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In memory of my mom and her family who came from the Black Country.
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He stared down at the solitary cup of coffee he’d ordered over an hour ago, still full to the brim.


A firm hand clasped his shoulder and the leather of his jacket creaked. ‘You want another hot one?’


Glancing up, he met Roberto’s gaze, and winced.


‘Sure,’ he said. ‘Sorry.’


One of many things Matt Jackson had discovered since Polly’s death was that he hated being an object of pity. At the funeral, only days ago, he swore police colleagues viewed him with a mixture of compassion and something akin to loathing. Especially that prick, Marcus Browne. The Detective Chief Inspector in charge of Polly’s case and newly appointed SIO on the ‘Neon’ investigation – his investigation – Browne had had a hard-on for him from the get-go. Spouses shot to the top of the murder suspect list in all homicides, but the suggestion that he’d offed his own wife in a sophisticated form of copycat killing had tempted him to lure Browne down a dark alley and punch the living shit out of him.


‘Double espresso, Andrea,’ Roberto called over his shoul­der, ‘On the house.’


The pressure on his shoulder intensified.


‘You doing OK, Matt?’


It wasn’t a question that required a truthful answer. He played along, mumbled something neutral, his reply buried in a blast of beans grinding, milk frothing and flashing chrome. Particularly sensitive to light at the minute, he blinked.


‘Early days, my friend,’ Roberto said, ‘You need rest. You need sleep.’


If only. On the rare occasions when his mind wasn’t hooked on replay and he’d slept, he’d prayed Fate would step in and ensure he never woke up.


The door opened, letting in a blast of cold, wet November air, along with more customers. Clatter and bang; Are you all rights? and Mornings. Glad of the distraction, he twitched a dry smile, his way of saying, I’m OK. Go, meet and greet.


With a fresh coffee back on the table, he retreated once again into the shadowlands of loss and loneliness. How long could he endure? A day, maybe two – three at a stretch? Fuck it. Better get this over and done with.


Reaching into the back pocket of his jeans, he slipped out a Post-it note, on which Kenny Flavell, one of his long-time informers, had scrawled a number in smudged Biro.


Taking a breath, he punched the keys on his phone. Two rings.


‘John speaking.’ The voice-enhancer created the impression of a bad guy making ransom demands in a terrible nineties action movie.


Spooked, Jackson hung up, sending his phone skidding across the Formica table. The espresso slopped over the side and into the saucer. Uncool. He glanced around, flashed a sorry to anyone interested enough to witness his less-than-collected performance – which meant nobody.


Calm, he thought, breathe. It’s what Polly would say and, for a moment, he pictured her sweet smile, charged with quiet confidence and steadfast belief. She had tamed him where others had failed – apart from the last six months when he’d buckled under the weight of an investigation that robbed him of sleep and reduced him to the mania of an obsessive. Days and nights he’d spent in front of a computer screen, clicking through crime-scene photos, looking for common denominators, searching for the smallest of clues. To his profound shame, he’d been unreachable and hostile to anyone who’d got in his way, and that had included his wife. Jesus Christ, that was bad enough. But what happened next haunted his every waking breath and, worse, he hadn’t seen it coming.


Taking expert advice, he’d believed that serial killers adhered to certain patterns of behaviour, lived by some invented sick-and-twisted code, and selected a particular type of prey, usually vulnerable women, although not exclus­ively females. They favoured familiar terrain, which, in this instance, was the streets of Birmingham. The piece of shit he’d hunted got his kicks from powerful career types; the more confident, the more appealing. This guy had a genuine taste for the dramatic, the sensational, the eye-blinding; he loved the artistry, if that’s what you could call it. Like some perverse Banksy, he came, he did his thing and he left. And nobody noticed. Which was almost as shocking as the manner in which he displayed his tableaux of terror. Reckless, a hybrid of planner and opportunist, ‘Neon’, as the Press had dubbed him, got off on very public displays of his work.


With a dry mouth and churning gut, Jackson considered Vicky Wainright, Neon’s first victim. A newly-qualified solicitor from Durham, she found herself separated from friends on a hen weekend. On a night when the clocks went back, she was lured to an apartment near Mailbox, an obscenely large square edifice and shopping centre in-­corporating retail, office and residential, and adjacent to the BBC building. There, and despite the area being security-patrolled, Vicky was strangled.


The high-pitched buzzing sound, a consequence of the thermal effect of gas expanding and contracting within the tube itself, was the first thing he’d noticed on entering the crime scene. A door left open to a balcony revealed a spaghetti trail of wires connecting to a transformer plugged into the mains inside the living area. The transformer powered numerous neon signs.


Vicky’s fully-clothed body was arranged outside on a sunlounger. She could almost have been sleeping, were it not for the stench. The newly dead have a distinct smell with which he was only too familiar.


Up close, there were telltale marks around her neck from the ligature used to break her hyoid bone. Petechial showers blossomed below her eyebrows and on her eyelids – a result of strangulation. He’d witnessed similar before but had never seen a body lit up in lights like a fairground attraction. The effect was the same as if the woman had been entombed in coloured glass. Comms almost went down at Lloyd House under the strain of dozens of members of the public calling it in.


A neon image depicting a grotesque red open mouth with tongue sticking out hung above her head, the UV in the fluor­escent tubes strong enough to incinerate retinas and throw false shadows over her features. Somewhere in the back of his brain, he was reminded of a Stones album cover – Sticky Fingers – that had a similar motif.


Transfixed and bewildered, he didn’t appreciate that the ‘work of art’ was home-grown until later. Not so, a vintage sign planted in front of the body, with the word ‘End Game’ beamed to anyone brave enough to view. He’d felt sick as well as sickened, yet hopeful that the reclaimed sign would provide a lead.


Investigation traced it to an outfit in London that had gone out of business a decade before. No receipts. No records. The DNA picture was confused because the apartment was let out on a regular basis, a human soup of material left behind.


Two months later, the discovery of a second victim clanged alarm bells loud and long throughout West Midlands Police. To his shame, when the call came through that the killer had struck again, dark excitement had rippled through him. He’d regarded it as a fresh opportunity. It wasn’t brain surgery: the more kills, the greater the chance of nailing ‘Neon’. Not that he’d shared this thought with Vanessa Booth’s parents.


A pharmaceutical rep from Salisbury, Vanessa had attended a conference in the city. She, like the previous victim, was outside her comfort zone. Like Vicky, and in common with most partygoers cruising or stumbling down Birmingham’s Broad Street, she’d drunk a fair bit and wasn’t warmly dressed for a bitterly cold night. In other words, to a nutjob, she was fair game.


Entering through the huge cast bronze doors of the Hall of Memory in Centenary Square, only recently reopened follow­ing redevelopment of the surrounding area, Jackson had been greeted by a sight that was as searing as staring into the sun during an eclipse. Directly at the foot of a sarcophagus-shaped dais and memorial to the fallen soldiers of the World Wars, Vanessa lay naked amidst an arrangement of flickering light, as if wrapped in alternating colours of purple, lime green and sickly yellow – a stark contrast to the stained-glass window at the rear of the building. MO was the same. The emptiness in her eyes, the inertness of her skin and degree of lividity suggested that she’d been dead for several hours, which was the one major difference. The flimsy dress she’d worn lay casually draped over a bronze and glass casket that contained two books of remembrance. The senior crime scene manager had flagged it because the shrine was obscured by a free-standing sign that claimed, ‘Jesus Loves,’ which at that moment in time, Jackson had felt could not be further from the truth. The letters extended to three feet wide by two and a half feet tall. Smack in the face. Single finger up. Fuck you. What should have been a place for quiet, sombre reflection assumed the gaudiness of an amusement arcade in a seaside town at the peak of the season.


And while every contact left a trace, the killer had been tidy and sterile and savvy. Fuck him.


March saw the next victim, Gina Jenks, a journalist from a national tabloid. With Gina, he thought he’d caught a break.


Hoping to make a name for herself, maybe even see it in lights in the accepted sense, Gina had been investigating the ‘Neon’ serial killer case. She’d spent a week in the Midlands and, old story, asked too many questions in too many places. Her abandoned car was found in nearby Smethwick, but her body was discovered astride the huge seven foot three inches tall bronze bull and focal point of the Bullring in Birmingham city centre.


Dressed in a forensic suit, he’d stood, slack-jawed, trying not to recoil, and thought, Holy Christ.


Lights poured from every angle, refracting and bouncing off the existing illumination from shop windows of the mall. A mish-mash of free-standing retro movie signs, one flashing ‘Some Like it Hot’, buzzed and crackled with sound. He felt as if he were standing in the middle of a hornets’ nest. Neon was odourless, but Jackson smelt something sour and rank: fear.


Dizzy, a nasty pulsing sensation building in his brain, he’d struggled to focus. His mouth felt dry and his lungs tightened in his chest. Squinting hard, cutting through the visual crap, he’d eventually found Gina. A homage to Lady Godiva, her skin was sheened in a glittering array of rainbow colours, dazzling in its vulgarity. An extension of the sculpture, designed to seem as if hanging from the bull’s neck, a sign with Gina’s name alight in fluorescent neon pink. If he’d had any doubts about the killer’s abilities to plan, stalk and abduct, they vanished in a heartbeat.


And then there was Polly, a full six months later, with whom ‘Neon’ had excelled himself.


Bile filled Jackson’s mouth at the memory and, with it, the desire to finish what he’d started.


The clang of a dropped milk jug made him jump, and he picked up the phone again and hit redial. This time he stayed on the line. He felt nervous. Wary.


‘I’d like to order a takeout.’


‘From the set menu?’ The sound of the voice-changer fizzed in his ear.


‘Please.’


‘And you’re familiar with the terms of payment?’


‘I am.’


‘When would you like it?’


He coughed. ‘Ten o’clock tonight.’


A heavy pause.


‘Is that a problem?’


‘No. Do you have an address?’


He gave the name and number of a house in King’s Heath, a suburb five miles south of the city centre.


‘Any particular problems with access?’


‘None. It’s set back from the road with a drive.’


This was met with a grunt of approval. ‘What’s the name?’


‘Matthew Jackson.’


‘Description?’


‘Thirty-eight-year-old white male, six foot one-inch, eighty-three kilos, brown eyes, brown wavy hair, pale colour­ing, full bottom lip and scar on left cheek. I’ll send a photograph now.’


Job done, he drained his cup and stood up, catching sight of his haggard reflection in the mirrored wall opposite. Staring back was a man he no longer recognised. He only hoped the hitman he’d hired to kill him wouldn’t have the same problem.
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Iris Palmer lived on a street that politicians would tell you was a triumph of multiculturalism. Iris didn’t see it that way. There were posh areas in Edgbaston, but she lived in a shit bit, where ethnic groups lived in isolation and treated others with disdain or, worse, disinterest. The West Indians she’d grown up with had moved on and the Asians had moved in. The Asians disliked the Poles. The Poles disliked the Romanians. She, as a young white woman, didn’t figure at all. Suited her. She wasn’t looking for mates.


From the upstairs window of her flat, which sat between two houses, a condom’s width apart, she had a glimpse of the cut – its dirty depths reflected off a dark and threatening sky. The letting agent, a bloke with a nasal Birmingham whine, had told her to appreciate the waterside view. Knobhead.


Grabbing her go-to ‘stakeout’ bag, which today contained a dog lead, clipboard, mace spray and an Ordnance Survey map that covered the target area, she slipped down the stairs on the balls of her feet, and quietly let herself out.


The cold thwacked her like an icy flannel clamped over her face. A last look back and, with a sigh, she headed off, wishing she felt better. For nights now, she’d been unable to sleep. The looseness of her clothes revealed that she’d dropped kilos. Gone right off her food, which was unusual. Weight loss she could cope with. Insomnia, she couldn’t. A woman like her needed fast reactions.


Her destination that morning was a garage chucked up between Mr Mo’s and Eastern European Mrs W, as opposed to Bengali Mrs W. Fuck knows how you pronounced their surnames. ‘Sandwiched between things’ was a hallmark of the architecture and the people in this part of the city.


A pair of boots sticking out from beneath a clapped-out Vauxhall Cavalier, circa 1993, soon announced she was at journey’s end. She kicked the undersole of the nearest boot. Legs followed by torso, followed by arms and, finally, a head crowned with oily black locks emerged. Iris reckoned Keith Parish kept Brylcreem in business single-handed.


‘How am ya, Iris.’


She couldn’t tell whether the Black Country greeting was designed to honour her roots or whether he was taking the piss. She didn’t reply, got straight to business. Her eyes alighted on a small white van parked up near the MOT section. Keith followed her gaze.


‘Fuck, Iris, what will I tell the owner?’


‘That he can have it back in a couple of hours.’


Keith wiped his grubby hands down his overalls, pursed his lips, as if he were giving the idea due consideration.


‘Don’t play the businessman. You still owe me.’


The mention of the debt had a galvanising effect. ‘I’ll get the keys. Need it back by dinner.’


Eight minutes later, a track from Wolf Alice banging out from local radio, she was cruising at speed-camera-pace down the Hagley Road alongside all the other little worker bees whose pay cheques would magically land in their bank accounts at the end of each month. Not for them the cut and thrust of the independent operator.


As Alice, or whoever, sang about being bored to death, Iris’s mobile vibrated against her chest. Interruptions were a constant in her line of work. Eyes flicking right and left – couldn’t risk getting done for a driving offence in a ‘borrowed’ motor – she slipped out the phone, clocked the number. If major organs could sink, hers plummeted. She switched off the radio, pressed ‘receive’.


‘Iris?’


‘Yes.’


‘It’s Mr Gudgeon.’


She knew who it was. Still couldn’t get her head around why a consultant in oncology wasn’t called doctor, but that’s what the man insisted on. ‘Hello, Mr Gudgeon.’


‘Would it be possible for you to come in?’


‘When?’


‘Could you make it in the next half hour?’


When a senior quack wants to see you pronto, you know it’s trouble.


She pulled a face. She ought to crack on. Check out the terrain. Make sure that the address, as described by the client, was exactly as he said.


‘Iris, the results of the tests are back and I can’t stress how important it is we talk. We’ve always been straight with each other. You understand, don’t you?’


She understood. ‘How long?’


‘Pardon?’


‘Be straight, like you said.’


‘I’d rather we discuss this face to face.’


‘I need to know.’


‘Iris—’


‘Now.’


Gudgeon let out a tired sigh. ‘A month, two perhaps. I can’t be sure. Osteosarcoma survival rates vary. Some patients can defy all expectations.’


She thought about that. Was it possible? Dared she hope? What was it she’d heard someone say: Without your health, you can forget it – money, job, the lot.


She looked in the rear-view mirror, indicated for the hospital.


‘I’ll be there in ten.’


The man in the photograph could wait.
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Matt Jackson stepped out into St Paul’s Square, rolled the collar of his jacket up and shivered. How to spend his last twelve hours? Most would spend it at home, except he no longer had one. When his house became a crime scene, he’d taken a one-bedroom apartment in the Jewellery Quarter. Somewhere temporary, to hunker down, stay warm, shelter and hide. He had no sentimental attachment to it, but it would be better there than freezing his nuts off out here. First, he would pick up a bottle of Scotch. It might warm him up and suspend the nerves he’d feel later.


At ten a.m., the pubs were still shut, apart from those that had turned themselves into twenty-four-seven eateries serving breakfast. He dropped into one favoured by the Fraud Squad. Sean, the landlord, was accustomed to his occasional requests for bottles of booze at strange times, no questions asked.


‘The usual?’ Sean said. A big man with hands like paddles and a serious number-one haircut, he looked more bouncer than publican.


‘Make it two.’ Jackson forced a smile that made his jaw hurt. ‘I’m feeling …’ What was he feeling? He wasn’t feeling lucky.


‘No reason needed,’ Sean replied, producing two bottles of Bell’s.


Jackson pulled out three twenties. ‘Keep the change.’ He wouldn’t need it where he was going.


‘Wouldn’t dream of it, mate.’ Sean plunged his fat fingers into a till. ‘Here.’ Handing back the cash, he said, ‘Buy yourself a couple of ice creams.’


Jackson pitched another smile, thanked him, picked up the booze, snuck both bottles under his arm and trudged towards his temporary lodgings. He’d drink until it was time to leave. Seemed only fitting to die in the place he’d been happiest with Polly.


Histories’ old businesses associated with the jewellery trade, Georgian architecture, creative workshops that had sprouted as part of an urban initiative, tourists attracted to the arty vibe that distinguished the Jewellery Quarter from the rest of the city – all of them passed him by. His sole purpose was to get drunk and, with luck, enter that perfect state of grace between oblivion and not quite being out of it.


Back in the flat, he banged up the heating, splurged on the sofa, and poured himself four fingers of booze, swallowing neat. Fire and malt and earth. Pouring more and lifting the glass to his lips for a rerun, the intercom burst into life. Jackson cursed. If he didn’t answer, maybe whoever it was would go away. He took another pull of Scotch. This time, the noise was accompanied by a familiar voice.


‘Matt, open the sodding door. I know you’re in there. I’ve just seen Sean.’


Jackson let out a groan, knocked back the contents of his glass, got up, crossed the floor and pressed entry. Within seconds, Mick Cairns was standing in his kitchen-cum-living area with an expression on his thin face that told Jackson he was a disappointment. It was there in his eyes, downturned at the corners, downturned mouth too.


‘What?’ Jackson said, challenging. Since when had he become a lightweight? Since downing a quarter of a bottle of Scotch before eleven, he guessed.


‘Getting pissed won’t bring Polly back.’


‘I don’t need you to tell me.’ The challenge morphed into full-blown boozy bellicosity.


‘And it won’t help you get back your …’ Mick cleared his throat, unable to find the right word.


‘Mojo, is that what you were going to say?’


‘Self-esteem, as it happens, but I thought it sounded too touchy-feely.’


Cairns sat his bony frame down on the nearest chair. Matt had never considered it before, but Mick’s sharp features had more than a touch of the rodent about them.


‘Matt, we’re worried about you.’


‘Don’t be. I’ve got it sorted. Want a drink?’


‘No.’


‘Mind if I have one?’ His hand was already around the neck of the bottle. His brain felt clogged, mired in self-pity, but that was OK.


‘It won’t help you catch a killer.’


At this, Jackson had to smile. ‘You seem to forget I’m off the case.’


‘Only in name.’ Mick reached into his jacket, pulled out a flash drive and placed it on the coffee table between them.


Jackson stared at it like it was a grenade about to detonate. He looked back up.


The lines around Mick’s eyes sharpened. ‘Have you any idea the risk I ran? I could lose my job, my career …’


‘At least you won’t lose the wife,’ Jackson said with dry humour.


‘True,’ Mick agreed, softening a little. ‘Did I tell you she’s shacked up with an insurance salesmen?’


Jackson spun the cap back on the Scotch, leant towards his friend and, latterly, his colleague. ‘What’s on it?’


‘Everything you need to know about Polly’s murder. Post-mortem report, crime scene and case notes, interviews with witnesses, details of Marcus Bullshit’s briefings. In essence, the works.’


‘Jesus, Mick, what the hell am I going to do with them?’ The thought of stepping back into the void, and that’s what it would be, scared him more than the prospect of a bullet to his brain.


‘Find out if we missed something.’


Jackson dry-swallowed, pulled the whisky bottle towards him. His hand shook. ‘Unlikely. Marcus Browne is a rules merchant. Does everything by the Murder Book.’


‘Not quite. He agreed with your suggestion not to release the details of Polly’s death, remember?’


Which was true. The official line was that it had been a robbery gone badly wrong. His idea. This way, the press were unable to sensationalise the case and feed Neon’s undoubted vanity. Jackson hoped it pissed off the killer mightily.


‘Matt, we’re getting nowhere.’ Mick spoke quietly. Made his plea harder to resist.


‘Look, Mick, I appreciate all that you’ve done, but, truth is, I’m too damned close to it. I lack the necessary objectivity.’ He spat the final words.


‘And how will you feel when another poor woman rocks up in the centre of the city as part of this year’s Christmas decorations?’


‘I’ll be sad.’ He wouldn’t, because he wouldn’t be around to see it.


‘You know he isn’t going to stop. He’s only just getting started.’


Jackson shot him a mournful expression. Surely, Mick was wrong. Polly’s murder – oh my God, he couldn’t go there – indicated someone very much at home with the dark arts. Neon had peaked. At least, he hoped he had.


‘It’s worth one last shot, isn’t it? You know the Neon ­investigation better than anyone. It’s only due to operational reasons you’re out of the loop with Polly.’ Mick glanced at the table where the flash drive sat, squat and uncompromising. ‘I know it’s hard, mate.’


Hard? It was impossible. He felt broken. No, was broken.


Mick stood up. ‘I’ll leave it with you. If you take a look, fine. If you don’t, I won’t hold it against you. Just bear one thing in mind.’


‘What’s that?’


‘Marcus Browne stands as much chance of solving this bloody investigation as I do of spending the night in the White House.’


‘You want me to do this for the team?’ Matt snorted.


‘I want you to do it for Polly.’


Bastard, Jackson thought.
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Rejection is as corrosive as guilt. It gnaws away at the soul, tainting the simplest pleasures. When he killed again, it would be their fault for ignoring his finest work and failing to show him the respect he deserved.


For weeks, he’d waited for news to break. Every time he woke up, he’d expected to see headlines, columns of newsprint, digital sound bites, radio discussion, maybe even a debate in Parliament. What had he got? Sod all. Bitches and bastards, the lot of them. This was what travelled through Gary Fairweather’s mind as he entered his Colourdome.


Every whitewashed wall charted his progress from keen amateur to expert ‘shaper’. (His novice stuff he’d left behind in Vegas, along with the bodies.) Prototypes for some of his more exotic creations luxuriated before him in a kaleidoscope of dazzling colour, alongside snappy little messages: ‘Death Becomes Her’ and ‘See What You Want’ glittered in hues of krypton green and yellow.


Gazing at the saturated light, he found it hard to imagine how far he’d come since those early days when it had taken him weeks to attain even a basic level of competence. He’d suffered for his art, all right, with cuts and burns and blistered skin. But each creation had started the same way, with a humble pencil-drawn design, and finished exactly the same, with a dead woman, her name in beautiful sparkling lights. What better way to make an exit?


His mind drifted to poor old Vicky. She might have been clever but how naïve, how absolutely fucking gauche?


Arriving with huge expectations, she’d first registered surprise, confusion and then excitement and thrill. He’d more than do as an alternative, her eyes said. Of course he would, he thought, recalling her painted face framed by strawberry blonde locks, and earrings more commonly found on a fortune teller. Several sheets to the proverbial wind – ‘to give me courage’, she’d trilled – turned on by the risk she thought she was taking. Judging by her ‘bunny in headlights’ reaction when, too late, she registered the danger she was in, she’d clearly not drunk nearly enough.


It was a similar story with gym-fit Vanessa. Did nobody tell her that vodka cocktails are a really bad way to finish an evening? And she was a drugs rep, too. (He hadn’t known it at the time, only read about that afterwards.) Obviously, Vanessa’s drug of choice was socially acceptable, high concentrations of ethanol. Who needs heroin when you can go loco on alco?


Hers was such a peachy seduction, he remembered. Acting the Good Samaritan, he’d picked her up from the gutter into which she’d recently vomited. He’d found it hard, if not downright repugnant, to grab a part of her that wasn’t bare moist flesh because, like our Vick, Vanessa was a fan of the ‘I don’t care if I get hypothermia’ style of fashion. She had been embarrassingly grateful, right up until the last few moments before he struck and grim reality set in. Closing his eyes, he pictured her pretty heart-shaped face, the blonde bob and those wet trusting eyes.


In his experience, the lead-up to the kill never went the way so-called experts described in terms of fight or flight. It went fright and more fright. Imagining those last perfect moments, before Vanessa’s light faded and she dribbled away gave him the ultimate high.


Time to map out his latest design. He got a genuine kick out of crafting an installation from scratch. Taking a 6B pencil from his extensive collection, chewed at the end (terrible habit, he knew), it was the perfect choice for the idea already fully formed in his mind. With a big sweep of his arm, he committed his first line and curve.


Several lines later, he paused, nibbling the top of the pencil. This little beauty was going to throb and pulsate and bedazzle. They wouldn’t ignore him this time.
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No blood. No bondage. No exchange of bodily fluids.


Before stepping into hell, Jackson switched on his laptop, looked at the file notes he’d illicitly kept and went back to the beginning of the investigation. Aided and abetted by two pots of strong coffee and the heating turned down to zero, he felt better, less drunk, more in control. This was his terrain and he was familiar with it. And he had nothing left to lose.


Methodically studying every millimetre of material confirmed what he already knew: that Neon had no particular physical preferences when it came to his choice of victim. Blonde, brunette, dyed red, plump or slim, short or tall, birthmark or scar, none of it factored. The only common thread: all were successful, solvent, independent thirty-somethings. Oh yeah, and they were white.


Going back over the first three crime scenes, it was clear that Neon didn’t panic, took pride in his ‘art’ and care in removing the tools of his trade, including the ligature he used to strangle his victims. This guy was forensically aware. He chose public places because his DNA would meld in nicely with the DNA of hundreds of others.


But he’d fucked up with Polly.


Jackson warily eyed the flash drive left by Mick. I’ll look at it in a minute, he thought. Just need to get my head back in the game first.


And Neon was cunning.


Birmingham was awash with CCTV, but not every road and alley was covered. When a drunk gets lost, whatever the gender, he or she tends to get very lost indeed. The massive scale of redevelopment in the city, with the ensuing chaos it created, had also aided and abetted a determined and imaginative killer. After studying acres of film, the police had tracked Vicky Wainwright so far, but then she’d vanished. With Vanessa, it was assumed that Neon had used the same tactics to snare her; so easy to slip your arms around a drunk woman, pretending to keep her away from the road and guide her to safety. A couple of witnesses had reported seeing a male figure of medium height and build, wearing a hoodie, pushing a slumped woman in a wheelchair on the night in question towards Centenary Square. It wasn’t clear whether or not this was Neon or whether the woman was his second victim. Close, tantalisingly so, but nothing concrete.


And with Gina Jenks, it didn’t get much more public or audacious than staging his grim light show around the iconic bull, unofficially known as ‘Brummie the Bull’, officially known as ‘The Guardian’. This time Neon had callously taken advantage of another man’s crime.


Jackson ran through the notes once more. Ten days before, Damien Lee, tanked up on Bacardi and Banks’s Bitter, had vandalised the sculpture. Savvy enough to recognise that it was ringed with sophisticated CCTV, he’d pointed a handheld laser at the security network to block his activities. Like most small-time criminals, his IQ was limited; Lee failed to grasp that his ugly mug would be caught on film prior to disabling and damaging the cameras. After two previous incidents, the five-tonne bull had been taken away for repairs, but, on this occasion, work was to be carried out in situ. Large screens were erected around it – giving perfect cover for Neon to set up, arrange his tableau and power it up, care of a portable generator. The woman who turned up the next day to repair the damage to the sculpture had to be taken to the Queen Elizabeth hospital to be treated for shock. The big question had focused on how the killer had transported the body to the site.


Following Jackson’s instructions, his team discovered that, in a very busy shopping area, the streets are swept up to seven times in a single day and, often, this starts in the early hours of the morning. Initially, they wondered whether Neon was one of the council workers, and thus granted access to vehicles that could help shift a body, but interviews with those employed drew blanks. The next working theory: Neon had disguised himself, no doubt wearing a high-vis jacket, easy with so much redevelopment taking place in the city, helped himself to a compact sweeper from the City Council depot and bundled Jenks inside.


Jackson took another drink of coffee, now as cold and still as the air outside the window.


In his head, Neon was a loner, a saddo, a guy who couldn’t get it up. Just because he hadn’t penetrated his victims didn’t mean that his actions lacked sexual intent. The fact he could fade into and away from crime scenes suggested someone as colourless as the chemical element in the neon he used to display his victims. He was Mr Forgettable.


Except, Jackson would never forget. Closing his eyes, he rubbed the lids, struggling to prevent a kaleidoscope of grotesque images from taking shape.


Taking a deep breath, trying to steady his pulse rate, he returned to the facts once more. None of Neon’s victims displayed defence injuries and this suggested a killer who came across as vulnerable, weak and harmless. The women never saw death coming until too late. This was the view Jackson had adopted, the one he’d believed in and pushed.


But what if he were wrong?


Serial killers were not always uniform in their actions, he’d been reliably informed. Circumstances might change, as they did with Gina Jenks, the journalist, whose stomping ground had been outside of Birmingham city centre but who Neon had found nonetheless. After spending an afternoon at the Black Country Museum, she’d visited a pub in Gornal, another in Tipton renowned for many things, including wine on tap and cash-only transactions, and the last in Oldbury. Jackson imagined that a well-dressed woman from London would have received nothing more than a sideways glance and ‘Are you drinking, or not?’ when she attempted to pump locals for info – that’s if she could understand what they were saying in the first place. He was born in Penn near Wolverhampton and even he struggled when questioning the regular clientele in those parts. And they were protective and suspicious when it came to talking to the police even about a serial killer. If anyone knew anything, nobody was saying.


Unlike the craftsmen who worked in the lighting industry. According to enquiries made, Neon was an accomplished ‘bender’ – a colloquial term used by artists in the trade. Asked how long it would take to learn the craft to a high standard, eight years was deemed average, so either Neon did it professionally or he was a uniquely talented amateur. Should have provided a lead. It didn’t. Well, not one that led anywhere. The big disappointment had come early when analysis of the actual glass tubing had thrown up inconclusive results.


The other big line of enquiry focused on how Neon carted around the tools of his trade. This was a man who went about his business well equipped. Clearly, he hadn’t travelled by bus. Odds on, he’d driven a van. Which wasn’t great. The sheer volume of vehicles made it feel like searching for a particular pint glass in a pub. But hunt they did. CCTV footage was scoured, registrations logged in an attempt to cross-match. They didn’t. By now, they were drowning in data generated from hundreds of phone calls, including those from cranks and fantasists. The more they eliminated, the more they kept on coming, like zombies from The Walking Dead. Pressure from the top brass, an impatient local MP, the media and a terrified public had him and his team working around the clock. Any connection between victims, tenuous or otherwise, in an attempt to find commonality, led nowhere. With everything against them, not least the city itself, with its bright lights and traffic, people and anonymity, morale had nose-dived.


He glanced sideways. He was stalling and knew it. Morning had drifted into afternoon. Time to get it over with. Before he lost his bottle, he picked up the flash drive and jammed it into his laptop. He was stone-cold sober. It was the right way to be, but it didn’t feel good.
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Iris felt like shit. After over an hour with Mr Gudgeon and ten minutes at the pharmacy – Could you come back later because we’re out of the drugs requested? – she was back on the road and entering King’s Heath. She’d be late getting the motor back, but, after the morning she’d had, she couldn’t care less.


Not one to overthink, she looked back on her life with the sober eye of the dying. She hadn’t been afraid of the lad who’d tried to abuse her at the children’s home, the bloke who’d recruited her for drug running when she was a kid, the woman who’d tried (and failed) to put her on the game the second she got kicked out of the care system. Snitches, thieves, rapists and drug lords (bottom league, none of your international players) held little fear for her. She wasn’t afraid of homelessness, sleeping rough, hunger or the streets. Deal with it was her motto. And deal with it she did. She prided herself on her ability to survive, but she wasn’t at all sure she’d pull through the scenario painted by Mr G. She felt a first flicker of something that could be described as fear. She guessed there was an irony in that.


She dropped down a gear, the van slowing so she could have a good look. Nice area, she thought. Independent shops and cafes gave it a villagey feel. Shame about the charity shops.


According to the map, the house was midway between King’s Heath central and Yardley Wood, and close to Billesley Common. She liked stretches of open space and wastelands. Nicely amorphous and made it dead easy to pretend to be a dog walker.


She parked the van on a wide stretch around 200 metres from the location, took out the dog lead, pulled a baseball cap down low, wrapped a scarf around her neck, partially obscuring her face, and sauntered down the road. The house was exactly as described: set back. Better still, it was up a drive, on an incline, with big tall trees on either side. Private. And private was good. Which was the only thing about this gig that pleased her.


The alarm system looked real, not some piece of fake window dressing. Technically, she could disable it, but that would take time and energy. More optimistically, if the target were in situ, then the alarm was unlikely to be primed. Not so the cameras, which were a different proposition. Her best bet was to yank out the wires first and smash the cameras later. All stuff that would slow her down, but these weren’t the biggest issues.


Normally, she’d study a target, for days sometimes. She’d familiarise herself with his routines – always a ‘his’ and usually an arsehole – and find out whether or not relatives and friends could potentially screw up the hit, or whether the target had a big dog gagging to take lumps out of her. Never a problem, but it made sense to be as prepared as she could be, which wasn’t easy without having sight of the victim in the flesh. With a ten p.m. deadline, time was not a luxury and that’s how mistakes were made.


Walking past a little way, she turned on her heel as if she’d forgotten something, then returned for a second pass. This time, she stooped low to tie an imaginary shoelace so that she could have a good gawp and work out the best way to access the property. Thirties-style, three-up and maybe three-down, with a bay, it looked like a family home. Hmmm. She was getting a bad vibe. Then she remembered Mr Gudgeon. All in, including accommodation and flights, she needed around £500k and quickly.


She’d tuned out when he explained that it paid to read the small print before signing any treatment plan. When he wandered off into legalese and stuff about medical ethics, she’d almost laughed. She didn’t give a shit about morality. She didn’t give a monkey’s about the theory behind the treatment either, or that only ‘specific molecular profiles were accepted’, whatever the fuck that meant. She just wanted to know if it worked. Please. He’d shuffled the papers on his desk, muttered something, she’d thought ‘Guinea pig’. But slim hope was better than no hope if it could make the illness go away forever, and forever was a long time.


If she had enough loot.


Maybe she should put up her prices.


Secluded or not, the main entrance was a no-go, even at ten o’clock at night. With a gravelled drive to give her away, the side entrance would be risky. It left one alternative.


Iris sprung up, continued walking and turned left, straight into a service road that ran parallel to the main house. This was more like it, she thought, a smile cracking her face.


Before her, an up-and-over garage, that was impenetrable, with a door next to it that was equally solid. How many times did people concentrate on the barrier but not on the hinges that held the barrier in place? And these were knackered. Once she was in, she’d approach the house from behind, most likely over lawn and garden. Break in. Bang bang.
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Mick was damn right. When Jackson opened the folder, there were hundreds of files. To nick this level of material, he must have gained access to Marcus Browne’s secure laptop, or somehow hacked into it, which was a bloody dangerous game. Either Mick’s techie skills were impressive or he was a reckless fool.


Normally, Jackson would go straight to the crime-scene shots. He wasn’t ready yet. Instead, he started on the file notes, Browne’s mistaken thinking smeared over every single entry.


Jackson saw how Browne had made a classic error. He’d got hung up on two unassailable facts: no forced entry to the family home and an absence of defence injuries on Polly. In other words, she trusted the killer, which Browne determined was her husband. What Browne failed to recognise, Polly trusted everyone. She was that kind of woman. Kind and unassuming, always looking at the good in others, these were the qualities that had once rescued Jackson. That they’d also got her killed and catapulted him to numero uno in the suspect stakes made him flash with unexpected anger. If only she’d been more savvy. If only she’d listened to him. A hazy memory of him saying as such to Browne under caution reminded him of Browne’s reply: ‘So there were tensions in the marriage, Matt?’ Of course, there were bloody tensions. He’d been trying to run a triple murder investigation, with several boots pressed down on his neck, and he was running out of road.


‘Did you ever indulge in autoerotic or unusual sexual practices?’ Jackson knew where Browne had been going with it. The nature of Polly’s death had stoked that particular half-baked theory. He’d arranged his face into a picture of implacability and told Browne the truth: ‘No.’


In the end, timing, a cast-iron alibi and a pathologist had saved him. When Polly was murdered, he was updating and explaining his lack of progress to several officers above his pay grade, including the new youthful and talented Assistant Police and Crime Commissioner. Had it not been so, Marcus Browne would have had him banged up, no question. Nothing like bagging one of your own. Think of the kudos. And everyone knew what happened to coppers behind bars.


Jackson scratched his head. White noise. Ancient history. Focus.


Having discounted his prime suspect, Browne now leant towards a killer that was already in the system somewhere. He had him notched as a loner, not a local man but ‘one who knows the area well and commutes for crime, not a man that wishes to draw attention to himself or the place he calls home.’ On reading this, Jackson cracked a wolfish grin. This guy was all about attention, you dick. He wants to be admired. Everything about him shrieks ‘showman’.


Jackson continued reading: ‘Strong possibility Neon has an accomplice, someone to attract the attention of the intended victim and help transport the bodies.’ News to him and he wasn’t certain it chimed. At one stage in the investigation, Jackson had wondered whether Neon had an inside man in the road sweeping department. How else to borrow a road sweeping truck? Interviews had proved inconclusive but maybe worth another shot.


‘Neon is a killer that hangs out at bookies and bars and uses prostitutes.’ Jackson thought about that. There was nothing in the victims’ histories to suggest a connection to prostitution, although all women had been sexually active. Another rabbit warren in which to disappear. Admittedly, while Browne’s cobbled-together profile might once have resonated, Polly’s death had changed all that.


Grim, Jackson clicked to witness statements, sifted through in the same way a forensic accountant goes through the figures, looking for those giveaway clues that will prove the Finance Director is fiddling the company and defrauding it of millions. So much irrelevant stuff. So much arbitrary garbage. And then …


A man walking his dog had reported someone hanging around near the house ‘as if casing it,’ he’d said, ‘although it didn’t register at the time.’ Jackson frowned. How often did well-meaning members of the public offer observations for police officers to interpret as cast-iron evidence?


He read on. The witness mentioned a car. ‘Might be black or grey. Not sure if it was a saloon. Might have been.’ When asked for a registration, the witness was at a loss. When asked for a description, the witness replied ‘a man of medium height, medium build. Couldn’t really get a close look because it was dark.’ Jesus.


Grudgingly, Jackson had to agree that Browne’s situation could not be worse. House-to-house had yielded nothing. Checking out sex offenders, the same. Trawling through records, ditto. Without hard, specific information as opposed to mountains of mindless information, there was nowhere to get a foothold, and every case needed one of those from which to spring. Browne was doing the equivalent of hurtling down a run on a luge. Any time now, it would pitch him out and slam him into the side of the walled-in track at ninety miles an hour. Screw him.


Click, click, next up: the pathology report.


Jackson took a deep breath in through his nostrils and cut straight to the chase.


Unlike the other victims, Polly had been asphyxiated. According to Dr Weston, ‘The ligature mark was on the right side.’ Death had occurred due to ‘compression of the neck’. As with the other victims, the killer had removed the ligature, ‘the pattern of neck injury suggested a tendency towards the right,’ therefore it was assumed the killer was right-handed. Marks and bruises indicated ‘that the ligature, which could be leather, was cinched with a tourniquet’. This prolonged the process of dying, Jackson thought bleakly, and Polly would have suffered.


He dug the nails of both hands into the soft flesh of his palms. Small mercy that she had not been sexually assaulted and the knife wounds to her face were inflicted post-mortem. He noted that the blade used to carve the killer’s rage into his wife’s features had one sharp edge, possibly from a common or garden kitchen knife. He’d used it to coerce her, Jackson thought. Had he done it with the other women? The threat of injury would allow the killer to get up close and personal every time. With Polly, it had been very personal indeed. It would be a hell of a thing to be that close, within kissing distance, and watch someone’s final struggle with death and lose.


He caught his breath, realised that he was shallow breathing. He clicked off the pathology report and switched to the crime-scene shots. Instantly, he felt that obscure fear he’d experienced when he first put his key in the lock. When calling Polly’s name there was no answer. Instinct had taken over. Something bad had happened. He recalled music drifting from the music system in the living room. Polly, catholic in her tastes, would often play her favourite tracks when she got home. He hadn’t recognised the cover version and, by the time he’d shot upstairs and into their bedroom, everything closed down around him, including time itself, and he was stuck fast in a tunnel of terror and screaming colour.


Mute, in shock, his eyes had flicked up to a motorised disco ball mounted with LED lights, hanging from the ceiling. It crackled and spat and taunted. On the far wall, above their king-sized bed, a huge parrot, alight in neon red and yellow, an illuminated palm tree next to it. Erected against adjacent walls, a tableau of similar birds, in tacky reds, glaring yellows and iridescent purples and blues. The illuminated disco ball delivered a strobe effect and his eyes had physically hurt with the sensory overload. He recalled squeezing them briefly shut. When he’d opened them, his gaze had travelled to their bed, where Polly lay spread-eagled upon it, long blonde hair cascading across the pillow. Her face, bathed in a blue-white glow, was twisted to one side, her brown eyes half-closed and empty, the tip of her tongue protruding through her teeth. He registered straight away that she was dead. But he had checked anyway. Felt the coldness of her skin, traced the marks to her neck, the cuts to her cheeks. A cross-hatch of wounds, he keenly remembered.


Somewhere, in the thinly functioning part of his brain, he grasped that the killer had been painstaking in his preparations. Thorough. Spending an ocean of time in the house, he’d luxuriated in every second. And he wanted Jackson to know it, the subliminal message: This is your home and I can do whatever I like in it. I own you.


Neon does not generate heat. It’s cool to the touch. Jackson had felt as if he were in a sauna. Sweat had poured off him.


Fully clothed, Polly wore one of the dresses she kept especially for the infants’ school at which she taught. It had been pulled up above her waist. She wore white knickers, but they were smeared in blood from the blade used by the killer to carve his rage into her face. Except, Jackson hadn’t known it at the time. Provocative and deliberately sexually misleading, he had felt misled. Against the headboard, a sign in purple that read: ‘Not So Pretty Polly.’
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