him had still been aware that leaving her alone for two days had been something of a risk. 
 
    Now, however, he allowed himself to grin again as he wheeled Charlotte over to the far end of the barn and stopped just a few feet from Rebecca. He could see fresh blood caked on her arms, and when he looked up at her wrists he was immediately able to see that she'd tried again and again to break free; she'd managed to tear the skin around the top of her hands, and he wasn't certain but he felt that her left wrist looked slightly elongated, as if it had perhaps become dislocated. 
 
    He waited, but so far Rebecca seemed to be unconscious. 
 
    “I'm back,” he announced. 
 
    No reply. 
 
    “Hey, I'm back,” he continued, before clearing his throat. “Come on, I know you're still alive. I brought something for you to see. Seriously, you won't want to miss it.” 
 
    He waited. 
 
    He furrowed his brow. 
 
    Making his way over to her, he nudged her shoulder. He could hear a series of rasping breaths now, but when he pushed her shoulder a couple more times he found that he still couldn't rouse her. The tops of her arms seemed distorted somehow, as if she's almost pulled them out of their sockets. Finally he patted the side of her face with his hand, hoping to make her stir. 
 
    After a moment, Rebecca let out a faint groan and lifted her head. She had trouble opening her eyes, and more trouble focusing as she tried to look at him, but finally her gaze slipped down until she was looking directly at Charlotte. 
 
    “Her name's Charlotte Walker,” Ted explained, stepping aide so that she could see properly. “I wasn't planning to pick anyone up during my travels this time, but she more or less just fell right into my lap. You wouldn't believe some of the things I heard her saying, and I just felt compelled to bring her here so that I could try to help her. I really, truly believe that I'm the right person to make her see the error of her ways.” 
 
    “My...” 
 
    Rebecca's voice trailed off for a moment. 
 
    “My replacement,” she managed to whisper finally. 
 
    “Don't look at it like that.” 
 
    “You're not going to work on... two of us at the same... time.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to reply, but then he hesitated. After all, she was right, even if he hadn't quite admitted that to himself yet. 
 
    “A lot of things are still up in the air,” he said cautiously. “It wouldn't be fair to rush to any kind of judgment. I had to take Charlotte when the opportunity presented itself, otherwise she'd have been lost. And there's just something about her...” 
 
    Reaching down, he brushed the hair from one side of Charlotte's face and looked at her features. 
 
    “There's something about her that gives me a really good feeling,” he continued. “It's in my gut, this belief that I know exactly what she needs and that I'm the only person who can give it to her.” He stared for a moment, almost mesmerized. “She's a good person, she just needs someone to steer her back onto the right path, that's all. She did wrong by this guy she was meeting for dinner last night, but at least she had the good grace to admit that she was wrong. That shows a level of self-awareness that some people – present company included – can be lacking from time to time. I've really got to hone in on that and -” 
 
    Before he could finish, Rebecca started laughing. Startled, Ted looked over at her and watched as her body twitched and jerked as she hung from the chains. Her laugh almost wasn't a laugh at all, it was almost some kind of spasm. He wanted to ask her what was so funny, but he knew that to do so would be to admit that he didn't understand, and the last thing he wanted was to look stupid. He also didn't want to let her see that she was getting a rise out of him. 
 
    “I should take her inside,” he said, as he began to turn the wheelchair around. “I just thought you might like to meet her, that's all.” 
 
    “How long before she ends up hanging here like me?” Rebecca gasped. 
 
    “Hopefully, that won't happen,” he replied, stopping and looking back at her. “She won't be a disappointment.” 
 
    At this, Rebecca laughed again. 
 
    “I wouldn't do that in your position,” Ted said firmly. “You're making a really big mistake. You're not endearing yourself to me one bit, and I shouldn't have to remind you that endearing yourself to me might be a very good idea right now.” 
 
    As she continued to laugh, he felt his anger starting to rise, and finally he let go of the wheelchair and stormed back over to Rebecca. Grabbing her throat, he squeezed tight and choked the last of the laugh out of her. 
 
    “You think you're so smart,” he sneered, looking into her terrified eyes, “but you're not! Do you think I care about all that crap you were going on about in the restaurant yesterday? Do you think it bothers me at all? You think you've got me all figured out, but you don't understand me at all! Every word you said to me last night was a lie! You were so pompous and smug, telling me all about how my mind works, but how clever do you feel right now, huh?” 
 
    He glared at her, enjoying her fear. 
 
    “What restaurant?” she asked finally. “I was here last night.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to reply, but then he hesitated for a moment. 
 
    “You know damn well what I mean,” he added after a few seconds, somewhat shaken by the realization that he'd managed to get the real Rebecca and the fantasy version confused. “Don't try to be smart with me. I'm going to go and attend to Charlotte, and that'll take me a little time, but I will be back for you tonight, and that's going to be your moment of reckoning. Until then, I'd suggest that you think long and hard about whether you're going to blow your last chance to accept my help. You still have hope, Rebecca, but it's running out. For the sake of your husband and your daughter, I'd like to think that you'll do the right thing.” 
 
    With that, he turned and started pushing the wheelchair out of the barn. 
 
    “Come back here, you bastard!” Rebecca shouted, pulling on the chains. “You can't leave me here again! I won't let you ignore me!” 
 
    He was already gone, however, and she could do nothing more than try yet again to pull free. She twisted in every possible direction, but her wrists were secured too tightly and she knew that she had no hope of escaping using brute force alone. With no other ideas, however, she couldn't stop herself trying over and over again, pulling so hard that after a few seconds she began to think that her hands might end up getting torn clean away from her wrists. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    Several hours later, standing in the kitchen and eating a sandwich, Ted looked out the window and watched the barn. Bathed in moonlight, the barn seemed somehow to be calling to him, although he knew that it was a little too early still to go over there. He wanted Rebecca to really think about what she'd done wrong, he wanted her to twist and writhe in agony and fear. 
 
    “You still have a chance,” he whispered, as much to convince himself of that idea. “You don't realize it, but you can still make it out of here. You just have to do the right thing.” 
 
    He took a bite of the sandwich he'd prepared, although in truth he wasn't really hungry. 
 
    Hearing a creaking sound, he looked over his shoulder. There was no sign of anyone else in the kitchen, and he knew that Charlotte Walker was still unconscious on the bed upstairs; in fact, he expected her to remain unconscious for quite some time to come, at least a couple more hours. 
 
    A moment later, however, he heard another floorboard creak, and he turned to look to his left. 
 
    “You're going to kill me,” Rebecca's voice said, and now Ted realized that he could see a silhouette in the darkness. “Just admit it,” she continued. “This is all just a pantomime that you're keeping going so that you can convince yourself that you gave me a fair shot, but tonight or tomorrow you're going to kill me and the only question is whether or not I get to go on your little monument of heads.” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” he replied. 
 
    “You're lying to yourself.” 
 
    “No, I'm telling the truth,” he said firmly. “I've given you so many chances. All I ask now is that you submit to my methods and let me guide you to where you need to be. The truth is, until the moment I kill someone, they're never entirely out of luck. There's always a chance to turn things around.” 
 
    “There's never a chance,” she told him. “From the moment they arrive here, they're all doomed. Even that new one upstairs right now. You're going to lead her through the same song and dance and then you're going to hang her up in that barn and then...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off for a moment, as a smile spread across her face. 
 
    “You're going to do the same thing to her, that you've done to...” 
 
    Again, she paused, and then she held her hands up and clapped them together. 
 
    “All.” 
 
    And again. 
 
    “Of.” 
 
    And again. 
 
    “Us.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to reply, but in that moment he heard the sound of a floorboard creaking over his shoulder. He froze, worried that Charlotte might have somehow managed to break away from the bed, but in that instant he heard another floorboard, then another, and he realized that he could smell something rotten. The smell was familiar, but it took a few more seconds before he was willing to admit where he'd encountered it before. 
 
    The pit. 
 
    He began to turn and look, but he stopped as soon as he spotted multiple silhouettes in the darkness. A flicker of fear began to burn in his chest, and somehow he was unable to shake the feeling that this had all happened many times before. 
 
    “They all know that I'm right,” Rebecca said firmly. “They all know, because they're all like me. And very soon, I'm going to be joining them, aren't I?” 
 
    Before Ted could react, several of the figures stepped forward. As soon as he saw their faces, he recognized them as the women from the pit, as the women he'd killed over the years. More of them made their way toward him, and he instinctively began to back away until he bumped against the sideboard. For a moment, too horrified to even begin to cry out, he could only watch as the women continued to advance, and he soon began to notice the cracking sounds coming from their dead bones. 
 
    “It's so cold down there,” Sylvia Reynolds said, her face partially missing after years spent down at the bottom of the pit. “Don't you want to join us?” 
 
    “You're not real,” he sneered. 
 
    “You told me I still had a chance to survive,” Cally reminded him as she edged closer. “You lied to me. You told me I had a chance, I did exactly what you asked, and then you shot me in the back of the head.” 
 
    “You deserved that!” he stammered. “You tried to hide in my house! You actually thought I wouldn't notice!” 
 
    “You lied to all of us,” Lydia Cole said, as several of the dead women stopped in front of him. “You brought us here and murdered us like common animals.” 
 
    “And you still think there's something noble about what you do,” Lizzy Burnett added. “Even after all these years. How long has it been now since the first victim?” 
 
    “No,” he sobbed, sliding down onto the floor, looking up at the women as they stood around him in various stages of decomposition, “you don't understand.” 
 
    “Let's ask her,” Andrea Souvelli suggested, and after a moment the women all stepped aside. “Your very first victim, all those years ago... Let's see whether she understands your sick, twisted mind better than the rest of us.” 
 
    “No, please,” he whimpered, but he could already see a shadowy figure limping toward him from the far end of the kitchen. “Why do you always do this to me?” 
 
    Unable to turn away, he watched as the rotten, almost skeletal corpse of Mary Walsh – the first woman he'd dared to pluck from the side of a road, almost a decade earlier – limped but surely toward him. Her flesh was horribly discolored, with pieces of bone poking through, and her legs were barely strong enough to carry her. Ted would have been more shocked, but in truth he'd witnessed the same vision many times before, even though he knew that Mary's body remained firmly at the very bottom of the pit, weighed down by all the other corpses. 
 
    “Don't,” he stammered, with tears running down his cheeks as he looked up at Mary's face. “Please...” 
 
    Opening her mouth, Mary let out a faint groan as gray water dribbled from her lips. As she began to crouch down, her bones clicked loudly, and a moment later she reached out and placed an icy hand on the side of Ted's face. He could only stare back at her with a growing sense of horror as he saw that thousands of tiny holes had been dug into her face, perhaps by worms or other parasites that lived in the depths of the pit. Her eyes were pale and glassy, although something dark was squirming about deep in one of the balls, just about visible. 
 
    “This happens every time, doesn't it?” Rebecca said calmly, clearly enjoying Ted's suffering. “This is why you do it, isn't it? Every time, for the same thing. This little reunion with all your victims. This is what gets your rocks off.” 
 
    Mary leaned closer to Ted. 
 
    “This is what it's all about,” Rebecca added. “Enjoy.” 
 
    Ted screamed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sitting all alone on the floor, surrounded by darkness and silence, Ted tried to get his thoughts together. The phantom version of Rebecca had been right: he'd imagined all the women standing around him so many times, although that didn't make it any easier each time it happened. 
 
    Finally, getting to his feet, he picked up the sandwich again. His hands were trembling, but he told himself that he'd have to eat before going back out to Rebecca. 
 
    Suddenly he heard a muffled voice from upstairs. At first he assumed that he was imagining the sound, but after a few seconds he realized that Charlotte must have woken up. He listened, and sure enough he could tell that she was trying to get off the bed, so he made his way through to the hall and looked up the stairs. 
 
    He hesitated, and then he walked up to take a look. He'd been planning to go straight out to Rebecca and see whether she was finally ready to do the right thing, although in truth he was glad of a distraction. As he approached the door to the second bedroom, he allowed himself a faint smile as he listened to the sound of Charlotte wriggling and trying to get free on the bed. 
 
    “Ah, there you are,” he said finally, as he leaned against the side of the door. “You woke up a little faster than I expected, but not a great deal. It's all good. You must be a little heavier than you look.” 
 
    “What do you want from me?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, first I'd like you to chill out a little,” he explained, before taking a bite from his sandwich. “There's no need to be rude just because you've found yourself taking something of an unexpected diversion. The truth is, I knew you'd never reach a town if you just went wandering off. You'd most likely have died of exposure, so I very kindly decided to bring you back to my place.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    Letting out a pained gasp, Rebecca twisted her arm and pushed against the base of her hand, and finally she applied enough pressure to break her own thumb. She screamed, but in that moment she forced herself to start pulling. After a few seconds, her wrist slipped out of the chain and she realized that was at least partly free. 
 
    Reaching up, she began to work on her other hand. She had to twist the thumb back, but this time she was more determined than ever to escape. She took a moment to gather some more strength, and then she snapped the thumb and forced her hand back through the chain until it came loose, at which point she slumped down onto the concrete floor and rolled onto her side. 
 
    Struggling to get her breath back, she realized that she was finally free. She'd beaten him. Somehow, her body wasn't even registering the pain as anything more than a dull ache. 
 
    She sat up and tried to figure out which way to go next. She still couldn't walk, and the wheelchair was nowhere to be seen, and she knew that she'd never survive if she tried to escape through the forest. Even if Ted somehow didn't manage to track her down, she'd die of exposure, which meant that she only had one option. 
 
    Attack. 
 
    Looking around, she tried to spot something that she could use as a weapon. She knew that she'd most likely only get one shot at Ted, which meant that she had to make it count. Barely able to even pull herself forward on her elbows, she nevertheless managed to drag herself over to the legs of a workbench, and then she carefully clambered up onto her knees and started looking through the various tools. Any one of them seemed like a decent choice, but she was more worried about whether she'd have the strength to strike him with enough force. Finally, she settled on a large knife and - 
 
    “Got you!” 
 
    Suddenly Ted grabbed her from behind. She tried desperately to snatch the knife, but she was too late and Ted quickly began to drag her back toward the chains. She struggled, but he quickly reattached the chains to her wrists and hauled her up, and then he stepped over to the side of the barn and flicked a switch, activating an arc light that almost blinded her with its intensity. 
 
    “You're proving to be a slippery customer tonight, aren't you?” he muttered as he made his way back over to her. “All those high hopes that I had for you are lost now, replaced by a genuine and very honest sense of what could have been. You haven't angered me, Rebecca, and you haven't hurt me. All you've done is disappoint me.” 
 
    Pulling frantically against the chains, she twisted in every possible direction as she tried to escape. The chains were tighter this time, however, and after a moment she saw that Ted was picking up the very same knife that just a moment ago she'd planned to use against him. He turned to her, and she saw that something had changed in his eyes. He looked like a man who was ready to kill. 
 
    “No!” she screamed. “Please, don't do this!” 
 
    Filled with panic, she pulled again and again on the chains. Whereas before she'd always tried to think her way out of danger, now she was resorting to sheer force. Some kind of primal terror was taking over, to the extent that she could barely think properly at all. All she knew was that she'd been so close to escaping, and now that last brutal sense of hope was being snatched away. 
 
    “Why are you doing this to me?” she sobbed, even though she knew she'd never get a proper answer. “Just let me go. Please, I'm begging you, I have a husband and a child, you have to let me go...” 
 
    She pulled on the chains again, more out of desperation now than any belief that she might – for a second time – find some way to escape. All she needed was one sliver of hope, one last chance. 
 
    “What do you think that's gonna achieve, huh?” Ted asked. “I already told you, I've got your replacement lined up. We both knew this day was going to come. And you have to admit, you've caused me a fair old bit of trouble lately.” 
 
    He stepped toward her and held up a large knife with a rusted serrated edge. Turning the blade for a moment, he let it glint in the light, and then he moved it down and drove it straight into Rebecca's belly. 
 
    “No!” she screamed, but she could already feel him starting to cut through her guts as blood splattered down against the floor. 
 
    “Don't feel bad,” Ted told her. “You were good. She's just better, that's all. I think she and I are going to have a lot of fun.” 
 
    He stepped around her. 
 
    “When I'm done here,” he continued, as he reached up and loosened the chains around her wrists, “I'm going to go and start her first lesson. Ordinarily I'd wait until morning, but tonight I'm just so fired up to get going.” 
 
    As soon as the chains were gone, Rebecca began to slump down, only for Ted to catch her from behind. 
 
    “Not so fast,” he said, turning her around and starting to drag her out of the barn. “There is one scrap of good news for you. As you know, some of my guests are simply thrown into the pit and left to rot, but some get the privilege of a spot on my monument. And you, Rebecca, have certainly earned that privilege. And then some.” 
 
    Barely conscious, Rebecca felt herself being dragged outside and around to the barn's far side. Her bare, battered feet bumped against the grass, until Ted stopped and turned her around, forcing her onto her knees. At that moment, she saw the spike of heads in the moonlight and she instinctively turned and tried to crawl away. 
 
    “It's too late for that,” he sneered, pulling her back and then shoving her down so that she was flat on the ground. Turning, he set the knife aside and picked up an ax that had been left leaning against the barn. “I've learned a lot from you Rebecca. Really, I mean that. And I'm going to apply everything that I've learned to Charlotte. Think of her up there in the room, waiting for me, not knowing the amazing opportunity that's about to be dropped into her lap. She and I are about to set out on a beautiful journey. I hope you envy her. You certainly should.” 
 
    She let out a faint, gurgling groan, but already she was thinking of her daughter. In her mind's eye she could see Chloe laughing in her crib, and she tried to focus on that image as she waited for the end to come. With one side of her face pressed against the grass, she felt the ground shudder as Ted stepped around her, and then she allowed herself a faint smile as she remembered what it felt like to hold Chloe after bath-time. The smell of the talcum powder. The light in Chloe's eyes. The sound of her laughter. 
 
    In a flash, Ted brought the ax crashing down, slicing straight through Rebecca's neck with one swift blow. After tossing the ax aside, he picked up her severed head and looked at her face, and her mouth twitched slightly as if – deep inside – some final part of her soul hadn't quite departed. 
 
    “Enjoy,” he said, before reaching up and placing her head on the top of the spike, then forcing it down until the spike's tip burst out through the top of her skull. 
 
    Rebecca's eyes opened wide. One pupil expanded, the other contracted, and her mouth opened as she let out one last gasp. 
 
    And then she was gone. 
 
    Dropping to his knees, next to Rebecca's headless corpse, Ted looked up at her face and felt a strange sense of calm wash through his body. He knew that he'd failed with Rebecca, but he was far more interested in the fact that he had a nice fresh student waiting on the bed in the spare bedroom. He took a deep breath, reflecting upon everything that had happened, and then he got to his feet and dragged Rebecca's body across the grass. 
 
    “You were good, I'll give you that,” he told her. “It's not your fault that I happened to bump into Charlotte. If that hadn't happened, you and I might have had a lot more time together. It's just that Charlotte's so special.” 
 
    He opened the hatch and threw Rebecca's headless body down, and he watched as it splashed against the other corpses and then slithered down into the cold water. 
 
    “Goodbye, Rebecca,” he said calmly. “No hard feelings. Things just didn't work out. If it's any consolation, I think I might actually miss you a little.” 
 
    After closing the hatch, he headed back into the house and took a moment to freshen up, and then he headed upstairs and through to the spare bedroom. He already had quite a spring in his step again as he contemplated all the exciting work that lay ahead. 
 
    “Okay, Charlotte Walker,” he said with a smile, “it's time to -” 
 
    Stopping in the doorway, he was shocked to see that the bed was empty, and that one of the slats in the headboard had been broken away. For a few seconds, he was too shocked to react, and he simply stared at the scene as he contemplated the reality that for the first time ever one of his guests had not only escaped from the bed but might actually have made it away from the farm itself. 
 
    “Well,” Rebecca's voice whispered, right behind him in the darkness, “now you've got a chase on your hands, haven't you?” 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Several days later... 
 
      
 
    “So is that your real name?” Charlotte asked. 
 
    “Is what my real name?” 
 
    “Ted Armitage.” 
 
    He glanced at her. 
 
    “Why wouldn't it be?” 
 
    “And why do you do what you do?” she continued. She looked outside again, and she saw that John was still working. “I mean, no-one kidnaps and murders people unless they've got a good reason.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    “Did someone hurt you?” 
 
    “Save the psychological investigation,” he replied, as he checked under one of the sofas. “You don't know anything about me, and you don't need to know anything. As far as you're concerned, I'm just someone you had a little run-in with, and soon I'll be out of your hair. I'm not some puzzle, waiting to be solved.” 
 
    “But what about -” 
 
    “I know what you're doing,” he added, as he went out to check the hallway. “You want some more information you can pass on to the cops when you eventually go and tell them everything. Relax, don't deny it, I already know that's what you're planning to do. The truth is, I'm not too worried. Sure, it would have been fun to get to know you a little better, but I honestly don't think you pose much of a threat.” 
 
    She looked out at John to make sure he was still working, and then she turned back to Ted. 
 
    “Once we say our goodbyes,” he continued, “that'll be the end of it. It'll be as if I just vanish into the forest. I've been doing this for long enough to know how not to get caught. I'd sure appreciate it if you don't tell anyone about me, but to be honest I doubt you'll be able to contain yourself. Honestly, it's no biggie either way.” 
 
    “So kidnapping me was just completely random?” 
 
    “I'm not getting into a deep conversation about this,” he replied, before stepping back into the doorway and looking at her, “unless...” 
 
    “Unless what?” 
 
    “Well...” He took a step toward her, and for a moment he saw Rebecca smiling at him from the corner of the room, right behind Charlotte. “I do sometimes open up to people, about my background and so on, but only in very special circumstances. I happen to have had quite a lousy few days before I met you.” 
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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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