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The Great Beyond is the harrowing final chapter of the Ted Armitage trilogy – a descent into madness, justice, and the terrifying price of unfinished business.

For fifteen years, Ted Armitage has haunted the forgotten corners of rural England, leaving a trail of missing women and silent graves. His methods are meticulous. His mask, flawless. But when a roadside encounter threatens to expose everything, the predator finds himself being hunted.

Chief Inspector John Noad has long believed something was festering in Twist Valley – something the official reports never dared to name. Now, with fellow officer Warren Pacey at his side, Noad finally sees the shape of the monster. As they dig into Armitage’s past, they uncover horrors no one was meant to find – and a truth that may not be entirely human.

Charlotte Stewart escaped Ted’s farm, but the trauma never left her. When the police come knocking, she wants nothing more than to shut the door. But some nightmares demand closure. To help stop Ted for good, Charlotte must return to the place that nearly killed her. What she doesn’t know is that Ted has been waiting for this moment. And she's not the only one walking into a trap.

In the end, the hunter, the survivor, and the killer will face one another in the shadow of something far older and far more sinister than any of them imagined.

The Great Beyond is a relentless psychological horror thriller about buried sins, the illusion of safety, and a reckoning that has been waiting in the dark.
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​Prologue
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“You don't have to do this,” Noad said firmly, staring at the barrel of the gun and trying very hard to remain calm. “Think about your legacy.”

“My legacy?”

Ted hesitated, before starting to laugh.

“I don't care about my legacy,” he explained. “I don't have a legacy. This has always been about two things, and two things only. First, there's my desire to help people. I only succeeded once, but that's not too bad, not when you factor human nature into the equation. And second, there's always been a battle, hasn't there? You and I have always been aware of one another, always fighting to come out on top.”

“I'm not sure that I'd put it quite like -”

“That battle ends today,” Ted said firmly. “After all this time, I've finally come out on top, and there's nothing you can do about that.”

“I don't think you really believe it's over,” Noad told him.

“It doesn't matter what you think,” Ted replied. “But if you don't believe me, then there's really one very easy way to prove my point.”

“Listen to me,” Noad said, holding his hands up, “I only want -”

Before he could get another word out, Ted pulled the trigger, firing a single shot that immediately sent Noad crumpling down to the forest floor.
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​Chapter One
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Several days earlier...

Out on a remote road in the heart of Twist Valley, with only a vast and ancient forest surrounding them for miles and miles in every direction, two figures stood between their vehicles.

“I'm sorry,” Wendy said, “what did you just...”

Her voice trailed off.

“It's just something that's been bugging me,” Ted Armitage said, as he removed his sunglasses. “I happened to be in that cafe yesterday. You know, the one with the big glass windows overlooking a car park outside the -”

“I know what cafe you're talking about,” she said cautiously, before swallowing hard. “That's not what I meant. I just don't quite understand why you're asking me about a private conversation I had there with a friend. Do you know Debs?”

“Oh, I was just in there minding my own business,” he explained, “and suddenly I noticed your voice. It's a little problem I get now and again, someone's voice drifts into my head and...”

He hesitated, and then he offered a nervous smile.

“Anyway, that's by the by,” he continued. “The point is, I overheard you telling your friend – Debs, right? - that you were thinking of breaking up with your boyfriend when you go back to university in September, and I couldn't help thinking that it sounded a little like you were... I don't know, stringing him along.”

Staring at him, Wendy seemed momentarily dumbstruck.

“Especially,” Ted added, “since you acknowledged that he's paying for you two to go to some music festival next week. Tickets, camping, travel, the works. I just think that if you're going to break up with the poor guy, you should maybe do it before you take advantage of his generosity. That just seems like basic human decency to me.”

He waited.

“You know what?” Wendy said after a moment. “I think I'm just going to wait in my car for someone else to come by and help me with my tire.”

“Oh, no, I'm still more than happy to do that for you,” he said, stepping toward her.

Flinching, she immediately pulled back and bumped against the side of her stricken car.

“It's okay,” Ted said, stopping again and holding his hands up, “I'm just a friendly passing mechanic. I reckon I can have that tire sorted in no time, although there might be some damage to the wheel itself. It's hard to know until I get a proper look.” He waited for her to reply. “Do you mind if I get in there and see what I'm dealing with?”

“Like I said,” she replied, “I think I'm going to be happier waiting for someone else.”

He stared at her.

“Is there something wrong with me?” he asked cautiously.

“No offense, dude, it's just... you're a little...”

Again, she hesitated for a moment.

“Thanks again,” she added, before turning and opening the car door, “but -”

Suddenly hearing his footsteps hurrying closer, she turned just in time to see that Ted was holding a syringe. For a fraction of a second she watched as he raised the syringe to her neck, and then – at the last possible moment – her training from an old self-defense class kicked in and she swung the car door open until it slammed against his chest, knocking him back.

Letting out a loud gasp, Ted fell down onto the tarmac, dropping the syringe in the process.

“Get away from me!” Wendy shouted. “Don't you fucking dare come near me!”

Muttering something under his breath, Ted grabbed the syringe and stumbled to his feet. Before he could turn to Wendy again, however, she smacked him in the chin with a powerful undercut that sent him staggering back and almost knocked him straight back down.

Sitting up, Ted felt as if his skull had begun to vibrate.

Turning, Wendy tried to climb into the car, but she almost immediately heard Ted rushing up behind her. This time, she turned and saw that he was holding a large knife with a serrated edge. Immediately stepping out of the way, she managed to avoid the blade by just a few inches as Ted lunged at her. The knife hit the side of the car instead, and in that moment Wendy grabbed Ted's arm and smashed his wrist against her knee.

“What the -”

Trying to pull away, Ted managed to drop the knife, but Wendy kept hold of his arm and shoved him against the car before putting an arm around his neck and pulling him back.

“Oh, you picked the wrong fight here,” she sneered, before slamming a knee into his leg, causing him to cry out in pain.

Shoving him back, she slipped a foot between his legs, sending him clattering once more to the ground. Slightly out of breath, she reached down and picked up the knife, and then she turned to see Ted staring up at her with a shocked expression.

“You want a piece of me?” she asked, holding the knife up. “Is that it? Are you some kind of psycho pervert who preys on lone women out here on the road?”

“Let's not get carried away,” Ted replied as he began to get up. “I'm only -”

“No!” she screamed, flashing the knife close to his face. “Stay down there!”

“Okay!”

He held his hands up once more in surrender.

“This isn't the time to do anything hasty,” he continued. “We both need to keep cool heads.”

“My dad's one of the top cops in the country, asshole,” she sneered. “All those self-defense classes I hated so much are really paying off now, huh?”

“Listen, I -”

Without letting him get another word out, she kicked him hard in the face, sending him crashing back down until he rolled onto his side and spat blood out onto the tarmac.

“You' re a real piece of shit,” she continued, stepping around him, still holding the knife. “Look at you. As soon as someone pushes back, you crumple like a cheap suit.” She adjusted her grip on the knife. “I bet you thought I was gonna be easy pickings, huh? I bet you thought my panties'd fall right off and you'd be slithering all over me. I've met guys like you a million times, and I'm more than ready to teach you a lesson. How do you like that?”

She waited for him to reply, and then she slammed a knee against the back of his head.

“Huh?” she shouted. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn't cut your heart out!”

“I don't think you're the kind of girl who cuts hearts out,” he replied breathlessly. “You might break a few but that's something else.”

“Do you think you're charming?” she asked. “I don't think you're charming.”

“I don't think I'm remotely charming,” he told her, keeping his eyes fixed on her face while making sure to retain awareness of where she was holding the knife. “I think maybe I've got the gift of the gab, especially in tight situations, but that's only of limited benefit.” He took a moment to clear his throat. “Listen, I think we've gotten off on the wrong foot, and there's been something of a misunderstanding. How about we each head off on our separate way? What do you say to that idea? Let's just wipe the slate clean and never see each other again.”

“What was in that syringe?”

“I don't -”

“What exactly were you planning to do to me?”

“Well, that's complicated,” he replied, unable to hide a faint smile.

“You think this is funny?”

“No, I don't” he told her, trying to push the smile away. “I just think that I don't need this hassle in my day, and I'm sure you don't either. Let's let bygones be bygones, let's admit that we reached an impasse, and let's get on with our lives.” He hesitated, as if he expected her to simply shrug and walk away. “You've made your point,” he added, as he wiped blood from his lips. “Lesson learned. Now, I don't think you want to escalate this any further and risk turning it into something that it doesn't need to be.”

“Risk escalating it?” she replied, and now she was the one with a smile. “What are you, some kind of comedian? You can't come at a woman with a syringe, then with a knife, and expect to laugh the whole thing off. Sorry, mate, but you're gonna stay down there until I can get the police here.”

“Right,” he replied, “and how exactly are you going to do that, considering the fact that there's no phone service out here?”

She hesitated for a moment.

“Well,” she said cautiously, “I'm going to start by checking your truck to see if you're operating some kind of jamming device.”

“How would that fit in a truck?”

“For all I know, you're some kind of tech -”

Suddenly he grabbed her legs and pulled her down, while pushing her arm away and slamming her wrist against the ground. Before she had a chance to react, the knife fell from her hand and Ted placed an arm against her throat, pushing hard.

“Don't feel too bad,” he hissed as he kicked the knife further away. “I'm going to take you back to my place, and I'm going to help you become a better person. By the time we're done together, you're going to be so grateful.” He licked his lips. “I think you're finally the one. After searching for so long, I've finally found the soul I'm going to save.”

“You forgot one thing,” she gasped.

“And what's that?”

“You're not the only one who carries a knife.”

He opened his mouth to reply, but at that moment he realized that she seemed to be reaching for something around her waist. He looked down, just as she let out an ear-piercing scream and plunged a pocket-knife straight into his gut.
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​Chapter Two
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“You stupid bitch!”

Stumbling to his feet and stepping back, Ted reached down and grabbed the knife's handle. He began to pull it out, only to remember at the very last second that the knife might very well be the only thing that was keeping him from bleeding out. A moment later, hearing a scuffling sound, he turned to see that Wendy had reached over to grab the other knife.

“You don't like a taste of your own medicine, do you?” she snapped, lunging toward him and slashing the knife at his face.

Pulling out of the way just in time, Ted shoved her in the back and then turned to limp over to his truck. He winced as he felt the blade sliding in his belly, but now he was holding the handle in a desperate attempt to keep the knife from falling out. As he reached the truck, however, he heard footsteps racing up behind and he turned just as Wendy rushed at him again.

This time she slammed against him and pushed him onto the truck, before holding the other knife up to his face.

“You don't get away that easily,” she sneered, her eyes filled with bloodlust. “I've changed my mind about handing you over to be questioned by the cops. I might as well just kill you right here and then call them. After all, it's blatantly self-defense. I just wonder what the police are gonna find when they start looking into your history. I'm not the first woman you've come after, am I?”

“You're making a very big mistake,” he told her.

She moved the knife closer to his face.

“Am I?” she asked, as she pressed the blade against his left cheek. “Do you really think so? Because someone here's made a mistake today, but I'm not entirely sure that it's me. The thing is, Ted – that is what you called yourself just now, isn't it? - you're way out of your depth. How old are you, anyway? Mid-fifties? Older? You're clearly in no condition to be getting in fights with people, especially not when they're not much more than a third of your age.”

“You've more than made your point.”

“You want to talk about making points?”

She moved the knife down until the blade's tip was pushing against his belly, just a few inches from the first wound.

“I can make points all day,” she told him. “I can make points until you beg me to stop. You see, that's the thing about me. I'm pretty chilled most of the time, but when someone really pisses me off, I tend to go a little overboard with the whole revenge thing.” She leaned closer. “It's a bad habit that I just can't shake, although I try my best. Tell me, though, what's your deal? Somehow I think this isn't your first indiscretion. Are you some kind of serial killer? Do you drag women back to some lair and do awful things to them? To be honest, you've got that whole serial killer vibe that I -”

Suddenly he slammed his head against her face, sending her stumbling back, and he followed that with a swinging punch that instantly broke her nose and sent her crumpling to the floor.

“Damn you,” Ted stammered, leaning against the side of the truck for a moment and taking another look at the knife in his gut. The blade had sliced a little further, and he knew that he needed to fix the wound before he lost too much blood.

Turning, he opened the truck's door and began to climb inside, only for the door to suddenly crunch against him as Wendy threw her weight against the window.

“Stop!” Ted yelled, struggling desperately to get free.

“You fucking psychopath!” she screamed, with blood pouring from her smashed nose. “I'm gonna make sure you never get a chance to hurt anyone ever again!”

Still pinned in the door, Ted reached into the truck and tried to find something he could use as a weapon. Quickly grabbing a knife that he'd left on the dashboard, he turned and tried to reach out to Wendy, only to find that he couldn't squeeze his arm through the gap. Reaching down, he lowered the window in the door, and then he drove the knife straight into her belly.

Crying out, she stumbled back, releasing the door and letting Ted clamber into the seat.

“Dumb bitch,” he muttered as he started the engine.

He leaned back in the seat for a moment, trying to ignore the pain in his gut, and then he looked over at Wendy and saw that she was still on the ground. Although he just wanted to get as far away from her as possible, he knew that he couldn't leave loose ends, so he took a deep breath before starting to climb back out of the truck.

“You want to try again, huh?” she snarled, holding the knife up toward him. Her hand was trembling, but already she was starting to get to her feet. “Bring it on!”

Ted hesitated for a moment, before climbing back into the truck and swinging the door shut. With the engine already running, he began to drive away, only for Wendy to scream and rush at him. He ducked to the side as she tried to climb through the open window, and he was powerless to stop her as she clung to the side of the truck and started slashing the knife at him. The blade caught his hands several times as he tried to push her away, but all he could do was floor the gas pedal and then swing the car around, hoping to dislodge her.

Still screaming, Wendy tried to stab him in the neck, but this time Ted managed to shove her back hard. Hanging from the window as the car raced along the road, Wendy tried again to climb inside, but Ted slammed his fist against her hand. With one final cry, she tumbled away from the window.

Looking in his rear-view mirror, Ted saw her rolling violently across the tarmac until she came to a juddering stop at the side of the road.

He slowed the truck, wondering whether he should go back and finish her off, but at that moment he saw that she was already starting to get up again. Although he considered the possibility of simply driving away, he knew that she was still a danger, so he put the truck in reverse and drove back toward her at full speed.

“You -”

Before she could get another word out, he slammed against her and she disappeared under the truck's wheels. The entire vehicle shuddered as it drove over her, and then Ted looked out the front and saw her crumpled body on the ground.

He stopped the truck for a moment, before snarling as he changed gear and drove forward again. He saw Wendy trying to get up, but he quickly drove straight over her. This time he heard an anguished cry that was cut brutally short as her bones splintered. He drove on a little further, before stopping and looking back.

Wendy was in the middle of the road, bloodied and broken but somehow – by some infernal miracle – she was still just about alive.

“Oh, I'm going to finish you close up,” he muttered, reaching for the knife again, “and then -”

Suddenly he spotted movement in the distance, and he saw to his horror that a van was trundling along the road. He watched as the other vehicle passed Wendy's car, and then as it ground to a halt just a few meters beyond the woman's shaking body. Frozen in place for a few seconds, Ted kept his eyes fixed on the van, but he could already see that there were at least two people in there, if not more, and he knew that he was in absolutely no shape to take on anyone else.

A door opened on the side of the van, and a man climbed out, clearly shocked by what he was seeing. Tall and broad-shouldered and clearly in good shape, the man took a step toward Wendy before stopping and looking directly at Ted.

Turning, Ted floored the gas pedal and began to drive away, even as the pain in his gut became stronger. He knew there was no way he could ever explain what had happened, so all he could do was get as far away as possible and hope that he was never linked to the dying, hopefully soon dead, woman on the ground. At the same time, she'd claimed to be the daughter of some high-ranking cop, and he knew that if this was true then there was no way her death wouldn't attract a serious amount of attention.

“Ungrateful idiot,” he muttered under his breath as he struggled to keep his trembling hands on the steering wheel. “Why couldn't you just accept that I was trying to help you?”
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​Chapter Three
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As soon as he stopped the truck outside his farmhouse, Ted leaned forward and rested for a moment. He'd barely made it back, but he knew that the hard work was only just beginning. Blood was soaking through the front of his shirt, and he realized that he was going to have to make his way all the way upstairs to the bathroom.

“You can do this,” he whispered, even as he felt himself getting weaker by the second. “You're not going to let some stupid little whore take you out this easily.”

***
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A short while later, sitting on the edge of the bath with his shirt off, Ted continued to examine the wound in his belly. He was fairly sure that he'd been lucky and that nothing major had been damaged, and he'd promised himself that there was no need to go to a doctor. Sure, he knew that he might be wrong about that, but any attempt to get help would be too much of a risk. He'd just have to trust his instincts.

Instead, he began to sew the wound shut, wincing at the pain but promising himself that it would all be over soon.

***
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Stepping out the front door, Ted stopped for a moment and looked across the yard. So far, everything seemed to be in order, and he tried to tell himself that there was no need to panic. He watched for a moment longer, just in case, and then he crouched down and set his latest drone on the ground.

“Okay, my friend,” he muttered as he wiped some dust from the engines, “you're just going to check the perimeter. We've done this before a million times. It's going to be a nice gentle reconnaissance flight for you, and you'll be back home before you know it.”

He took a deep breath, which he instantly regretted as he felt a sharp pain in his belly, and then he got to his feet. Taking his phone from his pocket, he brought up the app for controlling the drone and then he tapped to start the engines running.

On the ground, next to his feet, the drone shuddered to life, although after a moment one of the engines sputtered and stopped again.

“Come on,” Ted said, tapping a few more times as he tried to figure out what was wrong, “don't do this to me, not today. I just need you to work. I fixed your casing, didn't I?”

The drone began to lift slowly from the mud, although one of the engines was still shuddering. In normal times, Ted would have taken the damn thing inside and fixed it properly, but he was struggling to ignore a sense of panic and all he could think was that he had to send the drone out as an early warning device. There'd be time to fix any lingering damage later; at that moment, he switched the engines to their highest setting and watched as the drone slowly rose above his head.

“That's right,” he said, looking up as the drone hovered against the dull afternoon sky, “you can -”

Before he was able to finish, the drone suddenly dropped a couple of feet, although its damaged engine quickly began to surge and it managed to stay in the air.

“Come on,” Ted said, as the drone once again began to rise. “You're a plucky little thing, aren't you? Show me what you're made of.”

This time the drone managed to go a little higher, but the fourth engine was clearly still struggling. After a moment the drone began to fall again, and Ted instinctively reached out and tried to push it back up.

“Failure isn't the Armitage way,” he said firmly. “We don't do failure round here, remember? Now you're going to pull yourself together and get out there.”

He watched the drone, hoping that in some way his little pep talk might actually have helped.

“That's better,” he continued, as the drone managed to stay up in the air. “Now we're going to take it nice and gentle, okay?” He tapped to send the drone a little higher. “There you go,” he added with a grin. “You're such a star.”

Although somewhat wobbly, the drone continued its ascent, until finally it was almost clear of the farmhouse's roof.

Suddenly Ted heard a whooshing sound, and a moment later a helicopter roared into view, racing across the yard before heading out across the trees; turbulence sent the drone crashing against the side of the house, which cut the four little engines and left the machine clattering to the ground.

Stunned that he hadn't heard the helicopter's approach, Ted quickly told himself that it had simply approached from the side of his bad ear and that most likely it was off on some random mission. A moment later, however, the helicopter began to turn around, and Ted felt a tightening sense of dread in his chest as he saw the vehicle return to the yard and start hovering above the house.

Somehow he immediately knew that it was a police helicopter.

Turning, he hurried around to the other side of the house, almost tripping over his damaged drone as he rushed toward the kitchen. He grabbed a mask and slipped it over his nose and mouth, and then he took his rifle from the cabinet and made his way back outside. His hands were trembling more than ever, but he forced himself to stay focused as he loaded the rifle and then aimed it up toward the helicopter.

Almost immediately, the helicopter turned and began to fly away.

“Not so fast,” Ted sneered, before pulling the trigger.

To his surprise, he missed the departing helicopter. He aimed again, determined to succeed with his second attempt, but his hands were trembling violently and the second shot was no better than the first.

“Damn it!” he snapped, throwing the rifle hard against the ground as the helicopter took up position much further away.

Staring at the helicopter, Ted realized that he could no longer deny the obvious. In the fifteen or so years since he'd bought the farm, he'd never once seen anything fly over. A few hours had passed since he'd left Wendy dying on the road, and he figured that was enough time for the alarm to have been raised. Now, as the helicopter hovered in the distance, he realized that backup was almost certainly on the way and that – at the very least – the idiots from the local station would want to go over the farm with a fine-toothed comb.

“It's over,” he whispered, as the truth finally dawned on him. He stepped back, and as he did so his right foot crunched against the drone, smashing one of its engines. “All of it...”

***
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Standing at the edge of the pit, Ted poured more gasoline down onto the bodies at the bottom. He knew he wouldn't be able to burn them all, but he wanted to at least buy himself some more time. He watched as the gasoline splattered against the bodies that were poking above the surface, and then he grabbed the rags from the ground and held them out.

“I'm sorry, ladies,” he said, before taking a deep breath. “We all knew this was going to have to end one day.”

He hesitated, before setting fire to the rag and then letting it fall. As soon as the burning rag landed at the bottom of the pit, flames began to roar across the corpses, and Ted stared down for a moment before turning and starting to make his way toward the barn. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw that the helicopter was still hovering in the distance, and he knew that scores of police officers would already be on their way.

“You won't find much when you get here,” he said firmly, as he made his way around the barn and then stopped to look at his monument of heads.

In that moment, he felt a profound sense of sadness. A dozen heads were arranged on the metal spike, and each of them reminded him of a particular time in the past. He saw Anita's skull near the bottom, and he remembered the way she'd screamed for forgiveness as she'd died; he saw Carolyn's head, with some flesh still clinging to the bones, and he thought back to her desperate attempt to offer him anything he wanted; he saw Rebecca's head, still very much recognizable after five years, and he smiled at the memory of her final moments; and he saw the head of Suzie, his most recent victim, still fresh near the top of the spike.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
AMY CROSS

AUTHOR OF ASYEUM:&THE FARM: o





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





