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Prologue


The door burst open, allowing the foul stench to reach the officers in the doorway. At first, they all backed away, trying to get out of reach of the smell of decomposing flesh. Then, hand covering mouth and nose, Jack Daniels took the first tentative step into the flat.


The curtains were drawn, and his vision was blurry from the sickly aroma, so it took the detective constable a few moments to take in his surroundings.


The dreary light that filtered through the dark curtains did little to brighten the flat, and the sparse furniture added only a sense of foreboding. Jack noticed, as he walked further in, that a small delicate layer of dust coated the floor. If the smell hadn’t been enough, the dust would have been a good indication that nothing had moved in the flat for some time.


He walked into the bedroom, gagging as the smell intensified, and saw the single bed in the centre. It was this that Jack’s gaze fixed upon.


Lying on the bed in a white dress, in a position of peaceful sleep, was the body of Sarah Fletcher. Her skin had bloated from death, her mouth partially open, allowing the almost-black tongue to be seen. As Jack looked on in disgust, a maggot emerged from her mouth and he realised that her whole body was heaving with them, burrowing into her rancid flesh. He tore his eyes away, and spotted a pillbox near her still body.


“Jack.”


Jack looked behind him and saw John, a little green in the face, standing by a desk that had been tucked into one of the corners of the room. He was pointing at a book that sat on the solid wood, next to a white envelope, which had Jack’s own name printed upon it.


Jack walked over and glanced at the envelope before turning his attention to the book. The words My Journal were printed in black on the front of the white leather-bound book. Taking a pair of latex gloves from his colleague’s case, he ignored the noise from the other officers as they began to move around the flat.


The gloves soon covering his strong hands, he picked up the book and turned to the first page.










Chapter One


Sarah Caroline Fletcher was thirteen when her life changed forever.


The day started normally enough, just another Wednesday, just another school day. She woke, as she usually did, a couple of minutes before her alarm clock sent its shrill cry through her bedroom. She switched it off and slowly got out of bed. It was still dark, yet bright enough for her to be able to see her way through the jungle of her room, easily skirting past the clutter.


In the bathroom she washed, cleaned her teeth and brushed her hair, gazing at her reflection in the mirror. Unlike a lot of her school friends, Sarah was luckily un-plagued by acne, her skin smooth and unblemished, yet she still did not consider herself pretty. Not ugly, but definitely not pretty. Once she had done all she felt she could do, Sarah returned to her bedroom, switching on her small bedside lamp so she could see what she was doing a little better.


The light shone through the purple lampshade, illuminating the already-purple room. It was her favourite colour, as her bedroom proved; purple lampshades, purple walls, purple carpet, all slightly different shades. Even her white furniture – bed, desk for homework, and wardrobe – displayed her colour with small, delicate purple flowers stencilled on the surfaces.


Dressed in her school uniform, Sarah went downstairs. Like her own room, the house was comfortably cluttered: not enough to be called messy, but enough to add a lived-in look.


“Morning, Sarah.” Her mum stood in the kitchen, already fixing herself her second cup of coffee of the day.


“Morning, Mum. Dad left already?” Sarah asked as she poured some cereal into a bowl, adding a large amount of milk on top.


“Yeah, there’s some problem with the plumbing or something at the office, and he’s got to let them in to fix it.”


Sarah nodded as she ate her breakfast, accustomed to her mother pottering and scurrying around first thing in the morning. She didn’t know how her mum did it though, she never had any energy until about midday, but she had an idea that it had something to do with her mum’s caffeine intake.


“Do you want a lift to school today?” Her mum popped her head out of the laundry room to look at her daughter.


Sarah stared out of the window, looking at the sun beginning to rise in the cloudless sky. “No, it’s okay, Mum. Doesn’t look like it’ll rain. I’ll chance walking.”


“You sure?”


Sarah smiled. “Yeah, I’m sure, Mum.”


“Okay.” She went back to her washing before nipping back out again. “Don’t forget, your Dad and I will be out when you get back from school, so you’ll have to fix yourself something to eat.”


“I know, Mum.”


Still smiling, Sarah watched her mum go back to her housework, and was glad. She loved her parents dearly, but first thing in the morning all she wanted was some space.


With a glance at the clock, Sarah cleared her breakfast things away before rushing upstairs to pick her homework off her cluttered desk. She put it into her school bag and ran back downstairs.


As she was opening the front door, she shouted back into the house. “I’m going now, Mum. See you later.”


Over the sound of the washing machine, she heard her mum’s faint reply, probably wishing her a good day. Sarah set off to school feeling good.


“You daydreaming again, Sarah?”


The voice brought Sarah back from her own personal world, and she looked at Katy.


“You know me,” Sarah said as the two of them walked to their lockers, which sat side by side.


“That means ‘yes’.”


As Sarah emptied everything out of her bag except the books that she’d need for the first two lessons, Katy leant against the lockers, applying a faint shade of lipstick and admiring her efforts in her small compact mirror.


Sarah laughed. “You know if Thorney catches you with lipstick on, he’ll put you in detention. Again.”


Katy caught the emphasis that her friend had put on the last word and laughed. “You make that sound like a bad thing, Sarah.”


“Well,” Sarah said, closing her locker. “It’s not a good thing.”


Katy shrugged. “Yeah, well, not everyone’s a suck-up like some.” Playfully, she pushed Sarah against the lockers, both of them giggling.


The bell for registration rang through the corridors, making Sarah jump. Together, along with the other hundred-odd students, they began to walk to their form-room.


“What lessons have we got this morning?” Sarah checked, ignoring the bustling bodies that tried to push her out of their way.


“Er, Maths then English, I think.”


“Good.” English was Sarah’s favourite subject, the only one she actually had a knack for.


Katy regarded her with a look of disbelief, and shook her head, smiling. “See? Told ya. Suck-up.”


Still laughing, they walked into the classroom for registration, saying hello to the rest of their classmates.


Their form teacher, Mr Arnolds, went through the register, noting the few absentees with disdain clear on his face, then sat at his desk silently, while his students talked about football, soaps, love lives, and everything else that they needed to catch up with.


Friends from pre-school, Sarah and Katy talked together, and only stopped when the door swung open.


A girl walked slowly over to Mr Arnolds and exclaimed in a loud voice, which carried to the entire room, “I’m Rachael Simmons. I’ve just moved here, and was told this is my class.”


Sarah smiled and watched as the girl confidently strode straight into the midst of the ‘popular’ group.


In Sarah’s experience, girls like this Rachael had in-built radar when it came to finding more of their own kind, which usually meant bullying and bitchiness, and treating others like rubbish. In Sarah’s limited experience, girls like that were the sort to stay away from.


The main topic of conversation for most of the morning was the new girl – where she used to live, how she was dressed, what she was like. A half hour into the school day, Sarah was already sick of hearing about Rachael. As long as the girl stayed out her way, Sarah wasn’t in the least bit bothered. Before lunch, Sarah knew that it wasn’t going to happen.


In English, while Sarah had been asking their teacher about story writing, she had heard some sniggering from the back of the class.


When Mr Simmons had turned to write something on the whiteboard, Sarah had looked around to see Rachael surrounded by her newly acquired friends staring straight at her, still laughing. Ignoring them the best she could, Sarah turned her back to them and resumed her work, trying to concentrate. It was difficult with the laughter and snide remarks that were going on behind her, but she managed it somehow.


She wasn’t upset by it, or even annoyed. She was used to being treated as a bit of an oddball. After all, she didn’t go out of her way to make friends, she didn’t slag people off to gain respect. But, after all that, she did feel confused; even if she wasn’t especially liked, she had always felt accepted by her class mates.


At lunch, wanting to get away temporarily from the incessant taunts, Sarah rushed to the toilets and stood in front of the mirrors, taking deep breaths.


Looking at her red face, her brown hair doing nothing to disguise her embarrassment, tears standing out in her eyes, Sarah realised that she was more upset by it all than she’d wanted to believe.


The door swung open, and Sarah turned to see Rachael walk in, a menacing smile on her face.


“Hey, it’s the teacher’s pet. How you doing, Loser?”


Without responding, Sarah faced the mirror again, and watched the reflections as Rachael stood next to her. Sarah’s eyes locked on to Rachael’s, and a pain like a thousand needles attacked her eyeballs. The pain became unimportant though as something strange began to happen to the images within the glass.


The air began to shimmer before her, and as she looked into Rachael’s eyes she realised that the air wasn’t the only thing that was shimmering. Rachael’s face seemed to be bubbling, her skin melting, changing shaped, dripping, like wax from a candle. The air suddenly stopped shimmering and Sarah was able to see the new reflection clearly.


Instead of the pretty, if arrogant, features, Rachael’s face was now completely different. Her smooth skin was rippled, lumps having sprouted around her eyes, lips and nose, and was now a sickly greenish-yellow. In place of ears were loose flaps of skin that hung almost to her chin.


“What’s up with you, Freak?”


Sarah heard Rachael’s voice, normal and sarcastic, and saw the creature that had replaced Rachael in the mirror moving its ill-coloured lips.


Watching those lips move into a smile that exposed rows of tiny blackened teeth was the last straw for Sarah. She broke eye contact with the thing in the mirror and rushed into one of the stalls.


As she was sick, she heard Rachael laugh and the door to the toilets opening and closing as her tormenter left.


Sarah, on her knees in front of the toilet, closed her eyes and tried not to faint.


On the way home, she was lost in a world where she repeatedly saw the monster that had taken Rachael’s place in the mirror, and she stayed locked in that world.


In the house it was cool and quiet, but Sarah noticed none of it – her head was trapped in a whirlwind and there would be no way out until the storm dropped. In an insight that she forgot about only seconds later, one that she never allowed herself to truly hear, Sarah knew that it would be years before this particular storm ebbed.


It was impossible for her to relax, alone in the house. She tried watching the television, but the programmes seemed too complex for her to follow. The radio was of no use either, and it too was soon switched off.


Making sure that the front door was locked, Sarah went upstairs and began to run a bath. Steam soon started to fill the aqua-coloured room, and she felt relieved when the cabinet mirror fogged up. While the bath filled, Sarah collected some nightclothes and her dressing gown from her bedroom despite the early hour.


Being occupied, even with a simple task like getting herself ready for a bath, made her feel better. But once she was laying in the bath, both her mind and her body relaxed, Sarah was unable to stop replaying what had happened. Over and over, she could feel the pain of thousands of red-hot needles being stuck into the backs of her eyes. Then the air rippling and watching Rachael’s face melt.


She’d had enough! Quickly, almost slipping in her eagerness, Sarah got out of the bath after only ten minutes. She dried herself and dressed in her purple nightshirt, wrapping the dressing gown around her before the chill could seep in.


Knowing it was stupid, knowing that she should know better, Sarah began to hunt through the bathroom cabinet, looking for her mother’s tablets.


Her mum had suffered from major insomnia on-and-off since her teenage years, so she always had some sleeping tablets around, in case of another bout. Sarah’s hand tightly grasped the white box of pills and slowly popped one out of the blister pack into the palm of her hand. Careful not to drop it, she put the box back into the cabinet, hoping that it didn’t look as if it had been moved: she didn’t want her parents to worry.


She put the tablet in her mouth and took the small glass from next to the set of three toothbrushes. A mouthful of water washed the tablet down and she left the bathroom, and lay down in her bed. Almost the second that her head touched the pillow, the small cream-coloured tablet worked its magic and Sarah fell asleep.


The school was bursting with people, and Sarah knew that she was dreaming because there was no way that there were that many people at her school.


As Sarah looked at them all moving around her, she saw that all of them were Rachael. All had Rachael’s black hair and her arrogant sneer.


Without warning, pain struck behind her eyes, making them water. The light in the school corridors began to flicker, like hundreds of strobe lights, and in the flashes of light, she could see all the Rachaels turn to face her.


They surrounded her, and Sarah screamed as their faces changed simultaneously. All lumpy and identically grotesque, they closed their circles tighter, closing in on her.


“See,” one of them whispered, reaching out to Sarah. “You’ll always be the Freak.”


As Sarah screamed again, the lights stopped flashing and began to grow dim. Sarah slipped easily from her nightmare into nothingness.










Chapter Two


Sarah walked to the hotel that Tony was staying in, enjoying the fresh breeze that blew her hair away from her face. She felt guilty about lying to Serena, but until her friend accepted that Tony hadn’t committed the crimes that he had been accused of, it was just easier to pretend that she and Tony had finished.


At seventeen, the things that had happened to her in her early teens were buried in the base of her mind, not forgotten but hidden. After the incident with Rachael Simmons, Sarah had seen no more of those images caught in mirrors. This was mainly because she had spent the last four years avoiding other people’s reflections for more than a split second.


She walked into the hotel lobby and over to the elevators. As she waited for the doors to open, Sarah thought about how lucky she was. And how she’d never been so happy.


“Do you want a drink, Sarah?”


“Please.” Sarah stood in the bathroom, brushing her long brown hair. The girl trapped inside the mirror copied her every move. She tied her hair back and looked into her mirror image’s eyes, leaning forward so that her nose was almost touching the glass.


A hand crept onto her neck and, in the mirror, she saw Tony behind her. They had just made love and he wore only his boxer shorts. He bent towards her and began to kiss her neck. She closed her eyes and enjoyed the tingling feeling throughout her body.


She opened her eyes and watched their reflections as he began to caress her breasts, her neck, and her stomach. His other hand moved up the inside of her thighs and touched the cotton of her knickers. She uttered a small gasp as his fingers brushed gently against the most sensitive part of her. Their eyes met in the glass and she held his gaze. The mirror began to shimmer, and the images began to distort. Sarah was unable to tear her eyes away, her breath caught in her throat as memories of Rachael filled her mind. This can’t be happening. Not Tony, please, not Tony.


The mirror cleared and the images were suddenly distinctive once again. She could see herself reflected there, her eyes wide, tears beginning to track their way down her cheeks.


Tony, though, was no longer there. In his place, still kissing Sarah’s neck and unaware of her unresponsiveness, still touching and teasing, was a monster. It’s bright-red skin, scaled and pitted, was touching her, broken only by Tony’s blue boxers. Its black eyes were still locked with her own, and Sarah could see a combination of madness and lust in their otherwise dead depths. Yellow and ancient tusks protruded from its cracked black gums. Although she couldn’t feel them, knowing that they weren’t physically there, she could almost feel them, could imagine them piercing her flesh.


She looked away, seeing the images dissolve once more, and turned to face the monster. It was not there: only Tony stood there in front of her, still cupping her breasts, rubbing her erect nipples with callused fingers. Sarah looked into his eyes and saw the lust that she had seen in the monster’s.


When Tony leant forward to kiss her, she viciously pushed him away, her eyes sparkling dangerously. Without realising she was doing it until it was done, she reached out and grabbed one of Tony’s aftershave bottles. When Tony reached for her again, Sarah raised the bottle and quickly brought it down upon his head, watching as the alcohol began to mix with his blood.


His face screwed up in surprise and pain as it smashed, and Sarah was shocked to realise that she felt no guilt. Still holding the jagged neck of the bottle, she started to advance on him. He tried to overpower her, but she somehow managed to hold him off. She stabbed him over and over, letting her anger out, letting it take control.


Eventually she stopped. The room was splashed with blood, and so was she, and she felt sick. Yet she regretted nothing. Quickly, she showered, not wanting to risk being seen leaving the room covered in blood, letting the hot water wash it away from her body. She dried herself and dressed, then stood looking at the body that was motionless on the bathroom floor.


Repulsed by what she was doing but unable – and unwilling – to stop, she covered one finger in her late-boyfriend’s blood and turned back to the mirror. She printed one word on the glass and then washed her hands, before collecting all of her things and leaving the hotel room.


Alone in the room, Tony’s body laid still and quiet, guarded only by that one word on the mirror, the letters beginning to drip, so that it looked like an advert for a cheap and predictable horror flick.


EVIL.


Sarah hadn’t even been questioned by the police. In fact, she hadn’t been linked to him in any way, not even in the newspapers that she read.


SUSPECTED CHILD KILLER FOUND DEAD 
Report by Tania Lloyd




Last night the body of thirty-two year old nightclub owner Tony James Aldridge was found in his hotel-room bathroom.


Seventeen months ago Aldridge was questioned by police after four children were found dead and severely mutilated near his home, in the outskirts of Millsbury. Despite forensic evidence linking him to the crimes he was never charged. After his arrest and subsequent release, parents of the deceased children plus dozens of supporters raged their own war on the nightclub owner, targeting his club and his home. For his own safety, Aldridge moved to the Maiden Hotel in the centre of Millsbury, where he took up permanent residence.


His body was found by one of the hotel’s cleaning staff approximately forty-eight hours after his death. A police spokesperson said today that Aldridge had been attacked repeatedly with a broken aftershave bottle. When asked what they thought of the attack, the spokesperson refused to comment.


Tony Aldridge, originally from London, in a previous interview stated that he moved to this “quiet area to escape the chaos of city life”, but investigations into his past have revealed that he was also suspected…(continued on page five)





After allowing the report to get through to her, Sarah angrily balled up the newspaper and threw it away from her. She sat quietly for a few moments before she found herself beginning to giggle, and then to laugh. A few seconds later her hysterical laughter turned into uncontrollable crying, and she spent half an hour sitting on the floor, hugging her knees and rocking back and forth.


Why hadn’t she believed Serena? Why hadn’t she trusted her friend’s judgement, and finished it with Tony ages ago? How could she have ignored all those rumours, how could she just disregard it all?!


There was a photograph on the floor beside her and she picked it up, hands shaking with anger. It was a picture of her and Tony, both of them bundled up in jackets to protect them from the winter winds. He had his arm around her shoulders, and a gentle smile covered his face. Looking at the photo, his eyes sparkling with laughter, Sarah wondered again if he really could have killed those children. She dropped the picture onto the floor as the image of that red-skinned monster filled her mind once more. She knew that he had.


The anger resumed, burning up inside her, bubbling over like a volcano erupting after years of sleep, and she stood swiftly, nearly knocking over the nearby coffee table. She paced around the room for a few moments, before sitting abruptly back down.


As her breathing and her heartbeat slowed down to their normal pace, she realised that her anger was ebbing, or more accurately was mutating, into a sense of wonder.


If he had stayed alive, he would have killed more. I’ve stopped him, haven’t I? she asked herself silently. I’ve stopped him from killing again.


Her eyes focussed on nothing as those thoughts rebounded through her mind, forming themselves in different ways, but always returning to that one point: that, by killing Tony, she had almost certainly prevented countless lives from being destroyed.


Before she could change her mind, Sarah posted the letter. Wondering if she was doing the right thing – and knowing that it was too late now either way – she walked away from the post box and back towards the bus stop.










Chapter Three


In his office, Jack put the journal to one side, and picked up the first letter that they had received. Her handwriting was already familiar to him, and he would recognise it anywhere, every curl and swirl of her penmanship.


To whoever needs to know.


He killed those children, he deserved to die. He’s the only one to be blamed.


Let it go!


Jack had to smile. It was so simple, straight to the point. Still smiling, he turned back to Sarah’s journal.










Chapter Four


By the time that Sarah’s twenty-first birthday rolled around she had killed four people. And she only hesitated once, the second time.


Jackie Austin, nine years old, had never been what people would call a perfect child, although as far as everyone was concerned, including her parents, Jackie was sweet, well mannered, smart and (mostly) well behaved. When Jackie was six and a half, Melanie Austin found out that she was pregnant, almost four months gone. The news pleased everyone, including Jackie, who thought that it would be great to have a little baby to play with, even if she was a little hazy on the whole hows-and-whys of the subject.


Almost exactly a year later, when Nicholas Austin was just over six months old, Jackie decided that she had had enough. Enough of the crying, enough of the lack of sleep, of her parents always being tired, of never having any attention paid to her, of it always being Nicholas this and Nicholas that. She had just had enough!


Her parents went out for the evening, leaving Jackie and Nicholas in the capable hands of Louise Williams. Louise, twenty-three, had been babysitting for six years and had always looked after Jackie.


Louise got Nick to sleep at eight, and into his cot at quarter past the hour, and Jackie went to bed twenty minutes later of her own accord. Louise settled down to her college assignments, and was still working on her Shakespeare essay when Melanie and Josh Austin returned, not long after midnight. Louise went home, well studied and well paid.


Josh had had slightly less to drink than his wife so he was the one to check on the two kids. Jackie was emitting her usual ladylike snore, and he looked in on his son, noticing nothing wrong.


Jackie woke up with the sun shining through her curtains and a smile on her face. No crying had woken her and she felt well rested and happy. She crept past her parents’ bedroom, smiling as she heard them both snoring, and went downstairs. In the kitchen, she got her mother’s cereal out of the cupboard and put it onto the table. She did the same with her father’s, and then set the table.


Josh walked downstairs at eight nineteen; a whole hour after Jackie had woken up. He saw his cereal on the table and smiled, despite his hangover. He appreciated the gesture, even though he would be unable to eat anything. He got himself a glass of water and sat down at the table opposite his daughter. “Morning, Jackie. Have a good night last night?”


Jackie smiled sweetly. “Brilliant.” Still smiling, she continued to eat her breakfast, watching the small television that sat on the counter next to the fridge.


When Melanie screamed, Josh almost knocked his glass onto the floor. Blood pumping in his temples, he rushed up the stairs to find his wife, wide-eyed and trembling, holding their son.


Through all the commotion, through the screaming and the crying, Jackie sat patiently, eating her cereal, the morning’s cartoons capturing her full attention.


A year and a half later the memory of what she’d done was still clear in her mind. But it had taken on an unreality – she could have seen it on the television.


As she washed her hands in the sink of the supermarket toilets, she let those memories play over again. The feeling she’d had when she’d held the pillow on her baby brother’s face was the only thing that now seemed real. His struggles slowing down and eventually stopping altogether was distant, but the rush she had felt had made everything worthwhile. She’d done the right thing. After things had settled down, her parents, especially her mother, had doted on her. Anything she wanted, she got. And Louise being blamed for Nicholas’s death meant nothing to her.


In the mirror she saw a lady walk in. She knew her, but couldn’t remember her name. She watched, still washing her hands, as the woman went into one of the empty cubicles.


Sarah – that was her name. She was quite friendly with her mum.


Behind her, the toilet flushed, and Jackie saw Sarah walk towards the sinks.


The woman with the brown hair and soft brown eyes noticed the nine-year-old. “Oh, hi, Jackie. How are you?” When Jackie didn’t answer, Sarah looked around at the empty cubicles. “Where’s your mum?”


“Outside.”


“You been enjoying school?”


Their eyes locked in the mirror, and Jackie saw Sarah’s open wide. She tried to look away, but found that she couldn’t. Sarah’s eyes, usually soft and understanding (and perhaps a little bit vacant) suddenly seemed intense. It was just her imagination – she thought so until later that week – but it looked as though Sarah’s pupils were spiralling.


“Everything all right, Jackie?”


As the voice broke through to them, Sarah’s eyes lost their intense look, and once again became soft as she turned to look at Jackie’s mother.


“Hi, Melanie.”


“Hi, Sarah. How’s things going?”


“Not too bad. I rang up about that correspondence course you were talking about. I should hear back about it soon.”


“Hey, that’s great.”


“Yeah. I’m feeling really excited about it.” Sarah glanced at her watch. “Shoot, I’m going to be late if I don’t get a move on. I’ll see you later.”


The words had passed by, but Jackie hadn’t taken any of it in. Yet when Sarah’s gaze locked with her’s again, it felt as though she was thrown back into herself.


“Bye, Jackie.”


She watched Sarah leave, keeping her eyes on the door.


“Come on, Jackie. Stop your daydreaming.”


They left the supermarket, with one thought echoing through Jackie’s mind. It’s impossible, but she knows. Somehow she knows.


Jackie lay in bed, her nerves tingling. The streetlamps shone their lights through her curtains and she could see that everything was in its place. A draught from the window shifted the curtains, and she sighed. There was no way she’d be able to get back to sleep with the window open. She threw back the covers and got out of her bed, her bare feet making no noise as she walked across the bedroom. Once the window was closed Jackie felt a wave of relief wash over her.


She turned back to her bed, ready to go back to sleep. She was just about to climb back under the duvet when something touched her foot. Goose bumps broke out over her body instantly and she fought to hold back a scream. Looking down, she uttered a nervous giggle. Her rug had curled up and she had walked into it.


Feeling silly, she shook her head lightly. Before she could have another go at getting back into bed, a hand clamped down on her mouth and another on her throat.


She heard a small laugh, feeling the breath on her ear. “I know what you did.”


Jackie woke, gasping for breath, the memory of Sarah’s spiralling eyes burnt into her mind. She pulled her covers up to her chin and lay awake in the dark.


By Friday, Jackie had relaxed a little. She decided that it had all been her imagination after all, that Sarah couldn’t possibly know what had happened – except at night, alone in her room, when she believed unconditionally. During the day, though, she wasn’t at all bothered. So, she didn’t mind when her parents told her that they were going out for the evening.


Melanie and Josh Austin told her that they were going to the movies, and then to dinner. Jackie looked at the possibility of spending the evening alone with excitement (she’d never spent an evening by herself before) and nervousness (the thought of Sarah still picked at the back of her mind). But, she told herself, she was old enough to look after herself.


At six o’clock, Jackie watched as her parents got into their car and drove away. When she was sure that they were gone and not coming back, she ran quickly up the stairs. Instead of going into her own room, a sly smile crept onto her face. She walked into her parents’ bedroom.


After going through her parents’ drawers and finding nothing of interest she walked into her own room. After turning on the CD player, she slumped onto her bed and picked up a magazine.


Startled, she looked up. Had someone knocked on the front door? Jackie shook her head. With the stereo on she wouldn’t have heard it, plus they had a doorbell and she hadn’t heard that chime. Thoughts of Sarah flickered through her mind, but she dismissed them; she was too old now for being scared of her own imagination! As always, she turned straight to the problem pages. She was so absorbed in what she was reading – How do I tell him I like him? Should I finish it? – that she didn’t hear the footsteps on the stairs.


The bedroom door was open, and Jackie should have seen Sarah walking up to it, stopping and just standing there, watching. But she didn’t. Nor did she see the knife that Sarah held by her side, held in a hand that, like the other, was covered in a leather glove.


Jackie should have recognised the sound of the back door closing, but she hadn’t. And she should have sensed that she wasn’t alone, but she didn’t.


If things had stayed that way, Jackie would have been fine.


Sarah looked at Jackie lying on her stomach reading the magazine in front of her, her feet tapping out beats from the music.


Instead of rushing upon her and stabbing her, Sarah could only stand there, feeling impotently unsure. She didn’t see the horror she had seen in the ladies’ room, a horribly disfigured witch-like creature, but only a pretty young girl relaxing, just as she should be.


Had she really planned to kill this girl – this child! – because of something she had thought that she had seen? Sarah shook her head and prepared to go, until she heard Jackie gasp.


The magazine was really boring, and Jackie closed it, wondering what to do next. Her gaze wandered to the window and she looked outside. Her eyes focussed on the reflections in the window, and she saw Sarah behind her. Without wanting to, but powerless to prevent it, she felt herself roughly breathing air into her lungs. She could not take her eyes from the window, could not move at all.


At first, Sarah thought that Jackie had seen something outside. Instantly, she looked at the window to see what was so shocking. Instead of looking at the view, she found Jackie’s eyes in the reflection and felt herself caught. A split-second later, the images began to change and Sarah saw the blonde-haired girl morph into something else. Only a second had passed but now Sarah found that her eyes were locked by a different creature.


Its features were the same – long blonde hair, blue eyes – but nothing else was. Its skin had become the colour of diseased mushrooms, and looked as though the texture might be roughly the same, with deep scars covering it. As Sarah watched, a new line formed on her cheek. It suddenly split open and bugs, tiny and black, spilled out.


Not wanting to see any more, Sarah wrenched her eyes away.


It took a few moments for Sarah to stop looking at the window, and Jackie should have done something before Sarah returned her eyes to her. But she still half-believed that it was a dream. And the moment of safety passed.


They looked at each other, and although she was only nine, Jackie recognised the look that fell into Sarah’s eyes for what it was: hate. She didn’t know why, but she was smart enough to know that the woman in front of her, holding a knife, hated her.


She didn’t move when Sarah began to walk forward. It was only when she saw Sarah holding the knife pointed slightly towards her that her paralysis broke, and she rolled away, pushing herself away from the bed.


Sarah started around the bed, and Jackie realised that two things were between her and the door: Sarah, and the bed. If she tried to get over the bed, it would slow her down and Sarah would catch her. If she tried to get by Sarah, she’d be stabbed.


Without knowing why at first, she felt a smile on her face, and it grew as Sarah faltered for a second.


As Sarah once again began to walk forwards, Jackie backed away towards her bedside cabinet, hands held out behind her. When she bumped into her furniture, her hands happened on the very thing she wanted. When Sarah came closer, Jackie brought the object out.


As soon as the aerosol deodorant was in front of her, she pushed down on the top, not noticing the direction of the nozzle. For a second, she was annoyed when the spray hit nothing but the empty air to her left.


Pain flared, first in her chest, then all over her body. As she was trying to understand what was happening, her mind was already replaying the last few seconds: Sarah ducking to one side and simultaneously forcing the knife up and into Jackie’s chest.


The pain centred itself in her chest and she looked down to see the handle of the knife juddering up and down as she breathed. The front of her clothes were sticky and warm, and she hoped by some miracle, even when she saw the rich crimson, that it was only sweat. She looked into Sarah’s eyes, and the last thing she thought was that the eyes in front of her seemed to be spiralling again, growing and growing. And finally, she was lost in the whirlpool.










Chapter Five


He jumped as the hand touched his shoulder.


“Sorry, Jack.”


Jack placed a hand over his heart and willed it to slow down. In his other hand he held the girl’s diary.


“It’s all right, Maggie.” He looked at his wife, and started to grin. It didn’t feel totally right on his face, but it was better than nothing. “I guess I’m just a little jumpy.” He noticed that Maggie was in her negligee, and glanced at the clock mounted on his wall. It read one forty. Stunned, he looked at the digital clock on his desk. Its red digits confirmed the time. “Christ, is it really that late?”


Maggie nodded, and Jack ran a hand over his mouth and chin, wincing as his fingers scraped over stubble.


“Are you coming to bed?”


He shook his head. “Not just yet. I just want to finish this bit.”


She nodded expectantly and walked to the door. She paused, and then turned back to her husband. “Can’t you get someone else to read that dammed thing?”


Jack looked back at her, half-amazed and half-angry. “I know this case better than anyone, Maggie. No one else would do.”


She nodded. She’d been expecting that, too. Without pausing again, Maggie left him alone in his study.


His eyes stayed on the door until he heard their bedroom door close, and then sighed. He looked at the journal in his hand and placed it on his desk. Rubbing his eyes, feeling tired, he walked out of his study and into the kitchen. He made himself a large, strong, cup of instant coffee and returned to his study.


“More comfortable than work,” he said to the empty room, and laughed. It sounded strange, more than a little eerie, and he promised himself that he wasn’t going to do that again. With what he was reading, Jack didn’t think that he had to worry about breaking that promise.


He sat back down on his leather chair and turned to his desk. He put the cup down after taking a small sip and brought forward the file that he had brought home. It held the photos and reports of all the murders that had been linked first, and then to Sarah Fletcher.


Jack opened it and looked through, searching for the photographs of the Austin murder, and forensic and pathology reports. The one photo that most disturbed him was the one he now held. It showed the bedroom window, and written in the girl’s blood was the word EVIL, just as it had been with Tony.


He let the photo drop from his hand and picked up his drink. His eyes focussed on nothing as he sipped from his cup.


The most frightening thing for Jack was that when he was reading Sarah’s diary he felt as if he was being sucked into her world, the same way he felt when reading a really good novel. When he was reading it, he believed in everything she wrote – he believed that she could see people’s souls, he believed that she’d had to do it. But when he arrived back into his own world, he realised, all over again, that the acts she wrote of were real, and he felt ashamed of himself.


He could remember walking into that little girl’s room, smelling the blood before he had seen a single drop. He had seen what was written on the window before he’d seen the body and knew – knew –that the killer was the same person that had killed Tony Aldridge, two-and-a-half years earlier.


It had taken all of his resolve to look at what had been done to that little girl. One reason – and he believed, as he always had, that it was the only reason – was the girl’s age. At the time of Jackie Austin’s murder, his and Maggie’s niece had only been a few months older than she was.


But he had done his duty, he had looked at the dead girl and he had noted all of the injuries. The injury to the girl’s chest was the one that he always saw in his mind, the others only minor and on their own not life threatening.


Jack finished his coffee and set the cup aside. He picked up the leather-bound book and began to read again.


By the time that he had read Sarah Fletcher’s own account of leaving quickly through the back door, completely unnoticed in the dark night, it was after four. Exhausted, he climbed the stairs and lay next to his wife, holding on to her in his sleep.










Chapter Six


Sarah closed the door behind her and leant against it, eyes closed and breathing deeply. She held her hands out in front of her, looking at the skin. Although they had been protected by the leather gloves, blood had still managed to find a way in. It traced her lifeline, embedded in the lines of her palms, like a bad omen. As she watched, the blood, still wet, began to move, to run. Now, instead of tracing the lines on her hands, it spelt the word evil on each palm.


She screamed, the noise echoing through her empty house, and ran up the stairs, holding her hands in front of her. She rushed into the bathroom and turned the taps on in the sink, leaving red marks on the silver surface, and put the plug in its hole. When the water was hotter than she could stand it, she plunged both hands into its depth, using her nailbrush to scrub the blood from her flesh.


The water turned pale pink and, as her hands continued to wash each other, her mind made a despairing connection – for a second, she saw herself as Lady Macbeth, crying, ‘Will these hands never be clean’. Needing a distraction, she raised her head. Her throat locked, refusing entry to the air that her lungs needed so desperately, as she saw what was reflected in the mirror.


Jackie Austin’s mirror image, grey-skinned and scarred by unknown sources, grinning a sickening smile, re-opening wounds, allowing black insects to again tumble from her face.


Sarah bolted up in bed, barely holding the scream in check, covers clutched to her chest. Sweat stuck her nightshirt to her back, and more ran freely down her face. A drop ran into her left eye, and she rubbed it, trying to ease the stinging.


Shaking, she put her hand out to find the lamp switch. Her nerves were shot and they screamed at her, telling her that something was going to grab her wrist; something was going to drag her into its lair. She did her best to ignore what she felt, and was relieved when her fingers touched the switch. In anticipation, she closed her eyes and pressed it down.


Light tried to push its way through her eyelids, but Sarah simply waited until it no longer hurt her head before she allowed her eyes to open completely.


Her eyes wandered over her room, making sure that nothing had been moved, that nothing was out of place and, after she had had a quick look under the bed, just to be sure, she let her hands drop the cover and she relaxed a little.


Knowing that she would never be able to get back to sleep, she threw the covers from her body and swung her legs over the side of the bed. She reached down and picked up her dressing gown from the floor. It was soon on and wrapped tightly around her, and she felt the last bit of chill left over from her nightmare fade.


Sarah felt almost completely human after a cup of coffee, with an added splash of whiskey, and a cigarette. She made herself another drink and took it into the conservatory. It was dark, and her eyes kept trying to peer into the darkness outside. But she refused them permission; she didn’t want to know what might be out there, didn’t want to see something looking back at her, and didn’t want to see it smile its witchy grin.


Something fell over outside, and the loud crash made Sarah jump. She swore loudly as some of her hot toddy spilt onto her partially exposed legs. Her eyes immediately sprang to the uncovered windows. She saw nothing outside, but her imagination showed her dozens of possibilities. Realising that her nerves would soon be completely out of control if she stayed in there, she went back into the kitchen, closing the blinds behind her so she wouldn’t be tempted to look back outside.


She ran the cold-water tap and used a cloth to soak some of it up. Her left hand held the compress to the now raw patch of skin on her leg, while her right hand supported her weight. When her leg felt a mildly better, she threw the cloth back into the sink. With the remains of both her drink and cigarette held securely, she walked into the living room and sank onto the sofa, feeling the material mould itself to her shape. She reached out to the table and used the remote control to turn the television on.


As the hours passed, two ideas echoed through her mind.


At six o’clock, Sarah showered, relishing the hot water as it rolled over her body. With regret, she turned the water off and towelled herself dry as quickly as she could. As she had the night before, she wrapped her dressing gown around her and, with the towel in her hand, walked downstairs. She wrapped her hair in the towel, fixing it so it wouldn’t slip off her head. Stifling a yawn, she made herself another cup of coffee, resisting the powerful compulsion to add a splash of whiskey, and sat down at the table. She retrieved her pack of cigarettes from the pocket in her gown and shook out the last one. One-handed, she crumpled up the now empty packet and dropped it onto the table.


Sitting still with no background noise to distract her, Sarah began to feel the effects of only having had a couple of hours sleep. Feeling her eyelids beginning to drop, she quickly drank the coffee, doing her best to ignore the way the liquid burnt the back of her throat and rushed through her cigarette, roughly stubbing it out in the ashtray.


She stood and took her cup to the sink. Before she had time to feel tired again (or before she began to really think about things), she began her housework.


Within two hours of starting, she had cleaned her entire home: she’d polished everything that needed polishing, she’d tidied the living room, cleaned the bathroom and kitchen, put her clothes in the washing machine and started the cycle, and vacuumed all through.
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