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For my little brother, Karl, who left us just as this book
was begun, but whose presence I felt throughout its writing.
This one’s for you, bruv.




 


When the bitter night is dark and cold,


It’s then you might see Mother Joan


You may think you’re alone and there’s no one else there


Those are the times when you should beware


Look in the places where shadows lie


You might catch the glint in her pale green eyes


All dressed in black, she’s long and thin;


Her hair is pure white; pale is her skin.


Look there in that doorway – see how she stands?


Is that a knife she’s got in her hand?


At the end of the street where no one else passes;


Can you see how she moves? See how she dances?


She’s as old as time and as cold as death


Is that her behind you? Can you feel her breath?


Now that you know her, she’ll soon be along.


Just listen out and you’ll hear her song.


She knows your secrets, and she knows your lies.


She’ll whisper them to you as she helps you to die.


There’s no place to hide and there’s nowhere to run.


Close the book, child, my tale is done.


Posted by hacker_red
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Creepypasta:noun;horror-related legends, myths or images that have been widely copied and pasted on the internet; brief, user-generated content intended to frighten, upset or disturb readers; the stories habitually feature a ritualistic or habitual element, and often purport to be true.


Urban Web Dictionary




Prologue


WHAT WAITS IN
THE SHADOWS
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WHEN DOCTOR MARK MURPHY GOT TO HIS office in the science building of Bligh University, in Cork, the book, which he had burned to a pile of ashes the night before, was sitting right in the middle of his desk.


He froze with the door still half-open, gazing at it numbly.


Replaying the steps in his mind, he recalled taking the leather-bound volume from his filing cabinet, where he had hidden it for fear one of his students or a colleague might see it and discover what it contained. He had bundled it up in a plastic Lidl shopping bag, and placed that in turn into the satchel he used to bring papers into work.


He had considered putting the satchel on the passenger seat of his Mercedes, but had thought better of it – the idea of having the book so close slightly nauseated him – so he dumped it in the boot and then drove at exactly the speed limit (despite a gnawing sense that reality was coming unravelled, he did not want to draw attention to himself) until he reached the detached four-bedroomed dormer in the Cork city suburb of Glenville, where he lived.


He had bought the materials he needed the previous day – a box of Zip firelighters, a tin of lighter fuel and some long safety matches. He had a barrel-shaped barbeque in his shed, which had been purchased on a whim two summers ago and never used. Better late than never, he thought, somewhat hysterically.


He put the book, still wrapped in its blue, red and yellow plastic shroud, on the grill, piled chunks of the acrid-scented combustibles around it, and then sprayed the whole lot with fuel for good measure. He had to strike the match three times before it caught, so violently were his hands shaking. At first, he did not think it would burn – the bag melted almost immediately, but the book itself seemed to sit, immune to the flames, for several long moments before he saw one of the black leather corners begin to curl, and then smoulder, and then in a glorious puff the whole awful thing burst into a wonderful orange conflagration.


He stood and watched, laughing and crying all at the same time, until it was reduced to a smoking grey pile. Then he went inside, poured himself a large single malt and watched pornography until an uneasy sleep claimed him.


At one point in the wee small hours (he had glanced at the clock and it was 3.33 a.m.) he was awakened by what he thought was someone knocking on his window, but there was no one there when he went to check. The stress of the past couple of days had made him paranoid.


He went back to sleep and was troubled by no more dreams.


But the next morning, the book was sitting on his office desk large as life despite all his efforts, and he knew the nightmare was not over. For a long moment he was frozen by a sense of fear that was almost overwhelming. His mind went completely blank – this could not be. He was a man of science, and these were circumstances that flouted all the laws of logic upon which he had built his life.


But then something in him fought back – a survival mechanism clicked in, and he started to function again. The fact that it was on his desk, this time, in a room to which only he and perhaps three other people had a key, gave him some clues as to who was behind the affair.


He knew he was going to have to respond – it was only right.


And with that thought Doctor Mark Murphy closed his office door behind him.
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MARK MURPHY WAS NOT SUPERSTITIOUS SO HE did not for a moment believe this was the same book. His enemies had clearly made copies.


He sat at his desk, gazing at the tome as if it were a portent of evil.


The book was slightly larger than A4 in size and bound in real black leather (he had been around old texts for long enough to know the smell and feel of it). There was no lettering or any other kind of marking on either the front or back cover, nor the spine. He reached over and slowly drew the thing to him. He did not want to open it, but he had to be sure: this one might contain revelations even worse than its predecessor, so taking his Parker pen from the breast pocket of his cardigan, he used it to turn the first few pages, all of which were made of thick card.


The text was exactly the same as the previous volume – some kind of children’s poem, written in rhyming couplets: When the bitter night is dark and cold, it’s then you might see Mother Joan, the first verse ran. He presumed it was intended to frighten him – some sort of stupid, juvenile joke. The poem didn’t bother him at all.


It was the accompanying photographs that scared him half to death.


There were ten stanzas in all, each given its own page. The plate opposite every verse contained a black and white photograph that had been put through some kind of filter to make it look like vintage daguerreotype. The photos all featured him, Doctor Mark Murphy, doing things he would not wish the world to know about. Private acts.


These were images that, should they ever make their way into the wrong hands, would result in him not just losing his job – prosecution and prison would swiftly follow.


The previous collection had included ten shots, taken from various unusual angles (one looked like it had been captured through a hole in the floorboards, another through a light fitting), of Doctor Murphy’s less savoury, but perhaps more moderate, extra-curricular interests: one showed him masturbating while watching porn (a smaller photo, set into the corner of the larger one, and taken (impossibly) from just behind his right ear, showed that the film he was enjoying involved a woman, two masked men and a nail gun).


Another page showed a sequence of five images of him viciously beating an elderly lady (a neighbour of his who had complained about how he parked his Mercedes – he had to show her he could park anywhere he damn well pleased, and he had reminded the old dear before taking his leave that if she pointed the finger of blame at him when explaining how she came by her injuries he’d come back, and make sure she didn’t have any fingers left to point in the future). Each photo in the set was taken from a different vantage point, and one actually showed a close-up of the old woman’s battered face.


The final picture in the first book was of him standing over the body of Tom, a semi-wild cat that had lived on the grounds of the university for as long as anyone could remember. The creature had taken to spraying on the window sill of his office, and the stench permeated the entire room. Murphy had stayed to work late one night, and when the filthy animal had come to mark its territory, he had coaxed it inside with some tinned sardines, and cut its throat while it ate.


This photo showed him straight on, standing with his back to the window, the kitchen knife in his hand stained with blood; the animal, its throat open, was on a piece of plastic at his feet. The peculiar thing about this photo was that there was someone peering through the window – they were clearly visible, but he had not seen them at the time, because his back had been to the glass.


The figure was tall (it must have been well over six feet), and dressed in some kind of black coat with a hood obscuring the face. A wisp of blonde or possibly white hair escaped the hood, but other than that there were no distinguishing features. The text of the final verse on the page opposite read: There’s no place to hide and there’s nowhere to run. Close the book, child, my tale is done.


Common sense told him the ominous-looking person had been Photoshopped in, just to freak him out. But there was a nagging voice at the back of his mind reminding him that he was being watched. This must be one of those surveilling him.


The images in the second book were all worse than the first. Murphy had, over the past five years, killed two people and left a third brain damaged to the point she had virtually no mental functioning to speak of. Pictures of all these were present, as well as some action shots of his visit to a particular club in Kosovo where the guests could vent their more violent fantasies. He didn’t think he had actually murdered anyone while he was there, although one of the women he had spent time with probably required reconstructive surgery if she was going to be seen in public again.


And that dark-clad figure was, once again, in the last image in this book, this time as a reflection in a mirror, and Murphy knew it had to be a trick, because that room had been locked, and the only people in it were him and the girl he was torturing.


Distracted as he was, he would surely have noticed a towering figure, dressed in a black cowl, looming over his shoulder.


This, he decided, had been created by someone with an axe to grind.


And he thought he knew who that was.
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MARTHA WINGARDEN WAS BLONDE, THIRTY-FIVE years old, and Murphy believed she was asking for it.


Martha had started work as a cleaner in the college during his salad days, when everything seemed to be going right and the world was at his feet (those days were long gone, but that was another story). She had come into his office one evening to empty his waste basket, and he had suggested that, while she was down there, she might be interested in polishing something as well.


The daft cow had pretended not to know what he was talking about, so he had shown her.


It took five days for the black eye to fade, and a year for Bligh’s Committee on Bullying and Harassment to begrudgingly decide they didn’t have enough hard evidence to initiate disciplinary action. Anger management classes were suggested, and he went, to show he was willing to play ball. Which was a big fat lie. The only reason he had agreed was because she indicated she would not take things further so long as he sought help – it was her word against his, but there had been one or two outbursts on campus and he didn’t want to develop a reputation as difficult.


Despite his effort to show willing, Kieran Byrne, an English postgrad and a liberal hippy bleeding heart of the kind the Arts Department had a habit of attracting, was waiting by Murphy’s car one evening to inform him that Martha was a friend of his, and he was convinced she was telling the truth. Poking Murphy in the chest to punctuate each word, the do-gooder informed him he would be watching him like a hawk from then on.


In the years since, the long-haired moron had become the university’s Equality Officer and Murphy was convinced this was all part of some grand scheme he had cooked up to screw him over. It all added up: Murphy had found the first book seemingly at random in the poetry section of the library and Wingarden, as a cleaner, would have a skeleton key, which would facilitate getting the second one into his office. The artsy nature of the whole thing, with the fancy, digitally enhanced photography, the fairytale-sounding poem and the looming, death-like figure in the window all suggested Byrne was the culprit.


All that was left to answer was how they’d managed to take the photographs to begin with, but Murphy believed he could get the necessary answers out of Martha Wingarden if he could just have half an hour on his own with her. Byrne was ten years younger than him and six inches taller, so he had no intention of taking him on – he had some friends he would call upon to take care of that once he’d had a little fun with the blonde cleaner bitch.


If he planned it just right, he could have way more than half an hour.


With a little care and forethought, he could have all the time he wanted.
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MURPHY GRABBED MARTHA WINGARDEN AS SHE came out of the history building at ten that night and knocked her out by pressing a rag soaked in methylated spirits over her nose and mouth. It wasn’t chloroform, but it was all he could get his hands on at such short notice, and it did the job just fine – she went down without much of a struggle.


He had parked the Merc just below the steps outside the main door to the building, and he had her bundled into the back seat and was driving out the gate and onto Consilio Road before anyone noticed a thing. There was one security camera over the main porch, but he had removed the fuse from the box that powered it earlier that evening. He was aware from the photos in the books that he was under surveillance, but the thought that the person watching was Kieran Byrne made him less afraid. And once he had Wingarden secure, he would make a call that would deal with the bleeding heart once and for all. Feeling ebullient, he put on one of his Ariana Grande CDs and sang along as he drove across the bridge and turned left onto the docks. It was a beautiful night and for once the stars were all aligning in his favour.


Nothing could possibly go wrong, he thought as he sang about having no tears left to cry. That Ariana surely could sing – and she looked like she knew her way around (he bet he could still teach her a thing or two, though).


Murphy rented a storage locker under one of his aliases at the eastern end of the docks. It was set among a network of derelict buildings, and the closest neighbour was a quarter of a mile away. He parked between his lock-up and a dilapidated shed that was right beside it so the car was completely obscured from view. It took him a little longer than he might have liked to drag Wingarden inside (in the movies the bad guy always throws the lady over his shoulder and carries her into his lair as if she weighs nothing, but reality is a little different). Once she was safely indoors he placed her on the carpenter’s table that he kept there in case of emergencies and secured her hands and feet with packing tape, then ran some more over her forehead to stop her from trying to bite him or knocking herself unconscious, as a girl he had played with last year in Bangkok had done at a most inopportune moment.


When his guest was safely stowed, he stripped naked and laid out his tools, starting with the smaller, more precise items like scalpels and tweezers, and finishing with what he liked to think of as his ‘shock and awe’ implements: hacksaws, hammers, and not forgetting the power tools, always good for a spectacular finish.


When everything was ready, he used some smelling salts to bring Wingarden back to the land of the living. He loved seeing the sense of horror dawning on his playthings’ faces, the realisation that something truly terrifying was about to be visited upon them. Martha impressed him, though. Rather than becoming hysterical, she kept it together.


With her head secured, she could only see the ceiling directly above her and he let the slut struggle for a bit, allowing the panic to really settle in her gut, then peered over her, a long filleting blade in his hand.


‘Doctor Murphy,’ she said, her voice hoarse and ragged from the fumes he had used to knock her out.


‘Hello, Martha,’ he said, smiling sweetly. ‘How do I find you, this evening?’


‘Please let me go,’ she said, a tear trickling from the corner of her eye, but her voice still quite steady.


‘Why would I do that?’ Murphy asked. ‘You and your friends have made my life very, very uncomfortable. You’ve gone to some lengths to frighten and upset me. I would go so far as to say I am entitled to a little payback, wouldn’t you?’


‘But that was ten years ago!’ Martha pleaded. ‘We haven’t spoken since then! I don’t even work in your building.’


He felt anger twitch in his gut, and held up a finger, silencing her.


‘Do you think I’m an idiot?’ he asked, running the blunt edge of the blade down her cheek so she could feel the coldness of it.


‘No!’


He reached over to where his tools were laid out and picked up the book, which he had brought along as evidence of his guest’s crimes.


‘Was it Byrne’s idea to create this little masterpiece?’


Her eyes narrowed. ‘I don’t know what that is.’


‘Don’t lie to me!’


Somewhere outside on the empty waterside a strange melody had started playing. There were no buildings close by, so he assumed it was a radio on a boat passing by. It was an odd tune, though: almost like a hymn or a lullaby, and played on a single instrument, a cello, perhaps.


‘I’m not lying, I swear I’m not!’


‘How did you get these photographs? I know you paid someone to follow me, but I want to know who. This can go easy or it can go hard, and I promise you, I will have you begging to die by the end if you force me to go hard on you.’


The melody had become louder. Murphy could now hear that it was not being played by an instrument but was instead a human voice. He was reminded of a recording he had heard once of a castrato, a singer who had been castrated at adolescence to preserve a high vocal range, but with all the power of an adult. He thought he recognised the song now. But he couldn’t place it.


‘You know, I liked you,’ he said, stroking her cheek. ‘We didn’t have to be enemies.’


‘We could still be friends,’ she said, and he saw hope in her eyes. ‘If you just let me go, we could be really good friends.’


He grinned. ‘You want me to cut the tape?’ He placed the knife point at her wrist.


‘Yes. I’ll be good. I’ll do whatever you want.’


‘I know you will,’ he said, and pushed the tip of the blade into the flesh between her thumb and forefinger.


Three things happened all at once.


Martha Wingarden screamed a full-throated, anguished howl, the door to the locker exploded inwards and all the lights went out.


Murphy stood in the darkness, grasping the knife and breathing shallowly. The room seemed full of the sound of the strange song, and he realised that, although he was looking in the direction of the door, all he could see was darkness. There should have been light streaming in from the lamps outside, but the place was pitch black.


‘Who’s there?’ he shouted. ‘I swear, if you come any closer, I’ll gut her from chin to groin. I mean it!’


There was a movement in the darkness in front of him, like the swarming of insects or the swirling of smoke, and suddenly he realised why no light was coming in the hole where the door had been – somebody or something very tall was standing in the space. The song got louder, and he could just discern a jerky movement, and something pale, like a long, thin limb, was revealed for a moment, and then it was gone again.


‘Keep away! I’m going to cut her if you move one more inch!’


The song stopped all of a sudden, and Murphy heard a deep, throaty sound, somewhere between a laugh and a cry, and then there was a whooshing and he was struck full force in the chest and knocked off his feet.


Something cold and bitter covered his mouth and he couldn’t breathe, and then all was black.


*


A very shaken Martha Wingarden was back at work the following day, and it was six months before a strange detective named David Dunnigan came asking about Mother Joan. Until that day, she thought (hoped) it had all been a nightmare.




Part One


LITTLE GIRL LOST




 


I don’t know why I looked up, but when I did I saw her there. She was standing right against my window. Her long black cloak brushed against the glass, and the darkness inside that hood, pointed, like the beak of a foul bird, seemed blacker than the blackest night.


And she just stood there in the window.


My wife was upstairs sleeping, my son was in his crib and I couldn’t move. I froze and watched her looking past me through the glass.


Oh, please no. In the name of everything sacred, not her.


She seemed to be slowly swaying, as if she were a serpent, and she put a pale, clawed hand up and slid it down the glass, watching me. A wisp of the whitest hair escaped through the folds of the cowl.


And still she watched me. Mother Joan.


I couldn’t do anything. I just stayed there, frozen, feet still in the bushes I was pruning, looking into my home.


And she stood against my window.


Posted by hacker_red
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THE TEAM FROM THE NATIONAL BUREAU OF Criminal Investigation (Ireland’s equivalent to the FBI) were anxious to get back to Dublin. They had been working on a case involving people trafficking in Faringen, the last outpost in Greenland before the North Pole, and were waiting for the first of the four flights on their long journey home when David Dunnigan, the team’s criminologist, received the call from Father Bill, his friend and mentor, to say he thought he had found Beth.


Beth.


Dunnigan’s niece, for whom he had been searching for eighteen years.


‘I have her in a hotel room in Ballsbridge,’ the priest told him over the static-filled line. ‘She’s waiting to see you.’


Dunnigan sat on the tiny metal bench, watching the small plane he and his friends would soon be boarding being refuelled. He knew he should be feeling an overwhelming rush of joy and relief, but there was nothing. It was as if everything had shut down.


‘Are you saying what I think you’re saying?’ Dunnigan asked, his voice level.


‘Yes I am, Davey. Beth has come home.’


The criminologist held the phone to his ear, the hum of the international line a constant drone.


‘How?’ he said at last. ‘I mean … I don’t understand.’


Diane, Dunnigan’s recently estranged girlfriend, and Chief Superintendent Frank Tormey, his boss, were gazing at him now.


‘What is it, Davey?’ Diane asked, concerned.


He held up his hand to silence her.


‘It’s a long story,’ the priest said, ‘and I will tell you every bit of it when I see you. Right now, all you need to know is that she is safe and under constant watch, and the second you land I will bring you to her.’


Dunnigan blinked. His mind was racing. So many thoughts were coming in rapid succession, he couldn’t process them all. In the end, only one surfaced. ‘It should have been me.’


‘Perhaps,’ Father Bill said. ‘I did what I thought was right.’


‘I was supposed to find her.’


‘Come and find her now. Give me a shout when you know what time you’ll be landing. I’ll give you the details of where to go.’ And he hung up.


All eyes were on Dunnigan, who was still holding the now dead handset.


‘What’s going on, Davey?’ Tormey asked.


‘Father Bill says he’s found Beth.’


Tormey sighed and shook his head. ‘So that’s what he’s been up to.’


‘You knew about this?’


‘He told me he was looking into something. I didn’t ask him what it was. He has eyes and ears all over the city, and they’re not always attached to very nice people.’


‘Is he sure it’s her?’ Diane asked, putting a hand on Dunnigan’s shoulder, which he ignored completely.


‘He says it is.’


‘Do you believe him?’


‘I neither believe nor disbelieve him. I don’t have enough information. I’ll establish the veracity of the situation when we get home.’ And, standing up, he began to walk towards the plane.


‘You’d think he’d be happy,’ Diane said as they watched the scrawny figure move stiffly away from them.


‘You don’t know him at all, do you?’ Tormey said, without irony.
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BY THE TIME THEY LANDED IN DUBLIN THEY ALL felt as if they had been chewed up and spat out. Dunnigan hadn’t uttered a single word since Faringen. He texted Father Bill as they queued for their flight from London: Boarding Now. Arriving T1 Dublin 3.55 p.m.


Father Bill responded: Carton Hotel, Ballsbridge. And that was that.


Dunnigan and Diane caught a taxi outside the terminal. (Tormey left them at this point, to check in at Garda HQ.)


‘How are you doing, Davey?’ Diane asked as the cab made its way along the M50.


‘I’m fine,’ was the terse response.


‘No, you’re not. Come on, we’ve been through enough shit together not to have to play these games anymore. Talk to me.’


He was gazing out the window, watching the stream of traffic that flowed past.


‘Why? What good will it do? And I didn’t ask you to come with me, either.’


‘Luckily, I don’t require your permission. I’m as invested in this as you are, and you know it. And as a professional therapist, I know a little something about what you’re going through. So just shut up and accept my support and friendship. Okay?’


He didn’t have an answer for that, so he said nothing.


*


Father Bill – in his mid-fifties, a couple of inches over six feet tall, handsome, with the build of a boxer – was waiting on a couch in the sumptuous lobby of the hotel. He hugged Diane but saw that such an overture would not be welcomed by Dunnigan.


‘I want to see this girl,’ the criminologist said, without preamble.


‘And you will. But please, Davey, she’s very delicate. She hasn’t yet got her head around the fact that she’s safe.’


‘Is she safe?’ Diane asked. ‘Are they looking for her?’


‘I don’t know,’ Father Bill admitted. ‘I took a very circuitous route getting here. She’s as secure as she can be.’


‘But they know it was you who took her?’


‘I found her in a brothel in the inner city – apparently, she’d just been trafficked here from somewhere in the Czech Republic. One of my friends in the homeless community tipped me off.’ Father Bill was manager of the Widow’s Quay Homeless Project. ‘They’ll know she was taken by now, but I doubt they’ll connect it to me.’


‘I need to see her,’ Dunnigan said again, and the urgency was powerful in his voice.


‘And she needs to see you,’ Father Bill agreed gently. ‘Come on. She’s been waiting very patiently.’


The lift took them to the third floor, where a large man was lounging by the ice machine. He nodded as they went past.


‘That’s Igor,’ the priest said. ‘A friend of a friend. Lovely chap. Completely lethal, but a nice guy once you get to know him.’


Father Bill had grown up on the streets of the inner city and maintained connections with the criminal underworld. He was not above using these contacts when necessary, which did not always please either the police or his superiors in the church.


He led them to room 324. ‘Perhaps you should stay outside – for now, at any rate,’ Father Bill said to Diane.


She nodded. ‘I’ll go and chat to Igor.’


Father Bill put the key card into the lock and opened the door.
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SHE WAS SITTING ON THE ROOM’S WOODEN CHAIR with her back very straight, gazing out the window. Dunnigan wondered what she was looking at, because the view consisted only of another wing of the hotel and some heating pipes.


‘Beth, I have someone here to meet you,’ Father Bill said.


The girl turned and looked at Dunnigan with an unflinching gaze, and immediately and beyond any doubt he knew that this was not his niece.


Feelings cascaded over him – pain, disappointment, anger, sadness, relief – it was like he was being beaten up by his own emotions. He reached out and used the wall to steady himself.


They stared at each other for a long moment. His mind raced, taking in every detail, hoping he had somehow got it wrong, that the girl facing him was just so changed it was taking him time to recognise her – it had been eighteen years, after all.


She had dark hair, which was right (although Dunnigan knew a woman’s hair colour was not a reliable identifier with all the hair dyes and rinses available), and she was slim to the point of being skinny. But that was where the similarity ended. She was sallow-skinned, whereas Beth had shared his pale complexion, and the eyes were all wrong too. Beth had the grey/blue eyes Dunnigan shared with her mother, Gina, his twin. This girl’s irises were more a blue-green.


He gazed at the young woman for another long moment and saw the same realisation in her face – she knew this was not going to be the reunion she had hoped for. He would have felt for her if he was not in so much pain.


Without a word he turned on his heel and walked back out past the priest, closing the door behind him.


*


Father Bill found him sitting on the stone steps outside the hotel’s front door. ‘She goes by the name Elizabeth,’ he said. ‘She was taken when she was only small. It all fit. I’m sorry.’


Dunnigan didn’t look at him, just stared into the middle distance.


‘She told me she had an Uncle Davey. She looked to be the right age.’


‘Can you help her find her family?’


‘I’ve already got people looking. I’m just sorry you had to go through that.’


‘I didn’t ask you to do this, Father. I appreciate it, but it’s my responsibility to find her, not yours.’


‘We’re friends, Davey. I wanted to help you.’


The criminologist sighed deeply, exhaustion taking him in its grip. ‘I’m starting to think it’s been too long,’ he said. ‘The trail is too cold. I mean, we learned more in Greenland than we have in years, but it’s still like trying to catch smoke. Interpol are following up on some of the information, but who knows if it’ll yield anything.’


‘I have one other lead, if you’ve got the stomach for it,’ the priest said. ‘I’ve had someone watching a location in Swords, and some information has come to light that might be worth following up. I’d be happy to check it out with you.’


‘With the greatest respect, Father, I need to do it myself. I’ve let this run my life for almost two decades. I need to end it once and for all – for good or bad, regardless of what I learn.’


Father Bill nodded and sat down beside him on the step. ‘It could bring you to some bad places.’


‘Worse than where I’ve already been?’


‘Maybe.’


‘If Beth is gone, she’s gone, but at least we’ll know and I can say my goodbyes and put her to rest. If she’s alive – and I know there’s only a microscopically slim chance of that – I can bring her out of whatever hell she’s been in and get her help. Please tell me where to look.’


‘If you bring the police into it, the bureaucracy will slow you down. I’m worried the entire trafficking organisation is closing ranks. You’ll need to move quickly.’


‘Father, as a consultant with the Bureau of Criminal Investigation, I am encouraged to conduct preliminary investigations on live cases, of which this is one,’ Dunnigan said, smiling wanly. ‘I can always get Tormey involved if anything significant comes to light.’


‘I suppose that’ll have to do.’ The priest seemed resigned.


So Father Bill told him about a man he’d been watching, a man who knew the inside workings of the After Dark Campaign, the organisation that had taken Beth.
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THAT NIGHT DUNNIGAN HAD THE DREAM AGAIN – the one about the day she was taken from him and he had let it happen.


In his mind’s eye it was December the eighth, the start of the Christmas shopping season in Ireland. He and Beth were wrapped up against the frigid winter air, scarves about their necks and gloves on their frozen hands, and Grafton Street was thronged with people, all similarly attired and ready to fill their shopping bags with seasonal bounty.


Beth was four – in his heart, despite the passing of time, she was always that little girl – and he held her hand while, rosy-cheeked, she gazed at the store windows resplendent with their festive decoration.


‘It’s just so pretty!’ she said, smiling in childish wonder.


Dunnigan had planned on going into the Stephen’s Green Shopping Centre. He’d had this dream countless times and each time there was about it a sickening feeling of helpless dread. He tried to steer his niece towards the double doors of the building, determined to get inside, away from the crowds and towards safety.


But then they heard the music.


In actuality the song the carollers had been singing was ‘Little Donkey’, but in this dream for some reason it was different – they were performing something choral, a hymn or a plainchant he couldn’t quite identify. Beth tugged at his arm and pulled him towards the singers, who were surrounded by a crowd of admiring listeners.


You have to hold on to her, you cannot let go, Dunnigan told himself.


He gripped her hand tightly, determined that, for once, he would leave these benighted minstrels with his niece firmly by his side. He checked behind them and on both sides – all was safe, there was no one nearby who looked suspicious or dangerous. Everyone in the crowd seemed completely transfixed by the music, and for a second he relaxed.


Almost as soon as he did, the sky darkened and the singing took on a sinister pitch. The volume became unbearable, each note threatened to pierce his eardrums, and suddenly, like something from a Hieronymus Bosch painting, a massive, dark figure loomed from behind the group of carollers. It was impossibly tall, dressed in a dark hood and cape that was caked in mud, dead leaves and roots. A gnarled hand reached down, only it wasn’t coming for him, it was trying to get Beth. He threw himself in front of her, but it was too late, there was nothing he could do.


A piercing screech cut through the nightmare, dragging him back to a reality that was only marginally less painful. His phone was ringing.


‘Yes,’ he said, his heart still pounding.


‘He’s heading for home,’ Father Bill’s voice said. ‘It’s time.’
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TONY MARR PUT HIS BRIEFCASE (HAND-CRAFTED and made to a design by his wife, who dabbled in fashion in her free time – which was pretty much all her time) on the bureau just inside the front door of the apartment he kept near Dublin’s city centre. His family home was just outside Gorey, but when he worked late it seemed more sensible to stay in town, so he rented a small place for that purpose.


Marr needed a drink. Thursday was his busiest day: conversations (both face-to-face and via Skype) with investment brokers and two different teams of fund managers, planning meetings with the controllers of five subsidiary companies and a weekly review of the stock portfolios of three of his biggest clients took up the bulk of his schedule, but there were always the myriad things that could not be planned for – phone calls, minor emergencies and the like that just had to be resolved there and then.


Of course, this was why they paid him the big bucks, and why he was considered the best at what he did – well, one of the top three in Europe anyway.


He went into the kitchen and pulled the menu for a new Thai takeaway from the door of the fridge, where it was held by a magnet, and skimmed it while he went through to the living room. He was pouring himself a large glass of whiskey when he heard knocking on his front door.


Which was puzzling, as the apartment complex had a buzzer system, so unwanted visitors couldn’t get in without being permitted to do so by the residents.


He peered through the peep-hole. There was a man outside, holding out an ID card which identified him as a member of the police.


Marr opened the door a crack.


‘Yes, detective?’


The cop was skinny and in plain clothes: a long, grey woollen coat over a t-shirt with pictures of superheroes and the words Justice League emblazoned on it, paired with ill-fitting black jeans. He looked to be about forty, his long dark hair was shot through with grey and he sported a scruffy beard.


‘Could I come in, Mister Marr?’ he asked pleasantly. ‘I need to ask you a few questions.’


‘What’s this about?’


‘We can do this here, or you can come to Harcourt Street – I really don’t mind which.’


Marr stepped back and opened the door, leading the man into his living room. ‘What did you say your name was?’


‘David Dunnigan. I’m a civilian consultant with the National Bureau of Criminal Investigation.’


‘And how can I help you this evening?’ Marr asked again, picking up his glass of Scotch and sitting down in one of the armchairs. He motioned at the chair opposite and his visitor followed suit.


‘I’d like to know about some of your business associations.’


Marr nodded. So that was it – he’d been involved in some insider trading, but had always been very careful to cover his tracks. Someone had obviously been talking out of turn. He thought he had better play along for a bit, see how much this untidy cop knew.


‘Which associations are you interested in – precisely?’


Dunnigan reached inside his jacket and took out a piece of paper – a yellow Post-it Note. He reached over and handed it to Marr. Glimpsing down, the investment specialist saw that it contained three lines of very neatly written script. An address. Suddenly, he thought he was going to throw up.


‘You visit that location three times a week,’ Dunnigan said. ‘Some associates of mine have had it under surveillance, and we have footage of you coming and going quite regularly.’


Marr took a gulp of his drink and said nothing. His mind had gone blank – he knew that he was in trouble, and it was not the kind of trouble he had been expecting. He reckoned speaking would only get him in deeper, however, so he decided to keep quiet until speech was absolutely necessary.


‘Not just you, of course – other men come and go too,’ the criminologist continued. ‘I won’t insult your intelligence by pretending I don’t know what goes on in that place. I visited there this evening myself, and had a word with Luca, the man who described himself as the caretaker of the operation.’


Marr licked his lips – his mouth seemed to have gone dry, all of a sudden.


‘Now, Luca had names and phone numbers of fifteen gentlemen who are regular patrons of the services he provides. After a little gentle persuasion, he gave them to me. I don’t expect the names are anything other than aliases, but I could probably get some friends of mine to track down the numbers. On television, they talk about burner phones and how they’re untraceable. In reality, it’s not quite so simple. Even a pay-as-you-go handset leaves a trail, and we shouldn’t forget, I have photos and video footage of the people who visited, which will be a great help in matching names to faces.’


Marr felt a trickle of sweat run down the small of his back.


‘Oh, I should probably also mention the two girls – Samantha tells me she is thirteen, and Katya is eleven – who are the real purpose of your calls. They’re both in the care of some friends of mine now. Obviously, I’m not going to tell you who or where – suffice it to say, they’re safe.’


Marr drained his glass.


‘Katya says she was your favourite.’


‘She’s lying.’ The words were out before he could stop them – a reflex action.


‘Is that so?’


‘I run a financial consulting agency. Luca Dovilla is a businessman. I manage his investments.’


‘He must have quite a bit of money in your care to require three visits a week.’


‘He does.’


‘Do you mind if I have a glass of that whiskey?’ Dunnigan asked suddenly.


‘What?’


‘I usually take a snifter about this time. Do you mind?’


‘Help yourself.’


‘Thank you.’


The cop stood and walked past him to the drinks cabinet. Marr heard the sound of whiskey being poured.


‘Don’t you think it’s odd Luca operates out of a tiny house in Swords?’ Dunnigan continued from behind him.


‘He’s frugal. Listen, I’m a busy man, and unless you have some kind of concrete proof of these allegations, I’d really like to cut this short.’


Tony never heard the criminologist move, but suddenly he was tipped over backwards in his chair, and there was a boot pressed hard on his windpipe. He struggled for a second, but it was no use. He couldn’t breathe, and the pressure was so great he was sure his throat would be crushed. His vision grew dim and he knew he was going to black out when suddenly he was released, and beautiful, wonderful air rushed back into his lungs.


He rolled over, gasping for breath.


‘I’m not really very good at violence,’ Dunnigan said from somewhere above him. ‘I don’t like it, and in the past, I’ve usually allowed other people to do it for me.’


Marr sucked oxygen in and out, feeling life returning by degrees.


‘But I have to be honest with you,’ the criminologist continued, ‘I’ve been kind of in a bad mood this past year or so, and I’m about ready to get my hands dirty. You seem like a good person to start on.’


‘I can get you money,’ he rasped, trying desperately to think. ‘If you come with me to an ATM there’s eighteen hundred I could withdraw right now.’


‘You can get that much from a bank machine?’ Dunnigan asked, disbelieving.


‘I have three accounts. Let’s go to the bank in the morning and you can have as much as you want.’


‘You’re digging yourself in deeper,’ the criminologist said grimly.


Marr was almost crying now. ‘What do you want, then?’


‘Access.’


‘To what?’


‘The work you do that doesn’t get discussed at board meetings.’


And just like that, Tony Marr understood what was going on.
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TODDY KNEW HE HAD A LAST NAME, BUT HE HAD forgotten it.


At some point in his past he’d had a home and a family and gone to school, and he was sure there had been a job in there somewhere too, but that was all vague. In reality, it didn’t matter. When he thought about the time before, which he did not like doing, all that came to him was terrible, crushing anxiety. So he made a conscious decision not to think about it.


His world now was manageable and safe. It consisted of a small area of the city around Pearse Street station. He had three different spots where he sat to beg, and two different locations (one for warm weather and a more sheltered place for when it got colder) where he slept. Some of the local shopkeepers were very kind to him and gave him food from time to time. In general, he was left alone.


Toddy had a good sleeping bag and a rucksack that contained two changes of clothes. He liked to read, and there was a second-hand bookshop on Capel Street that was run by a former nun, and she allowed him to swap titles when he was finished with them, so he always had something good to escape into.


Toddy didn’t bother anyone, and so long as he kept his head down, no one bothered him.


He was sitting on one of the benches on Platform 3 of the railway station, reading Jane Austen, when Dunnigan found him.


‘Hello, Toddy.’


He blinked up at the criminologist. He knew him but couldn’t remember how. ‘You’re Davey.’


‘I need your help,’ the man he thought he knew said.


‘Nobody needs Toddy’s help.’


‘I do,’ Dunnigan reiterated, and opened his hand to reveal a USB stick.
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DUNNIGAN BOUGHT A CHEAP LAPTOP AT A PAWN shop, then booked a room in a boarding house in Finglas – the criminologist knew enough about computers to know IP addresses could easily be traced and he wanted to make that as difficult as he could.


‘Not sure Toddy can still do this,’ the homeless man said as he sat down, cross-legged on the floor, the laptop open on his knees. ‘Not sure he wants to.’


Dunnigan had purchased some essentials – sandwiches, beer, water, crisps and chocolate – and he spread them out on a towel on the floor within easy reach. Toddy had suggested the task might take a while.


‘Of course you can. You used to be the best at this kind of thing.’


‘The best?’


‘Yes.’


‘Toddy doesn’t remember.’


‘I think you do – but it hurts, so you choose not to. And that’s okay. But see, this is really important.’


‘Important how?’


‘The drive I’ve given you contains passwords, dark web locations and files that I’d like to get into,’ Dunnigan said. ‘No one can do this like you.’


‘Okay.’


‘Is there anything else you need?’


‘Toddy can download all the software for the job. The flash drive is encrypted, but there are lots of key generators out there if you know where to look. Toddy is going to have to use two different routers to make sure no one can track what we’re doing, but that’s easy.’


‘Okay, then,’ Dunnigan said. ‘Tell me when you’re in, and we’ll take it from there.’


Toddy ripped open a sandwich and began to clatter at the keys.


The criminologist watched him for a moment, then lay on the bed and went to sleep.


*


‘We’re in.’ Toddy was shaking him gently.


Dunnigan stretched and pulled himself upright. The room was in darkness now, the only light emanating from the laptop screen. ‘What time is it?’


‘Toddy doesn’t know.’


Dunnigan looked at his phone. It was 2.30 a.m. Toddy had been at work for almost twelve hours – the criminologist was surprised at how long he’d slept, but then, he’d barely closed his eyes in days. He probably needed the rest. ‘Show me,’ he said.


*


Tony Marr, it seemed, had not been as stupid as Dunnigan had taken him for. The flash drive contained thousands of pages of accounts, most of which belonged to businesses that had gone bankrupt during the recession that killed the Celtic Tiger.
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