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			One

			Kitt Hartley’s stomach churned as she stared at the large purple ‘V’. Dusk was falling on what had started out a bright April day, and in the gathering gloom the mysterious marking only seemed more ominous. Her stomach tightened a notch further as the now-familiar sense of dread settled into her bones. Even after the numerous murder cases she’d worked in the past, she still wasn’t used to it. Perhaps she never would be. Perhaps, when it came down to it, that was a good thing.

			The symbol had been painted on the front door of 33 Foss Side Avenue in the quaint village of Orpington, five miles outside York city centre. The door, and indeed the house behind said door, belonged to Kitt’s friend, Ruby Barnett. The word ‘friend’ was, perhaps, not quite accurate to describe a person who routinely sought you out at your place of work to deliver their latest unsolicited ‘psychic’ predictions. Still, Kitt had grown rather fond of the old woman. There was no denying their affinity had deepened considerably over the last few years, even if she didn’t have much truck with Ruby’s ‘new-age nonsense’.

			Kitt’s affections for her somewhat eccentric friend made the marking on the door even more unnerving. It was the unmistakable calling card of the so-called Vampire Killer: a serial murderer who had thus far struck three times over the last three months: once in Middlesbrough, once in Scarborough and once in Malton. The killer had earned the moniker because the victims were always found with two red marks on their necks. Jam jars filled with the victims’ blood were also found at the crime scenes and now, it seemed, this killer had set their sights on good old Ruby.

			‘Told yer,’ Ruby said, watching on as DI Malcolm Halloran and DS Charlotte Banks briefed their team on where to focus their search for forensic evidence, both outside and inside the house.

			Kitt frowned and looked sidelong at Ruby, trying to acclimatize to her latest home-rinse hair colour: neon green. ‘What do you mean, “told yer”?’

			‘I told yer two weeks ago this would happen.’

			‘No, you didn’t.’

			‘Don’t be daft,’ said Ruby. ‘I told you straight. Dark doings were brewing.’

			Kitt stifled a sigh. ‘I don’t mean to insult you at a difficult time, dear Ruby, but that’s not exactly specific. If I had a pound for every time you told me “dark doings were brewing”, I’d be able to solve the funding crisis for every public library across Great Britain.’

			‘Still, you can’t deny it,’ said Kitt’s assistant, Grace Edwards, who had thus far been preoccupied with photographing the symbol painted on Ruby’s door. With a police search of the premises in full swing, a zoom lens was the only way to get a close-up snap of the marking. ‘She were right. Dark doings are brewing.’

			‘Oh, good grief,’ Kitt said, shaking her head. Ruby and Grace were enough of a handful on an individual basis. Managing both of their somewhat distracting influences at the same time was nigh on impossible.

			‘Arrrggghhh!’ A man’s deep bellow sounded from inside the house.

			Kitt, Grace and Ruby started and turned at once towards the sound. Halloran, Banks and several other officers dashed into Ruby’s cottage.

			Holding her breath, Kitt braced for the worst until Halloran emerged a short while after with a pale-faced DS Redmond in tow. Given his appearance Kitt assumed the ear-splitting bellow had come from him, which was a bit of a surprise. Detective Sergeant Miles Redmond wasn’t known for his tact, and he was the only one who ever laughed at his own jokes but, in the few dealings she’d had with him, Kitt had never seen him rattled or afraid. For the first time since the police had arrived on the scene twenty minutes ago, Halloran marched over to where the trio were standing.

			From Mal’s expression Kitt deduced that whatever had just happened in the house wasn’t too serious, despite Redmond’s reaction. When she and Halloran became an item, it had taken Kitt a good long while to be able to read his expressions. After almost two years together, however, she believed she had mastered it. He wasn’t wearing his most severe frown which meant, as far as she was concerned, that he was fair game. Perhaps this wasn’t the best time to tease him, but he had a complicated past when it came to the matter of serial killers so any opportunity to lighten the mood would, she reasoned, prove a welcome distraction. And besides, she had to do something to take her mind off what that mark on the door might mean for her friend. ‘Found something unusual?’ Kitt said with a small smile.

			‘Around every bloody corner,’ Mal replied, folding his arms over his chest and fixing his stare on Ruby. ‘I’m assuming, Ms Barnett, you’re aware of the fact that your spare room is home to an assortment of insects.’

			‘Oh aye,’ said Ruby, ‘them’s me pets. Is that what all that racket were about? A couple of butterflies?’

			‘And millipedes, and stick insects and woodlice and, from what we can see, the odd cockroach. If they’re pets why haven’t you got them in cages?’

			‘I can’t cage them up. It’s inhumane, that. They’re living beings.’

			Kitt squeezed her lips together in an attempt not to chuckle. Halloran, Grace, and indeed all of her other friends, thought she was often too short with Ruby. Perhaps if they found themselves on the receiving end of her somewhat unique patter for a change, they might understand why Kitt had to set such firm boundaries.

			‘Suddenly feeling grateful that we’re not the ones searching the house,’ said Grace with a little shudder. ‘Can’t stand creepy-crawlies, me.’

			‘I take it you haven’t found anything that helps to identify the killer?’ said Kitt, establishing a more serious tone. ‘Or the person who painted the mark on the door – assuming they’re not one and the same.’

			‘You know I can’t talk about it,’ said Halloran.

			‘It’s all right, you don’t need to, I can tell by the look on your face,’ said Kitt, before turning to the old woman. ‘I’m sure Halloran will do everything he can, though, Ruby, don’t you worry.’

			‘I’m not worried,’ said Ruby. ‘The second I saw that mark on me door, I knew just what to do about it. I’ve nowt to fear.’

			‘I’m glad you’re not rattled by this,’ said Halloran. ‘But I’m afraid we can’t dismiss the danger you could be in so easily. This bloke has already claimed three victims in as many months.’

			‘Oh, I know all that,’ said Ruby. ‘But I’ve got all me bases covered.’

			‘Really,’ said Halloran, the lines on his face hardening. Kitt knew from experience that if there was one thing Halloran hated more than murderers, it was people being blasé about the topic. ‘Easy as that, is it? Sounds like we should have had you on the case from the beginning, eh?’

			‘Mal,’ Kitt said, as gently as she could, while understanding that Ruby was the queen of testing a person’s patience. Well, maybe more like the duchess. Grace being the queen and Kitt’s best friend, Evie being the princess. ‘Come on now, I’m sure Ruby didn’t mean it that way.’

			‘I didn’t,’ said Ruby. ‘I just meant I’m gonna have the best people working on the case.’

			‘Oh,’ Halloran said, his voice softening. ‘Well, thanks, Ruby, it’s not often the public—’

			‘I didn’t mean you,’ said Ruby. ‘I meant Kitt and Grace.’

			Kitt’s cheeks burned. Ruby was not one for subtlety – that was an understatement. But to suggest to a police officer, of many years’ service, that her sleuthing skills were superior to his investigative chops, well that was nothing short of rude.

			‘Ruby . . .’ Kitt warned.

			‘Well, what I mean is I wasn’t just talkin’ about you, DI ’Alloran. But you know I can’t afford to ’ang around on this one. The Vampire Killer always strikes within eleven days of that mark showing up on a person’s door. Which means my days are quite literally numbered. Can’t be putting all me eggs in one basket. No. No. No. I’ve hired Hartley and Edwards Investigations to work the case, as well as hoping the police get to the bottom of it before my number’s up.’

			Halloran turned his hard stare on Kitt. ‘I thought Ruby just called you first because you two are friends. You haven’t really agreed to work this case, have you?’

			‘We couldn’t pass up a job like this,’ Grace cut in before Kitt had a chance to offer a diplomatic answer. Seemingly she had missed the grave note in Halloran’s voice. ‘A serial killer who targets victims involved with the occult, that’s a once-in-a-lifetime kind of investigation, that is.’

			‘If you’re not careful, it’ll be the last investigation of your lifetime. This bloke doesn’t take any prisoners, you know? No, no, you can forget it,’ Halloran said to Ruby. ‘She’s not doing it.’

			‘Excuse me? “She”?’ said Kitt.

			‘Oh-oh . . .’ Grace said, her eyes widening before she muttered to Halloran through a fake cough, just loud enough for Kitt to make out the words, ‘Undo it, undo it while you still can.’

			When Halloran made no move to correct his statement, Kitt crinkled her nose. ‘DI Halloran. A quick word alone, please.’

			Kitt took a good few paces away from her friends. As she turned her back on them, she heard Grace cheekily whisper to Ruby, ‘Oooh, she last-named him, now he’s in for it.’ Kitt bristled but had bigger issues to work through just then than dealing with her assistant’s sassy streak.

			Kitt raised her eyebrows and waited. She looked into Halloran’s deep blue eyes, trying to make a connection. The last thing she wanted right now was an argument with Mal. On the whole, it was rare for them to argue, save one major blow-out about the best recipe for gravy. But when they did argue, Kitt was always left feeling a bit . . . lost and hollow. She could do without that feeling on a day when her friend had been targeted by a serial killer. If he’d just apologize and calm himself down, they could make up and move on.

			‘I’ve as much right to be cross as you, so don’t look at me like that,’ said Halloran. ‘This case is a huge deal. The chief is desperate for results. I can’t be doing with any added distractions.’

			Kitt lowered her eyes for a moment. A month never went by when Chief Constable Parnaby wasn’t putting the pressure on about something and that kind of workplace tension only ever made Mal more dogged and determined than usual. Didn’t look like that apology was coming any time soon, then.

			‘Mal, I really don’t think it’s fair to say my past contributions to such cases have been nothing more than distractions,’ Kitt said, looking up at him again and keeping her voice gentle as Halloran so often did with her when she was being stubborn. ‘And regardless of what you think of my professional choices, you don’t speak for me.’

			At this, Halloran at least had the decency to look shame-faced but it was obvious he wasn’t just going to let this issue lie. ‘I didn’t mean it how it sounded. You know I didn’t. But I’ve got to keep everyone safe, including you.’

			‘You’re not really trying to pretend that reaction back there was purely professional, are you?’ said Kitt.

			A small smile crept over Halloran’s lips. ‘If I’ve not made it clear over the time we’ve been together that my interest in your welfare is more than professional, something’s gone wrong.’

			Kitt, conscious of the others watching on, rubbed his arm. ‘You can’t wrap me in cotton wool, Mal.’

			‘Oh, I’m well aware of that. You’ve made it more than clear on several occasions that you don’t need me.’

			Kitt part smiled, part sighed at him. How many relationships had been ruined by outdated gender politics? she wondered. As chief librarian for the Women’s Studies section at the Vale of York University, she’d spent a great deal of time explaining that such disciplines weren’t just for the benefit of women alone. If women were afforded more agency, perhaps men wouldn’t be left believing they were only valuable if they could provide and protect. She thought she had done a pretty good job of making it clear to her own boyfriend that his worth to her didn’t depend on that. Clearly there was still work to do. ‘Isn’t wanting you better than needing you? Wouldn’t you prefer that I was with you because I desire to be rather than because you fulfil a need?’

			Kitt’s question gave Halloran pause but didn’t prevent him from continuing his protests. ‘Kitt, I don’t have time for a philosophical debate on this. Whoever this suspect is, they know what they’re doing to a worrying degree. Every detail is meticulously planned. The force has got nothing on the killer – three bodies and not one shred of forensic evidence. I once made the mistake of underestimating a killer like this and it changed my life for ever. I can’t take any risks. I can’t lose you.’

			‘Oh, Mal, I know cases like these are difficult for you but I thought we’d put all that behind us.’

			‘We have, pet. We have. But the past doesn’t just disappear. Besides, we’ve got a responsibility to learn the lessons and not repeat mistakes. The last victim was under police protection and this killer still managed to strike.’

			‘I know, I did wonder at the time how they pulled that off when I read about it. I suppose you’ll get some big briefing on the case to date, so you’ll be able to make sure the same thing doesn’t happen to Ruby?’

			‘Yes, now that a victim has been targeted in this area we’ll be privy to any compartmentalized information. Not that compartmentalizing has been easy for the other stations working this case, with the neighbours of the last victim running to the press about the mark on the door.’

			‘Look, I’m with you on not repeating past mistakes,’ said Kitt, ‘but even if we could afford to turn down the business, which I can’t right now – I’m struggling to keep the lights on at the agency – we can’t base choices on fear or live in denial. Otherwise, people like this killer win by keeping us cowering away.’

			‘I’d rather pay to keep the lights on at the agency myself than have you working this case.’

			‘Ooh, that’s not the point I was trying to make, and you know it,’ Kitt said, putting her hands on her hips.

			Halloran shook his head. His eyes were filled with unspoken suffering. She loved him so much that his pain felt like her own, but she couldn’t compromise here. There was too much at stake.

			‘You’re right that I can’t stop you,’ he said at last. ‘You’re right to say that it’s wrong of me to try, but I don’t have to be happy about it. If you work this case, don’t expect any help from me.’

			‘Sir,’ Banks called from Ruby’s front doorstep. Halloran took the opportunity to exit the conversation without even a ‘see you at home’.

			So, he was going to sulk about it? The infuriating flipside to the dark broodiness of him that she couldn’t help but admit was part of his appeal. Well, she’d have to let him sulk. Five years ago, maybe she could have left something like this to the state-appointed professionals. But not now. She’d seen too much. She’d come too far. These days, finding justice felt like just as much her duty as it did Mal’s.

			Looking back across at Ruby, Kitt noticed, perhaps for the first time, how short the old woman was. How small, and fragile she looked. Those weren’t usually words she’d associate with Ruby but, for some reason, that’s how she looked to her now. Though she didn’t appreciate Mal trying to speak for her on a professional matter, he was right about this killer being savvier than most. The police had tried to protect the latest victim and failed. Kitt conceded that she might fail too, but she had to try. If she didn’t try to solve this case then it was beyond reasonable doubt that in eleven days poor Ruby would be dead.

		

	
		
			Two

			Sitting at her desk at Hartley and Edwards Detective Agency, which comprised a rented office space just beyond Walmgate Bar, Kitt rubbed her eyes and scanned the bookshelves that lined the walls.

			When she and Grace had moved into this space at the end of last year, Mal had teased her that he had never seen a detective agency look so much like a library. He had made the same joke about her cottage too, before he had eventually moved in with her there. Kitt had, naturally enough, argued that the books at the office were essential reference materials on profiling criminals, investigative technique and historical case studies but, in truth, a lot of the information was available online or in podcast form. After making a second home for herself at the Vale of York University Library over the last decade, however, Kitt simply found books comforting. In books you could find escape, solace and often much-needed answers. A heartening thought when a friend’s life hung in the balance.

			Sadly, there was no time to delve into those comforting tomes just at this moment. Their investigative research had started, as it always did, by collating the most recent information and working backwards, which meant printing off the latest news reports and combing them for connections.

			‘Is that the lot of them?’ Kitt said, glancing at the small pile of papers Grace had printed out.

			‘That’s everything from what I’d call reputable sources,’ said Grace. ‘A worrying number of them are more about the impact on local tourism than they are about the tragic loss of the victims. I know having a serial killer on the loose has hardly been good for Yorkshire tourism but it’s still a bit sad.’

			Kitt pursed her lips. ‘I know, I’ve seen quite a few articles like that while the case has been going on. I don’t know quite when it happened, when people started caring more about money made than lives saved, but it’s not a particularly attractive colour on us. That said, running the agency business has been no picnic and it’s just a side hustle. Anyone losing money from their livelihood over this must be pretty scared right now.’

			‘I know. Whoever made the rule that we need money to live?’ said Grace.

			Kitt was about to answer by offering some recommendations for books on the history of capitalism but, it seemed, Grace had seen her coming.

			‘Not a genuine question! It’s too late for a mini-lecture on the unjust financial structure of our society. Come on, we’d better get logged onto Zoom.’

			Kitt glanced at the clock. It was just after midnight. She and Grace had been trawling news coverage pertaining to the Vampire Killer for almost five hours. There had been an intimidating amount of information to work through and in their initial scan they had made very few connections. Their focus had been on organizing the information for further scrutiny in order to formulate a list of possible motives and suspects. Ordinarily, after all this research and given the late hour, Kitt would have wanted nothing more than to climb into bed and wrap her arms around Halloran. When she returned home, however, she had no idea what kind of reception would be waiting for her. A late-night Zoom call with her twin sister Rebecca was as good an excuse as any for delaying the inevitable sequel to their earlier argument.

			Rebecca was a doctor at a hospital up in Northumberland and had agreed to chat with Kitt during her break on the night shift. Unlike the police, Kitt didn’t have immediate access to a pathologist. Her sister was the closest approximation and Kitt was hoping she might be able to shed some light on what was causing the strange red marks on the victims’ necks. Perhaps if they could determine the weapon the killer favoured, it would provide a link to his – or her – true identity.

			As prompted by Grace, Kitt logged into Zoom, then said to her, ‘You don’t have to stay for this, you know. You probably didn’t have any grand Thursday night plans but you’ve got the drive back to Leeds yet. No point in you hanging around to the early hours. I can catch you up on what Becca says tomorrow.’

			‘I don’t mind,’ Grace said, though she stifled a yawn as she did so. ‘I am a bit tired but even when I do climb into bed, I’m unlikely to sleep much after today’s events. Anyroad, I could do with a bit of a distraction in general, to be honest.’

			‘Patrick took the girl from the coffee shop out on a second date then?’

			‘You guessed it. You win tonight’s star prize,’ said Grace.

			Last autumn, Kitt and Grace had solved the case surrounding the disappearance of Patrick’s fiancée, Jodie. During this time, Grace had developed quite the ill-advised crush on him. Though she was doing her best to keep things light it was obvious she was cut up that, after everything she’d seen him through, he’d decided to go out with someone else.

			‘I wouldn’t take something like that personally,’ said Kitt. ‘The likelihood is that being around you just reminds him of everything he went through with Jodie.’

			‘Yeah, I know,’ said Grace. ‘I thought about that. Suppose I can’t blame him for wanting to put as much distance between himself and bad memories of the past as he can.’

			‘The past is a difficult thing to let go of sometimes,’ said Kitt, thinking again about Halloran’s obstinate reactions back at the crime scene. When they had met, she had been a full-time librarian. Though she had ended up helping out with the case Halloran had been working on, there had been no hints back then that she was going to become a professional private investigator. Now, she still worked part-time at the library on a Friday and Saturday, but for the rest of the week she was concerned with building her PI business. Because of this, she had undoubtedly increased her chances of brushing up against people and situations that might remind Halloran of his difficult history. Had she unwittingly put her relationship with him in jeopardy?

			Fortunately, there wasn’t time for Kitt to formulate an opinion on that as Rebecca’s name flashed up on the computer screen, prompting Kitt to focus once again on more pressing matters. She admitted her sister to the meeting and waited for the audio and video function to kick in.

			‘Hi, Becca,’ Kitt said as she and Grace huddled a bit closer around the computer.

			‘Are you sure you two are twins?’ said Grace, looking between Kitt and the computer screen. ‘Identical twins, like?’

			Rebecca at once started chuckling. She and Kitt got this almost every time they introduced each other to friends. Rebecca, with her pixie-cropped hair, dyed baby-pink, no less, and tattoos peeking out from the ends of her sleeves, probably didn’t look like a relation of Kitt’s to most casual observers. But those who took the time to properly assess the pair would notice the same ice blue eyes. The same freckles around the nose. The same sharp tapering of their faces near the chin. The differences between them were purely cosmetic.

			‘No, we’re not identical twins,’ Kitt said, her tone arid. ‘I just go around telling people I have an identical twin for fun.’

			Grace frowned for a moment and then, on catching Kitt’s raised eyebrows, processed the mockery.

			‘You’ve just got very different styles, that’s all,’ said Grace.

			‘And you’re the very first person to ever point that out,’ said Rebecca.

			‘I see you’ve got identical sarcasm,’ said Grace. ‘Now I see the resemblance.’

			Rebecca laughed at Grace’s cheek, probably because she didn’t have to endure it day in, day out, while Kitt shook her head at her assistant.

			‘So,’ Grace said, taking Kitt’s response as a cue to move the conversation on. ‘Thanks for Zooming mid-shift about this. We really appreciate any insight you can offer.’

			‘You’re all right,’ said Rebecca. ‘I’m sorry to hear about your friend. She must be feeling pretty vulnerable right now, all things considered. Will she have police protection or something?’

			‘When I last spoke to Ruby, she said Mal had arranged for her to go to a safe house. Though how safe the safe house will be with Ruby in it is up for debate,’ said Kitt.

			‘From the sound of things, she’s a bit of a character,’ said Rebecca.

			‘That’s an understatement,’ said Kitt, wondering how DS Redmond and DC Wilkinson, who were taking shifts at the safe house, were faring. Kitt wagered that they’d be more pleased than Ruby when the eleven days were up. ‘But her own house is a crime scene at present and even if it wasn’t, we were all in agreement that staying at her own property would basically make her a sitting duck.’

			‘I’m glad they’ve got somewhere for her to stay, sounds like the more she can fly under the radar the better,’ said Rebecca.

			‘Flying under the radar isn’t exactly Ruby’s strong suit, but the police will do all they can for her while the investigation is under way. Something that helps from the outset is getting a sense of what kind of weapon or method the killer uses. The police have tried to compartmentalize as much information as they can but quite a bit has leaked out through friends and neighbours of the victims talking to the press. The cause of death in those targeted so far has been suffocation but they are also left with these strange red marks on their neck. A jar of the victims’ blood has been found at each crime scene, so the police are pretty confident that the marks come from draining the victims’ blood.’

			‘All right, let’s not dwell too long on that bit,’ Grace said.

			‘Yes, all right, I share that sentiment,’ said Kitt. ‘It’s also been reported that the victims have all had traces of the drug Xylazine in their system. I’ve looked it up and apparently it’s a sedative most commonly used on animals.’

			‘That’s right,’ said Rebecca. ‘If I had to guess, I’d say the killer is likely using it to sedate his victims while he draws their blood, before then suffocating them.’

			‘Do you have any idea what implement might have been used for that?’ said Kitt.

			‘Without seeing close-up photographs of the wound it’s difficult to draw any sound conclusions, but my first guess would be some kind of needle. Something akin to those used when blood is donated.’

			‘So, this could be the work of somebody who has access to medical supplies?’ said Grace.

			‘Is the use of needles alone enough to suggest that?’ asked Kitt.

			‘No,’ Rebecca conceded. ‘But like any of these cases, if you scour the Internet enough you find gory details the average person doesn’t want to read about. I had a go at that before the call to see what I could find out and the red marks weren’t on any random place across the neck. They were carefully placed on the jugular vein.’

			‘Is that bad, like?’ asked Grace. ‘I must admit it doesn’t sound good but then nothing that involves the word vein ever sounds good don’t you think—’

			‘Grace . . .’

			‘Sorry, didn’t mean to interrupt. Tired.’

			Rebecca smiled. Kitt wagered Grace’s antics were welcome comic relief next to whatever she was dealing with on the night shift. Though Grace could be trying at times, Kitt wouldn’t switch places with her sister. The second-hand stories were more than enough all by themselves.

			‘It’s good for the killer and bad for the victim,’ said Rebecca. ‘Jugular veins are the major veins in the neck. If the killer doesn’t have a medical background then he’s done his research. He’s looked up exactly where to draw the blood from. It’s not just a random act. That said, the marks suggest either that the killer is not a professional and has made a real mess of things when drawing the blood or, in the worst-case scenario, that they did know what they were doing but purposefully made those marks on the victim.’

			‘Given the symbol left on the victims’ doors, there’s a good chance it could be the latter,’ said Kitt. ‘He seems to want to leave clear signs that it’s the same perpetrator in every case. So, that’s a helpful starting point, thank you.’

			‘It’s just a theory,’ said Rebecca.

			‘At this stage of an investigation, with so little evidence, everything is a theory,’ said Kitt. ‘Can you think of anything else that might have made those kind of marks?’

			‘Well, there are variations on the needle theme,’ Rebecca explained. ‘From the way the wound is described in the media coverage it sounds as though the weapon used is long and thin. So something like those long, tough needles people use to sew leather, or maybe even an acupuncture needle.’

			‘Aren’t acupuncture needles too thin to leave a mark?’ said Kitt.

			Rebecca shook her head. ‘If the person isn’t trying to leave a mark, and knows what they are doing, there wouldn’t be a mark. But acupuncture needles are still sharp and penetrating. If you wanted to do visible damage with one you could.’

			‘But it wouldn’t be the easiest way to make those marks?’ said Grace.

			‘Probably not,’ Rebecca conceded. ‘Perhaps more likely it would be some kind of workshop tool that was long and thin – or something like an ice pick or even a kebab skewer – though if they used something like that, rather than the proper medical equipment, the crime scene would be more gruesome than the finale to Reservoir Dogs.’

			‘I’m not sure exactly what the crime scenes looked like,’ said Kitt.

			‘But surely it’s easier to come by something like a leather­work needle or an ice pick than a medical needle without anyone catching on to what you’re up to?’ said Grace.

			‘It all depends on if the killer has a medical background or access to medical supplies,’ said Rebecca.

			‘This is a real help, thanks, Becca,’ said Kitt, making a list of all the things Rebecca had mentioned. She added a bookbinding awl to the list as her own contribution. She doubted this would have been considered a likely weapon by the other two participants in the conversation but it was long, thin and sharp so, as far as Kitt was concerned, shouldn’t be discounted.

			‘Not a problem. But, bit of advice? Don’t tell our mam you’re working this case, eh? She worries enough about you already and given that the first killing took place in Boro, not five miles from their doorstep, this one’s close to home as it is.’

			‘Noted,’ said Kitt. ‘I sympathise with their reaction. With the second murder taking place in Scarborough and the third in Malton, everyone in York has been looking over their shoulder too. Silly really, given how the marks on the door serve as a warning to the victims. It’s unlikely, now that we know what those marks mean, that anyone will be taken by surprise. I’ll make sure I wait until I’ve successfully brought the killer down before telling Mam anything about it.’

			‘Modest, as always,’ Rebecca said with a smile, but then it faded. ‘One of my Facebook friends knew the first victim. Boro is hardly a safe haven but I’ve never known anything like this to happen.’

			‘I know,’ said Kitt, picking up one of the news reports they’d printed off. ‘Anna Hayes, she was only thirty-seven. She ran a local coven – that was her link to the occult. The other two victims had links to the occult too, of course, which is part of the killer’s MO. From what I understand, the police didn’t even realize Anna’s door had been marked until after the second murder had been committed because she’d cleaned the mark off.’

			‘She will have just thought it was a local kid with a spray can,’ said Rebecca. ‘That’s what I would’ve thought, anyway. I wouldn’t have thought it was a sign that a serial killer had singled me out, and the police don’t have the resources to investigate vandalism now, even if you did report it as suspicious activity.’

			Grace shook her head. ‘Horrible to think it, isn’t it? That being house proud could have cost you your life, or someone else’s theirs? If the mark had still been on the door when the first victim was killed, the police would have been able to release the information to the public and when the mark was made on the second door the second victim would have known it was important to contact the authorities.’

			‘The killer has been lucky up until now,’ said Kitt. ‘But I’m hoping to put an end to that.’

			‘Well, your track record is strong,’ said Rebecca. ‘But watch yer back, eh? This killer, whoever they are, is creepy as hell in their methods, and I’d imagine in person too.’

			‘Don’t worry,’ said Kitt. ‘I’ll tread carefully.’

			With that, Kitt and Rebecca said their goodbyes and Kitt ended the meeting before looking at Grace.

			‘I think that’s enough for tonight. I’ve made a list of all the long, thin objects I can think of—’

			Kitt was interrupted by Grace’s sniggering.

			‘For goodness sake, has Evie sent her spirit out on you or something?’ Kitt’s best friend Evie wasn’t one to let even a single innuendo pass unacknowledged. Grace had spent an increasing amount of time in her company over the last couple of years and there were clear signs that Evie’s unsavoury influence was rubbing off on her. ‘Get your mind out of the gutter, will you?’

			‘It’s less fun than when it’s in the gutter, but OK.’

			‘We’ll do our best to add any other ideas to the list tomorrow. We need to keep our minds open about what might have made those puncture marks on the victims’ necks. Then we can draw up a list of suspects, people who are likely to have access to those objects and . . .’

			‘What? What is it?’ Grace said, following Kitt’s gaze down to the pile of newspaper clippings sitting on the desk.

			Kitt put her hands on one particular article, which led with a large photograph of a cordoned off crime scene in one of the backstreets in Scarborough. ‘That man, there. In the black T-shirt, holding a phone. I’ve seen him somewhere else. Have you got any clippings from the Malton and Middlesbrough crime scenes?’

			Grace rifled through the pile of cuttings, picking out relevant articles. Kitt examined each clipping in turn. ‘Yes, see, here he is again,’ she said, handing over a clipping from the Middlesbrough crime scene. ‘And here. This bloke’s been at all three crime scenes taking photos – or maybe even video footage.’

			‘Couldn’t he just be a journalist for a local paper?’ said Grace.

			‘No, I don’t think so,’ said Kitt. ‘Photographs on your phone aren’t usually high res enough for the local paper – even if they’re only being posted online,’ said Kitt. ‘Maybe they’d post a photo from a person’s phone who happened to be at the scene when they weren’t, but I’d expect a legitimate journalist making a special trip to report from the crime scene to have better kit than that.’

			‘I don’t know so much with the budget cuts at most newspapers and magazines, but I suppose there’s a chance you’re right and, just now, we can’t afford to turn down any lead,’ said Grace. ‘If he isn’t a journalist, then it is a bit suspicious. It’s unlikely a casual bystander would just happen to be passing all three crime scenes given the distance between them.’

			‘Highly unlikely,’ said Kitt, staring harder at the man in the photograph. He was taller than most other people in the crowd and had long, mousey brown hair tucked behind his ears. ‘If you ask me, we’ve just found our first suspect.’

		

	
		
			Three

			Meet me at our bridge. Let me know when you’re en route.

			That’s what the text message from Halloran had said. Kitt had only noticed it when she’d checked her phone just before leaving the agency and had at once set off in the direction of Skeldergate Bridge.

			That was their bridge.

			It had been designed by Thomas Page, who had also designed Westminster Bridge, and with its gothic arches, and its proximity to the library in which she worked, it held a special place in her heart. Her admiration for the bridge had only become more profound after Halloran had pressed her against its sturdy stonework and kissed her for the first time. Next to that bridge, she had realized that Halloran was a man she could easily fall in love with, if only she’d let herself. A possibility that, at the time, she had long since dismissed.

			When she’d first read the message, she hadn’t been sure whether Halloran’s request to meet somewhere other than the cottage they now shared on Ouse View Avenue was a good sign or a bad sign. As Kitt descended the last few steps down to the river path, however, and noticed Halloran waiting for her with a small smile part hidden behind his beard, she knew.

			Her breath deepened as she approached him. He had that glint in his eyes that she knew so well. The glint that meant it wouldn’t be long before his lips were on hers.

			When she was just a pace away he slowly backed her against the stonework of the bridge, just as he had the first time they had kissed.

			‘I’m sorry for overreacting, pet,’ Halloran said, brushing a strand of Kitt’s red hair out of her face. ‘The last thing I want is for you to feel reined in.’

			He pulled his face an inch back from hers. Just far enough to see her knowingly raising her eyebrows.

			‘Well, you know, not in that way.’

			Kitt put her hand to the side of his head and ran it through his hair. It had come later than she had hoped it would but he had apologized. His willingness to say sorry always humbled her. It seemed to be a dying quality these days – everyone was always so adamant they were right all the time. But when you loved a person, as Kitt and Halloran loved each other, being right seemed less important. Certainly, less important than being together.

			‘I understand why you reacted the way you did,’ she said, enjoying the way the warmth of his breath was warding off the late night chill. ‘But I didn’t take the case to hurt you or make you worry. I need to work this one. This is Ruby’s life we’re talking about.’

			‘I know,’ Halloran said. ‘I’ve had time to think and the loyalty you show to your friends is one of the things I love most about you. Besides, I can’t pretend I’d do any different in your shoes.’

			‘I’m glad you understand,’ said Kitt. ‘And, who knows? I may uncover some clues that are helpful to your investigation along the way.’

			‘The official line, as always, is that the police do not work with private investigators but, if I’m honest, we’re going to need all the help we can get if we’re going to bring this person to justice. This isn’t about sides. People like this, sometimes they commit a few murders and then go underground for years before killing again, only to disappear for a second time before the authorities catch up with them. As well as saving Ruby’s life, we need to look at this as an operation to save all the future lives the murderer might take if they continue to elude us. There’s never been so much pressure from the top.’

			‘I suppose it’s not surprising that they’re pretty desperate to see the killer locked away given the general note of terror they’re striking across the county.’

			‘No, but sadly I think it’s more about pressures from local councils than it is about stopping the bloodshed.’

			‘Because of the impact it’s having on local businesses?’

			‘Aye. We’re into the Easter holiday season which, among other regional events, includes a vintage fair at Scarborough and the Whitby goth weekend. Only, people aren’t visiting the area, at least not in anywhere near the usual numbers. The coastal councils are complaining that local tourism is significantly down because this killer’s still at large after three months.’

			‘It’s a bit strange, isn’t it? When the killer, so far as we know, only targets pre-selected victims. Everyone’s still so wary.’

			‘Not everyone thinks of a killer in terms of their MO. You and me are trained to but to most folk living around here, they just think about the fact that there’s someone out there with the capacity to kill, and that’s enough to scare them off. Can’t say I blame them either.’

			‘Does this mean that your lot are actually going to throw a decent amount of police resources at solving this case?’

			‘As far as they can, but you know how it is right now. Cuts are worse than ever. We have a few more people than usual working on it across the areas that have been targeted but extra help never goes amiss when you’re dealing with an individual like this.’

			‘So, are you saying that the help of your girlfriend sleuth would actually be appreciated on this case?’

			Halloran tried to stop himself from grinning and Kitt was pleased when he failed. ‘I’m saying that we should keep communicating about the case. That way, I can help you stay safe and we can collectively pursue more avenues to try and bring the investigation to the best possible conclusion. But we’ll have to be discreet. You know what happens if Ricci finds out what I’ve shared with you over the years on the handful of cases you’ve helped me with.’

			‘How could I forget? You remind me every time,’ Kitt said with mock scorn.

			‘I know, it’s almost as if holding on to my badge is important to me, eh?’

			Kitt chuckled, but understood Halloran’s concern. Chief Superintendent Sofia Ricci had turned a blind eye here and there over the time she’d been leading the police force in York but there were some breaches she wouldn’t be able to ignore if she ever found out about them. ‘I shouldn’t worry, DI Halloran, I came across a very important piece of information just before leaving the office and will no doubt have the entire case all wrapped up before tomorrow teatime. You’ll hardly have to lift a finger.’

			‘Oh really? Don’t bet on it. I also came across some very important information before I left the nick – information that could be crucial to closing the case.’

			Kitt eyed Halloran for a moment. ‘Want to trade?’

			‘I don’t know . . .’ Halloran feigned a conspiratorial look over both of his shoulders, as though anyone would be walking around Skeldergate at one o’clock on a weekday morning.

			‘Give over, you daft thing,’ Kitt said, tapping him on the chest.

			‘All right, ladies first.’

			‘Grace and I have been examining news coverage of the crime scenes at Middlesbrough, Scarborough and Malton. Compiling names, locations, times and dates, standard stuff. But as we were searching through them, we found some clippings that show the same bloke hanging around in the background at all three locations. I think he’s filming the investigation.’

			‘Not a journalist?’

			‘Not by the look of his equipment.’

			‘Interesting. We’ll definitely need to check that out. It’s quite common for serial killers of this kind to revisit the crime scene. They like the idea that they’re clever enough to be that bold but stay under the radar.’

			‘From what I understand, they also get a sick pleasure out of witnessing the grief and chaos they’ve caused.’ Kitt suppressed a shiver. Wasn’t it bad enough that people felt entitled to take the life of another in such a callous manner without openly revelling in it?

			‘Aye, that too,’ Halloran said with a nod. ‘If you send me the pictures I might be able to help track him down. If not, we can put out a call to the public for information. We’ll be interested to know what business he’s got at all three crime scenes if he isn’t a member of the press.’

			‘Yes, coming to the case this far in might actually give us a better chance of solving it. If the killer is starting to get bold or arrogant, they’re likely to slip up.’

			‘Agreed, here’s hoping they’re feeling a bit too pleased with themselves just now. That’s often what happens after the third murder mark. It’s what moves them into serial status, really – they’re no longer a double murderer. When it gets to this stage it’s clear they’ve got intentions to keep going until they’re stopped.’

			‘And I intend to be the one who stops them, or at least part of the team. On that note, what crucial piece of information did you find?’

			‘An inordinate number of Ruby’s neighbours have home CCTV systems installed.’

			‘Bloody busybodies,’ said Kitt.

			‘I think it might have more to do with living close to someone as eccentric as Ruby, to be honest. Not everyone sees her as harmless, you know; some people still think witchcraft is about devil worship.’

			‘Then remind me to recommend several important texts on the subject to Ruby’s neighbours next time we’re passing.’

			‘Like you’d ever need a reminder to do that,’ Halloran said, and continued before Kitt could interject any further. Likely because he knew she’d happily steer the conversation onto books given even the slightest opportunity. ‘One of the cameras is positioned almost opposite Ruby’s front door.’

			‘Mal!’ Kitt said, her eyes sparkling with excitement. ‘Did you catch the killer on camera? That could be a real breakthrough. There hasn’t been any footage before.’

			‘That’s because the killer tends to pick residential backstreets where there aren’t usually any cameras. But yes, we did manage to find some footage of, judging by how broad they were, a man, just before dusk this evening, painting the V on the door.’

			‘How come none of the neighbours saw him?’

			‘It took him less than five seconds to do it. He used a can of spray paint and a V is hardly an intricate design. As soon as the mark was in place, he was off like a shot.’

			‘Tell me you got his face on camera? If you did, we could compare it to the man Grace and I found.’

			‘Not his face, I’m afraid. He was wearing a thick black hoodie.’

			‘Hm,’ said Kitt. ‘We’re still not sure what the V mark even means, are we? I know the media have jumped on the idea that it stands for vampire because of the marks on the victims’ necks, but we don’t really know why the killer has chosen that particular marking.’
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