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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      A serial killer is on the loose, one willing to strike across the country. A family killer. The killer kills the husbands but rapes and tortures the mothers and daughters before killing them. There is always a mother and a daughter; it’s the killer’s MO. DI Richard Platt and his team are determined to find the killer before another family is brutally murdered. They have suspects, but no solid evidence. Something stands in their way, possibly someone within their own team.

      In Larksford House clinic, Melanie Foster was locked away to keep a secret, but her escape plan is set. For ten years, she has hidden behind a mask even she doesn’t yet know the meaning of. All the while she had been learning and honing her skills, exercising in her room, picking locks, and secretly trawling the internet for the information she needs. Now she’s ready to venture out into a world she knows less about than she realises, to find and confront the person responsible for her incarceration. To meet the family who threw her away, she needs to know why they did that.

      The head of Larksford House, Professor Albert Hicks Junior, watches as his plans to use Melanie as a test subject fall apart, as people he trusted within the clinic plot against him.

      The new nurse, Toby Washington, an American with his eye on taking over Larksford, has befriended Melanie, raising a problem for Hicks. Each knows he must strike the other, but who will gain first mover advantage?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Tuesday, 25th April.

      

      

      “Tainted Love” played on the radio as they drove back to the police station in Farnbrook. While DC Summers drove, DI Platt slept in the back seat, and DS Elford looked out the window next to her. None of them had any idea what had just happened. All their neat theories of Morris being a whack job psycho killer had been blown out of the water.

      The man had been as clean as they came. The search of his room had revealed nothing. His cell had been bigger, but it was free, and he had a job; what did he care? It was clean and tidy; Morris had decorated where he could. The room was near the recreation centre. It had been an old office until the prison got a facelift, and then it became a storage room and, after that, a home for Morris.

      There were pictures of Morris’s wife and daughter in cheap frames.

      This puzzled Platt. Where had he gotten the photographs from? Then they found the letters from his daughter, even some from his wife. Talk about messed up, Platt had thought. In one of the letters, the wife apologized for getting him locked up and explained his drinking had gotten out of control, and the only way to help him was to get him locked up.

      What a bitch, Elford had sworn when he read the letter.

      ‘Sometimes, we do the wrong thing for the right reason,’ Platt had said, but he was also thinking the same as his DS.

      ‘Sounds like motive to me, guv,’ Summers had said until she realized that was the fifth letter from over a hundred.

      ‘Wow, thought my family was messed up,’ Elford had joked.
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        * * *

      

      The next tune on the radio was some remake from an old sixty’s song. Pity they’d trashed it, Summers thought; she loved the original version. Summers changed the station using the controls on the steering wheel to Radio 2. Elford said nothing. He just kept staring out the side window, his thoughts a million miles away. The case was messing with his head. It was meant to be simple.

      A nut job kills people; they catch the killer and are back in time for tea and toast. Well, in the perfect world of television or the movies. But this wasn’t a perfect world; it had been almost a year, and they were only now breaking ground. Nothing, in this case, fitted any pattern. The killer liked travelling; he picked his targets and studied them. He is proficient in forensics. He leaves plants that are also a message; worst of all, he has no qualms about going after police families.

      Summers drove on, Platt slept, and Elford continued staring at the world as it whizzed by. A rain shower seemed to come out of nowhere, a passing cloud with too much cargo. The wipers came on automatically and freed a clear view. Less for the song on the radio, the car was silent, giving them time to think and reflect. Summers thought back to Platt’s family’s photo that he had shown her, which had the same fountain in the background of the painting and the photograph. Why was this damned fountain in both pictures? She used the voice command of the car’s handsfree system and asked it to call Mike Leeds, a friend who worked at her station.

      ‘Hey, Mike, it’s Kate. Yeah, Hi. Look, Mike, can you do me a favour? Find out what you can about Larksford House… what… yes, that place. Yes… anything you can, especially going back to before it was taken over by a man named Hicks,’ she asked. Her voice was husky, and friendly with a touch of flirtation. As Summers ended the call, she returned her concentration to the road.

      Elford was still looking out of the window, and Platt still lay in the same position in the backseat. Only this time, he had one eye open.

      Platt had taken in her request to her friend at the station. Slowly he closed the eye, just in time as Summers checked on Platt using the rear-view mirror. As she looked back at the road, he opened his eyes again; this time, they had a maddening look. Platt was less than happy. She was looking into places she really shouldn’t.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      The door to the interview room swung open, and a man in a thousand-pound suit stood next to the custody sergeant. Toby Washington, a new nurse who had left America to work at Larksford House clinic, something his successful surgeon father was happy about, but wanted to make his own name in a different field, looked around at the man and shot the man a look of disdain. Toby knew a lawyer when he saw one; he’d seen enough of them in his dad’s business, and they all seemed to look the same – smug. As if they had more power than God.

      ‘I would appreciate it if you stopped questioning my man right now,’ the lawyer said. He was tall and thin, with a full head of black hair, and whitened teeth.

      ‘I’m assessing him if you don’t mind,’ Toby corrected the man.

      ‘For what?’ the lawyer asked with a searching look.

      ‘To see if your man is just a sick bastard or a serial killer,’ said Sergeant Simon Geoffreys as he stood behind Toby.

      ‘Either way, this is terminated,’ the lawyer said, pushing his way in and sitting on the table, trying to block Toby’s view.

      Toby laughed and stood up, shaking his head as he began to leave. Suddenly he stopped and turned to face them. ‘Pro bono lawyers are getting better dressed by the minute,’ Toby joked.

      ‘I’m not free, my firm is on retainer, and I was told to come in and represent Mr Brown,’ the lawyer said smugly, not realising until the last minute what had occurred.

      Toby smiled and walked out of the room.

      ‘What do we do now?’ Dr Sarah Owen said disappointedly, brushing her fingers across the fringe of her blonde hair. Owen was the local GP who had been called to assess Bill Brown’s physical state.

      ‘Nothing, it’s a police problem now; we were here just to assess him,’ Toby said, shrugging. ‘But if I was the police… I’d be trying to find out who was paying the bills.’
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        * * *

      

      Jason and Abby Freeman took their daughter Danni back home, where she went straight to bed. Danni was silent… unemotional… almost drained of feeling, which was no surprise considering the emotional shock of finding her cousin and Aunty dead in the house of Uncle Bill. At that time, she just felt numb. The medics had checked her out and found no physical damage. Still, they had suggested some psychiatric help.

      Abby found it strange that she referred them to her friend, their doctor, or Melanie’s doctor – Professor Albert Hicks, who was also the director of Larksford House. They had thought about it anyway, but a house call may be better than taking her to where her sister was abandoned.

      Abby wouldn’t have called it abandoned, but Danni didn’t see it that way, and deep down, so did they. They had taken their daughter to seek help, and she hadn’t returned since. All in all, it was as if they were trying to forget her. However, they weren’t. They were just following Hicks’ father’s advice. Great advice; give us your kid and never come back. At the time, emotions had governed their actions. But now, they wanted their daughter back.

      Jason would speak to Hicks and then see the bank about stopping the payments. Twenty-seven thousand pounds a month was a lot of cash, and he could use the money on something else, like looking after Melanie when she came home. They had much catching up to do, but first, they would have to get her out. Jason knew Hicks would insist on her staying, tell him tales of how crucial it was to keep her in the same environment.

      For years Jason and Abby had believed the doctors thought it was best for their daughter. What had started as a need for therapy soon turned into a need for them to bury their guilt. They had left her there because they had no idea what else to do. They had passed the point of bringing her home, and leaving her there just seemed convenient. It had taken the incident at Bill’s house to wake them up. They were a family, and they should stick together. Regardless of Bill’s messed-up intentions, he couldn’t let his family go, even after they had been long dead.

      Jason picked up the phone and dialled the number for Larksford House. It took a couple of rings before Hicks’ secretary picked up. She had a sweet-sounding voice despite being in her late fifties, a sort of friendly grandmother tone.

      ‘Hi, it’s Jason Freeman. Is the professor in?’ he asked, clearing his throat and preparing himself for the inevitable conversation.

      ‘Yes, one moment, I’ll put you through,’ she said in a chirpy voice. There was a couple of minutes pause while she talked to Hicks.

      ‘Jason, how are you? What can I do for you?’ Hicks said in a cheerful, bellowing voice.

      ‘Are you drunk?’ Jason asked, surprised at the man’s behaviour.

      ‘No, not at all, so what’s up?’ Hicks said, trying hard to control what he said over the phone.

      ‘It’s Melanie. I want to take her out of Larksford; I think it’s time for her to come home,’ Jason said.

      There was silence, then a thump, like something had fallen to the floor.

      ‘Hello. Hello,’ Jason called out but heard nothing; then came a sound… whimpering. Was Hicks crying? ‘Hello? Hello?’ Jason tried again. The crying continued. Slight and muffled. The sound of another voice, two voices. A man and a woman. Jason couldn’t make out what they were saying. Suddenly the line went dead as the handset was replaced onto the charger, cutting off the call. Jason looked blankly at the receiver in his hand, shocked at what had just happened. Putting down the phone, Jason grabbed his coat.

      ‘Where are you going?’ asked Abby, somewhat confused.

      ‘I’m going to Larksford; I’m getting our daughter back,’ Jason said. Abby smiled and nodded. She knew it was the right thing to do, if only a little too late. ‘I’ll be back later; got to sort some things out first, and then I’ll pick her up,’ Jason said, kissing his wife goodbye.

      Abby smiled as she watched Jason get into the car and start it. He reversed the vehicle and turned it around before driving off. Suddenly the smile left Abby’s face, and she slammed the front door.
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        * * *

      

      Toby, Sarah and Geoffreys waited in the corridor next to the interrogation room. The lawyer had been in there for what seemed like hours. They all knew what the outcome would be. Bill Brown would walk due to some technicality. Technically he hadn’t been charged with anything, and so far, it hadn’t been proved he had done anything wrong. The police may try and do him for unlawful misuse of a corpse, but that was a thin line as he never intended to dispose of them; in his eyes, they were alive and breathing. They had heard that the Scene of Crime unit had finished and that Bill’s house was no longer a crime scene. But the room the bodies had been discovered in was still taped off.

      

      Given time, Toby could have assessed if Bill was ready for a room at Larksford, but the assessment had revealed something else. Bill had been pressured and blackmailed into making recordings of families. Sure, he was nutty as a squirrel’s dinner, but he was also innocent. He needed help, that was for sure, but not the sort of help Toby had seen Hicks give.

      The three looked over towards the door of Interrogation Room One as it opened. The lawyer stepped out, Bill behind him.

      ‘Are you charging my client?’ asked the pompous lawyer, his nose held high and his gaze low.

      ‘At the moment, he is helping us with our inquiries, so…’ Geoffreys started.

      ‘So nothing; if you want to speak to him, you go through me, set up an appointment,’ said the lawyer, handing the sergeant a business card. The man looked at his expensive watch, and his lip twitched.

      Toby saw this as a sign of impatience.

      ‘Mr Brown, where do you live?’ the lawyer asked, still looking at his watch.

      ‘Duckton, the small village near Harrogate,’ Bill replied.

      The man’s lip twitched again. He didn’t have time; he had other business.

      ‘It’s OK; I can drive him,’ Toby said with a smile.

      The lawyer raised an eyebrow. ‘And what makes you think I will let you anywhere near my client?’

      ‘I’m not a cop; I’m a doctor. I was just here to assess his health, nothing more; anything he says is just hearsay, isn’t that right?’ Toby said, shrugging at the lawyer.

      The man looked at his watch again. Something was more important, possibly another case or drinks at the club. ‘Very well, but no talking over the case, or I’ll have you locked up for interfering,’ the lawyer said, dashing off.

      Bill looked over at Toby. ‘Can I go home now? My family is waiting for me,’ Bill said with a broken smile.

      ‘Sure, come on, Bill, let’s get you home.’ Toby nodded to Sarah, who jumped in beside Bill, and all three walked to the exit.

      ‘Mind if I keep you company?’ Sarah said with a broad grin.

      ‘No, not at all; you can meet my family,’ Bill said as they walked along the corridor.

      ‘Poor bastard,’ Geoffreys said, shaking his head. As they disappeared out of sight, Geoffreys headed for the nearest phone. He needed to inform Platt that Bill had been released.

      Platt and the others could head straight to Bill’s house. If they questioned him at home, they could say they didn’t know about the lawyer’s threat. They could say they were there by chance. Also, Bill might relax more in his own environment and give something away.
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        * * *

      

      It was a twenty-minute drive to Bill’s house. The CSU teams had left hours ago. Most of what they had collected had been in the bedroom where the bodies had been found. They were almost grateful that Bill had left it as he had discovered it. They had also discovered Bill’s recordings in a cupboard under the stairs. There were a hard drive and laptop in a briefcase; thank god for technology, one of the techs had said, thinking back to when it would have box upon boxes of VHS tapes.

      Sarah drove while Toby sat in the back with Bill. She figured they had a rapport going and didn’t want to break it by getting in the way. The conversation was slight — a couple of words here and here, chit-chat at the most. Toby didn’t want to press Bill in any way. He feared pressuring him to talk would just close Bill off from them.

      Toby had no idea what the lawyer had said, possibly laying out his options or telling him not to worry. Lawyers were good at finding loopholes, and the well-paid ones were good at being tricky bastards. They were definitely the sort of people you want fighting your corner, especially if you are looking at a murder charge. Toby squinted as he looked out of the passenger window. The midday sun was bright and warmed his skin. A few scattered grey clouds spoilt the blue of the heavens.

      The streets still held pools of water from the passing showers, but the other parts had dried quickly. School kids were already on their way home, while others just hung about smoking or chatting to one another on their mobile telephones.

      ‘So, how long have you been married?’ Toby asked, his gaze still held by the passing streets as the world whizzed past.

      ‘Twenty years now. I’m so lucky. Don’t know what I’d do without her or our daughter,’ Bill said with a broken smile.

      ‘You’re very lucky,’ Toby said.

      ‘I know; I’ll see them soon,’ Bill said with a broad smile and a tear in his eye.

      ‘Yes, we’re nearly there,’ Sarah said, pulling in on his road.

      ‘The police will want to speak to you again. I’m sure,’ Toby said, turning his head to face Bill.

      ‘I know; they can ask me; I’ve no secrets,’ Bill said, suddenly looking out of the window at a woman with short blonde hair and her daughter walking down the street.

      ‘So… why, blondes?’ Toby asked. Bill turned to face Toby, the smile had faded, and now an emotionless gaze replaced it.

      ‘I don’t know; he just likes them, I guess,’ Bill said with a shrug.

      ‘He chooses who you film?’ Toby asked.

      Bill nodded and looked out of the window at the world. ‘So how does he choose them?’ Toby continued, somewhat fearful of the answer.

      ‘Oh, they contact me and say they had been told to speak to me about security; I usually know he had sent them if they were of the usual type,’ Bill explained.

      ‘He likes blondes, then?’ Toby asked.

      Bill smiled and shook his head. ‘No, actually, he hates them, particularly short-haired ones.’

      ‘Did he tell you this?’ Toby asked.

      ‘No, like I said, we never corresponded, but judging how they ended up, I’d say it was a certainty that he disliked them,’ Bill said with a shrug. Toby smiled at the answer. A simple enough explanation, he had to admit.

      ‘I suppose your right, but I’m just wondering how he knows them in the first place?’ Sarah said, offering up the question. ‘I mean, most weren’t local,’ she added.

      Bill said nothing; he just looked out of the window and sighed. Toby knew the shock of everything was starting to wear on him. His mind was fractured before; all these questions and the photographs may push him over the edge. The worst thing for Toby was how calm Bill was. No ranting or shouting. He was quiet as if they were off for a drive in the country, which weighed on Toby. Something was wrong.

      As the car pulled up outside Bill’s house, they all looked over at the house with the long driveway and the high hedges. The lawn was slightly long but not overgrown. Despite the police tape and tramped pebbled driveway, it looked as ordinary as the other houses along the street. It had been four hours since Bill had been taken from his home, and CSU had left an hour later. Bill looked at his house and smiled as he got out of the vehicle.

      ‘You going to be OK?’ Toby asked, suddenly feeling a wave of pity for Bill.

      ‘I’ll be fine. Everything will be fine,’ Bill said with a smile and a nod. Toby noticed Bill seemed laboured as if tired from a long journey. ‘I have my family waiting inside, so you will excuse me. I would ask you in, but, well… it’s not the right time, you understand,’ Bill added.

      Toby smiled and nodded, shaking Bill’s hand. Bill headed for his front door and took out his keys, sorting through the bunch until he found his house key.

      ‘So, I hope we’ll have a chance to speak again sometime, Bill,’ Toby said.

      Bill stuck the key into the lock and turned to face Toby; a look of relief filled his face.

      ‘I’d like that, but it may be a while; my employer said today was the day that I was going home,’ Bill said with a broad grin.

      Toby gave Bill a puzzled look. But he was home? Suddenly a look of panic crossed Toby’s face, and he went to rush forwards. Bill unlocked the door, opened it and switched on the light.

      There was a blinding flash, followed by a blast wave that knocked Toby flying. As his body slammed against the car, a massive fireball engulfed the house, blowing out the windows and blowing Bill’s body apart. Toby fell to the ground, unable to choose what to nurse first, his back or ears.

      Sarah rushed to Toby’s aid, pulling out her mobile telephone as she ran. She had to call Geoffreys at the station to give him the bad news. Someone had just evaporated his witness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      Summers had pulled the car over at the nearest layby. She knew Platt would want to kick the shit out of something after getting the second call. The first had been bad enough. The second call came forty minutes later. Summers had taken the call using the car’s hands-free.

      She had told the sergeant to hold on while she parked. The parking area was almost empty less than a few cars, with families having a much-needed stop-off.

      ‘You’re on loudspeaker,’ She informed the sergeant.

      ‘Gottcha, well, bad news I’m afraid we just had to release Mr Brown; some fancy pants lawyer turned up and got him released on bail.’

      She watched in horror as Platt exploded. He grabbed her mobile phone and hurled it at the ground. The phone bounced, and the screen cracked, resulting in a spiderweb pattern.

      Platt roared with rage at the thought of the two doctors being allowed to take their witness home just because the lawyer didn’t have time.

      Summers crouched down and picked up her phone while Platt roared and started to kick a plastic bin off its stand, causing families to race to their cars in fear.

      Elford just stood there with his arms crossed and waited until the storm inside Platt subsided.

      Platt wandered about in circles with his hands pressed against the side of his head as though trying to stop his head from exploding. He looked over at Summers, who was staring at her broken mobile telephone. Platt opened his mouth to speak. He was about to ask what she was doing; then it hit him. He’d just destroyed her phone.

      ‘Uhm, sorry about that,’ Platt said, reaching for his wallet.

      ‘Thank fuck, it was a works phone,’ she lied, shrugging as though it was no big deal.

      Platt gave her a broken smile. He knew she was lying. There were no work phones; there wasn’t a budget for such luxuries since the government had cut funding when the city had been responsible for picking up the tab for each station in its area.

      ‘I don’t want even to know what that call was about,’ Elford said, who had only gotten parts of Platt’s ranting.

      ‘They… lost our witness,’ Summers said, putting her phone into an evidence bag she’d found in her pocket.

      ‘What, the homeless guy?’

      ‘No, the bloke from the house with the dead family,’

      ‘Huh, lost him how?’

      ‘Well, not so much lost, as…’

      ‘Blown to pieces,’ Platt interrupted.

      ‘You’re shittin’ me?’ Elford said, standing up straight out of surprise.

      ‘Nope, blew his house up as he entered the front door; poor sod wouldn’t have felt a thing,’ Summers said, making an explosion gesture with her hands. ‘Boom.’

      ‘What doctors anyway?’ Elford asked, suddenly changing the subject.

      ‘Some shrink from the clinic and our one and only local doctor, Sarah Owen,’ Platt said, walking about, trying to get some perspective on what had happened.

      ‘What now, guv?’ Elford asked as he leaned against the car. Platt kept walking, his hands at the back of his head as if he’d just finished a marathon. Thoughts rushed through his head without order. A salad of information that didn’t seem to come together.

      ‘We get back to Yorkshire as soon as possible; I want to talk with the other family,’ Platt said, suddenly standing still.

      ‘What… the Freemans?’ Summers asked.

      ‘They knew him best; maybe they can shed some light on things,’ Platt replied as he climbed back into the car. He made himself comfortable in the back seat and went back to sleep. Summers and Elford just stared at Platt, still amazed at the sudden change in his attitude. Summers shrugged and climbed back behind the wheel and started the engine.

      ‘Right, back home then,’ Elford said, climbing in next to her in the front passenger seat.

      ‘Next time, we’re giving him your phone,’ Summers said sternly.

      Platt watched them with one eye open and a smile.
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        * * *

      

      The news of the explosion had gotten to the Freemans by the time the police had made it to their home. With a fresh face and about ten minutes of experience, two young police officers stood at their door. One was a female officer; the other had been older but only by a few years.

      Abby sat in the living room; tears streamed down her face. The female officer sat with her while the other cop made Abby a cup of tea. Funny how people think a hot cuppa will solve everything, he had thought while pouring the water from the kettle into the mug. As the bag floated to the surface, he stirred it to entice the bag to give up the tea. He poured in the milk until it was a sunset colour and pulled out the bag. For him, it was done, the perfect cuppa. He knew the chances of her drinking it was slim. He was parched. The brew looked too good to give away. He was glad his colleague had gotten the job of talking to Mrs Freeman. He was no good at those things. He had done it twice and shit himself both times. How do you sit calmly and tell someone a loved one has been killed?

      He took through the drink and handed it to Mrs Freeman. She smiled and thanked him. As he passed the drink to her, he couldn’t help but feel it was odd that, even though she was showing the signs of grief, she wasn’t crying, not real tears, more forced. But then, people show emotions differently. Ah, what did he know? He tried to avoid those situations.
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      The smell of strong coffee and cheap perfume woke Hicks. He had been out for a while, but not long enough to make him sober. He was still drunk and telling everyone he loved them. He saw he was no longer in his office through his blurred vision but at the nurse’s station. Hicks went to sit up, but the sudden movement made him nauseous.

      ‘Lay down before you fall off the couch again,’ Nurse Hawthorn said without compassion.

      ‘What time is it?’ Hicks tried to look at his watch.

      ‘Don’t matter what time it is, sir, you ain’t goin’ anywhere. Not in your sorry condition. Really, a person of your stature getting blind drunk like that, I never,’ she grumbled, shaking her head and crossing her arms across her large chest. Hicks lay back down and held a palm to his head as if it would stop the world from spinning. He closed his eyes and hoped it would all go away. Suddenly someone entered the room; a man and woman, his secretary and someone else… Eric. Hicks recognised the man’s deep-toned voice.

      ‘Is he OK?’ the secretary asked.

      ‘He’ll live, probably still be pissed until tomorrow, but he’ll live,’ said the nurse in an almost disappointed tone.

      ‘Well, we need to do something, and fast; William Brown’s place just blew up with him in it,’ Eric said.

      ‘William, who?’ the nurse said, shaking her head.

      ‘You know the creepy bloke that did all the security for this place five years ago,’ the secretary explained.

      ‘And… he was also Hally’s uncle,’ Eric added. ‘… sorry, Melanie.’ He corrected himself after she shot him a harsh gaze.

      ‘Oh, yeah, I remember now. Bloke gave me the willys somethin’ rotten,’ the nurse said with a shiver. ‘Kept starin’ he did. The bloke wasn’t right in the head if you ask me,’ Nurse Hawthorn said. She went back to what she was doing – which by all accounts was shopping on the internet. Then slowly, she turned to the others – a curious look on her face.

      ‘So, what has this bloke’s death got to do with us anyway? Can’t see why you’re so pissed off about it. Little shit deserved to pop his clogs,’ she said with conviction and absolutely no remorse.

      ‘Because that will bring the cops around here, and the last thing we need is the coppers around here,’ Eric said with a growl.

      ‘But why would they come here? It was five years ago?’ suddenly, she stopped and looked over at Hicks. ‘Oh God, what’s the silly bastard done now?’ she said, slumping back into her chair.

      ‘Hicks contacted Brown to reference more video cameras, this time in certain rooms,’ Eric said in an almost whisper.

      ‘And you know this how… oh dear, you’ve been listening in on his calls again, ain’t ya?’ the nurse said.

      ‘Weird thing was there wasn’t a price set, just “you know the arrangement, get it done.” Whatever that means?’ Eric said with a shrug.

      ‘It means I have a business arrangement with the security firm, and you shouldn’t be listening in on people’s calls,’ Hicks said with a moan and an angry tone.

      ‘Oh, boss… I thought you were…’ Eric said, standing up straight with surprise.

      ‘Fear not; I have not flung off this mortal coil,’ Hicks sighed.

      ‘Haven’t done what now?’ asked the secretary, looking over to Eric with a shrug.

      ‘You’re not rid of me yet,’ Hicks reiterated.

      ‘So, what if the cops come?’ Eric said in almost panic.

      ‘And why would they… a phone call? Even if they traced one of the last calls and found it to be the hospital, I could just say that Bill had phoned to see how his niece was doing,’ Hicks said. Seemingly more worried about his head than whether the police would become.

      ‘Besides, we have a bigger problem,’ Hicks said, sitting up with a groan. ‘Jason Freeman is on the way to pick up his daughter.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FIVE


          

        

      

    

    
      Platt and the others arrived at the Freeman residence at around two-thirty. The drive there had been silent, less for the sound from the car’s radio. The local radio station had played back-to-back music for the last half hour, with only a quick break for the news.

      Platt had told Summers to park on the street, leaving the driveway free. He wanted to use the time it took to walk the long driveway to think.

      As the three exited the car, Summers noticed an eerie silence hung in the air. Platt just stood for a moment, leaning on his open door. He was thinking… planning. The others knew better than to disturb him.

      ‘Right then,’ Platt said, closing his door and pulling his overcoat tightly around him. Summers and Elford followed on next to Platt, the sound of the gravel driveway crunching underfoot. The air was crisp, but the sun did its best to give as much warmth as possible. The days were getting shorter; it would soon be winter, which meant it would be dark and wet rather than the picturesque snowy backdrops he had known as a child.

      The country hadn’t really had a hard winter for years. Some put it down to global warming – they were probably right; all he knew was he didn’t have to clear his driveway anymore, and he was glad.

      They headed towards the house silently, as if no words were necessary. Platt would take the lead, and they would follow.

      Suddenly Platt stopped just short of the front door and pretended to do up his shoelace. A convenient trick if anyone was watching, possibly too obvious.

      ‘When we get inside, I need you to talk about anything apart from Bill, regardless of what I talk about,’ Platt ordered.

      Summers shot Platt a confused look.

      ‘It knocks people off balance, you see,’ Elford said. ‘People are more likely to let something slip if they haven’t gotten their full attention on what is happening. A three-way conversation will do that, especially if it’s about three different subjects,’ Elford said, with a shrug of his right shoulder.

      ‘So, what do we…?’ Summers began to ask.

      ‘The weather, her garden, sex life, anything and everything that has nothing to do with Bill,’ Platt said, standing up. He stared her in the eyes and smiled. ‘You’ve got this… don’t worry,’ Platt said, walking towards the door.

      ‘Right… showtime folks,’ Elford said with a grin. Summers rolled her eyes; she was still not convinced she could do what was asked. But she had to try.

      Platt rang the bell as the other two caught up. The young PC answered the door as his female partner stayed with Mrs Freeman.

      ‘Everyone still here?’ Platt asked placing his ID away after showing it to the PC.

      ‘The wife’s in the living room, and the daughter’s upstairs in her room, which is odd,’ said the PC.

      ‘Odd… why?’ Platt said.

      ‘Because according to the wife, the husband was going to Larksford House to pick up their daughter… but she’s upstairs,’ said the PC, with a confused look on his face. Platt nodded in confirmation of the report, then noticed the coffee cups in the PC’s hand.

      ‘I take mine white two sugars, son,’ Platt said with a wink, then headed off towards the living room.

      ‘Make that three the same,’ Elford said with a smile as he followed closely behind. Summers just went to say something; her mouth gaped open for a second as nothing came out. She smiled, shrugged then went after the others.

      ‘Good afternoon, Mrs Freeman, I’m sorry to bother you, but we have some follow-up questions,’ Platt said, waving a hand towards an empty chair. Abby looked up at Platt and the other two and nodded before looking down at the floor, almost embarrassed to take the gaze of the others. They all sat, and the female officer stood up and headed for the kitchen. Far enough away to not be a hindrance and close enough to be there in a second if summoned.

      ‘I notice you have a lot of antiques here… are you a collector?’ Summers shot the question out of the blue. Abby lifted her head and shot Summers a puzzled look.

      ‘What has that got to do with anything?’ Abby barked, then shot the same look towards Platt.

      ‘It was just a question, Mrs Freeman,’ Platt said. ‘She was just interested because her grandfather had a shop, that was all,’ Platt lied, feeling that the simple question had definitely rocked a foundation.

      ‘Sorry,’ Abby said, shaking her head and taking a sip of the still-hot tea.

      ‘It’s OK; I should be the one apologizing; it was terrible timing, if anything,’ Summers said with a smile. Abby smiled back and nodded as if the apology had been accepted.

      ‘So, how is your daughter doing?’ Platt asked in a sympathetic voice.

      ‘She’s OK; Danni is a strong kid,’ Abby said, blowing her nose into the tissue.

      ‘So, he took her to Larksford House then? For the checkup?’ Platt asked, still holding the tone.

      ‘You know my grandfather had a clock just like this one in his shop, but it was all brass, not wood and brass; he used to make me clean it when I had been naughty,’ Summers said out of the blue. Abby shot a confused gaze between Summers and Platt.

      ‘What… uhm, yes… she… he, went, she’s there now,’ Abby mumbled. Taking more interest in Summers, who was now looking around the antique ornaments, clocks, and paintings.

      ‘So, your daughter is in Larksford? Looks like a nice place, an old manor house, I believe,’ Elford said, taking one of the coffees the PC had brought in with him on a tray. Platt took the other before the PC brought Summers hers. All the while, Abby’s eyes watched Summers as she went through the collection.

      ‘Yes, I… we sent her there for her own good; they said she would be fine there,’ Abby said, almost in a hypnotic state. Her focus was firmly fixed on Summers.

      ‘So, where was this shop of your grandfathers?’ Abby asked inquisitively.

      ‘It used to be in Harrogate, but it’s a toy shop now; shame, it was a nice old place, had that old musty smell and bad lighting to set the mood,’ Summers said with a smile, looking up as if remembering.

      ‘How long has your daughter been in Larksford?’ Platt asked, getting the question in before she could regain her mental balance.

      ‘What… Oh… uhm…’ Abby said, looking around; the question suddenly shocked her, the realization of the questions had hit home, and she was almost in a panic.

      ‘Ten years,’ came a voice from behind them. ‘They’ve kept my twin sister locked up for ten fuckin’ years,’ Danni said with a roar. She picked up a China vase from a stand and tossed it into a cabinet full of glass and pottery antiques. The glass front exploded, and the contents were destroyed. Abby stood up and raced to the cabinet. Danni shot her an angry but hurt look, and her mother rushed to her true love.

      Abby looked at Danni with disdain before suddenly realizing she was being watched and shot towards her daughter to comfort her.

      ‘Oh, don’t bother; at least you and Uncle Bill won’t be doin’ it behind dad’s back anymore,’ Danni barked and hurried out of the door.

      Platt looked at Summers, who immediately understood – follow the girl.

      ‘Now… Mrs Freeman, let’s talk about your other daughter and where exactly is your husband, shall we?’ Platt said, sitting back in the chair with a smug look.
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        * * *

      

      As Summers rushed outside, she found Danni resting against the unmarked police car.

      ‘I figured one of you coppers would follow me. Personally, I’d hoped it would be the cute one,’ Danni said.

      ‘What… Elford?’ Summers said with a grin. Hoping to use it against him later.

      ‘Nah, your boss,’ Danni laughed. Making Summers laugh as well. ‘Well, open the car then,’ Danni ordered, playing with the door handle.

      ‘Excuse me?’ Summers said in surprise.

      ‘Well, you’ve been sent to watch me, follow me, make sure I don’t do something stupid. So, figured, what the hell? If we are both going in the same direction, why not get you to drive me? Saves me cash and footwork, saves you embarrassment when you lose me. Simple really,’ Danni laughed.

      ‘Why do you seem to be the smartest one in the family?’ Summers said, laughing and unlocking the car.

      ‘Oh, I’m not; my sister is… or… was. I haven’t seen her for ten years. I thought she was dead up until that day at Uncle Bill’s house. They lied to me for ten years, but I knew she was still alive. You know… a twin thing,’ Danni said with a smile.
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        * * *

      

      Summers and Danni drove around with no particular destination in mind, and she figured it was the same for Danni. There was no direction or plan. Summers figured Danni just needed to get out of the house for a while. Summers had sent a text message to Platt to let him know the situation. Platt had replied using a thumbs-up emoji, which caused her to smile – the old man getting to grips with technology – a scary thought.

      Danni and Summers had talked about their families and how Summers had lost her family to the serial killer some years ago.

      ‘Oh bollocks,’ Summers swore; they had been gone an hour. She swung the car around and headed back to the Freemans’ estate. Luckily, they had ended up not too far away, minutes at the most, next to a park on a hill with a great view.

      ‘We gotta go back?’ Danni asked sadly.

      ‘I do; we have my boss’s car,’ Summers laughed.

      ‘World of shit,’ Danni laughed.

      ‘You’ve no idea,’ Summers said, laughing.

      ‘Oh… I think you don’t,’ Danni said as they pulled up to the house. Suddenly, the curtains moved and Abby stared out. The look that Abby was giving Danni made Summers go cold.

      ‘You can stay with us if you like?’ Summers said.

      Danni looked over at her mother.

      ‘No, better face the music now, get it over with,’ Danni said, hugging Summers.

      As Platt and Elford walked towards the car, Danni got out.

      ‘Thought you’d taken Summers hostage and skipped the country,’ Platt laughed.

      ‘No point; my mother would still find me; she always finds people when she wants to,’ Danni said almost in a drained tone as she headed away.

      ‘What do you think that means?’ Elford asked Platt.

      ‘I don’t know, but what I do know is our next location,’ Platt started.

      ‘Larksford House,’ Summers and Elford said simultaneously. Platt smiled, took his place on the back seat, and closed his eyes.

      ‘It’s good to see I’ve trained you both well,’ Platt boasted.

      Summers and Elford looked at each other and laughed. ‘Oh, Summers, nice distraction with the antiques; what made you think of going there,’ Platt asked.

      ‘It’s just the way everything was laid out as if it was arranged rather than just put there as most people do. From what I could see, Mrs Freeman wasn’t just a collector; it was her pride and joy. You never saw family photographs mixed in with them; the photos were always off somewhere else… separate,’ Summers explained. ‘Oh, guv, how did you know my grandfather had a shop?’

      ‘I didn’t,’ Platt said with a quick shrug. ‘It was a simple cover for the question that she threw at you. It seemed to work, though, wouldn’t you say? Also, she gave a strange reaction, almost as if she was haunted by you for some reason. Strange,’ Platt answered, snuggling back in the back seat and closing his eyes. Suddenly, he opened one eye and sniffed the air, ‘Can I smell chips?’
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      Outside in the gardens of Larksford House, the patients wandered around. Some took in the fresh air, and others just sat and basked in the sun. Melanie stared out of her window and smiled at the sight. She envied them as they felt the sun and wind against their skin.

      Suddenly the door opened, and George, a small, stocky nurse, stood there with a swollen lip smile, a plaster over his nose and above his right eye. With him was the large nurse she had seen about. The woman was brutish, and despite her age, Melanie remembered that she’d been relatively quick on her feet.

      ‘Hi, here for a rematch, or is it time for my rubdown by the pool?’ Melanie joked, making George smile, or at least the best he could – the other nurse didn’t.

      ‘Time to go, you little bitch,’ George said in that low booming voice.

      ‘Mind if I take a couple of books? I guess I’ll need something to pass the time,’ Melanie said with an “innocent me” tone.

      ‘I don’t really give a shit; just get your arse movin’,’ George growled.

      The nurse shot him a look and quickly got one back from him in return.

      ‘So, how long will I be in this new place? I hope it has a view?’ Melanie said, turning her back on the two while she collected some things. She knew this was an open opportunity for them to do whatever they were going to do. Melanie figured an injection of some kind to knock her out, or at least Melanie hoped that was their only intention.

      From a reflection in the window, she could see the nurse approach. Despite her size, Melanie was surprised by how stealthy she was. But not too smart. As the nurse grew near, Melanie grabbed the big heavy book with both hands and waited. The nurse smiled as she pulled the plastic cap from the long needle with her teeth and spat it out. She was so close now that she could smell Melanie’s shampoo. The big nurse grew closer still. Suddenly she stepped on something that crunched. She looked down to investigate what it had been – a look of surprise on her face – a bad mistake. As the nurse realised the ruse, she looked up just in time to see the book as it slammed against her head. The woman wobbled but stayed firmly on her feet.

      Melanie looked at her with horror. She had to admit the shot would have taken most people’s heads off, but the nurse stood there with a menacing look.

      ‘Oh, shit,’ Melanie swore, looking around the room for an escape. Unfortunately, the only exit was barred by George, who stood with his arms crossed. He was also shocked that the nurse had taken such a blow.

      Melanie held the book close to her, hoping it would protect her. Instead, her eyes glared with fear through her mask at this beast of a woman standing before her. Melanie stepped forward slowly. The woman just stood there. She was not growling, cursing, or charging. She just… stood there.

      Melanie crept nearer, taking each step as though she was walking through broken glass. When she was close enough, Melanie gazed into the woman’s vacant eyes. Melanie waved a hand in front of the nurse’s face. However, no reaction came. Melanie stood up straight and gave a ‘Huh’ in surprise.

      ‘What is it? What did you do? You fuckin’ killed her?’ George said, the shock suddenly taking hold. He rushed toward the nurse and grabbed her shoulders and shook her. The woman fell heavily, landing on top of the panicked George. As she smashed against him, he groaned as the wind left him. George struggled to get the heavy woman off of him. But she must have weighed a good two hundred pounds. George groaned loudly as he pushed her massive form, but she wouldn’t budge. He went for a second attempt but yelped as he felt a sharp pain in the side of his neck.

      ‘You little bitch, did you just stick me with that syringe?’ George said in a panic. Slapping his hand on his neck. ‘You don’t know what was in there; you could have poisoned me for all you know.’

      ‘And yet you had no qualms about letting her give it to me,’ Melanie said. ‘Ironic isn’t it, or is it just coincidence? I don’t know, that song just messed things up for me?’ Melanie chucked, grabbing George’s passkey and heading for the door with her book firmly tucked into her backpack. The same green canvas thing with a brown leather strap, and a small pink teddy bear with a heart-shaped nose that hung from one of the buckles, the bag she had arrived with all those years ago.

      As the door closed and locked, George reached out as if to try and grab her, but she had gone. As his hand fell, he felt a piece of paper on the ground. He grasped it and lifted it as best as possible to see what it was. It was a copy of a news article she had printed off recently. It was about The Family Killer Murders, one of the victims, and how one of the family members had survived because they weren’t there. George’s grip tightened on the paper as he fell into a deep, haunted sleep.
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        * * *

      

      As Melanie rushed out of the corridor, she knew the cameras showing that area would either be deactivated, looped or pointing elsewhere. The last thing Hicks needed was evidence that one of his patients was being dragged out of their room. Perfect. Now, she could talk with the two people next to her. If they didn’t try and kill her, that was.

      Melanie thought she would start with the woman first; after all, she had always been quiet. As Melanie unlocked the door, she heard the woman scream as she rushed to the door. Melanie fought frantically to close it, but the woman’s strength was phenomenal, like a beast possessed.

      Melanie put her weight against the door but could feel her feet slipping. Her bare feet were unable to hold traction. Long bony fingers reached around the door like some strange spider’s legs. Fingernails gnawed down to the bone. The smell from the room made Melanie want to vomit, but she had to fight on. Melanie knew she had to do something, she didn’t have much time, and she didn’t want to waste it fighting off a banshee. Melanie swore and bit into one of the fingers. The woman screamed and released her grip, enough for Melanie to slam the door. There was another scream as she realised the woman’s fingers were still blocking the frame.

      Melanie slammed the door again, another scream followed by a squirt of blood and the sound of something falling.

      ‘Move your fuckin’ hands then, witch!’ Melanie screamed, slamming the door again. Another squirt of blood, this time the sound of several things hitting the floor. Then came the sounds of whimpering as the woman scuttled away to a corner to cradle her wounds. Finally, the sound of metal on metal was followed by a click. Melanie sighed with relief and slid down the door.

      ‘Fuck me, what they been feeding the woman?’ Melanie stood up and looked through the window. The woman wasn’t as she had imagined. She seemed younger than Melanie had envisaged. It didn’t matter; Melanie wasn’t going anywhere near that door again. She grabbed the key and headed for the man’s room. Melanie paused and held her breath. She had seen what he had done in the garden, how many people it took to take him down. If she got this wrong, it was game over. Melanie released her breath and inhaled another.

      ‘Well, here goes nothing,’ she said, unlocking the door. As the door opened, she saw the man sitting on the floor. He was drawing something on the floor. They had given him crayons, a nice gesture, she had thought. They weren’t hard, so no weapon could be forged. She looked down at the picture. It was of a woman and a child. Then something caught the corner of her eye.

      She gasped as she looked around the room, pictures all around, the same image every time. Large, small pictures covered nearly every inch of the room. Then she realised he’d wanted crayons, so he washed them away and started again.

      ‘Oh, boy,’ Melanie said with her hands on her hips, her vocabulary suddenly running dry from surprise. But she had to admit, apart from the creepy element of it all, he was a damned good artist.

      ‘So, Rembrandt, how much does one of these go for?’ she joked. Then she felt the man stand up close to her. She looked at the door, it was a distance from her, but she figured she could make it. The question was, was he a springbok or a hippo? Suddenly, she regretted venturing so far into the room.

      ‘Love what you’ve done with the place,’ she said nervously, feeling his bad breath against the skin of her neck.

      ‘You shouldn’t be here,’ he said. His voice was oddly soothing with a touch of roughness.

      ‘I know, I was heading for the ladies and…’

      ‘No, you shouldn’t be here; it should have been the other one,’ the man said, grabbing Melanie and spinning her around. ‘You need to leave before they find you; run, run, far and hide,’ he said, shoving her towards the door.

      Melanie stopped herself from skidding and turned to face him.

      ‘Who… who is the other one?’ she shouted, confused and angry.

      ‘Go to the old house, find what I buried,’ he said, then tossed her out of the door and slammed it shut.

      Melanie banged on the glass shouting for him to come back, but he just walked to the other side of the room, took his crayon and began drawing on the wall. This time it wasn’t his old family; it was a symbol. What appeared to be two snakes entwined on each other but going opposite ways until they came full circle. He turned, saw her and nodded, then washed it away, leaving no trace.

      Melanie stepped back from the door. Her gaze fixed on the man, but he just sat and began drawing again. She knew that the weekend couldn’t wait. She would have to go now, in broad daylight. It wasn’t the plan, but now she had no choice.

      With a sigh, Melanie ambled back toward her room. She stopped at her door and smiled as she noted the two unconscious bodies on the floor. A noise at the other end of the corridor made Melanie look over where the security door was. She saw two nurses standing in the corridor, and another two joined them.

      They stood frozen in time, each waiting for someone other to do something. Melanie smiled under her mask and lunged forwards, forcing the others backwards. She laughed and lunged forward without moving. She was toying with them, enjoying the fear in their eyes. Melanie did it again, but this time they didn’t move… the trick was over.

      That was until she spun and unlocked the door to the madwoman and left the door open. There was a terrible sound of a maddening scream, and the woman shot out of the room. The woman stood in the corridor. She was tall and thin, and her skin was pale and leathery. Her long blonde hair hung down over her face, covering her eyes, but not her long bony jaw or thin blue lips and those razor-sharp broken teeth. Blood dripped from her hand, and they saw she had lost at least two fingers. The woman looked like something from a horror movie or the worst nightmare a person could summon.

      Luckily the security door covered the banshee’s escape, but that didn’t interest her. All she could see were men… and she hated men. The woman wailed like a thing from the depths of hell and ran at the men. Saliva had collected around that terrible mouth like a rabid dog, and she bore those shark-like teeth. The building was filled with yells of panic and tormented screams as she attacked the nurses, scratching and biting.

      While the carnage ensued, Melanie headed for her secret door at one of the staff rooms and freedom. Melanie had no idea where she was going or what the hell she was doing. The whole plan she’d worked on for so long was going out of the window fast. Melanie knew she couldn’t go to the pond – not now; she’d be spotted. Her only purpose now was getting off the property and into civilization another way.
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