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CHAPTER 1


          

          NEW SCOTLAND YARD, WESTMINSTER, AND DUKE OF YORK PUB, COVENT GARDEN, JANUARY 2024

        

      

    

    
      Detective Chief Inspector Jacob Vance despised the festive season, its frivolous celebrations a stark contrast to the gruesome scenes he had encountered in his line of work. Though he cherished more time with his wife, an esteemed psychologist, the monotony of normal routine was suffocating. As a high-ranking officer, he was expected to maintain order and efficiency within his Serious Crime Section. But as the Christmas season dwindled and gave way to another year, he yearned for the days when he was a Detective Inspector on the gritty streets of London, facing criminals head-on. His colleague, DCI Brittany Shepherd, had just finished taking down a notorious drug lord, her success a reminder of Vance’s own lack of action. Envious and restless, Vance closed his eyes and prayed for a brutal murder case to shake him out of this mundane existence.

      As if summoned by a spell, Vance’s infamous desktop phone suddenly began its manic ringing and danced across the green leather surface, interrupting not just him but the entire department. Someone urgently needed to speak with him.

      “Yes, I see. Where exactly? Is Forensics on the scene? I’ll be along presently.”

      He phoned down for a driver to take him to the crime scene in the Seven Dials area of Covent Garden and, more specifically, the Duke of York pub.

      As Vance made his way through the crowded streets of Seven Dials, his mind was racing with questions. Who could have committed such a brutal murder in the middle of the day in a bustling pub? And why did they choose this particular victim?

      He entered the Duke of York pub and was met by a flurry of activity. Forensic experts were scouring the crime scene for any clues, and uniformed officers were taking statements from witnesses.

      With swift, practised movements, he donned the necessary gear for investigating a crime scene. A smile spread across his face as he spotted his old friend and colleague, Dr Francis Tremethyk, Chief Medical Officer and proud Cornishman. The doctor was carefully adjusting the victim’s dishevelled jacket back into its proper place after his cursory examination.

      “Jacob me-dear, it’s been far too long!” The jovial and flushed face of the doctor lit up with a warm grin, instantly easing Jacob’s nerves. He couldn’t help but think that seeing Tremethyk was almost as calming as taking a sip of single malt whisky—something the chief inspector was known for being quite the connoisseur of. A whiff of the distinct aroma of a pub afternoon lingered in the air, adding to the familiar comfort of being in his friend’s presence.

      “What can you tell me, off-the-cuff, doc?”

      “At first glance, it’s straightforward, Jacob. Somebody followed this poor chap into the gents’ toilet, stuck a sharp-bladed knife into his neck, and hurriedly left the scene.”

      “What kind of knife?”

      “Something like a Japanese katana or a stiletto. I’ll be certain only after the autopsy.”

      “Wouldn’t there have been a considerable amount of blood?”

      “Are you referring to the blood on the attacker’s clothing?”

      “Yes, that’s what I’m getting at.”

      “It’s not a given. The assault was unexpected and from behind, causing the blood to spurt in a sideways direction. Someone quick on their feet could have avoided any stains. Based on where the crime took place and the angle of entry, it appears that the perpetrator was most likely a male.”

      “Mmm. I’d better get on and find who was first on the scene.”

      Vance’s gaze locked onto a young woman with vibrant purple hair and a face adorned with metal piercings. She sat across from a hardened detective, trying to maintain her composure but failing as her eyes betrayed the terror that gripped her. As Vance approached, she shrank back in fear.

      “I’m Detective Chief Inspector Vance,” he announced, flashing his warrant card. “I need your account of what happened.”

      The girl flinched at the mention of the crime, her eyebrows furrowed in anxiety. “As I told your colleague, I didn’t exactly witness it,” she stammered, “I…I was just in the restroom area washing my hands when I heard a noise from the men’s room. It sounded like a thud, maybe someone falling. And then a man rushed out, not even bothering to wash his hands.” The fear in her voice was palpable as she relived the moment in her mind.

      “Can you describe him?”

      “I only gave him a glance. All I can say is that he was tall and slim, maybe in his thirties. I noticed he was in a hurry.”

      “Hair colour?”

      “Oh, yeah, he was wearing a hat pulled down over his face, but it wouldn’t surprise me if he was a skinhead under that.”

      “Tattoos?”

      “Naw, he had a light jacket, cream coloured. It covered his arms, see?”

      Vance thanked her for her statement and moved on to speak with other witnesses. The constable would take her contact number. But something about this girl stuck with him. Maybe it was her unique appearance that set her apart from the rest of the pub-goers, or maybe it was just a gut feeling.

      His next interaction was with another colleague-friend, Dr Sabrina Markham, Head of the Scientific Department.

      “What can you tell me, Sabrina?”

      “He was Francis Alexander, aged thirty-three. No signs of robbery. He lived nearby at 32, Charlotte Street.”

      “Occupation?”

      “I couldn’t find any information, but he appeared to be quite affluent.”

      “Well, well, aren’t you the remarkable Markham! How did you come to that conclusion?”

      “Oh, just from his wallet stuffed with crisp banknotes and the scent emanating from his body. It’s Apsley Cologne, a luxury fragrance that costs around £100 a bottle.”

      “Bloody hell, Sabrina! The only thing I’d spend that much on would be a rare cask single malt.” Markham gritted her teeth in frustration.

      She grinned at him. “We all know your particular taste, Jacob. But I will give you credit for being well-groomed, though perhaps not quite at the level of our Mr Alexander.”

      “I’m determined to take that as a compliment, Dr Markham!”

      “So you should, Jacob, the way it was meant!” She winked at him, which he took correctly because he had been her husband’s best man and DS Wright was still the finest computer expert in the whole of the Yard.

      There was nothing much else Vance could do at the scene of the crime, so he followed his instincts and returned to the purple-haired woman. He asked for and received a private room, which the landlord used for his paperwork. There, he questioned the young woman.

      “Just a few more questions, Miss—er⁠—?”

      “Halifax, like the town. Janice Halifax.”

      “Well, Ms Halifax, did you know the victim?”

      Her calm demeanour suddenly collapsed as she scrambled for a tissue from her handbag and dabbed her eyes and blew her nose. “Yeah, to be honest, I did. I first met Francis—Fran—” her voice caught and she gulped, “he preferred me to call him that, in this pub about,” she raised her eyes to the ceiling, calculating, “about three weeks ago. He wandered over to the bar and offered me a drink, which became three and we ended up going to his place. It’s a two-minute walk from here.”

      “Wasn’t that rather sudden?”

      She met his gaze unwaveringly, eyes hardening. “He was different, a real gentleman and anyway,” she fixed him with brazen brown eyes, “I prefer older men, they’re more understanding of a girl’s needs.” She fluttered her eyelashes and adjusted an imaginary stray lock of hair.

      “What can you tell me about Francis Alexander? What did he do for a living?”

      She thought for a moment, “He said he was in stocks and shares, not that it means much to me. I’m not into business of any kind.”

      Vance leaned back, studying Janice as she fidgeted under his scrutiny. Her story seemed genuine, but he knew better than to take everything at face value. He decided to dig deeper into her connection with Francis Alexander.

      “Miss Halifax, did Mr Alexander ever mention anyone who might have had a grudge against him? Anyone who could have wanted to harm him?” Vance asked, watching for any flicker of recognition in her eyes.

      Janice hesitated, biting her lip before answering slowly, “He... he did mention an ex-business partner once. Said they had a falling out over a deal gone wrong. But I never thought it was serious.”

      Vance’s interest piqued at the mention of a potential motive. He made a mental note to look into this ex-partner and see if there was any validity to Janice’s claim.

      Before he could delve further into the conversation, a uniformed officer entered the room, whispering something in Vance’s ear. Vance excused himself from the room, leaving Janice Halifax to stew in her thoughts. Outside, the uniformed officer informed Vance of a new development at the crime scene. There was a witness who claimed to have seen a suspicious figure lurking near the pub just before the time of the murder.

      Intrigued by this new lead, Vance hurried back to the Duke of York pub. He found the witness, an elderly man named Mr Jenkins, sitting nervously at one of the tables, sipping on a cup of tea to calm his nerves.

      “Mr Jenkins, thank you for coming forward. Can you tell me what you saw?” Vance inquired, taking a seat across from the man.

      Mr. Jenkins shuffled his feet nervously, his body trembling as he spoke. “I was out walking my loyal companion, Buster, around the block when I saw him. A tall figure, towering over the others on the street, clad in a light cream-coloured jacket that seemed to glow against the dull backdrop of the city. His hat was pulled low over his eyes, casting shadows upon his features. It was that stark contrast that caught my attention, like a lone ray of sunshine on a cloudy day.” Mr. Jenkins paused and took a deep breath before continuing. “He was lingering near the entrance of the pub, fidgeting with something in his pocket, his gaze fixed on something or someone inside. I didn’t recognise him at all. And believe me, I come here every day and know most of the regulars by name.” He shook his head in disbelief. “He wasn’t one of them.” Mr. Jenkins’s voice quivered as he recalled the memory. “I didn’t think too much of it at the time, but when I heard about the brutal murder that occurred later that night, I knew I had to come forward and share my encounter.”

      Vance listened intently, scribbling notes in his pocket notebook as Mr. Jenkins recounted every detail he could remember about the mysterious figure. As he finished speaking, Vance thanked him for his cooperation and assured him that his statement might be crucial to the investigation.

      With a new lead to follow, Vance’s mind raced with possibilities as he mulled over the information he had gathered so far. The mention of the ex-business partner and now the sighting of a suspicious figure outside the pub added layers of complexity to the case.

      Deciding to prioritise finding out more about the ex-business partner, Vance made his way back to Scotland Yard. He headed straight for his office, where he intended to delve into the financial records and connections of Francis Alexander in search of any leads that might point him in the right direction. He could also seek permission to visit the deceased’s flat on Charlotte Street.

      As he pored over the financial records, Vance’s sharp eye caught a discrepancy in the accounts of Francis Alexander. There were large sums of money being transferred to offshore accounts under different names, all linked back to the deceased. Vance’s curiosity piqued as he delved deeper into the transactions, realising that this case went far beyond a simple business dispute.

      Just then, a knock on his office door interrupted his thoughts. It was his colleague, Detective Finch, with a grave expression on his face.

      “Boss, you need to see this,” Finch said, handing him a photo that made Vance’s blood run cold. It was a snapshot captured from the pub’s CCTV footage, showing the suspicious figure in the light cream-coloured jacket and hat entering the Duke of York pub on the afternoon of the murder.

      “This changes everything,” Vance muttered, feeling a surge of adrenaline as pieces of the puzzle started falling into place. The ex-business partner’s shady financial dealings, the mysterious figure lurking outside the pub, and now this photograph—it all pointed towards the murder not being a simple business dispute, but something much more sinister.

      Vance turned to Finch, his eyes burning with determination. “We need to find out who this person is and bring them in for questioning. This could be our key to solving the case. Look into all the guests we can identify who were at the pub that afternoon, and any suspicious activity in the area. Time is not on our side.”

      Finch nodded solemnly, understanding the gravity of the situation. “Consider it done.”

      As Vance went over the photograph once more, his mind raced with questions. Who was this figure? Were they involved in the murder? Or did they simply witness it and decide to leave their mark? With every clue unravelling, Vance felt a sense of frustration. He was getting no closer to the truth, but he knew that once they caught the killer, justice would be served.

      A knock came at his door. In response to his “Come!” DS Wright entered. The computer wizard, who had supplied Vance with Alexander’s financial dealings, said tersely, “New developments. I don’t think your Mr Alexander was involved in any of those shady money transfers. I’ve traced them one by one to different IP addresses. It makes me think that whoever was handling the transactions was guilty of using Alexander’s identity to complete the transactions.”

      “Mmm. Are you saying that Francis Alexander was above board?”

      “It looks that way, Jacob. I doubt whether he was involved in any dubious dealings. He probably had no idea what was going on in his name. This kind of cybercrime is becoming ever more frequent, unfortunately!”

      “Thanks, Max. It looks like we’ll have to search outside of his work field for our killer.”

      Vance began by obtaining authorisation to search Alexander’s apartment in Charlotte Street.

      The journey to Charlotte Street took no more than 15 minutes, thankfully. Vance had hoped to find some clue about the mysterious figure in Alexander’s apartment. There was a level of anxiety that kept him awake at night, a sense of urgency that could not be stopped.

      Upon arrival at Alexander’s flat, Vance met with the landlord and was granted access to the premises. It was immediately clear that Alexander had lived a comfortable life, surrounded by luxuries and comforts. His possessions were scattered across the room—a bookshelf filled with classic books, a DVD rack filled with discs, and a flat-screen television.

      Vance quickly scanned the room, his eyes darting from one item to the next, searching for anything that could provide him with the answer to the mystery. He opened a drawer and found a stack of bank statements, but they revealed nothing out of the ordinary.

      Just then, DS Finch entered the room, clutching a small, leather-bound notebook in his hand. “I found this on one of the chairs in the living room,” he said, handing it to Vance.

      Vance opened the notebook and flipped through the pages. Inside, he found a list of names and figures, scrawled in messy handwriting. As he turned to the next page, his eyes widened in shock. There, in bold letters, was a reference to the mysterious figure: “The Watcher.”

      “Who is the Watcher?” Vance demanded, his voice low and threatening.

      Finch shrugged. “I don’t know. There’s nothing else in the flat that could lead us to him. But based on what we know so far, it’s clear the Watcher was watching the Duke of York pub on the afternoon of the murder. He then entered the establishment and got close enough to the victim to see him fall. He could have been a witness or perhaps had something to do with the murder himself.”

      Vance’s mind raced with possibilities. He knew he needed to find the Watcher and question him further to get more concrete answers. But first, he had to piece together the information he had at hand. He looked at the bank statements, the notebook, and the CCTV footage.

      “We need to find this Watcher,” Vance said, a determination in his voice. “He could be the key to solving this case.”

      With renewed energy, Vance and DS Finch set out to find the Watcher. They started by revisiting the pub and the surrounding area, interviewing witnesses and checking any CCTV cameras in the vicinity. They reached out to local businesses and residents, spreading the word of their search and asking for any information.

      In the coming days, Vance and Finch worked tirelessly, piecing together clues and following leads. They interviewed everyone who had been verified as being at the pub on the afternoon of the murder, scoured financial records, and followed up on any suspicious activity in the area.

      As they delved deeper into their investigation, one thing became clear—the murder of Francis Alexander was not just a simple business dispute. There was much more at play here, and the Watcher was at the heart of it all.

      Determined to uncover the truth, Vance and Finch continued their search, driven by the knowledge that the key to solving the case lay with the Watcher. But after a fortnight had gone by without any further breakthroughs, Vance was becoming frustrated and unable to conceive of what to do next.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          THE GEORGE INN, BOROUGH HIGH STREET, FEBRUARY 2024

        

      

    

    
      The George Inn, tucked away in a yard off the main thoroughfare, is a seventeenth-century coaching inn steeped in history. One of its characteristic features is its series of small rooms with creaky floors and wobbly tables and chairs. It suited the killer perfectly because, unlike earlier visits when he had openly socialised and pried for information, today, he went into a small, dark room to one side, from where he peered out of a small window onto the tables in the courtyard below. Fortunately, they were mostly unoccupied. He adjusted his black woollen beanie hat and sipped his beer as he settled on a stool at a corner table, happy to be almost invisible.

      He would need a stroke of luck for this to be the day of his second killing, but if everything came together as he hoped, he would commit the deed without leaving any tangible witness material. He was not a religious person, so couldn’t pray that his victim would appear, but he could close his eyes and concentrate on willing Henry Clennam to present himself. If there was any justice in this world, he would turn up after all the hard work the killer had put into tracking him down.

      The agonisingly slow minutes ticked by as the killer stared out of the small window, his eyes fixed on the courtyard below. Every shadow, every movement caused his heart to quicken its pace, but none were the figure he was waiting for. Doubt began to worm its way into his mind as he questioned his decision to come here. What if Henry Clennam didn’t show up? What if this was all just a foolish miscalculation?

      But then, just as his mind was about to give in to fear and retreat, a figure emerged from the shadows and made their way to a secluded table at the far end of the courtyard. The killer’s breath caught in his throat as he recognised the distinctive profile of Henry Clennam. He was here.

      A surge of adrenaline coursed through his veins as he watched his target sit down, oblivious to the danger that lurked above, mere feet away. This was it, the moment he had been waiting for. Quickly swilling down his excellent Golden George Ale with practised ease, the killer rose from his seat, his movements deliberate and precise. He took out his katana knife and opened the slightly curved blade. Carefully, he slid the handle up his jacket sleeve so that when needed, a shake of his arm would carry it down to his grasp. Meanwhile, as he made his way swiftly out of the pub, nobody would see the weapon.

      Silent as a ghost, he made his way across the room, down from the gallery and out towards Henry, each step bringing him closer to fulfilling his dark purpose. Without wasting another moment, the killer left his hiding spot and made his way towards his selected crime scene. He couldn’t help but feel a sense of exhilaration mixed with nervousness as he approached Clennam’s table. As he loomed over his unsuspecting victim, a twisted smile played on his lips, a cruel mixture of anticipation and malice dancing in his eyes.

      In one swift motion, the killer dropped the knife down into his hand and, as swift as a striking adder, slashed the middle-aged man’s throat. Without a sound, the body slumped over the table. The assassin looked fearfully around, thanking providence for the slow service at the inn that had left Henry waiting to give his order. The waiter or, more likely, waitress, would find the corpse soon enough. The few people in the courtyard, only crowded at weekends, were oblivious to the tableau at the end table outside the George. So, the killer slipped away unnoticed. Now, walking swiftly in the shadows, he felt like the storm had passed, and he had survived a tempestuous sea.

      With his heart still pounding, the assassin made his way back to his lair. It was an old, dilapidated building hidden behind a row of taller, more modern properties. There, he would find solace and, perhaps, a small liquid reward for his handiwork. He had taken considerable risks to carry out this killing, but it had gone better than his wildest dreams and justified his daring. He opened a bottle of gin and poured half a tumbler, taking a preliminary gulp before setting the glass down next to his computer screen. He opened a fresh document and typed the heading Chapter Two before proceeding to fictionalise that morning’s events. Nobody would be able to criticise the authenticity of this thriller, for he had lived it firsthand. As the words poured onto the screen, he sipped his gin, relishing the taste and savouring the moment of triumph. The tales he would spin from here would be nothing short of masterful—a testament to a killer’s craft and the art of storytelling. His words would breathe life into the characters and create the tension that had gripped him so tightly that morning. Each keystroke was a carefully crafted element of his masterpiece. He was the puppeteer, and his story was the stage upon which his characters danced.

      As the minutes passed, the killer lost himself in the world he had created. The lines between reality and fiction blurred, and he became one with his story. He felt the knife slice through the air, the blood gush from the throat, and his triumphant heartbeat echoing in his ears.

      For now, he allowed himself the luxury of immersing himself in his writing, allowing his vivid imagination to bring his words to life on the page. He knew that one day, this story would be published and would become the talk of the town, a thrilling tale that would have everyone on the edge of their seats. Fame would be his at last!

      The killer leant back in his chair, taking another sip of his gin and re-reading the words he had just written. He felt a sense of satisfaction wash over him as he relived the events of that morning through his writing. But as he read on, he couldn’t help but think about the unnecessary risks he had taken to carry this out.

      He knew that from now on, he needed to be more careful and calculated in his approach. He had plenty more targets in mind, and he couldn’t afford to make any mistakes that would jeopardise his future plans.

      Taking another gulp of gin, the killer began to brainstorm ways to modify his modus operandi. He needed to find a way to eliminate any potential witnesses or evidence that could lead back to him. The thrill of the chase and the adrenaline rush were exhilarating, but he couldn’t let them cloud his judgement.

      As he sat there lost in thought, a plan started to form in his mind. It would require patience and precision, but it was a risk worth taking for the end result—a seamless kill without any trace.

      With renewed determination, the killer opened a new document and began typing furiously. This time, it wasn’t a story but a detailed plan for his next target. He listed every step meticulously, leaving nothing to chance.

      Hours passed as he fine-tuned every aspect of his plan until it was perfect. When he finally finished, fatigue was starting to set in, but he couldn’t stop himself from feeling excited about what was yet to come.

      Rising from his chair, the killer stretched his limbs before making his way towards the window. He looked out at the city lights shining bright against the dark night sky and felt an overwhelming sense of power coursing through him. He was unstoppable—a mastermind orchestrating each move with precision and control. And as long as the thrill of the kill and the satisfaction of completing his plans remained, he knew that nothing could stop him from continuing his deadly game.

      The following morning, he woke up refreshed and ready to put his plan into action. He went through his checklist one last time, ensuring every detail was in place. His heart raced with excitement as he strode across the city towards his next target. He deliberately delayed his approach by doing some window shopping because he wanted to arrive at his destination no earlier than six o’clock.

      As he approached his chosen pub, he could feel the familiar adrenaline rush filling his body. He slowed to a discreet stroll and began to put his plan into motion. Not that he would commit the crime today—no, this was just a rehearsal without the killing because the victim still had to be identified. It was just a question of familiarising himself with the layout and, of course, sampling the quality of the ale. With each step, he was meticulously following the detailed plan he’d drafted the night before. Murder number three was satisfactorily feasible, so he needed to conduct a thorough investigation into victim selection as he had done for the first two. He had been incredibly lucky in that regard. Something inside his head told him that he would be lucky again because this was all meant to be—call it fate, call it destiny or any other suitable word, but his alter ego, Jasmine McNeil, was destined for fame.

      In his room in Scotland Yard, DCI Vance slammed his fist on the desk in frustration, causing the stack of papers to scatter. A fortnight had passed since the brutal murder of Mr. Alexander, and he felt no closer to catching the elusive “Watcher.” Despite his numerous officers widening their search to other London boroughs, they always came up empty-handed. As he read through Tremethyk’s report for what felt like the hundredth time, a sense of hopelessness gripped him. The killer was described as being between five foot eleven and six foot two inches tall, right-handed, and in possession of a deadly katana knife. But even with this information, there seemed to be no motive for the killing. It made no sense—unless it was an opportunistic sadist who got a thrill from taking innocent lives. But in Vance’s experience, such killers didn’t stop at just one victim; they revelled in the power and control of multiple murders. So why did this one choose Mr. Alexander? The questions continued to pile up, taunting Vance with their lack of answers. Surely a sadistic opportunist would have struck again by now, for once the rancid taste of murder had been savoured, it became something to relish. But this killer seemed content to remain dormant, biding his time until he struck again with cold calculation and precision.

      Vance was right, of course; it was precisely his desire for precision that was delaying the Watcher. At exactly the moment Vance slammed his fist on his desk, the killer ordered a pint of Harvey’s Sussex Best Bitter and casually asked the barman if he knew whether a Ms Macnamara frequented the pub. His heart nearly missed a beat when the red-haired fellow replied, “You mean Deirdre? She’s not here this afternoon, but I’ll bet she’ll be in after eight o’clock this evening. You a friend, then?”

      “We were when we were students, but I live in Skegness and rarely get down to London. She said to look her up in the Wheatsheaf if I ever came down—so here I am. I hope she hasn’t changed much, I’m not sure I’d recognise her.”

      “Come in at eight, and I’ll point her out to you.”

      “Great! I’ll have another pint, please, and grab yourself a drink too, on me.”

      With a sly smile, the killer promised to return later as he finished his drink. The tangy taste of hops filled his mouth, a fitting accompaniment to the rush of adrenaline coursing through his veins. He strolled jubilantly out onto Rathbone Place, basking in his good fortune. But deep down, he knew it wasn’t simply luck. Some things were meant to be, and this was one of them. As he walked along the bustling street, he couldn’t help but feel like a predator on the prowl, eager for his prey. The early evening city lights reflected off the wet pavement, creating a dazzling display that only added to his excitement. Surely, no one could deny that fate was on his side tonight. He glanced at his watch; just over a couple of hours and he’d meet Ms Macnamara.

      As Vance made his way through the streets of London, his mind was still consumed with thoughts of the Watcher and his elusive motives. But as he neared the historic George Inn in Southwark, his attention was drawn to the commotion outside. Police cars and flashing lights surrounded the old inn, and people were crowded in the yard, trying to catch a glimpse of what had happened.

      Vance flashed his warrant card at one of the officers and made his way to the outdoor table. The familiar figures of Tremethyk and Markham were busily about their work and, soon, he would be about his. Obviously, this was not what the victim deserved, but it was what Vance needed. A serial killer should be easier to catch than a single random murderer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          THE WHEATSHEAF PUB, BOROUGH AND SCOTLAND YARD, FEBRUARY 2024

        

      

    

    
      The murderer returned to The Wheatsheaf and sidled up to the bar, where Rob, the red-haired barman, was busy pulling pints. He acknowledged the newcomer’s arrival with a nod and finished serving an order for five ales. He leant over the bar and, with a confidential tone, pointed out a woman who appeared to be in her early thirties sat at a table, sipping a cocktail through a straw.

      The killer memorised her face for another occasion and, thanking the barman, said, “I won’t approach her empty-handed. I’ll come back another time.” He needed time for preparations, and these required a visit to a doctor’s surgery. He phoned a practice close to his home and was able to obtain a 9 am visit for the next day. He needed a prescription for pethidine. But how could he obtain it without arousing suspicion?

      As the clock struck nine the next morning, the assassin sat in the waiting room of the doctor’s surgery, his hands clasped tightly together to hide any nervous tremors. When his pseudonym was called, he entered the doctor’s office and was greeted by a middle-aged woman with kind eyes and a warm smile.

      After a brief exchange of pleasantries, the killer launched into a well-rehearsed tale of chronic back pain that had been plaguing him for months. He explained how he was new to London, having come to the city from the Lincolnshire coast. The doctor listened attentively, nodding at all the right moments, before finally agreeing to prescribe him the pethidine he so desperately sought.

      Relief washed over the killer as he left the surgery, prescription clutched tightly in his hand. Now all that was left to do was to set his plan in motion and pay another visit to The Wheatsheaf. The woman at the table with the cocktail had no idea that her fate had already been sealed.

      The pharmacist gave the prescription a cursory glance, filled it, and handed over a bottle of pethidine without any suspicion. The killer tucked it away in his coat pocket, his heart racing with anticipation. He couldn’t wait to put his plan into action and fulfil his twisted desires. He still needed a syringe, so he asked for one in a steady voice.

      That evening, as night began to fall, he returned to The Wheatsheaf. The pub was buzzing with conversation and laughter, providing the perfect camouflage for his sinister intentions. Making his way to the table where the unsuspecting woman sat, he carried over his glass of ale and asked whether the seat next to her was vacant. She smiled distractedly and said, “Go ahead,” before returning to a game on her smartphone, which occupied her attention. This suited the killer perfectly.

      He smiled at the memory of his internet research on the Chennai murders—seven victims between 1970 and 1972, all killed by injection of a heavy dose of pethidine. He sipped his ale and felt in his pocket for the previously loaded syringe. With finger and thumb and without anyone noticing, he discreetly uncapped the needle and casually withdrew the syringe from his pocket. Out of the corner of his eye, he checked that his intended victim was still engrossed in her game. The needle glinted in the dim light of the pub. With a quick movement, he positioned it just above her thigh, ready to administer the lethal dose.

      The woman touched the spot on her thigh where the needle had pierced her skin, feeling a sudden wave of dizziness wash over her. Panic began to rise within her as she struggled and failed to stand up, the room spinning around her. The killer stood and casually carried his empty glass to the bar, placing it on the counter, turning to see that his victim had slumped over her table, but nobody around her seemed to be concerned. Did they imagine she was just another junkie on a bad trip? The city certainly wasn’t new to such people.
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