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T

he flickering flames from the fire pit made their shadows dance merrily on the leaf-littered ground. The shadows stretched out behind them like giants and lay against the circle of trees surrounding the clearing. Alice could feel the cold on the skin of her naked body, making it break out in painful goosebumps. 

As she held hands with those on either side of her, all the faces that looked back at her reflected her own excitement. They were a sea of naked people holding hands, forming a chain of many rings around the worship circle. Alice was in one of the middle rows. All around her, the other followers stood just as quietly and just as cold. The dark woods were gloomy on that autumn day, lit only by the murky light washing over them from the fading sunlight above - what little of it was able to break through the cloud cover - and the flames from the fire pit in the middle.

The clearing was too big to be warmed up by only the flames from the worship circle. The locking of hands and the presence of the believers made it a church.

The sky was a slate-grey colour, looming over the stark brown landscape that in the summer months would turn into a luscious green. It was early evening, a strange time chosen for the ceremony to take place. There were no forest sounds, only a stiff breeze bending the massive trees and making the branches dance and whisper. A misty rain was falling, covering the orange, brown and yellow leaves with a thin layer of water.

Everything was damp and cold. It was all wrong. 

Usually, they would wait for the rain to stop so the ceremony could be held here in nature where they would feel closest to those ancient ancestors who they believed were best observed at night. 

Worship ceremonies were held in the forest, where the fire in the centre of the worship circle would glow brightly on their faces, and their naked skin as they sang praises to The Ancients. This ceremony was different. This ceremony was one of sacrifice. All of them had attended sacrificial ceremonies before, but never like this. 

The compound grounds offered plenty of space where such ceremonies could be held. The compound was built on the Marsden Moors. For such ceremonies they would normally sing and dance, feeling the mossy ground squelch under their feet. They would be whipped up into a religious fervour, shedding their modern concepts of social constraint as they danced. In the moonlight, they would dance and eventually, the worship ceremonies ended in the slaughter of a sacrificial lamb. 

She told them it would have to be immediately. The chosen one, the leader. It was more important that the ceremony be held right then. As if summoned by Alice’s thoughts, there was a murmur among the people and a figure stepped from behind the trees and made her way between the naked sea of people, all of them waiting in breathless anticipation.

An average-looking woman in her fifties with grey hair and a podgy frame walked to the firepit as the people parted and made space for her. Her footsteps were silent in the quietness of the forest. There was nothing remarkable about her outward appearance. If anything, she looked like a science teacher or a librarian. She had neat little hands and a round, puffy face with hanging jowls. It gave her the appearance of a bad-tempered boxer dog.

Alice had seen how that face would turn red with passion and excitement when she was whipped up in a frenzy during her sermons. Right then, there was nothing about the way she looked to indicate that she held the fate of all these men, women and children in her hands, yet over two hundred people stood quietly, waiting for her to start the ceremony. All of them waited for her to tell them what would be needed, what The Ancients would require from their children. 

As Agetha Norwood walked up to the worship circle, her large, hanging breasts swayed from side to side. In any other circumstances, she would be a comical figure, with her awkward nakedness, her grey pubic hair and the unflattering fat rolls that wiggled while she walked. Yet, she was anything but comical. Her very presence drew a person in and commanded respect. 

Now as she stood with her back turned to Alice, she seemed to regard the dancing, licking flames for a moment that stretched on. Someone had placed an enormous pot over the flames to boil. The contents of the pot boiled and bubbled, and Alice had never smelled anything quite like it before. It had a metallic undertone, the smell of blood, but there were other smells that Alice couldn’t identify. As she saw Norwood look at the bubbling pot, she had an uneasy feeling in the pit of her stomach and realized that she had been standing there twitching with barely checked terror for a while. 

Norwood turned around to face them, and it was as if the reflection of the flames was still burning in her eyes. They were glittering with a manic excitement. Alice swallowed at the lump in her suddenly dry throat. This was the first time since joining the church that the realization that Agetha Norwood was crazy, entered her mind. She tried to brush the thought away angrily as Norwood's voice rang out over them. 

"Children of The Ancients, I tell you now as I have told you before: The power of the unbelieving is no match for the will of The Ancients. But this world is broken, here, the unbelievers prevail while the true believers suffer! Last night The Ancients came to me in a dream." 

Norwood was pacing up and down in front of the firepit as she talked. As she spoke, her face was becoming darker as her straining heart pumped blood into the broken vessels there.

"They told me that the time has come for us to leave this world behind. They have shown me what would happen if we stayed, how we would be prosecuted, locked up for daring to stand in the footsteps of our ancient ancestors." 

As Norwood spoke, the memory came to Alice of a night not long ago... The blood... the bleating from the sacrificial lamb... how they all danced and sang... a bloody knife rising and falling, glistening black in the darkness...The mindless bloodlust that had enveloped them all...the mindless fornication that had been the conclusion. She felt sick at the memory and pushed it away. 

"I tell you now, we will thwart our enemies! We will leave this world as our ancestors did before the unbelievers tear us apart! I present to you the gentle sleep, an escape from our physical bodies.” She pointed at the simmering pot on top of the flickering flames. 

"I see fear in some of your eyes. Push those fears aside, for it makes you weak! You must be brave for what is to come! The weak may inherit the Earth, but only the strong will walk in the Otherworld with The Ancients!" 

Alice started because Agetha was looking right at her when she said it, between the heads of the people standing in front of her. She felt her hand being squeezed. The others had unlinked their hands from each other, but the man next to Alice was still holding her hand tightly. Alice glanced at the young man. She could see her own fear reflected in his eyes. He was so young, only nineteen years old, Alice thought. She was almost twice this man’s age, and she often felt ancient compared to some of the younger people in the community. Alice didn't know the young man’s name. Norwood had taken a special interest in him. Holding his other hand and standing quietly beside him, was the young man’s five-year-old daughter. His wife, the woman Norwood had picked for him to marry had died in childbirth there at the compound. He had been raising his daughter alone ever since. Now he leaned over to whisper in Alice’s ear. "What does she mean? Please, I don't understand." 

Alice shook her head; she didn’t understand either. If Norwood saw them speaking, she would take it as a sign of disrespect, maybe even call attention to them. Alice glanced at the faces of a few of the others. All of them were watching Norwood with open-mouthed awe. Like her words were mesmerizing them. Alice supposed it was. It had done the same to her many times before. Their eyes were glazed over like they were drugged. They didn't seem to be as worried about what Norwood was implying as the young father or Alice was. 

Alice looked over at Gail stepping up to Norwood's side now. Young, beautiful, enigmatic Gail had her own son by her side, pulling him along by his hand. Gail was one of Norwood's favourites, possibly the favourite. She held a lot of power within the community for someone as young as she was. Her son was only a little tyke, still a toddler. His eyes were large and an arresting, vivid, amber. He had the same strange eyes as his mother. He used them now to look up at his mother as she spoke to Norwood. 

"I am not afraid, Daughter of The Ancients! You speak the truth, that we all know in our hearts. We must leave this world and if we must, then let's do it as our ancestors intended!" Alice felt her mouth twist in distaste. She never liked Gail. She always seemed like the one true fanatic among all of Norwood's followers. 

Gail turned around and reached down. She picked up the handle of the ladle sticking up out of the pot. Scooping up some of the strange-smelling liquid, she blew over it with puckered lips, cooling it down. As Alice watched, Gail bent over and brought the spoon to the mouth of her son. She whispered into his ear as everyone watched. The little boy turned his face away, but after a few sternly whispered words from his mother, he seemed to drink. Gail too finished a few mouthfuls of the liquid and afterwards went to sit quietly to one side with her son in her lap. 

"Thank you, daughter of The Ancients!" Norwood shouted in exaltation. She invited the rest of her followers, one by one, to step forward and drink from the cursed pot. Feeling panicked now as more and more people stepped forward to drink, Alice realized what was happening and knew that the controlled atmosphere wouldn't last. They were drinking poison. Whatever else was mixed in with the blood, it was poison. Norwood wanted them to commit mass suicide. Alice was sure of it.

Alice turned around. Looking at the young man who had spoken to her a few moments before, Alice pulled him by the hand. "Come on. We must get out of here!" He looked at Alice, and thankfully the glazed look left his eyes. Alice saw the horror dawn on the man’s face as he realized what Alice had a few moments ago: that they were expected to feed the poison to the children, to drink it themselves and to die. This was different from the other sacrificial ceremonies. Even the last one... and at that one Alice had only been a spectator, watching. The lamb had given themselves willingly, so it had seemed okay. Not a lamb, a person! It was a person, and it was murder!

The truth of it came crashing down in Alice’s mind and might have unhinged her, but right then her will to live was stronger. Either way, she was awake. Fully, painfully awake for the first time in years. As she pulled the man along with her, leaving the circle, the young father faltered, pulling his hand out of Alice’s. His daughter had fallen, tripped over her own feet. 

"Pick her up!" Alice said to the man urgently. She didn't dare look back. Behind them, she could hear choking sounds, and people falling over, some of them were crying. It was all very slowly starting to unravel. The louder voices rang in the forest, shattering the silence. There was the sound of someone screaming. 

The young man picked up his little girl in his arms, carrying the child now, naked against his chest. Alice saw that they were not the only ones who were running. A few people had realized what was happening, what was going to happen. In their panicked faces, Alice saw that they were suddenly awake, just like she was. 

They ran between the trees, across the compound grounds. The gate leading to the outside world, to freedom, was locked. Alice tried to push with all her strength, willing them to give, but it was futile. They were locked tight. A few of the other people were pressed up against the gate, trying to push it open with their weight. Others were trying to climb the wall, but as Alice watched, those who got to the top were electrocuted by the current that ran through the barbed wire. They fell on this side of the wall, either lying still or twitching from the current still passing through them. No one gets in, no one gets out. Those who hadn’t attempted to climb over the wall to freedom looked at the twitching people with horror on their faces. They were frozen in fear. More and more screaming and choking sounds could be heard behind them, and Alice realized that they were not going to get out. Not by these gates anyway.

She stood back. "The other one! The one Norwood came through!" Alice was pointing to the opposite side of the compound. She didn't wait to see if the others understood. She started running in that direction. The gate on the opposite side of the compound by the stables was adjacent to a warehouse. Norwood’s private cabin was also there. That’s the direction she had come from. 

Delivery vans came through that gate, not by the main one. It was a service entrance. Members of the church were not allowed back there. Agetha Norwood usually took charge of these deliveries of essentials the compound needed to operate. Having never been through there, Alice hoped that they could get outside and away through the stables. 

It meant going back the way they had come. Going through the worship circle once more was the only way to reach that side. 

Alice moved as fast as she could while maintaining as much distance between herself and the chaos that was going on around the worship circle. One glance showed Alice a nightmarish sight, naked bodies moving around, their mouths and torsos covered in blood and gore that were glistening in the light of the fire. They had puked up blood, their insides tearing themselves apart. This was not the restful death that Norwood had promised them. 

A few others were lying in crumpled, unmoving heaps on the ground. Pools of blood were spreading around them. Men, women, children... the smaller bodies especially were turning Alice’s stomach painfully. They never stood a chance once their own parents in some cases force fed them the poison. 

Just as Alice reached the door of the stables, her hand reaching out to try the handle, she heard Norwood’s voice sounding strained “Get them! They’re trying to get away! Forgive them for they know not what they do!” 

Alice looked behind her and saw Agetha now bent over, puking blood onto the floor of the clearing. 

Alice didn’t realize it then, but this was the last time she would ever see Agetha Norwood alive.

Looking grimly ahead, Alice ran out into the cold afternoon light. She ran as she had never run before, through the stables. She didn’t try the gate at the service entrance, thinking correctly that Norwood would have seen to it that everything was locked up tight so that no one could escape. Instead, she ran into the forest on the other side of the stables. She didn’t stop to think about the young man, the little girl or any of the others who had tried to get away. 

Alice ran into the woods and found a hiding spot. She was terrified that someone, one of Norwood’s followers who hadn’t died from the poison yet would drag her back to the worship circle. Drag her back and force her to drink.

When the police busted down the gates of the compound the next morning, they found very few people alive. Alice, one of the handful to survive the Marsden Moors Massacre, almost died from exposure after spending a freezing night naked in the woods. 
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Arsonist on the Moor
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T

he Marsden Moors Estate in West Yorkshire, England was usually, a beautiful landscape of lush green hills, valleys and marshes. The landscape was made up of moorland, valleys, peaks and crags and has long been modified by man. At night it was eerily quiet there. The Marsden Moors was part of a heritage site and thus protected from development. That night after a recent bout of rain, it was covered with a thick layer of fog. It wasn’t just fog that made it difficult to see. There was a thick cloud of smoke still hanging in the air.

As Charity Paige drove up to the crime scene in her private car, she didn't have far to look because the flickering lights from police cars and the fire brigade told her exactly where to go. She was glad to see that the local police had already cordoned off the area. A few members of the press were standing a distance away where the yellow tape kept them clear of the scene. There were only a few. Charity thought that most were probably from the local paper in the closest town, Marsden population of less than five hundred people, according to the last census taken in 2021. They stood breathing vapour from their mouths and noses, some of them hugging themselves tightly. Some were notably coughing, uncomfortable because of the smoke but unwilling to leave.

Charity knew a lot of Scotland Yard inspectors detested working with local police. Charity wasn't like that. She knew that in most cases, a small-town policeman would work twice as hard because he or she took the murder of one of their own a lot more personally. 

She got out of her car and walked the distance up the path to where a bobby was keeping watch on the press. She flashed him her badge and he lifted up the tape for her. He was young, short and rather on the plump side. He looked nervous and Charity didn't blame him. She didn't know how long he had been a cop, but judging by his appearance, it couldn't have been long. She wondered idly if he was on the scene with the two other arson victims. She also wondered if it really was the same killer or a clever copycat. Nelson seemed to think it was the real deal. He wouldn't have sent them in otherwise. 

Nelson Kristoff, chief inspector and Charity’s direct supervisor was the person who put her on this case. She, and her partner, Inspector Arthur McNealy. She looked around for Arthur’s car but didn't see it, or him, anywhere as she scanned the faces of the other local police officers present. Seemed like she beat him to a scene for once. 

Walking up to the person standing with a few other officers, Charity recognized Sergeant Kevin Bishop as the person she was supposed to liaise with, by the epaulettes on his shoulder indicating his rank. "Good evening, Sergeant. Charity Paige. Good to meet you, sir." She outranked Sergeant Bishop, but he was clearly an old-school Englishman, probably from a few generations of cops. Sometimes it was difficult for them to take orders from a woman. Charity approached this problem by treating the man in question with more respect than his rank required in front of his subordinates. Being a female Inspector in Scotland Yard, she’s had to deal with different types of people. She had a good understanding of how they ticked.  

As Kevin shook her hand and smiled, Charity realized that she had misjudged him. His shoulders sagged in relief. "I'm very glad you're here, Inspector. We have no idea what to make of this. Come, I’ll show you.” 

He started walking towards the scene where medical examiners were still collecting evidence inside a structure that was burned to the ground. Charity followed him, curious to see the scene of the arson for herself. Her boots squelched on dead, wet leaves and stones as they walked. She was grateful for her warm coat and gloves. Her fingers would have been numb by now.

"I phoned chief Kristoff as soon as I confirmed that it was the same as the other two. We're not equipped to handle a serial killer. If it's a copycat, I guess your boss will take a giant chunk from my arse for getting you in before the coroner confirmed it." 

Charity understood why Bishop was intimidated by the chief of Scotland Yard Serious Crime Division. Nelson Kristoff could be a scary bloke. She shook her head to put the man at ease. "You did the right thing, calling us. Often a copycat killer is even more dangerous than the original murderer because..." She didn't get to finish her sentence. 

As she glanced back at the scene, one of the MEs moved aside, and Charity had her first look at the remains of the burned-down barn. The victim’s body, what remained of it, had already been removed to the mortuary in Richmond, a larger city about an hour’s drive from Marsden. From the level of burning that the victim sustained, there wasn’t much that Charity herself would be able to see, so she wanted to work the scene instead. She walked over, leaving Bishop to stare after her uncertainly.  

Charity crouched over a piece of wood that used to be the barn door. Before touching anything, she removed her thick, black gloves in exchange for thin latex ones. She lifted the piece of wood for a better look. It had a padlock on it that of course hadn’t gone up in flames. That was the first clue that it had been murder, and not just some unlucky bloke falling asleep inside a barn with a lit cigarette, or something equally pointless and stupid.

Next, Charity looked around for signs of accelerants, like petrol or lighter fluid that someone would normally use to help start a fire. She identified a few areas of intense localized burning. Then she looked around for pour patterns. If a liquid accelerant was used, then it would leave a trace of where it was poured or splashed around. Unfortunately, she couldn’t identify any pour or splash patterns. She got the hydrocarbon sniffer out, a machine that could help her detect the level of hydrocarbons in a specific area. She took samples indicating the highest levels of hydrocarbons and asked the ME to take the samples back to the lab in Richmond with them. 

As Charity pulled off her gloves, she went to stand over by a tree, a distance away from where the barn had been. Already that special Inspector sense that came when she knew she was dealing with a murder that was out of the ordinary - was tingling. Curiosity was the one trait all homicide investigators needed, plain and simple. It was one of the reasons why they chose to do a job that could be emotionally devastating. Arsonists were a special breed of monster. They often got sexual gratification from watching a fire they set burn something up. They got a thrill out of destroying things with fire. It was an obsession that often turned into an addiction. Of course, like with any addiction, the gratification part of it became more and more difficult to come by. Therefore, the arsonist had to up the stakes. It wasn’t a short leap from burning up things to burning up people, but once that line was crossed, the arsonist would never again be satisfied with only burning down a building.

Hunting down the perpetrators of one heinous crime after another sometimes took Charity away from her family for weeks at a time. It often led her right into the heart of hell. She needed her family to be there, as an anchor, a counterpoint for the sad and terrible she had to deal with, to bring her back from that edge. Charity was lucky. At thirty-six years old she knew by now how to balance the job and her family life. Sometimes though, like that morning when she had to leave the house in the early hours to come to a place like that, forsaking breakfast with her husband and daughter, it was less than ideal. She was lucky to have a very understanding husband. Richard had to be. They’ve been married for almost eight years. 

Charity was pulled from these contemplations by Bishop, walking over curiously to ask her what she was doing way over there. Charity smiled. “I think the arsonist may very well have been watching their handiwork from here. Get the MEs to expand the grid to include this area. Look for cigarette butts, sweet wrappers, footprints, hell, anything. I’ll see you back at Marsden police station. I’ll need to go over the files from the previous cases.”

She said this as she was walking away, back to her car. Bishop jogged a little to catch up with her. “What makes you think he was watching?” 

Charity scoffed. “What makes you think it’s a he?” Then she shrugged, “They usually watch.” 

“Why by the tree then? There’s plenty of other places he, or she, could have watched from.” 

Charity shook her head. “Not really. Arsonists are usually as afraid of fire as they are mesmerized by it. That tree gives enough cover for the perpetrator to be safe, and to still be able to hear the victim screaming.” 

She saw the disturbed look on Bishop’s face and felt momentarily sorry for the guy. The worst he was used to, was the occasional pub fight that got a bit out of hand or some useless wasted bloke beating his wife and kids after he had too much to drink. Even rape didn’t happen that often in these parts of Yorkshire. Not in a pretty, tiny little place like Marsden. It happened, but not so often as to make for very hardened sergeants on the police force. 

Once she was sitting behind the steering wheel of her car again, Charity dug her mobile phone out of her coat pocket and found Arthur’s number. His phone rang a few times and then went to voicemail. "Arthur, where the bloody hell are you? You were supposed to meet me at the crime scene so we could go over it together." 

She fell quiet, wondering if she should say more. Screw it, if Arthur wanted to get his knickers in a bunch because she was speaking her mind, then he was free to do that, but she couldn't just sit idly by and say bugger all. "Look, I know things have been tough at home lately. But the job is important. You know that. We need you here, fully involved. If you can't do that, then you should ask Nelson to pull you from the case before you get involved." She paused, wondering if she had it in her to push the knife a little deeper. Knowing what the real reason was behind Arthur being so distracted these last few months. "I do hope you won't need to do that because I need you. If you're going to work on the case, I'll meet you at Marsden station. They're taking the body away now. I think this is one of the strange ones. Right up your alley." 

That was all she wanted to say, hoping Arthur would take it seriously and think about what he wanted to do. Eight months ago, Arthur and his wife had gone through something so traumatic that Charity wouldn’t, couldn’t imagine surviving it herself. Now it seemed that their marriage was coming apart at the seams. Charity’s heart went out to both of them, even though she had never really cared for Arthur’s wife, Nicole.

Next, she dialled the number to her own house. Smiling when Harper, her daughter answered, Charity felt herself relax for the first time since getting into her car that morning. 

"Hey Poppin, how did you sleep?" They were all early risers. Harper was seven years old. As Charity glanced out the window of her car, the sunrise was just cresting over the tops of the trees. Sunlight made the early morning dew glitter around her. The natural beauty of the whole area stood in deep contrast to the police milling about, the burnt grass and crumpled structure that indicated something terrible had happened there. 

Charity looked away and let Harper’s prattling wash over her. She closed her eyes imagining having brekkie with her family.  

She spoke briefly to Richard, reminding him to check that Harper had her sports bag with her before they left the house. She had footie practice after school. At seven, Harper was already a very promising midfield player. Too soon it was time to go. Wishing she wasn’t in such a rush, missing them already, Charity said goodbye to Richard.  

She was glad that there was a bit more sunlight to see by as she drove down the winding dirt road out of the Moors. It would be just her luck if she got the car stuck and had to ask the local cops for help. Making a complete arse of herself wasn’t a way to show her competence and ensure their trust in her. As her car merged with the early morning traffic, she drove to Marsden, reminding herself to ask around for a bed and breakfast to stay at while they worked on the case. 

Perhaps, she thought as her stomach grumbled loudly in the small confines of the car, I could also see my way to having a bit of breakfast myself. 
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Chapter 2: 
A Man Apart
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A

rthur woke with a start, the nightmare chasing him all the way into the waking world. For a second or two, he thought he could still hear the sound of someone crying desperately as the car went up in flames right before his eyes. He sat up in bed, fighting to get out from underneath the duvet that made it feel like he was being buried alive. 
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