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CHAPTER ONE
[bookmark: _Hlk501539105]January 10th 2018 
03:15
DEATH
Flash.  Flash.  Flash.
The  crime  scene  tech’s  camera  sparks  three  times,  documenting  every  piece  of  evidence.  There’s  little  of  it.  I  make  sure  to  leave  nothing  but  the  body  and  the  message  I  want  to  convey  to  the  detectives  in  charge.  I’m  certain  they’ll  appreciate  my  masterpiece.
The  propelling  rain  soaks  through  to  my  bones,  I’m  nothing  more  than  a  sodden  piece  of  cloth  standing  amongst  a  row  of  nosy  bystanders.  A  male  cyclist  stops  by  the  pavement  I’m  stood,  curiously  watching  the  scene  unfold.  Whispers  flutter  between  a  mixed  group  of  late  night  drinkers,  the  scent  of  alcohol  emanating  from  them.  
Though  the  temperature’s  dropped,  I’m  filled  with  a  warmth  that  surges  through  me.  The  onslaught  of  emotions  that  pass  across  every  law  enforcement  personnel’s  face  once  they’ve  seen  the  gift  I’ve  left  them  fuels  me  with  excitement,  and  it  takes  every  bit  of  restraint  I  have  to  remain  still.  I  want  to  spring  on  my  toes  jovially.  I  want  to  cry  out  with  glee,  claim  victory.  Instead,  I  absorb  it.
Anger.  Hatred.  Sadness.  Pity.  Disgust.
They  all  feel  it,  they’ve  already  begun  judging  me.  
A  sadistic  killer.  
A  psychopath.  
A  murderer.
I  slink  back  into  the  night  as  the  lucky  soul  from  the  coroner’s  office  takes  away  her  body,  imagining  the  look  of  horror   on  his  face  once  he  opens  her  up.  
Crossing  the  quiet  road  that  lay  between  the  crime  scene  and  the  park,  I  venture  towards  an  empty  bench.  It’s  just  as  drenched  as  I  am,  and  I  pay  no  attention  to  the  large  puddle  my  feet  are  swimming  in.  I’ve  slept  in  worse.  
I  check  my  watch.  It’s  03:50.  Only  ten  minutes  to  go.
The  large  desolate  park  remains  quiet,  only  the  hoots  of  owls  and  chirps  of  restless  crickets  can  be  heard  along  with  the  high-pitched  squawks  of  foxes  playing  in  the  heavily  wooded  area  until  the  clock  strikes  04:00.
Footsteps,  equally  paced.
Laboured  breathing.
In.  Out.
Thump.  Thump.
I  stand,  casually  putting  my  foot  in  her  path,  tripping  the  beautiful  runner  as  she  passes  by.  She  falls,  grabbing  her  right  knee  and  head,  no  doubt  attempting  to  decide  which  hurts  worse.
“Oh,  I’m  so  sorry.  I’m  such  a  klutz.  My  parents  always  said  I  had  it  in  me  to  bring  the  world  down  around  me.  Are  you  okay?”
Her  scowl  immediately  disappears  once  she  looks  me  over.  “Don’t  worry  about  it.”  Her  stunning,  soft  voice  washes  over  me  as  though  she  sung  the  sweetest  melody.
“Here,  I  think  I  have  a  tissue  for  your  head,”  I  say,  grabbing  the  prepared  cloth  out  of  my  pocket.  “It’s  a  bit  wet.”  I  grimace,  luring  her  in.  I  lean  forward,  shoving  the  chloroform-soaked  cotton  over  her  nose  and  mouth,  and  wait.
One  second.
Two.
Her  eyes  widen  with  fear.  Her  arms  flail  at  me,  pitiful  attempts  at  loosening  my  hold.
Three  seconds.
Four.
She  passes  out,  and  I  throw  her  limp  body  over  my  shoulder  before  dumping  it  in  the  boot  of  my  car,  unseen  and  undetected.
Gazing  lovingly  at  her  crumpled  body,  I  scan  the  length  of  her  toned  legs,  and  the  dirty  blonde  hair  that  covers  her  face.  Baring  my  teeth,  I  shove  the  trunk  down  hard.
“Oh,  yes.  Your  nightmare  has  only  just  begun.”
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Clang.  Clang.  Clang.
She  does  it  again.  Three  rhythmic  hits  of  her  cuffed  hands  pound  on  the  metal  bedframe  she’s  chained  to.
Clang.  Clang.  Clang.
The  noise  is  relentless,  echoing  off  the  walls  as  she  desperately  seeks  my  attention.  She’ll  get  it,  soon,  when  she  no  longer  wants  to  be  reminded  of  where  she  is.  Foolish  Bitch  taunting  the  beast.
I  make  my  way  underground,  taking  my  time  as  each  lightbulb  flickers  on  overhead,  highlighting  the  long  row  of  concrete  cells  I’d  built  myself.  Potent  urine  and  stale  sweat  suffocate  the  stifling  air;  I  bask  in  the  fragrance,  inhaling  large  lungfuls  of  the  aroma.  
Fear  smells  deliciously  divine,  coating  my  tongue,  awakening  my  taste  buds.
I  stop  at  the  very  last  cell,  watching  my  prisoner  cower  in  the  corner.  Her  small  arms  are  wrapped  around  her  legs,  her  head’s  tucked  in.  I’m  sure  she’s  trying  to  make  herself  invisible.  Obviously,  it  isn’t  working.  I  see  the  beauty  of  her  delicate,  quivering  structure,  and  it  makes  me  hungry.  I  see  the  punishers  of  my  past  in  her.
“It’s  your  time,”  I  say,  unlocking  the  deadbolt.
“NO!”  She  screams,  hugging  the  wall,  shaking  her  head. Terror’s  etched  all  over  her  glistening  eyes  as  I  move  closer,  pointing  my  loaded  gun  at  her.  “Please,  don’t  do  this.  I  have  a  family,  a  dog. . .”
BANG!
I  silence  her  pathetic  pleas,  and  she  slumps,  out  cold  long  enough  for  me  to  move  her  upstairs  and  bring  the  metal-clanging  Bitch  down  into  her  new  home.  Pathetic,  here,  isn’t  going  to  be  using  it  anymore  once  the  sedative’s  worn  off.
Unsurprisingly,  the  hallway  remains  quiet  when  I  walk  through  with  my  latest  victim  dragging  behind  me.  They  never  speak,  they  know  what  happens  when  it  isn’t  their  turn.
Once  Pathetic’s  strapped  in,  and  the  Bitch  is  down  in  her  cage,  I  unravel  my  roll  of  instruments  tucked  neatly  in  the  black  carrier  I’d  kept  after  my  time  serving  in  the  desert.
“Wh-wh-what  are  you  going  to  do  to  me?”  she  mutters,  awakening  from  the  fast-acting  tranquiliser.  “I-I  don’t  deserve  this.”
I  raise  an  eyebrow,  turning  with  my  scalpel  in  hand.  “We  all  do,  when  the  clock  strikes.”  I’d  learnt  this  the  hard  way  years  ago,  when  I  should’ve  been  too  young  to  comprehend  such  a  thing.  Why  not  them  too?
She  begins  to  sob,  growing  frantic  with  despair,  chest  heaving  rapidly.  Eventually,  they  always  learn  the  truth.
Death  comes  for  us  all;  it’s  the  shadow  of  life.
I  just  happen  to  be  the  black  cloud  that  puts  it  there.
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JUSTICE
“P.S.  Her  life  expired.  That’s  the  note  the  bastard’s  left  us?”  My  partner,  Cassie  Wells,  vents  her  anger  at  the  walls  of  our cramped  office,  pacing  to  and  fro  between  her  cluttered  desk  and  the  tiny  window,  sighing  heavily  with  every  breath.  “What  the  hell  does  that  mean?”
The  black,  tar-like  coffee  touches  my  lips,  like  thick  molasses  it  sticks,  clogging  my  mouth  with  its  unbearable  texture.  Christ,  what  does  it  take  to  get  a  decent  cup  of  coffee  in  this  building?  Leaving  the  ridiculous  excuse  for  coffee  on  the  desk,  I  look  to  Wells  who’s  clearly  still  expecting  an  answer  from  me.  “He’s  taunting  us.  Letting  us  know  he  took  her  life.  Making  us  aware  that  her  death  has  some  kind  of  purpose  -  to  him,  to  us.”
I  lean  back  in  my  chair,  staring  up  at  the  large  whiteboard  covered  in  last  night’s  crime  scene  photos.  As  a  detective  within  The  Homicide  and  Serious  Crime  Command  of  London’s  Metropolitan  Police,  my  partner  and  I  have  solved  an  array  of  the  UK’s  most  horrifying  cases.  All  of  which  have  left  scars  of  their  own  -  both  mentally  and  physically.  “Coroner  mentions  the  vic  had  been  marked  post-mortem  using  a  sharp  tool.  Something  like  a  scalpel  or  knife.  The  killer  was  precise,  there’s  no  repeat  stroke  of  a  blade  cutting  into  the  skin.”
I  raise  an  eyebrow,  slightly  impressed.  “So  he  knew  what  he  was  doing.  Methodical.  Intent,”  I  surmise,  scratching  the  stubble  on  my  chin  in  thought.  “Sexual  assault?”
Wells  flips  through  the  coroner’s  report.  “Not  according  to  this.  No  foreign  substances  found  either.”
“Which  means  no  traces  of  DNA,  just  like  the  crime  scene.  The  killer  knows  what  he’s  doing.”
“She  was  reported  missing  three  months  ago,  Dean.  I’d  say  that  speaks  of  his  capabilities.”  Wells  throws  the  file  on  the  desk,  clearly  frustrated.  Her  long  black  hair  fans  around  her  face,  lifting  with  the  force  of  the  wind  pushing  from  the  papers.  
“The  perp  might  not  have  led  us  directly  to  him,  but  he’s  still  given  us  enough  clues  about  himself.”  I  peel  the  picture  of  our  victim’s  body  taken  in  situ  off  of  the  board.  “He’s  egotistical,  perhaps  even  arrogant.  Highly  confident  in  himself  that  he’s  willing  to  leave  a  message  for  us.  And  perhaps  he  even  needs  to  be  nourished  frequently  by  remembering  what  he’s  done.  A  reward  of  sorts  to  feed  his  ego.  I’m  sure  he  gets  very  excited  every  time  he  looks  at  his  trophy.”
“You  think  that’s  why  he  took  her  heart?”
I  shrug.  “Well,  even  a  black  market  would  think  it’s  wasteful  to  leave  behind  the  other  organs.  Too  much  profit  to  lose.”
Wells  nods  in  understanding,  answering  the  desk  phone  as  it  begins  to  ring.  “Are  you  sure?”
I  raise  an  eyebrow  out  of  curiosity  as  Wells  finishes  the  brief  conversation.
“We’ve  got  another  body.”  



CHAPTER TWO
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10:22
JUSTICE
“Detective  Dean.   This  is  my  partner  Detective  Wells.  What  have  you  got  for  us?”  I  flash  my  credentials  to  the  young  officer,  his  dark  uniform’s  about  ready  to  burst  a  button.
“Call  came  in  at  08:18.  Hiker’s  dog  found  the  body.”  The  officer  checks  the  facts  on  his  pocket-sized  notepad.  “Dog  didn’t  touch  anything,  just  stood  and  barked  until  the  owner,  a  Mr.  Owens,  caught  up.  He  said  he  checked  for  life,  but  other  than  touching  her  neck  he  left  the  victim  be,  and  dialled  999  immediately.”
“Okay,  that  him  over  there?”
The  officer  nods  at  Wells.  From  here,  I  could  tell  the  hiker  was  at  least  six  feet  tall,  body  muscular  enough  that  proved  he  liked  to  keep  healthy.  And  I  was  sure,  based  on  the  styled  hair  and  strong  jaw  that  he  was  a  hit  with  the  ladies.
“Great.  Don’t  let  him  leave  until  we’ve  spoken  to  him.”
We  step  under  the  blue  and  white  police  crime  scene  tape,  taking  in  the  saturated,  deadened  leaves  undoubtedly  trampled  into  the  earth  by  wild  rabbits  and  foxes,  their  unmistakeable  footprints  indented  the  soil.  Wet,  slushy  mud  cloaked  the  ground,  my  ill-equipped  shoes  sunk  into  the  soil.
“Christ,  I  can’t  wait  for  summer.  I’m  officially  over  this  long  winter  we’ve  endured.  I  mean,  for  once  it  would  be  nice  to  inspect  a  homicide  in  a  lavish  five  star  spa  or  hotel,  surrounded  by  warmth  and  indoor  plumbing.  Not  the  woods,  seemingly  in  the  middle  of  nowhere  when  it’s  always  wet  and  cold.  I  hate  this  abysmal  country.”
“Yeesh!  Someone  woke  up  a  little  too  grumpy  today.  I  thought  I  was  the  one  in  this  partnership  with  the  free  rein  to  bitch  and  moan  one  week  a  month.  Besides,  it’s  only  January,  winter’s  only  half  way  through  with  us.”
“You  telling  me  you  don’t  get  sick  of  this?  Coming  face  to  face  with  the  worst  of  humanity  every  day?”
“And  it’s  not  getting  any  better  either.”  Wells  sighs,  stopping  as  we  reach  the  victim  under  a  tall  oak  tree.  A  decomposing  body  assaulted  the  nose  and  mind  like  no  other  scent  in  the  world.  The  bitter,  wretched,  dominant  foulness  of  decay  followed  you  around  for  days,  even  after  hours  of  scrubbing.  
There  was  no  escaping  death.
The  woman’s   naked,  arms  spread  out  on  the  soaked,  green  moss  underneath  her,  legs  together.  Upon  first  glance  her  clothes  don’t  seem  to  be  anywhere  near,  and  if  there’d  ever  been  any  doubt  these  crimes  were  connected,  there  isn’t  anymore.  Branded  along  her  once  toned  stomach,  our  killer’s  favourite  message  sits  proud. 
P.S. Her  life  expired.
I  quickly  sweep  my  eyes  across  the  surrounding  area.  An  array  of  evergreens  and  fir  trees  make  up  most  of  the  woodland;  aged  oak  trees  dotted  about  here  and  there,  along  with  a few  prickly  holly  bushes.  Red  berries  scattered  on  the  muddy  ground  amongst  the  immeasurable  amount  of  footprints.  The  killer  had  chosen  his  location  well,  there’s  no  way  forensics  could  distinguish  a  single  boot  print  from  this  mess.  Being  in  a  well-used  public  area  narrowed  our  chances  considerably.  Too  many  variables  and  substances  could’ve  contaminated  the  scene  already.
Yes,  this  killer  was  smarter  than  the  average  murderer.
“Did  he  take  a  trophy  this  time?”  I  ask  the  on-duty,  lead  forensic  agent,  Dr.  White,  when  she  comes  near.
“Not  that  I  can  tell  from  my  initial  observations,  but  that’s  not  to  say  he  hasn’t.  I’ll  know  more  once  I  get  her  back  to  the  lab  and  begin  the  autopsy.”  Dr.  White  tugged  on  her  bright  pink  coat,  wrapping  the  thin  fabric  around  her  tightly  as  if  to  ward  off  the  incessant  cold.  For  a  woman  of  logic,  it  still  baffles  me  that  she  continually  prioritises  fashion  over  comfort  and  warmth.  Thankfully,  she’d  had  the  sense  to  wear  wellies,  though  they  too  were  pink.  Without  a  doubt  they  were  a  distraction  to  the  eye.
“Do  we  have  time  of  death?”  Wells  asks,  unshaken  by  the  coroner’s  imposing  attire.
“Rigor  mortis  has  barely  begun,  so  I’d  say  anything  from  03:00  to  09:00.”
“You’re  telling  me  whilst  we  were  busy  dealing  with  the  first  crime  scene,  our  killer  was  busy  preparing  another?”  Wells  seems  flummoxed  by  the  idea  a  man,  no  matter  how  sadistic,  is  capable  of  such  a  thing.
“I  guess  he  likes  to  be  efficient.”
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DEATH
I  touch  my  chin,  pouting  my  lips  into  a  perfect  smoulder  as  the  photographer  endlessly  clicks  her  camera.  There’s  some  crappy,  upbeat  dance  ‘music’  on  in  the  background  that’s  supposed  to  help  me  get  into  the  mindset  and  rhythm  of  what  it  is  I’m  modelling.
But  really,  I’m  plotting  her  sweet  demise.  I  can’t  help  it.  The  tinny,  whiny,  auto-tuned  vocals  are  ruining  my  good  mood,  and  it’s  all  her  fault  for  subjecting  me  to  this  soulless  droning.  The  younger  generations  have  no  appreciation  for  melodic  art  nowadays.
“That’s  it,  sugar.  Give  me  those  pouty  lips  again.”
I’m  envisioning  her  muscle-defined  body  laid  out  on  my  stainless  steel  table,  bound  at  her  wrists  and  ankles,  tears  cascading  along  her  cheeks  as  she  pleads  for  mercy.  Her  long,  dark  hair  flows  around  her  face  until  I  take  my  scissors  and  chop  it  all  off;  savouring  it  for  later.
“Scene  change!”  The  woman,  Nina,  calls  out,  signalling  she’s  gotten  what  she  needs  of  me  so  far.  The  small  room  awakens  with  activity  as  I  disappear  to  my  chair,  hidden  from  everyone  else  yet  with a  perfect  view  for  myself.  It’s  how  I  like  it.
I  love  to  watch.
The  darkened  space,  highlighted  only  by  the  bright,  dramatic  lights  in  the  centre  of  the  work  room  becomes  my  ally,  my  confidante  within  these  four  walls.  The  area  is  mostly  bare  of  any  personal  items  that  proves  this  room  belongs  to  anyone.  Its  cleanliness  is  about  the  only  clue  that  suggests  it’s  maintained  at  all.  There’s  no  crude  graffiti,  cigarette  butts,  empty  bottles,  chipped  paint  or  pieces  of  dirty  rags  left  behind  by  the  homeless.  Those  absences  are  the  only  signs  that  elevate  the  room  from  being  abandoned  entirely.
To  my  left,  a  6ft  long  clothes  rail  holds  an  obscene  amount  of  outfits  along  with  a  whole  line  of  shoes  I’m  expected  to  work  through.  To  my  right,  a  vault  of  make-up  and  hair  products  stand  proud,  being  fussed  over  by  three  women  and  an obviously  gay  man;  his  posture  leaves  little  to  argue  against.  Here,  there’s  no  denying  that  vanity  reigns  supreme,  idolising  the  reflection  they  see  in  the  countless  floor-standing  mirrors.  It  reminds  me  of  them,  constantly  preening  and  perfecting  their  skin  suits.
Nina,  the  unapologetically  beautiful  photographer,  moves  with  a  grace  around  her  equipment,  and  I  fantasise  about  my  blade  slicing  through  her  soft  pink  skin  with  an  equal  elegance.  Her  bright  red  blood  trickles,  dripping  off my  table  into  the  large  square  drain  I’ve  inserted  into  the  floor  where  it  feeds  into  a  metal  box  for  preservation.
The  delicious  liquor  of  life.
I’ll  puncture  her  body  over  and  over  until  I’m  satisfied,  and  then  I’ll  take  her  lips,  preserving  her  pout  forever.  A  poetic  justice.
“Sugar,  we’re  ready  for  you  again.”
I  take  my  cue,  returning  with  a  little  more  lightness  in  my  step  as  I  re-enter  the  limelight,  my  thoughts  remain  as  dark  as  my  demons.  Nina  will  never  know  how  lucky  she  is  to  only  be  entertaining  my  muse  today.
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The  burning  scent  of  bleach  invades  my  senses  the  second  I  step  into  the  morgue,  whilst  my  suit  does  nothing  to  protect  my  skin  from  goose-pimples  due  to  the  arctic  conditions  that  keeps  the  dead  fresh.
“Detectives,  I’m  glad  you  were  able  to  stop  by.”  Doctor  White  removes  her  bloodied  latex  gloves  in  favour  of  a  clean  pair.  “It  seems  we  have  a  serial  killer  to  catch.”
Wells,  my  partner,  seems  unfazed  by  the  statement.  “It’s  not  often  random  killings  have  the  same  M.O.”
“Unless  they’re  a  copycat,”  I  provide.
“Right,  but  what  I  meant  to  say  is  that  this  message  was  written  with  the  same  confident  finesse  as  your  first  victim  Maria  Spell,”  the  doctor  interjected.
“So  it’s  definitely  a  singular  killer’s  signature?”
“Yes,  the  same  person  carved  into  the  flesh.  However,  I  cannot definitively  say  he’s  operating  alone.  That’s  up  to  you  to  figure  out.”
“And  what  about  cause  of  death?  Same  again?”
The  doc  nods,  pointing  to  the  vic’s  throat.  “Asphyxiation;  hyoid  bone’s  shattered.  She  would’ve  choked,  gasping  for  breath  until  all  her  organs  shut  down.”
“Christ,  it  just  gets  better.  Do  we  have  a  name  for  our  Jane  Doe  here?”  Wells  asks,  pen  poised  across  her  small  notepad,  a  crease  in  her  forehead  betrayed  her  anger.
Doctor  White  gracefully  saunters  over  to  her  computer  screen,  turning  it  in  our  direction.  “Her  DNA  flagged  a  missing  persons  case.  Rebecca Dunn.  Twenty-nine  years  old.”
“Just  a  couple  years  older  than  Maria  Spell,”  I  say,  realising  our  killer’s  modus  operandi  has  stuck  to  its  pattern  so  far.  “Says  her  husband  filed  the  report  three  months  ago.”  I  share  a  troubled  glance  with  Wells.  “I  guess  the  husband  will  be  our  next  stop  today.”
“Not  that  it’s  going  to  do  us  any  good  if  the  interview  with  our  first  vic’s  husband  is  anything  to  go  by,”  Wells  muttered.
“No  leads?”  
I  shook  my  head  at  the  doctor.  “Alibi  checked  out.  And  if  these  killings  are  the  same,  unless  we  find  a  connection  between  the  women,  I  highly  doubt  the  husbands  are  involved.”
“Anything  else,  doc?  Any  missing  parts?”  Wells  asks  pointedly.
The  coroner  sighs,  pulling  back  the  sheet  that  covered  the  victim.  “He  sliced  off  her  nipples.”
“Son  of  a  bitch!”  I  shake  my  head.  “Why?”
“I’m  not  sure,  though  I  can  tell  you  she’d  been  lactating  recently.”
“This  woman  has  a  young  child?”
“I  can  confirm  this  woman  gave  birth  recently.  Six  months  to  be  precise,  according  to  her  medical  notes.” 
Wells  paces  the  chilly  room.  “What  kind  of  monster  kidnaps  and  kills  a  new  mother?”
I  frown,  my  temple  wrinkles  under  the  day’s  stress.
“What  is  it,  Dean?”  My  partner  questions,  placing  her  hands  on  her  hips.
“I’m  just  thinking.  Both  of  our  vics  are  missing  persons  cases,  and now  they’re  dead. . .”
“Right.  And?”
“Well,  why  are  they  only  being  disposed  of  now?  These  reports  say  they’ve  been  gone  a  few  months.  Our  question  should  be. . .”
“What’s  he  doing  with  them  during  that  time?”  Wells  finishes  for  me,  catching  on  quickly.
“And  what  did  they  do  to  piss  him  off?”
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DEATH
“Brandon!  Get  that  body  of  yours  up  here  now!”
I  don’t  want  to  follow  the  nasally  voice,  when  Tina  screamed  like  that  nothing  good  ever  came  from  it.
Jane  was  worse.  She  stood  guard  watching  me  constantly,  even  when  I  slept.  The  basement  was  sparse,  a  square  room  without  decoration  unless  you  counted  the  dust,  and  a  dirty,  stained,  spring-punctured,  single  matters  lying   on  the  floor  without  bedding.  A  white,  plastic  pot  like  a  kitchen  washing-up  basin  was  beside  it. 
I  could  only  imagine  the  look  of  horror  on  mum  and  dad’s  face  if  they  knew  this  is  where  I  ended  up.
Jane,  dressed  in  blue  workout  pants  and  matching  top  kicks  my  shin  with  her  Nike  trainer-wearing  foot.  Fuck,  she’s  an  evil  bitch.
“Get  up  there  now!  Pay  your  dues,  boy!”  She  spat,  muscles  bulging  in  her  arms  as  she  threatens  to  hit  me.
I  take  the  old,  wooden  stairs  to  the  kitchen,  each  step  creaking  under  my  small  frame.
“Hurry  up!”  Tina  barges  through  the  open  door,  dragging  me  the  rest  of  the  way.  We  rush  through  the  kitchen,  straight  to  the  living  room  where  everything’s  been  set  up.
The  curtains  are  drawn.  Their  mangy  three  seater  sofa  is  draped  in  an  old  cream  floral  sheet,  and  sat  there  is  a  woman  I  assume  to  be  in  her  fifties.  Dark  black  hair  pinned  up  with  a  face  covered  in  so  much  make-up  it’s  cracked  into  all  her  wrinkles.
My  stomach  flips.  I  press  my  lips  together,  straining  to  contain  the  bile  rising  up.
“My,  my!  You  are  a  good  one.”  The  woman  winks  lasciviously,  running  her  hands  over  the  red  lingerie  set  she  wore.
Tina  pushes  me  forward,  a  warning  of  my  rudeness.  
“Hello. . .”
“Black  Widow,”  she  offers,  lips  curving  in  amusement.  “Are  you  ready?”
I  gulp,  sweaty  palms  and  dread  filling  me  up.  The  cameras  ahead  were  flicked  on.  Tina  licked  her  lips,  rubbing  her  hands  together.
“Go  on,  son.  Show  our  audience  how  good  it  feels  to  be  taken  care  of.”
I  jolt  away  from  the  window  of  the  technology  shop,  bumping  into  a  stranger  as  I  struggle  to  regain  reality.  I  look  left  and  right,  over  and  over  until  I’m  familiar  with  my  surroundings.
I  catch  my  reflection,  noting  the  short  cut  hair,  defined,  chiselled  jaw  that  came  with  age.
It  was  just  a  memory,  I  told  myself,  forcing  the  thoughts  that  haunted  me  away.
I  closed  my  fists,  anger  quickly  thriving  inside  me.  The  stupid  vintage  camera  in  the  window  had  triggered  my  pain.  Damn  those  fucking  bitches!
I  turn  around,  crossing  the  one-way  road  devoid  of  traffic  and  venture  straight  to  my  car,  ignoring  everything  else  around  me.
I  need  to  get  back  to  my  computer.  I  need  to  search  the  database,  pull  up  new  schematics  of  the  city’s  buildings.  I  wasn’t  letting  them  make  victims  of  men  and  boys  like  me  anymore.  Something  has  to  be  done.
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“We’ve  got  another  one.”  I  hang  up  the  phone,  motioning  to  Wells  to  get  moving  as  I  hurry  for  the  steel  doors,  calling  the  lift  to  our  floor.  
“Where  are  we  headed?”  She  asks,  her  tone  implies  she’s  not  too  surprised.  I  can’t  blame  her.  In  this  business  we  dub  them  serial  killers  for  a  reason.
“The  front  of  the  building.”
“What?”  This  time  her  eyebrows  raise,  lips  part  in  shock.
“You  heard  me.  We  got  a  body  dumped  right  on  our  front  door.  Looks  like  our  guy’s  getting  cocky.”
“Then  let’s  hope  he’s  slipped  up  this  time.”
The  elevator  ride  to  the  ground  floor is  agonisingly  slow,  and  once  the  doors  open  I  rush  out  into  the  main  foyer,  ignoring  the  voices  calling  my  way  and  head  for  the  exit  with  Wells  at  my  side.
“Well,  I  think  we  can  safely  agree  this  killer  is  definitely  efficient.”
I  roll  my  eyes  at  my  partner’s  astute  conclusions.  Had  I  not  made  it  clear  before?
“Did  anyone  see  what  happened?”  I  call  out  to  the  uniformed  officers  standing  nearby,  all  shake  their  heads  in  return.
“Come  on!”  I  exhale  loudly.  “You  telling  me  this  victim  brought  themselves  here?”
My  question  is  met  by  even  more  blank  faces.
“Dean,  we  can  check  the  CCTV  later.  How  far  away  is  the  coroner?”  Wells  asks.
Resisting  the  urge  to  snort  proves  difficult.  I  can  already  guarantee  the  cameras  will  be  useless.  The  killer  was  highly  unlikely  to  let  such  a  novice  mistake  catch  him.  No,  I  knew  he  was  better  than  that,  even  if  he  was  elevating  his  abilities.  Sure,  it  only  took  one  tiny  slip  up  to  put  us  on  his  trail,  but  this  guy  had  been  controlled  from  the  very  beginning.  His  patience  could  be  wearing  thin,  but  for  some  strange,  gut  instinct  feeling,  I  believed  sloppiness  wasn’t  a  by-product  of  his  actions.  If  the  uniforms  out  here  truly  didn’t  see  anything,  then  the  killer  clearly  waited  for  the  most  opportune  moment  to  dump  the  body.  As  much  as  I  could  see  right  now,  I  knew  our  murderer  was  very  much  still  in  control,  and  that  terrified  me.  Very  few  had  arrogance  and patience to  that  extreme.
“Ten  minutes.  Dr.  White’s  on  her  way,”  a  rookie  answers,  drawing  me  out  of  my  mind.
I  stare  at  the  scene,  watching  patrolmen  pull  the  standard  crime  scene  tape  around  the  brick  building,  warning  all  pedestrians  away.  Not  that  they’d  be  able  to  see  much.  Our  poor  victim’s  been  wrapped  up  in  white  bin  bags  with  silver  duct  tape  around  her  arms  and  torso  as  well  as  her  feet.  Her  face  is  visible  through  a  strategically  cut  hole  in  the  bag,  and  it’s  there  the  signs  of  death  are  obvious.  Her  eyes  no  longer  hold  life,  glossed  over  with  the  last  thing  she  ever  saw.  Her  skin  is  white  now  that  her  heart  no  longer  pumps  blood  around  her  body.  And  then  there  are  her  lips,  firmly  pressed  together  by  ugly,  black-threaded  stitches.
“Son  of  a  bitch.  What  has  he  done  to  you?”
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 “Dean,  where  are  you  going?”  Wells  calls  after  me,  but  I  pay  no  attention,  listening  to  my  deep-rooted  detective  intuition  instead.
Walking  away  from  the  primary  crime  scene,  I  turn  the  corner  of  the  Command  Centre  and  follow  the  quiet  side  street.  An  array  of  cars  mounted  the  pavements  on  either  side,  ignoring  the  double  yellow  lines  completely.
The  blasé  attitude  of  some  of  the  public  often  baffled  me.  Why  risk  a  heavy  fine  when  the  multi  storey  car  park  was  a  few  minutes  ahead?  Especially  when  the  police  building  was  right  beside  them.  
‘Idiots.  I  just  don’t  get  it,’  I  whispered  to  myself,  shaking  my  head.  There  was  absolutely  no  logic  behind  it.
Venturing  further  along  the  concrete  street,  I  glanced  around,  noting  the  long  brick  wall  to  my  right,  the  tall,  navy  street  lamps  currently  unlit,  and  the  patches  of  weeds  sprouting  out  of  the  cracks  in  the  path  before  me.
“Dean!  The  scene’s  this  way!”
I  wave  my  arm  behind  me,  quickly  acknowledging  Wells’  piercing  cries  yet  I  trundle  ahead,  my  gut  instincts  motivating  me  in  ways  I  didn’t  fully  understand. 
Stopping,  I  stare  up  at  the  bright  blue  sky,  inhaling  a  long  breath  and  exhaling  calmly  as  I  briefly  enjoy  the  unseasonal  sunshine,  and  the  rise  in  temperature  of  a  few  degrees.  
‘What’s  your  play?’  I  muse  out  loud,  contemplating  my  thoughts.  This  case  bothered  me  in  several  ways,  but  my  most  prominent  concern  was  figuring  out  the  killer’s  motivation.  Why,  after  many  months  of  capture,  was  he  silencing  his  victims  and  leaving  them  as  treasure  for  us  to  find?  Was  this  a  game  for  him?  Did  X  mark  the  spot?
Why  now?  Had  the  poor  women  lost  their  use  to  him?  Had  he  grown  tired  of  their  company,  therefore  seeking  the  next  elevated  thrill?  Their  death  being  the  last  piece  of  excitement  they  could  give  him?
As  I  stood,  pondering  ideas,  the  city  life  continued  around  me.  Except,  this  street  seemed  too  quiet.  Sure,  the  usual  cacophony  of  roaring  engines,  tooting  cars,  planes  overhead  and  impatient  shouts  surrounded  me,  but  here,  on  this  road,  it  was  empty.  Not  a  single  pair  of  legs  strutted  along.
Was  this  the  way  the  killer  came,  unseen,  undetected?  Had  he  known  beforehand  this  area  would  be  perfect  for  carrying  a  dead  body  without  hindrance?
The  killer  had  proven  time  and  again  how  in  control  and  careful  he  was  about  leaving  any  trace  that  could  potentially  lead  us  to  him.  I  couldn’t  think  of  a  reason  that  this  crime  would  be  any  different.
What  was  I  doing  wasting  time  here  when  there  was  nothing  but a  feeling  that  drew  me  this  way?  What  was  wrong  with  me?  Wasn’t  my  head  in  the  biz  anymore?  
Thinking  and  acting  like  a  criminal  had  been  in  my  job  description  since  day  one,  there  was  no  escaping  it,  but  was  I  beginning  to  lose  my  edge?  Finally  cracking  under  pressure?
Sighing  dejectedly,  I  headed  back  towards  the  front  of  the  building,  knowing  Wells  was  probably  tearing  her  hair  out  by  now.  Having  been  partners  for  more  than  seven  years  there  was  very  little  she  didn’t  know  about  me,  including  my  apparently  annoying  habits  of  wandering  off.  We  were  growing  more  like  an  old  married  couple  every  day.
My  phone  vibrates  loudly  in  the  holster  I  have  attached  to  my  belt,  and  as  I  scan  the  caller’s  identity  I’m  not  surprised  to  see  Wells’  name,  no  doubt  ready  to  rip  me  a  new  ear. She  was  far  from  the  rookie  cop  that  had  been  assigned  to  me  all  those  years  ago.
“I’m  coming  back. . .”  I  begin,  the  words  barely  leave  my  mouth  before  her  tirade  penetrates  my  ear  drum  like  a  lethal  explosion.  God  that  woman  had  a  set  of  pipes  on  her.
“Dean,  we’ve  got  a  mess  out  here!”
“I’m  on. . .”  I  lower  my  phone,  distracted  by  the  sudden  reflection  of  light  shining  in  my  eyes.  Squinting,  I  raise  my  hand  to  my  forehead,  step  off  of  the  pavement  and  slowly  move  towards  the  white  Peugeot  307.  
I  shook  my  head.  “What  the  hell  is  this?”  I  glanced  into  the  car,  making  sure  it  really  was  empty.
There  was  no  one  there,  yet  someone  had  stuck  an  envelope  on  the  back  windscreen,  using  the  single  wiper  blade  to  hold  it  in  place.  Sticking  promotional  flyers  in  car  windows  wasn’t  uncommon,  but  an  envelope  specifically  addressed  to  me  was.
Had  someone  been  watching  me  the  entire  time?
I  frantically  scanned  the  area  but  to  no  avail.  The  street  was  just  as  quiet  as  when  I’d  arrived.
Quickly,  I  took  a  few  shots  of  the  envelope  and  its  location  with  the  camera  on  my  phone,  and  with  gloved  hands  I  lifted  the  lightweight  letter.
In  black,  bold,  capital  letters  it  read:

DETECTIVE  CADE  DEAN
HOMICIDE  &  SERIOUS  CRIME  COMMAND

There  was  no  mistaking  what  was  inside  was  for  me.  Slowly,  I  unsealed  the  paper,  taking  care  to  preserve  the  evidence  as  best  I  could.  If  this  was  who  I  assumed  it  to  be  from,  then  forensics  were  going  to  be  all  over  it.  With  very  little  room  for  any  harmful  substances  hidden  inside,  I  unfolded  the  small,  square  piece  of  paper  without  apprehension,  my  focus  solely  on  the  words.

Run,  run  as  fast  as  you  can.
You  can’t  catch  me,
I’m  the  killing  man.
With  three  chicks  dead,  more  to  come,
You  can’t  find  me,
I’m  the  murdering  man.

Be  you  alive, and  they  be  dead
Detective  find  me,  before  more  bloodshed.
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“Christ,  Dean.  You  look  like  you’ve  seen  a  ghost.  Slap  some  colour  back  into  those  stubbly  cheeks,  will  ya?”
Wells’  dark  green  eyes  analyse  my  face,  her  hands  rest  firmly  on  her  hips.  What  started  off  as  playful  banter  quickly  becomes  serious.  Her  face  drops,  concern  furrows  her  perfectly  shaped  brows.  
“What  is  it?”
I  hand  her  the  plastic  evidence  bag,  the  small  letter  visibly  inside. 
“O-kay,”  she  scans  the  words,  but  I  can’t  get  a  read  on  her  thoughts  as  her  expression  never  changes.  She  turns  the  bag  over,  raising  an  eyebrow.  “It’s  addressed  to  you?  Where’d  you  find  it?”
“Around  the  building,  found  it  stuck  on  a  car  window.”
“You  reckon  our  killer  hung  around  to  watch  this?”  Wells  fans  her  hands  around  the  crime  scene  activity.  Police  officers  stood  guard.  Our  forensic  agents  had  already  begun  snapping  the  scene  and  cataloguing  evidence  from  and  around  our  victim.  
High-end  cameras  sat  on  tripods  in  a  formation  of  three  around  the  half-circle  of  the  working  scene.  Very  few  white  flag  markers  were  pinned  into  the  weed-infested  concrete  ground.  One  for  the  body,  and  a  few  others  that  could  potentially  become  evidence.  Only  in-depth  analysis  would  let  us  know.  
The  tall  brick  building  was  an  attraction  for  activity,  thankfully  all  persons  were  law  enforcement.  For  now,  we  were  lucky  that  word  hadn’t  spread  to  the  public.  All  it  took  was  one  passerby  to  start  a  chain  reaction,  but  as  the  building  was  opposite  tall  iron  gates  that  led  into  a  cemetery,  everything  was  peaceful  and  still  as  though  an  invisible  divide  separated  them  from  the  chaos  here.
Without  a  doubt,  this  was  a  show  for  the  scene  the  killer  had  set.  Did  he  really  want  to  miss  out?   
I  shrug,  thinking  it  through.  “Depends  how  confident  he  was  about  me  finding  this  note.  It  wasn’t  exactly  left  in  the  most  obvious  location.  Hell,  I’m  not  even  sure  it  was  there  when  I  walked  up  the  street.”  I  soothe  my  forehead,  attempting  to  rub  away  the  headache  that  was  beginning  to  build.
“Are  you  suggesting  he  was  practically  behind  you  and  you  didn’t  know?”  Wells  sounds  surprised,  her  voice  rose  a  few  tones.  Was  that  out  of  fear  for  me  or  a  realisation  of  my  ignorant  stupidity?
I  shook  my  head,  the  heavy  weight  of  tiredness  pressed  in  on  me,  wearing  me  out.  Was  I  getting  too  old  for  this  shit?
“Doesn’t  make  sense,  if  he  wanted  me  dead  then  he  just  wasted  the  perfect  opportunity.”
“Right,”  Wells  agrees,  head  bobbing  up  and  down.  “He’s  clearly  trying  to  taunt  you,  by  this  note  and  by  following  you.  You  sure  you  didn’t  see  anything?”
I  think  again,  remembering  the  eye  roll  I’d  given  when  Wells’  caller  I.D.  had  popped  up  on  my  phone.  Had  she  distracted  me  from  noticing  my  surroundings?
I  hurriedly  dismissed  the  idea.  Paying  attention  had  led  me  to  the  note  in  the  first  place.
Was  this  another  ploy  from  the  killer?  To  get  me  to  doubt  myself,  perhaps  even  cause  a  rift  between  my  partner  and  I?
We  didn’t  know  much,  that  had  been  clear  from  the  lack  of  answers   to  our  questions,  but  I  was  beginning  to  understand  the  madness  to  his  methods;  he  manipulated  everything  to  suit  his  needs,  including  using  my  own  self  doubt  against  me.  Perhaps  an  early  retirement  was  on  the  cards  after  all.  How  soon  is  too  soon  to  leave  the  force?  I  may  only  be  in  my  forties,  but  this  job  aged  you  in  ways  unexplainable.  True  violence  and  horror  on  a  daily  basis  was  enough  to  age  you  twice  as  fast.
“This  guy  is  slick,  Cass.  If  he’d  been  around  me  all  this  time  without  me  being  even  a  little  bit  aware  has  me  thinking  the  worst.”
Wells  nods  in  understanding.  “We’ve  got  ourselves  a  professional,  the  kind  our  government  pays  to  train  and  keep  the  country  safe.”
I  glance  at  my  watch,  the  hours  ticked  by  slowly.  “If  he’s  enlisted  then  his  prints  will  be  on  file.”
“Unless  he  was  part  of  secret  ops,  they’d  have  wiped  all  traces  of  him.”  
I  shake  my  head,  sighing  heavily  out  of  frustration.  “Doesn’t  matter  until  we  find  a  print  anyway.”
“At  this  rate,  I’d  be  happy  with  a  partial  fingerprint.  At  least  we’d  have  something  to  work  with.”  Wells  stares  down  at  our  victim  into  her  lifeless  eyes.  “These  women  deserve  their  justice.  We  owe  it  to  them  to  put  them  at  peace.  Don’t  give  up  on  me  yet,  Cade.  Their  families  need  us.”
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“I’m  glad  you  could  make  it.  Given  the  circumstances  I  thought  you’d  want  to  be  present  for  this  autopsy.”
“Thank  you,  Melissa.  The  press  are  gonna  have  a  field  day  with  this  discovery.”  Wells  shakes  her  head  at  the  doc.
“Right  on  our  bloody  doorstep,” I  mutter.
“Not  getting  over  that  any  time  soon  are  you,  Dean?”  Wells  rolls  her  eyes  at  me.  How  can  she  not  be  as  flabbergasted  as  me  about  the  entire  scenario?  Our  killer  has  balls  and  stealth  the  size  of  which  I  can’t  imagine.
“She’s  prepared?”  I  ask,  noting  the  victim  on  the  slab’s  no  longer  wrapped  in  the  bin  bags  we’d  found  her  in.  Instead,  a  thin  white  sheet  covers  her  body;  it’s  the  only  bit  of  dignity  we  can  give  her  in  death.
“Yes,  I  had  my  assistants  work  the  preliminary  examination  and  see  to  the  evidence  immediately.  Hopefully  our  techs  will  find  something  of  worth.”  Our  pathologist,  Dr  White,  has  her  usual  vibrant  colours  of  clothing  muted  by  the  long  white  lab  coat  she  wore.  It  almost  seems  to  change  the  atmosphere,  as  though  she’s  quietening  herself  in  order  to  hear  the  dead  speak  up  and  reveal  their  secrets.
“Did  you  have  time  to  run  prints  yet?”
“They  came  back  sooner  than  I  expected,”  Melissa  answers  me.
“Let  me  guess,  she  was  in  the  missing  persons  database?”  Wells  jumps  ahead  of  me.  Christ  I’m  tired.  I  need  a  large  shot  of  caffeine,  and  a  seat.  Not  that  there’s  any  in  this  examination  room;  stands  and  drawers  full  of  medical  instruments  - scalpels,  bone  saws,  rib  separators,  forceps  -  were  all  around  us,  light  boxes  hung  on  the  mostly  empty,  white  walls  used  for  x-ray  films,  and  an  abundance  of  high-tech  compound  optical  and  biological,  comparison,  and  fluorescence  microscopes  and  machines  added  to  the  hum  of  the  air  vents,  like  a  continuous  drone  that  easily  became  background  noise  after  a  while.  The  one  empty  slab  behind  the  doc  is  the  closest  piece  of  ‘furniture’  to  sit  on,  but  I  didn’t  dare,  for  fear  I’d  never  get  up  again.  Death  is  the  only  time  I’m  going  to  feel  comfortable  resting  on  one.
“Dean,  you  in  there?”  Wells  snaps  her  fingers  in  front  of  my  face.
“What?”
“Did  you  even  hear  me,  detective?  I  said  our  vic’s  been  reported  missing  for  the  last  few  months,  Danielle  Husk,  27.  Husband  called  it  in  when  she  never  came home.  File’s  on  the  stand.”  Dr.  White  tilted  her  head  to  the  left,  indicating  the  manila  folder.
I  quickly  scan  the  paperwork  as  the  doc  begins  to  record  and  proceed  with  the  autopsy.
“Doctor  Melissa  White,  beginning  examination  of  Danielle  Husk,  white  female  aged  27  with  Detectives  Dean  and  Wells  present.”
I  try  not  to  be  disappointed  at  the  lack  of  information  the  missing  persons  report  holds,  but  is  it  really  that  much  of  an  ask  to  catch  a  lucky  break?
“Says  she  went  out  running  early  hours  of  the  morning  and  never  came  home.  According  to  this,  running’s  part  of  her  daily  routine.”
“She’s  definitely  athletically  fit.  Those  abs  are  tighter  than  mine,”  Wells  offered.  Despite  our  crazy  workload  and  unpredictable  meal  times  my  partner  still  managed  to  work  on  her  own  fitness,  and  not  rely  on  the  job  to  do  so  for  her.  I  cannot  comprehend  it  myself  which  is  why  I’ve  become  accustomed  to  putting  it  down  to  her  youth.  She  has  energy  I  simply  don’t.  Not  anymore;  the  job’s  sucked  it  out  of  me.
“Haven’t  all  our  other  vics  had  healthy  physiques?”  Wells  questions,  almost  rhetorically.
“Our  killer  has  a  type,  that’s  for  sure.  Toned.  Mid  to  late  twenties.  All  have  people  that  care  about  them  enough  to  notice  their  absence.  I’m  just  saying,  we  haven’t  had  any  Jane  Does  in  here.  These  women  were  chosen  for  a  reason,”  the  doc  surmised  what  we’d  all  been thinking.  “I’ll  weigh  all  these  organs  in  a  moment  and  get  the  lab  to  process  the  stomach  contents,  see  if  we  can  determine  her  last  meal,  maybe  it’ll  indicate  where  she’s  been.”
“Not  likely,”  I  snort.  “Our  other  two  victims  had  been  empty,  beginning  to  eat  themselves.  The  only  thing  we’re  gonna  learn  is  how  cruel  and  torturous  our  madman is.”
“Be  that  as  it  may,  I  cannot  ignore  the  possibility.”
“Is  anything  missing?”  Wells  asks,  peering  into  the  cavity  opened  up  by  a  long  incision  and  kept  apart  by  the  separators  tool.
“Not  so  far.  But  it’s  here  that  intrigues  me  the  most.  Why  did  our  killer  go  through  such  great  lengths  to  have  her  lips  sewn  together?  And  these  are  perfect  sutures  too,  not  a  rush  job  either.  He  knew  what he  was  doing.”
“Is  it  too  much  of  a  leap  to  assume  our  killer’s  also  skilled  in  medicine?”
The  doc  pauses,  taking  a  breath  as  if  in  contemplation.  “Between  the  precise  removal  of  previous  organs  from  our  victims,  along  with  these,”  she  pointed  at  the  bold  black  wire,  “I  would  say  that’s  a  very  likely  deduction.  And  if  we’re  lucky,  someone  might  pick  up  on  the  signature  of  these  sutures.”
“What  do  you  mean?”  Wells’  usually  smooth  forehead  crinkles  under  her  frown.
“Every  doctor  has  a  signature  trait  in  the  way  they  stitch  people  up,  like  handwriting.    I’ll  see  if  anything  comes  from  it,  depends  if  they’ve  been  flagged  before.”
“I  hate  to  think  someone  sworn  to  save  people’s  lives  is  the  one  doing  all  of  this.  Leaves  me  with  very  little  faith  left  in  humanity.”
It  was  a  sad  case  of  affairs  when  someone  as  young  as  Cassie,  who  fit  in  the  same  age  bracket  as  our  current  victims,  already  had  a  doomed  perception  of  the  world  we  live  in.  Life  wasn’t  supposed  to  be  like  this;  full  of  evil  and  despair.  But  as  detectives  within  the  homicide  division,  happiness  was  a  rarity  to  find.  We  dealt  in  the  darkness  of  death.
Melissa  carefully  cut  away  the  threading,  bagging  the  material  as  evidence  for  the  forensic  labs  to  run  tests.  In  this  case,  everything  was  being  checked  thoroughly  for  any  snippet  of  a  foreign  fibre  or  DNA  sample.  We  weren’t  letting  the  killer  get  away  because  of  laziness  on  our  part.
Dr.  White  prised  the  woman’s  mouth  apart,  angling  the  light  overhead  for  a  clearer  view.  “We  have  something  here.”  She  reaches  for  the  forceps  on  the  instrument  table  on  her  left,  and  with  steady  hands  reveals  what  caught  her  attention.
It’s  a  small,  thin,  white  piece  of  paper  marked  with  creases  and  crimples  sprawled  with  blue  ink  in  tiny  lettering.
“Can  you  read  that?”  I  ask,  squinting  my  eyes  at  the  minute  and  blurry  words.
The  doc  moved  towards  a  large  magnifier,  peering  into  the  glass  as  she  places  the  paper  underneath.  “P.S. Her  Life  Expired.”
“I  wondered  where  the  perp’s  calling  card  was  this  time. His  modus  operandi  remains  the  same.”  I  note.  
“And  that’s  not  all,”  Doctor  White  grimaced.  Whatever  she  had  to  say  wasn’t  going  to  be  good.   “When  I  pulled  this  out,  I  noticed  something  else.”
“What  is  it?”  Wells  asks.
“Her  tongue  is  missing.”

[image: ]


January 13th 2018 
12:10
FEAR
Goosebumps.
Shivers.
Teeth  chattering.
A  scuffle.
A  buzz.
Buzz.
Buzzing.
My  legs  ache,  cold  and  limp  on  the  hard  floor.  My  arms  are  heavy  as  they  dangle  at  my  side,  hands  resting  on  the  floor  too.  My  back  feels  battered  and  bruised  against  the  equally  painful  wall  I’m  propped  up  against.  But  it’s  my  head  that’s  worse.  It  burns.  It  pulses.  Like  there’s  a  knife  stabbing  me  over  and  over,  gouging  out  a  great  hole  in  my  brain.
Where  am  I?  How  did  I  get  here?
It’s  too  dark  to  see  anything,  I  can  only  feel  what  I’m  laying  on.  I  don’t  understand  any  of  this.
Soft  whimpers.
Sniffles.
What  is  that?  Is  it,  is  it  me?  It  doesn’t  sound  like  me,  the  pitch  is  too  high,  but  then,  if  it  isn’t  me,  who  is  it?  Am  I  not  alone?  
What’s  wrong  with  me?  Why  can’t  I  figure  this  out?
I  have  a  dry  mouth.  My  tongue  feels  like  cotton,  like  I’m  waking  up  after  a  long  night  of  heavy  drinking  with  a  hangover.  
Is  that  what’s  going  on?  Am  I  suffering  the  effects  of  a  good  night  out?
Buzz.  Buzz.  Constant  buzzing.
What’s  that  noise?  
I’m  tired.  Hurting.
Acid,  strong  and  potent  burns  my  eyes  and  nose.  The  stench  is  unbearable.  I  gag.  Again  and  again.
“You’ll  get  used  to  it  soon.  In  a  day  or  two  you  won’t  notice  it  anymore.”
I  jump  in  surprise.  “Who’s  there?”  I  croak,  noise  barely  leaves my  throat  as  my  vocal  chords  scratch  against  one  another.
“I’m  day  Ten.  We’re  the  lucky  ones  for  now.  We  have  time  to  get  out.”
Get  out?  Get  out  of  where?  Who  was  talking?  I  couldn’t  see  anyone  else.  Am  I  hallucinating?
“There’s  only  one  way  you  get  out  of  here  and  that’s  by  dying,”  another  female  voice  spoke.  This  one  was  deeper,  angrier.
“Death?”  I  whisper  to  myself,  feeling  the  blood  run  from  my  face.  What  the  fuck  is  going  on?


CHAPTER SEVEN
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JUSTICE
“Okay,  let’s  look  at  what  we’ve  got  so  far.”
I  stand  in  front  of  the  newly  cleaned  whiteboard  in  our  small  office;  it  takes  up  any  spare  room  to  be  had,  which  is  a  feat  in  itself.  I’m  still  trying  to  bribe  the  big  boys  upstairs  for  a  larger  working  space,  but  politics  keep  getting  in  the  way.  ‘We’re  public  servants,  not  the  corporate  rich,’  the  chief  would  always  say,  making  me  feel  guilty  for  wanting  to  spend  some  of  the  taxpayers  money  on  what  he  considered  a  luxury.  I’m  not  after  much,  just  enough  room  to  be  able  to  think  amongst  the  clutter,  and  not  worry  about  getting  a  tetanus  jab  every  time  I  rip  myself  against  the  desks  and  boxes.  The  floor’s  so  badly  littered  in  files  I  can’t  see  the  carpet  anymore,  don’t  even  ask  me  what  colour  it  is,  it’s  been  so  long  I  can’t  remember.
And  I  bet  if  I  could  it  would  look  like  a  mini  crime  scene  with  all  the  blood  droplets  that’ve  seeped  from  my  skin.  
‘Victim  1’  Wells  wrote  on  the  board  in  a  black  marker,  taping  the  woman’s  picture  underneath  before  adding  all  the  details  we’ve  accumulated  so  far.
“Maria  Spell,  27  years  old.  Body  found  outside,  opposite  park  during  the  early  hours  of  the  morning.”
“Who  called  it  in?”  I  ask,  remembering  our  second  victim  had  been  found  by  a  dog  walker.
Wells  rifles  through  the  stack  of  papers  she  has  in  her  hand  before  turning  to  one  of  many  piles  on  her  desk.  If  it  weren’t  for  the  wooden  leg  slightly  visible,  it  would’ve  looked  like the  files  were  floating.  
“The  999  emergency  call  has  it  down  as  being  reported  by  an  anonymous  man,  and  when  the  responding  officers  arrived  at  the  scene  there  wasn’t  anyone  around.”
“How  did  we  miss  that  before?”  I  rub  my  hand  over  my  face,  tiredness  has  long  seeped  in.
“You’re  thinking  the  killer  called  it  in?”
I  shrug. “I’ve  already  felt  like  the  killer’s  been  around  one  scene  waiting.  What  if  he’s  always  been  there?  What  if  he  put  us  on  the  hunt  in  the  first  place?”
“I  suppose  he  could  have,  I’ll  get  our  techs  to  trace  the  call,  see  if  we  can  get  a  ring  back  on  the  number  and  any  owner  details.  Worth  a  try,  the  place  wasn’t  exactly  teeming  with  traffic  at  that  time.”
“Fuck,  that’s  it!”  I  jump  up,  the  connections  making  sense.  “We  were  opposite  bloody  Richmond  Park  at  night.  They  keep  their  gates  shut  to  traffic  until  morning,  sure  you  can  still  walk  through  but  how  many  people  would  consider  doing  so  that  late?  It  didn’t  make  sense  for  the  body  to  be  found  near  the  entrance  at  that  time  unless  the  killer  wanted  us  there,  otherwise  we’d  have  been  getting  that  call  at  a  more  reasonable  hour  when  folks  would  be  beginning  their  commute  to  work.  I  can’t  believe  we  missed  that  before.”
Wells  continues  to  look  at  me  dumbfounded.  “Okay,  I  agree  that  the  chances  of  finding  the  body  at  that  time  would’ve  been  slim,  but  that  doesn’t  instantly  mean  the  killer  called  it  in.”
I  shake  my  head.  “No,  but  the  odds  are  in  our  favour  if  our  theory  of  him  sticking  around  proves  true.”
Wells  chews  the  plastic  end  of  the  marker  pen.  “If  he  did  call  it  in,  why  that  specific  time?  Why  not  an  hour  earlier  or  two  later,  or  better  yet,  just  hang  around  and  watch  the  scene  unfold  when  someone  eventually  called  it  in.”
I  smirk,  already  having  the  answer  on  my  lips.  “He  must’ve  been  waiting  for  something.  If  it  does  turn  out  to  be  our  guy,  I’d  bet  money  that  on  this  early  morning,”  I  point  to  the  photo  of  Maria  Spell,  “our  killer  was  on  a  tight  schedule.”

[image: ]

January 13th 2018 
16:30
DEATH
He  stares  vacantly  at  the  milky  foam  in  his  oversized  china  cup.  His  face  is  sunken,  hollowed  cheeks  with  large  dark  circles  under  his  eyes.  His  back  is  hunched,  hands  cradling  each  side  of  the  white  mug.  He  sits  at  a  two-person  table  without  a  companion.  
The  whoosh  of  milk  steamers,  the  clang  of  plates  and  cutlery  tinkling,  voices  -  young,  old,  loud,  quiet,  male,  female  -  fill  the  high  ceilings  of  the  Danish  café,  yet  he  remains  motionless,  unaffected  by  the  growing  noise  as  though  he  were  a  deaf  man.
Others  walk  by,  choosing  to  ignore  the  only  seat  available  and  wait  for  another.  Without  knowing,  the  man’s  misery wafts  all  around  him  like  a  warning  beacon.  He  is  an  oppressive  black  cloud  with  its  rain  desperate  to  burst.
I  take  a  large  gulp  of  my  scalding  black  coffee,  savouring  the  bitter  taste  on  my  tongue  as  though  welcoming  an  old  friend.  Beside  me,  businessmen  in  Armani  suits,  ones  I’ve  undoubtedly  modelled  myself,  stand  to  leave,  screeching  chairs  in  their  wake.  I  grind  my  teeth  together,  keeping  my  lips  pressed,  swallowing  the  choice  words  wanting  to  unleash  from  my  mind.  Instead,  my  attention  is  drawn  to  the  newspaper  left  behind,  big,  bold,  black  letters  of  the  front  page  headline  call  me  forward.  I  devour  the  title  quickly,  scanning  the  text  before  taking  another  peek  at  the  miserable  guy  ahead.  His  ghostly  white  pallor  seems  to  be  taking  on  a  grey  scale  as  though  the  life  is  literally  being  drained  from  him  in  that  seat.  He  doesn’t  talk,  and  still  no  one  approaches  the  empty  seat  in  front  of  him.
Watching  him,  I  feel  my  skin  tingling,  my  heart  beats  a  little  faster,  fluttering  jovially  like  a  butterfly  trapped  in  my  rib  cage,  tickling  my  chest  cavity.  It’s  like  looking  at  a  reflection  of  my  younger  self.
His  sadness  tastes  sweet,  the  perfect  accompaniment  to  the  strength  of  my  coffee.  I  feed  off  him  like  an  incubus,  sucking  up  his   pain.  I  smile  into  my  drink,  taking  another  large  gulp,  letting  its  warmth  spread  along  my  oesophagus.  His  misery  makes  me  content,  especially  when  I  know  I’m  the  reason  behind  it  and  he  has  no  idea  who  I  am.  I’m  certain  if  he  did,  the  pathetic  attempt  of  a  half-assed  smile  wouldn’t  have  graced  his  ugly  face  earlier  when  our  gazes  locked  for a  few  seconds.  No,  I’m  sure  if  he  knew  I  was  the  one  behind  kidnapping  and  torturing  his  wife  for the  last  ninety  days  before finally  ending  her  life,  an  attempt  of  a  smile  would’ve  been  the  last  thing  on  his  mind.
I  could  give  him  the  truth  so  he  could  deal  and  move  on  with  his  misery.  But  that  was  a  courtesy  I  was  never  given.  I  had  to  suffer  every  second,  endure  the  deepest,  darkest  pits  of  torture  on  my  own.  Why  should  they  be  treated  differently?  
My  phone  vibrates  in  my  pocket  with  irritating  buzzes  against  my  left  leg.  I  want  to  ignore  it,  but  even  in  the  midst  of  the  café’s  atrocious  noise,  my  phone  draws  attention  from  some  of  the  fancy  coffee  drinkers  close  by.  My  agent’s  name  pops  up  on  the  screen,  resisting  the  urge  to  roll  my  eyes,  I  answer,  listening  half-heartedly  to  the  details  of  my  next  modelling  job.  I  hate  it,  but  the  money  is  what  pays  my  agenda.
I  glance  at  the  newspaper  again,  no  longer  listening  to  my  agent’s  jibber  jabber,  a  smile  fills  my  face  as  though  I’m  reacting  to  the  conversation,  but  really  I’m  still  ecstatic  over  that  headline.  I  rest  my  phone  on  the  table,  muting  the  sound,  sneaking  one  more  peek  at  my  prey  before  it’s  time  to  get  on  again.  I  just  need  one  more  inhale  of  his  despair. 
The  table’s  empty,  I  scan  the  busy  café  but  come  up  empty.  I’d  lost  sight  of  him  when  my  stupid  agent  distracted  me.  I  bottle  my  rage,  clenching  my  fist  as  I  force  myself  to  calm  down.  I  can’t  afford  to  react  here.
I  end  the  call  immediately,  pissed  off  that  I  lost  out  on  a  moment  to  savour  and  enjoy  for  the  rest  of  the  day.  At  the  last  minute,  I  pick  up  the  newspaper  and  take  it  with  me.  I  need  that  headline  to  make  up  for  what  I’ve  lost.
My  phone  vibrates  again,  this  time  I’m  ignoring  it  for  the  foreseeable  future.  If  the  stupid  whore  can’t  control  herself,  I’ll  be  making  her  my  next  victim,  pattern  be  damned.  The  more  I  think  of  it  the  more  enticing  the  idea  becomes.  I  don’t  need  an  agent  anymore  anyway;  I  can  cope  on  my  own,  I  have  the  contacts  that  matter.
[bookmark: _Hlk497922897]I  bare  my  teeth  into  a  smile,  knowing  it  would  hinder  the  detectives’  case,  throw  them  off  scent  once  more.  I  chuckle  to  myself,  the  newspaper  feels  like  a  medal  in  my  hands,  full  of  pride  and  respect  for  my  achievements.
DOCTOR  DEATH:  MONSTER  OF  A  MAN
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JUSTICE
The  low  hum  of  the  dimly  lit  room  is  exactly  what  my  brain  had  been  craving  all  day.  Senseless  noise  and  good  beer  followed  by  wafts  of  unmistakeable  British  pub  grub.  Today’s  newspaper  sits  on  the  small  wooden  table  I  chose,  situated  towards  the  rear  of  the  large  watering  hole  I  call  my  local,  though  others  know  it  as  The  Old  River.  It’s  not  too  busy,   but  it  is  post-dinner  time  on  a  weekday;  not  that  living  in  the  city  gave  you  set  meal  times,  generally,  you  ate  whenever  your  commute  is  done;  and  you  counted  your  blessings  if  it  was  less  than  an  hour  -  they  were  the  people  to  be  envied.
“House  burger  loaded  with  bacon  and  chips?”  the  waitress  asked,  dressed  all  in  black  with  her  long,  brown  hair  tied  up  out  of  the  way,  revealing  a  pretty,  youthful  face.
“Yes,  that’s  me.”  I  smile,  partly  to  her,  but  mostly  at  the  juicy  beef  about  to  grace  my  growling  stomach.  I  dive  in,  wrapping  my  gnashers  around  the  bun  before  my  plate  touches  the  table.  There  are  few  things  in  life  that  make  me  a  weak  man;  burgers,  bacon  and  beer,  my  very  own  triple  b  special.  On  their  own  I’m  bad  enough  at  containing  myself,  but  put  the  three  together  and  you’ll  find  me  on  my  knees,  begging  for  more.
I  lick  my  lips  after  swallowing  my  first  mouthful,  enjoying  the  fusion  of  flavours  dancing  on  my  taste  buds.  Perfectly  grilled  beef  mixed  with  gooey  cheese,  salty  bacon  and  finely  chopped  raw  onions  and  pickled  gherkins.  I’ve  done  it.  I’ve  reached  heaven.
Halfway  through  I  stop  for  air,  and  drink  my  beer.  That’s  when  I  see  the  newspaper  again,  the  long  day’s  gloom  continues  to  follow  me  with  heavy,  murky  thoughts.
The  media  had  caught  wind  of  the  case;  though  that  was  less  an  anomaly  and  more  of  a  daily  occurrence,  it  still  grated  on  my  nerves  to  know  that  reporters  could  bribe  for  information  by  waving  a  wad  of  cash.  The  city  was  sick.  Every  man  was  out  for  himself,  no  matter  the  cost.
They’d  branded   our  killer  ‘Doctor  Death’,  which  only  meant  that  the  reporter  had  figured  out  the  excellent  precision  the  killer  had  when  it  came  to  removing  body  parts.
I  could  never  understand  it  myself,  what  made  a  man  so  evil  that  happiness  came  from  reliving  the  act  of  killing  someone?  That’s  what  trophies  were  for  -  memory  triggers.
I  finish  off  my  burger,  returning  to  my  chips  as  I  mull  over  my  thoughts;  questions  that  have  been  plaguing  me  for  days.  What  was  the  killer’s  motive?  Why  would  he  abduct  these  women  for  a  few  months  before  killing  and  discarding  them  in  highly  public  areas?  When  the  perp  had  pulled  off  kidnappings  for  such  long  periods  of  time,  why  would  he  then  risk  being  caught?
I  swallowed  my  beer,  savouring  the  malty  taste.  The  only  logical  reason  I  could  come  up  with  is  that  the  process  of  kidnapping,  keeping,  then  killing  served  some  psychological  bug.
I  looked  at  the  names  I’d  scribbled  on  a  napkin,  absentmindedly  jotting  each  victim’s  information  down  as  though  searching  for  the  missing  piece  of  a  puzzle,  as  if  writing  down  the  dossier  I’d  memorised  word  for  word  would  help.
I  didn’t  know  what  to  think  anymore.  We  had  no  DNA. No  fibres.  No  foreign  substances.  Not  a  single  fingerprint,  shoe  print  or  tire  tread  to  work  off  of,  and  zero  suspects.  We  were  chasing  a  ghost.
“Was  everything  okay,  sir?”  the  waitress  was  back,  clearing  away  my  plate.
“Perfect,  if  I  could  just  have  the  bill.”
“Certainly,  I’ll  be  right  back,”  she  walked  away,  her  hair  flicked  from  side  to  side  with  the  movement  of  each  step.  I  drained  my  glass,  took  out  my  wallet,  all  the  while  glancing  at  the  white  napkin  scribbled  in  black  ink.
No  way. . .it  couldn’t  be!  Am  I  seeing  things  now?
I  grabbed  my  phone,  quickly  placing  a  call  to  the  tech  team,  relaying  my  theory  for  them  to  research.  As  I  end  the  call,  the  waitress  returns  with  a  card  machine,  and  just  as  she’s  about  to  leave,  my  phone  goes  off.
I  answer,  grabbing  my  jacket,  and  head  for  the  exit.
“Wow,  that  was  quick.  Did  my  hunch  pan  out?”
“Dean?”
I  furrow  my  brows,  surprised  to  hear  my  partner’s  voice.  I  hadn’t  bothered  checking  the  caller  ID,  assuming  it  was  the  tech  team.
“What’s  up,  Wells?”
“I  think  we’ve  finally  got  our  lucky  break.  I  found  the  connections  between  our  victims.”
My  ears  prick  up,  attention  fully  gained.  “You’re  still  at  the  office?  I  thought  we  agreed  on  going  home  to  rest  for  the  night.”  I  glance  at  my  watch.  “Or  what’s  left  of  it.”
“I  was  going,  then  I  had  a  thought.  We  ran  every  possible  background  on  the  women  except  for  one  obvious  search.  Social  media.”
“Great,  so  they’re  all  friends  on  facebook?”  The  cold  night  air  breezes  into  my  jacket,  goose  pimpling  my  skin  immediately.
“No,  they’re  not  friends  on  any  of  the  sites.”
I  sigh,  trying  to  ignore  the  heavy  tiredness  pushing  on  my  eyes.  “If  they’re  not  friends,  then  I  fail  to  see  the  connection.”  With  two  clicks  of  my  key  fob,  the  car’s  doors  unlocked  and  I  was  able  to  get  out  of  the  cold.  My  phone  instantly  paired  with  the  car’s  media  system,  and  Wells’  voice  came  from  the  large  speakers  this  time.
“There’s  only  one  site  where  all  three  women  had  profiles. . .”
“Get  on  with  it,  Wells.  What  did  you  find?”  I  drove  out  of  the  car  park,  taking  a  left  for  home.
“They’re  all  on  Instagram,  and  their  profiles  are  all  public.  The  killer  could’ve  easily  scouted  them  out  on  there;  these  women  take  snapshots  that  outline  their  days  completely.  I’m  talking  every  moment,  there’s  nothing  missing  or  secret  about  their  lives  at  all.”
“Christ!”  I  huffed,  focusing  on  the  mostly  empty  road.  “They  practically  handed  themselves  over  to  this  killer  with  an  all-you-can-eat  routine  schedule.  They  didn’t  make  anything  private?”  I  pulled  up  at  a  red  light,  rubbing  my  eyes.
“Nope.  And  that’s  not  the  only  thing  either. Tech’s  went  through  our  CCTV  footage  from  the  last  body  dump.”
“Don’t  tell  me  we  actually  caught  him?”
“No,  but  they  found  a  potential  witness  and  there’s  something  familiar  about  them.  I  have  the  address  here. . .”
“I’m  on  my  way.”  As  I  end  the  call  I  take  a  left  at  the  lights,  changing  my  original  route.  Using  side  streets,  I  navigate  my  way  towards  the  command  centre.
Rubbing  the  irritation  from  my  eyes,  I  stop  at  a  closed  junction,  unable  to  move  as  a  van’s  in  the  way.
And  all  too  late  I  realise  I’ve  been  set  up.


CHAPTER EIGHT

January 13th 2018 
21:58
FEAR
“I  really  wouldn’t  bother,”  a  husky  voice  croaks  to  my  left,  voice  cracked  as  though  she’s  desperate  for  water.
“I’m  not  giving  up,”  I  huff,  blowing  my  fringe  from  my  eyes.  I  couldn’t  see  her,  the  one  talking  to  me,  we  were  separated  by  the  partition  of  our  cell  walls  but  based  on  the  proximity  of  her  voice  I figured  she  was  in  the  cage  next  to  me.  
“We  all  give  up  after  a  while.  It’s  pointless,  no  matter  how  hard  we  fight,  he  proves  he’s  better  than  any  of  us.  That’s  how  he’s  gotten  away  with  this  for  so  long.  No  one  ever  comes  to  save  us.”
I  stare  through  the  cell  bars  at  the  long  concrete  wall  ahead.  No  paint.  No  wallpaper.  No  pictures  of  any  kind.  Just  dull,  grey  concrete.  Zero  personality.
I  refuse  to  be  defeated,  running  my  hands  along  the  smooth  walls  of  the small  area  I  was  enclosed  in  looking   for  any  weakness  to  exploit.  Four  by  four  paces  was  all  the  space  I  had;   I’d  checked  and  re-checked  time  and  again.
“How  long?”  I  ask  in  a  whisper,  afraid  to  hear  the  truth,  knowing  it  would  crush  the  little  hope  I  had  left.
She  doesn’t  answer  for  a  while,  and  I  think  I’ve  lost  her  to  whatever  drug  he’s  pumped  into  our  systems  now,  but  she  finally  speaks  up, voice  grave  and  ominous.
“I’ve  seen  too  many  girls  come  and  go  to  keep  count.  Ninety  days  is  all  we  last  here,  it’s why  we  keep  track,  why  we  name  ourselves  the  day  we’re  on.”
I  look  at  my  shaking  hands  through  blurry,  wet  eyes.  My  resolve  is  fading  fast.  “How  do  we  know  how  many  days  have  passed?  There’s  no  daylight  down  here.”  Finding  an  escape  had  been  my  first  response  once  I  awoke  from  the  fog  of  the  first  drug,  but  all  I  had  managed  to  see  was  these  awful  concrete  walls,  and  ceiling  lights  that  only  flickered  on  when  he  came  waltzing  in,  like  he  was  waiting  to  be  adored  by  the  spotlight.
“He  takes  a  girl  every  day,  then  later,  a  new  one  arrives.  That’s  how  we  keep  tally.”
“He  doesn’t  deviate?”  I  struggle  to  comprehend  the  dedication  and  strictness  for  such  a  routine.
“Not  once.  It’s  not  in  his  nature.”
I  mull  it  over,  thinking  back  to  when  I  first  arrived  and  how  he  called  me  Bitch.  Now,  given  the  new  information,  I  guess  I  am  Day  Three.
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January 13th 2018 
22:00
DEATH 
“What  you  gonna  do,  pig?”  I  spit  out  into  the  cab  to  myself,  watching  the  realisation  cross  the  detective’s  face  as  he  stops  abruptly.  He  takes  a  moment,  probably  counting  his  odds  and  figuring  out  an  escape  route,  not  that  he  had  any.  I’d  rigged  this  whole  thing  from  the  beginning,  he  wasn’t  getting  away  from  me.
He  flicked  his  car  in  reverse,  acting  on  impulse  as  his  brain  entered  fight  or  flight  mode.  My  heart  sank,  I’d  expected  more  from  the  seasoned  detective.  I  hadn’t  even  laid  out  the  threat  yet,  but  it  was  coming,  along  with  a  bunch  of  other  surprises.
As  he  floored  the  accelerator  in  reverse,  his  tyres  exploded,  popped  loudly  with  the  speed  they’d  hit  the  one  way  speed  bump.  He’d  been  too  distracted  by  my  van  to  realise  he’d  crossed  small  humps  with  plates  angled  upwards,  just  as  I  expected.
Grabbing  the  mask  on  the  passenger  seat,  I  positioned  it  on  my  face  and  stepped  out  of  the  van.  Whilst  Dean  fumbled  with  his  airbag,  disoriented  from  the  hit  to  his  head,  I  emptied  the  cannister  I’d  brought  with  me  into  the  car  vents,  and  waited.  Ten  seconds  is  all  it  would  take  to  incapacitate  a  man  his  size  fast  enough  that he’d  lose  consciousness before  he  could  challenge  and  try  to  overpower  me.  But  I  wasn’t  taking  any  chances.
I  stand  by  his  door,  covered  by  the  darkness  of  night.  The  quiet  street  offered  the  perfect  opportunity  as  I  hauled  the  detective out  of his  own  car  unseen.
Huffing  and heaving  I  dragged  his  feet  across  the  tarmac,  holding  him  up  by  his  arms  until  I  came to  the  open  side  door  of  the  van.  With  a  large  intake  of  breath,  I  lift  him  up  into  the  cab,  not  paying  much  attention  to  whether  I  bump  his  limbs  on  the  way  in.  Quickly,  I  tighten  a  pair  of  zip  ties  around  his  hands  and  feet,  taping  his  mouth  shut  should  he  happen  to  awaken,  and  empty  his  pockets  of  all  paraphernalia.    
I  slide  the  door  shut,  hopping  back  into  the  driver’s  seat.  I  laughed  as  I  switched  on  the  ignition  and  drove  away.  Dean  was  clean  of  all  gadgets.
  


CHAPTER NINE

January 13th 2018 
22:14
JUSTICE
I  can’t  breathe.  I  try  inhaling,  but  there’s  nothing  there,  nothing  for  my  lungs  to  grab  on  to.  My  chest  doesn’t  even  rise  with  the  motion  as  though  breathing  is  a  foreign  notion  and  not  a  reflexive  action.
I  try  again  through  my  nose,  then  with  my  mouth,  and  still  I’m  unsuccessful  to  the  point  where  I’m  beginning  to  panic.  I  need  oxygen.  I  can  feel  my  heart  pounding  in  my  ears,  my  head  throbs with  the  build  up  of  pressure  rushing  to  my  brain  as  it  continually  sends  stress  signals  to  my  heart.  And  I  know  if  I  don’t  have  any  air  in  the  next  few  seconds,  I’m  going  to  die.  I’m  running  out  of  time.  I  can  only  hold  my  breath  for  so  long  until  my  ticker  gives  up  and  my  body  shuts  down.
I  can  feel  my  eyes  bulging  as  I  reach  out  for  air,  as  though  it’s  something  I  can  physically  collect.  I  see  no  hope,  I’ve  lost  the  ability  to  breathe,  an  action  that  usually  requires  no  thought.
I’m  choking.  Spluttering.  Gasping  for  breath  that  never  comes.
I  feel  sluggish.  Losing  comprehensive  thought  as  I  black  out,  inwardly  begging  for  breath.
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January 13th 2018 
22:45
I  jolt  forward  as  though  I’ve  been  injected  with  adrenaline,  and  the  movement  sears  my  head  with  excruciating  pain  as  though  I’ve  gone  ten  rounds  in  the  ring  with  Mike  Tyson.  I  struggle  to  remember  when  I  drifted  off  to  sleep,  when  I  suddenly  realise  I’m  not  at  home  in  my  bed.  Though  my  vision  is  a  little  blurry,  I  concentrate  hard  to  make  sense  of  my  sudden  amnesia.
A  steady  breeze  keeps  whistling  around  my  ankles,  my  skin  pimples  to  goose  flesh  as  though  I’m  naked  and  bared  to  the  elements.  Which,  after  focusing  hard  for  a  minute,  I  realise  I  only  have  my  boxers  on,  and  I’m  sat  upright  in  a  chair.
What  the  hell  is  going  on?  What’s  wrong  with  me?  Why  is  my  brain  taking  so  long  to  register  what  I’m  seeing  and  feeling? 
“How  nice  of  you  to  finally   wake  up,  Detective  Dean.”
The  voice  sounds  unnaturally  friendly,  though  I  can’t  see  to  whom  it  belongs.
“What. . .  is  this?”  I  struggle  to  talk,  why  was  I  so  breathless?  I  sure  wasn’t  sweating  like  I’d  just  run  a  marathon  so  there  was  no  excuse.  Something  was  incredibly  wrong.
“You  keep  disappointing  me,  Detective.  I’ve  been  under  the  impression  you’re  the  Met’s  finest,  but  I  keep  proving  time  and  again  just  how  dumb  you  really  are.”
I  gasp  loudly  as  the  phantom  voice  finally  steps  into  the  small  slither  of  light  in  front  of  me,  his  features  in  clear  view.
“Son  of  a  bitch!”
He  laughs  loudly,  like  a  madman’s  cackle  soaking  up  his  glory.  I  leap  forward,  only  to  have  my  hands  and  legs  hold  me  back,  forcing  me  into  the  seat  again.  How  could  I  have  missed  the  restraints?  I  felt  them  now,  digging  into  my  skin  so  tightly  blood  had  begun  to  spill.
The  man  ahead  claps  three  times,  slowly.  “Thank  you  for  proving  my  point  again.  You’re  like  a  caveman,  Detective.  Acting  on  impulse  and  not  a  single  thought.  I  should  be  insulted  that  they  assigned  you  to  catch  me.”  He  sniggers,  folding  arms  over  his  chest.  “Funny  how  things  work  out,”  he  shrugs.
“We  had  you  all  along,”  I  snarl,  curling  my  lips  in  disgust.  Wells  and  I  had  both  come  up  against  the  killer  before  and  neither  one  of  us  had  him  pinned,  never  given  concrete  reason  to.
“You  never  had  me,  Detective.  But  I  certainly  have  the  both  of  you.”
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January 13th 2018 
23:00
FEAR
“There’s  something  going  on  up  there.”
I  lean  as  close  to  the  metal  bars  as  I  dare,  ever  mindful  of  being  shocked.
“How  can  you  tell?”  I  ask  eagerly,  telling  myself  again  not  to  touch  the  bars.
“Listen  hard.  You  can  hear  his  voice,  but  it  isn’t  the  only  male  one.  That’s  different,  it  never  happens.  He  doesn’t  have  friends,  at  least,  he  doesn’t  bring  them  here.”
“What  if  we’re  about  to  be  rescued?  Do  you  think  that’s  possible?”  I  clutch  onto  the  idea  immediately,  surprised  by  the  ferocity  of  hope  sweeping  through  me.  I  thought  I’d  given  up  on  wishing  for  an  escape  to  leave  this  place,  but  I  could  taste  my  hunger  for  it,  sweet  and  invigorating.
“Don’t  count  on  it,  sugar.  It’s most  likely  to  be  a  new  playmate  to  torture  us  too.”
“Well,  let’s  not  wait  around  to  find  out.  You  with  me?”  I  huff  as  I  get  on  my  cold,  cracked  feet,  finding  new  energy  and  optimism.
“Sure  thing,  sugar.  Let  me  just  take  out  my  mini  tool  set  from  my  handbag  here. . .”
I  roll  my  eyes  at  her  sarcasm,  though  I  don’t  really  blame  her.  She’d  been  here  longer  than  me,  had  endured  despair  for  too  long.
“Trust  me,”  I  urge.  “I  have  a  plan.”
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January 13th 2018 
23:18
DEATH 
Perplexity  covers  the  detective’s  face.  Forehead  creased,  eyes  searching,  mouth  turned  up  in  confusion.
“Don’t  tell  me  you  still  haven’t  figured  it  out  yet?”  I  smack  my  hands  together  once,  my  chest  tingles  with  excitement.
“What  do  you  mean  you  have  us  both?”  Dean  croaks,  fidgeting  in  his  seat  as  though  looking  for  a  weakness  in  his  restraints.
I  sigh  out  of  disappointment,  the  sudden  buzz  of  moments  before  is  quickly  fading.  I  leave  the  room,  heading  towards  the  small,  thin,  dark  hallway  that  connected  this  outer  room  to  the  rest  of  the  rundown  house.  On  the  cemented  unfinished  floor  lay  a  long,  black  body  bag.  With  a  firm  grip,  I  took  one  end  and  dragged  the  bag  back  into  the  room  where  Dean  was left  to  stew  in  his  thoughts.
“What  have  you. . .”  Dean  stopped,  eyes  scanning  quickly  from  left  to  right  as  though  his  brain  couldn’t  process  the  image  ahead.  “That’s  not. . .”  His  face  grew  pale,  colour  washed  out  instantly.  Knuckles  turned  bright  white  as  though  his  bones  were  threatening  to  puncture  through  his  hands  from  gripping  the  arms  of  the  chair  too  tightly.  “You  killed  my  partner?”  Dean  finally  manages  to  form  a  full  sentence,  but  not  without  grief  whimpering  through  his  tone.
I  pause  for  effect,  bowing  my  head.  “I  didn’t  want  to,  but  I  have  this  problem  when  it  comes  to  women.”
Dean  scoffs,  anger  returns.  “Understatement  of  the  year,  that  is,”  he  mumbles  almost  too  quietly  for  me  to  hear.  Unfortunately,  I  do.
“It  must  be  so  nice  to  walk  around  every  day  not  questioning  every  moment  and  action  in  your  life,  wondering  if  the  world’s  turned  you into  a  monster,  or  if  you’ve  always  been  one.  Did  you  know  you  can  be  born  a  monster,  detective?”
“Yes,”  he  splutters,  his  silent  sobs  suddenly  turn  to  choking.
“All  you  need  is  to  have  a  few  wires  unconnected  and  your  brain  won’t  function  properly,  like  spotty  electrics.  The  light  will  turn  on  and  off,  but  there’s  no  consistency.  No  constant  connection.”
“If  it’s  sympathy  you’re  after,  I’m  not  your  guy,”  he  spat.  “You  killed  my  partner!  Why?”
“WHY?”  I  yelled,  moving  into  his  face,  rage  bubbling  beneath  my  skin.  “Why  do  we  do  anything  in  this  world?  Because  society  dictates  our  lives!”  I  turn  around,  spinning  on  my  heels  as  I  move  away  from  him,  wanting  to  prolong  his  suffering,  just  as  mine  has  been.
“I  served  my  country  even  when  the  system  our  government  created  failed  me  over  and  over  again  during  my  childhood.  And  what  thanks  did  I  get  for  laying  my  life  on  the  line  every  day?  A  dishonourable  discharge  and  a  big  black  mark  across  my  name.  Doesn’t  that  smell  of  warm-hearted  patriotism  to  you?”  I  pace  back  and  forth,  gripping  my  hair  in  anger.  Flashbacks  of  the  desert  enter  my  mind,  blood,  explosions,  soldiers’  limbs  being  thrown  into  the  air  like  chunks  of  debris.  There  was  no  escaping  the  psychological  trauma.
I  clear  my  throat,  taking  the  scalpel  out  of  my  back  pocket,  distracting  Dean  from  the  syringe  I’m  about  to  plunge  into  his  neck.
“The  world  made  me  this  way,  so  now  I’m  cleaning  up  its  mess.”
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January 13th 2018 
23:42
JUSTICE
How  did  I  let  him  get  the  better  of  me?
My  partner  is  dead.
No.  She  can’t  be.  How  could  he  have  been  so  far  ahead  of  us?  It  didn’t  make  sense.  I’d  spoken  to  Wells  not  that  long  ago.  I  had  a  plan,  I  was  certain  I’d  figured  it  out  in  the  pub.
“Oh,  detective,”  he  chuckles,  only  a  few  paces  away  from  me.  “You  look  like  you’re  trying  to  solve  the  world’s  biggest  riddle.”
I  shake  my  head,  trying  my  hardest  to  hold  my  emotions  intact.  “So  you  enlisted  and  left  with  a  soldier’s  shame,  and  your  revenge  has  been  to  kill  fit,  healthy  women?  In  what  reality  do  those  things  correlate?”
I  rub  at  the  ropes  chafing  my  wrists,  trying  to  fray  the  material  against  the  chair  I  was  strapped  to,  doing  my  best  to  keep  him  occupied.
“My  time  in  the  desert  put  me  on  the  right  path,  made  me  realise  how  I’d  been  wasting  my  talents  on  the  wrong  cause.  My  war  is  with  people  far  more  devious  and  dangerous  who  pose  a  real  threat  to  our  society.”
“Like  innocent  women?”  I  scowl,  his  logic  isn’t  making  a  lick  of  sense,  and  I’m  running  out  of  time.  I  have  to  check  on  my  partner.  I  have  to  bring  this  bastard  down.
“There  is  NOTHING  innocent  about  women!”  He  charges  towards  me,  scalpel  raised,  and  there’s  nothing  I  can  do  to  protect  myself.
I  try  moving  my  hands  but  the  ropes  are  just  too  tight,  and  my  ankles  are  wrapped  to  the  legs  of  the  chair  with  just  as  much  strength  that  I’m  at  his  complete  mercy.  But  dammit  I  won’t  beg  for  my  life  to  this  madman.
In  mere  milliseconds  he’s  at  my  throat,  digging  the  tip  of  the  blade  into  my  flesh.  I  instantly  feel  the  warmth  of  blood  trickle  along  my  neck.  I  keep  still,  giving  up  on  my  freedom,  knowing  that  if  I  squirmed  even  a  little,  the  scalpel  would  press  harder  and  potentially  end  my  life.
I’ve  run  out  of  options.
His  eyes  stare  deeply  into  mine,  and  I  know  he’s  back  in  complete  control  of  his  emotions  -  face  relaxed,  breathing  even.
“I’m  sorry,  detective.  I  was  really  hoping  I’d  make  an  ally  out  of  you,  but  I  can  see  you’re  never  going  to  understand.  A  pity  really.”  He  sighs,  adding  pressure  to  the  blade  on  my  neck.  “Never  mind.  I  can’t  have  it  all.”  He  slices  across  my  neck.
“POLICE!”  Thunder  roars.  Compression  disappears.  A  gunshot  echoes.  Blood  spurts.
And  I  black  out.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

January 16th 2018  -  Three  days  later
17:00
JUSTICE
“Still  on  a  liquid  diet,  you  wuss?”
I  grunt  at  the  woman  walking  into  my  small  private  hospital  room,  cramping  up  the  space  by  my  bed.  “Like  you’d  be  any  different.”  I  roll  my  eyes,  ignoring  the  pain  that  came  with  talking.  Though  I’d  been  stitched  back  together  like  a  ragdoll,  a  scar  would  always  remain,  the  redness  and  pain  fading  over  time.
“I  know  you’re  just  glad  to  see  me  alive  really,  this  whole  grumpy  attitude  is  just  for  show.”  Wells  winks,  taking  a  box  out  of  her  coat  pocket.  “I  bought  these  for  you,  but  if  you’re  not  on  solids  yet  I’ll  just  have  to  eat  them  myself.”  She  tore  into  the  plastic  wrapping,  a  strong  waft  of  dark  chocolate  came  my  way.  My  mouth  instantly  watered,  stomach  grumbled  in  response.  God,  she  was  evil.  A  direct  descendent  of  the  devil.
“We  got  the  guy?”  I  croaked,  confusion  sweeping  over  my  mind  like  a  pulsing  headache.
“Uh-huh,”  she  mumbled  around  a  mouthful  of  chocolate.  “You’re  lucky  I  got  to  you  in  time,  or  I’d  be  standing  by  your  body  at  the  morgue.”
I  held  my  tongue  and  the  second  eye  roll  I  wanted  to  give.  Wells  knew  how  to  be  dramatic  at  times.  “How?”
“The  tech  guys  updated  me  on  your  hunch,”  she  began,  knowing  that  I  wanted  a  quick  rundown  of  what’d  happened.
Wells  lifted  her  feet  up  onto  the  bed,  obviously  making  herself  comfy.  “They  added  the  extra  criteria  you’d  given  into  their  search  field,  and  sent  me  the  results  when  they  couldn’t  get  through  to  you.  I  thought  nothing  of  it,  you  were  on  your  way  here  anyway  so  I  looked  at  the  files  while  I  waited.”
“How  did  you  know?”  I  closed  my  eyes,  remembering  the  phone  call  to  the  tech  team.  We  were  already  searching  for  a  military  man  with  a  medical  ability  -  criteria  that  yielded  too  many  possibilities.  But  once  I  started  to  notice  a  pattern  in  the  kidnap,  keep,  kill  MO  of  the  killer,  I  wondered  if  it  was  something  he  was  repeating  from  his  past,  specifically  where  our  killer  had  been  the  victim.
“I  recognised  the  photo  on  his  file  as  the  witness  on  our  CCTV  video.”
“The  hiker  in  the  woods,”  I  said,  surprised.  “He’d  been  there  too,  in  front  of  us  the  whole  time.  But  how  did  you  know  where  I  was?”
“He  inherited  the  building  after  he  left  the  army.  Once  he  was  of  the  will’s  stipulated  age,  his  parents’  country  house  became  legally  his.  It  was  the  only  address  written  on  his  service  records,  and  when  you  didn’t  turn  up,  between  the  techs  and  I,  we  figured  it  out.  I  was  just  glad  we  were  right.”
Wells  chewed  on  another  block  of  chocolate,  contemplating.  “You’d  been  right  about  his  past.  He  confessed  everything  yesterday  on  his  hospital  bed.”
“You  shot  him?”  It  came  out  as  a  question  when  really  I  was  trying  to  make  sense  of  the  chaos  my  rescue  had  been,  remembering  the  blast  amongst  the  shouts.
“Just  a  graze  on  his  arm,  enough  to  get  him  away  from  you.”  She  shrugs  as  if  it’s  no  big  deal.  “He  says  he  was  on  a  mission.  Kept  telling  me  Instagram  had  been  his  database  that  was  overloaded  with  insurgents  for  him  to  pick  off,  one-by-one.”
I  raise  my  eyebrows.  “He  was  hung  up  on  society,”  I  recalled.
“Big  time.  His  parents  died  when  he  was  young,  but  didn’t  find  out  what  had  happened  until  ninety  days  after  the  day  they  went  missing.  He  then  had  to  grow  up  in  the  system,  and  the  foster  care  home  he  went  to  was  run  by  a  couple  of  women.  They  exploited  the  kid’s  good  looks  to  make  more  money  and  in  doing  so  he  claims  they  took  his  innocence,  sanity  and  ability  to  love.”
I  shook  my  head  in  disbelief.  “So  in  his  messed  up  mind  he  took  something  from  the  women  he  killed  too,  only  something  physical  instead.”  I  didn’t  know  why  I  was  feeling  so  stunned.  “Oh,  and  let  me  guess.  The  women  that  took  care  of  him  just  happened  to  be  a  pair  of  fitness  freaks,  right?”
Wells  nodded  emphatically,  scrunching  the  now-empty  chocolate  bar  wrapper  up,  tossing  it  in  the  bin  beside  her.  “At  least  we  managed  to  save  the  rest  of  the  girls,”  she  whispered,  face  paled  as  though  she  was  haunted  by  the  memory  that  was  obviously  flooding  her  mind  -  vacant  eyes  proved  it.  “I’ve  never  seen  such   a  thing  before,  Cade.  He  had  a  whole  operation  of  girls  locked  up  in  cells,  like  he  was  working  a  factory.  They’re  gonna  need  so  much  counselling  to  get  through  this.”
I  felt  just  as  much  sorrow  as  Wells  did.  Our  job  was  always  so  bittersweet.  Even  when  we  caught  the  bad  guys,  there  were  still  victims,  both  dead  and  living.  It  was  a  harsh  reality  that  couldn’t  be  tinted  with  Hollywood  glasses.  People  still  suffered.
“Get  some  rest,  old  man.”  She  stands.
“Wait,  why  did  he  tell  me  you  were  dead?”
She  shrugged.  “More  mind  games?  He  liked  toying  with  you,  Dean.  That’s  why  everything  was  always  addressed  to  you.”
I  frowned,  hating  that  he’d  tried  pulling  me  along  like  puppet  strings  and  I’d  fallen  for  it.
“That’s  enough  for  now.  You  gotta  sleep.  I  want  you  back  to  work  by  Monday.  Chief’s  got  me  on  desk  duty  til’  you  return.  It’s  driving  me  crazy,  my  hands  are  shredded  with  paper  cuts.”  She  disappears  out  the  door,  a  hand  waving  goodbye  behind  her.  
I  laugh  out  loud,  liking  that  she  was  in  pain  too.  Wasn’t  that  the  point  of  a  partnership?  





WHAT ARE THE CHALLENGES INVOLVED
IN WRITING A NOVELLA IN 
THE CRIME GENRE?
[image: ]
CRITICAL ESSAY

This  idea  materialised  during  a  session  for  one  of  the  course  modules  based  on  characterisation. We  were  asked  to  consider  looking  into  a  character’s  head,  and  I  instantly  knew  I  wanted  to  explore  the  intricacies  of  a  psychopathic  mind,  purely  out  of  curiosity.  I  wanted  to  understand  what  made  them  tick  by  creating  and  researching  my  own.
I  knew  from  the  outset  that  I  would  be  facing  several  trials  that  could  be  potentially  problematic  and  stymie  the  flow  of  the  story,  but  it  was  a  challenge  I  was  eager  to  tackle  with  the  help  of  in-depth  research.
The  crime  genre  has   always  been  my  go-to  when  it  comes  to  perusing  a  bookshelf.  I’m  often  drawn  to  the  temptation  of  a  mystery.  To  read  a  novel  and  follow  the  complex  path  from  murder  to  closed  case  satisfies  my  curiosities  when  it  comes  to  the  inner  workings  of  a  whodunnit.  Though  crime  novels  are  often  formulaic  and  easy  to  understand,  they’re  filled  with  layers  of  character  development,  emotions,  and  description  of  detail  that  offer  several  (usually unexpected) twists  and  turns.  
For  example,  in  Chris  Carter’s  The  Caller₁:

“You  see,”  Dr.  Slater  began,  “if  you  look  only  at  the  large  shards  of  glass. . .”  She  indicated  the  ones  protruding  from  the  victim’s  right  and  left  cheek,  left  eye  socket,  and  the  one  that  had  completely  traversed  the  victim’s  under-chin  soft  tissue,  pinning  her  tongue  to  the  lower  part  of  her  mouth.  
  
What  I  find  most  exciting  and  somewhat  scary  about  this  genre  is  how  easily  the  pages  could  become  reality.


STRUCTURE  

After  reading  a  novella  by  crime  fiction  writer  Karin  Slaughter,  I  was  immediately  hooked  on  the  idea  of  writing  a  piece  that  showed  a  glimpse  of  the  crime-fighting  world  I’ve  created  with  the  potential  to  expand  into  a  full  length  series.  My  aim  is  to  draw  readers  in  with  a  taste  of  my  two  detectives  at  work,  getting  a  sense  of  their  characters  that  ultimately  would  entice  readers  to  future  full-length  novels.  It  would  seem  to  be  a  method  that  works  well  for  Karin  Slaughter,  having  reached  bestseller  status  on  sites  such  as  Amazon  with  her  novella  Last  Breath  which  is  currently  sitting  at  number  1  in  three  sub-categories,  and  number  49  overall  in  the  UK  book  chart.
From  the  outset  I  knew  I  wanted  to  portray  at  least  two  different  viewpoints  through  the  first  person  perspective  and  showcase  a  cat-and-mouse  style  of  reading,  bouncing  between  the  killer  and  detectives  as  a  tool  to  increase  tension,  for  example:  

“What?”  This  time  her  eyebrows  raise,  lips  part  in  shock.  
“You  heard  me.  We  got  a  body  dumped  right  on  our  front  door.  Looks  like  our  guy’s  getting  cocky.” 
“Then  let’s  hope  he’s  slipped  up  this  time.”



Most  often  crime  fiction  is  written  through  a  third  person  perspective  and  sometimes  the  odd  chapter  sneaks  in  with  a  first-person  glance  at  another  character,  sometimes  the  killer,  sometimes  the  victim,  but  on  the  whole  the  general  rule  of  thumb  is  third  person.  For  example  in  Tess  Gerritsen’s  Last  To  Die₂:

Over  the  phone  she  heard  other  voices  in  the  background,  the  staccato  dialogue  of  crime  scene  personnel  and  the  echo  of  multiple  footsteps  moving  around  a  room  with  hard  floors.  She  could  picture  Crowe  swaggering  at  the  centre  of  it  with  his  puffed-out  chest  and  bulked-up  shoulders  and  Hollywood  haircut. 

I  wanted  to  challenge  this  form  entirely  after  having  read  The  Granta  Book  of  the  American  Short  Story:  Volume  One.  In  this  large  collection  of  stories  from  the  twentieth  century  I  realised  that  I  much  preferred  the  tales  told  from  a  first-person  perspective.  For  example,  the  opening  lines  from  Lechery  by  Jayne  Anne  Phillips₃:

Though  I  have  no  money  I  must  give  myself  what  I  need.  Yes  I  know  which  lovers  to  call  when  the  police  have  caught  me  peddling  pictures. . .

Immediately  I  found  myself  drawn  in  to  the  narrative,  eager  to  find  out  more  about  this  character.  And  after  questioning  myself  as  to  why  I’d  become  attached  so   quickly,  I  realised  it  was  because  I’d  become  this  person  through  the  first-person  perspective  from  the  initial  sentence.  As  a  reader,  I  had  to  know  more,  and  that  hook  was  exactly  what  I  wanted  to  achieve.  I  was  no  longer  an  observer,  distanced  from  the  events,  here  I  was  up  close  in  the  action.  
I  had  the  same  desperate  need  to  know  more  once  I  started  City  Boy  by  Leonard  Michaels₃:

“Phillip,”  she  said,  “this  is  crazy.”
I  didn’t  agree  or  disagree.  She  wanted  some  answer.  I  bit  her  neck.  She  kissed  my  ear.  It  was  nearly  three  in  the  morning.

To  separate  my  two  main  perspectives,  I  chose  to  sub-head  each  scene  with  either  ‘Death’  or  ‘Justice’,  and  by  using  the  first-person  my  intention  was  to  allow  the  reader  to  connect  with  them  both  -  whether  they  wanted  to  or  not.

My  legs  ache,  cold  and  limp  on  the  hard  floor.  My  arms  are  heavy  as  they  dangle  at  my  side,  hands  resting  on  the  floor  too.  My  back  feels  battered  and  bruised  against  the  equally  painful  wall  I’m  propped  up  against.  But  it’s  my  head  that’s  worse.  It  burns.  It  pulses.  Like  there’s  a  knife  stabbing  me  over  and  over,  gouging  out  a  great  hole  in  my  brain.





CHALLENGES  

FORENSIC & FACTUAL FOES
When  it  comes  to  crime  there  are  several  areas  where  a  writer  can  slip  up,  such  as  the  details  of  forensics,  police  procedurals,  and  even  the  psychology  of  categorising  the  mental  health  of  a  killer.  
For  example,  the  traits  of  a  psychopath  and  sociopath  are  quite  similar,  but  their  main  differences  lie  in  how  they  came  to  be.  Psychopaths  are  believed  to  be  born,  a  genetic  flaw,  whilst  sociopaths  are  often  victims  of  environmental  factors  such  as  their  upbringing.  Although  mistaking  one  for  the  other  would  be  a  small  issue,  for  readers  well  versed  in  such  an  area  their  attention  may  waiver.  With  these  thoughts  in  mind  I  was  determined  to  find  as  many  facts  as  I  could. 
I  often  found  myself  trying  to  balance  implementing  facts  and  jargon  throughout  the  story.  I  didn’t  want  to  stray  from  the  main  focus  only  enhance  it,  enriching  and  strengthening  the  piece.  However,  I  often  felt  that  I  was  reading  chunks  of  non-fiction  as  though  the  information  wasn’t  blending  in  with  the  narrative.  For  example  I  had  initially  used  acronyms  like  T.O.D.  and  C.O.D.,  followed  by  explanations  of  what  they  meant.  Instead,  I  chose  to  take  the  terms  and  tighten  the  content  by  using  their  definitions  and  letting  the  narrative  flow.

Before: “Do  we  have  T.O.D.?”  Wells  asks,  referring  to  the  victim’s  time  of  death.
After:  “Do  we  have  time  of  death?”  Wells  asks,  unshaken  by  the  coroner’s  imposing  attire.

DETAIL  DEVIL
Frustratingly,  one  of  my  biggest  hurdles  surrounded  details  of  location  within  each  scene.  As  I  was  increasingly  aware  of  the  limited  word  count,  I  often  found  that  I  would  forgo  descriptions  of  place;  I  was  too  focused  on  the  murders  and  solving  them  than  I  was  in  exploring  the  depth  of  field.  For  some  scenes,  ‘Death’  ones  in  particular  I  realised  it  went  against  his  character  to  not  pay  attention  to  his  surroundings. 

There’s  no  crude  graffiti,  cigarette  butts,  empty  bottles,  chipped  paint or  pieces  of  dirty  rags  left  behind  by  the  homeless.  Those  absences  are  the  only  signs  that  elevate  the  room  from  being  abandoned  entirely.

As  part  of  my  research,  I  decided  to  head  to  Richmond-Upon-Thames  and  the  surrounding  areas,  and  take  notes  of  what  I  could  see,  hear  etc.  invoking  the  five  senses  so  that  I  could  enrich  the  sense  of  place  within  my  creative  piece. 
Originally,  I  had  completely  forgotten  to  mention  one  of  the  most  obvious  sounds  the  populace  of  Richmond  are  accustomed  to  almost  every  two  seconds  of  the  day  -  the  noise  of  aeroplanes  taking  off,  day  and  night,  with  only  a  very  short  reprieve  during  the  earliest  hours  of  the  night.  I  am  certain  that  despite  having  looked  online  at  the  map  of  the  area  and  knowing  the  landmarks  etc.  that  were  nearby,  I  still  would’ve  overlooked  such  an  important  factor  that  I’m  sure  readers  from  London  would  pick  up  on,  and  take  one  to  task  for  having  missed.  For  me,  these  small  details  punched  life  into  the  narrative.

SERVICE  SECRETS
One  of  the  hurdles  I  had  to  face  was  in  finding  information  regarding  the  procedurals  of  the  Metropolitan  Police.  For  obvious  reasons  I  knew  they  couldn’t  broadcast  the  fine-tuned  inner  workings  to  the  public,  but  luckily  I  was  able  to  find  some  detailed  information  on  their  own  website  via  the  Freedom  of  Information  Act₄.  

We  will  consider  the  five  investigative  building  block  principles  of  preserving  life,  preserving  scenes,  securing  evidence,  identifying  victims  and  identifying  suspects.  This  doctrine  will  be  strictly  followed  in  the  investigation  of  all  homicide  and  unexplained  death.

Here,  I  was  also  able  to  find  out  the  correctly  named  division  that  dealt  with  murder  -  Homicide  and  Serious  Crime  Command  -  as  well  as  learning  that  they  have  their  own  forensic  service  department  too,  and  didn’t  outsource  around  the  country.
From  here,  I  was  then  sent  to  the  National  Crime  Agency  UK  Missing  Persons  Bureau₅  website  which  is  a  database  for  missing  and  unidentified  persons.  The  NCA  is  a  national  law  enforcement  agency  often  used  to  aid  investigations.  
Amongst  this  information,  I  had  also  found  a  book  titled  Forensics:  The  Anatomy  of  Crime  by  Val  McDermid₆.  In  this  non-fiction  piece  lay  detailed  accounts  of  cases  throughout  the  country  under  different  chapters  of  the  crime  solving  process  i.e.  Fire  scene  investigation,  pathology,  fingerprinting,  forensic  psychology  etc.  McDermid  herself  is  an  accomplished  British  crime  fiction  author,  but  here  she’s  interviewed  the  personnel  directly  involved,  giving  a  true  glimpse  of  what  occurs.  

‘Forensic  pathology  resembles  a  jigsaw  puzzle.  The  pathologist  has  to  catalogue  any  unusual  elements  found  on  or  inside  a  corpse  and,  from  those  fragments  of  information,  try  to  reconstruct  the  past.’

  
As  McDermid  had  written,  I  used  the  same  advice  to  help  relay  pockets  of  information to  progress  the  plot.  For  example:

“He  slices  off  her  nipples.”
“Son  of  a  bitch!”  I  shake  my  head.  “Why?”
“I’m  not  sure,  though  I  can  tell  you  she’d  been  lactating  recently.”
“This  woman  has  a  young  child?”

SENTENCING
Initially,  I  had  thought  the  novella  length  would  work  in  my  favour,  but  the  more  I  developed  the  characters  and  plot,  I  soon  realised  how  limited  this  form  is  for  the  crime  genre,  and  why  there  are  so  few  published  at  this  length,  and  why  the  ones  that  are  published  are  generally  a  prequel  of  backstory  ready  for  the  full length  novel  that’s  due  to  follow  it  soon  after.  All  this  made  me  realise  this  is  more  a  marketing  ploy  for  well-known  authors  as  a  way  to  create  hype,  rather  than  the  enjoyment  of  following  the  crime  to  its  end.  These  would  be  major  cliffhanger  finishers,  which  is  what  I  wanted  to  avoid.
During  the  course  of  writing  this  piece,  I  had  attended  The  London  Book  Fair  and  Writer’s  Digest’s  Writer’s  Summit  in  Waterloo,  and  had  pitched  to  agent  Anna  Hogarty  of  the  Madeleine  Milburn  Agency.  Though  her  reaction  was  a  positive  one,  her  guidance  was  that  I  needed  to  take  my  novella  and  expand  it  to  a  full-length  85K  word  novel  before  submitting  to  her  as  publishers  are  unlikely  to  accept  novellas  due  to  the  costs.
  

CONCLUSION  

Writing  a  piece  that  was  heavily  reliant  on  the  correct  use  of  forensic  and  police  facts  pushed  me  beyond  my  boundaries,  but  in  doing  so  I  could  feel  myself  grow  as  a  writer  by  considering  how  different  elements  and  scenarios  would  affect  my  characters.  Spending  quality  time  researching  helped  in  the  process  of  plotting  too.
Upon  reflection,  I’ve  realised  how  important  it  is  that  crime  writers  have  connections  with  law  enforcement  personnel,  and  how  much  more  beneficial  it  is  to  talk  to  a  person  rather  than  relying  on  the  internet.  I  now  understand  why  so  many  authors  in  their  acknowledgements  dedicate  thanks  to  a  list  of  informants.  It’s  something  I’m  going  to  implement  and  strive  for  myself.  Yet  in  the  same  light,  I  also  fully  understand  why  these  writers  input  a  clause  that  any  mistakes  are  their  own.  I  recognise  it’s  a  tough  industry  and  that  facts  aren’t  always  accurate  -  procedures  change  over  time  etc.
Moving  forward,  I  have  decided  to  expand  this  novella,  and  explore  the  finite  details,  giving  the  characters  the  space  to  completely  reveal  themselves  justifiably.  Once  finished,  I  will  be  submitting  to  the  agent  I  had  spoken  with.  These  detectives  have  a  long  life  ahead  of  them.  
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