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To Mum and little sis – for always being there




 ‘Every passion borders on the chaotic, but the collector’s passion borders on the chaos of memories.’


Walter Benjamin


 


 


‘It is a man’s own mind, not his enemy or foe that lures him to evil ways.’


Siddhartha Gautama




Prologue


Saturday: 9:33 p.m.


The basement was dark, damp and cavernous. It suited its purpose as a graveyard of sorts. Forgotten about. Filled with ghostly objects and questionable medical implements. Brady shone his torch across the discarded equipment, some dating back to when the Victorian mental asylum had first opened. The security guard had left him to it. Unnerved by the old psychiatric chairs with their leather restraints and other paraphernalia left to rot in the blackness. Brady couldn’t blame him. He was equally uncomfortable down here. Then he heard it again. A doleful booming.


That noise . . . What is that noise?


He stumbled over something on the floor. Shit! Whatever he had tripped over rolled away, clattering into another item. The sound echoed around him, reverberating off the high brick walls. He flashed the torch into the deep recesses of the basement. Not that he could make anything out: the blackness was impenetrable.


He was starting to get jumpy. He needed to focus. There was a reason he was searching the bowels of an abandoned and boarded-up mental asylum late on a Saturday evening – James David Macintosh; a serial murderer who was still at large. Brady had found himself unable to ignore the gut feeling he had; one that was telling him that the old psychiatric hospital was somehow significant.


He heard it again. A dull thud. It seemed to boom around him. Echoing off the high cold walls.


Fuck!


He turned around, stabbing at the shadows surrounding him. He couldn’t figure out the direction of the noise, let alone the nature of it. He listened again.


Bang . . . bang . . . bang . . .


It was then he knew. He was not alone. Something – or someone – was down here with him. His mind raced with thoughts of James David Macintosh as the banging – low, dull and repetitive – filled the chilling blackness around him.


Shit! What if . . .


He pulled out his mobile. No signal. What did he expect? He thought of yelling out for the security guard. But he dismissed the thought. It was crazy. He was overreacting. He flashed the torch around the basement again, but the space was so large that he could not make out where it ended. Then the thought came back to him.


What if he is here?


Macintosh. The suspect he was looking for. A serial killer who had axed his victims to death. First, his psychiatrist and his family in 1977. Then, when he had finally been paroled for that crime, he had murdered his probation officer and his family. But he had left one survivor. A three-year-old girl, who for whatever sick reason only Macintosh could answer, he had taken with him when he fled the murder scene.


Bang . . . bang . . . BANG.


Cold sweat ran down Brady’s back. He held his breath and waited, trying to ignore the loud, accelerated thundering of his heart. He wondered whether he had foolishly walked into a trap. Had Macintosh lured him here? Had he followed unwittingly? Images assailed him of the axe the killer had used so indiscriminately.


BANG . . . BANG . . . BANG . . .


The booming intensified. He had no choice but to find out. He kicked random objects out of the way as he walked into the endless darkness ahead of him. He shone his torch, swiping at the shadows and ominous black shapes. Then he understood. Saw it. At the other end of the basement.


Brady held the torch as steady as was physically possible. He stared at the brick monstrosity that had revealed itself to be an industrial-sized furnace. It was twelve foot wide and ran up the entire height of the basement wall.


The banging began again. Louder. Uglier.


He walked over to the disused furnace, discounting the idea that Macintosh would be in there. Why would he be? No. Brady was now thinking about the infant girl he had taken with him.


He dropped the torch and started struggling with the large furnace door. It seemed to take forever before he succeeded in freeing it. The hinges groaned and creaked in resistance as he swung it open.


It took him a moment to register.


Annabel?


A girl. Thin. Small. Crouched over on scabby knees. Dirty. Covered in dried blood and . . .


Fuck . . . No . . . Brady steadied himself, not quite trusting what he was seeing.


Hair filthy. Matted. Her eyes. Black. Stared back at him. Unresponsive.


Oh Christ! What’s happened to her? What the fuck has someone done?


All thoughts of James David Macintosh and the three-year-old girl disappeared. He was too thrown by the young victim facing him. Someone had locked her in there. With . . . Oh God . . .


Shocked, he stared past her. Past her undead eyes to the others.


So many of them . . .


He stood still. Mesmerised by the horror. They were dead. All of them – apart from her.


Why were they like that? Identically dressed. Long dark hair. Perfect faces. Painted. Heavy red lipstick – each one of them. All turned to face him. Watching him.


Grotesque. Horrific. Dead.


Then the screaming started. The girl. Her black eyes now filled with terror. Staring and staring at Brady, screeching a cry so inhuman, it was as if she had lost her mind.




DAY ONE


SATURDAY




Chapter One


Saturday: 3:01 a.m.


Shit . . . shit . . . my head . . .


She struggled to open her eyes – to keep them open. The pain in her head was unbearable. She closed them again, willing the pounding to subside. Minutes passed. Torturously slow. Any kind of movement racked the pain up to a level that was insufferable. So she lay face-down on the hard, cold floor and waited. Not moving – breathing as shallowly as possible – she remained there.


She had no idea how long she had lain there for, but finally, she was able to open her eyes and turn her head. The room was so black it was impossible to see anything.


That smell . . .


The still, heavy air was nauseating. It smelt of vomit combined with an astringent odour of stale urine. She could feel herself starting to gag. Fear snaked its way through her cold body, coiling itself into a tight knot in her queasy stomach. It brought with it a sudden acknowledgement. A hard slap that jolted her back to reality.


Last night . . . Oh God . . . what happened?


Then she started to remember. First one image, then another and another. Lurid, debasing snapshots assaulted her senses.


Him . . .


Her stomach started to churn. He had drugged her. She was certain of that. He had taken her to his place . . .


Oh fuck . . . where am I?


‘Help? Help me?’ she suddenly cried out. But her voice was barely audible.


Her throat hurt. It felt raw and swollen. Then she remembered why. She did not need to see the mottled purple and bluish bruising left behind by his hands. She could feel them encircling her neck and squeezing: slowly, surely, mercilessly. Her stomach tightened as she recalled the satisfaction he gleaned from strangling her while he— She stopped. She couldn’t bring herself to think about what he had done.


She now understood why the room smelt of vomit. She had been sick, but her stomach could only retch up bile. Not that he had cared. He was only interested in raping her.


She could taste him in her mouth and smell him on her skin. A vile, distinctive odour that reminded her of bleach. She swallowed.


She tried to block out the thoughts. The brutal, sick images that kept replaying over and over again on a self-destructive loop.


She needed to pull herself together. She didn’t have time to be weak and self-pitying. If she did, then she wouldn’t leave here alive. She had to focus on one thought – getting out.


She listened for a noise. Something that could give her a clue as to where he had brought her. But there was nothing but oppressive silence. Then she heard it; a dripping noise. Faint but constant. Scratching . . . Something or someone was scratching. It was barely audible. But she could make out what sounded like nails dragging against metal.


Terror gripped her as she tried to discern the direction of the scratching. But it had stopped. Tears started to spill down her cheeks. She was desperate for a drink. It felt as if tiny shards of broken glass were lodged in her throat. She willed herself to get up. To move. She needed to find that water – and a way out. But her body felt as if it belonged to someone else. The smallest movement was an effort. Her head was still pounding and her limbs felt too weak to comply. She tried to push herself up from the mattress.


She cried out. Her knee exploded. The pain, blinding.


Then the panic took over.


I don’t want to die. Not here. Not like this.


She needed to focus. Get herself thinking straight. He had left her – for now.


She forced herself to fight the panic. Managed somehow to pull herself up. Exhausted and light-headed, she leaned back against the cold, damp wall and sat for a moment steadying herself against the screeching pain in her knee.


Had she fallen? She couldn’t remember . . .


She breathed out slowly, trying to stop herself from retching. She had no idea what time it was, or how long she had been here. It was then that she became aware that her ankle hurt as well. More than hurt, it was burning with a cold feverish intensity. She pulled her leg in towards her body and heard what sounded like metal being dragged. Something was clasped tightly around it, cutting into the flesh. Panic-stricken, she felt her way down her leg.


Panic took hold again. She tried to fight it. A metal cuff was secured around her ankle. Desperate, she grabbed at the chain attached and yanked as hard as she could. It was futile. It didn’t move.


Fuck! I’m trapped . . . Oh fuck, why? Why has he done this to me?


Then she understood – he’s planning on coming back and . . .


She stopped herself. She didn’t want to think about him coming back. The thought of him filled her with dread. Those eyes filled with contempt. No remorse, shame or empathy. Nothing but disgust for her.


The things he had done to her . . . He had hurt her in a way that was inconceivable. And that was just the beginning. He had told her he had plans for her.


She tried to stop herself trembling. Whether it was fear or cold that had taken over her body, she couldn’t say. All she knew was that she was terrified. Terrified of him coming back. There was no mistaking the fact that he had hidden her.


She wrapped her arms around her chest in an attempt to warm herself.


The darkness surrounding her had started to become claustrophobic. She could make nothing out. Fear of the unknown was threatening to unhinge her. She had always been terrified of the dark. It was something that she had never grown out of – that irrational feeling that something or someone was lurking in the shadows waiting for you.


For fuck’s sake, keep it together and think . . . think it through. Try and remember what happened . . .


She shut her eyes tight as she tried to recall the events that had led her here. Slowly, pieces of memory, sketchy and hazy, started to come back.


Last night. Then . . .


The memory jolted her. Him. The car. What happened next? She couldn’t remember.


She couldn’t fucking remember!


Then she was here.


Wherever here is . . .


She had woken up in a cellar of sorts – some underground basement. But she couldn’t be sure. All she knew was that it was black in here. So black. She couldn’t see anything. Nothing. But she could feel the damp everywhere. The wet cold embraced her bare flesh. Clung to her hair. She used her fingers to feel the ground. It was nothing more than dirt. The wall behind her was stone. Damp and mould covered.


She shuddered involuntarily as she thought of him. For all she knew he could still be in here, waiting in the blackness for his next move. His touch had been hard, aggressive. His breath sour and filled with longing.


‘Help? Help me? Please?’ she called out. But her voice was nothing but a whisper. ‘Please . . . please . . . someone help me . . .’


For some reason she knew it was pointless. That he had hidden her some place where no one would hear her. After all, how loud had he made her scream out? And no one had come then. So what were the chances of someone hearing her pathetic cries now?


Tears started to fall freely at the realisation of her situation. She had had a crap life. Been through shit, much more than your average teenager, but she had coped. Survived. Even started to make something of the hand that life had dealt her. And now . . . She clenched her fists as anger coursed through her. She was under no illusions. She had watched enough TV crime series to know that her outcome didn’t look good. Worse still, no one would realise she was missing. She trusted no one and consequently kept herself to herself. How long would it take someone – anyone – to realise that she wasn’t around? Terror sliced through her like a searing blade. The likelihood of her ever being reported missing was remote.


An overwhelming sense of alarm took hold. How would the police find her if they had no idea she had been abducted? Did he know this in advance? Had he stalked her? It seemed more than probable that he had been watching her; for this was not some random abduction – it had to be premeditated. Otherwise, how would he have known that she was going to be there last night? She hadn’t told anyone her plans. No one knew her personal life. And that was the way she operated. She had trusted people in the past – and what had it got her? Nothing but pain. So she had shut people out. And now, it seemed that the isolated sanctuary that she had created for herself had imploded. Because now no one would be aware that she had disappeared.


Oh God!


Then she heard it again. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up.


A rasping, grating high-pitched noise – as if something or someone was trying to claw their way out. But it was not the scratching that scared her. No. It was something much more sinister.


Breathing. Someone was in here with her.




Chapter Two


Saturday: 6:42 a.m.


The headlines screamed at him: ‘Police Incompetence’ – followed by his name: ‘Detective Inspector Jack Brady.’ He picked up that morning’s edition of the Northern Echo, scrunched it into a ball and threw it at the overflowing bin.


Fuck you, Rubenfeld!


Brady would not have called Rubenfeld a friend, but he still didn’t expect to be betrayed by him. Yet he knew the hardened hack well enough to know that he would cross anyone if it meant a front page headline and a ticket out of Dodge. To say that Rubenfeld had outstayed his welcome in the North East was an understatement. His unorthodox journalistic ways had earned him some impressive enemies. Rubenfeld and Brady’s relationship had been one of quid pro quo. In other words, he was a snitch when it paid him to be and a tight-lipped bastard when it didn’t. But this . . . Brady shook his head. He knew the score. Rubenfeld, like every other scavenging journalist, wanted to make headline news. Which he had – at Brady’s expense.


It had happened less than thirty-six hours ago; not that it felt like that. Brady could have sworn it had happened days ago. But then, he had literally worked straight through since the night of the crime, grabbing a couple of hours sleep here and there, as had the rest of the team. He thought of James David Macintosh again . . . he had done nothing but think about him. There was a massive national police hunt for the murderer.


Macintosh had recently been paroled to Ashley House in Whitley Bay. However, old DNA evidence had conclusively identified him as The Joker – a serial killer from the seventies. One who had gone on a rampage and raped, tortured and gruesomely murdered seven victims. All men. All homosexuals. He had eluded the police for decades, his killing spree suddenly ending in the summer of 1977 as abruptly as it had started. Then he had disappeared. Dropped off the radar. The reason being, it turned out, that he had been incarcerated for a completely unrelated crime.


At the time of the Joker killings James David Macintosh, a twenty-one-year-old medical student, had voluntarily admitted himself as a private patient into St Nicholas in Gosforth – a psychiatric hospital. Whilst under the care of a Dr Jackson, he had surreptitiously succeeded in terrorising the streets of North Tyneside and Newcastle as The Joker. From what Brady had gleaned from Dr Jackson’s old transcripts of his sessions with Macintosh, it seemed that his patient had inadvertently revealed too much about his abusive father’s homophobic physical attacks. Whether Dr Jackson had made the connection that his young patient was responsible for the sadistic killings, Brady would never know; but clearly Macintosh believed he had said enough to incriminate himself. Enough for him to follow his psychiatrist after work to his leafy suburban home in Jesmond and wait for darkness to fall. Then, he had entered Dr Jackson’s home, carrying an axe, and had savagely murdered him. The doctor’s mutilated body had been found floating in the bath. The worst was yet to come. Macintosh had then tied the psychiatrist’s heavily pregnant wife face-down on their bed and had swung at her. Then he had killed her infant twin sons.


Brady closed his eyes and breathed in deeply. He knew each detail of the seventies case. Every nuance. He had spent the past thirty-six hours trawling through every piece of information they had on him from the original multiple murders trying to figure out where he would have gone. And where he would have taken a three-year-old girl. That question tortured Brady. He knew the statistics. With each passing hour, the chances of finding Annabel Edwards alive were becoming less and less likely. He felt sickened by the knowledge of what Macintosh had done. Of what he was capable of still doing.


What had seemed an anomaly at the time was Macintosh’s decision to abduct the psychiatrist’s three-year-old daughter, Ellen Jackson. The reason was beyond the original seventies investigative team. As much as it was beyond the current one. For James David Macintosh had repeated history – thirty-seven years on. But this time his choice of victim was Jonathan Edwards, his probation officer. Thirty-six hours ago he had absconded from Ashley House and had entered Edwards’ home. Again with an axe. And again with the intention of obliterating Jonathan Edwards’ skull, before turning his attention to Edwards’ wife and newborn son. His methodology was identical to his seventies killing spree; including the abduction of the Edwards’ daughter.


Brady had turned up at the crime scene too late. Macintosh had already left, taking with him the Edwards’ three-year-old child. Brady still had no idea where Macintosh had taken her. The first location that was searched was Mill Cottage; a property situated beyond Hartburn village in the wilds of Northumberland. Macintosh had taken Ellen Jackson there. The police had tracked it down in the seventies because the empty property had belonged to his mother.


However, back then when the police had arrived at Mill Cottage the psychiatrist’s three-year-old daughter was already dead. Macintosh had strangled her. That morning’s front page of the Northern Echo came to Brady’s mind. The Northern Echo had done their own research into Macintosh and the seventies murders. Enough for them to go into macabre detail about the killing of Ellen Jackson and the fact that the police had been too late, then as now. A gut feeling had driven Brady to turn up at Jonathan Edwards’ home on Thursday evening. But it had been too little, too late. The media were not the only ones accusing Brady of not doing enough. His own mind tortured him with thoughts of what if? But he knew he had to remain level-headed and focused. There would be plenty of time for recriminations later.


The Northern Echo journalists weren’t interested in the truth. The fact that Brady had no authority to detain Macintosh longer than he had – let alone press charges against him for a crime he had not committed – did not matter to the press. The truth was lost amidst the media hysteria. It was the principle that a notorious serial killer had been released on parole. Worse still, he had been released from police custody – Brady’s custody – and had then gone on to murder his probation officer and his family.


It was simple maths. Someone had to be held accountable.


Brady breathed out slowly as he looked towards his office window. The dusty wooden blinds were still open. The burnished orange glare of the street light below bled in. Soon it would be daylight. Then all hell would break loose.


Where are you Macintosh? Where are you hiding?


Brady turned his attention back to his desk. It was covered in files. He had spent the last day and night trawling through every piece of information they had on Macintosh, trying to figure out where he could have gone. And crucially, where he would have taken a three-year-old girl. That question tortured Brady. He knew the statistics. With each passing hour, the chances of finding Annabel Edwards alive were becoming less and less unlikely.


A dull knock at his office door shook him from his compulsive thoughts.


He turned his head and called out wearily: ‘Yeah?’


He wasn’t in the mood for talking.


The door opened. Conrad walked in. He looked as tired as Brady felt.


‘Sir?’


He was early. Brady assumed that Conrad had seen the front pages of the Saturday papers. They didn’t make good reading. Not if you were DI Jack Brady – or anyone associated with him.


Conrad cleared his throat. A sign that he was nervous.


Despite the fact that he looked exhausted, he was still impeccably dressed in a dark tailored suit, a crisp white shirt, cufflinks, an Italian tie and expensive handmade English leather brogues. This was typical of Conrad. He was always professionally attired. Unlike Brady. A beat-up old, black leather jacket that he had for too many years, accompanied with skinny black jeans, black T-shirt and heavy black Caterpillar boots was Brady at his best – and worst.


‘May I?’ Conrad asked as he walked over to Brady’s desk and pulled out the chair opposite.


He was five foot eleven, muscular, with short blond hair; good-looking when he wasn’t looking uptight – which was most of the time. Today was no exception. If anything, Conrad looked even more wound up than usual. His steel grey eyes were narrowed and his square jaw clenched.


‘Do I have a choice?’ Brady asked as he watched Conrad sit down.


‘Do you know who would have leaked this?’ Conrad asked as he handed Brady a selection of that morning’s newspapers, all leading with the same headline – Brady’s incompetence and Macintosh’s unknown whereabouts.


Brady looked over the front pages. The tabloids and broadsheets were following the same hysterical rhetoric as the Northern Echo.


Conrad waited. He wasn’t sure whether Brady was aware of what had been printed about the investigation – about him. But it was his job to make sure his boss was aware. Conrad could see it in Brady’s eyes as he scanned the front pages – the torment and feelings of guilt. Conrad realised that he was taking this personally. Too personally. He clearly felt responsible for the murders. After all, Brady had interviewed Macintosh. Brady had had a hunch that Macintosh was the original Joker, despite evidence to the contrary. But he had refused to give up until he had something conclusive to substantiate his gut feeling. And then it was too late. Once he had confirmation that Macintosh was the seventies Joker, the man had already disappeared with his hostage.


Thirty-six hours had passed and there had been no conclusive sightings of Macintosh. The station was packed. Extra officers had been called in from other Area Commands. Every officer had had their holidays and days off suspended. The entire country was gripped, waiting with bated breath for news on the serial killer’s whereabouts and the fate of the victim Macintosh had abducted: petite, pretty, blonde, and three years old. Annabel’s face and Macintosh’s had dominated the papers and news channels. Worse still, the newspapers and TV stations needed someone to crucify. The fact that Macintosh had had the freedom to murder again posed some difficult questions; and in a time of mass hysteria, someone had to pay. And that someone had been Brady. Simply because mistakes had been made and instead of looking higher up the food chain, Brady had been an easy target. A piece of meat to throw at the dogs, to keep them off the people who really were in charge. But they were savvy enough to make sure there was some distance between them and the orders they passed on. Consequently, there was nothing Brady could do about it.


Conrad had heard from certain sources that there would be an investigation into the handling of James David Macintosh’s release from police custody. Questions needed to be answered. And Brady was the one who was being called into account. Simply because he was good at his job and didn’t give a damn what anyone else thought – including his superiors. He was the ideal sacrificial lamb. Too maverick in his ways to be liked from above, despite getting much-needed results. Brady had virtually single-handedly solved Alexander De Bernier’s murder; despite it being a copycat killing designed to foil the police. That crucial fact had now been forgotten. Less than two days later . . .


The macabre killing of Alexander De Bernier, a twenty-two-year-old politics student, had been identical to the Joker’s seventies murders.


Brady had not only solved De Bernier’s murder, he had also identified the Joker: a serial killer who had gone on a killing spree which had escalated in the summer of 1977. His target – young, gay men. But it was the fact that he had identified Macintosh as the original Joker that had crucified him. The Northern Echo wasn’t alone in its damnation of Brady. In its denouncement and vilification of him – or to be precise, as the Senior Investigating Officer who had had James David Macintosh within his grasp. The journalists weren’t interested in the truth. Brady had no evidence against Macintosh, and hadn’t been able to detain him any longer. The crucial forensic results proving he was the Joker had come too late to stop him going after Jonathan Edwards and his family. But the facts were lost amidst the media hysteria. It was the principle that a notorious serial killer had been released on parole. Worse still, he had later been released from police custody – Brady’s custody – and had then gone on to murder his probation officer and his family. That had happened on Thursday evening – less than thirty-six hours ago.


Brady could see from Conrad’s expression that even his deputy was having a hard time accepting the turn of events. The fact that they had had Macintosh in their grasp – in custody – wasn’t worth thinking about.


Brady sighed. Exhausted, he sat back and ran a hand through his long dark hair. He looked back down at the newspapers in front of him. Contemplated Conrad’s earlier question about who could have leaked the information on the Macintosh case to the press. Information that could be his downfall. He had his suspicions. But nothing conclusive. He looked back up at Conrad. Realised it was better to keep his doubts to himself. ‘No. I have no idea who would have leaked these details.’


‘What are you going to do about it?’ Conrad asked.


Brady suddenly laughed. ‘Are you serious? There’s nothing I can do. I just have to accept it. They need someone to kick, that’s all there is to it.’


Conrad frowned. ‘But . . . this isn’t just a kicking, sir. Is it? The national papers are all running with the same story.’


‘It’s me the press are holding accountable. Not the police, Conrad.’


Conrad didn’t say a word.


Brady knew there was nothing he could say. It was the truth; he was being persecuted by the news channels and the papers. Macintosh’s crime was so heinous, so depraved that the public needed to be reassured that someone had fucked up. That it could have been prevented.


‘Maybe if you gave a statement to the press? Explain the fact that you had no grounds to hold Macintosh? That by the time the laboratory results came back it was too late?’


Brady looked at Conrad. ‘It’s too late. The damage has already been done. The only thing I can do is find that bastard and bring him in.’


‘I had an update on my way in, sir. Nothing. They still have no reports on the car he stole. He’s just disappeared.’


‘How the fuck does someone disappear with a three-year-old kid?’


Conrad shook his head.


‘I’ll find him, Conrad . . . No matter what happens, I’ll find him.’ Brady clenched his fists. ‘And in the meantime I don’t give a shit what the media throws at me. They need someone to blame, so it may as well be me. I don’t give a fuck what they print.’


‘I just wanted to make sure you were aware of what had been printed before the briefing later.’


‘Yeah . . . thanks for letting me know.’


Conrad nodded and stood up. ‘If I were you I’d try and get a few more hours’ sleep before the briefing. And a shower and a change of clothes might be advisable.’


Brady didn’t have the energy or the inclination to tell Conrad to fuck off. That it wasn’t his place to be telling a senior officer to sort himself out. He already knew he looked like shit. He felt like shit! But he knew that Conrad was looking out for him. His way of damage limitation. But being dressed in a designer Italian suit wouldn’t help Brady where his boss DCI Gates was concerned. Brady still had to hear Gates’ take on that morning’s headlines.


He watched as Conrad headed for the door.


‘Harry?


Conrad stopped. He turned around.


‘Do you think we’ll get him?’ Brady asked. ‘You know . . . before . . .’ He left it unsaid. The words were too difficult to utter.


Conrad looked at him. ‘I . . . don’t know, sir. All we can do is our best.’


‘And what if our best isn’t good enough?’ Brady asked.


Conrad did not answer.


Brady waited. He needed more. But it was clear Conrad wasn’t going to give him more.


‘Briefing’s at eleven.’


Conrad nodded and walked out.


Brady watched Conrad leave. His deputy was right. He could do with a few hours’ sleep before the briefing. He needed to have his wits about him. More now than ever.


 


Brady lay on his back with his hands behind his head, staring blankly at the ceiling. The office was in shadow. Outside the day was emerging. Bleak, grey and pissed off.


He forced his eyes closed. He needed to sleep. Had no choice. Otherwise he wouldn’t be able to function. But . . .


James David Macintosh.


Whenever he closed his eyes, the serial killer’s face haunted him. Somehow Macintosh had evaded the police and the public. His face and crimes had gone viral. The world was now watching the events unfolding in Whitley Bay.


Brady sighed heavily. He was exhausted; both physically and mentally. He tried to block him from his mind. He had to.


Eventually he started to feel drowsy. Relief coursed through his tired body as he felt himself drifting. All external noise – traffic in the street below, distant phones ringing, hurried footsteps and hushed voices – faded into a serene blackness.


Suddenly his heart was racing. Threatening to rupture. His mouth dry. Fear held him tight, restricting his breathing. Brady sat bolt upright. Panting, short, shallow gulps of air.


Shit!


His hands were trembling. He desperately needed a drink. But the stabbing bursts of daylight through his Venetian blinds brought him to his senses.


Saturday. It’s Saturday morning. Shit . . . She’s been gone since Thursday evening.


He rubbed his tired face. He just wanted it to be over. But he knew it wouldn’t end. Not until . . .


Until you find the girl. That is . . . if she isn’t already dead.




Chapter Three


Saturday 10:05 a.m.


Shut up! Just shut the fuck up or I’ll kill you!


‘Help? Please . . . I know you’re there. I can hear you breathing . . . Please help me?’ she whispered, desperate. ‘Just talk to me? Please? I hate the dark and . . . I . . . I . . .’ She faltered.


Stop talking! Just STOP!


‘Help!’ she hoarsely shouted. ‘HELP!’


‘Shut up! Just shut up, will you?’ she finally hissed from the blackness, venomous and deadly.


‘Who are you? I . . . I need help . . . He . . . he . . .’ she stopped.


I don’t care. I don’t fucking care what he’s done to you. Just stop talking to me.


‘Talk to me? Please?’ she pleaded.


‘Shut up! He’ll hear you. Don’t you get that, you stupid bitch!’ she spat.


‘I . . . I’m scared . . . I just want to get out . . .’


Boo-fucking-hoo! You’re not the first and you won’t be the last.


‘Please? I just want to go home,’ she persisted.


‘Yeah? Well, rule one, shut the fuck up! If he hears you kicking off he’ll kill you. He doesn’t like it if you cause a fuss. So don’t give him a reason to hurt you more than he needs to. Get it?’


‘Are you hurt?’ she asked her, keeping her voice as low as possible. ‘You sound hurt. Your breathing . . . It sounds as if you’re in pain. Did he do that to you?’


Deathly silence.


‘What’s he done to you?’


Everything imaginable . . . and more. She was done with talking. She just wished she would go away with her fucking questions. Soon enough she would give up. Accept her fate. She tried to remember if she had been the same when he had first brought her here. But it had been so long ago now that her memory couldn’t be trusted. Not anymore. The blackness seemed to have seeped under her skin and taken everything that had once been bright and full of life. All she knew now was him. She lived for the moments when he would return. To her. For her. But she didn’t want the new girl here. She didn’t want to share him.


It was simpler before. Now she was here it complicated things. Just as she herself had fucked things up for the girl before her.


She had a vague memory of the girl who was there when she had first arrived. The one she had replaced. The one who had been sat in a wooden hospital chair, unable to move. Or talk. He had . . . What had he done to her? She didn’t want to remember. But soon afterwards she had disappeared. And then it had just been her on her own. In the damp, cold darkness. Alone for what felt like an eternity.


Until now . . .


‘Please? Talk to me . . . I’m Emily. Emily Baker. What’s your name?’


She was about to say but then the footsteps distracted her. He’s coming back . . . Her initial flush of excitement was soon replaced by fear. What if he doesn’t want me now he has her?


‘Help me? Please help me? I’m chained up down here . . . PLEASE!’ Emily Baker hoarsely called out. ‘PLEASE! Help . . . help me . . . us. There’s two of us down here. Help!’


She tried to block out Emily Baker’s shouts. She listened as the door that led down to the basement was opened. Followed by the overhead light being switched on. Harsh. Blinding.


‘Help! Help us . . . please . . .’ Emily Baker cried out, hopeful.


She heard him climbing down the stairs. Wondered what he would do to the new girl. He didn’t like them to make a noise. He was very clear about that.


She tried to look up to see him but the light still hurt her eyes too much.


But she heard her. Emily Baker and her annoying whining. Then, when her eyes had stopped watering, she saw her. Sat on the mattress in front of her struggling to get free from the chain that was secured around her ankle. She didn’t see him. And when she did, it was too late.


‘They’ll be looking for me. Please? I just want to go home . . .’ Emily pleaded as he stood over her.


She watched his reaction. He struck her face with enough force to knock her unconscious. She watched silently as Emily’s body slumped onto the mattress. Good. Maybe he will get rid of her now? Better her than me. ‘I told her to be quiet. I told her that you would be angry.’


He turned.


She watched him study her; as if he had forgotten that she was there. He then smiled. ‘You’re a good girl. You know that? That’s why I’ve kept you the longest.’


She nodded. It was a weak and weary acknowledgement. ‘I know . . . I’m a good girl.’


‘I’ve brought you something . . .’ His voice trembling with excitement.


She didn’t ask what he had brought her. She had soon learned that he did not like questions. She had only survived by adapting. Learning to keep her mouth shut and accepting the rules – no matter how cruel. Sometimes he brought her gifts. Like now. But it depended upon his mood. She was hoping that the arrival of the new girl would make him treat her better – for a short time at least. That the new girl would get the violent and erratic treatment instead of her. She knew he was crazy. That he heard voices. Sometimes he even argued and screamed at them out loud. Those were rare occasions, but when it did happen, she knew that something dreadful would follow. So far, she had been lucky. So far, the voices hadn’t told him to kill her. At least, not yet.


A familiar feeling of fear stirred as she felt his finger trail down her long dark hair. Then he kissed her head. It was gentle. Delicate. So unlike him. She knew something was wrong. That her time had come.


She felt him place something on her lap.


She couldn’t look at it. Her head was secured so she could only stare straight ahead at the wall above the mattress. But she did not need to see it to know what he had brought her. It was a white ankle-length nightdress; old-fashioned and ugly. She had watched, silent and obedient, as he had forced the girl before her to wear a nightdress identical to this one. That was when she had slept on the mattress with her ankle chained to the ground like the new girl. Now he kept her strapped to this chair. It was his way – his ‘process’, as he called it.


‘You are so beautiful.’ He tilted her head up towards his face. ‘Look at the bone structure in this light. Perfect. You do know I have an eye for detail? And you . . . you are quite exquisite.’


She attempted a smile as she looked into his cold eyes, but failed. Icy fear had now gripped her from the inside. It was screaming at her that she had to do something – anything. That this was her chance. She had been waiting for this moment for months . . .


Or was it years?


She had lost track of the days, weeks and months. Her clock was ruled by him. She had come to welcome the noise of the door being dragged open. The metal scraping in protest against the stone floor. Whether the outcome would be good or bad, she always felt the stirrings of hopefulness. For sometimes he brought her real gifts. Unlike today. What he had brought today was not a gift for her – it was for him.


Ordinarily he would bring her food. Disgusting food. And if she had refused to eat it in the earlier days, hunger had soon won out. But sometimes – if she had shown willing and had been good – he would bring her chocolate and a can of Coke. The real Coke with sugar. His only condition was that he had to feed her. He liked to keep her restrained in this chair when he brought her gifts. He called it his mother’s chair, which used to creep her out. But now it didn’t bother her. In fact, not a lot bothered her now. Apart from this new girl showing up, shouting and screaming. She knew it would upset him. And she didn’t like to see him angry. When he got really mad he forgot about her. Sometimes for what felt like days and days. She would wait for him, silently praying that he would come back. That he would remember her. Remember that she was his good girl.


‘Are you going to behave for me?’ he asked as he bent down. His face was now level with hers. He gently brushed a loose strand of hair away from her eye and tucked it behind her ear. But his voice betrayed him. It was heavy with malevolence. ‘Mmm? Because I need to know that you’re not going to do anything stupid when I remove these restraints?’


She shook her head. ‘No . . . promise . . .’


‘Good girl,’ he said, letting go of her chin.


Her skin felt pinched, bruised; his grip too tight. She looked at him. The smile had gone. He looked distracted. Irritable, even. She knew this was a bad sign. She watched, scared, as he began to unbuckle the leather cuffs.


‘I’ll dress you,’ he told her. ‘Then I’ll photograph you.’


She stared at him. She had witnessed this procedure – his ‘process’ – just the once. But it was enough.


‘You know you have nothing to be scared of, don’t you?’


She didn’t respond. Instead she let her eyes focus on the wall above the mattress. It was covered in Polaroid photographs. Bleak, ugly, lacklustre faces stared back at her. She didn’t see it as ‘art’ – his term for it. All she saw were the faces. All much of a likeness: young, long dark hair, starved and half beaten to death. But each one shared a common trait – their eyes. He had altered their eyes forever.


‘They look perfect. So at peace,’ he mused as he looked proudly at the wall covered in photographs. He smiled as he looked from one photograph to another. ‘Perfection immortalised. Do you not agree?’


She kept quiet. To her they looked like those macabre Victorian photos of dead loved ones. She had seen the photos – dead people – staged to look as if they were alive. Posed sitting, or bizarrely standing, all looking straight at the camera but with one obvious difference; most had their eyes closed. The ones that had their eyes open looked like the faces on the wall ahead of her – blank. Staring at nothing.


He turned to her. ‘And you will be the most beautiful one.’ His smile had returned.


‘Promise?’ she asked as she stared at the wall; fixated. They horrified, yet fascinated her . . . They had been photographed – sat in THIS chair – dressed in a white Victorian-style nightdress, staring out with those dead eyes.


She knew the reason why they looked like that. And that was what terrified her.


He nodded. ‘Yes.’


‘And then you’ll let me go?’ She asked, trying to keep her voice steady. She didn’t want him to know that she was scared, for fear of angering him. He liked her to be compliant. It had not taken her long to realise that being complaisant guaranteed her survival. But now?
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