
        
            
                
            
        

    
   Contents

   


   The Butcher Books

   Title Page

   Copyright

   Dedication

   Acknowledgements

   Also by the Author

   Prologue

   Chapter One

   Chapter Two

   Chapter Three

   Chapter Four

   Chapter Five

   Chapter Six

   Chapter Seven

   Chapter Eight

   Chapter Nine

   Kallista

   Dedication

   Acknowledgements

   Prologue

   Chapter One

   Chapter Two

   Chapter Three

   Chapter Four

   Chapter Five

   Chapter Six

   Chapter Seven

   Chapter Eight

   Chapter Nine

   Chapter Ten

   Chapter Eleven

   Chapter Twelve

   Chapter Thirteen

   Chapter Fourteen

   Chapter Fifteen

   Chapter Sixteen

   Chapter Seventeen

   Chapter Eighteen

   Chapter Nineteen

   Chapter Twenty

   Chapter Twenty One

   Epilogue

   Sylvana

   Acknowledgements

   Prologue

   Chapter One

   Chapter Two

   Chapter Three

   Chapter Four

   Chapter Five

   Chapter Six

   Chapter Seven

   Chapter Eight

   Chapter Nine

   Chapter Ten

   Chapter Eleven

   Chapter Twleve

   Chapter Thirteen

   Epilogue

   Also by the Author

   About the Author

   Review a Book


The Butcher Books

A Complete Collection

 

 

By

Sian B. Claven

Tatum

 

 

By

Sian B. Claven

COPYRIGHT 2017 Sian B. Claven

All characters; events and establishments in this publication,

other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious

and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead is purely

coincidental.

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be

reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any

form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing

of the author.

Cover Design by Raven Designs

Editing by Redwing Productions

Boxset Cover by Alternative Author Designs

 


Dedicated to Jackie, I will always choose you. 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

 

 

The reason Tatum is here is because I have amazing people in my life who help me always.

First and foremost a huge thank you to Poppet - without the cover I would never have come up with Tatum.

To my mom, thank you for being the best mom I could ask for and for always encouraging me when I am down.

To Jackie, thank you for listening to my endless plotting of Tatum and for always being excited that it’s almost done. It’s done. You can have a copy now.

To Darren; Kayla, Caitlin and Kels, thank you for being my inspiration and being the light in my life. Although we might be separated in space, you are always in my heart.

To Danielle Swanepoel, thanks for being that amazing friend who reminds me when I actually need to take time out for the people who contribute so much to my life. I am forever grateful for you.

To TCC, you know who you are girls. Thanks for those endless whatsapp chats and for always listening to my spooky voice notes late at night.

To my “wife” Toni, who sat with me on countless evenings helping me write, nap, eat, take care of myself, write some more and then do marketing.  You are forever my #AuthorBestie.

To my “husband” Darren Cox, thank you for always making sure we eat, and that we have coffee, and at least one good giggle and a hug whenever I see you. And for carrying heavy things. And for fixing the broken things. And well, for everything.

To Ashleigh Giannoccaro, the book mama, for always being willing to help us out and for spending time with us to ensure that we are the best authors we can be. We appreciate your help so much. 

To Andrew Christie, I don’t know how you can be friends with such a stubborn hard headed person, but I am so happy you are. You help me be the better version of myself always. 

To my beta team! To Karen, Juliet, Lisa, Robyn, Ona and Brandi who took the time to read Tatum when it was just a word vomit and enjoyed it anyway. I love working with you ladies! 

Finally to all the authors, readers, bloggers and general members of Books & Everything. Thank you for always standing by me (in the interwebs) and giving me invaluable advice, great criticism and awesome books to read. We really are the best book group ever and our fearless leader has done an amazing job.

Without further ado … the story …


Other Books by this Author

 

HORROR TITLES

 

The Kiara Books

Ensnared

Liberation

 

The Butcher Books

Tatum

Kallista

Sylvana

 

The Asylum Series

Asylum I

Asylum II

 

The Watcher Series

Watcher

The Watched - Coming Soon

To Watch - Coming Soon

 

The Demon Cat Khristmas Specials

Killer Kitteh Khristmas

Merry Meow - Coming soon

Jingle Fur - Coming soon

 

Stand Alones

The Culling

#RIPJohn - Coming Soon

Belladonna - Coming Soon

Buried - Coming Soon

Hex - Coming Soon

Shh… - Coming Soon

The Priestess - Coming Soon

The Reaper- Coming Soon

The Witch in the Woods - Coming Soon

 

FANTASY TITLES

 

A Spacehiker Adventure

Unlikely Hero

Hidden in Plain Sight - Coming Soon

Homeward Bound - Coming Soon

 

MURDER MYSTERY TITLES

 

Bullseye - Coming Soon

Stones - Coming Soon

 

GENERAL FICTION TITLES

 

Balancer Books

Neutral Ground - Coming Soon

Holy Demons - Coming Soon

 


Prologue

 

 

Tatum was in the house again. It wasn’t the one she lived in with her family, but it looked similar, which meant it might have been from the same neighbourhood. She was standing downstairs, near the entrance.

It was the same as always. The door opened and he walked in; she couldn’t quite make out who he was because the house was dark, but from the silhouette, it seemed as if he wore a suit. He set a hard bag down with a sigh, before starting towards the staircase.

As usual, Tatum had no control over her actions, so she followed as he walked slowly up the stairs. He paused halfway up - he always paused halfway - and Tatum didn’t want to look up, but she did.

At the top of the stairs was a young woman, and the man looked up at her and his body stiffened. They knew each other; Tatum didn’t know how she knew they were married.

Then it happened.

Blood started to pour from between the wife’s legs. It gushed as though a tap had been turned on, and a steady stream of blood began to flow down the stairs. The man couldn’t move; he just stood there, watching his wife. Her stomach swelled, as though she was going through pregnancy on fast forward, and blood erupted onto her belly, as though someone had cut her open Then the slit appeared; it started from the right side of her neck, her throat gradually splitting open as an invisible knife cut towards the left side of her neck. More blood streamed out before she slumped onto the stairs.

Tatum shook as she tried to turn away, but the dream would not let her. Tears streamed over her face at the dull thud of the wife’s body hitting the floor. The sound echoed in the otherwise silent house.

Standing in the dead woman’s place was a new woman. A young blonde, a girl, with short hair gelled back, her face painted like a skeleton, her stockings ripped, and wearing a black leotard, stared down at them. She opened her mouth, but there was no tongue and she could not speak. She lifted a hand holding a large knife and pointed it at the man.

As she looked at Tatum, the skeleton girl rushed towards them … and Tatum woke up, sitting up in her bed with tears flowing.


Chapter One

 

“And then she just slumped down the stairs,” Tatum told her mother, finishing the recollection of the nightmare that had woken her in the middle of the night.

Her mother, Luell, put a plate of scrambled eggs and bacon in front of her sixteen year old daughter and said, “That would have freaked me out as well. I told you not to eat so much chocolate before going to bed, Tatum.”

“Yeah, Tatum, mama told you not …” her fourteen year old sister started to tease, but was silenced by her mother’s reproachful look.

Luell flipped her blonde hair over her shoulder and out of the way. “Where is Sylva? She’s going to be late for school.”

Tatum shrugged and looked at Kalli glued to her phone, spooning cereal into her mouth without missing as she scrolled through all her social media posts for the morning.

“Sylvana, you need to come have breakfast, honey!” Luell’s soft voice sang out.

Footsteps padded down the stairs and eleven year old Sylvana, the youngest of the three sisters, skipped into the kitchen and sat at the table. “Sorry, mama,” she said, pushing her hair out of her face so she could start on her eggs and bacon.

Tatum twirled her red hair between her fingers.

Hair was a funny thing in their family. Their mother and father had been blonde, but Tatum had long red hair, her sister Kallista had long brown hair and Sylvana had a mop of black. They often joked that they were adopted because they all looked so different. Tatum was short for her age, with round green eyes and freckles dotted across her face. Kalli was taller than Tatum, with dark grey-blue eyes, and she appeared a bit fuller in size too. Sylva was still growing, but already had the spray of freckles across her face and was clearly going to be tall.

The three girls had once been thick as thieves, but after their father passed away after a mining accident the year before, they had drifted apart. Tatum became more withdrawn, while Kalli spent most of her time out socialising with friends. Sylva simply lived in a dream world and was always forgetting to do things; her teachers often complained that she didn’t pay enough attention to anything.

Tatum finished her breakfast and took her plate to the sink to rinse it off. “I’ll see you all later,” she said as she dried her hands and scooped up her backpack. “I don’t want to be late.” 

Kissing her mother’s cheek, she walked out of the house to various half-hearted goodbyes from her sisters.

Once outside, Tatum swung her backpack onto her back, looping her arms through the handles, and turned left to head to school. She didn’t pay attention to anything or anyone while she walked, uninterested in the goings on around her. Her thoughts kept drifting back to the nightmare. It had seemed so real, and it wasn’t the first time she had experienced it. It was really starting to freak her out.

Engrossed in her thoughts, she didn’t notice that someone had fallen into step with her until it was too late. A sharp poke in the ribs on either side, along with a loud “BOO” from her friend Jacqui, made Tatum shriek in terror and nearly wet herself.

Jacqui burst out laughing. “Oh, you should have seen your face, Tat!” She danced away from her best friend as Tatum tried to slap her arm. “You went ghost white.”

Tatum crossed her arms. “You’re such a little witch, Jacqui! You know I hate it when you make me jump.” She stomped her way towards the school.

Jacqui let out an evil cackle and stomped alongside her. “I know you hate it, that’s why I do it. That’s what best friends do!” When Tatum didn’t respond she moved forward and turned so that she was facing Tatum, walking backwards. “Aw, you love me and you know it.”

Tatum cocked an eyebrow. “Perhaps I do, perhaps I don’t.”

Jacqui smiled and fell back in step, hooking their arms together. “Did you get all that bull homework done last night?”

Tatum nodded. “Yeah, I did, although I don’t know what I’m doing with accounting, so I’m probably going to fail that.”

They chatted about how terrible their accounting teacher was before drifting to more social topics as they approached the building.

“So there’s a party this Friday …” Jacqui mentioned casually. “And Roger is going to be there.”

Roger, the boy Tatum had had a crush on since preschool, but never spoke to. Sometimes they would smile at each other in the cafeteria or in study hall.

Tatum could feel the blush creeping up her cheeks. “Well, I hope you enjoy it, you know how I feel about parties.”

Jacqui let Tatum go through the doors first before following. She took her friend’s hand and pulled her to one side. “Come on, Tat, you never go out. You always use some lame excuse to get out of socialising, and you need to get out there or you’ll end up becoming one of those lonely cat ladies when you’re old.”

Tatum could feel sweat on her palms as she thought about it. “I hate parties. Everyone gets drunk and noisy and horrible …”

Her best friend rolled her eyes. “How would you know? You haven’t been to a party all year! We should be out enjoying our youth!”

Tatum gave an almighty sigh, pushing past Jacqui so she could make her way through the throng of students to get to her locker.

Jacqui wasn’t giving up that easily. “I’m not asking you to lay your virginity out on a silver platter,” she hissed as Tatum opened her locker. “I’m just saying live a little. Just for an hour. Pleeeaaasssseee.”

Shutting her locker, Tatum looked at Jacquie, whose bottom lip pretended to quiver, her eyes all big and round. “Fine,” she groaned. “Just stop making that stupid face. One hour! That’s all I’m coming out for, okay?”

Jacqui squealed delight and gave Tatum a hug before they moved to her locker to offload her books. Their first class was the same, so they headed towards Maths, Jacqui excitedly telling Tatum what she should wear on Friday.
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The day could have ended sooner. With a double lesson of accounting at the very end, Tatum couldn’t wait to get out of school and go home to relax for a bit. She shut her locker, and left the building.

Jacqui had cheerleading practice, so she decided to go straight home instead of waiting around for her to finish. The streets around the school were busy and alive as she walked with her head down towards her side of town. She ignored the chit-chat of her schoolmates and the shrieks of girls being asked out by boys as she pulled her backpack into a more comfortable position.

It was just another average day in her quiet little town. The further she was away from school, the less populated the streets were, until she was about two roads away from home, and the only person around.

The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end and a chill passed through her. Someone had walked on her grave, which was the sort of silly superstition her mom would bring up.

She glanced around her, but nothing was out of place and there was no one in sight. She couldn’t shake the creepy feeling that she was being watched. She looked around once more for good measure before walking down the road again, a bit faster than normal.

Once she went around the last corner and could see her house, she ran as fast as possible, knowing she was being silly because there was no one about, but also knowing she wouldn’t be happy until she was safe inside her home.

She slammed the door open, threw herself in and kicked it shut again.

“What’s with you then?” Kalli asked, standing on the stairs staring at her winded sister.

Tatum shook her head, too out of breath to explain. She kicked her shoes off in the direction of the downstairs closet and went past Kalli up the stairs.

She got into her room and threw her backpack in the corner before collapsing on her bed. She blamed Jacqui for making her jumpy. That stupid friend of hers was always finding ways to scare her and now it was clearly becoming an issue for her. She would have to speak to Jacqui about cutting it out.

Once she had calmed down, Tatum got off her bed and changed into comfortable pants and a t-shirt. She wasn’t really hungry and decided to get her homework out of the way. She grabbed her backpack and took out everything she needed.

Her desk was in front of her window, so there was a nice breeze coming in. Unfortunately, it didn’t come with a view; her window was opposite their neighbours’ house and all she could see was a wall and windows.

She sat down and started her accounting work first, wanting to get the worst of her homework done and dusted. She worked steadily for an hour before taking a break and stretching. Out of habit, she leaned out of her window. Mr Wild had just gotten home from work and was in his garden. He pruned plants while humming a morbid tune.

All three sisters agreed that Mr Wild was a creepy old man, which was ironic, because his son Mr Barker Wild was a teacher at Tatum’s school and was the coolest teacher they had. His father was always grumpy and to Tatum he seemed rather OCD. He worked in his garden at the exact same time every day. Bored one summer and because their houses were opposite, Tatum did an exercise, noting that he always woke up at the same time, ate at the same time, and pretty much followed the same routine every day.

She could not understand how he did not get bored with life, but then, when she thought about it, she was starting to live the same kind of boring routine life.

That sealed the deal for Tatum; she took her phone out and messaged Jacqui.

I’m in for the party on Friday! So over this boring life! :)

She didn’t expect a reply anytime soon though. Jacqui took cheerleading seriously and had probably turned her phone off. Tatum returned her focus to her school work, glancing out at old Mr Wild one last time before diving back into Accounting and the wonderful world of calculating balances.

She had only been at it for a few minutes when she heard gasps downstairs. She leaned forward to look through her window and saw Mr Wild at one end of his garden, staring down the length of the lawn to the other end. His eyes were wide and his hands visibly shaking.

Tatum scanned the grass and shrubs, but didn’t see anything that could have caused his fear. Worried he might be having a heart attack, she leaned further out and called, “Hey, Mr Wild? You okay, sir?”

Mr Wild didn’t seem to hear her. He stood frozen in place, and then he dropped the trowel he had been holding and took a step back. Tatum frowned and looked around his garden. She had the perfect view of it and there was nothing there that could be scaring him. Maybe he had heat stroke or something and was seeing things.

She raised her voice. “MR WILD? ARE YOU OKAY?”

He looked up at her and back down his garden. Blinking, he wiped his balding head on the sleeve of his shirt before glancing back at her. “What are you yelling for, young lady?”

Tatum blushed scarlet and said, “Sorry, sir, it just looked like something had you worried.”

He glanced around the garden, as though checking that everything was in place, before he said, “Well, just a bit too much sun for today. Go on and do your homework and stay out of trouble.” With that he turned and walked towards his garden shed, stopping to get his trowel from where he had dropped it. 

Tatum snorted and sat back down, mumbling under her breath, “See if I ever try to help you again, you old dingbat.”

She looked at her accounting homework and sighed. Knowing she had to finish it, she shook the strange feeling that had crept into her thoughts loose and shoved it aside to make room for accounts.
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After she had showered and was in bed, Tatum sat with her back against her headboard and read her set work for English. All the days’ worries melted away when she fell into the beautiful words of Jane Austin while following the wonderful story of Pride and Prejudice. She had always loved reading and Pride and Prejudice was quickly becoming one of her favourites.

She was just falling in love with Mr Darcy all over again when she heard a clatter come through her window.

Setting her book down, she went to look out. It was a balmy summer night and the small breeze was welcome. Goosebumps rose on her arms and she gazed towards Mr Wild’s house. The only light on was from his bedroom, but the curtains were drawn and she couldn’t see what was going on. She listened quietly for a while to see if she could hear the strange sound again, but didn’t hear anything.

About to withdraw her head, she noticed someone standing in Mr Wild’s garden. Tatum couldn’t make out a face, but from the profile she could see, it had to be a woman. She simply stood in his garden staring up at his bedroom.

Feeling as if she was drenched in cold water, Tatum quickly moved back inside and ran for her mother’s room. “Mom! Mom! There’s some creepy woman standing in Mr Wild’s garden!”

Her mother frowned. “Are you sure, Tat?”

She nodded so vigorously that her mother left her bed and moved to the window. She shifted the curtain aside slowly and peered into Mr Wild’s garden. After a moment she pulled the curtain open completely and looked down.

“Nope, I don’t see anyone, Tat. Maybe you imagined it?”

Tatum shook her head. “I didn’t, mom. I couldn’t make out her face, but I swear she was standing there.”

Luell put her hands on her hips. “And then you wonder why you have nightmares? Psyching yourself out like this before you go to sleep? Really, Tatum. There is no woman in Mr Wild’s yard and you should be asleep already, it’s a school night.”

Tatum tried to argue, but Luell cut that short.

“No buts, young lady. Off to bed with you.”

Tatum reluctantly returned to her room. She went to her window and looked at the yard again, but didn’t see anyone. She glanced up at Mr Wild’s bedroom, but he had shut the light off. There was only darkness behind the curtains now. Tatum took a deep breath and let it rush out before she shut her window and went back to bed


Chapter Two

 

Tatum had the nightmare again that night and every night of the week. By Friday she wasn’t sure if she was able to stay awake to go to the party, let alone to dance or anything else.

She slept through her last two periods of school to try and rest up before the party, but when Jacqui shook her awake as the bell sounded, she felt more tired than before she had dozed off. It was a sluggish tired, every move she made felt forced, as though she was moving through water. She looked at Jacqui with eyes half closed and her friend was concerned,

“Maybe you should skip this party?” she asked as she walked beside Tatum to her locker,

“No, I really don’t want to skip it. It’s fine, I’ll get an energy drink on my way home, which should perk me right up.” She shoved her books into her bag and slung it over her shoulder. “So I will meet you there, right?” She tried to stifle a yawn. 

Jacqui smiled. “Hell, yeah, and you better look fly as anything ‘cause Roger is going to be there, remember?”

Tatum nodded, not even embarrassed at the mention of his name.

Jacqui walked her about halfway home before she turned into her road. “Something sexy, okay? Try showing off some cleavage!”

Tatum waved her off with a yawn.

She stopped at the corner shop near her house and bought an Inkdrink Energy drink. She seldom drank energy drinks, they tasted rubbish to her, but she had really set her mind on going out tonight and didn’t want to pass out within the first half an hour. The drink tasted horrible. Tatum likened it to the taste of something you used to clean wheels, but she forced herself to drink it all before she even reached her house. 

Tossing the can into the dustbin outside, Tatum slowly climbed the steps to the front door. It opened before she could even touch the handle.

Kalli stared at her. “Wow, who woke the living dead?” She wore tights with a rather flimsy looking long shirt over them. “I’m going to Claire’s house.” She didn’t even say goodbye as she skipped down the stairs and into the road.

Tatum ignored her and went upstairs. 

After a slice of toast for lunch and a nice warm shower, she felt a million times better. Standing in front of her cupboard, she pulled a face at all the boring average clothes she owned. She wanted to wear something with a bit more POW to it and she knew exactly where she would find clothes like that.

In Kalli’s wardrobe.

She glanced around like a mischievous little imp before going to Kalli’s room and throwing her wardrobe doors open. Kalli had so many clothes that there was hardly any room. Tatum was scared to pull out anything in case she pulled the whole wardrobe down with it.

Placing one hand on the pile of what looked like dresses, using her free hand she slowly inched one out. Sexy was not how Tatum would describe it; pointless was more accurate because it was barely anything, and it wouldn’t cover anything of importance at all. She pulled out another one, and another after that and, after a few tries, she finally found something she was sure would pass as ‘sexy’ for Jacqui, and maybe even Roger, and she went back to her room to finish dressing. 

Tatum refused to wear heels, no matter what Jacqui might say and opted for a pair of black pumps. The party was a few blocks away and she was not going to be crying over sore feet tomorrow when she had to help her mother with the household chores.

The makeup she applied was light, merely some eye shadow and eyeliner, and after scrunching her hair up with curling mousse, she checked her reflection in the mirror from as many angles as she could before she strolled out of her bedroom.
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The party was already pumping when Tatum arrived and tried to find Jacqui in the mess of bodies that filled every room. She couldn’t believe how many people were there even though it was still early.

Tatum approached each room and stood on her toes to spot her best friend in the chaos, avoiding entering the room itself, afraid she might get stuck there for a couple of hours trying to find her way out. It started to feel too closed off and too tight in the house and, instead of looking for Jacqui, Tatum started searching for the nearest exit.

The house was bigger than she anticipated though and a panic built up inside of her as she struggled to move. Sweat ran down the back of her neck and her hands were clammy as she turned around and around on the same spot, trying her best to recall which way she had just come from. 

“Hey, Tat, you okay?” 

She heard Roger’s voice, but before she could turn to speak to him, the room spun and everything went black. 

Of all the embarrassing things that could have happened to her, passing out in front of Roger had to be at the top of the list. When she came to she found people whispering around her while Roger pressed a cold cloth to her head.

Nearby, Jacqui hovered, her tone also quiet. “Tatum? Are you okay?”

Tatum sat up slowly and put a hand to her head. “What happened?”

“You looked confused, so Roger came to check on you and you just, well, you passed out, sweetie.”

Tatum groaned softly and could feel the heat on her face as it turned scarlet. “I’m fine, I just got turned around and it got really stuffy.”

She moved to get to her feet and found her petite hands engulfed in Roger’s larger ones as he took them to help her stand. She felt fine now, the dizziness and discomfort long gone, leaving plenty of room for the embarrassment of having everyone see her pass out.

Soon enough it was known throughout the house that she was fine, so the music was cranked up once more and the party resumed - teenagers never wasted an opportunity to party if they could help it.

Roger put a hand on the small of her back and smiled. “You sure you’re okay? I might not be around to catch you again.”

The blush spread throughout her body as she realised what he had said. “Um … well …” she stuttered over her words, bashful that she had fallen into Roger’s arms.

Tatum stopped trying to speak and Jacqui took over, lacing her arm through Tatum’s. “It’s just ‘cause she hasn’t eaten, Roger. She’s fine.”

Her best friend steered her away from her rescuer and took her to the backyard for some fresh air. 

“I thought you were going to pass out all over again if he kept talking to you,” Jacqui commented, trying to stifle a giggle. “But for reals, my friend, I’m glad you’re okay. What happened? It’s not like you haven’t been to a party this big before.”

Tatum shook her head and shrugged. “I don’t know, Jacqui. I don’t know why, but I suddenly felt like the rooms were too small and there were too many people and I just wasn’t going to get out.”

Jacqui rubbed her friend’s back. “Well, it’s nothing a beer won’t fix. I’ll go get one, you wait here.”

Before she could even think to object, her friend made a beeline for the door they walked out of. Tatum sighed, knowing she shouldn’t drink, but feeling like she needed to now, to calm her nerves and help her forget what just happened.

She stood up, feeling awkward sitting alone in the middle of the garden while others around her were either making out or chatting quietly in small groups. She glanced around at the garden itself to distract herself.

It was small, like their garden, but seemed even smaller with the way couples and small groups of people were littered here and there. Tall trees along the back wall created eerie shadows. Tatum assumed it was because of the moonlight or perhaps there was a streetlight behind the trees she couldn’t see.

She tried to look at everyone inconspicuously, as she didn’t want them to think she was some kind of pervert who got off watching people flirt or make out, or feel each other up as one couple was doing.

Calm again at last, she looked past the couple trying to have sex with their clothes on and saw she wasn’t the only one watching people tonight. In the shadows cast by a tree, she noticed what looked like a girl alone. Tatum couldn’t see much of her face, but she could make out her body. The girl was standing still, watching the couple in front of her. 

Tatum realised she must be feeling awkward as well and went towards her, intent on making a friend who, at the very least, she could watch people with. She walked as quietly as she could between the various teenagers and reached the end of the garden without causing a scene or drawing attention.

She took a deep breath and moved to the girl now two metres away. She approached her from behind, not wanting to scare her, but not wanting to let the horn dogs in front of them know that she was watching them. She didn’t want to cause the girl any embarrassment.

Tatum reached out her hand to softly touch the girl’s arm to let her know she wasn’t alone. Instead, her fingers went through thin air. 

Tatum looked around quickly and didn’t see anyone anywhere. There was no way the girl could have moved that quickly or quietly and yet she was gone. She had been there a moment ago. She had seen her blonde hair from behind; it was short and gelled back stiffly.

Standing there with her hand outstretched, she was confused as to what had just happened, when suddenly a voice in front of her yelled, “HEY! PISS OFF, YOU FREAK! WHAT ARE YOU DOING WATCHING US?” 

It was exactly what Tatum aimed to avoid. Couples and friends across the garden turned to see what the skinny teen boy was shouting for and saw Tatum standing, her arm outstretched towards his partner’s breasts, and her curled up hugging herself.

Tatum didn’t know where to put her face. She saw Jacqui at the back door with two beers in her hands staring in her direction, a confused look on her face. Tatum turned and ran.

If this garden was just like theirs, she would find a gate to get out. She slammed through the gate with a force so great that it slammed shut again after she was through. She bent and took her shoes off and ran in the direction of her home. 
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Rounding the last corner, Tatum saw the flickering blue lights of a police car and the twirling lights of an ambulance by her house, and panicked. Her chest burned with anxiety as she imagined the worse.

It wasn’t until she was close that she saw her small family standing in their front yard watching the house next door; she allowed herself to breathe.

She approached Luell and took a deep breath. “What happened?”

With an arm around Sylva, her mom looked at her and shook her head. “Mr Wild from next door fainted.”

Tatum nodded and said, “Oh … okay …” Her mother shot her a puzzled look and she quickly added, “I’m sorry to hear it, but I was worried something had happened to you guys.”

Luell’s face softened and she nodded. “We are all okay, thanks. Let’s get inside now, girls, it’s way past your bedtime.” 

Tatum was the last to walk to the door, glancing back at the ambulance where they were loading Mr Wild into the back. His eyes were wide as though he was staring at something horrific. Tatum followed where his gaze was fixated and, as her eyes rose to the second storey of his house, she saw her for the second time that night - a skeleton girl, staring down at the scene below her.

When Tatum blinked she was gone, and she shivered, quickly going inside and slamming the door shut behind her.


Chapter Three

 

“I can’t explain it, Jacqui,” Tatum said again as she and her friend walked to school on Monday. “One minute there was definitely a girl standing there and the next she was gone and I was left looking like some sort of pervert.”

Jacqui looked at her friend with a puzzled expression on her face. “But no one else remembered seeing a girl out there, Tatum. Are you sure you weren’t just overtired?”

“She was there,” Tatum insisted, feeling like she was going stark raving mad, “and I think it’s the same girl I saw in Mr Wild’s yard last week. She was about the same size. I feel like she is up to something.”

Jacqui chewed on her bottom lip and Tatum knew she was sounding more and more like a crazy person. She ran her fingers through her blonde hair and said, “You have to believe me, Jacqui, please.” 

She was begging and she hated it, but she couldn’t carry on feeling like she had lost her marbles and was hallucinating about a young woman standing around. The nightmares didn’t help. She had them every night. She was so exhausted that her mother was starting to notice the dark bags under her eyes and constantly asked if she wanted to see a doctor.

Of course, her mom believed this was all a delayed reaction to her father’s death, but Tatum had dealt with his passing last year when it had happened, and had moved on with her life. Still, her mother had a point. The lack of sleep was adding to Tatum’s edginess and the fact that her best friend was questioning her made her snippy. 

“Is Mr Wild okay?” Jacqui asked quietly, afraid that she would set Tatum off on another rant about the shadow girl.

“No, he’s still in hospital. They said it was a stroke and it isn’t looking good.”

Jacqui nodded before changing the topic. “There’s a fayre this week. Do you want to go? It’ll be a great way to take your mind off of things.”

Tatum followed her through the front doors of their school. “I don’t know. After what happened last time …”

Jacqui held her hand up. “Before you finish coming up with an excuse, Roger asked me to ask you … as in, he wants you to go on a date with him.” Jacqui smiled brightly, her eyes full of hope and love with the news that she was hooking her best friend up with her lifelong crush.

Tatum was taken by surprise. She had spent the whole weekend obsessing over the vanishing girl and had completely forgotten about Roger and the way he had caught her when she collapsed at the party. 

Jacqui smiled. “Come on, going out with Roger will help you forget all about the macabre woman and Mr Wild’s stroke. We’ll have a ton of fun, Tat!”

Tatum realised that Jacqui needed her to say yes more than Tatum needed to. Jacqui needed to know her best friend wasn’t destined for the loony bin, so Tatum gave her a bright smile.

“Hell yeah! Oh, my gosh, I can’t believe he is actually going to go out on a date with me.”

Jacqui squealed in happiness. “And it’s a double date because his best friend Darren asked me out as well.”

She was hopping on the spot and Tatum imitated her, burying her dread and fear deep inside so that she could muster up some happiness to share in the moment.

The two started to talk about the best night to go the fayre and soon enough had decided that the following night, on Tuesday, would be the perfect night. Jacqui skipped off to confirm the dates with Roger and Darren while Tatum opened her locker to get her books.
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Tatum didn’t want to dress all fancy for her night out with Roger, but she didn’t want her first date with him to be too casual either. After showering and blow drying her hair straight, she stood in front of her cupboard once again cringing at the averageness of her clothing choices.

After the party fiasco, Kalli had clicked that Tatum had ‘borrowed’ her clothes and had such a fit that Tatum didn’t dare step foot inside her sister's bedroom again.

Heaving out an extended breath, Tatum started to rifle until she found a nice pair of tight fitting jeans along with a light blue blouse. She wanted to go casual but pretty and this was about as close as she was going to get to achieving that. She applied some light makeup and after a final inspection of herself in her full-length mirror, she decided to leave. 

She was supposed to be meeting Jacqui at the corner shop. Jacqui said Roger was borrowing his father’s car to take them out. He was going to pick Darren up first, then Jacqui and Tatum at the corner. She got there first and tried to figure out the best way to hang around without looking like a hooker. She giggled at the thought and then decided to wait right by the corner shop door.

Holding her left arm in her right hand, she swung slowly from side to side, thinking about all the things she wanted to do to look cool to Roger. Jacqui came skipping up the road; she had chosen to go for a casual look as well. Her blond hair was tied in a high pony and her tight jeans accentuated her curves. She wore a dark red boob tube that showed off just a little too much cleavage. Next to her, Tatum felt like she was dressed like a nun.

They hugged and chatted about the boys and whether or not it was acceptable to reach second base on the first date. If anyone had asked, Tatum would honestly admit she was really excited about going on a date with Roger. She hadn’t told Jacqui, but it wasn’t just her first date with Roger, it was her first date ever. 

They heard a distant hoot and both girls swung around to look at the blue Chevrolet Impala that soon pulled up next to them with a roar. Roger killed the engine and got out. Tatum wanted to swoon at his dashing smile as he ran a hand through his wavy black hair and made his way around the car.

“Hey” he said a little awkwardly.

She couldn’t help the blush that crept up her face. “Hey!”

Jacqui launched herself into Darren’s arms and kissed him deeply before pulling away to look at the awkward duo. “Now that we’ve got that out of the way, let’s get going, guys!”

Roger smiled and opened the passenger door for her, offering her his hand as she climbed in.

“Thank you,” she said softly, still feeling rather shy.

Inwardly she was cursing herself; she was supposed to be acting cool, and here she could barely string a sentence together. Roger shut the door once she was in and moved to the driver's side.

With another roar of the engine, they were off to the fayre.

Darren and Jacqui giggled in the back as the car snaked its way through the suburbs towards the pier where the fayre had been set up. Between the giggles and moans, Tatum and Roger would steal shy glances at each other. There was no point trying to converse over the noise in the car, but Roger did try to make her a little more comfortable by turning the music up.

She gazed out the window at the passing scenery, bobbing her head softly to the beat of the song. It wasn’t long before they arrived at the pier and Roger started to circle the makeshift parking lot, looking for somewhere safe to park. Tatum craned her neck and, between the cars, she swore she saw one of the fayre workers. She had slicked back blond hair and her face was painted like a skeleton. Tatum turned in her seat to look back, but she was blocked from sight by the various cars and vans they had passed.

“There!” Jacqui called from the back, leaning between the front seats to point out a parking. “Park there and let’s get going!” 

Darren pulled her back into her seat and kissed her neck hungrily.

Tatum rolled her eyes and as the car stopped she climbed out. “You two are disgusting,” she called as she closed her door and tried to stifle a smile.

Roger made sure the car was locked before he moved around to Tatum’s side. Jacqui looped her arm through Darren’s and the two of them took off ahead. Roger gave her a gentle smile.

“Can I hold your hand?” he asked, holding out his right hand.

She smiled and nodded, giving him her left hand and allowing their fingers to intertwine. They walked after their friends in a comfortable silence.

The fayreground was anything but quiet and the closer they got to the fun, the louder the sounds and the stronger the smells were. Excitement bubbled inside Tatum as they approached. The smell of cotton candy and popcorn was so strong in the air that she could taste it in her mouth already. There were shrieks and squeals coming from the various rides and, of course, the sound of the carousel. All of them seemed to have that same built-in tune that called up memories of being young and small enough to pretend the horses were real. 

The sun had only just started its descent; therefore the bright lights of the fayre were not as enticing as they would be at night. Roger paid for tickets for all of them and led them through the gathering crowd at the entrance until they were inside and out of the way. 

“Where to first?” Roger asked, looking around.

Jacqui was hanging on Darren and said, “We want to go on some rides.”

Roger looked at Tatum who smiled and nodded. “Yeah, that would be cool.”

They walked towards the back of the carnival where they could see the rides going in full swing. One looked like a huge circle of cages that spun around at high speed. One long arm extended the spinning circle up and around, and it appeared dangerous and exciting. There was one that looked like two ships swinging in opposite directions but timed together. There were other rides as well - a small roller coaster, a teacup ride that jerked people from side to side, a few rides for smaller children, and a Ferris wheel.

Tatum gave Roger a big smile. “I want to go on them all; they all look like so much fun.”

Roger gave a small bow. “But of course, whatever you wish.”

He pulled her along and they started at one end of the rides and worked their way across all of them, sometimes doing a specific ride two or three times because it was so much fun.

Tatum got caught up in all the happiness of the fayre and the hormones of being around Roger. He was perfect. The way he held her hand, or brushed her hair out of her face, or smiled at her. The way he called her name when she skipped ahead of him or how he held her when she squealed in fright.

Darren and Jacqui were in their own world and it was only when they regrouped that they would all talk about the exciting things they had done.

Time flew by and soon the fayre was aglow with bright lights as the sun disappeared from view and the night came out to play. Tatum felt as if it was one of the most magical evenings she had had since her father passed away. Roger made her feel alive.

Once they exhausted the thrill of the fastest rides they could find, they went in search of food. While they sipped cold sodas and chewed on hot corn dogs, they fell into a comfortable silence. They took in the other sights the fayre had to offer while they ate, going from the bearded lady to a serpent charmer to juggling midget clowns. They finished their food just as they were approaching the final attraction - the haunted house.

“Tatum doesn’t like haunted houses!” Jacqui teased as she snuggled into Darren’s side. “She scares too easily.”

Tatum pulled a face at her, but shivered nonetheless. “I just don’t like things jumping out at me.”

“I’ll protect you,” Roger promised, and slipped his arm around her shoulders smoothly.

She blushed but enjoyed the contact, snuggling up close to him. “Okay. If you go with I’ll try the haunted house.”

Jacqui clapped her hands. “Okay then, let’s do this.” Jacqui took Darren’s hand and pulled him forward, stepping through the thin black fabric that covered the entrance.

Roger smiled and dropped his arm so he could take Tatum’s hand, leading her into the first dark room. A window cut out of the wall lit up with a mouldy looking mummy suddenly coming to life with a loud groan.

Jacqui burst into laughter. “This is going to be cheesier than I thought,” she said, leading the way to the next room.

Tatum walked slower than she normally would, trying to avoid becoming terrified by things that suddenly jumped out. The mummy didn’t do anything to her, but she knew there were also people in the house paid to jump out and scare guests. She followed behind Roger, holding onto his hand tightly.

The next room was bigger and had what was clearly fake dried blood splattered onto the walls.

A man dressed as a vampire sneaked behind Jacqui and wailed right by her ear, causing her to jump, and the group of friends burst into giggles. The man held his black cloak in front of his mouth so all they could see where his eyes as he wailed again, “Beware … beware …”

Roger looked at Tatum with a grin and rolled his eyes. “This is so lame, you probably didn’t need me to protect you, Tat.”

She smiled and moved closer to him. “I’m still scared,” she said.

Even though she wasn’t, it was a good reason to be near Roger. He smelled good, musky and manly, and she liked how protective he was of her. The smile he gave her as he looked down at her was almost enough to make her melt. 

They walked into a darkened hallway. The only light was dimmed glows behind large panes of glass that lined the hall in sections. The rooms on either side had been turned into those spaces at the zoo where you could see the animals ‘inside’ their habitat. Only, instead of animals, there were spooking looking things behind the glass.

Jacqui and Darren barrelled ahead, laughing as they looked into each ‘exhibit’, while Roger and Tatum trailed slowly together. Through the first glass, they saw what was clearly supposed to be a decapitated person walking around and clawing at the glass. It was a badly done costume and Tatum wasn’t even fazed.

They went to the opposite glass and saw a zombie gorging itself on a brain, although they could clearly see it was just spaghetti in a bowl. The one next to that housed a person in a strait jacket laughing manically, the laughter dulled by the thick glass. They went to the final glass and it seemed empty, nothing in a black room. 

Tatum glanced at Roger, who shrugged, and peered back in the room only to come face to face with a blond girl, her face painted to make her look like a skeleton. Tatum nearly jumped out of her skin as she screamed in terror and buried herself against Roger.

Roger chuckled softly and patted her back. “It’s okay, I’ve got you.” He rubbed her back soothingly. “It’s just a stupid clown.”

Clown? She frowned and looked up. It was a clown, or rather some fat guy dressed up as an axe-swinging fool. Tatum looked inside the room.

“Where did she go?” she asked Roger.

He looked into the room too. “Who?”

She frowned. “The skeleton girl, the one that gave me the fright. Where did she go?”

Roger’s head tilted to the side. “A skeleton girl? No, Tat, the only thing in this room is the clown. I thought that was what made you scream?”

She shook her head. “There was a girl, a young woman, painted to look like a skeleton. She had blond hair that was gelled back. Roger, don’t creep me out.”

Roger held his hands up in defence. “I’m not, Tat. I honestly didn’t see a skeleton anything.”

Frustrated, Tatum turned on her heel and stormed through the rest of the attraction with an apologetic, albeit discouraged, Roger chasing after her. She pushed past Jacqui and Darren, and exited.

Once outside, Tatum stopped and wrapped her arms around herself. She had seen the damn skeleton woman, she knew she had, and Roger trying to freak her out in the Haunted House was not cool.

He came up to her with his hands in his pockets. “Tat. I’m sorry; I really wasn’t trying to upset you. I honestly didn’t see a skeleton girl and neither did Jacqui or Darren. I checked with them both …”

Tatum felt like an idiot getting spooked like that. “I’m sorry too. Maybe we should just get going, you know? It’s late and I don’t want to be late for school tomorrow morning.”

Roger clearly seemed disappointed, but he let out a sigh and said, “Yeah, okay, maybe we can go bowling some other time?”

Tatum agreed, hugging herself while Roger went to round up their friends to take them home. 
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Roger opened her door for her when they arrived at her house. He had already dropped Darren and Jacqui off after they kissed each other a hundred times, and thanked him a hundred times for the lift and fun night. The drive home from Jacqui’s house was awkward because it was just the two of them and Tatum didn’t know what to say to make up for freaking out earlier.

Once out of the car, Tatum thanked him quietly.

He smiled down at her. “Hey, don’t feel bad, okay. Just because I didn’t see her, doesn’t mean she wasn’t there.”

The reassurance did wonders for her and she gave him a shy smile. “I really did have fun tonight …”

Roger took a step closer to her as she spoke, so she fell silent. He used his forefinger to tilt her head up to look at him and gave her a gentle kiss on the lips.

“Next week bowling?” His warm breath whispered against her lips and she shivered slightly, not trusting the words to come out. She simply nodded. “Goodnight,” he said quietly before going back to his car.

Tatum felt like she was soaring. She was so happy she couldn’t contain it and watched him with a goofy smile on her face. 

Roger started the car and waved goodbye as he pulled off into the street. She waved back, but her smile faded as she noticed someone sitting in the back seat. Her eyes widened as the person looked back at her; it was the blond skeleton girl from the Haunted House, and it looked like she was smiling at Tatum.

It all fell into place then. The woman from her dream, she was the same shape and size as the woman who had been in Mr Wild’s garden, the same shape and size as the girl who had disappeared at the party. The same one in the parking lot and in the Haunted House.

She was following Tatum around. 

Tatum grabbed her phone from her bag and dialled Roger’s number, but it just rang out. She tried dialling for the police, but the world felt like it was spinning and, before she could do anything further, her world turned to darkness as she fainted.


Chapter Four

 

Tatum sat bolt upright in her bed, and that in itself confused her. The last thing she remembered was Roger kissing her goodnight before he left and then she was trying to warn him about something, so finding herself in her bed in the early hours of the morning was a surprise for her.

She wondered how she had gotten here and who had changed her into her pyjamas. She felt groggy, as though she was in the pool and all her movement had slowed and were laboured. Her head pounded and her neck felt stiff. A dried trail of drool made the right side of her mouth feel sticky and uncomfortable.

Getting out of bed, she trudged to the bathroom. The bright morning light was blinding and made her headache pound more ferociously. She splashed cool water onto her face before looking at herself in the mirror. She imagined that this was what hung-over felt like. Sore, stiff and unable to do much.

Tatum brushed her teeth with about as much energy as a slug before she washed her face properly and went to fall back into her bed.

“Tat? Are you up, honey?”

Tatum groaned at the sound of her mom’s voice. She just wanted to spend the morning sleeping in.

“Tat? Your breakfast is going to get cold!”

The statement elicited a rumble from her traitorous stomach; sleep was not going to happen now that breakfast was on the cards. She pulled herself together and walked downstairs to the kitchen where Luell and Sylva were already sitting at the table. She sat with a groan, crossed her arms on the table and collapsed onto them. 

“Late night, sweetheart?” Luell cooed, stroking the back of Tatum’s head.

Tatum breathed into her arms, “Yes.” Her voice didn’t sound like her own. It sounded like someone who had smoked ten packs of cigarettes one after the other.

Luell frowned and knelt by her. “You okay? You sound like you’re getting sick.”

Tatum slowly raised her head and nodded. That alone took all the energy she had to offer.

Luell rubbed her back and said, “Okay, well, have something to eat and head on upstairs and get some rest, okay? Or you can have a snooze on the sofa? No school for you today.”

She smiled at her mother and said, “Okay.” 

They ate breakfast in silence and they were almost done with their eggs and bacon when Tatum looked around and asked, “Where’s Kalli?”

Luell pursed her lips. “We had an altercation this morning and she stormed out to go spend time with her friends before school.”

Tatum shook her head. “It’s just an adjustment period; she’ll be back to normal soon.”

Luell started to clear the dishes from the table. “If she’s not pregnant first.”

The comment was laced with bitterness and frustration, and Tatum knew that their mother did not need this stress on top of everything. She would try to have a sit down with Kalli when she was feeling up to it and see if she couldn’t sort out something with her.

Once the plates were cleared, Tatum trudged off to the living room, turned the TV on to the music channel and curled up on the black three-seater sofa, closing her eyes and dozing off immediately.
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The doorbell ringing for the third time was what finally woke Tatum from her deep sleep. She lifted her head rather suddenly and regretted it as her neck twanged in pain from the sharp movement.

She sat up rubbing the sore spot. “Mom?” she called. “Sylva?”

The doorbell ringing again drowned out the sound of her voice cracking. She sighed and got up, assuming they were not back from work and school. She went to the front door and opened it to the sight of two police officers standing on the porch. Tatum suddenly became aware that she was still in her pyjamas and probably looked like a wreck from sleeping on the sofa. She blushed.

“Hi, can I help you?” she asked, trying to smooth down her bush of bed hair.

The police officers noticed her discomfort. The one on the left was younger and rather cute, which didn’t help matters, and he offered her a charming smile.

“Hi, I’m Officer Smith and this is my partner Officer Chadsworth.”

Tatum gave them both a nod.

Officer Smith continued, “Are you a Miss Tatum Metz?” 

The question raised the hairs on the back of her neck. “Yes, that’s me. What’s happened?”

Her headache forgotten, her mind geared into overdrive as she thought of Kalli storming out of the house and now possibly murdered, or her mother and Sylva in a car accident or something terrible.

“Do you know a boy by the name of Roger Kalgrove?”

Tatum frowned and nodded. “Yeah, he’s a friend of mine.” Her shyness forgotten like her headache, she moved a little closer to the officers. “Is everything alright?”

“Is your mom home?” Officer Chadsworth cut in, “because we aren’t allowed to speak to you without an adult present.”

Tatum bit her lip and looked at Officer Smith again. “Is he okay? Is he hurt? I mean, why would you be coming to me if he was okay, right?” 

The three of them turned to look at the car pulling up in the driveway. Luell was home with Sylva and an angry looking Kallista. The officers remained silent while Tatum’s family got out of the car. Kallista reached the front door first, ignored the officers’ greetings and stormed past them and upstairs. Sylva gave them a shy hello before following Kallista.

Luell looked at Tatum and then the officers. “Hi, can I help you?”

Officer Chadsworth quickly introduced himself and his partner to her before asking permission to come inside to talk to her and Tatum.

Luell gave her a quizzical look. “Of course. Tatum, go get changed quickly and I’ll make the officers some tea. Right this way, gentlemen.” She led them into the house as Tatum dashed upstairs. 

She’d kissed Roger; it had made her feel like she would melt on the spot. Then he’d left, and she had wanted to warn him about something. She couldn’t remember though, she couldn’t remember what she had wanted to warn him about. It was as though all her memories from when he climbed into the car to when she woke up this morning were just gone. Maybe she had hit her head or something.

After she had dressed and put a brush through her hair, she rushed downstairs to find her mother serving the two officers tea and biscuits. She nervously sat down next to her mother.

Luell sat back and said, “Right, how can we help you, gentlemen?” 

Officer Smith was busy with his tea, so Officer Chadsworth answered, “I’m sorry to inform you, but last night two of our officers found Roger Kalgrove’s car on the side of the highway.”

Tatum watched him carefully, but it felt like his voice was coming from somewhere far away.

“Upon further investigation, we found Mr Kalgrove’s body not far from where his car was located.” 

The air around her felt thin and her heart was beating so loud she was sure the officers could hear it. In fact, she was sure it was going to explode out of her chest. Roger’s body. The fact that they didn’t say they found Roger but they found his body meant that Roger was dead. 

“Are you okay? Tatum?” Luell’s hand on her knee brought her back to the living room and she was surprised to find that tears were streaming down her face.

Her mother and the two officers were all watching her worriedly. Tatum used her sleeve to wipe away the tears and with a shaky voice she did not recognize she asked, “How? I mean, what happened to him?” 

“We aren’t sure at this point, but from what we have observed he was murdered where his body was found.” Officer Smith’s voice was kind and Tatum shivered slightly.

“How?” she asked again, but he shook his head.

“I’m afraid I can’t give you more detail than that while the investigation is on-going, but I do need you to answer a few questions. Are you up for that?”

“Yes, I can help.”

Officer Chadsworth took out his notebook and took over the interview. “You were out with Mr Kalgrove last night, is that correct?”

“Yes, we went to the fayre with Darren and Jacqui.”

“Darren and Jacqui who? Do you know their last names?”

“Jacqui Gardener,” she said, racking her brain for Darren’s surname. “And Darren … I think his surname is Black … hood or wood … he goes to our school. He was Roger’s friend.”

“Were there any fights while you were out? Any tension or arguments?” 

“No, we had a great time until we went to the haunted house.” 

Officer Chadsworth made a note before looking up at her with piercing eyes. “What happened at the haunted house?”

“I saw this stupid woman dressed as a skeleton and it terrified me and I got upset so I wanted to go home.” Tatum was fighting off crying again. 

“And then?”

“Then Roger dropped us all off. I was last.” 

“What time was that?”

She didn’t answer.

“What time did he drop you off?” Chadsworth asked.

“Around ten, I think. I was really tired and didn’t really look at the time.”

“Was he agitated or worried about anything? Did it look like he was nervous?”

Tatum burst into tears at this point and all she could do was shake her head.

Luell pulled Tatum into a warm hug and stroked her back. “I heard her come upstairs around ten and she went straight to bed.”

She didn’t mention that she had witnessed the innocent kiss between her daughter and Roger; she didn’t want to bring that up now he was gone. Tatum simply cried into her mother’s shoulder.

Officer Chadsworth nodded to Smith and they both stood. “Thank you for your help. If she thinks of anything else, please contact us immediately.”

Luell nodded and took the card he was holding out. “Before you go, how did you know my daughter was with him last night?”

Officer Smith looked at her. “There was a ticket stub in the car with her name written on it in red ink. We checked with the local electronic school registries and found your address.” 

Luell nodded and tucked the card away before wrapping her arms around Tatum again.

The officers saw themselves out.
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“Here you go, love,” Luell said as she sat back down next to Tatum on the sofa, offering her a steaming mug of hot chocolate. “I’m so sorry that you lost your friend.”

Tatum sniffed in response and took the mug, balancing it on the arm of the sofa so she could hold the handle without burning herself.

Luell knew she should say something to comfort her daughter, but she just didn’t have the words. They were slowly starting to get over the death of her husband, and now this.

“Perhaps we should make an appointment with the school psychiatrist, honey, so you can get some tools to cope with everything that’s happening.” Luell stroked her firstborn child’s hair from her face and bit her lip. “Hmm?” 

Tatum shook her head. “I don’t want to see a shrink, mom,” she said. “I just need time …” She blew her hot chocolate and took a sip.

Luell caressed her back. “Well, I think I’m going to give you one of those mild sedatives to help you sleep. You need to rest or you won’t be properly equipped to deal with everything.” She stood up to go to the kitchen.

Tatum sat on the sofa, looking out the window at the spot where Roger had kissed her, where he had finally kissed her. Why couldn’t she remember what happened after that? She closed her eyes and pushed herself to remember. The kiss, it had made her melt, and then? Then Roger had gotten into his car and driven off. Whenever she remembered that part it felt like something was missing, like a puzzle piece, and whatever it was, it made her scared and she had wanted to warn Roger about it. 

She gave up. It was probably one of those things that, once she stopped thinking about it too hard, it would come to her. Roger, however, was still gone and she felt like her heart was broken. She sipped her hot chocolate. 

Kallista came into the living room and threw herself onto the sofa; she had her phone in hand and was furiously texting away. She looked over at Tatum and snorted, going back to her phone and saying, “What’s your problem?”

Tatum looked at her angrily and then just ignored her, looking at her hot chocolate instead. 

“Can you believe Mom won’t let me out again? She cancelled all my plans for the rest of the weekend and said I needed …” Kalli paused for dramatic effect. “… family time. As if I need to spend time with you all. All you do all day is mope and study.”

Tatum sighed audibly and bit her lip, not in the mood for Kalli’s prima donna attitude right now.

Her sister knew it because she sighed as well. “Yay for family time.” 

Luell came in just then and gave Tatum two tablets. “Take them and go on up to bed, okay, darling?”

Tatum nodded and used the rest of her hot chocolate to swallow the pills.

She stood up from the sofa and glared at Kalli. “Not everything in this whole world is about you, Kalli. Some of us live in the real world and have real problems. Why don’t you just grow up?” She stormed off towards the stairs.

She could hear Kalli asking her mother what Tatum’s problem was, but Tatum didn’t care; she got upstairs and slammed her bedroom shut, going to her bed and sitting on it. She picked up her phone from where it was charging next to her bed and looked at it. She had what looked like hundreds of messages from Jacqui and a few other people from school.

Tatum scrolled through them resentfully. She sent a quick message to Jacqui to let her know she was okay, and that she had taken a sedative and was going to sleep. She scrolled through the rest of the messages until she got to the last one. It was a message from her phone carrier notifying her that she had a voicemail from Roger. It was left last night after she had supposedly gone to bed.

Her hands shook as she looked at the time of the message. Half an hour after he had dropped her off. She didn’t know what to do, she wasn’t sure if she could survive listening to Roger’s voice, but at the same time, it might give her clue as to what happened to him. 

Tatum curled up on her bed and dialled her voicemail. She put it on speaker and after following the voice prompts she heard his voice, and felt a piece of her die.

Tatum …

His voice was so shaky and scared.

I think I’m being followed. There’s this car that followed me from your place. I can’t see what make because he has his brights on. I’m going to try to take a different route …

She could hear the rumble of his engine and the wind whistling in his window. She wondered why he hadn’t called the police and then realised he had probably hit whatever number was first on his list, or maybe he wasn’t thinking rationally because he was scared.

I’m on the R94 highway going towards the other side of town …

The phone started cutting out and she could only hear words here and there.

Car … pushing … off the road … call for help … call police … help me …

There was a bang, which Tatum could only assume was his car being hit, either by the other car or maybe his car driving into something. There was the sound of metal, like a door being forced open and the huffing of a man’s laboured breathing between the call cutting in and out. Then there was nothing. The call hadn’t been hung up, but there was no sound.

Suddenly a sound of static filled the room and a woman’s raspy voice came over the speaker.

Death comes to those who do not see.

Then the sound of Roger screaming before the voicemail eventually cut off because it had reached its maximum time. 

Tatum sat staring at her phone, her body cold from what she had just heard, yet her palms were sweaty with fear. She stared at her phone for the longest time, just staring at the screen as the voice prompts asked if she would like to save the message, if she would like to delete the message, or if she would like to listen to the message again.

She looked up from her phone to see the skeleton girl standing in her bedroom, her hands above her head clasped together, and her eyes staring at her.

The sedatives kicked in and she fell back into her bed, into a dreamless sleep.


Chapter Five

 

Four weeks had passed since Roger’s funeral and life went back to as normal as it could be. A memorial was set up for him at his locker for his friends to pay homage. Police had still not released any details to the public about his murder, and rumours were therefore flying around.

Most of the student body at Tatum’s school said that someone from the fayre had snuck into his boot and, when on a long stretch of empty road, managed to climb through the back seats and had murdered him. Those who didn’t believe that scenario said it was some sort of axe murderer that had probably escaped from a psychiatric facility and was preying on teenagers.

Only Tatum knew there was more to the story than that. 

Whoever had murdered Roger, followed him from her house, and forced him off the road and murdered him. He obviously had a female accomplice because she definitely heard a female voice on the voicemail. Strange though, when she played it again the female’s voice was gone, but Tatum knew she had heard it clear as day. 

Death awaits those who do not see. 

She had spent the last four weeks trying to figure out what that could mean. Was it a clue? A warning? A threat?

She didn’t know, but she also knew she couldn’t share the voicemail with the police. She didn’t know why, but felt that handing it over to them would make her look bad, especially after she waited so long to do it. Besides, they wouldn’t be able to get much from the voicemail. She listened to it though, every single day, hoping to pick up some minute detail she had missed.

Tatum’s school work started to suffer, but her teachers gave her a reprieve after her mother explained why she was so badly affected by Roger’s death. She knew it wouldn’t last forever and that she should pull herself together, but she just couldn’t find the energy.

Then there was the blond girl with the face painted like a skeleton. She saw her at the fayre with Roger and again in her room before the sedatives kicked in, and Tatum was sure she had also seen her at the party and in Mr Wild’s garden. She didn’t know why, but she was certain the girl had something to do with Mr Wild’s stroke and Roger’s murder. She didn’t have any evidence to support her suspicions.

Jacqui tried to be the best friend she could, especially after Roger’s murder, but Tatum could see she was wearing her friend down with her silence. When she did talk, she spoke of death and the skeleton girl. Having remembered a few nights after Roger’s death why she had tried to phone him, Jacqui was the only one Tatum told, but Jacqui kept saying that her mind was tricking her because there was no way someone could have been in Roger’s car with him.
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One Friday afternoon they decided to go to the mall after school to hang out. Jacqui had convinced Tatum to try and get out of her head and her obsession with Roger’s murder and have some fun. The mall wasn’t far from their school, so the two friends walked together down the street once the last bell had sounded.

At first, it was awkward. Tatum realised that she had been so fixated on Roger’s death that she didn’t have anything else to talk about. Jacqui, sensing her friend's discomfort, hooked their arms together and started chatting about prom. She described the dress she wanted to wear and the shoes she thought would match. Tatum listened and gradually started to advise her what makeup would best suit that kind of dress and how she should do her hair. It wasn’t normally the kind of conversation they would have, but it broke the ice and soon they were chatting more easily about other things happening in their school and community.

Once at the mall, they started at the food court. They bought some fries and milkshake to share and sat in the middle of the food court, chatting about the latest movies and whether they should bother to go watch them or wait for them to come out on cable.

Tatum was just beginning to relax when she looked over Jacqui’s shoulder and saw, sitting behind Jacqui, the skeleton girl. Jacqui didn’t notice her friend freeze and continued to talk animatedly about how hot the new actor from the new Batman movie was.

After a few minutes, Jacqui looked up and said, “Tat? Tat! Hello, are you even listening to me?”

Tatum shook her head and whispered, “Do not look now, but the skeleton woman is right behind you.”

The paint on her face was some sort of oil based paint and her blond hair was gelled back. From Tatum’s vantage point, she could clearly see to the table where she was sitting; she had ripped stockings on and what looked like some sort of black worker boots. She stood out starkly in the mall and Tatum was surprised no one else was staring at her. 

Jacqui’s face went ashen and she took a deep breath. She pretended to stretch so she could look around and, after she had, she slammed her hands on the table, bringing Tatum’s attention back to her.

“You freaking bitch!” she snapped. “That wasn’t funny!” 

Tatum gave her a puzzled look. “I wasn’t trying to be funny,” she said, looking behind Jacqui again, but the skeleton girl was gone. “Where’d she go?” Tatum stood up and looked around the food court quickly. “She was right there, Jacqui, I swear to God.” 

Jacqui pushed herself up and retrieved her backpack, swinging it onto her shoulders. “That was seriously freaking mean, Tat! You spent all this time talking about how this skeleton girl is linked to Roger dying and then you pretend she’s right behind me.”

She started to walk away, but Tatum grabbed her hand. “No, Jacqui! I wasn’t making it up, you have to believe me.”

“I’ve been more than patient,” she snapped, “and playing a prank like that isn’t just cruel, it’s inappropriate. Speak to me when you grow up and are ready to be a proper friend again.”

With that, Jacqui stormed off and Tatum was left standing there, the few people in the food court staring at her because of the altercation.
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Why did Jacqui not see the skeleton girl sitting right behind her? Tatum walked home from the mall feeling dejected. Maybe the stress of losing her father and Roger was making her see things. It had seemed so real though. The young woman seemed like she was really sitting there, right behind Jacqui, just staring at them. She didn’t know what to do, and losing Jacqui as a friend weighed heavily on her shoulders.

She stopped at the corner of Jacqui’s road and looked to the left where her friend's house was just visible. Maybe she should go and apologise again and say she was mistaken, that she hadn’t really been trying to play a prank on her. No. It was still too fresh of a fight for Jacqui to listen to her, so Tatum lumbered on towards her own house.

From two houses away she could hear the music pumping way too loud for a Wednesday afternoon. Tatum looked around for the source before she realised it was coming from her own house. She rushed towards the front door, which was not locked, and walked in on what seemed to be a huge house party. There were at least thirty kids about fourteen to fifteen years old all dancing and drinking in and around their house. At least, that’s how many Tatum could see from the front door. For all she knew, there were more.

She dropped her school bag next to the door, clenched her fists and yelled, “KALLISTA!”

Barely able to hear herself over the music, she knew her sister wouldn’t either. She strode towards their surround sound system and flicked it off, much to the disappointment of the dancing teenagers.

“Out! Out! All of you out!” she yelled. “Before I call your parents,” she threatened.

Everyone whined and moaned about how unfair she was as they walked towards the open front door. 

Loud footsteps down the stairway produced Kalli in the shortest skirt Tatum had ever seen and her school shirt unbuttoned.

She was trying to button it up, and seeing Tatum she frowned. “What the hell? Who died and made you Queen?”

Tatum took a deep breath and through clenched teeth said, “You cannot have a house party in the middle of the …”

Her words died as she saw a boy follow Kalli down the stairs. He was putting his shirt back on. Tatum glanced from Kalli’s half-open shirt to the boy’s shirtless body.

“WHAT THE HELL DO YOU THINK YOU ARE DOING? YOU ARE FOURTEEN YEARS OLD, KALLISTA!”

The boy looked at Kalli sheepishly. “I’ll see you at school.” He took the stairs two at a time before he was out the front door, slamming it shut behind him.

Tatum crossed her arms. “WELL?” she demanded.

Kalli looked angry, and tears were forming in her eyes. “YOU ARE NOT MY BOSS, TATUM! YOU DO NOT OWN ME! I CAN MAKE MY OWN DAMN DECISIONS, YOU STUPID COW! YOU RUIN EVERYTHING!” 

Tatum rolled her eyes and said, “So shoot me. I am the oldest and when mom is not here I am in charge!”

“Oh, you say that like you’ve been here,” Kalli spat back. “Even when you are here, you’re not, because your mind is off regretting you didn’t bang your boyfriend before he got killed.” She stormed upstairs and slammed her bedroom door.

Tatum stood there as though she had just been slapped across the face. First Jacqui and now Kalli; she was having one hell of a day. She looked around at the mess Kalli’s friends had made and sighed. There was no way she would get her to come down and clean up, and her mom really didn’t need this stress on top of everything else. She went to the kitchen and got a garbage bag and a bucket.

Sylva came downstairs with her teddy bear and stood in the doorway. “Want some help, Tat?”

Tatum smiled at her. “Yeah okay, Sylva. Why don’t you empty all the plastic cups into the bucket and throw them in the trash bag?”

Working steadily, the two sisters managed to get the house looking respectable again.

Tatum went upstairs and banged on Kalli’s door. “Not that you care,” she yelled through it, “but Sylva and I cleaned up your damn mess!” 

“PISS OFF,” was the only response she got.

Tatum looked at Sylva. “I’m going to Jacqui’s for a bit. Call me if anything happens, okay?”

Her baby sister nodded and Tatum went downstairs. There would be no making amends with her sister today, but she was sure as hell was going to try to make amends with her best friend before the day was over.
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The anger that Tatum felt for Kalli subsided as she walked towards Jacqui’s. She probably could have handled the whole situation better, but seeing the horrible choices her sister was making literally drove Tatum mad. All she cared about was partying with her friends and making out with boys. She had already developed a bit of a reputation at school for being a tease. Tatum couldn’t believe her once sweet sister had turned into such a tart. 

She marched her way over to Jacqui’s house, determined to be friends again so they could go back to normal. She decided on the way there not to think about the skeleton girl anymore, or bring up Roger’s death. She was going to make a concerted effort to focus more on the here and now and be a good friend to Jacqui. Friends like her were hard to come by and she didn’t want to lose her.

Nerves only started to kick when she rounded the block into Jacqui’s street. Her pace slowed slightly and she realised, as determined as she was to make it right, she wasn’t sure how to go about apologising without looking like an idiot. She wouldn’t say she didn’t see the skeleton woman; she knew she had, and wasn’t going to lie for the sake of their friendship, but she did want Jacqui to stop being mad at her. 

Tatum paused just before Jacqui’s house. From the street, she could see Jacqui’s bedroom window was open. She was definitely home. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes, going over her apology in her mind.

Jacqui, I am so sorry about what happened at the mall. I have been under so much stress lately and I haven’t been myself. I am so sorry I scared you. Can you please give me another chance?

She repeated it over and over to herself until she was sure she could get through it. She opened her eyes and looked up at Jacqui’s window … and nearly screamed. Standing at the window looking down at Tatum was the skeleton girl. The same face paint, gelled hair and, from this angle, Tatum could see she was in some sort of black leotard.

Tatum’s hands shook and her pulse quickened. Without thinking she rushed to the front door of the house and started banging on it.

“JACQUI! JACQUI, GET OUT QUICKLY!” she yelled. “JACQUI, SHE’S IN YOUR ROOM!” she shrieked hysterically.

Tatum heard rushed footsteps and the door swung upon to a surprised Jacqui.

“What the hell …”

Jacqui couldn’t even finish her sentence as Tatum pushed past her friend and ran upstairs to her room. When she walked in she looked around, opened the closet and looked in there, before checking Jacqui’s en suite bathroom. 

After a moment of shock, Jacqui had come upstairs to her bedroom. “What the hell are you doing, Tatum?” she said, eyeing her friend worriedly.

Tatum got to her knees and looked under Jacqui’s bed before her friend grabbed her arm and yanked her up.

“Okay, enough, this seriously is not funny. Get the hell out of my room. Get the hell out of my house!” Jacqui demanded. “You’re acting like a psycho person.”

Tatum shook her head. “I was coming here to apologise, Jacqui …”

Her friend cut her off. “By freaking me out?” 

“No, I was downstairs and I looked up and I saw her in your room. The skeleton woman was in your room!” Tatum felt crazed as she tried to convince her friend that she was in danger; she took Jacqui’s shoulders and made her look at her. “I need to protect you.”

Jacqui pulled away from her and said, “Get out, get out before I call the cops, Tatum. I mean it. You’ve lost your mind. GET OUT!” She screamed as she pushed her friend away.

Tatum started to cry. “I’m not crazy! I saw her; she was standing by your window!” 

“I have been here the whole time and I didn’t see anything. Your mom needs to admit you to the psych ward or SOMETHING!” She backed away and reached behind her for anything to protect herself with. Her hand found her hockey stick and she brought it forward, putting it between herself and Tatum. “Now get out or else.” 

Tatum watched her sadly, tears streaming down her face. “Jacqui, please …” 

“GET OUT, TATUM!”

When Jacqui took a swing at her, Tatum backed out, trying to reach out to her friend once more. Jacqui swung again and nearly hit her, so she turned and took the stairs two at a time. She ran out the front door to the safety of the street and turned around to look back at the house.

Jacqui had followed her downstairs and now that Tatum was a safe distance away she screamed, “YOU HAVE BECOME A FREAK, TATUM! GET HELP!”

With that, she slammed the front door closed and the sound of the lock could be heard, even from the street.

Tatum burst into fresh sobs and looked up at her Jacqui’s window, calling, “Jacqui! I mean it! You’re in danger! PLEASE LISTEN TO ME!”

The curtain moved slightly and, with her heart beating out of her chest, Tatum saw Jacqui lean out the window. “THE ONLY THING I’M IN DANGER FROM IS YOU!” 

Tatum froze as she saw the skeleton girl behind Jacqui, but before she could say anything else her friend slammed her window shut and locked it. Tatum was left sobbing in the middle of the street, staring up at the skeleton girl, who had a rather happy smile on her face. 

She had a light bulb moment and took out her phone, dialling the police. Once the operator answered, she quickly said, “Please! My friend is in danger. There is someone in her house with her and she won't listen to me.” 

“Can I have the address, please?” 

Tatum gave the address and held on while the operator punched it into her system. “Yeah, we have a report here from a girl who called a few minutes ago claiming her friend was trying to attack her. The patrol car is already on its way.” 

Tatum didn’t even wait to hear if there was anything else. She hung up and looked up at Jacqui’s window to find her standing there, hugging herself and watching Tatum. Behind her the skeleton woman also watched. Tatum shook her head and turned to run back towards her house.

At least the police were on their way and Jacqui would be safe.


Chapter Six

 

Rejected and heartbroken, Tatum arrived just in time to find Luell and Kallista having another rip-roaring fight.

“You can’t do this, it’s not fair!” Her sister's voice was extremely high pitched.

“Well, while you live under my roof, you will obey my rules, Kallista Metz, so help me God.” Luell must have had a rough day at the office.

Tatum stood in the doorway just watching the war raging in her home. Kallista was at the top of the stairs, one hand on the staircase railing, the other clenched in a fist. Luell was in front of Tatum to the left, her hands on her hips. Kalli stormed off to her room and slammed the door. Luell shook her head, muttered something under her breath, and turned to go the kitchen.

She caught sight of Tatum and her hands went straight back to her hips. “And where were you?” she demanded.

Tatum knew then it was definitely a rubbish day at the office that had used up all of her mother’s patience.

“I had to drop off homework at Jacqui’s house,” she said, looking at her feet.

“Really?” Luell said. “Then why did Jacqui’s mom phone me, hysterical might I add, because you had gone over there and freaked Jacqui out.” 

There was no point in lying, but she also wasn’t quite sure how to tell her mother the truth. How do you tell someone that you’re seeing things? Her mother would have her shipped off to a psychiatrist, maybe even an institute, if Tatum told her about the Skeleton woman.

“We had a fight,” she finally muttered, “and I went to say I was sorry and I swear I saw someone in her room.” 

“You’re just seeing people everywhere. First the woman in Mr Wild’s garden and now someone in Jacqui’s room. What is going on with you, Tatum?” Luell moved closer. “Is it drugs?” Her hands dropped from her hips in defeat. “Just tell me if it is and we can sort this problem out together.”

“I don’t do drugs, mom!” Tatum said, her face scrunching up in anger. “I would never do drugs, you know that!” Tatum crossed her arms over her chest. “I am telling the truth!” 

Luell shook her head. “Well, you’re grounded.” She turned to the kitchen again. “And you will apologise to Jacqui tomorrow or else.” 

Tatum was tempted to ask, “Or else what?” but decided better of it. Instead, she climbed the stairs to the top floor of their two-storey house and went to her room, falling into her bed. 
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“She said she saw someone in her room.”

The sound of Luell’s panicked voice woke Tatum from her dozing. She sat up on her bed as her mother opened the door.

“Tat,” she said, her voice cracking, “Tat, I’m so sorry.”

Her mother burst into tears, putting her hands over her face and letting them absorb the sounds of the sobbing. Confused, Tatum went to her immediately and put an arm around her shoulder.

“What’s wrong, mom?” 

“Miss Metz.”

Tatum turned to see Officer Smith standing in the hallway with his partner.

“We’re sorry to bother you. ma’am, but do you know a Jacqui Gardener?”

It felt like the floor had disappeared underneath her. She didn’t even hear Smith talk as he offered his condolences for the loss of her best friend. The best friend she hadn’t been able to make amends with before, as the officer described it, she was murdered in her home. 

“Her body was discovered by her mother a little while ago. She mentioned you had been there, talking about seeing someone in her room.” He paused, hoping she would offer up information, but she wasn’t there. He could see the heartbreak in her eyes; he recognised it from the being the job for so long and having to give bad news so many times. “Miss Metz, please, any information could assist us in capturing the killer.” 

Tatum rubbed Luell’s back soothingly and said, “Skeleton …”

Officer Chadsworth stepped forward. “Sorry?” he asked, his notebook already out.

“I thought I saw … I thought I saw a girl dressed as a skeleton in Jacqui’s room.” Tatum went to her bed and sat down and, when Officer Chadsworth sat on her chair opposite her, she rehashed what had happened.

“Blonde girl, hair gelled back?” he asked.

Tatum sat up straighter; someone else had seen her too. “Yes! Yes, and in a black leotard with torn stockings and these black work books.”

Officer Chadsworth pursed his lips and nodded, standing up and flipping his notebook closed. “Thank you for your assistance, Miss Metz, we’ll be in touch.”

“Have you seen her?” Tatum asked, hoping to prove to herself she wasn’t losing her mind.

“In a way,” Chadsworth said, glancing at his partner before walking out the room.

Tatum felt more confused than before. How could someone see someone ‘in a way’? Either you saw them or you didn’t. Before she could say anything, however, her mother sat on the bed next to her and pulled her into a loving hug.

“I am so sorry I didn’t believe you, Tatum,” she said, rubbing her daughter’s back. “I should have known you weren’t making it up.”

Tatum nodded dully. “Did they say how …” she paused, breathing deeply, “… how she died? Did she suffer?”

Luell shook her head. “They didn’t give any information, only that it was in her room and it was definitely murder.” 

Tatum wanted to tell her mother that she had searched her friend's room, her closet, her bathroom, and had even looked under her friend's bed, but there was no sign of anyone else being there. 

“That’s two people.” 

“Two people, what, sweetie?” Luell asked.

Tatum put her feet on her bed and hugged her knees. “Two people who have been murdered.”

Luell bit her lip. “We live in a horrible world with horrible people that do horrible things. Not everyone is bad, but we should always look out for danger. It’s why I worry so much about your sister.” 

She wasn’t really listening to what her mother said; her mother didn’t understand. She blamed herself for Jacqui because she had seen the skeleton girl and hadn’t been able to save her friend.
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The cemetery was cold and unfeeling, even without the wind howling between the trees, and cracking tombstones. Clouds made the sky appear as a dark grey carpet and matched the mood of the large crowd standing around the grave. They had been here not so long ago to bury Roger, and now they were back to bury Jacqui. It was mostly the same crowd, as they had shared so many friends at school; the only difference was the family. Jacqui had a smaller family, but the crowd of people still felt immense. 

When Tatum got out of the car with her mother and sisters she was fine. Walking through the graveyard, she distracted herself by focusing on reading the various names on unkempt graves. When they reached Jacqui’s final resting place she finally looked up to meet Jacqui’s mother’s eyes.

It was then that her heart fell to pieces. 

Arabelle was seated right in front of the gaping hole in the ground and was being comforted by what looked like a brother or cousin. They seemed related. Arabelle stared at the ground that was about to swallow her only child.

She looked up at Tatum and both of them let their hearts fall into the grave at the same time.

The funeral service at the church had been beautiful. Photos of Jacqui flashed across the projector screen as her favourite Beatles song played loudly, photos of her as a babe in her mother's arm, as a toddler, as a child, and as a teen. Most of those photos had been of her or her with Tatum, but a few included her other friends. It had made Tatum’s heart clench to see how happy they had been, and it reminded her how it had all crumbled in the last few days. 

With heavy hearts, her father and her boyfriend Darren, with two other male family members, had carried her best friend in her coffin towards the hearse and to her final resting place. They had followed to watch Jacqui laid to rest, lingering after the dirt covered her coffin and the crowd of loved ones left to go to the wake at Arabelle’s house.

Luell and her two youngest daughters waited by the car as Tatum knelt, touching the freshly turned dirt, 

“I’m so sorry, Jacqui, I should have tried harder to save you,” Tatum confessed, her voice cracking, as she finally allowed herself to cry again. She thought she had no more tears, but apparently her body knew she needed a few more to fall on her best friend’s grave.

“Tatum.” 

She jumped, tripping over a wreath of white lilies from the fright that Darren gave her. He stood with his hands in his pockets. She hadn’t seen him cry at the funeral, but his eyes and nose were red with the tell-tale sign that tears had happened. 

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you,” he said, after helping her steady herself. “And this probably isn’t the right place, but I need to know …” He paused, as though searching for what the best way was to phrase his question. “Did you really see someone in Jacqui’s room that day?”

She hugged herself; she hadn’t spoken about what she saw since the police officers left her house and now Darren put her on the spot. 

“Yes, I did see someone.” Her voice was soft.

Darren crossed his arms. “And you didn’t call the police?” The accusation in his tone was clear. 

“I tried to, but Jacqui had called them to say I was attacking her.” 

“I know, the police told me as much and asked me if you would.” 

She was shocked. They hadn’t alluded to anything like that with her. They had asked her about what she had seen and hadn’t given her any information about Jacqui’s murder. 

“I didn’t attack her, Darren,” she pleaded. “I saw someone in her room.” 

“Someone who wasn’t there when you went in?” His tone was increasingly aggressive. 

“No! There wasn’t. I looked everywhere.”

“I know you did! She called me to tell me how you had freaked her out.” 

“And did she tell you I had left?” Was she begging? She felt like she was. Begging to be recognised as innocent.

“First Roger and now Jacqui. You haven’t been right since Roger died, Tat, and it makes everyone wonder.” He shoved his hands back in his pockets.

“Who’s everyone, Darren? You? Her Family? Everyone at school? She was my best friend!” Tears were starting to form even though she didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of seeing how much he had gotten to her.

To him, however, the tears were just another sign that she knew something more than what she was telling. She had had enough though, and clumped past him. 

“Everyone has questions, Tat, even your own family,” he called.

She turned to say something back, tears flooding her face, but he was ambling away from her deeper into the graveyard. She plodded her way to where her family waited by their car, got into the front seat, buckled in and didn’t say another word.
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Arabelle was seated in the living room when Tatum approached her. She stood up quickly. “Oh, Tat,” she cried and pulled her into a tight embrace.

The poor woman sobbed her heart out into her neck, rocking her from side to side to comfort herself. Tatum didn’t know what to do, so she simply wrapped her arms around her and let Arabelle rock her. 

When she was free, she looked up into Arabelle’s eyes, noticing for the first time how remarkably like her mother Jacqui had looked. They had the same eyes and nose, and their faces radiated kindness.

Tatum hugged her again, shaking slightly. “I’m so sorry.” 

“My dear child, I should be apologising to you.” Arabelle waited until Tatum had let her go before she cupped the young girl’s face in her hands. “You saw that person in her room and tried so hard to warn Jacqui. We should have listened.” 

All Tatum could do was swallow hard. She still wasn’t sure if the skeleton girl was real, but it all seemed to fit somehow. 

Luell came forward at that point to offer her condolences, Kalli and Syla in tow, and Tatum was freed from the attention she was receiving, and retreated to the emptiest part of the room. She found a small chair to sit on and got comfortable, not really in the mood to talk to anyone. 

People had already started to leave when Darren finally made an appearance. For a moment he stood in the room and stared at Tatum, as though he wanted to walk over to her and continue their previous conversation, but he clearly thought better of it and went to stand with Noel, Jacqui’s father.

“Decapitated, that’s what I heard, that’s why the casket wasn’t open. Her mother found her like that.”

Of all the things that could happen, hearing those words were the worst for Tatum. She slowly set her feet down and moved her head to catch a glimpse of Jacqui’s nosey neighbours standing behind her.

“God awful thing to happen to such a pretty young thing. But what do you expect when she runs with such a rough lad.”

Tatum inclined her head, wondering if they were talking about Darren. It could only be Darren.

“Comes from the wrong side of the tracks, that one,” one of the elderly ladies said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if it was him that did it.”

Her stomach knotted at the thought and she looked up to where Darren stood, wondering if he was capable of hurting someone as sweet and kind as Jacqui. 

She had seen the two of them fight before, but it was nothing new. Jacqui would always tell her that she loved him, that he got a raw deal having the abusive family that he had, that she could heal him with her love. She was like that, or rather, had been like that. 

“His father went away not so long ago for killing that chap at the pub. Like father like son it seems. No doubt we’re safer without him coming around all the time.” 

Tatum couldn’t help the shivers that darted up her spine. Darren’s father was a murderer? Her thoughts drifted back to the conversation at the cemetery, to how aggressive he had been, and she realised she may have been in danger. No, she had been out with Jacqui and Darren before and, yes, she conceded that he may be rough around the edges, but she had never seen him be physical with anyone. 

She had to get away from the morbid conversation, so she stood up and went to find her mother out in the backyard with some of the other guests. She stood one side, for it seemed they too had picked a gloomy conversation.

“Seems like death is just hanging around lately,” Mr Genson was saying. He was their Algebra teacher and lived on the same street as Tatum. “First Barker’s father, then Roger and now this. One would think the police should start issuing warnings soon.” 

Tatum inched a little closer, curious as to what he was implying.

Her mother was standing nearby. “Mr Wild had a stroke, he wasn’t murdered. As for poor Roger, the dear kid, my daughter was so fond of him, but he really shouldn’t have been driving on that stretch of road that night. What on Earth possessed him to take such a secluded and long route home?” Her mother sipped from the cup of tea she held in her hand.

“I’m telling you,” Mr Genson continued, “that we have a psychopath on the loose. Two kids murdered less than a month apart.”

“It’s happened before, hasn’t it?” Mr Wild - Barker - their Geography teacher, had joined the conversation. 

“What do you mean it’s happened before?” Luell asked, her eyes wide with curiosity.

“I forget that you didn’t live in the area when I was in college,” Barker smiled at her. “But when my brother was in high school a few of his schoolmates were also found dead. Decapitated like Roger and Jacqui, with the same MO. They were strung up by their wrists before their heads were removed.”

The adults shuddered in unison, and a few minutes passed before Mr Genson spoke again.

“It was only three then and the police never caught who did it. Do you think it’s a serial killer then, Barker?” 

Barker shook his head. “Whatever it is, it is a right tragedy and if the police aren’t going to issue a warning, then at the very least the school should.” There were murmurs of agreement before he continued, “I’ll chat to the headmaster about it tomorrow, but parents should probably keep their kids close and check in on them regularly. Doors should be locked. Just until the police figure out who is behind these gruesome murders.” 

Tatum had heard enough. She turned and walked back into the house, feeling worse than when she had walked out. She went to sit on the stairs to wait for her mother.

Before they left though, she made a point to give Arabelle a hug goodbye and to reassure her that she would still pop over to visit.


Chapter Seven

 

The nightmare had changed.

She was still in the same house, the house that was similar to hers. She was standing downstairs, near the entrance. She thought she knew what to expect - after all, it was always the same. Only this time, when the door opened and the man walked in, she recognised him.

It was Mr Wild, her Geography teacher, and he was wearing a suit, the same suit he had worn on the day of Jacqui’s funeral. She knew he wasn’t the man she always had the nightmare about, he just wasn’t the right size or height, but for whatever reason her subconscious deemed necessary, he was now part of her nightmare.

He set down his backpack by the door with a sigh before he shuffled towards the staircase.

Tatum followed him as he ascended slowly. He paused halfway up as the other guy had, and Tatum looked up out of habit.

Her body shook. Mr Wild’s father, Roger and Jacqui all stood side by side at the top of the stairs looking down at her teacher.

His body stiffened. These were family and students, people he was close to in his life.

Mr Wild Senior started to bleed first. It was like someone had stabbed him in the chest. The white button up shirt he was wearing gradually turned red; it started around the area where his heart was, and spread slowly until it was dripping onto the floor.

Roger and Jacqui both smiled down at her, or at Barker, she wasn’t sure which, and the slits appeared. Each started on the left-hand side of their necks and spread across to the right, the cuts widening as the incision moved.

Blood poured from the wounds and soon all three bodies slumped forward onto the stairs. 

Tatum didn’t even bother to turn away. Although tears streamed, she clenched her fists. She couldn’t speak, but she did move forward. She tried to stop the blood gushing out of Jacqui’s neck. She couldn’t save them all, but maybe she could save her best friend. The invisible knife was not finished though, because it was now cutting around the back of Jacqui’s neck, slowly severing her head from her body. Tatum looked over to Roger and discovered the same scenario happening to his body. There was no saving them. 

Trying then to scream, she found she couldn’t. She tried to move again, but was frozen to the spot. All she could do was look up the stairs to see the skeleton girl standing there. Her short blond hair gelled back, her stockings ripped. The stupid black leotard was ever the same.

Skeleton - that was what Tatum would call her - descended the stairs, each step an echoing THUD. She sat on the step above Jacqui’s body. Skeleton opened her mouth to speak, but she had no tongue. She made a funny gurgling noise instead. Tatum shook her head to show that she didn’t understand what she was saying.

Skeleton then leaned forward and slit Tatum’s throat.
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Tatum screamed and sat up straight in her chair. She hadn’t been sleeping well since the funeral, which had been a little over a week ago, and was prone to dozing off in class. 

Mr Barker turned around from the blackboard and hurried over to her. “Tatum, are you okay?” He knelt by her desk, putting a hand over her clenched fist. “Tatum?”

The whole class was staring at her. Tatum slowly unclenched her hand, watching it tremble before she looked up at Mr Wild. “I’m fine, Mr Wild. I’m sorry I just dozed off.” 

Her teacher looked concerned. “Maybe you should take the rest of the day off. I can call your mom.”

She quickly shook her head. “It’s the last lesson. I should be fine.”

He looked at her sceptically, before standing up and going back to the front of the class to resume his lesson. 

When the bell rang, he came back to Tatum to check on her one last time. She felt embarrassed. “I’m fine really,” she said as she shoved everything into her bag. “I just haven’t been sleeping.”

“Maybe you should consider …”

She snapped, “I don’t need to see the therapist.” Mr Barker raised an eyebrow and she bit her lip, took a deep breath, and added, “I’m sorry, I am just tired. I’ll ask my mom to get me something to help me sleep tonight.”

Her voice was soft, defeated, and Mr Barker relented and let her go.

Darren had hung around to overhear their conversation and was almost out the door when Mr Barker called him back.

“Darren. A word, please.” 

As Darren passed Tatum they bumped shoulders. She looked up at him. “Oh, sorry, Tatum.” His voice dripped with sarcasm. 

“Blackwood,” their teacher threatened. 

She wasn’t in the mood, so she just left to amble to her locker. Her body felt like lead and every movement was exhausting. She needed to sleep. Her body needed rest more than anything. She actually did intend to ask her mother to get her something to help switch her mind off before she went crazy.

As she prepared to pack what she needed for her homework, she realised she left her binder in Mr Wild’s classroom. She sighed, hoping he hadn’t left yet, and went back there. All her English homework was in that binder and it was due tomorrow.

She slowed as she approached the classroom, hearing raised voices behind the door. She inched her way closer and heard Mr Barker and Darren having a fight.

“It’s bullshit! I worked hard on that paper! You can’t fail me!”

“Mr Blackwood, watch your mouth. I am offering to let you make up for the fail with extra credit.”

“It’s biased. You just hate me because I’m not some short skirted cheerleader you can chase.”

“Excuse me, young man?” Mr Barker’s sounded livid, something that she had never heard before.

“You heard me. So concerned over all the pretty little girls in your class.”

“If you are referring to earlier …”

“If the shoe fits,” Darren interrupted.

“IF YOU ARE REFERRING TO EARLIER,” Mr Wild shouted, “MISS METZ HAS BEEN THROUGH QUITE A LOSS, YOU SELFISH LITTLE PUNK, AND WE HAVE BEEN INSTRUCTED AS HER TEACHERS TO KEEP AN EYE ON HER.”

There was the sound of tables being shoved around and Tatum dared to sneak a peek through the small window in the door.

Darren was standing nose to nose with Mr Wild now as he yelled, “EVERYONE HAS SUFFERED A HUGE LOSS. HE WAS MY BEST FRIEND. SHE WAS THE LOVE OF MY LIFE.”

Mr Wild held his ground. “I know, Blackwood.” His tone was softer now. “But she also lost her Dad not so long ago. You’re not dozing off in class or seeing skeleton people around, are you?”

Great, she thought, feeling hurt; the world thought she was insane. She was about to knock on the door, when she froze.

When Tatum looked at Mr Wild and Darren, through the gap between where they were standing, she could see clearly the face of Skeleton. She stood there watching the two men fight and they acted as though they didn’t see her.

Oh God, she thought, maybe only I can see her because I am insane. 

Skeleton simply stood there and watched the two men as they spoke; Tatum wasn’t paying attention to what they were saying now. She sought to determine who Skeleton was, what she was doing there, why she was being haunted by this woman.

Haunted.

She hadn’t considered that before. Maybe she wasn’t going insane after all, maybe she was being haunted. Tatum gave herself a mental shake - that made no sense at all. Why would some random woman suddenly start haunting her? They hadn’t moved into a new house, they hadn’t bought some dead person’s belongings. She tried to think of other reasons why someone would be haunted, but couldn’t. She looked through the window again and fell back shrieking as the skeleton girl had her face pressed against the window watching her with wild eyes.

Tatum stared up at the door as Skeleton opened her mouth to reveal she had no tongue. She looked away, trying not to gag at the sight. The door opened and she shrieked again, crawling backwards and away.

“Tatum? Tatum, are you okay?” It was Mr Wild. He knelt beside her. “What happened?”

She looked at him and then at the door where Darren stood. She burst into tears, trying to speak through her sobs, but making no sense. She looked back at Darren watching her menacingly. In that moment she believed he was capable of killing. There was no life in his eyes. 

Scrambling to get up, she apologised profusely to her teacher. Forgetting why she had come back to class in the first place, she turned on her heel and sprinted down the hallway, wanting to put as much distance between her and Darren as she could.
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She couldn’t stop looking over her shoulder as she hurried home from school, frightened she would see Skeleton again, or worse, that Darren would be following. The look in his eyes had terrified her and her thoughts and imagination ran away with her.

Roger, Darren’s best friend, was murdered. Jacqui, Darren’s girlfriend, was murdered. To her, in her uncontrolled state, it made sense that Darren could possibly be the reason that the two people in her life were dead, but why? Why would he kill his best friend?

Maybe he had been jealous of Roger? Maybe Jacqui had finally had enough and decided to leave him? She just couldn’t figure out the why, but she knew Darren was somehow connected to everything. 

Once she reached her house she made sure all the doors were locked. Her sisters weren’t home today. As punishment for all her wild parties, Kalli had to meet their mother at work after school and stay there until she was brought home. Sylva had her Scout things today, so she wouldn’t be home before five. This left Tatum to pace up and down the hallway, trying to piece the little information she had together.

Eventually, her legs got tired and she went to her bedroom. She collapsed at her table and rested her head against the cool top. 

She stared out her window at Mr Wild’s house, wondering who was living there now. The curtains were being opened every day so someone had to be there. She straightened and stared out the window through the open curtains. She scanned each window, terrified that she might see Skeleton. 

It hit her like a ton of bricks. She had seen Skeleton, that night when she saw someone in Mr Wild’s garden. She had been there and soon afterwards he had died. It seemed whenever she showed up, someone was going to die. Maybe she was some sort of omen or warning. Tatum didn’t know, but she needed to.

She wasn’t sure if she should approach the police, or even if they would believe her. She didn’t know who to turn to. Her brain was functioning on limited energy. She would need to sleep if she was going to figure out what Skeleton had to do with all the deaths. For all she knew, there were other murders she didn’t know about. She would need to go to the police station to find out, if they would tell her. 

But first, she needed to sleep.

She picked up her phone and dialled her mom’s work number.

“Luell Mets speaking, how can I help you?”

The sound of her mother’s voice had a calming effect on Tatum. “Hi, mom, just calling to let you know I am home and to ask if you could do me a favour, please?”

“Hi, Tat, how was school?”

She tried not to get irritated with her mother. “School was okay, thanks, though I couldn’t really concentrate in Geography because I kept dozing off.”

“Maybe it’s because you don’t sleep, honey? I hear you toss and turn every night. Maybe we should get you something to help you rest?”

“That’s exactly why I’m calling. Please, could you pick up something on your way home?” 

“Sure, sweetie. Was that all you needed?”

Her mind instantly went back to how Darren had looked at her. “Yes, mom, that’s all. Love you.”

“Love you too, honey.”
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Tatum sat at her computer in her room, pulling up her Internet browser and staring at the blinking cursor. She wasn’t sure what to type. She felt like typing in the words ‘help I’m being haunted’ but that would just confirm she had lost her mind. Still, other than hallucinating, haunted was the only thing that made sense. 

She took a deep breath and finally decided to phrase it as a question.

How do I tell if I am being haunted?

She hit the ENTER button a lot harder than she meant to. Sitting back to wait for the results to appear, she was shocked when they appeared faster than she anticipated and then was overwhelmed with just how many results there were. It seemed people had dedicated whole websites to the question. 

The first page had numerous personal sites on it, describing how people had been haunted, what they had seen, and what they thought had caused it. None of it was helpful. It seemed to be ‘out there’ websites, to make the owners feel validated that they had indeed experienced something supernatural.

She clicked on the second page and scrolled through more websites; they all seemed to say the same thing.

Hi. Welcome to my site. I was haunted by this on this day. Here are some blurry photos as proof. Ghosts are real.

Not one site offered any shred of advice on how to tell if you were really being haunted, or who to contact if you had a problem or what you could do. Tatum seriously considered taking a walk to the local Catholic Church and asking a priest. She knew she wouldn’t though. She had already told enough people about Skeleton and didn’t want to be exorcised or something.

She got to page five before she started to cry, feeling frustrated that there were no answers to explain what was happening to her. She didn’t want to concede and go to the therapist; she knew, in her heart, they would recommend medication and sending her to a clinic to get better. Only, in her mind she would stay there forever and would always see Skeleton. 

About to close her browser, her eyes caught the last website. She sighed and opened it, not hoping for much. She read through the website and for the first time in weeks felt a glimmer of hope. She rested her elbows on her table and her chin in her hands as she read.

Being haunted can seem like the most terrifying thing that can happen to a person. Often, ghosts are misunderstood and are simply trying to deliver a message to someone. Sometimes it can be someone they knew in their life or someone in their current home, or even in some cases it can be someone who is going to experience something similar to what they went through and they are trying to issue a warning.

For most people, they can feel like they are losing their minds or they are too terrified to do anything other than seeking psychological help and medication. This is not always the answer, and the haunting can continue.

Often the best way to approach a haunting is to face your fear of speaking to the apparition. They can sometimes look very intimidating, especially if this has been going on for some time, but by approaching them you give them the chance to deliver their message and move on. Giving the message is often the best way to settle the spirit and to stop the haunting.

She looked at the menu options that followed.

Haunted in my Home

Haunted in my Place of Work

Dreams of Hauntings

She didn’t know what to pick first, so she went with the dreams because all she wanted in the world was to have one night of peaceful sleep. She scanned the article quickly.

If you feel that something or someone is reaching out to you in a dream, it is possible that the entity is trying to reach out to you with a message. A dream is a safe space where they can do so without hurting you. Most people are scared to receive the message, spending many sleepless nights because they are too afraid to push past what they see and receive the message. 

If you feel that the entity haunting you is reaching to you in your dream, try to push past your fear in your subconscious and open yourself up to receive the message. This can be done in many ways, but the one that most commonly works is to attempt lucid dreaming. 

Lucid dreaming is the ability to take control of your dreams and manipulate the outcome. In the case of receiving a message, you want to manipulate your own feelings of horror / disgust / fear so that you can remain in the dream state long enough to hear the message the entity has for you.

There are many sites to assist you with the ‘hows’ to lucid dreaming, but I find the way that works best for me is to focus on a single point I do not normally see in the dream, and this gives me a form of control. I also remind myself that it is only a dream, it is my own mind, and I am therefore the boss.

Tatum closed her computer and sat back. She considered the fact that Skeleton was just trying to give her a message and thus appeared to her regularly, but she didn’t know how much of it she believed. Maybe Skeleton knew who the murderer was. Swinging her chair from side to side, she considered her options. She could tell her mother that she thought it was time to see the therapist or she could try the lucid dreaming. Still feeling unsettled, she decided on both. If she couldn’t do the lucid dreaming thing, she would go see the school therapist tomorrow.

She opened her laptop up again and started to research a bit more about lucid dreaming. She wanted to get this over and done with.


Chapter Eight

 

Tatum retrieved the medication to help her sleep from Luell when she came home before excusing herself, confirming she was going to have an early night. Luell didn’t even argue, knowing how exhausted her eldest daughter was. Tatum went to her room and did her usual nightly prep. She changed into her pyjamas, brushed her teeth and got into bed. She set the medication next to her bed and turned her lamp off, settling into the warm covers and closing her eyes. It wasn’t hard to fall asleep, she was exhausted; it was staying asleep she was trying to achieve.

The nightmare had changed again. Instead of seeing Mr Wild climbing the stairs, it was a shadowy figure, but she didn’t care - whoever it was, was not important.

She focused on the railing of the stairs with all her might, taking note of all the details in the wood, even as her subconscious tried to drag her attention to the top of the stairs. She heard the bodies falling, but she didn’t look, and knew she had a level of control. She couldn’t believe it was working.

When the fourth body fell, she made herself look because she wasn’t expecting to hear the thud of a fourth. She could see Mr Wild Senior lying closer to her, and above him on the stairs was Roger and Jacqui, and her heart started to beat fast.

She forced her eyes closed for a second to calm herself. When she opened them again, she saw a fourth body lying in the shadows at the top of the stairs with Skeleton standing above him. 

Tatum forced herself to climb the stairs and when she got to the top she found it was her Geography teacher, Mr Wild, his mouth open in a silent scream.

She shivered slightly at the sight before looking up at Skeleton and asking, as calmly as she could, “What do you want to tell me?” 

They stood there, staring at each other in silence before she asked again, “I know you are trying to tell me something, so tell me what it is.” 

Skeleton stooped and with one hand she grasped Tatum’s teacher’s tongue and pulled it out as far as she could. She used her bloody knife to slice through the muscle before she stood up again. She opened her mouth and Tatum could see her tongue had been removed in the same fashion. 

The sight of Skeleton putting her teacher’s tongue in her mouth almost made Tatum lose control and hurl, and she felt the dream world shake a little. She stood tall though and waited, watching her as she worked the tongue around her mouth until she looked at Tatum, blood dripping from her lips.

She said in a raspy voice, “He’s coming for you.” 
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The dream faded to black, but for the first time in a long while she slept through the night. When she woke in the morning she felt well rested, although worried about the message she received. 

Tatum went down for breakfast to find her mom sitting at the table eating some toast. 

“Morning, mom,” she said, kissing her cheek before making herself some toast. 

“How did you sleep, sweetheart?”

“Really well, thanks!” she said with a bright smile. “I actually slept for once and I feel much better.” 

“That’s good. Tatum, school is cancelled today. There’s been another murder.” Her mother watched her.

She felt her breath catch in her chest. “What? Who?”

“It was Mr Wild, baby, your teacher.”

Tatum stared at the red lines in the toaster, thinking back to the fourth body in her dream. 

“The police were here earlier, but I didn’t want to wake you. They want you to go to the station today to answer some questions about Darren.”

“Darren? As in Jacqui’s Darren? Why do they want me to answer questions about him?”

“Because they suspect he is behind the murders. He and Mr Wild apparently had an altercation yesterday. Your teacher reported it to the headmaster, and then Mr Wild was found murdered. Also, he’s the only other person who has had contact with Jacqui and Roger.”

Tatum turned to look at her mom who was watching her nervously. “And?” 

“And I’m worried that they don’t know where he is and he might hurt you, so I don’t want you leaving the house today, okay?”

She thought back to Skeleton’s words; she had referred to someone coming for her, a ‘he’ that was coming for her. Maybe she meant Darren. He had been aggressive with her at the graveyard and at school. She remembered what the old ladies had said at Arabelle’s house, about him being the killer, and she shivered. 

“We’ll go down to the station after breakfast,” Luell said and Tatum nodded.

“Okay, mom.” She put her toast on a plate, bringing it to the table to butter and eat it. 
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“And you witnessed the altercation between Mr Blackwood and Mr Wild?” Officer Smith asked as Tatum hugged herself, shivering as she thought about her poor teacher.

“Yes, I did.” Her voice was quiet and he had to strain to hear it over the noise of his busy office.

“And you confirm that Mr Blackwood was increasingly aggressive towards Mr Wild?” 

“Yes, he was screaming at him.” 

“Do you know why he was upset?” Smith asked.

“He was screaming that he had also lost people. That he had lost his best friend and his girlfriend. He’s been mad at me since her funeral.”

“Why do you think that is?”

She shivered again. “I think he blamed me.” She paused, trying to remember that day clearly. “He was mad at me because I had been at the house the day Jacqui was murdered. That I had claimed to see something and that she was still killed.” 

“Did he threaten you?”Chadsworth asked, sitting opposite them at his table.

“I felt threatened, though he didn’t actually speak a threat … does that make sense?”

The officers nodded.

“How well do you know Mr Blackwood?”

Tatum gave a small shrug. “I met him the night Roger was murdered,” she said, feeling a pain in her chest. “He had asked Jacqui out. They went steady after that, and dated up until the day she was killed.” There was a pause and she asked, “How were they killed?”

It had always bothered her. She wanted to know the truth, not just the rumours she had heard flying around.

“You don’t want to know,” Smith said.

“Then I wouldn’t have asked you.” 

“Excuse me?”

She was angry. “I have been through hell this last year, okay, and all I want to know is how my friends and my teacher died. Is it the same way? Is it a serial killer? Is Darren a serial killer?” She was becoming hysterical. “Is he coming for me next?” 

Chadsworth stood up and put a hand on her shoulder. “Do you want me to get your mom?”

She shrugged his hand off and raised her voice. “I want to know the answers to my questions!” 

Smith stood up. “Calm down, Miss Metz. Let me get your mom and we can see what information we can and cannot give to you.” He moved towards the double doors open at the end of the room.

Chadsworth knelt beside her. “Can I get you something? Maybe a drink?”

She looked at him. “I just want my answers, but a coffee would also be great.” She had an idea, and now she wanted more than ever to get rid of him.

He gave her a gentle smile and stood up, walking the opposite way of his partner. She had to move quickly. She glanced around to make sure no one was paying attention to her and leaned over Smith’s desk, the one she was sitting to the side of, and rummaged through the files on top of it. She finally found one called ‘The Butcher’ and opened it to peek inside. She had found what she was looking for.

At the top of the first page was Roger’s name. 

She pulled the file onto her lap, glancing around inconspicuously again, and then started to read it. Her blood ran cold, and goosebumps erupted on her body, as she looked at the photos of her crush, her best friend and her teacher all without their heads. Each of them had been strung up with handcuffs, hanging from something. For Roger it was a tree; for Jacqui the pole in her closet, and Mr Wild, he had been killed in what looked like his father’s house, hanging from the staircase. Each of their bodies decapitated with their heads resting neatly at their feet.

There were other photos as well, of other victims. The photos looked older, as though they were taken at another time. Tatum froze as she picked up one and stared into the decapitated face of Skeleton. She flipped the photos back to Roger’s one. 

Bile rose in her throat as she stared at Roger’s face, his mouth open in a silent screen. She quickly looked at the notes made next to the pictures and her eyes widened with fear. All three heads were missing their tongues. 

“What do you think you’re doing?” Chadsworth had come back and was staring angrily at her. “That’s confidential information in that file.”

She tossed it back onto the desk quickly and stood up. “I’m sorry,” she felt close to tears, “I just … I needed to know.”

“Tatum?” 

She turned and ran to her mother, hugging her and bursting into tears.

Smith looked at Chadsworth, and he responded with, “She saw the file, I think she read it.”

Luell held her daughter firmly and chided the two officers. “She had questions about the murder of people in her life, you’ve told her to fear for her own life, and you leave her alone with all the information at her fingertips?” Her eyes were fiery with rage. “What the bloody hell did you think she was going to do?”

The two officers cowered at the looks she gave them before she put her arm around Tatum’s shoulder and informed them that they would be leaving. She led her daughter out without a backward glance at the sheepish cops.
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“What if he comes for me?”

The car drive home was silent until they were a few blocks from home and Tatum finally found her voice to ask the questions burning deep inside her.

“What if these are not the only people he has hurt, mom?” 

“What do you mean, sweetheart? Did the police say there were others?”

“No, but I saw photos … I have a feeling …”

“What kind of feeling?”

She shook her head because she didn’t think she could explain to Luell that Skeleton had not been a figment of her imagination. The evidence was too similar. Skeleton died as Jacqui died. Darren had clearly murdered her too and now she was trying to save Tatum. Tatum wished she had listened earlier, maybe then Jacqui and Mr Wild would still be alive.

“Tatum, you need to get out of your head, you’re going to drive yourself insane. You’ll be safe at home.”

“Jacqui was at home when it happened.”

Luell didn’t have a response for that because it was true. Jacqui had thought she was safe in her own house when she was murdered. Her mother pulled into the driveway, took off her seatbelt and turned to face her.

“We’ll just have to be very careful. Keep the doors locked, don’t leave you at home alone. Everything will be fine, love.” 

Tatum didn’t believe her because she understood the warning Skeleton had given her was real and that Darren was going to come after her next. The only thing she couldn’t figure out was why? Why had he killed Roger and Jacqui? Mr Wild had a fight with him, so she could understand his crazy logic there, but what had his best friend and girlfriend done to him that was so bad? Maybe Darren thought they were fooling around? But that still didn’t explain why he would come after her.

She felt dizzy from all the thoughts swirling in her head like a great whirlpool sucking her into an abyss she would never rise from.

Luell touched her shoulder, bringing her back to the ‘now’.

“We will get through this, sweetheart. As mad as I am with those incompetent excuses for officers, I will call them now and ask them to arrange protection for you until they catch him, okay?”

All she could do was nod, but knew she needed to make sure she was ready for when Darren came knocking at her door. She didn’t want to be unprepared. She had spent so many weeks confused and lost in what was happening, yet if she had just been smart enough to research what was happening immediately, she would have been ready to help her friends. At least now, armed with the knowledge of what he was capable of, she would be ready for him.

Fear would no longer cause her to blackout. 
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Darren’s face was on the evening news across their city. A huge manhunt started for him and everyone who had access to the news was in on the search for his face in crowds so they could be the ones to call the police and have him arrested. There was no greater feeling in the world than being the person responsible for putting a madman behind bars.

Tatum didn’t really care. She was too busy prepping herself for the eventuality that Darren would come for her. Her mother had kept her word and a police car was parked outside. When Tatum left the house he would often escort them. When they came home he would go inside first to check everywhere before they were allowed in.

She felt like a prisoner in her own life, unable to do anything without the worry of Darren attacking her hanging over her head. She wasn’t eating, she took medication to force herself to sleep, and she wasn’t required to go back to school until the whole debacle was over.

Although she hadn’t seen Skeleton in a while, now that she had the information of what had happened, she realised the skeleton girl had always been around when Darren was about to strike, so she kept her fingers crossed she would be around to warn Tatum when he came for her. 

Kallista and Sylva were also kept at home for their own safety and, although Sylva didn’t mind, it was driving Kalli insane. All she wanted to do was be anywhere but home. She couldn’t understand why she was imprisoned when it was her older sister that was the target, but Luell was very clear and very strict about keeping them all together all the time. Luell had even taken time off of work to take care of her family. 

Within two weeks the news of Darren being wanted went from the front page of the newspaper to the ninth page of the local press, and from the top of the TV screen to the nine o’ clock news bulletins. The hunt was still on, but there was nothing new, and he was no longer the present threat. Most people speculated that he had fled the city and no longer posed a danger.

Tatum hadn’t seen Skeleton in those two weeks and was feeling more like herself. She slept through the night, ate heartily, and even enjoyed spending time with Sylva. It felt like things were getting back to normal.

Luell decided it was safe to go back to work in the third week and even allowed the officers to recall the patrol car sent out to protect Tatum. There had been no sign of Darren and everyone felt it was finally safe enough to venture out again.

School had already broken up for the mid-term break and the girls would only be returning two weeks later. 

Tatum and Sylva spent their days at home, either enjoying the last summer days by lazing in the backyard in the sun or by catching up on their favourite series. Kalli was generally nowhere to be seen, always out at the skate park with her friends and returning just before Luell got home. Her sisters never said anything though. Tatum understood this was what made Kalli happy and, after everything she had been through herself, she understood they could all use a little self-happiness now.

In the fourth week since Mr Wild’s murder, Sylva went back to her scout’s meetings and Tatum was left at home alone. For once though, she wasn’t worried or scared. She spent most of the time napping on the sofa or researching what university she could apply for the following year. She wanted to explore the mysteries of life and the mind, so she was looking at studying psychology or philosophy.

Everything was great.

Chapter Nine

 

“Tatum.” 

“Tatum, wake up.”

“Psst, Tatum, wake up.”

Tatum groaned as she stirred from deep sleep. Someone called her name, but she couldn’t make out who it was. She felt groggy and tired and knew it couldn’t be anywhere near time to wake up yet. 

“Tatum. Please wake up. I need your help.”

Her eyes cracked open and she saw a blurry shape standing above her. She blinked, once, twice, and the room slowly came into focus, as did Darren looming over her.

He placed a hand over her mouth and whispered, “Don’t scream.” 

She was awake now; her eyes wide with fear.

“Don’t scream,” he said again. “I’m going to remove my hand from your mouth.”

As he did that she scrambled up and back from her bed, screaming her lungs out, “MOM! MOM! HE’S HERE, HE’S HERE, HE’S HERE!”

Darren tried to shush her, but realised it was futile. He made to go back out the open window he had used to get in, but Luell was already in the room with her baseball bat handy.

“DON’T YOU MOVE!” she threatened.

Darren looked at the window, looked back at her, and dived for it, but she was faster than she looked and swung hard, catching him on his knee. He went down and she ran to the window shutting it. 

Tatum scrambled off of her bed and stood by the door shouting, “KALLI, PHONE THE POLICE!”

Her sister came out of her bedroom and said, “What’s going on?”

“Call the police, Darren broken into my room and he’s still here.”

For once her sister listened to her and ran for the phone. Tatum turned to watch her mother, who had moved to stand between the groaning Darren and her daughter.

“Don’t you move, I will not let you hurt my daughter.”

“I don’t want to hurt her, I didn’t hurt anyone.” He groaned, holding his knee. “I came to her for help.”

“You’ll say anything to get yourself out of trouble.” 

“I’m not lying; I came to her for help. I didn’t hurt anyone.”

“SHUT UP! I WILL NOT LISTEN TO YOUR LIES,” Luell screamed. She held the bat firmly in her hands, ready to fight him off.

Darren sat up and stretched his leg out, wincing, before he slowly got up. “I came to tell Tatum that it wasn’t me. I didn’t kill anyone. I loved Jacqui, I could never hurt her.” He wasn’t looking at Luell, he was looking at Tatum, pleading with his eyes. She hugged herself and didn’t respond, so he continued, “I’ve seen her too. The Skeleton. I haven’t stopped seeing her since Mr Wild was murdered. Tat, I’m sorry I didn’t believe you, I’m sorry I got mad at you, but I didn’t kill anyone.”

He tried to take a step forward, but Luell raised the bat. “One more step and I’ll take your head clear off your shoulders.” 

Darren stopped with his hands raised. “Please, I just want to stop seeing her.”

Tatum shook her head as she heard the sirens nearing her house. She finally spoke in a whisper, “She told me you were coming for me, Darren. We know why you are here and you will not get away with this.”

Kalli must have opened the door for the police. It wasn’t Smith or Chadsworth, but the officers also looked friendly. The one went to arrest Darren while the other one went to pry the baseball bat from Luell’s firm grip. She didn’t seem to want to let it go. Once he had managed to calm her down and get the bat from her, she strode over to Tatum and pulled her into a tight hug.

“It’s over. Tat, it’s over, sweetheart.” She rocked her daughter slightly as she said the words, comforting herself more than Tatum.

It was over and Tatum relaxed into Luell’s arms; it finally was over. She watched as the police escorted Darren away in handcuffs. He was still pleading with her to believe him, but she knew he had heard about the skeleton woman she had seen and was just using that to get to her. 
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The news of Darren’s apprehension spread like wildfire. He had been arrested and was waiting for his trial date to be set. Luell and her daughters settled back into their routine and Tatum felt she could move forward with her life and enjoy every day of it. 

Summer came to an end and autumn set in. The leaves on the trees turned into beautiful shades of gold, brown and red and littered the pavements where she walked. All her neighbours would be out on Saturdays, raking up the leaves into giant piles. It was Tatum’s favourite time of year.

One Saturday she was home alone and at her desk, not doing anything in particular. She noticed how beautiful Mr Wild’s garden looked with the blanket of leaves and thought it a pity he wasn’t around to clean it up. Although he had been a grumpy old man, she always liked looking at his well-kept garden. Now everything was overgrown and wild. 

She smiled to herself and was about to get up when she thought she saw someone walk past a window in the house. She stood for a while watching the window opposite her room and shook her head. She glanced at the other windows and as she looked down at the living room window her blood ran cold.

Skeleton stood there, her eyes wild with fear, her hands pressed against the glass. Tatum felt goosebumps rising on every possible surface of her body.

She frowned. What could she be trying to warn her about now? She decided it was time to find out. She was no longer scared of being haunted by Skeleton; if she had a message for her, then she would go across to Mr Wild’s house and get it herself.

Tatum dressed warmly, putting on her thick coat, her beanie and her boots before she went downstairs. It was starting to get dark and there was a slight chill in the air. She closed the door behind her and walked briskly to the house next door

For a moment she stood outside the front door, not sure of how she was going to go in … when the door swung open on its own. She peeked inside the dark house and shivered slightly. She scolded herself and entered, looking around for a light switch. She found it along the wall and flicked it - nothing happened. The electricity must have been turned off. 

She glanced around the house. It was getting dark quickly and, without lights, she wouldn’t be able to see anything. She took a few steps forward and found the living room to her right. She stuck her head in, but didn’t see anyone there. She turned around and looked down the hall to the kitchen and then up the stairs.

There she was, standing at the top of the stairs. She opened her mouth, but she had no tongue and simply appeared as if she was screaming silently. 

“What’s wrong?” Tatum asked. “Darren was arrested. I’m safe,” she added, moving up the first few steps and lingering there. Skeleton shook her head, which scared her. “What do you mean, no? I listened to you. I survived his attack.” She took a few more steps. 

The skeleton girl held her hands up and shook her head again, opening and closing her mouth as though trying to say something. Tatum became frustrated with not receiving a direct answer and walked up a few more stairs, now just below Skeleton.

“Is it upstairs? Is there something else I need to know?”

Skeleton just shook her head again and turned around and faded into nothingness. 

Tatum shrugged and sighed, wondering what the stupid ghost was trying to warn her about now. She considered going back home, but she wanted to know what was up here. She didn’t see the harm in looking around. She took the final step to the top of the landing and as she did the door at the very end to the right swung open on its own. 

“Okay, I am guessing whatever you want me to see is in there.”

She got to the end of the hallway, pushed the door open fully and looked around. 

The first thing she noticed was that the curtains were open and the window looked directly into her bedroom at her house. It was probably the room she thought she saw the shadow in. Obviously, Skeleton was trying to pull her here. It was nearly completely dark outside and she could almost make out the room. There was a single bed pushed up against the window, a desk and a cupboard. Photos covered the wall by the window. 

Tatum moved closer to take a look, but it was hard to make out the photos. She pulled a few off and went to the window to use the moonlight to see them. What she saw made her nauseous. It was a photo of Jacqui and herself sitting on her bed. The photo had been taken from the very window she was standing at. She went to the next photo and saw the tender kiss she and Roger had shared the night he had been murdered. She flipped the pictures again and saw a photo of her teacher standing outside the house cleaning the garden.

She dropped the photos; she could feel her heart beating wildly in her chest. She needed to call the cops so they could collect the evidence. Clearly, Darren had been staying here the whole time and this was where he had worked from after Mr Wild had his stroke. 

Backing out slowly, Tatum made her way down the dark hall. From the top of the stairs she could see the open front door. She padded down and reached the bottom just as the door slammed shut. Now plunged into pitch darkness, she raised her hands in front of her and tentatively stepped forward. She found the hallway wall to her left and felt her way forward towards the door.

She must have reached a coat rack because she could feel a warm jacket hanging in mid-air. She felt a little more and her hand touched a warm torso.

Tatum screamed, falling backwards.

“I’ve been waiting for you, Tatum,” a deep voice said in the darkness.

She didn’t know how close he was, but she scrambled backwards as quickly as she could, banging her head against the opposite wall. She attempted to feel her way back, all the while trying to get to her feet properly. 

“You’ve been a very bad girl. I’ve been here the whole time and you never even saw me. You’re so blind.” 

Tatum found the staircase again and tried to climb the stairs as quickly as she could. She could hear the heavy fall of his footsteps behind her. She thought she had reached the final step, but there was still one to go. Tripping over it, she hit the carpeted floor hard and then he was right behind her. 

“I’m going to hang you like my other little trophies; somewhere everyone can admire your beauty.” He smelled horrible, like cigarettes and sweat, and the smell made Tatum want to gag. 

Then the cloth covered her mouth and she took a deep breath of chloroform and everything went dark.




Epilogue

 

 

Kallista stood at the edge of the grave, her arm around her mother in a chair beside her. Kalli’s eyes were red from crying over the photos of her sister she had watched play across the screen in the church. Now they were here, laying her sister to rest, and she was thinking about the image of walking into her sister's bedroom to find her hanging in her closet by her wrists, her head sitting neatly at her feet frozen in a silent scream, her tongue missing.

Kalli would have nightmares about that for the rest of her life.

No one was able to explain it. Darren had been arrested and in jail at the time. Some people speculated he had always been working with an accomplice, but without sufficient evidence of that, or of him actually committing the murders, he had been released. 

Kalli was now the eldest child in her family and suddenly hanging around boys and skate parks lost its appeal. She had spent the last few days helping her mother organise her sister’s funeral, answering countless questions from the police about how someone could have possibly gotten into the house, and where her sister had been.

The guilt had eaten her alive as she sat there, realising how little time she had spent with Tatum since their father had passed, and how little she knew of her sister’s movements. She wouldn’t let that happen with Sylva, who had now completely withdrawn inside herself.

With her sister resting peacefully in the ground, she helped her mom back to their friend’s car. Once she was in, she glanced one last time at the spot where Tatum was buried, saying a silent goodbye to her sister, and saw standing there a woman.

It wasn’t anyone who had attended the funeral. In fact, this woman was completely out of place. She had short blond hair, gelled back. She wore torn stockings and a black leotard. Kalli thought she must be freezing to death in this cold weather.

Then the woman looked at Kalli and she saw that her face was painted like a skeleton.
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Strange how quickly time passed, and yet ticked by slowly, simultaneously.

It depended on perspective. A mother with a growing child felt that time moved too swiftly. First this tiny being depended on her for everything, and suddenly he or she sat, talked, walked, and, before you knew it, he or she was at the table doing homework and then off to the final senior dance. 

For someone who suffered the death of someone close, time inched forward. Although it became easier to think about the deceased as more time went by, their passing always felt like just yesterday. You wished they were with you to share everything you experienced. You wondered how they would react, especially if you were young when they passed away.
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For Kallista Metz, the murder of her sister Tatum changed her life forever. She discovered her sister’s headless body hanging in her closet by her wrists, her head resting at her feet, her mouth open in a silent scream but with no tongue visible. 

At first Kalli simply stood there staring, her mind not registering the horror her sight was witness to. Then her brain caught up and an earth-shattering shriek filled the air. She swung from the room, catching her younger sister Sylva in her arms in the hallway so she wouldn’t see it as well, all the while still shrieking. 

Luell, their mother, sprinted up the stairs and pushed past her young daughters. She didn’t scream; instead a heart-breaking wail escaped. A heavy sadness weighed down the atmosphere in the house, because there was no greater sadness than a mother losing her child. 

The police were called and the stunned family sat in the living room. Their mother was inconsolable, so Kalli did her best to answer all questions. Officer Smith profusely apologised. Everything about him screamed regret, and his words conveyed more than an empathetic response to the death of a loved one; it was also the guilt of being unable to protect her.

They took Tatum’s body away and the house was empty without her there.
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Ten years crawled by as Kalli, now the eldest child, grew into a fine young woman. Once an unruly teenager chasing the attention of anyone who would give it to her, she withdrew to her family and spent as much time as possible with them, involving herself in all aspects of Sylva’s life. Their family was close and there was little they didn’t do together. Luell made sure both her girls received excellent educations and, before they knew it, Kalli graduated and was attending college. 

It came as no surprise that she chose to involve herself in some aspect of law enforcement. Since her sister’s murder, she had submerged herself in the law, wanting to find ways to improve the system, the techniques, and everything relating to police work, so that murders could be prevented, rather than investigated. 

She studied criminology and profiling, and excelled at both. Soon she did her Masters and finally she was ready for her PhD thesis. This was the moment Kalli had been working towards, the very reason she had no friends and never went out, the reason she studied so hard. She intended to use her qualifications to not only help profile a killer, but specifically Tatum’s killer. 

After ten years, Kalli moved back into her family home in her old neighbourhood to figure out what really happened to her sister. 

Perhaps now trauma would be alleviated and she would stop hallucinating about Robyn, the Skeleton Woman


Chapter 1

 

[image:  ]

 

The Butcher

 

 

The squirrel slowly approached him. It had taken him the better part of four hours to gain the little beast’s trust. He sat on the grass, with his legs crossed, and had patiently held out his hand, watching the little rodent sniff the air and edge his way towards the palm holding some fruit. While it was stupid for trusting him, he knew the rodent was also not smart enough to foresee the danger sitting quietly on the grass in the form of a teenage boy.

Although every day sounds buzzed around him like annoying flies, the only thing that distracted him was a sweet singsong voice, a girl walking past the chain link fence that surrounded his school. When he heard her, his head jerked in her direction, the sudden movement causing the squirrel to bolt up the tree

He didn’t pay it any mind. His eyes were trained on her. Young, maybe ten years old, with beautiful blonde locks, and sweet tones singing a lullaby without a care in the world. Her naivety and blatant innocence intrigued him.

Discarding the fruit, he got up quickly and, throwing his bag onto his back, quickly made his way to the gate.

Trying not to arouse suspicion, he walked briskly down the road in the direction she went. He turned the corner and there was nothing. She was nowhere to be seen. He was disappointed, like a child whose ice cream had fallen from its cone before even one lick, and he was angry that he had lost her, though he wasn’t sure why.
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After everyone left school the next day, he hung back. It wasn’t unusual for him to remain after hours; he used the excuse that he wanted to study in the library or was waiting for someone to pick him up, so his classmates never thought it strange.

He found a quiet shady spot near the gate and sat down, taking out a book to read while he waited for her. He kept glancing at his watch, wanting to make sure he knew what time she passed his school.

The minutes dragged by and, although he would turn the page of his book, he wasn’t absorbing the words. This was merely something to keep his hands busy or, rather, to make him appear busy if anyone paid heed. 

He heard her before he saw her; singing a different lullaby, but with the same upbeat, sweet voice that captured his attention the day before. He stood slowly, dusting off his pants and putting his book in his bag. He strolled out the gate just as she passed it; he was around two metres behind her, and ambled after her.

If she had noticed him, she didn’t show it and didn’t seem to care. Nothing broke her stride or her song as she followed her own path.

They rounded the corner and he fell back a little more, not wanting to startle her. Putting his hands in his pockets, he tried not to stare, but it was so hard. When he did look at her, she seemed almost angelic, as though a halo of light surrounded her. She was perfect! 

She turned left suddenly and made her way into the park. He smiled, realising that was how he had lost her the day before. He didn’t want to push his luck for the day by following her in, so he fell back, promising himself he would keep a close eye on her.
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The following day he decided to wait outside the general store. He leaned against the wall, as inconspicuously as he could, and waited for her. He glanced around; he enjoyed looking around, for he liked being an observer in a world that rarely observed what was happening.

He noticed the store owner, Mr Meyer, known as the friendliest shop owner in town, always willing to help out a hungry family, or stay open late for a mom that never caught the bus on time. People didn’t know what Mr Meyer got up to in his spare time, which mostly consisted of picking up prostitutes and doing drugs with them in the flat above the store, where he lived. 

Pastor Jones greeted Mr Meyer as he walked up the street towards his church. Everyone confided in the Pastor, all their sins and ill-doings, and he offered them up to prayer for resolution and redemption. He wondered if Pastor Jones sought out his own redemption for sleeping with half the town’s married women. 

Mrs Pens was the renowned librarian who liked to inject murky brown liquids into her veins on weekends, which she got from good old Dr Chrysler. The doctor sold drugs for extra income to give his twenty-one year old wife everything her heart desired.

Indeed, there was a lot to discover if anyone were to pay attention, but only he did and, because no one liked to observe the faults of others, he knew no one would think twice about him hanging around waiting for the sweet lullabies she sang as she walked. 

Again he heard her long before he saw her, her voice carried by the wind up and around the corner to where he waited like a leopard in a tree expecting its prey. She rounded the corner and didn’t even glance up at him as she skipped down the street towards the park. He waited until she was a few metres ahead before he pushed from the wall and ambled behind her.

In the park, she took the straight path, and he hung back until he could just see her. She didn’t hesitate to veer off and skip through the trees, and the idea of her secluded and alone in the wooded area of the park excited him. He followed, trying to keep her in view as he threaded through the trees, trying his hardest not to make a sound. She didn’t notice; she was simply happy to make her way, and he could tell she knew where she was going. 

Soon enough they reached a path on the other side of the wooded area. He glanced at his watch and guessed that it had taken about fifteen minutes to walk through the trees. Once on the path, she turned left, moving towards the nearby exit gate that led to another busy road. He followed, curious to see where she went next.

She waited until the little man turned green on the traffic light before she crossed the road to the house opposite, letting herself in the front door.

His curiosity satisfied, he made his way back through the trees to the first path so he could head home. He stopped only once to catch a baby squirrel, holding his hand over its face until it passed out and he could stuff it in his bag.

He picked up speed, and was soon in the privacy of his own garden, where he explored the squirrel’s insides without interruption.
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He waited for her the next day, and the next and the day after that. 

One time, when he was following her, he took the time to carve a small ‘x’ in the bark of every third or fourth tree they passed to see if she always passed the same trees. 

She did.

A plan formulated in his mind and it both excited him and scared him. Everything about her enticed him and he wanted to touch her, to hold her, to watch the shiny sparkle of life dim and die as he took it from her.

Every time he thought of this, he became aroused and had to be excused to the bathroom or, if he were home, hide in his bedroom to deal with it. 

He packed a bag. He didn’t think it would amount to anything, but still, the thought of it being within his reach was motivational. He began by putting duct tape and plastic trash bags into the bag, followed by some rope and turpentine. He went to the library where he checked out as many books as he could without looking suspicious. He told the librarian he was working on his science fair project, on the effects of chemicals on blood, and this was partially true, because he would need to produce the project in order for the alibi to be effective.

Turpentine made it hard for blood to be tested and matched; he would need that just in case. He also cut his nails, making sure they were as short as possible, putting the nail clippers in his bag … just in case.

When the bag was ready, he took to sharpening his pocket knife, a gift from his father for doing well at scouts. He spent every available ‘alone’ moment honing it, ensuring it could cut through anything. One day, while following her, he realised his knife might not be good enough to cut through bone, and went home and packed the hacksaw, just in case. 

Psyching himself up, he imagined every possible scenario for when he got her alone. What he would achieve, what he would rush and what he could take his time with. It filled his every waking moment, his every dream. He needed to do it, or this itch was never going to be scratched and would drive him insane.

He decided, after the eleventh day of following her, it was time. 
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He waited in the park, wanting to catch her alone in the woods rather than chase her. He got there early and calculated roughly where the middle of her path was, where it wound through the woods. Once there, he dumped his bag behind the tree he intended tying her to, and hid behind another a little further back.

He waited. When his legs grew tired, he leaned against the trunk and soon after sat with his back against it, glancing at his watch almost every five minutes. He had worked out the time she should be passing by, but that time had long passed. It grew dark and she was nowhere in sight.

Disappointed and angry, he retrieved his bag and made his way home; he would try again the following day.
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She wasn’t there.

She didn’t pass the store the day after that.

She didn’t pass his school the day after that one.

He was miserable that his opportunity was gone as quickly as it had come. Killing off squirrels, rabbits, cats and dogs just didn’t have the same pizazz it once did; in fact, it made the itch more unbearable. 

Seven long wretched days went by and he again sat in the schoolyard trying to entice a squirrel. Then he heard her, the sweet lullaby that rang through the air as she walked down the road.

He couldn’t help himself. He ran to his locker to retrieve the bag he had shoved in there and then hightailed it out to catch up with her. He didn’t care if anyone saw him; he needed to make sure she was there.

And there she was. Her blonde ponytail swung in the air as she skipped along to her song. She didn’t have a care or fear in the world as she wandered the same route she always did. He followed, falling into rhythmic step behind her. He shadowed her into the park and picked up speed ever so slightly, not wanting to have to run to catch her between the trees.

They veered off the path, with him behind her, and he counted the trees in his head, waiting until they were almost halfway. He ran up behind her and, before she could turn around to see what the noise was, he had his hand clasped over her mouth. His hands were so big that he covered her nose and mouth, cutting off her air supply.

She fought him, her nails like razors as she clawed at his arm, making him hiss as she drew blood. She tried kicking back against him, but luckily he was tall enough to hold on to her while remaining out of reach of her ineffectual attempts. The kicks died down, so did the clawing, as her oxygen-deprived body started to shut down.

Careful to keep her air cut off, he pinned her to a tree, looking down at her round blue eyes. They were beautiful and full of life, life that was slowly ebbing away with each second that he didn’t allow her breath. She sank to the ground and he had to crouch to keep her from inhaling. Soon enough her head rolled forward, the life that was there a moment ago … gone.

Using his free hand to check her pulse, he found it stilled. The biggest smile crawled across his face as his excitement could not be contained. If anyone saw him now, they would know what true madness looked like.

Standing, he took his bag off his shoulder, setting it down to his right and unzipping it. He examined her body, wondering what he wanted to do first. She was a canvas and he the artist, and therefore he needed to do something truly amazing for the world to hear of it and marvel at his masterpiece. 

Finding the rope, he tied her to the tree, securing the cord around her chest, under her arms, and around the trunk, tying a knot so it would not come undone. With her body secure, he took out the plastic rubbish bags. He separated one from the batch and made a hole on the two corners and in the middle and pulled it over himself.

Next he took out the hacksaw and cut at her neck. It proved a lot harder than he thought it would be and the prospect of him not finishing in time, or taking too long and getting caught, made him extremely nervous. He sawed faster, struggling to get through the bone. With a few crunchy sounds, he managed to sever her head from the rest of her body. It rolled down her front and landed, face forward, between her legs.

It looked so beautiful, with her dead eyes staring straight ahead, that he didn’t want to move it.

Putting the hacksaw away, he pulled the garbage bag off, turning it inside out and wrapping it tight, so he wouldn’t mess blood everywhere. 

He stared at his perfect art work and sighed, even more aroused. He examined her lifeless body closely and was just about to pack up and leave when he caught sight of her fingernails. She had blood and what looked like dirt under them. After examining his own arm, he realised she had his skin under her fingernails, too. He needed to clean them. He pulled out his blade and carefully cleaned each nail. As an extra measure to ensure he didn’t get caught, he fished the nail clippers from his bag and clipped each nail so that the clippings fell into his palm to throw away with the garbage bag later.

He finished packing up and headed towards the path, adjusting his pants and bag so no one would notice him.
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The next day it was all over the news. As he had breakfast with his father he heard it on the radio in the kitchen. Ten year old Morgan Tabitha had been found dead and decapitated in the park across the road from her home. There were no suspects yet and police were combing the area for any clues that could lead them to the killer.

He was satisfied; there was no news on the suspect, which meant he had cleaned up properly. His father looked up and noticed the smile on his face, but didn’t care to question him. In fact, he hardly spoke to his father about anything except important decisions that related to his future, his career and all that rubbish grown-ups constantly worried about.

He couldn’t care less because he had just had the most enchanting day, the day before, and the itch was now satisfied and life went on as usual.


Chapter 2
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Kallista

 

 

Ten years was a long time for someone to stew over something. Most people figured, after a few years, you let it go. It had not been that way for Kallista.

Walking in on her sister’s lifeless body hanging from her closet with her head by her feet had not merely emotionally and mentally scarred Kalli for the rest of her life, but had also set in motion a new path for her.

Before, she was an irrational, childish brat who just wanted a social life. After, she worked towards a career, one that would hopefully enable her to solve her sister’s murder.

Kalli spent the rest of her high school days with her head stuck in a book, studying hard until she graduated top of her year and was valedictorian. She received a full ride to any University of her choice; she could have been a doctor, a lawyer, a chartered accountant. She had the world at her feet, but Kalli wanted only one thing - justice for her sister.

Her mother took her to psychologists afterwards, and they explained that it wasn’t her fault, despite her guilt that she had no kind words for her sister before she was taken from her. They explained the stages of grief; they explained that she should let herself feel whatever she needed to feel and that guilt would eventually leave her, but it didn’t.

She briefly considered going into law enforcement, but there was no guarantee she would be assigned to her old neighbourhood, or that she would be allowed to reopen Tatum’s case. She decided instead to study criminology and profiling so that she could use her sisters case, and the related cases, as part of her PhD thesis; that way she hoped to find answers and bring the killer to justice.

It took ten years to get to that point, but now she was there. Having graduated Cum Laude, with her thesis proposal approved, she was on her way back to her old family home to start her investigation, thankful her mother hadn’t sold it when they moved. No one wanted to buy a house where a teenager had been murdered. Although hesitant, her mother gave her the keys and agreed to let her stay there, rent free, while she completed the final step in her studies.

After a six hour drive, she arrived and it was just as she remembered it. The lawn needed some mowing and the plants were overgrown, the house needed a fresh coat of paint and the windows a wash, but it still stood, for better or for worse, and she could touch up all the little things while she was here to make it a bit more friendly and homely.

Parking her car in the driveway, she made her way up to the front door. At first, the key didn’t want to turn, but after tinkering a little she managed to swivel it and, with an audible click, the door unlocked and swung open. She coughed, the dust in the air thick, and had to pull her shirt up and over her mouth as she entered, squinting to make out the various shapes of what little furniture they left behind in their rush to get away.

She would need to purchase a few items, but would do that after cleaning up and unpacking her car.

 

[image:  ]

 

After spending the rest of the day and most of the next cleaning, the house was somewhat liveable. She ventured out into the neighbourhood, driving slowly by where her sister’s friend Jacqui once lived, then her old school where she studied so diligently, before she went to Mr Meyer’s general store.

Mr Meyer had long ago passed away and the store was now run by his son, Mr James Meyer Junior. He stocked everything from appliances to groceries to cleaning supplies; an all-round store to find anything needed and, if they didn’t have it, they were happy to order it. Kalli parked outside in a designated spot and made her way into the air-conditioned warehouse-sized store. 

After running up her credit card bill a lot higher than she had budgeted for, and confirming the delivery address three times for JJ, as he liked to be called, Kalli left to go to the police station, because for her there was no time like the present and she knew the files she had requested for her thesis were ready and waiting.

The police station also appeared unchanged since she was last there, when she was comforted by Office Smith while other officers tried to console her bereaved mother. It was also the last time she had seen Darren, the teenager first accused of all the grisly murders, as he was escorted out of the jail and set free to live his life. 

She walked in and saw the same white-washed walls, the same dirty carpet squares half glued to the floor, and the same scratched and falling-to-pieces desks and chairs the officers sat at.

Heading to the old reception booth that looked like it came from the 1930s, she waited for the officer behind the booth to acknowledge her existence.

“What can I get you, honey?” the old lady cooed.

Her officer’s uniform seemed too big for her, as though she had suddenly lost a lot of weight. She was past retirement age, so it was possibly just old age that made her smaller than the size her uniform was originally bought for.

Kalli leaned on her elbows. “Hi, ma’am, I’m here to pick up the files for Kallista Metz. I was told they would be ready for me.” 

“ID, please,” the lady asked.

Taking it from Kalli, she didn’t say anything further, but picked up a phone and dialled a four digit number. It was an in-house call and after exchanging a few words she hung up.

“You can proceed to the records room,” she croaked out, shakily holding out a visitors pass for Kalli to clip to her shirt. “It’s down the hall past the detectives’ desks, to your right.”

With that, the little old lady went back to the crossword puzzle open in front of her. 

Paying her no mind, Kalli nodded in thanks and quickly strode in the direction of the records room. She didn’t acknowledge anyone as she passed, preferring to keep to herself. She found the records quickly enough and presented the on-duty clerk with the letters of approval from her Professor as well as the Police Chief and finally her ID.

Once everything was thoroughly checked and confirmed, twice, she was handed a large crate with the requested files neatly packed into it. She thanked the clerk before lugging the case files towards the door.

“Kalli?”

She heard her name being called as she made it to the bench that stood across from the reception booth. Unable to turn around due to the weight of the crate, she set it down on the bench, wiped her sweaty fringe out of her eyes and turned to see who had called her.

“It is you!” an officer declared, striding towards her. “I thought it might have been, but I haven’t seen you in, what is it now, ten years? I couldn’t be sure.”

She looked up to the officer. He was a head taller and she recognized his kind, green eyes.

“Smith?” she asked. “Officer Smith? You were working my sister’s case.”

He nodded. “I was, and I felt terrible when I couldn’t turn up anything. How are you? What are you doing here?” Smith asked before adding, “And, please, it’s Mike.” 

Kalli smiled and said, “Well, I’m doing my PhD thesis on criminal profiling and I needed some old case files to work on.”

Mike smiled as well. “Who exactly are you trying to profile?”

She wasn’t sure how to answer that. He had tried his best to find the killer, and telling him she was trying to find the same killer now might make him feel guilt he had long suppressed. She knew all about PTSD within the police ranks, especially with unsolved cases.

“Uh, just some old cases.”

Mike stepped forward. “May I?”

Kalli couldn’t think of a good reason to stop him and nodded, and he rifled through the files. He nodded to himself, pursing his lips as he passed Tatum’s file, before straightening.

“Well, I see you have all the files for The Butcher killings, but what about these first three? They were general murders in the area,” he commented.

“That’s what most people have said, but I have a feeling they are linked and I’m going to prove it in my thesis.” She felt confident; she had researched this far more than anyone else and she was determined.

Mike picked up the crate. “Can I carry this to your car for you?”

She nodded. “Yeah, thank you so much, that would be great.”

At the car, Kalli opened the trunk. Once he deposited the crate, she shut it and stood there awkwardly, not sure what else to say.

Mike put his hands in his pockets. “Well, if you need any information please give me a shout. I’m happy to do whatever I can to assist.” He withdrew his hand to dip it into his shirt pocket, pulling out a business card and holding it out.

“Thanks, I will give you a call if I need anything.” She pocketed it and slipped into the driver’s seat without another word.

With a roar of her engine, she reversed out and drove towards her house.
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Kalli unpacked most of the things she brought with her into her mom’s old bedroom. It was the largest and would suit her just fine as a study. She made up her bed in her old bedroom for a place to sleep, and then went about emptying the car of her purchases and placing them where they belonged.

The only appliances she still needed were her fridge, washing machine, and dishwasher. They were the only items the store didn’t have stock of and would deliver once the goods came in.

Once unpacked, she destroyed the boxes and threw them in the trash before going up to what was now her home office, and put up her whiteboards for notes.

Having hoisted the heavy crate up the stairs, she opened it, pulling out the top file. She read the name on the top and nodded. Morgan Tabitha, the girl she thought was The Butcher’s first victim. She put the folder on the table in the middle of the room and pulled out her phone. Plugging the earphones in, she opened up her music menu and selected Korn’s song, Coming Undone, one of her favourites, and started to examine the contents of the folder.

She noted the way the body was positioned and how her head had been between her legs, where it had presumably fallen and been left by the killer. She noted the girl’s nails had been cut, so she must have fought her killer and possibly could have gotten DNA under her fingernails, but he made sure not to leave a trace.

Kalli pulled out her white board markers and wrote on the top left of the first whiteboard: MORGAN TABITHA. MURDERED. PARK. BLONDE. FOUGHT BACK. FIRST KILLING?

She bobbed her head to the song as she made more detailed notes. Once she was done, she took out a smaller folder within the main folder and pulled out the crime scene photos. She stuck them to the white board and examined them for more clues.

She couldn’t see anything in the photos that wasn’t in the report … until she got to the sixth photo.

It was an image of Morgan’s decapitated body. Standing next to her was the person Kalli had hoped to never see again - the Skeleton Woman.

As she had discovered, her actual name was Robyn, one of The Butcher’s victims. Rubbing her eyes, she examined the photo again, but Robyn wasn’t there anymore.

She had first seen Robyn shortly after Tatum’s death. She saw her standing over her sister’s grave after the funeral and Robyn had looked straight at her that day. She saw her around town a few times thereafter and only stopped seeing her when they moved.

Kalli gave herself a mental shake; she had realised this might happen with the reopening of the case.

She furiously made notes on the white board, drawing arrows between what she thought was linked and what she thought should be re-examined. Once done, she sat down to capture her notes for the first chapter of her thesis. Working straight through the night, she didn’t stop until the early hours of the following morning when, exhausted, she crawled into bed to get a couple of hours sleep before she started again.
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The first thing she did when she woke in the morning was make coffee. She just didn’t feel human until the bitter caffeine had seeped into every part of her body and livened her enough to kick-start her brain.

She took the hot mug in her hands and went back to her office and stared blankly at the notes she made the night before. She picked up the folder and, sipping her hot coffee, scanned the notes from the initial investigating officer.

What caught her eye was that they had found fibres at the scene, but, it being such an old case, there was no technology back then to pinpoint exactly what brand of clothing it was. It was a clue no one had bothered to test in the modern age; technology could now work out exactly what kind of fibre the shirt was made from and where the shirt would be sold. 

She set her coffee down harder than intended and the scalding liquid sloshed up the sides of the mug, a few drops making it past the handle and dribbling down towards the wood of the desk. She didn’t notice.

Quickly she typed an email to both her professor and the chief of police of her town, stating that she felt the fibres should be tested now to see if they couldn’t pinpoint the kind of shirt the killer had been wearing at the time. 

After hitting send, she reached for her mug only to discover it was no longer where she thought she left it. She stared at the small ring of coffee left from her putting it down so hard, but that was the only evidence.

Quickly scanning her desk, she stood and glanced around the room, finally seeing her mug on the old shelf above where the bed used to be. She stared at it, wondering how the hell she could have put it so far away without realising. She assumed she was overtired from the late night’s work and clearly put it there at some point before she sat at her computer, 

She retrieved it, but the liquid was no longer hot. She downed it in one sip, wanting the caffeine while despising the bitter cold liquid. Cold coffee always tasted gross to her, but she never wasted. 

Leaving her office, she went down to go get a refill and grab something to eat. Once done, she headed back up to start working on the next case file. The next case wasn’t the top one and she rummaged through the crate until she found what she was looking for.

In big black block letters was the name Kyle White. She shivered slightly and opened the folder, staring at the first photo. It was a photo of a young boy standing with one foot on top of a soccer ball and, in the distance, near the goal posts, Kalli could swear she saw the haunting figure of Robyn, watching little Kyle.


Chapter 3
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The Butcher

 

 

The news of Morgan Tabitha’s murder died down, only appearing on the late night news and one of the last pages of their local newspaper. The officers claimed to still be investigating, but he knew they had no leads. He had successfully gotten away with his first murder, and he felt like a God. He still dreamt of the light leaving her eyes, the cold touch of her skin, and the dead weight of her body as he tied it to the tree. He could hear the crunching of her bones as he severed her head from the rest of her body, and the dull thud as her head rolled to land between her legs. It had been perfect.

But the itch returned.

He couldn’t use the same park or a female child again, lest he arouse the suspicion of the police. From the books he read, most killers got caught because the police found ‘the pattern’ and he was determined not to leave them a pattern to follow. He would go for a boy next, someone easy to manipulate and farther from home.

With school holidays beginning, he went to skate parks, the cinemas and anywhere young boys liked to hang out. Those areas were too public though, too open and often too close to home.

He decided to spend one of his ‘hunting’ days at the mall just outside of town.

The open skylight for a roof allowed much natural light in. It was warm inside, homely, and smelled of people and baked goods. He eventually found himself outside the arcade. It was noisy inside, and busy because of the holidays, so he decided to take a gander for anything in there to alleviate his boredom. 

He walked from one arcade game to another, checking out the high scores and what the games were about. In the back corner, near the counter where the owner sat, was a game called ZOMBIES NOW.

He watched a little boy play.

The game was about trying to kill people and then killing them again when they rose up as the walking dead. The game didn’t really interest him, but the boy’s enthusiasm did. He studied the boy as much as he could without coming across as a total creep. The boy was excited, shouting and cheering every time he killed one of the rising dead. His luck didn’t last long, however, and soon enough he was killed and the timer to continue appeared on the screen. Disheartened, he went from game to game, checking the refund slots for coins he could use to play his game again.

The Butcher didn’t know why, but this boy would become the next scratch to his itch. He made his way over to him and leaned against the air hockey table where he checked for coins.

“Hey, kid. What you doing?”

The boy looked up at him with big hazel eyes and a haircut that looked like his mom put a bowl on his head and snipped away any hair that stuck out. The kid put his hands in his pockets and scuffed the toe of his shoe into the floor.

“Nothing,” the boy muttered so quietly that it was barely audible.

He approached and said, “Don’t be scared. I totally did this as well. I’m also out of change, but maybe I could help?”

The boy seemed really shy, but curiosity made him watch the older boy now checking the other slots. He soon followed, keeping a small space between them.

At the last machine he pretended to strike gold; two coins, which were actually in his hand, magically appeared in the slot for change. He held them up.

“Want to tag team on that zombie game?” he offered.

Hook, line and sinker. The boy nodded and turned to quickly go back to game. He followed, watching the swish of the boy’s hair as he bounced up and down, waiting for him to deposit the coins. 

They managed to get quite far together and by the end of it the little boy had a big smile on his face, a trusting smile, a foolish smile.

With the game over he held his hand out. “It was nice playing with you, kid; hope we can play again sometime.” 

“Kyle.”

He gave the boy a surprised look. “Sorry?”

“My name is Kyle,” he repeated, shaking his hand.

He had to think fast; he couldn’t give his real name, it wasn’t safe. “Paul, my name is Paul. Hey, if you’re keen to play tomorrow I’ll be here, same time?”

Kyle didn’t respond; he simply withdrew his hand, turned on his heel and ran.
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He brought change with him this time. He had scrounged around in the sofa, behind furniture and in pants pockets in his house to gather a good handful of coins for the arcade. He waited near the zombie game, a cup of soda in each of his hands. He saw Kyle coming, snaking his way through the crowd of shoppers until he slipped into the arcade.

Smiling as Kyle approached him, he held out a soda. “Here you go, I hope you like soda.”

Kyle took it happily, drawing the liquid through the straw, before smacking his lips and heading towards one of the machines.

“Oh, we don’t have to worry about finding coins today, Kyle. I got some from home.”

Kyle came back, smiling brightly at the coins his new friend held out. “We could play for hours with these.”

He took two and loaded them into the zombie game. ‘Paul’ followed him, pretending to be excited as well. Truthfully, he felt nothing for games; they were a waste of time, except now, when it meant he had access to Kyle, his next precious project.

They played for what felt like hours. Kyle checked his cute little Disney watch every so often to make sure he would be back in time for his mom to collect him. 

The information he gathered in those hours though, that was priceless and worth the mind numbing music and graphics of ZOMBIES NOW. In those hours he found out that Kyle was eight years old and that his father was a dead beat who left the family years ago. His mother worked at one of the mall’s clothing stores. She kept him at the Mall’s day care programme while she was at work, but Kyle felt he was too old to be there. They didn’t even miss him when he snuck out. 

Once they had exhausted all the coins, they sat on a bench near the bowling alleys and chatted. Kyle did most of the talking, and he didn’t seem to mind.

He had to remind himself to seem interested and to remember the details. He needed to ensure the boy completely trusted him so that he could take him somewhere more secluded to add him to his collection.

Glancing at the time, he told Kyle it was time to say goodbye. The boy seemed genuinely disappointed. 

“Want to hang out again tomorrow?” Kyle asked. 

Sweet, innocent, trusting, naive little child.

Spending every day at the arcade would enable the old geezer who owned the place to remember more and more details about him. He needed to break it up.

“Not tomorrow, I have plans tomorrow and the day after. How about Friday?” 

Kyle agreed happily, before saying his goodbyes and taking off.

 

[image:  ]

 

Friday could not come quickly enough.

The itch inside him had transformed into a burn that licked his very soul. He needed to see the light leave those hazel eyes. He needed to satisfy the need. He didn’t have anything to preoccupy him - how he wished he had - so he kept busy by hunting rabbits in the wooded area near his house. The grown rabbits were far less trusting than their offspring and it was harder work, but it kept his mind occupied and the burn in the back of his head. 

After everyone left the house on Friday, he changed his clothes before leaving. He never wore the same clothes out as he wore at home because it was easily recognisable by his family.

He caught the Number 32 bus to the city and got off two blocks away from the mall. He pulled a blue cap on to hide his hair cut and walked towards the mall. He had asked his father for money this time, stating he needed a new textbook. His father never questioned him, another trusting fool, and wouldn’t check whether or not he had purchased the book. 

When he entered the mall he digressed and entered the book store. He wandered aimlessly, keeping an eye on the time, checking out books and pretending to read the backs. He cared little for what they held; he just wanted enough time to pass to make Kyle squirmy.

There was nothing more rewarding in this world than power, and knowing you had it. Seeing the joy on Kyle’s face when his new friend showed up, that was power. Kyle’s life would be miserable without his new friend.

He breathed in deeply and smiled. Checking his watch one last time, he strode out of the book store and down the walkway towards the arcade.

As predicted, Kyle was waiting anxiously near the bench they sat on previously. He seemed disappointed and was kicking the floor.

He considered calling to the boy, but didn’t want to draw attention. Instead, he crept up to him and stood behind him. “You didn’t think I forgot about today, did you?”

Kyle jumped up and a wide grin spread across his face. “I did,” he admitted, blushing. “I thought maybe you were sick of me. I mean you’re a teenager and I’m just a kid.”

“A really cool kid,” he gushed back, going so far as to ruffle Kyle’s hair. “I was just running late, I’m really sorry.” 

“It’s no problem at all,” Kyle said quickly, shaking his head. “Want to check the machines for some change?” 

He withdrew the crisp notes from his pocket and held them up for the boy to see. “No need! Got my allowance. So we can break these bad boys and play all day.”

Kyle’s eyes widened into saucers and he licked his lips slightly, excited by the idea of how many games they would be able to play. “We might even finish up on the last level,” he commented, as though talking to himself. “And you want to spend your allowance playing games with me?”

His voice trembled slightly, as though the thought that someone older would do such a kind thing for him was not lost on him.

Hook. Line. Sinker.

“Of course, you’re like one of my best friends now. Why wouldn’t I want to use my allowance to play games with my best friend?” He looked away, pretending to be embarrassed; it was so easy. 

He let Kyle take the notes from him to get change and waited at the game machine instead. Soon enough, the boy came back with his pockets stuffed with coins and his teeth on full display with a smile that reached from ear to ear. 

The remainder of their afternoon was spent playing the game the kid loved so much. He wanted to mix it up and get him to play another game, because this one had become so trying, but didn’t want to risk upsetting the child. It was important that Kyle thought they shared many things in common.

Kyle couldn’t stop gushing about what an amazing time he had; he spoke the entire way back to the mall’s day care. The Butcher didn’t want to get too close though and, when they were about to round the corner, he stopped.

“This is where I have to say goodbye. I’m going to be late for my bus.”

Kyle was disappointed, but nodded. “Okay. When will I see you again, Paul?”

“Soon, I promise. Why don’t we get together next Tuesday?”

The little boy nodded excitedly and left.

He was close, the itch was intensifying.

 

[image:  ]

 

The time leading up to Tuesday was both important but at the same time so excruciating. He wanted the perfect place to create his art, public but at the same time secluded. He needed to observe first.

The things he learnt in that time, while carefully avoiding Kyle, proved interesting. His observations were keen and, just like the people in his neighbourhood, the employees of the mall all had dirty little secrets they were trying to keep, and were not keeping them very well. 

One fat security guard was a pickpocket, a thief, and spent more of his time shopping with a five finger discount than he did watching out for other criminals. The store owners were oblivious to the fact that their most ‘trusted’ employee was the reason they were always short stocked at the end of the day.

When the pharmacist was busy in the back, the assistant stole drugs from behind the counter, popping a few pills in her mouth before bagging the rest. The old pharmacist was none the wiser, but then he had a little drug problem of his own.

The best information he gathered was of Kyle’s mother, the clothing store assistant who liked to smoke out by the dumpster every day at eleven, one and three. Only, she did more than smoke. She would meet up with the pharmacist, pop a few pills with him and then they would have at each other right there in the back alley amongst the trash. That’s what they are, he thought, absolute trash. 

A thought then occurred to him and he couldn’t wait for Tuesday. 
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Kyle practically bounced into his arms and gave him a giant hug on Tuesday afternoon, talking quickly about what he was up to.

After Kyle’s babbling had died down, he asked the lad, “But you didn’t tell your mom about us, right?”

Kyle nodded. “No, because then she would make the day-care make sure I can’t get out again.”

He nodded his approval and Kyle beamed like it was Christmas. 

He knelt and lowered his voice. “I found out where they keep the other arcade games, including the brand new Zombie one. Want to go check it out?”

Kyle’s eyes couldn’t get wider as he squealed and had to be shushed. He stood up and took Kyle’s hand in his, leading him out of the arcade. He checked the time; it was two, which meant the area would be clear for at least an hour. He led his sweet little prize to the alley where his mother met her dealer daily, shutting the door behind them.

Kyle let go of his hand and glanced around. “Where is it?”

Before Kyle could turn, he produced a chloroform-soaked rag from his pocket and reaching around Kyle, pressed it against his mouth and nose to inhale, keeping it there until Kyle passed out.

He had planned it carefully this time. Stowing his bag behind some bins earlier, he kept the rag and small bottle of chloroform on him so he wouldn’t have to find it.

Once Kyle was out, he dragged his body to the dumpster, his trashy mother’s dumpster, and left the boy’s body to lie there while he retrieved his bag.

He put a garbage bag on, with strategically cut holes, like a shirt and another like pants, tying them together with some rope. He put gloves on and then plastic grocery bags over his shoes.

Excited, he withdrew an axe he had stolen and sharpened himself. He held it firmly in his hands. He stared down at the little boy who had so desperately looked up at him, and without a second thought brought the axe down on his neck. It took four attempts to completely severe the head from the body.

Once done, he pulled the body up against the dumpster and placed the head between the legs, mouth open. He stepped back to admire his work and was aroused.

He quickly stripped the bags off and bagged them to be disposed of far away. He adjusted his pants, slung his bag over his shoulder, and walked through the mall to the exit. 
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On Wednesday, once school was done and with that itch still satisfied, he walked into his house to find his father in his favourite chair watching the news. The reporter was discussing the grisly murder of eight year old Kyle White.

He paused in the doorway, hiding his delight as the reporter described the gruesome way the body had been discovered by Kyle’s own mother. The reporter didn’t mention anything about Morgan Tabitha, which pleased him because it meant the authorities hadn’t connected the dots. 

Then, everything changed.

A picture came up of the ‘suspected murderer’ as described by the arcade owner. His breath caught in his chest. It could easily be him, a little older looking than he was, but if anyone who knew him looked too closely, they could possibly connect him.

His mind raced back to the day before, to recall whether he left any evidence behind and if he had dumped his ‘tools’ properly. Panic rose. The joy he experienced earlier was forgotten as he promised to whatever god would listen, good or bad, that he would never kill someone in such a public way again, as long as he didn’t get caught for this one.


Chapter 4
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Kallista

 

 

She had moved on to The Butcher’s second murder victim, Kyle White. She wanted to draw as much information from this murder as she could because this was possibly the first, and only, time there was a physical description of the murderer.

Kallista gave herself a mental check. When she started this project, she understood that finding out who the actual killer was might not necessarily be the outcome. But still, there was a glimmer of hope, and for all intents and for all the academic reasons she had given for using The Butcher as her case study, in her heart she knew she wanted to find out who had taken Tatum from her.

Just as Jody White had wanted to know what psychotic, perverse person had taken Kyle from her. Jody had found his body. She went out back with the local pharmacist on their break to have a chat and found her son’s body propped against the dumpster, his head between his legs.

There had been a manhunt for the person the boy had been seen with during the weeks leading up to his death, but Kalli wasn’t convinced the arcade owner had given the cops all he knew. After all, he had known Kyle and his mother and knew the boy was meant to be in day-care. He probably didn’t want to come across as a money hungry owner that didn’t care for the boy’s wellbeing, simply his coins. Kalli wanted to question him herself and wondered whether he was still alive.

It was the early hours of the morning and the sun would be rising soon. She wanted to get a decent jog in before sunrise to work out the cabin fever she felt from being cooped up in her own space too long. Her psychologist had warned her about doing that, and convinced her, if she wasn’t going to go out and socialise, she could at the very least do an outdoors type of sport. She liked jogging. 

Changing into a black tracksuit pants with a black vest, she threw a blue hoodie over it to keep warm. Before strapping her iPod to her belt, she carefully selected her favourite playlist, hit play and exited the house, putting her earphones in. 

Her feet hit the pavement hard and she zoned out as she listened to the music. It was hard rock, Disturbed’s latest album, which triggered her anger and her adrenaline, and she threw herself into her jogging, not caring one bit about the world she passed by. 

Before she knew it she was back at the house, her body covered in a light sweat and her breath coming in short bursts. Her muscles felt like they were on fire and climbing up the short set of stairs to her front door took more effort than it should have. She had pushed herself hard.

She checked the time. If she had a quick shower and skipped breakfast, she could catch the arcade owner as the stores opened.
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The mall was still silent. The only chatter was that of employees of the various retailers, catching up on the latest gossip as they put out their wares and prepared for the day ahead.

Kalli ignored them as she strode through the mall. Since childhood she had stopped caring about designer brands and the latest fashions. She preferred to be more practical, so she seldom stopped at malls for shopping sprees like other women. She didn’t even give the stores a second glance, stopping only once at a mall map to make sure she was going in the right direction. It had been so many years since she had last been here, she couldn’t remember exactly where it was.

Creepy was the only way Kalli could describe the empty arcade. Arcades were meant to be busy with the noise of excited children and the bleeps and blops of the various games. This relic of a fun house was dead silent, not even the games whispered out anymore, and without any children in sight it felt like something out of a horror movie.

The ancient owner was busy behind the counter, checking bowling shoes and rearranging prizes. She watched him for a moment, observing how shaky his hands were and how he squinted to see what he was doing.

She approached the counter, taking out her notebook as she walked. She unhooked the pen from the spine and flipped open to a fresh page.

“Mr Salsone?” she asked, standing close to the counter. 

“It’s too early to be asking for change for dollars, little miss. Go buy a soda and they’ll give you change for the games.” He hadn’t even looked at her, so clearly this was a common issue, and simply continued with his task.

“Mr Salsone, I’m sorry to bother you, but I’m not here to play arcade games.” Kalli watched him intently. “I’m here investigating the death of Kyle White. Do you remember him? He used to hang around here a lot before they found his body.” 

“Zombies Now.” The crooked man said, hunched over a box of prizes.

“I’m sorry?” 

“Zombies Now. I’ll never forget how much Kyle loved that game. He played it every single time he came in here even though it didn’t pay tickets. He just liked it.” 

The tone he spoke in made her uncomfortable. His voice was haggard and raspy, like someone who had smoked way too much the night before, and every now and then he would give a chesty cough, take out a stained handkerchief and wipe at his mouth. 

“You described a person you saw with Kyle the weeks leading up to his death.”

She was trying to coerce him into telling her his version, rather than recite his own statement to him. She wanted discrepancies; she wanted to know what he left out. 

“Yeah, that’s true. Older fella, dark hair and a bit of stubble. Thought he knew Kyle ‘cause he was certainly excited to see him whenever he walked in. Never spoke to him though; he never came to the counter.” Another chesty cough, another wipe of his mouth, and he moved to rearrange the smaller prizes on display on the counter.

“Mr Salsone, is there anything else you remember about him? Anything you may have recalled afterwards?” She didn’t want to insult him outright.

“You don’t think I wouldn’t have told the cops if I did remember anything?”

He had stopped to look at her now and she couldn’t help the shiver that passed through her. The years had not been kind to him, neither had smoking and drinking. He didn’t have whites in his eyes anymore, they were yellow and you could see the small arteries quite clearly. He had bushy white eyebrows and white hairs sticking out his nose and ears. His skin was sallow and wrinkled and what little hair he had on his head was grey. His large hook nose looked dirty, but Kalli suspected he just had bad skin care. 

“Well? Do you think I wouldn’t call them or what? Why are you so curious about that little lad’s death anyway?” 

“I’m conducting my PhD thesis on a string of murders that occurred in and around our town.” She quickly produced the letter from her supervisor and the Dean of her department, as well as her ID. “And I don’t want to leave any stone unturned.”

He appeared to read it, but he didn’t squint, therefore Kalli assumed he didn’t particularly care, and continued. “I wanted to make sure there wasn’t anything left out by the police investigating the murders then. I just have a few more questions, please.” 

He handed her papers back to her, wiped his mouth and nodded. “Alright then, what do you need to know?”

Kalli slid a reprint of the artist’s sketch towards him. “Do you still stand by your description of the suspect? You don’t have anything to add?” 

He didn’t touch the picture. In fact, he seemed to pull away from it. “I’ll tell you what I told them cops all those years ago. I didn’t get a good look at the guy ‘cause he never approached the counter, but he had stubble and dark eyes. He seemed friendly enough to Kyle; heck, I even thought it was his older brother. How was I to know he didn’t have one?” 

“Older brother?” Kalli asked. “You mean, not an older man, but maybe an older kid.”

“What older kid is going to kill another kid and cut off his head?” Mr Salsone asked. “It had to be an adult.” He wrung his handkerchief in his hands, suddenly nervous. “No kid could do that.”

“But you thought it was his older brother. This description looks more like a man in his thirties, but by saying something like that you’re implying it could have been someone younger.”

They were interrupted by a few chesty coughs this time and Kalli waited while Mr Salsone gathered himself.

“Mr Salsone, please, this is so important for my thesis.”

He took a raspy breath and placed a weathered hand on top of the glass counter. “Yes, he could have been a teenage boy, an older one mind you, but he could have,” he finally conceded.

Kalli had what she wanted and nodded, speaking her thanks and bidding him farewell before rushing out of the arcade.
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As soon as she arrived home she set the kettle on. While the water boiled, she ran upstairs and sat at her computer in her newly converted study. She spent the next hour researching the surrounding high schools, the printer to her left just spitting out photo after photo of the boys who attended there, getting their pictures from the year books and various other school sites available.

It wasn’t easy; not all schools had loaded their older yearbooks online yet and she had to shoot off several emails to some of the high schools to request copies be emailed to her. She wouldn’t be getting those today. 

Once she had printed all she could find, she gathered them and stuck them up one at a time while checking if they matched the description. If they were the wrong race or hair colour, she discarded them. Once done, she scanned them, counting how many she had gathered. She had just over one hundred and fifty pictures stuck up on boards across the room. It wasn’t great, but it was a start.

Her stomach rumbled and she remembered her forgotten kettle. She had wanted to make some coffee, but her stomach was now asking to be fed. She went downstairs and opened the fridge, staring inside to see if anything appealed to her. She looked at the time and decided that now was as good a time as any to take a break and head out to find some food.

She threw her jacket on and reached for her car keys, but they weren’t there. She looked around and saw them lying on the table in front of the window in the lounge. She couldn’t remember putting them there, but shrugged it off as being distracted. She walked over and retrieved them, and as she looked up she froze. Staring at her from the house next door was Robyn; simply staring at her, nothing else.

A car backfired and Kalli glanced out the other window before turning back to Robyn, but she was gone. She gave herself a mental shake and strode out, her grumbling stomach pushing out any other thoughts or cares she could have at that moment.
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After driving around for what felt like forever, Kalli finally decided to stop at the local pub and grill for supper, just to keep things simple. She walked in and the noise hit her before the smell did.

There were pockets of people all around the pub, some sitting, eating and talking, while others lingered around drinking, while yet others played pool in the corner.

It wasn’t a five star restaurant, but it would do. The smell was surprisingly good. Burnt sausages and fried eggs were just some of the aromas that hit her nose and made her mouth water. 

She pulled up a high chair at the bar and inspected the wood in front of her before resting her elbows on it. She waited patiently for the bartender to notice she was there, all the while scanning the chalk menu on the wall.

“What will it be, honey?” he asked, coming over and wiping the bar with a dirty rag.

Kalli tried not to think about the rag. “I’ll take a burger and fries and a beer.” 

“Coming up. Hey, Lou,” he called over his shoulder, “give me a burger with fries.” He walked off to get her beer.

She looked around again and noted the lonelier of the patrons were all seated at the bar, either staring into their glasses or at the TV mounted on the wall in front of them. The loners were an older crowd, older than her, and they seemed oblivious to the youthful and jovial banter going on behind them.

The chair to her left slid out and bumped hers, and she turned to view the new occupant, surprised by the sight of an unshaven Smith taking the seat. His eyes were red and swimming, and the glass of alcohol he held slopped around dangerously.

“Hey, Clive,” he called, “Give me another one.” 

He stared at his glass.

Kalli was sure he didn’t even know he was sitting next to her until he said, “I feel damn rotten and ashamed.” She looked around to see who he was talking to, but he continued, “About your sister, Kalli. I feel damn rotten and ashamed that I was never able to find out who killed her.”

Her stomach knotted; this was the last situation she wanted, a drunk, guilt-ridden cop woefully spilling his guts to her. Her chest tightened, her hands got sweaty and her hair stood on end. She didn’t do people well anymore and the anxiety she had spent years of therapy trying to cope with now came back with crippling force.

“She kept saying she saw this Skeleton Girl and the way she described her it sounded like one of the victims of the Butcher murders. I didn’t piece it together; I was still new to the job.”

He gave a mighty belch and wiped his mouth on the back of his jacket sleeve.

“But my partner remembered it and pulled up the old case files. I just didn’t get how she could know so much detail about Robyn … that was the victim in case you haven’t gotten there yet,” he explained, taking a moment to pause and drink deeply from his glass. “Where was I?”

He stared at her, but if he was expecting an answer she wasn’t in any way ready to give him one.

“Oh, yeah, she described that victim Robyn and my partner suspected her of foul play, you know, but we couldn’t figure out the how or why and still we suspected her, well, he did. I thought she was just a sweet kid with the worst of luck.”

Another deep drink and he still hadn’t realised that Kalli hadn’t said anything.

“He thought she was making it up, about seeing Robyn, but I don’t know, Kalli,” and his eyes met hers again. “I don’t think so ‘cause I’ve seen her. I’ve seen Robyn. I thought if I ignored her long enough she’d go away and she did for a while, but since you’ve been back …” 

The bartender placed her beer and food in front of her and a glass of amber liquid in front of Smith. Kalli shivered slightly and thought about seeing Robyn in old Mr Wild’s house when she went to get her keys. She should have known then that an anxiety attack was coming. She was clearly hallucinating, as was Smith, and his sudden drunken appearance by her side and his confession of guilt was just the trigger required to send her spiralling out of control. She closed her eyes, ignoring the rest of his drunken babble, took a few deep breaths and calmed herself. 

She wanted to say to Smith that she had seen Robyn too and that it was just the mind tricking the person into thinking they saw it, as a way of coping with the grief and guilt, but she knew Smith was way too drunk to be reasoned with. She opened her eyes and sipped her beer, signalling the bartender over.

“Sorry, can I get this to go?”

He nodded and took the plate away.

Kalli stood up and placed a hand on Smith’s shoulder, saying, “I forgive you,” before she went to where the bartender was ringing up her bill.

After paying, she left, ignoring the sight of Robyn in the mirror that lined the wall between the shelves at the back of the bar.


Chapter 5
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The Butcher

 

 

It had been months since he had been able to stalk a new piece. Every part of his body was aching, as though his skin was on fire. The itch drove him to madness and he didn’t know what to do about it; the fear of being caught was ever present. They were still looking for Kyle White’s killer.

Animals did nothing for him anymore. They didn’t even soothe the itch that burned him from the inside out. He had tried everything from new ways of killing them to skinning them, and sometimes even eating them raw. Nothing satisfied him. Nothing satisfied the itch.

He would spend day after day sharpening his knife, praying for an end to his torment. Sometimes, he would test the sharpness of his blade by slicing his arm. Sometimes, he wanted to go deeper, so it could all end, but something always held him back.

The weeks came and went and before he knew it the leaves were turning to the golden reds and browns of autumn, and his sleepy little neighbourhood began preparing for Halloween. There would be several house parties hosted by the older students while their parents took younger siblings trick or treating. He had been invited to a few, but wasn’t sure if he could endure forced social interaction when he was suffering like this.

Halloween was on a Saturday this year and the morning dawned crisp. He spent the whole day with his family putting up decorations and preparing for the trick-or-treaters who would come by later. He kept to himself, mostly, only engaging in conversation when he was asked a question or to do something.

His family didn’t pay him much mind; he would go through these phases of being quiet and withdrawn and they accepted that it was part of who he was.

His older sibling handed out candy to the kids who came over, while he sat at the living room window, watching their gleeful bodies bouncing up and down as they received their bounty, and then moved on to their next target.

One boy specifically caught his attention. He arrived with a group of friends and waited patiently for his turn to receive candy before he followed his friends. They debated about what they had been given and one of his so-called friends pushed him to the ground and took candy out of his little bag. They all called him a sing-song name - “Stupid Face Stanley! Stupid face Stanley.” They then ran off laughing while little Stanley, wiping his face, tried to gather what candy he had left. He smudged the make-up on his face; he was meant to be Frankenstein’s monster, but he looked more like a miniature green alien.

Stanley walked off in the opposite direction and, as he watched the boy go, his itch intensified.

He got up quickly, not bothering to tell his sibling he was leaving. He exited out the back door and went around the house, walking in the same direction as the dejected Stanley. The boy’s slumped figure was just ahead of him, heading towards the edge of town, where the forest surrounding their homes started.

It was secluded. It was perfect.

Stanley clearly wanted to be alone in his misery.

From this distance it was hard to make out details about the boy. It was dark and the street lights did little, but he didn’t care. The itch needed to be satisfied before he was driven insane.

Stanley took a small right-hand path and made his way into the forest, defeated and dejected. His shoulders shook slightly and it was clear he was crying. This poor boy needed to be put out of his misery and The Butcher was going to do that for him.

He didn’t approach immediately; they could still be seen from the main road. He paused at the path and glanced around, making sure there were no eyes keeping watch. The wind was picking up and carried the sounds of happy children trick or treating. A fine drizzle started to fall.

Satisfied that no one had seen him following Stanley, he took to the path before he lost his target. The wind whipped his hair back and forth as he moved as quietly as he could, and he had to wipe his face periodically when the drizzle became a soft patter of rain. He panicked a little, for he couldn’t see Stanley anywhere. Trying not to slip as the forest floor transformed into a bed of muddy leaves, he sped up.

He stopped abruptly, shaking slightly with hands clenched tightly. He couldn’t believe he had lost the opportunity to satisfy his itch. He almost felt like crying, like Stanley had been, and the frustration nearly broke his heart.

Then he heard the wailing.

At first he thought it was the wind blowing through the trees, but when he strained his ears he could make out the broken voice of a blubbering boy not far from where he was. Excitement filled him again and he made his way towards the sound.

Stanley sat atop a large rock, hugging his knees, his face dripping green make-up. He didn’t notice he was being approached from behind. 

His eyes trained on the boy, he carefully climbed the rocks. Sure of his success, he stretched out his hand, ready to grab the boy by his hair, but something must have alerted him. Stanley suddenly turned and his bright eyes filled with fear as he took in the stranger reaching for him.

Stanley screamed and scrambled up.

He lunged for Stanley, grabbing for him. Stanley tried to fend him off, but he was much bigger than the boy - they started to grapple. He tried to get Stanley into a headlock, but the boy kept wriggling out of his grasp. The rock they were wrestling on was slippery and it was hard to keep a grasp on Stanley and maintain his balance, especially since Stanley was higher up than he was.

He needed to get the upper hand, and needed to get Stanley in a firm clench so he wouldn’t get away. Stanley had seen his face, he could identify him; there was no going back now.

The wind howled more fiercely, as though egging the two of them on, and the rain beat down harder, stinging skin. He had Stanley by his wrist and held on desperately. He slipped down the rock again and adrenaline coursed through his body. He pushed Stanley back, using the little weight the boy had as leverage to get higher up on the rock. Both were on top now, and he was stronger. He moved to put the boy in a headlock, but again the boy wriggled away.

This time, though, he twisted hard and managed to get his hand away from his would-be captor. Unfortunately, Stanley overestimated himself and, as he twisted, he lost his balance. It was almost in slow motion, the way he tried to regain his footing on the rock. His feet slipping out from underneath him made it seem as if he ran on the spot, but he was at an angle, and he couldn’t straighten. His feet went up and, with a sickening crunch, heard even over the wind and rain, the boy landed on his neck and it snapped. 

The Butcher climbed down, his gaze trained on Stanley’s lifeless body. He was both elated and disappointed. He had wanted to feel Stanley’s pulse slow to a stop as his hands choked off life. On the other hand, the boy was dead and was now his toy and he could take his sweet time doing whatever he liked. The rain would wash away evidence, so it was perfect.

His itch would be scratched here in the forest on this rainy night.

He leaned down and pulled his knife from its holster around his lower leg. He ensured it was extremely sharp because he never knew when the perfect opportunity would present itself, like tonight, but he realised he didn’t have any gloves. He set his knife down on the rocks and stood up; he pulled his jacket off and then his shirt. Putting his jacket back on, he cut the shirt in two, wrapping his hands loosely to leave no evidence. He needed to work quickly, in case teenagers decided to use the forest for a quick Halloween romp. 

Picking up his knife, he knelt on the body, wanting to leave as little evidence of himself as possible. He worked quickly, slicing through the muscle and sinew of the throat. Trying to cut through the bone was harder. He spent what felt like an eternity sawing his way through Stanley’s spine.

After a few hours, thankful the weather kept those teenagers away, he managed to separate the head from the rest of the body and set it aside. He sat Stanley with his back against the rock. He took the boy’s head and placed it neatly between his legs. The boy’s mouth was frozen in a silent scream and his tongue was sticking out.

He couldn’t resist. He knelt once more and pinched the tip of the tongue between his fingers, pulling it out slightly so he could wriggle his knife into the mouth to sever the tongue. He put his trophy in his pocket, admired his creation for a minute, and then took off in the direction opposite to the way he had come.

It took another hour before he reached the other side of the forest, on the outskirts of another town. If anyone followed his footprints they would have a hard time identifying him. Not only was he wearing common trainers, but they would think he came from this town. He was satisfied that he had covered his tracks sufficiently.

It must have been late because there were no children trick or treating, and most of the houses’ lights were off. He walked along the pavement quietly, his hand in his pocket, running his thumb over the tongue time and time again. The weather clearly sensed his happiness, for it stopped raining, giving him a respite from the downpour.

As he walked he inspected the houses to either side of him, looking for the one with the darkest front yard, and a tap. He found it after two blocks. The street lights were out on the block, so no one would see anything. He could barely make out the yard, but he could see a dark hosepipe snaking around a thin pole, which had to be the tap. He paused, glancing around before crossing the driveway. He turned the tap on softly and ran it over his shoes, washing off the mud caked around the bottom of his shoes. Once he got most of it off, he zipped up his jacket to keep out the cold and to hide the fact he wasn’t wearing a shirt, the remains of which were stuffed in his other pocket.

He then headed towards the main bus stop, knowing the bus would take him close to home. A church group stood there, singing soft hymns happily. They were older people and he watched them, smiling at those who smiled at him but otherwise keeping to himself. 

The bus pulled up and he allowed the elderly group to shuffle on, one at a time, before he followed suit, smiling at the driver as he helped an elderly lady to her chair. If the driver suspected he wasn’t part of this group, he didn’t let on and didn’t ask for payment. He was thankful; he didn’t think he could talk his way around catching a free bus ride without making the driver suspicious.

He sat with the old lady he had helped, listening to her natter on about her grandchildren. He nodded at the right moments, and even offered a few words now and then.

Soon enough, the bus had pulled into his neighbourhood. He looked around to make sure no one he knew would see him get off. He moved aside for the group and, before they could turn to say anything to him, he disappeared between two houses.
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Luckily, his family was asleep when he arrived home, as he still had his shirt to dispose of, as well as the tongue in his pocket. He buried the rags of his shirt in the garden, under the hedge that lined their back wall. No one would ever think to look there.

The tongue was harder to dispose of. He wanted to keep it as a token, a reminder of his creation. Having it in his pocket seemed to keep the itch away and he felt, if he could touch it periodically, he could control himself and he might not need to satisfy the itch as often. 

With a basic working knowledge of what he could use from his chemistry classes, he knew what to do, but didn’t have any formaldehyde. He couldn’t just stick it in the freezer because someone in his house might find it. He needed a better solution; he needed a way to keep it preserved. Silently, he rifled the kitchen cupboards, looking for anything that could possibly help, and the only thing he thought might work was the bottle of vinegar.

He pulled it out and set it on top of the counter. He then scrounged around, as quietly as he could, for an old container. It took a while, but he found an old school lunch box he didn’t use anymore. He poured the vinegar into the lunch box and then removed the tongue from his pocket. He placed it carefully into the sour liquid before topping up so that vinegar covered it. He inspected it for a moment before making sure the lid was on securely.

Taking it upstairs, he went to his room and closed the door. It creaked loudly and he held his breath. He listened, but all he could hear were the soft snores of his sibling next door. Nothing else in the house stirred. 

Underneath his bed he lifted up one of the floorboards and placed the container there. Once he was sure it was secure, he replaced the floorboard and snaked his way out from under his bed. He undressed quickly and got into bed, his skin ice cold from the rain outside. He was sure he would have a head cold the next day, but didn’t care.

His itch was so satisfied he knew he was going to get a good night’s sleep for the first time in a long time.


Chapter 6
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Kallista

 

 

Kalli came back once a year every year to visit her sister’s grave and leave fresh flowers on it. She came to town for one hour; to purchase flowers at the general store, travel to the cemetery, clean her sister’s grave, place her fresh bunch on it, say a few words and then left.

She could only do it once a year because it brought back the trauma of finding her sister’s body. Her chest contracted with the agony of heartbreak, she would break out in a sweat, and her heart would race.

After paying her respects, she returned to her car, and glanced out one last time towards the grave … only to see Robyn standing there. She would then drive away; it was the warning bell that her psyche couldn’t take much more.

She hadn’t been to visit her sister since moving back. Between working on the profile for her thesis and trying to get the house in some sort of liveable condition, she hadn’t found the time. She needed to, though, because working this case was giving her nightmares, no matter how much medication she took to help her have dreamless sleep.

Clearing the grave would help ease some of the tension in her system. 
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When she woke up from a fitful sleep on Friday morning, her first thought was to go for a long jog. It would ease her into the day she was about to have. 

Her feet pounded the pavement through the idyllic neighbourhood. She never took shortcuts, never left the paths or main streets and always ensured she was within sight of at least three people. The thing about profiling people like The Butcher  was that one learned the how and where, and nine out of ten times it was because someone had taken a shortcut or walked in a secluded area. She was no idiot. 

The forty-five minute run culminated in her arriving at her doorstep, covered in sweat and out of breath. Her muscles burned with the intensity of her run, making her feel better. All she needed now was a cup of coffee and a hot shower.

By the time she climbed into her car she felt mentally prepared to visit Tatum. She drove towards the general store and popped in for the flowers she wanted. She went to the cemetery and found a place to park. 

At the grave she knelt, setting the flowers to the side. As carefully as a new mom would bath a baby, she cleared the remnants of old flowers off her sister’s grave and pulled out the weeds. Once clean, she picked up her fresh blooms and carefully laid them down, arranging them to look as beautiful as they could. 

She remained kneeling, her heart heavy with despair. She stared at the ground, underneath which her sister’s body rested. She still thought of her as a whole person, the same Tatum she had grown up with, who she had loved and fought with. If she could prevent it, she didn’t think of her sister without her head, nor did she think of her body rotting in the ground. No, she liked to picture Tatum whole and smiling. 

Fanning her hand near her face, she fought to stop the tears from flowing. She hated crying. Finally she looked up to force the flow to stop, and saw her standing across the graveyard.

Robyn was a few metres away, staring at her.

Kalli shivered. It was different today. Normally, she would see Skeleton Woman standing over Tatum’s grave, but this time she hovered over a different one. Kalli’s eyes narrowed and she stood up. While she was just having a psychological reaction to being at her sister’s grave, she wanted to prove to herself that Robyn wasn’t real, and walked towards her, determined. 

She was a metre away, her eyes trained on Robyn, when the ground slipped out from under her and she fell face forward. She grunted as she scraped her hands on tree roots, but was thankful her head had missed the nearby headstone. Getting up, she dusted her hands on her jeans before remembering why she was this side of the graveyard, and looked up. Robyn was, of course, gone, but further down a young man visited a grave.

Embarrassed that she had fallen in front of him and had disturbed him, she swallowed and said, “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to disturb you.”

The guy nodded, putting the flowers in his hands on the grave at his feet. “It’s okay, I was done anyway. Are you okay? That looked like a nasty fall.”

Kalli shoved her hands into the pockets of her jacket. “Nope, I’m okay thanks. It was nothing major.”

“Can I see? I have a first aid kit in the car,” he commented, coming towards her.

Kalli instinctively took a few steps back, nearly tripping again.

He paused, holding his hands up. “Okay, okay, don’t stress. I was just trying to help you.”

Kalli stared at him, the way his hair fell and the shape of his eyes. She couldn’t help but feel she knew him. He was too old to have been one of her school friends, but young enough to have been in school when she was here. She took a tentative step forward, staring at him intently.

“Do I … I’m sorry, you just look so familiar.” 

He shrugged. “Plenty of people around here know of me, but few know me,” he commented, shoving his own hands into pockets.

A light bulb exploded in Kalli’s head and she asked, “Darren? Darren Blackwood?”

He raised an eyebrow. “That’s me, and you are?” 

Kalli took another step towards him, placing a hand on her chest. “It’s me, it’s Kallista. Kallista Metz,” she said, a little excited and fearful at the same time.

She clearly remembered the time that Darren Blackwood had broken into their house to get at Tatum, and the whole town had been sure he was the one killing the teenagers, but he had the perfect alibi when Tatum was killed - he was locked in jail.

Darren seemed surprised to see her and took a step back to give her a once over. “Good God, you’ve grown,” he commented.

“Ten years will do that to you,” she said, smiling. “I haven’t seen you since …”

“Since the night I broke into your house?” he offered, not missing a beat.

Kalli blushed slightly. “Yeah, I just … you want to grab a drink?”

It had dawned on her that Darren might have information about the case that she could use; her fear of him quickly dissipated as this awkward meeting turned into a possible interview.

Darren eyed her curiously before saying, “Yeah, why not. I’ll meet you at the diner across from the general store. Do you remember where that is?”

He offered her a smile, which she returned.

“Yeah, I remember. I’ll meet you there.” 
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“So you were just trying to get to Tatum to tell her your side of the story? To explain it wasn’t you?” Kalli asked, her phone beside her, recording the conversation.

Darren sipped his coffee and said, “Yes, but I also wanted to tell her that I had seen Robyn too.” 

“Robyn, The Butcher’s victim, who Tatum never saw in her life until after Mr Barker Wild’s death, is the Skeleton Woman she claimed to have seen everywhere.” 

“Yes, and I believe Robyn is an omen for the next victim The Butcher takes.”

Kalli jotted down some notes before sipping on her own brew. “Surely you know that ghosts aren’t real, Darren? I mean, Tatum was clearly having a psychological breakdown. She saw The Butcher, but her mind was too fragile to deal with it, so she conjured up the Ske– … Robyn as a way for her to deal with it.”

“But how would she have known exactly what Robyn was wearing?” he asked. “And more importantly, how would she have known that when she only saw the photo of Robyn’s decapitated corpse after the other murders.” 

They both sat silently for a moment before Kalli leaned forward. “Unless she had seen it on the news? Or had heard about it or read about it somewhere else, Darren.”

Darren’s left eyebrow arched up and he rolled his eyes rather dramatically. “Come on, Kalli. We both know Tatum wasn’t interested in news or anything like that.”

“But she must have. What else could explain what she was seeing?” 

Darren chewed on his lip for a moment before he reached into his bag, a rucksack he set at his feet when he sat opposite Kalli. He retrieved an A4 notebook from it and placed it in front of him. It was thick and Kalli could see there were newspaper clippings sticking out of the pages, and little, colourful tags placed to mark various pages. It appeared scruffy and well-used.

He placed a hand on top of it protectively and looked at her seriously. “I have been carefully recording everything I could since I was released. I need to prove that it wasn’t me, Kalli. I need to show this stupid town that I had nothing to do with those murders.”

Darren flipped the book open. “I have seen Robyn too, and I know she is trying to tell me something, but I just can’t figure out how to communicate with her.” He flicked pages, getting rather fanatical as he continued. “You don’t understand. The reason we can see Robyn is because we are connected to Tatum. She was trying to warn me that Tatum was next. But I don’t know who she is trying to warn me about now. There is going to be another murder, Kalli, and Robyn is trying to help us stop The Butcher.”

She watched him, her gaze raking over him as though trying to decide if he was certifiably insane or just suffering from trauma. She tapped her fingers against the speckled blue melamine of the table top; it was the only sound between the two of them for a few minutes.

“Look, Darren, I understand that you are searching for an explanation and I am sure there are others out there that think there is something more to this world than what we can physically see, but perhaps you should consider some trauma counselling? I got it and they explained a great deal to me, and it’s the reason I am so level-headed now and getting so far in life.”

She took out some money and left it on the table, standing up.

“Kalli, please, I can help you solve this case and clear my name!” he insisted, desperation in his eyes.

“I’m sorry, Darren, but I am looking for cold, hard, tangible facts. I just don’t have time to go on a silly ghost hunt.” She reached out and touched his hand lightly. “Get some help, okay?”

With that, she walked out without a backward glance.
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Back at home, Kalli made herself a fresh cup of coffee and then went upstairs to her profile of The Butcher. Staring at the photos already up, she set her coffee on a small chair and went to a box in front of a clear board near the window.

She rummaged through it and pulled out the photos from the murder of Stanley Mark, an eight year old boy who went missing one Halloween and was found two days later in the forest, his head severed from his body and his tongue missing. She stuck the photos up. Some of them were crime scene photos, while others were ones the police had canvassed for. Any photo that showed the direction Stanley had walked that night was of interest to her.

Mostly they were photos parents had been taking of their kids, with Stanley in the background. Kalli examined a few of them and noticed the boy’s tear-stained eyes and despondent disposition. She stuck those up in the order they were taken to create a timeline for Stanley’s movements. 

Taking a closer look at the crime scene photos, she noticed that the police notes said it was possible the killer was from a town not far from theirs. In fact, one could get to Redwood by walking through the forest that separated the two towns. They noted that the killer wore generic shoes, untraceable, but he had been tracked to Redwood by the dogs.

Unfortunately there were no witnesses from when the boy left his group of friends until his murder, aside from the few photos taken.

Kalli made a note on her board that, although this was the first time the killer had cut out the tongue, she saw it as an escalation rather than a separate killer altogether. She diligently reviewed the case notes and photos repeatedly, in case she missed something, her coffee forgotten and cold. 

She took a moment to step back before she made a big note on the board. If you looked carefully enough, there seemed to be someone following Stanley. You couldn’t make out whom, because he was quite a distance away, but there definitely was someone always behind the boy in every photo supplied by the community. From what she could make out, he was about the right height to match the teenager from the previous killing, although there was a large gap between the previous murder and this one. She needed to figure out why. This spurred Kalli on to make more notes and she got so absorbed she didn’t even notice time tick by.

Finally taking a break, she looked at her watch. It was well past midnight and her back was stiff and sore from standing in front of the board. She stretched out as much as she could, looked over her work and, once satisfied, she left the room, shutting off the light. 

Too tired to shower, she brushed her teeth, washed her face and stripped off her clothes, walking into the bedroom naked and picking out a pair of shorts and a shirt to sleep in.

She climbed into her soft bed and slowly drifted off to sleep.
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Someone had her pinned against a hard board by her wrists and her ankles, so it had to be more than one person. She couldn’t move her head at all. She opened her eyes and her mouth instantly opened as well, to scream, but no sound came out.

She was looking down at her unmade bed, her body attached firmly to the ceiling of her bedroom. As if the experience wasn’t terrifying enough, her bed was surrounded by people, only they weren’t quite people. They looked like people, but when she concentrated on one, then another, it seemed as if they were see-through, almost ghost-like. 

Kalli tried again to move, but found it impossible. She shivered, the cold air raising goosebumps across her body. She scanned the still bodies below her and focused on one in particular.

It was Robyn, her painted face staring up at her. Robyn opened her mouth and her tongue was missing. As though taking this as a signal, in unison everyone suddenly looked up.

If she could have, she would have screamed. None of them had faces. There was nothing. The shape of the face was there, but no one, except Robyn, had eyes, ears, a nose and a mouth.

Blood started to pour from Robyn’s open mouth as she walked slowly to the nearest wall. Kalli couldn’t take her eyes off of her. Robyn stuck a finger in her mouth and, as the blood continued to pour out, she wrote on the wall in her own blood, DEATH COMES TO THOSE WHO DO NOT SEE.

Robyn looked at her again and then let out a blood-curdling scream. Suddenly, Kalli was released and fell back into her bed.

She woke up with a start, sweat dripping off her body. The sun had just begun to rise. She threw the blankets off and quickly stood up, running a hand through her hair. She scratched herself everywhere she could reach, the remnants of the dream still clinging to her.

Going to the bathroom to relieve herself, she then washed her face. Feeling better now that she was really awake, she stretched and mentally scolded herself for letting fear get to her like that. She tied her hair back in a pony and went back to her room to get dressed.

As she crossed the threshold, she froze.

Written in red on the wall by the window were the words: DEATH COMES TO THOSE WHO DO NOT SEE.


Chapter 7
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The Butcher

 

 

He had never been one for friends or parties, but he had realised early on that he needed to keep up appearances. After doing a lot of research he realised that many of those branded as serial killers were caught because they exhibited certain signs, one of which was a lack of friends and a social life. He took the time to ensure he had both.

This particular party was shortly after his last kill and the thrill was still pumping through his veins. He would survive a party with his peers. Dressed and ready to go at seven sharp, he bid his family goodbye before going to meet his friends at the bus stop. They were all excited about the party because Jared, their host, had managed to get a few kegs of beer for them and they would spend the evening drinking. 

Michael, Phillip, Joshua and Sydney were joking about girls and their chests when he arrived. He quickly joined in and they were soon laughing and cracking jokes. He found it easy; they were small-minded and it was easy for him to entertain them. Booze, boobs and balls, and they were happy.

The bus stopped two blocks from Jared’s house and he was already bored of the conquest conversation of who did whom, where and when.

He hadn’t partaken in any of those particular ventures, but he knew he probably should or he would be seen as an outcast. Anything that cast him in a ‘different’ light would be the excuse they used when they said, “I thought it could be him.” He needed to blend in, like a chameleon, so he was determined to do whatever it took, including sleeping with a girl.

The music was pumping so loud they heard it a block away. His excited friends ran their fingers through their hair and straightened their jackets, complimenting each other as they walked. He joined in. They were in high spirits by the time they entered.

There must have been at least a hundred, if not more, teenagers throughout the house. Most were drinking, some were dancing in the different rooms, while others had found the various nooks and crannies to sit in and make out. There were drinking games happening in the backyard.

He hung around his friends most of the time, pretending to drink generously from his beer whilst in reality he just kept picking up empty mugs when no one was looking. He was in for a long night and he didn’t want to get drunk and accidentally spill information he shouldn’t be sharing.
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Some attended in fancy dress. Apparently it was still close enough to Halloween to warrant it, although it was mostly the girls that did so. He felt they did that to show off, or have an excuse to dress like tarts without being bitched about or judged. Either way, he wasn’t interested.

He made out with a few drunk girls at the beginning of the evening, in a public enough space for others to see, and then he moved on to the next group to catch up with his schoolmates and possibly pick his next hunt. He wasn’t bad looking, and that worked in his favour, and the fact that he did track and was physically strong was a bonus. He used the excuse of being into sports as a reason for having bigger muscles and being stronger; in reality it was so he could easily overpower his victims.

As the night dragged on and the unruly, hormone charged teenagers got more and more drunk, he grew bored. As he considered the best place to pretend to throw up, to use as an excuse to leave, the door opened and more girls walked in. He was instantly drawn to one of them.

She had short blonde gelled-back hair and was dressed in a black dance leotard and a pair of ripped stockings. She wore those rocker ankle boots that the bad girls all loved so much. Her face was painted like a skeleton and her lithe build certainly made her seem as skinny as one.

The air around her glowed and he felt drawn to her.

He was no longer bored.

It didn’t take him long to migrate towards her, weaving his way from one group of friends to another. He wanted to be close to her - he needed to be close to her. He wanted to touch her skin, taste her tongue, and watch the life leave her eyes. He felt electrified as he watched her laugh, talk and, most importantly, drink.

Once he was a part of her group, he concentrated his energy on her friend, barely paying attention to her. He made sure they all got fresh drinks as soon as theirs were almost done, and then suggested a few rounds of shots. It was minimal effort and took little to no time to get all the girls in that group drunk.

He excused himself and found his friends. Quickly explaining the situation, he had Michael, Joshua, Sydney and Phillip join them and soon they were each wooing the girls, leaving the girl with the painted face alone.

She was getting lonely, he could tell. He smiled as she left the group to go sit in the garden. Most of the teenagers had broken off into couples and were noisily making out either in the garden or in the house somewhere. 

He followed her, watching from the shadows of the house. She appeared dejected, sad, and clearly didn’t know what to do with herself.

It was perfect.

He ambled over, taking a deep breath and sitting next to her. “Hey.”

She looked at him and gave him a smile. “Hi,” she said.

“I’m sorry I didn’t catch your name. I was so busy catching up with Penny that I didn’t even get a chance to talk to you.” He gave her a big smile and, thinking quickly, gave her a false name. “I’m Weston.” 

“Robyn, I’m Robyn. I’m Penny’s cousin,” she said, giving him another smile.

He had her.

“Where are all the people you were with? Where is your cousin?” He was gentle; he didn’t want to scare her away by being too quick.

“Oh, they all found … someone,” she commented. “I’m not from around here so no one really knows me.” 

“Oh, but that makes you the best of the lot,” he complimented her, “because you’re not like the girls from around here” 

Robyn blushed lightly, but it was obvious even in the low light in the garden. He shifted closer to her so that their arms were touching. Her flesh felt warm against his and her face got rosier at the touch; the ruddiness shone through the white face paint. He looked down at her shiny eyes, her lips black with that oily face paint.

“Want to get out of here?” she asked.

He pretended to look surprised, not wanting to be too forward. “Where to?” he asked.

“My parents are out for most of the night, so we can go back to the motel we’re staying in?” she offered.

“Aren’t you staying at Penny’s?” he asked, letting his hand slowly envelope hers.

“No, there isn’t any space at their apartment. We can, you know, do stuff.” She looked at her feet.

“Okay, but only if you want to,” he said quietly, keeping her hand in his and standing up.

Robyn followed him, not even thinking to tell Penny where she was going; she was going to be able to tell her, with a rather big smile, that she bagged a hot guy when she saw her cousin the next day.

They walked out of the house together and she led him down the road in the direction of the motel.
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The motel wasn’t very far. It took them about half an hour to walk there. Robyn pulled a key out - he wasn’t sure where she kept it in that skin tight leotard - and unlocked the door, pulling him inside. The person renting the room next to theirs was watching TV loudly, and he realised that it made it that much more exciting. If he could get her gagged and take that glow of life away from her while there was someone nearby, it would be such a brilliant kill for him. 

They sat on her bed and she hesitantly looked up at him. He gave her the most charming smile he could muster. Indeed, he felt very charming at that moment, and leaned down, kissing her deeply.

After a few minutes, they both came up for air and she giggled. “You have face paint all over you.”

He gave a hearty chuckle, imagining her head severed from her body. Although the paint had spread to him, it was barely smudged on her; it was clearly good quality. They kissed again and this time his hand, deliberately shaky, reached up to grope her over her top.

She moaned into his mouth and goosebumps lifted on her arms. She held on to his shoulders while simultaneously leaning back so that he was forced to lean on top of her, leveraging his weight on his elbows. He kissed her hungrily, making her want more, tasting the mix of sweet and salt on her lips as she broke into a light sweat.

He paused and moved to her ear to whisper, “I want you so badly.” 

“I want you too,” Robyn said, arching her back against his touch.

He smiled and kissed her neck softly. “Can I tie you up?” he murmured against her skin as he slowly pulled her hands above her head. 

She was eager to please him, that much was obvious, and she tried to both nod vigorously but be sexy at the same time. She was clearly inexperienced. It made it sweeter for him.

Finding a few neck ties draped on the headboard, he pulled one towards him, looped it through the gap in the headboard, wrapped it around her wrists and tightened it. She moaned again, trying hard to sound sexy. He wasn’t really interested. He trailed a hand down her body and she shivered. Selecting another tie he did the same to her feet, making sure they were bound tightly.

He got up and smiled at her. “I’m going to go hunt down some free condoms in the bathroom. Don’t go anywhere.”

She smiled at him and nodded, rubbing her legs together. He wasn’t sure if that was meant to be sexy or if she needed to relieve herself, but he didn’t care.

He went to the bathroom and shrugged out of his jacket and shirt. Strapped to his back was a nifty little hatchet he had spent weeks sharpening. He released the home made holster that kept it strapped to him, safe and unnoticeable, and caught it before it clanged to the floor. He found a shirt draped over the tub and shrugged it on before walking to the door and staring at her.

“Oh, sweet, sweet Robyn,” he murmured.

She looked at him with fluttery eyes, which soon turned to confusion. “Is that my dad’s shirt?” she asked, tugging slightly on the tie binding her hands above her. “Please don’t tell me you’re some kind of daddy’s girl pervert.” 

He shook his head, but he was done speaking. He slowly moved towards her and as he got closer she noticed the weapon in his hand.

Fear had her tugging frantically on her bindings. “What is that? Hey, you’re scaring me, Weston, stop it right now. Did my cousin put you up to this? It’s not funny!” She shouted the last part.

She was hurting herself the harder she tugged, but he enjoyed it. That fight or flight instinct kicking in was what made the hairs on the back of his head raise up in excitement. Nothing was more thrilling than watching something or someone fight a losing battle. 

Robyn started to scream and he panicked a bit. This was, after all, not the usual secluded place he would have picked. He crossed the room quickly and grabbed a sock at the foot of the bed. He didn’t care if it was dirty or clean as he balled it up and shoved it deep in her mouth. She gagged against it, but he held it there.

Not moving a muscle, he listened intently to see if anyone would come to the girl’s rescue, if his days were finally numbered and he could no longer fulfil his fantasies. But, the only sound was from the extremely loud television next door. To Robyn’s dismay, there was no saving knock at the door to enquire about her screams.

Robyn tried to speak against the dirty sock that gagged her, but couldn’t spit it out or talk around it.

He ran his finger lightly over the blade of the hatchet and chuckled. “No one saw us leaving together, Robyn, and, just by the way, Weston isn’t my real name. In case you did tell anyone you were taking me home with you.”

Shifting to hold the weapon by the handle, he trailed the blade up her already decimated stockings, then the leotard and up to her face. Tears were now streaming from her eyes, but the high quality makeup did not budge. Her face was perfect.

“I’ll try to make it quick,” he murmured, “but only because I like you.”

Raising his hatchet above his head, he brought it swiftly down towards her neck. The sound was sickening, as was the blood that spurted out of her. It drenched her father’s shirt, the one he was wearing, and he couldn’t resist licking his lips where some of the blood had splattered. It felt like electricity coursing through his veins. He raised the hatchet again and swung down and, with a sick crunching, he knew her spine was severed. He lifted it once more, brought it down and it cut through the remains of her neck, lodging itself in the bedding underneath.

He sighed happily.

Setting the hatchet down, he unbound her hands. He had to move quickly now. As it was she was dead weight, and he didn’t want rigor mortis to set in before he had sculpted her perfectly.

He hoisted her into the bathroom and, after a quick look around, determined the pole for the shower curtain was thick enough, and put up well enough, that it would hold her weight. He looped the tie around it and secured it in place, moving her feet into the bathtub. 

Next, he collected her head, removed the sock from her mouth and placed her beautiful head at her feet.

He put plastic bags on his hands and rummaged through the few draws that made up part of the kitchenette and found a fairly sharp steak knife. He went back to the bathroom, prised her mouth open and carefully removed her tongue. He then stripped off her father’s shirt and got dressed again in his own clothes, rinsing and drying the hatchet before securing it once again to his back, careful to not get blood on any of his clothes, before balling up her father’s shirt, pocketing her tongue and leaving the room.

It was late now, and he needed to get out before her parents came home. The adrenaline was still pumping in his system as he walked past the room with the loud TV. Unfazed, he dropped the bloody shirt through the window and made his way downstairs and towards his house.

He didn’t bother taking the bus, enjoying the feeling of playing with the tongue in his pocket as he put one foot in front of the other. He felt so alive. He thought that taking someone’s life in a secluded area was tantalising, but doing it in a built-up area was even more fun. The mall had been a stupid idea, that was too public, but doing it in someone’s motel room, where they were supposed to feel their safest, was the true thrill, especially knowing that at any given time Robyn’s parents were going to get to the room to see the beautiful exhibit he had left them.
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“A man has been arrested for the murders that have rocked our small community. Phillip Blackwood, travelling salesman by day and a renowned alcoholic, was taken into custody after being questioned by police following the death of a young girl in the room next door to his. Police searched his room and found a shirt covered in the young girl’s blood. Blackwood is currently in custody and awaiting trial. We tried to reach Blackwood’s estranged wife and son, but neither had any comments.”

He watched the news with bright eyes. Not only had he gotten away with what he considered the perfect murder, but someone else was arrested for it simply because he had been too lazy to burn the shirt and tossed it in a room instead.

This meant that all trails leading to him didn’t matter now. Someone had been found for the murders, and he had his little gifts to play with until he could find the next opportunity, or rather, victim.


Chapter 8
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Kallista

 

 

Although it had been years since the murder of Robyn Michaels, Kalli believed people would remember details that could aid her now. In her research Kalli had explored the ability to remember events better as an adult as opposed to when you were a child. A huge part of her thesis was that witnesses should be revisited when they were older because their brains had time to cope with the trauma and they were better able to understand and process it.

With this in mind, she set off late one morning to find a few witnesses that still lived in the area. Her first visit was going to be to the girl’s cousin, Penny, but after trying to reach her a few times her wife finally answered, explained she wouldn’t be back until much later in the afternoon and promised to let Penny know that Kalli was looking for her.

Rearranging her plans didn’t take long and soon she was on her way to see the host of the party himself, Jared Lipschitz. Once one of the most popular party boys in school, Kalli remembered boys just like him who were him as thethe  sports-driven good looking jock all the girls, including herself, had a huge crush on. She imagined that this previous sports star he had grown into an even more handsome man who had a stunning wife on his arm. 

She was absolutely wrong.

Jared now ran his father’s used car sales lot near the town centre. He was a balding, sweaty man, and whatever remnants of a six pack there was, was buried under layers of take-out grease, junk food and carbs. His skin was oily and he kept mopping at his face with a dirty, sodden handkerchief. Every time he smiled at Kalli, she was distracted by the discolouration on his teeth, and the garlic stench of his breath. It took all her willpower not to run away. 

It also didn’t help that he was trying to flirt with her, despite his wife being his receptionist and staring daggers at Kalli every time she glanced her way. Kalli had her Dictaphone out and kept the conversation focused on the topic.

“So you remember seeing Robyn at the party?”

“She was hard to miss, Kalli.” Another quick mop of the oily sweat from his head and a belch of garlic and whatever disgusting thing Jared had for lunch followed. “I mean, she walked in, skin tight clothing, those sexy rocker ankle boots and that sick face paint. Pity, really, she was going to be a make-up artist in Hollywood, you know? She was good. By the way, did I mention that I am a bit of a star now myself?”

The discoloured smile flashed before her and she quickly held her breath.

“I starred in a commercial for this car lot. One of the best actors the director had ever worked with.” He patted his belly. “Of course I didn’t look as good as I do in person, the camera adds ten pounds, they say,”

Kalli forced a smile and nodded. “Yeah, I have heard. Listen, Jared, I need to know who she was hanging with, anything you can tell me could be really helpful.” 

He shrugged again. “I’m sorry; I was with Marcy-Anne most of the night, if you know what I mean.”

The wink and slight grinding of his hips was the final straw for her. She gave him a quick thank you and before he could initiate any sort of bodily contact, even if it was just a handshake, she quickly made her way back to the pavement.

She had opted to walk today, to soak up the bright sunshine, but also she wanted to familiarise herself with the town again to piece together her victims’ timelines and movements better.

As she walked briskly down the road, she attempted to remove the smell and vision of Jared out of her head.

Her next stop was Robyn’s parents’ house. Although Phillip Blackwood, Darren’s father, had been tried and convicted for Robyn’s death, Kalli thought there was more to the story than a simple drunkard taking off a girl’s head. After all, they never recovered the tongue and Phillip Blackwood maintained his innocence until the day he died, two years ago.

Robyn’s parents, Liam and Natalie, had stayed for the trial and conviction and then couldn’t bring themselves to move away from the last place they saw their little girl. Going back to their old house filled with memories of their daughter growing up was too hard, so they opted to start fresh in this sleepy little neighbourhood. All this Kalli had gleaned from newspaper articles.

She had made contact with Natalie earlier that morning and had gently explained what she needed. After triple checking that Natalie was in a fit state to answer her questions, and that Liam would be available, she confirmed she could see them that afternoon.

The house they had moved into was not far from the motel where their daughter was taken from them. The front garden was manicured and beautiful with bushes sporting different coloured flowers along the edge.

Kalli approached the door, took a deep breath and knocked lightly. The woman that greeted her was elderly, but beautiful, despite the deep lines in her face that were the tell-tale sign of trauma and misery.

She smiled warmly. “Come in, come in.” She waved the younger woman through the door. “Take a left and find a seat. I just put out tea and homemade chocolate chip cookies.”

Kalli smiled too. “Thank you for seeing me.” She went left and found a seat on a comfy armchair. “I appreciate your assistance with my thesis.”

Natalie waved her off. “Not at all, it’s a pleasure to help.” She poured them each a cup of tea. “Sugar?” 

“No, thank you. Just milk.”

Soon they both had a cup of tea and an elderly gentleman came in to sit beside Natalie. “Good afternoon,” he said quietly.

“Hi, I’m Kalli. Thank you for seeing me.”

He appeared standoffish, as though he wasn’t happy with what he had to do, and Kalli suffered a pang of guilt.

“Don’t worry about Liam, dear; he’s getting grumpy in his old age.” Natalie put a loving hand on her husband’s leg and smiled at him, and he returned the smile as though her presence made it all okay. “Now,” she continued. “How can we assist you? You said you had to research our Robyn’s death for your thesis?” 

She spoke about her daughter’s death as though it was a separate thing and had happened to someone else. As though it had not wrenched a giant hole in her life and left her empty. 

“Well, as an aspiring profiler and criminologist I need to profile and link a killer to several murders.”

“And for that you’re looking at Phillip Blackwood? Isn’t it kind of redundant, considering he’s dead?”

Liam spoke differently, as though the death had just happened and it was still fresh in his mind. Kalli deduced that Robyn had probably been daddy’s little girl and had been closer to her father, but she could never be sure with parents. It affected each parent differently even if both loved their child the same.

“Well, I am looking at murders that happened both before and after Blackwood was arrested.”

She wasn’t sure how to phrase it better; perhaps the person who had died behind bars was not the one who killed their little girl.

Liam clenched his fists and his face went red, but Natalie put a hand over his and said, “You think there was a copycat?” Her eyes never left Kalli’s face.

“Not exactly.” Kalli felt awkward now; this wasn’t the right thing to do to these nice people. “There were too many inaccuracies and there were murders that followed.”

“Why would you want to open old wounds that have already healed? My shirt covered in her blood was found in his room! This is absolute rubbish.” Liam was understandably angry. “You’re telling me the closure we found when that monster was brought to justice means nothing now? What are you trying to do? Do you know what it feels like to lose someone you love to a ruthless murderer?” 

“I do,” she said. “My sister was the last victim.” 

The room fell silent and Liam’s pent up anger evaporated. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know.”

“It’s no problem. It’s one of the reasons I picked this specific killer for my thesis. I’m not saying that Phillip Blackwood didn’t kill your daughter; I just want to make sure all options were explored because so much has changed in the time since the first murders. Like what we know about crime and investigating and the tools we have available.”

“And if it was Phillip Blackwood?” Natalie asked before sipping her tea. 

“Then it was Phillip Blackwood. My thesis is not about exonerating one man, but exploring all the options that weren’t open to previous cases,” Kalli explained, setting her empty cup down and sitting back.

Natalie nodded and set down her cup so it rested on her knee. “What do you need to know?”

“Everything you know about that night, please.” Kalli put her Dictaphone on.

Surprisingly it was Liam who spoke next. “We went out for dinner.” He gazed out the window, his eyes sorrowful. “Robyn was with her cousin Penny, who had offered to show her around town. We didn’t think there would be any harm, Penny was always a responsible young girl.” He paused, swallowing a huge lump in his throat, his Adam's apple bobbing before he took a deep breath. “We were out for most of the night, celebrating our wedding anniversary. I had made reservations for dinner and then took Natalie out to the theatre. We told Robyn not to expect us home before at least three because after the theatre we wanted to go have a quiet night cap somewhere.” He shook his head as the tears teased the corners of his eyes. “It all seems so silly now …”

“It was a thoughtful gesture, love,” Natalie said, setting her tea aside and putting her hand over his. She continued the story. “When we came home we first saw the dark stain on the bed. We hadn’t turned the light on because we didn’t want to wake Robyn, but the bathroom light was on. When I saw the dark stain I was confused, so I turned the light on regardless. Robyn wasn’t in her bed. Our bed was a mess with a dark liquid all over it. Initially I thought that Robyn and Penny had perhaps been drinking the wine Liam got me for our anniversary and had messed it on the bed, and I was angry. That was when I saw the drag marks …”

“Drag marks?” Kalli interrupted. “There was no mention of drag marks in the police report.”

Natalie shrugged. “I’m not sure why, but they were clear as day. Someone had pulled something heavy from the bed, to the carpeted floor and into the bathroom. Liam went in first.” She looked at her husband and stroked his hair back from his face. “He saw her first. He nearly fainted at the sight. I wasn’t too far behind him and saw her before he could stop me. We called an ambulance, but we knew there was nothing we could do.” 

The room fell into a heavy silence and Kalli gave the couple a moment to gather themselves before she asked, “How did they figure out it was Phillip Blackwood?” 

“They did a sweep of the surrounding rooms when they arrived.”

“They?” Kalli asked,

“The police,” Natalie clarified. “The police knocked on each door to ask if anyone had heard anything. When they were waiting for the room next to ours to open, they saw there was something by the window, near the floor that made them suspicious. They broke down the door and found Phillip Blackwood drunk and passed out on the sofa. To his left was one of Liam’s shirts soaked in blood.” 

Kalli stopped recording. “I am really sorry for your loss.”

Natalie nodded. “Thank you, I hope you find the answers you are looking for.” 

“If I have any more questions may I contact you?” Kalli asked, trying to be gentle.

Liam got up and walked out, but Natalie offered her a sad smile. “Of course, you know how to reach me.”
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The conversation played over and over in her mind as she walked down the street, but Kalli couldn’t make sense of her thoughts. She was the kind of person that needed to write it all down and have it in front of her in order to sort the jumble out.

The sound of a car horn to her left made her jump slightly and she paused, glaring at the driver. Her anger disappeared as she saw it was Detective Smith behind the wheel. He parked the car and climbed out, walking around to her side.

“Hi, Kalli,” he greeted, leaning against his car. “You didn’t strike me as the type to enjoy an afternoon stroll.” 

Kalli offered him a small smile, still feeling awkward about their exchange at the bar that had made her so anxious. “Detective,” she greeted in return.

Smith rubbed his hand over his neck and said, “Mike, please, and I was actually looking for you.” 

She stared at him expectantly, which just made him more nervous.

“Uh, yeah, so I wanted to apologise for the other night at the bar.” 

“Don’t worry about it,” Kalli cut him off. “You were drunk, I wasn’t feeling so great. It’s nothing to worry about, I promise.” 

“You sure?” he asked, taking a step closer to her. “Because I had this whole long apology planned.”

Kalli couldn’t help but smile. “It’s okay; you’re off the hook this time.” 

Something wet hit her cheek and she looked up at the sky just as rain decided to pour down.

She shivered, and yelled, “Where did that come from? I better get back home before I get sick.” 

Mike reached for his passenger door. “Let me drive you. It’s going to bucket down like this for a while.”

Kalli glanced down the road and then at the open door Mike held for her. “Okay, thanks,” she said as she climbed in.

Mike shut the door after her and quickly walked around the car, hopping into the driver’s side and slamming that door. “Good god, that is cold.” He turned the car’s heating on so they could warm up, put it in gear and pulled off. “So, what are you doing on this side of town anyway?”

“Interviewing Robyn Michael’s parents,” Kalli replied, looking out the window at the rain beating against the pavement. 

“Oh, did you find anything new?” 

“Not really, yet there are a lot of holes in that investigation that need to be combed over. I have given myself a lot of work.”

They fell into a comfortable silence the rest of the way to her house. Mike pulled in the driveway and cut the engine, reaching into his pocket and extracting a business card. “Look, if you do need any help, anything at all, my cell phone number is on this card. Just give me a ring and I will be here, okay?”

Kalli took the card and offered him a small smile. “Thank you; I really appreciate that, Mike, as well as the ride.”

“Anytime.”

She climbed out and shut the door, running up to the porch where she would be safe from the rain. She watched Mike pull out and couldn’t help another small smile playing on her lips.
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Kalli went straight upstairs and put the Dictaphone on her table. Pressing play, she listened to the two conversations she managed to have today and made notes on her boards. Listening to the interviews, she wondered if the killer had not been at the party at Jared’s house. Considering the fact that it was possibly a teenager who murdered Kyle White and considering also Robyn’s age, it seemed more likely she would admit someone closer to her age than an older man, especially when taking into account there was no sign of a forced entry. 

From the crime scene photos it looked as though Robyn was tied up voluntarily prior to her death; the way she was tied up was more sexual in nature than a forced binding. Kalli did much research and had noted that Phillip Blackwood was out of town for the other murders. Although she told Natalie and Liam otherwise, she believed Phillip had been innocent. 

Kalli stretched and decided it was time for a nice cup of hot coffee and a break from the board for a few minutes so she could clear her head. 

She went downstairs and switched the kettle on, locating the necessary items she needed to make strong coffee. While she waited for the boiling to stop, she tried not to think about the case. She really needed to go back in with a clear head if she was going to do this right. 

Once she had her brew, she went back upstairs, but only made it halfway. Standing at the top of the stairs was Robyn, or her spectral hallucination.

Kalli had had enough. She was not going to let her own issues and trauma stop her from solving this case. She marched upstairs and through Robyn. As she did, she felt as though she had walked through a sudden cold pocket, and shivered slightly. She shook it off quickly and entered her office. Not really sure why, she paused at the door, and noticed the moving shadow of a person.

She held her piping hot coffee as a weapon and shouted, “Don’t move! I am armed!”

Kalli pushed the door fully open and stepped into the room in the direction she thought the person would be, but as she did so there was a high pitched shriek and all the glass in the room shattered, including the cup she was holding. She dropped the handle quickly and put her arms over her head to protect herself. 

When she was sure nothing else was breaking, she gradually lowered her arms. Every window, every light bulb, everything constructed of glass had shattered. She wasn’t sure how the intruder did it, but it had been a big enough distraction to allow him, or her, to escape.

She whipped her cell phone out and pulled Mike’s card from her pocket. She dialled his number quickly. He answered on the fourth ring, sounding like he had been asleep. She apologised profusely and quickly explained the situation, asking him to come to the house and help her. After he acknowledged that he would be there with back up, she hung up and looked up at the window, her body tensing in fright. 

There was Robyn, but this time without her head.

Kalli’s hands shook, but she stood her ground, reminding herself that it wasn’t real and that psychological breaks could not hurt her. She jumped out of her skin as someone knocked loudly at the front door. Robyn’s body vanished.

Making her way quickly downstairs, she peeped through the little hole in the door to see Darren Blackwood standing on her front porch.

She pulled the door open. “Darren? What are you doing here?” She kept a hand on the door in case she needed to slam it shut again. 

“I heard breaking glass and came to check that everything was okay,” he said, trying to see past her into the house.

Kalli closed the door slightly. “You’re just a good Samaritan, are you? Did you just happen to be in the neighbourhood?”

“No, I live next door.” He raised an eyebrow at her. “Still don’t trust me? Ask Mike if you don’t believe me.” 

“What are you? A team?” she asked. 

“No, but Mike knows I am innocent and is trying to help me prove it. Look, I’m right next door. If you need anything, just let me know, okay?” 

“And why would I need anything from you?” she asked as a car pulled into her driveway. “And since when do you live in old Mr Wild’s house?” 

“I don’t,” he said, “I stay on the other side. That old house is in a trust and isn’t for sale.” He turned on his heel and left the porch. He greeted Mike as he passed his car and went back to his house, slamming his front door.

Mike watched him go before approaching Kalli. “Is everything okay?” 

Two patrol cars pulled up to the sidewalk and four officers got out. 

“No, someone was in my house,” she explained. “They did something, I don’t know how, but they made all the glass in the room shatter before high-tailing it out of there.” She stepped aside to let the officers in.

Mike signalled for them to search the house. He stayed with Kalli and flipped open his notepad. “Mind if I ask a few short questions?”

Kalli shook her head. “Go ahead.”

“Firstly, why would someone want to break into your house?”

“Oh, come on, Mike! How would I know the answer to that?”

He smiled. “Fair enough. Did you see if anything was missing?”

“No, I didn’t touch the scene at all, so the officers could process it.” She tapped her foot nervously. “But they were in the room where I have all my notes about the murders.”

Mike wrote on his pad. “You think it was someone after your research?”

“That’s a tad bit conspiracy theory, don’t you think?” 

“Unless the killer knows you’re on to something.”

Kalli shivered; the thought hadn’t even crossed her mind. She had been so focused on solving the mystery of her sister’s death that she hadn’t realised that someone, specifically the killer, wouldn’t want her to do that.

“Look,” Mike said, flipping his notebook closed, “with all the broken glass and everything you’re going to be vulnerable tonight. Why don’t I spend the night? I’ll sleep on the sofa in the living room, and that way you’ll have some on-site protection until you can get those windows boarded up and replaced. Okay?”

Kalli looked at him, sizing him up. “Okay,” she agreed. “I’ll get someone in to fix the windows tomorrow, but it would make me feel more at ease having you here. Once the officers are finished going over the room I’ll move the notes to Sylva’s room and lock that door. At least that way I can sleep.” She hugged herself, leaning against the wall. “Also, did you know Darren lived next door?”

Mike nodded. “Yeah, he’s lived there a few years now. He was always hoping he could solve the murders himself, you know. But he believes more in the supernatural route than actual facts.”

The way Mike said it made Kalli think that she might give Darren’s theories some credit, but she didn’t say anything. For now, all she could do was wait for the officers to finish so she could clean up and go to bed.

She couldn’t wait to get back to her work, especially if it had been the killer and if she was onto something.


Chapter 9
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The Butcher

 

 

His father knew. He had to. He hadn’t let his son out of his sight since the report of Robyn’s death. Although his father never said anything, he did things, like lock his bedroom door at night. He put bars on his windows so he couldn’t sneak out. He was to be home all the time and his father checked. If his father wasn’t checking, his brother was. His stupid older brother; always perfect, he could do no wrong, not at home nor at school.

The itch was unbearable. He couldn’t even leave the house to find small creatures to kill and it seemed the animals had wised up to his antics because none appeared in their garden. 

He ached for it. 

The years trickled by. High school faded away. He didn’t work, and his father didn’t mind. 

Then his father was no more. 

Old age had finally caught up with him and he couldn’t help but feel his heart do back flips as the ambulance took his father away.

If his brother knew why their father kept him locked away, he didn’t say anything.

He was free to move again, he was free to satisfy the itch.

After a few choice conversations, he managed to arrange a job. He secured work as the maintenance man at one of the nearby high schools. It was perfect! He could find his next victim and no one would question him being there. He had considered going for an adult, but they presented their own problems. No, he liked the young ones, all that life ahead of them snuffed out by the power he wielded. The power of death.

It had been years since he had taken Robyn’s life and although he still had his two small mementos to play with, he wanted to expand his collection.

The one that shone most brightly for him was a girl called Tatum. Everything about her radiated perfection. He had to have her. 

He took his time planning her demise. He wanted everything about her death to be perfect. He wanted to enjoy every single second of it.

After securing a copy of her class schedule, he made sure to plan his cleaning routine around it; that way he could always see her. He studied her, her habits, her likes and her dislikes. He already knew where she lived, so it wasn’t hard to figure the route she walked home.

Then something he had never felt happened to him.

He was jealous.

She and that obnoxious loud mouth friend of hers would ‘ooh’ and ‘ahh’ over the popular boy in the school. His name was Roger and he clearly had eyes for his Tatum as well. He reasoned, for Tatum to be truly his, he would have to remove the obstacles out of his way.

Roger was an obstacle.

He paid careful attention to the loud mouth friend, Jacqui, because she told anyone and everyone what the latest plans were, and therefore it was easy enough to discover when the girls planned to go to a house party. She was going to convince Tatum to go so that Roger could ask her out. Roger and Jacqui conspired to do it; he hated that. He despised that they would betray her in such a manner.

He wouldn’t be able to show up at a teenager party without being noticed, so it wasn’t the perfect opportunity. He had to wait for the moment to present itself.
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Tatum had not enjoyed the party at all. She had gotten ill, no doubt from drinking alcohol. He heard Jacqui recount the story to Roger, and she also assured him that she would convince Tatum to go to the fair. Roger in turn assured her that Darren would ask her to join them and they could all go together.

He could blend in at the Fayre. He needed to ensure he was there when they went.
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He waited for what felt like hours. Perhaps he had misheard and gotten the day wrong, or they had changed their plans. He didn’t want to draw attention to himself by just standing around, so he went to some of the attractions, pretending to be fascinated.

They weren’t coming and he was tired, so he decided to go home. He was about to exit the parking lot when he heard them behind him, laughing as they got out of a car. Jacqui and Darren were all over each other, while Roger was trying to restrain himself and was acting like a gentleman.

He doubled back and followed at a distance, keeping an eye on them. Now and then he let them drift further away, but most of the time he knew exactly where they were. 

The closest he got was in following them into the fun house. He was near Tatum at any given time, always in the room just behind them. He heard their voices; he could hear her. He heard her scream and it was music to his ears. 

She wanted to go home, and he knew he had to get there before they did. Roger had to drop their friends off, so he could make it provided Roger dropped them before Tatum.

He had taken his father’s car; he made sure to wait until they were out of the parking lot before he left as well.
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The street was silent as he passed Tatum’s house. He had an idea which way Roger would go after dropping Tatum, but he couldn’t be sure and needed to remain inconspicuous. He chose to park three houses away. Enough time to turn around to head in the opposite direction, if needed, and enough distance to not be suspicious.

His heart beat out of his chest. The itch that burned inside him begged to be scratched and, the closer he was to satisfying that itch, the more it burned. 

He was patient. He waited in the dimly lit street without moving. To someone passing by it would appear as though he had fallen asleep. It was such a safe neighbourhood, supposedly, that no one would think twice about it really. He didn’t worry about dangers; he was the danger and it excited him.

Headlights behind him stirred him. He watched the car approaching Tatum’s house in his left side mirror. He didn’t move his head or body in any way in case they noticed him, but his eyes were focused on that car, on his victim.

He saw Roger open the door for Tatum and then they talked. He couldn’t hear them, and couldn’t quite make out their faces, but they kissed, and that was enough to boil his blood. How dare that brat defile his perfect little project? He clenched his fists, breathing heavily through his nose as he willed himself to calm down. This was how people got caught. They acted rashly and in anger, and he was no fool.

The headlights came on again and the car roared to life, as though the idiot’s car was celebrating his victory. He couldn’t help but smile to himself - how short-lived his little celebration would be.

Roger came down the road, a large smile on his face as he bobbed his head to whatever music he was listening to.

The Butcher waited. Pulling out directly behind Roger’s car would be suspicious. He watched as Roger indicated to turn left at the corner, and then started his car.

For the most of the drive he maintained a distance. He kept behind other cars in the lane, generally with two or three between them. Keeping an eye on when Roger turned, he sometimes delayed his own turns so the teenager didn’t grow suspicious of someone following him.

It wasn’t until Roger swung onto an old highway, a well-known short cut around the town, that he decided it was time to regain the distance, putting his headlights to full beam so that Roger couldn’t identify his car.

Roger didn’t seem to notice anything for the first twenty minutes. Then he noticed a glow highlighting Roger’s face … the tell-tale sign that he was on a call with someone.

He needed to act quickly.

Revving, he pulled up to Roger’s car, careful to keep far enough back so that Roger couldn’t see him clearly. When Roger did look, he swung the steering wheel and smashed into Roger’s car, causing him to almost veer off the road. Before Roger was able to correct, he slammed into him again, not too hard or he might suffer an accident himself. On the fifth slam he caught the back end of Roger’s car and sent him veering off the road and into a tree. He hit his brakes immediately. 

There were no signs of other vehicles on the road, so he left his car there, with hazards on. If anyone came along he could claim to be helping the boy, before high-tailing it to a new home. Always have a backup plan. He was no longer a child, after all.

From the back seat he retrieved his katana.

It was a beautiful blade he had picked up while on holiday with his family. No questions were raised about purchasing it from the roadside antique show, because his family was quite aware of his fascination with blades, and the fool selling it had seriously under-priced it. He had used his savings, but it was worth fifty times what he had paid. It was the real deal and the foolish old man didn’t realise that neither his father nor brother knew its value, so he bought it to keep as a decorative sword for his room.

Now he was be able to use it for its true purpose.

He unsheathed it; the blade had a slight curve, but was a slender single-edged sword. There were different guards for the katana, but this had the round one he preferred. The best part of the katana was, if oiled and polished regularly, it never needed to be sharpened, and he was about to test if it truly could cut through a person in one swoop.

The excitement aroused him like never before. It had been too long. 

He took out his trusty knife as well and stuck it in the waistband of his pants. He looked up quickly and saw that Roger was still in his car - he hadn’t moved at all. He walked towards the car, putting on latex gloves as he went.

The door was jammed, but with a lot of huffing and puffing he managed to pry it open. He unfastened Roger’s seatbelt just as the boy started to stir. He noticed blood from his leg where it was broken, but didn’t care. Roger was a means to an end.

He grabbed him and pulled him out. The agony of movement made Roger scream, but he simply dragged Roger into the wilderness on the side of the road until he found a tree low enough to hang him from. 

Roger whimpered, drifting in and out of consciousness as The Butcher reached behind him to unclasp handcuffs from his trousers.pants.  He handcuffed the boy’s one wrist and rested him against the tree. He unsheathed his katana and held it carefully in his hands.

It felt like an extension of himself.

It was perfect.

With one hard swing he cut through Roger’s neck and embedded the blade in the tree behind him. The head rested against the blade for a while, but as soon as he withdrew it the head fell forward and landed with a dull thump.

The relief and adrenalin that rushed over him was enough to make him weak in the knees. He nearly dropped his blade in excitement, but instead held it shakily, admiring the clean cut. Straight through the muscle and bone without any problem. He sheathed it and sighed; he felt as if he had just sunk into a relaxing hot bath after weeks of living on hard ground in a forest.

It was heaven.

He lifted Rogers’s body and, with much effort and a bit of time, he managed to swing the handcuffs over the low branch and catch them with his free hand. He let go of the body, straining to grip the open handcuff. He raised the boy’s free hand and without much difficulty got the handcuff around it. Leaving him there to hang, he placed Roger’s head neatly at his feet, carefully brushing off the soil and leaves that clung to his face and hair.

Kneeling, he pried open Roger’s mouth, pulling his tongue forward, and inserted his knife to carefully slice through it, holding the tongue in his hand. He squished it in his fingers, enjoying the feel of the muscle in his hand.

He stood, admiring his work for a few seconds before turning around and leaving, pocketing the tongue.
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Roger’s death was a shock to the entire student body. On the first day back at work after satisfying his itch he noticed the impact he had on the students and school faculty. Everyone missed Roger, and the hallways were quiet for most of the day. Kids spoke in hushed tones. Many girls cried, but none were as affected as Tatum was. 

The effect his actions had on her was exciting to say the least. He watched her throughout the day as he mopped floors, washed lockers and screwed in light bulbs. She was withdrawn and pale, her eyes constantly red, and her cheeks were stained from the numerous tears she shed. 

In the past, news reports revealed the grief of the family of his works of art, but seeing it in the here and now was far more interesting. He was getting to her mentally. Not only would he have his way with her, making her his ultimate art piece, but he would get into her mind, her heart and her soul.

The thought ignited the itch all over again. She would become his definitive prize only after he took away everything she loved. 

He was an artist and she would be his best exhibition.

The only person she seemed to talk to in this time of mourning was that loud mouth friend of hers, Jacqui, but even she had toned down her obnoxiousness in respect of the loss of their friend.

He often saw Jacqui trying to comfort Tatum, either by whispering to her or putting an arm around her and holding her. Jacqui’s boyfriend, Darren, was also mourning the loss of his best friend, but put on a brave face to help comfort Tatum as well. He was no good at it and Jacqui eventually shooed him away. 

Jacqui.

She was perfect.


Chapter 10
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Kallista

 

 

After the police had wrapped up Tatum’s body and taken it to the morgue, they performed a search of her room, looking for any clue to assist them in identifying her killer. Detective Smith seemed frenzied, especially after their mother had a screaming fit about him not being there to protect her daughter. Her mother was a bereaved parent, and Smith knew she wasn’t thinking rationally, but the guilt ate at him. Kalli saw it.

After everyone had left and the family was left alone to mourn the loss of such a young life, Kalli went to sit and cry in her sister’s room. She regretted yelling at Tatum, not spending enough time with her sister and being such a brat. 

This was what drove her to solve the case herself.
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Kalli was not a teenager anymore, but she remembered that fateful night. The last event she remembered was finding Tatum’s phone. She had known her sister’s pass code because she used it to make sneaky calls when her sister wasn’t paying attention. She unlocked the phone and went through the pictures, sobbing at the fond memories.

She remembered going through messages, especially the messages between Tatum and Jacqui. Up until the fight, they had been so good for each other and Jacqui had been a dear friend. Kalli realised now how horrible she had been to her sister by not being there when she lost her best friend.

Then the voice messages popped up and she listened. First she listened to the new ones, which were mostly telemarketers - she deleted those - and then she listened to the old ones. She didn’t know why her sister never deleted them, but listening to people she knew speak as if Tatum was still there tore her to shreds.

Until she reached the voicemail from Roger.

Kalli remembered that one clear as day and the words would haunt her forever. She never understood why her sister never told the police about the voicemail, but she was going to, after she wrote it down word for word.

The last spoken words - ‘DEATH COMES TO THOSE WHO DO NOT SEE’ - were especially creepy. 

As an adult she stood in front of her board dedicated to Roger and wrote out the voicemail message next to his picture. A man and a woman had pushed him off the road. They then dragged him to a tree, cut off his head, and hung him in the tree as a display. 

The Butcher was back.

Kalli regarded the time difference between Robyn’s murder and Roger’s. If The Butcher had been a teen when he murdered Robyn, he would have been a fully grown, possibly very strong man when he killed Roger. What stumped her was why he suddenly needed a sidekick in the form of a woman to assist him. A wife perhaps? Someone who shared his thirst for blood? It didn’t make sense. Kalli noted the woman’s voice on the voicemail, but didn’t include her in her main board notes. 

What delayed the killings?

Sometimes killers couldn’t kill because they were imprisoned.

She moved to her computer, relieved her office was again intact, and after inputting her access to the database, checked if any of the teenage possible suspects were arrested and jailed during that time. None were.

Drumming her fingers impatiently, she sat up suddenly and switched over to access the registered drivers’ licencing site. She input all the names she had and discovered, of the one hundred and fifty teen suspects, ninety had moved away after school and had not returned. That left a total of sixty possible suspects.

She got up and removed all those who moved away. She was closer. She reached for her white board marker to make notes, but found it dried out.

Setting it down again, she sighed. She needed to get supplies anyway, so she called it a night, double checked the house was locked securely, and went to bed. She didn’t even notice that Robyn was standing in her bathroom, watching her sleep.
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Fresh the next morning after getting a good night’s sleep, she felt better and believed she had her emotions under control. She hadn’t seen Robyn’s so-called spirit in a few days and had gotten a large amount of work done.

After a run and a cup of coffee, she jumped in the shower and enjoyed the hot water against her skin.

She had a lot planned for the day, but her first stop was the mall for more supplies. Once dressed, she got into her car and reversed out. Driving down the road, she slowed to check out Mr Wild’s house, where she had once seen Robyn standing in the window.

The house looked old and worn; clearly no one lived there or even took care of it. It was kind of sad; she remembered how much pride old Mr Wild had taken in his home, especially his garden.
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She had everything she needed, except something to fill her stomach. Kalli spent the better part of the last two hours shopping and now she regretted skipping breakfast as her stomach bubbled and groaned. She needed sustenance and decided to have something from the food court before she went home.

Walking from one fast food outlet to the next, she finally decided on a Hawaiian pizza with a thick base. Almost drooling, she watched it being prepared. She loved pizza; it was her comfort food when her father died, and again when her sister was murdered. 

As soon as it was ready she thanked the cashier and went to sit and eat. It melted in her mouth. The thick dough and cheese instantly made her calm and happy and she didn’t have a care in the world. The ham and pineapple was just the bonus on top.

She was halfway through her pizza when she realised she sat in the last public place Jacqui was seen in. She set her pizza down and wiped her hands, searching for her notebook.

Trying to figure out exactly where Tatum and Jacqui had been seen, she glanced around … when Robyn caught her eye. She stood in a clothing store behind a woman.

Kalli stared at her, tilting her head slightly to the right as she watched her. Robyn placed a finger to her lips and shook her head slowly. Kalli’s palms started to sweat and she closed her eyes, inhaled a deep breath, and reminded herself it wasn’t real.

When she opened her eyes Robyn was still there, her mouth wide open pouring blood.

It was time to confront her fear. There was nothing there, so she had nothing to worry about. Kalli left her pizza, but picked up her shopping, striding towards the clothes shop. She never took her eyes off Robyn and the ghost girl watched her approach, a wide smile spreading across her face.

Kalli reached Robyn, and she just disappeared. One minute she was right in front of Kalli, the next she was gone. Kalli took a few deep breaths; she wanted out of the mall, now.

She strode by various displays. The sensation of being watched nagged at her. She stopped and swung back. People walked around her and in and out of the stores, but there was no one she could see watching her. She walked on again, only to be plagued by that same feeling.

Kalli stopped again and glanced around, nearly bumping into someone as she did so. She quickly apologised and, as she moved on once more, she saw Robyn in place of her reflection in the glass of the store window. Kalli stared at her and then walked.

Out of the corner of her eye she saw Robyn beside her, staring at her, matching each of her strides. It was seriously freaking her out and she could feel her chest closing as anxiety built up.

She walked a bit faster; she needed to be outside for some fresh air. She glanced to her left and saw Robyn walking beside her still, faster as well. She started jogging and then running with Robyn matching her every move. Kalli had no reflection, only Robyn staring at her and mocking her.

She ran through the glass doors that led outside, seeing Robyn briefly in the one in front of her, and then she slammed into two people. She fell to the floor, her shopping spilling everywhere.

“Oh, hell, Kalli, I’m sorry, I didn’t see you. Are you okay?”

It was Mike and he held a hand out to help her up. She was beyond help though, as she was having a full-blown anxiety attack. Her breaths came in short rasps and she shivered uncontrollably. Tears threatened to spill as she looked up at Mike. Standing beside him was Darren, the other person she had run into. 

Mike took one look at her and immediately sank to his haunches. “Hey, hey, it’s okay. You’re okay, Kallista.” He stroked her hair away from her face. Kalli tried to pull away, but he shook his head. “Shh, it’s okay. I’m not going to hurt you; I’m not going to let anyone hurt you. Come, let me help you up.” 

Kalli took a few deep breaths and then with Mike’s help she stood up. He led her to a nearby bench and sat her down, sending Darren to get her a soda.

Mike sat beside her and rubbed her back gently. “It’s okay; just focus on breathing, okay? Don’t worry about anything.”

Kalli did just that, focusing on taking deeper and deeper breaths. She ignored the closed feeling in her chest and just concentrated on inhaling and then exhaling, repeatedly.

Mike, in the meantime, picked up her shopping for her. 

Darren returned with the soda and handed it to Mike before sitting on Kalli’s other side. “What happened?”

Mike shot him a look, which Kalli caught, and said, “Leave her be for a minute, Darren. Let her catch her breath and calm down first and see if she wants to tell us.”

Kalli was grateful; she needed just that. A few minutes to calm down, regulate her breathing and sip the soda to get sugar back in her system.

Once she was calm, she looked at Mike. “Thank you so much. I really appreciate your help again.” 

“Not at all, I’m always happy to help. I’m glad you’re feeling better.”

He offered her a reassuring smile and it did something to her stomach - maybe it was just the pizza though.

“What happened?” he asked.

“I had an anxiety attack and saw something that made it worse. That’s all,” she said, rather matter-of-factly.

Darren shook his head. “You saw Robyn.” 

“It’s purely psychological,” Kalli responded, looking at him. “My trauma counsellor has explained why and how it happens.”

“Then why did we see her too?” Darren asked, looking at her. “Why was she running with you? Why did she appear on the glass door as you were exiting?” 

“Why didn’t you move out of the way when you saw me then?” Kalli retorted.

“Because we didn’t want you to run into traffic,” Mike murmured. “I saw her too, Kalli. You had no reflection of your own. Only Robyn. How can three people be having the same psychological reaction thing or whatever it is you call it at the same time?” 

“We can’t,” Darren chimed in before she could answer. “Even you have to know that.”

Silence followed as Kalli digested what they were saying. They had seen Robyn replacing her reflection, they had seen her run alongside Kalli and they had seen her appear to her as she went through the door. It wasn’t rational that all three could experience the same psychological hallucination simultaneously, and it certainly would be hard to guess exactly, in detail, what Kalli had seen. But they could explain what Robyn was doing, exactly.

Kalli’s chest started to close again and anxiety built up.

“Breathe, Kalli, just breathe. Listen to what Darren has to say and try and remain calm, okay?” 

Kalli nodded at Mike, taking a swig of soda and regulating her breathing.

“There was more to Robyn than the files had to say,” Darren explained. “One of the things is that she comes from a long line of gypsies known for their work as mediums. Not that carnival crap that rips people off - these were genuine mediums able to speak to the dead.”

Kalli looked at him.

“I believe, because of this, she was able to communicate with certain people after she died. I haven’t been able to figure out why she picks those she picks, but she chose Tatum, she chose Mike, she chose me and she has chosen you.”

“What does she want?”

Kalli couldn’t believe that question came from her own mouth. She was all about facts and here she was buying into Darren’s stupid supernatural mumbo jumbo. Still, she didn’t have a better, more logical explanation, so she had to know what he knew.

“From what I can tell, she is trying to prevent others from dying. I don’t know why she didn’t show herself to Roger, or Jacqui or Mr Wild, but I do know the people she has been seen with were all eventually murdered by The Butcher. So, I deduce, if the three of us are seeing her …”

“He’s after us next?” She recalled the person that had been in her house, and the feeling of being watched. Was Robyn trying to warn her?

Mike ran a hand through his hair. “Look, it took a lot of convincing for me as well, but Darren has really done his research. Even if you don’t believe him, he has a lot to offer from his own findings.”

Kalli looked at Darren and then at Mike. “Meaning?” she asked.

“We want to help you, Kalli. We want to work with you to bring this sick son of a bitch to justice,” Mike explained. 

Kalli sat back and sipped her soda, digesting everything she had just heard. There was a ghost warning her that she was a potential next victim, and the detective who didn’t solve the case and the previous suspect both wanted in on helping her.

“Okay,” she said eventually, “I think we can try to do this together.”

Both men seemed surprised, ready to continue convincing her, certainly not ready for her willingness to accept their proposal.

Mike nodded. “Okay, then, what time do you want us?”

“If you’re in on this, you’re in. You don’t work anything else until this is solved,” Kalli said, looking at both at them. “I want to know who he is and I want him to pay for what he did to all of them, not just Tatum. Also, if we’re all targets, it might be safer if we stick together.”

“What do you suggest?” Darren asked.

“I suggest you two stay at the house, which I have made my headquarters, until this is over. There is more than enough room and that way we can really focus on this.” Her mind was made up and this was what she wanted and how she wanted it to happen.

Mike looked at Darren and then back at Kalli. “I’ll pack some stuff and be over tonight.”

The men stood. “I’ll be over as soon as Mike is there; I don’t want you to feel uncomfortable,” Darren said.

“No, come over as soon as you are ready. The sooner we get started, the sooner we can find him.”


Chapter 11
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The Butcher

 

 

He had never liked Jacqui. She was obnoxious, arrogant and didn’t deserve to have Tatum in her life. She was always flipping her hair over her shoulder or giving boys flirtatious smiles. He loathed her. 

Often he would follow her home as well when he was following Tatum. Her house was on the way to Tatum’s, so he knew where she lived. She and Tatum would walk ahead of him, giggling and joking about boys.

Until Roger died, they were extremely close, but afterwards, after Tatum started speaking about seeing some Skeleton Girl, they didn’t walk with each other as much. He always knew she was superficial. She didn’t deserve Tatum.

Tatum, however, hung on to the friendship, while still trying to convince Jacqui that she was seeing this Skeleton Girl everywhere. She was traumatised and he knew with a few pushes in the right place she would be his perfect project.

Their talk of a skeleton someone recalled the girl with the face paint to mind, but as Tatum could not know of that, he figured trauma caused her to hallucinate.

First he had to eliminate Jacqui. The only question was how. She didn’t drive, so mimicking Roger’s death was not on the cards. When she wasn’t with Tatum, she was with the gruff boy Darren, moaning about Tatum, and he didn’t want to take a chance and attempt to kill both of them at the same time - there was always the possibility one could escape and he would get caught. He needed to get her alone.

He decided that more observation was required.
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The first day thereafter that he followed her from school, she walked with Darren. He had to keep quite far back to not arouse suspicion, especially because he lived in the opposite direction.

He had overheard that they had a date planned. Knowing them, the kind of teenagers they were, they were probably just going to sneak off somewhere to kiss. He didn’t care. He needed to observe their routine so he knew when the best time to strike would be.

When he cleaned the offices the day before once everyone had left, he checked Darren’s file and now knew the boy lived with his mother in the poorer part of town. He needed the address in case he had to fall back or lost them along the way. Their destination, apparently, was Darren’s house.

Wouldn’t it be poetic if this Blackwood also got blamed for a murder he didn’t commit?

He didn’t lose them, however, and they didn’t notice they were being followed. They spoke in low voices the whole way, and Darren had his arm around Jacqui’s waist most of the time.

Once they were inside the house, he had to locate where they were, so he could watch them, out of sight of anyone who might see him. He didn’t have to worry; a few short minutes later they emerged out of the back door and put a blanket down on the lawn in the backyard to have a picnic.

He quietly made his way around the fence until he was within listening distance of them. He found a small hole and made sure that no one could see him where he would be crouching, and made himself comfortable and watched the pair.

Jacqui poured soda to drink while Darren cut sandwiches for them. Once they had eaten, they laid back in each other’s arms. Jacqui was comfortable in the crook of Darren’s arm, resting her head against his chest. 

He had to strain to hear what they were talking about.

“Have you been to see him?”

“Not this week. I’m supposed to go on Saturday, but it’s Roger’s funeral.” Darren’s voice sounded heavy, as though the world was burdened on his shoulders.

Jacqui stroked his chest. “It will get better, I promise. It will just take some time.” She was so gentle with him.

“He was my best friend.”

Darren coughed and sniffed, and Jacqui instantly sat up and pulled him into her arms, where she stroked his head. He sobbed into her neck, holding her tightly.

“I promise, it will all get better. I will never leave you.”

She was murmuring and it was hard to hear, especially whenever a car passed or someone yelled in the street. The two teenagers ignored the world around them. He was fascinated with the way Darren sat back and looked at her, as though this one little human was his entire world. It made no sense why someone would rest all that happiness on someone else. 

The boy was clearly a fool.

“How was Tatum today?” Darren asked, reaching to pour himself more soda.

“Better, I think. I just don’t know what to say to her, Darren. I want to make her feel better, like I want to make you feel better, but you’re not raving about a Skeleton thing that you see everywhere.” She hugged her knees.

Darren rubbed her back lightly. “It’s okay, Jacqui, she is just traumatised. She’ll come around.” 

“I hope so,” she said. “I don’t know what else to do.” 

Clearly they didn’t care that much for Tatum or they would be by her side, day and night, trying their absolute best to make her feel better. Even so, he didn’t want them to, she was his prize, his game, and he wanted to break her in every way possible so that the final product would be perfect. He wanted them out of Tatum’s life, forever.

He had seen enough and wanted to move away before someone discovered him. Instead of heading back to the road, he moved between the houses and ambled to the surrounding forest, his place of peace and quiet.

While he wandered, he thought about how to get Jacqui alone. The only time she wasn’t with Darren or Tatum was when she was home. He would need to move on to Jacqui’s house for the next few days to discover the timing between Jacqui getting home and when her mother arrived from work. He knew from her file that Jacqui’s mother was a nurse, so she worked odd hours.

He was going to kill Jacqui in her own house. The itch ignited.
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He left work early the next day. He wanted to make sure he had sufficient space and time to observe Jacqui’s house. He didn’t want any surprises once he was inside, especially because Jacqui lived in a dense neighbourhood, like Tatum. The chances of being caught were raised and so was the thrill of accomplishing what he wanted.

From the woods he knew so well, he approached. The woods bordered most of the town, so he would be able to see into Jacqui’s backyard without fearing that he would be seen. He watched carefully.

She stayed in a small house with windows on either side. If he sat to the right, he could just make out her front door and her bedroom window, which was nice and big and offered a great view into her life. The kitchen was at the back, and the back door could easily be picked if needed. It would be the best place to approach from.

He heard shouting and raised his set of binoculars to his eyes, focusing on the kitchen. Jacqui and what appeared to be her mother were yelling at each other. At this distance, it was just noise, but the mother was cross, and so was Jacqui, who grabbed the garbage bag and stomped outside to toss it in the large bin. She went back in and left the door open, and this time when her mother yelled he heard it clearly.

“You never close that goddamn door and one day a bear is going to get in here and eat you!” She slammed the kitchen door and he realised they didn’t lock it.

He stayed there for the rest of the evening and most of the night, but from his vantage point he could see that they didn’t lock that back door. It was his perfect entrance and exit point. He could approach from and leave back through the woods and no one would ever find him.

Now he just needed to know the perfect day.
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A few days later Jacqui and Tatum sauntered the school hall together while he mopped the floor. He overheard them talking,

“You need to try and move on with life, Tat. I know what he meant to you and I understand the trauma, but you need to get out there again. Just come to the mall with me! Please?”

Tatum seemed reluctant, but Jacqui looped her arm through her best friend’s and said, “Come on, it’ll be fun.” 

Tatum agreed and they made their plans to meet after school and walk to the mall together.

He wanted to follow them; he wanted to see how they interacted. He now knew what he was doing that afternoon.

Because he didn’t want to be recognised, he waited at the mall. At a shop near the main entrance where he thought they would enter, considering they were coming straight from school, he did some light shopping so the cashier didn’t complain. As soon as he saw them, he paid and made his way into the crowd. Even from a distance he could see that matters still seemed a little awkward between the two friends and took great pleasure in knowing it was because of him.

Jacqui soon took it upon herself to end the discomfort and again hooked her arm through Tatum’s and discussed what she wanted to wear to prom. Of course, she made it all about her. She didn’t care about Tatum; she didn’t see her perfection, not as he did.

They walked to the food court and ordered fries and a milkshake to share and sat right in the middle of the open space. He got a toasted sandwich and sat near them, watching them out of his peripheral vision, straining to hear them. Listening above the noise of the mall was worse than trying to hear over cars.

He sighed, frustrated, when suddenly he realised that Tatum was staring directly at him. He tried not to panic or change in any way, but she was signalling for her best friend to look and he realised that somehow she had recognised him.

His heart beat out of his chest and he started to sweat.

Jacqui stretched, using the action as an excuse to turn around to look at him. Her face changed and went slightly red as she swung angrily to Tatum and slammed her hands on the table, making Tatum jump. 

“You freaking bitch,” she snapped. “That wasn’t funny.”

The whole mall had fallen quiet when she slammed her hands and he could now hear her.

Tatum was puzzled. “I wasn’t trying to be funny,” she said, glancing at him again. “Where did she go?” Tatum stood up and looked around the food court. “She was right there, Jacqui, I swear to God.”

Angry, Jacqui pushed herself up. She retrieved her backpack, swung it onto her shoulders. “That was freaking mean, Tat! You spent all this time talking about how this skeleton creature is linked to Roger dying and then you pretend she’s right behind me.” She stormed off.

It wasn’t him they had noticed.

The mall became noisy again. Tatum appeared frazzled as she left.

He followed, keeping a big enough distance between them. The only time she stopped was to pause at Jacqui’s road and gaze longingly down at her friend’s house. Without another word she went home and, as he approached the corner, he too looked down the road.

The time was right, he could feel it, and therefore he went home to fetch his tools. His itch was going to be satisfied tonight.
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He approached the house from the woods as planned. He didn’t want to go in too early, at least not until he had made sure the mother wasn’t home and Jacqui was definitely alone.

Then he heard yelling.

It was Tatum screaming about a girl being in Jacqui’s room. He didn’t understand - why was she here? What had she come for?

He would have to wait. 

While he waited for Tatum to leave, he pulled out the cheap disposable cell phone he purchased at the mall earlier. He dialled the hospital Jacqui’s mom worked at and pretended to be a florist, checking what time she would be home so he could deliver a bouquet to her house. The head nurse promised to keep it a secret, and informed him she would only be home in three hours. He thanked her and hung up.

He heard the girls fighting again, their voices carrying clearly across the neighbourhood. He would be surprised if there was anyone that didn’t hear it. Jacqui was calling the cops on Tatum and wanted her out of the house. 

Another delay.

He didn’t like Jacqui before, but now he was starting to despise her. The itch was burning a hole through him and she kept creating delays. He breathed deeply, doing his best to calm himself. The police did arrive and he saw them make a sweep of the house before they left.

Now was the time.

He hesitated though. He saw her enter the kitchen and took another deep breath, willing her to return to the other side of the house.

She collected the rubbish bag and brought it outside to the big bin before going back in, shutting the door but not locking it. She went back to the other side of the house.

He crept forward. 

The time was now.

He managed to open and close the kitchen door without making a sound. He marvelled at how skilled he was at this. He had the katana strapped to his back, his gloves on, his handcuffs clipped to his waistband and his sharpened knife in the waistband of his pants. He walked up the stairs slowly, hearing her singing along to a song, probably in her room.

She had no idea he was there. 

Approaching the door carefully, in case she was facing him, he was ready to take her on. She was small and easy to overpower, so he wasn’t worried about her getting away. 

He peeked into her room and found her with her back to him, lying on her bed with an open book, studying. Music played on her radio and she was blissfully ignorant that these were the last moments of her life.

Getting as close to her as possible without drawing her attention, he approached from behind. Only when it was too late, did she look behind her and see him, her mouth opening to scream. He gripped her hair and shoved her face into the bed, cutting off her oxygen.

He was patient. He held her there until she passed out, but wasn’t dead, and turned her over, running his hands along her body. He hated her, but he would make her a piece of art anyway.

There was a strong looking steel pole holding up her clothing in her closet. He threw her clothes to the floor, not caring where they landed, and then positioned her body against the door.

He drew his katana.

She stirred and, as she opened her eyes, the blade cut through her neck, severing her head from her body.

He sheathed his blade once more; absolutely aroused by the way he had timed the stroke, the way it had sliced through muscle, sinew, bone, tendons and skin perfectly. There were no flaws with the cut. 

Getting to work immediately, he began by cuffing her one hand and picking her up. She was lighter than Roger had been, and he didn’t struggle as much to hoist her body up. He swung the free handcuff over the pole, shifted her body to guide her arm up to the cuff and snapped it on without too much effort.

Once done, he knelt by her head. This was going to be his favourite part with her. Removing her tongue was removing all the annoying things he hated about her. The way she spoke, the way she flirted, the sound of her voice. He removed it and put it in his pocket before placing her head at her feet. 

Satisfied, he left. 

He couldn’t wait to see what Tatum thought of his new little gift to her.


Chapter 12
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Kallista

 

 

Jacqui’s picture went up on her board and Kalli couldn’t help but smile. Jacqui had been a good friend to her sister, and was always nice to Kalli and Sylva, especially after their father passed away. She had been sad when Jacqui was murdered, she only wished that she had been there for Tatum, or had spoken to Tatum about it.

She jumped when a hand reached over her to touch Jacqui’s picture lightly.

“I loved her so damn much. We were young, but I knew I was going to marry her.”

Darren’s voice was mournful and Kalli was touched by the way he looked at the picture. The undying love that shone in his eyes for this one girl was unquestionable.

Kalli hugged herself, feeling awkward. “Yeah, we really liked her. She would have wanted you to be happy, you know.”

“I know” he said, swallowing hard, “but sometimes in life you meet that one, the person who just makes everything in this world bright, and I mean everything.” He looked at Kalli and smiled. “And no one quite measures up after that.”

“You didn’t try?”

“No one wanted me,” he explained. “Everyone still blames me for the murders. I’m hoping that once we figure out who The Butcher is, where he is from and beat the shit out of him before we arrest him, I can put Jacqui to rest properly. Maybe then … maybe then I’ll try.”

He reached into his pocket and pulled out his wallet. He withdrew a photo strip of four images. In each it was obvious how Darren looked at Jacqui as though she was the beginning, the middle and the end of his world. 

Sticking the strip next to the photo Kalli had of Jacqui, he said, “Remember her that way. Not from some school photo she had to pose for. Remember her as the fun, life loving, shining star she was. That is what motivates me.”

He touched the photos one last time before he turned to leave the room.

Kalli put a hand over her heart and silently resolved to solve the case for Darren, more than for herself.
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Once finished with her preliminary notes, she decided it was time to visit Jacqui’s old house. Arabella, Jacqui’s mother, still lived there. She wasn’t sure how receptive she would be to letting Kalli explore the house and ask questions, but she had to try. 

She came downstairs to Mike and Darren at the kitchen table talking about what avenues they could still explore.

“I’m going out, boys. Be good while I’m away,” she teased.

She had come to like them in the few days they had stayed with her. They were as dedicated to solving the case as she was, and they were extremely helpful. She might even claim they were friends, although never out loud.

“Where are you going?” Mike asked, pouring himself another cup of coffee.

“To visit Jacqui’s mom. I have some questions I need answered.”

“I’ll go with,” Darren said, standing up.

“That’s not necessary.” She grabbed her car keys. “I’m a big girl.”

“It’s not that, it’s just that she’ll be more helpful with me,” he explained, shrugging on his jacket. “She’s the only one who never believed I was a killer.”

Kalli nodded. “Okay, then. Mike, what about you?”

“I’m going to go over old newspaper clippings of the first two murders to see what I can find out. I’ll meet you guys back here.” 

“Great.” She led them out the house.

Mike got into his car and left, waving as he did so. Darren clambered into the passenger seat of her car, strapping himself in.

“Thanks for coming with.”

“I told you, I would do anything to solve this,” he said, giving her a sad smile.

She nodded and started the car.
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“I don’t understand. Why do you need to see the house?” Arabella asked.

Darren put a gentle hand on her arm. “Because Kalli will be the one who figures out who really killed her, Arabella.” 

The years had not been kind to Arabella. The death of her daughter had taken a major toll and she seemed much older than she was. She looked a lot like Kallista’s mother.

Her hands shook as she looked up at Darren, bewildered and frightened and, when he put an arm around her shoulders and reassured her again that it would be fine, she found solace in his touch and words.

Kalli’s heart swelled with admiration for how gentle this bad boy actually was. She realised that was probably why Jacqui loved him so much. 

Arabella looked at Kalli and nodded. “Okay. Do you need me to go with you?”

Kalli gave her a smile. “If you can, please? It will help if you share little things about Jacqui.”

Arabella nodded and led them upstairs. “Jacqui has always had the same room; she never wanted to change it.” She preceded them into the room on the right. “She wanted the street facing room because she said the window let the life of the city in.” She choked up slightly and Darren rubbed her back. “Take your time,” she added.

Kalli glanced around. She went to the window and stared down. “It would be too hard to climb up through the window without anyone noticing,” she said, making a note in her notebook. “Also, the cops were here that day and did a sweep of the house, which means no one could have been hiding inside.” 

Arabella nodded and led them through the rest of the house until they reached the kitchen. “That girl,” she said fondly, “never had her head screwed on. Her mind was always in the clouds. She was always forgetting things.” She looked at Darren. “Remember?” 

Darren gave her a warm smile, followed by a short squeeze. “Yeah, I remember. Never remembered to pick up her clothes.”

“Never remembered to take out the trash,” Arabella said, “or close that damn back door.”

Darren and Kalli’s eyes met and they seemed to be thinking the same thing. Kalli quickly asked, “What did you just say?” 

“She was forgetful?”

“She never closed the back door?” Kalli prompted.

The sudden truth dawned on Arabella and she teared up. “Oh, god. That’s how it was done. The back door. I locked it when I got home … before I found her. I never thought …”

She burst into tears and Darren took her in his arms, rubbing her back firmly while shushing her.

Promising to catch The Butcher, the two of them made sure she was okay before they left.
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Mike was unpacking boxes of fried chicken when they walked in. He looked up and sighed. “I didn’t find anything except comfort food.” He shrugged and went back to unpacking the sides and cold drinks.

Darren went to help him while Kalli sat at the table. “Well, we found something,” she said, causing Mike to stop what he was doing and look at her.

“And?” he asked.

“We found out Jacqui never locked the back door.”

Mike frowned. “But it was locked when I processed the scene.”

“Because her mom locked it when she got home,” she said, “and Darren and I spoke on the way here - she didn’t normally lock it either. Sometimes they would forget to lock it for days.” 

Mike ran a hand through his hair, which he did whenever he was stressed and, without knowing it, was the thing that made Kalli’s stomach do flips. He was so good looking, but she was going to stay focused on the case, so help her. 

They sat to eat and Kalli tapped her foot on the ground. 

“You can make your notes after you’ve had something to eat,” Mike teased. “You cannot function …”

“… if I don’t have fuel to function,” Kalli finished his sentence for him with a smile.

Darren chuckled lightly. He was eating while making notes in a journal he always kept with him.

“So what are you writing?” Kalli asked.

“You wouldn’t find it interesting.” He took a huge bite of chicken and continued with his notes.

“Why not?” she asked. “Do you have something to hide?”

“Because you believe in facts, Kalli,” he said, looking up at her. “And I think there is more at work here than what we can see and touch. There is more at work here than some serial killer. I know you say you accept my theory that Robyn is a warning to us, but I also know the profiler in you. The years of studying psychology of killers and having counselling yourself, that little scientist in you will not believe everything I have to say.”

He shut his journal and focused on his food.

Kalli was about to snap something, but she met Mike’s eyes and he shook his head. She took a deep breath. “I’m full,” she commented, standing up and putting her plate in the fridge. “I’ll be upstairs,” she added before walking out of the kitchen.

She went up and looked at the various boards. Each of the victims was represented, except two. She stared at Jacqui’s picture, and then the ones Darren had placed next it.

It dawned on her then. Most of the victims were near or around this area.

She went to the board that still had sixty suspects up and started to remove their pictures based on whether or not they lived within a ten kilometre radius of the neighbourhood. Down they came, one after another, each and every one that was no longer a suspect for her. She nodded as she did this, working carefully. 

When she was done, she was left with forty. Forty was better than the hundreds she had started with. She sighed in relief and then went to every board, going over her notes carefully to find anything that would eliminate more suspects. She reached Robyn’s, and paused. 

She stared at the photo of the beautiful girl, her blonde short hair kept back with an elastic band. She was in her cheerleader uniform. Her parents’ pride and joy, she had a radiant smile but mischievous eyes. Kalli felt she would have liked her, if they had been in high school together, that they would have been friends.

Kalli touched the photo lightly before pulling away and preparing to move to Roger’s board. As she pushed Robyn’s board out of the way she heard a sniffle. She looked around quickly for the source, but didn’t see one. She shivered slightly as the temperature in the room dropped, and goosebumps erupted on her skin.

She heard the sniffle again, almost like a small child beginning to cry, and realised it was coming from the first board. She swung it around to stare at the photo of little Morgan.

Kalli froze as she saw bloody tears pouring from the eyes in the photo. Nothing else in the photo moved, but the blood dribbled down the board and dripped to the floor.

She heard a different cry and saw that the board for Kyle was also dripping blood. Then Stanley’s started. She quickly looked at Robyn’s, but there was nothing, literally. No notes, no photos, no anything. She spun around and, standing in the centre of the room, was Robyn, dressed as she had been the night her life was taken, except she had bloody tears running down her face.

Kalli backed away slightly, but as she didn’t want to touch the boards crying blood, she was stuck. Robyn advanced towards her slowly. She opened her mouth and blood gushed out, causing Kalli to shriek.

She heard the scraping of chairs in the distance and before she knew it Mike was behind Robyn with his gun drawn. He lowered it, his eyes wide with fear as he saw the boards dripping blood, as he saw Robyn advancing on Kalli with blood gushing. He couldn’t see her fully, but the splashes on the floor were evidence enough.

Darren also entered, looking around and then at Kalli. “I don’t think she wants to hurt you. Don’t be afraid.”

Kalli yelled, “That’s easy for you to say. She’s not coming for you.”

She felt like crying herself. The sight of Robyn freaked her out. She could already feel an anxiety attack coming on. The lights started to flicker and a wailing sound filled the room.

“Don’t be afraid, Kalli!” Darren shouted.

He attempted to close in, but Robyn flicked her wrist and he went sailing back into Mike. Kalli watched as they scrambled to get up. Mike raised his gun again, but Darren put a hand over it.

“Don’t! It will pass right through her and hit Kalli.” 

Kalli was finding it harder and harder to breathe the closer Robyn got. It was as though they were in a bubble and all the oxygen was being sucked out. Robyn opened her mouth and shrieked, spraying Kalli with her blood.

Suddenly the light became really bright - they all shielded their eyes - and with a pop it blew.

Darren said, “It’s okay, it’s over.” 

She opened her eyes, trying her best to catch her breath. Mike was by her side instantly, encouraging her to breathe. Once she was again taking regular lungs full of air, she looked around.

There was no longer blood dripping from the boards, and Robyn was gone. All that remained were a set of bloody footprints where she had last been standing, and even those were now fading.

“I don’t understand what she’s trying to tell me.” 

Mike wrapped his arms around her. “We’ll figure it out, don’t worry.”

Darren moved to leave.

“Where are you off to?” Mike asked.

“Need to make notes.” Darren replied.

Kalli looked up at Mike. “The scientist in me has nothing.”


Chapter 13
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The Butcher

 

 

The shattered pieces contained inside Tatum were so desirable that it took all his willpower to not take her head off in the middle of the school corridor. Dejected, slumped, empty; he would sculpt her into his finest piece yet. Every time he caught sight of her shivers ran through his body. 

The itch burned within him. It was almost time. He knew it from the tips of his toes to the top of his head; soon he would have his fingers around that pretty little neck and choke the life out of her. 

He had to calm himself and decided to distance himself from her for a few days, not wanting to give in to temptation impulsively. He focused his efforts on his menial job, trying to keep his thoughts away from Tatum and how perfect and ripe she was. 

Once he caught her leaning into her locker looking like she was half asleep. Ceasing his mopping, he leaned heavily on his mop, keeping an eye on her from the corner of his viewpoint.

That was when Barker Wild saw him.

He went on mopping.

“What’s wrong?” Barker asked, approaching him.

Barker eyed him, and he could see the disgust and disappointment in his eyes. Everyone looked at the janitor like that, as though there was no worse job in the world someone could do. Ironic though, since Barker had assisted him in getting this job.

“Nothing,” he mumbled, staring at the mop as he worked. “Why would something be wrong?” 

“I was just asking,” Barker said, running a hand over his hair. He saw Tatum then and moved away to her.

He watched as Barker put a light hand on her shoulder.

“Are you okay?” Barker asked her.

He witnessed Barker question Tatum and his blood boiled. She wasn’t his to touch. He couldn’t make out what Tatum replied, she spoke so softly, but Barker rubbed her shoulder gently and offered to escort her to her next class.

Barker glanced back at him and shook his head. He shrugged and continued to mop as though nothing in the world mattered to him.
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He had some repairs to do and that kept him busy for the next few days, but every time he saw Tatum his heart felt like it was beating out of his chest. Then Barker would appear out of nowhere and escort Tatum to her next class.

Barker was suspicious of him.

This was a problem.

He couldn’t have Barker standing in his way. When they were in school together he would always be in his way and now, as adults, he was in his way again. It was time Barker was dealt with. 

He had never killed an adult before, but he was looking forward to it. It was time that he truly challenged himself. If he was successful, then Tatum would be his reward.
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This would take careful planning; Barker was not a child. He lacked the naivety, the blissful ignorance and the blind faith that younger people had. He would have to do this in such a way that Barker would not see it coming. He would have to be covert about it.

It felt like the greatest challenge yet.

He changed his focus from observing Tatum to observing Barker. He needed to know his habits, his obsessions, his favourite places; he needed to know everything. He had never paid Barker much mind because he had never mattered in the grand scheme of things, but now he was all that mattered.

Beginning with waiting until all the staff had left the administration building, he saw Barker’s sign in and sign out times. He needed to check if Barker was always home at the same time and if he arrived at the same time every morning. He was tempted to kill the idiot in his classroom, but in his gut he knew that was the wrong choice. He wanted to exhibit Barker somewhere delightful. 

Every day he followed Barker as the teacher stopped by his father’s house. He realised it would be the perfect location to exhibit his body. He recalled Barker explaining to him that the house was in a Trust, so could never be sold, or auctioned off, but everyone knew Barker came here - supposedly alone.

He waited inside once. He had gotten there before Barker and could hear him tinkering somewhere. Eventually, he heard the back door open and close, and from the window upstairs he saw Barker working on the garden, naively trying to keep the garden his father so prized in order.

Barker would never see it coming. It was time.
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Having decided on a location for Barker’s demise he understood he would need to keep a low profile for a few days after the event. He wouldn’t stay at home, that would be too telling; staying at a motel until the death blew over would work better. So that no one missed him or questioned his sudden disappearance, he would still go to work, and then, when the time was right, he would claim his ultimate prize. He would claim her.

The day he chose as Barker’s day, he went to work as he normally did. He avoided Barker as he normally would and kept an eye on Tatum. During the last period of the day, he hung around Barker’s class, fixing a light.

He heard raised voices and it was clear that Barker was having an argument with Darren Blackwood again. They argued often. He once overhead Barker tell another teacher that he had a soft spot for the boy, that he just needed guidance to turn into the young man Barker knew he could be. This resulted in him having more fights with Blackwood than any other student.

Then he saw her walking down the corridor. She looked like she had lost a lot of weight and that at any moment she would fall over. He had to reel himself in and not prematurely satisfy the recurring itch.

She approached the classroom and stopped, staring through the window in the door. He assumed she was waiting for the fight to stop so she could speak to Barker.

The thought suddenly crossed his mind that perhaps she was in love with Barker, and that thought made him even angrier. How dare Barker take advantage of her like that! How dare he defile her! He was going to make him pay. 

She fell backwards and he watched curiously. He stepped a little more into the shadows behind some lockers and saw the door open. Blackwood stormed out and Barker knelt to assist her. He clenched his fists. This would be the last time Barker got to see her.
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He left directly after that to head to Barker’s father's house. The game was over. This wasn’t just an itch; it was personal. He would satisfy both his itch and his need for revenge at the same time.

Letting himself in, he went upstairs to where he had stored his supplies. He dressed in an overall and donned his gloves. After tying his katana around him so it would be easily accessible, he clipped his handcuffs and knife into position. He was ready for this.

The excitement that normally bubbled up before it was time was different now. He had to clear his head or he was going to make a mistake that would get him caught.

He called the motel he had chosen and made his reservation. He had his bag packed and by the front door. Barker wouldn’t notice it. He never noticed anything. He was so wrapped up in his perfect little world that he thought he had everything under control. He was going to show him exactly how out of control he was.

Waiting patiently, he sat on the bed. This was once Barker’s bedroom, kept untouched after he had left. All his trophies, his awards, photos of all his accomplishments, remained on proud display. Being that amazing had its consequences, though; you were known and people recognised you, and you couldn’t get away with anything without ruining your reputation.

He heard the front door open and close. It was time. He stood up, arms at his sides. He didn’t care about being seen today. He wanted Barker to know. He wanted Barker to see what had been right in front of him this entire time.

He walked down the stairs silently. Barker was busy tidying the dining room. From the door, he watched him. Barker stopped what he was doing and looked up.

“What on Earth are you wearing?” he asked, turning back to his cleaning. “You look like a dork.” 

He clenched his fists; he hated it when Barker spoke down to him like that.

“I thought it was time you saw me for who I truly was.” He approached.

Barker scoffed quietly and shook his head. “A lazy asshole who couldn’t be bothered to amount to anything more than a janitor?”

The man’s eyes just managed to widen before the blade cut cleanly through his neck. He was frozen there, his eyes blinked for a few seconds, and then body and head hit the floor. His eyes were still wide open and, to his delight, they looked around before the light finally left.

He had decapitated Barker’s head so quickly that the oxygen that remained in his brain was sufficient for his eyes to look around and register shock. He had read about the phenomenon, but none of his victims had ever achieved it. He felt giddy; excited as though he were a young child and it was Christmas morning.

Breathing in his excitement and closing his eyes, he paused to enjoy the moment for a little longer. He didn’t have to fear being seen here. No one was coming. Not until they started looking for Barker. 

He knelt and pulled out his knife, got Barker’s mouth open and pulled his tongue out. The knife sliced through the muscle easily and he put it in his pocket. There was a jar of vinegar in his bags waiting for this latest addition. 

Picking up Barker’s body proved harder than he thought. Barker Wild had been athletic his whole life and he was heavier than anticipated. He set the body down and went to get some rope.

Using the rope to hoist him to the stairs and get him positioned, he tied the ends off to keep the body there while he handcuffed it to the staircase. He decided to leave the rope there, in case the railing couldn’t hold the body.

He retrieved Barker’s head and put it at the feet. He stepped back and admired his work. He had forgotten about his revenge and just revelled in satisfying the itch for now. It would carry him through until it was Tatum’s time.

Checking his watch, he realised it was dark already and no one would be around. He picked up his bags and walked out of the house, leaving the door slightly ajar.
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After disposing of his clothes by burning them in an empty field, he went to his motel to check in. He thought he would have to wait days for the news to appear, but Barker was loved more than even he realised. He was missed immediately, and the news of his death was reported early the next morning. There were numerous reports and suspicions and he was pleased with how people were reacting to his latest masterpiece.

He went to work as usual and pretended to be upset about Barker’s death. Many people approached him, thinking they had been so close, and offered their condolences, and he acknowledged them, telling them he wanted the police to find the killer and deliver him to justice. He knew they never would.

Then, the best news of all.

The police had a suspect they were looking for and soon his face was on every news channel across town.

They believed that Darren Blackwood was the murderer, following in his father's footsteps. They were asking if anyone had any information on the whereabouts of the troubled teen to contact the police immediately. He was dangerous and shouldn’t be trusted.

He could go home, and home he went. He could finally keep an eye on Tatum again. 

The only problem was that Tatum wasn’t at school and it didn’t look as if she was coming back anytime soon. Some eavesdropping quenched his curiosity; Tatum was under house arrest and being guarded all day and night in case Darren tried to get to her. The police had guessed correctly - Tatum was the main target - but had the wrong artist.

They didn’t appreciate the art. They would. They would appreciate it when he created his masterpiece. Tatum would be perfect. Tatum would be the greatest masterpiece ever beheld by mankind.


Chapter 14
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Kallista

 

 

The incident with the blood from the photographs triggered something in Darren that caused him to announce he needed to leave town for a few days. He wouldn’t explain why he had to go, but insisted it was important that he look into certain avenues, and reiterated that Mike had to protect Kalli while he was gone, which Mike readily agreed to do.

Darren climbed onto his motorbike early the next morning and roared down the road, leaving Kalli and Mike to plough through the next part of the case without him.

Barker Wild was the next victim.

They immediately set up a board for him and the first big note Kalli made was to question ‘why an adult?’ Barker Wild had been the only adult The Butcher had targeted and it struck her as odd.

Mike went over numerous theories with her, theories he and his partner had at the time, and they went over all the forensic evidence collected.

Kalli grew increasingly frustrated. They couldn’t find anything to help them crack the identity of the killer.

A few days into the research, she slammed her hand down on the table, cursing loudly, before storming downstairs. Mike followed her. She entered the kitchen and switched the kettle on, leaning against the counter with crossed arms while she waited.

“There’s no point getting angry,” he said quietly, not wanting to spur on her bad mood.

“No shit, Sherlock,” she retorted before running a hand through her hair. “I’m sorry, it’s just really exasperating. After all these years of studying, and after going over so much evidence, I am stumped and this psychopath hasn’t made one mistake.”

Mike leaned against the doorway. “Why don’t we go out?”

“Excuse me?”

“As in, get out,” he said, chuckling. “Not a date; let’s just go grab something to eat and get a couple of drinks. A distraction would be good for us. It’ll give us a chance to look at the case with fresh eyes. I could use the break, and some food.”

Kalli bit her lip. Socialising wasn’t really her thing and hadn’t been since Tatum was murdered, but she had to agree with Mike, she really could use a break. She nodded. “Okay, food and a drink and we can look at the evidence again tomorrow.”

Mike smiled. “Great, I’ll go get changed into something more comfortable and we can head out.”
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Mike waited for her outside, inspecting his fingernails as he wondered how long it took a woman to get dressed. Apparently not long at all because he soon heard the front door and looked up to see Kalli coming towards him.

He couldn’t help how his heart beat slightly faster as he took her in. She wore different clothes to her usual casual garb. Her black pants were skin tight, showing off her long legs. A long shirt that almost passed for a dress was tight on top, which showed off her cleavage, but flowed at the bottom. Her hair was loose and curled around her face, and she had applied light make-up. 

He smiled and opened the door for her. “Wow! You look like a person.”

Kalli rolled her eyes. “Very funny. I wasn’t sure where you were taking me so I dressed for, well, most kinds of places.” She blushed slightly as he shut the door and walked around to get in the driver’s side.

“Well, I was thinking something low key and easy.”

“You want to take me to the pub?” she teased, smiling.

“Yeah, well, their food is good and drinks are cheap. I earn a cop’s salary, okay. Not all of us are fancy-smancy  criminologists.”

He started the car and reversed out the driveway, driving in the direction of the bar. It was an awkward trip as they both fell silent. His tight jeans and t-shirt had not been lost on Kalli, who was used to seeing him in a suit and tie, even at home where he was always awake first and the last to go to bed. 

As he pulled in the car park, Kalli realised someone needed to break the awkwardness. “Do you take all your dates out to fancy places like the bar?”

“This isn’t a date, remember?” he teased back, getting out. Before he could open the door for her, she climbed out and he gave her a funny look.

“What?” she asked. “This isn’t a date, right?”

“I still have manners,” he said, closing and locking the door. He offered her his arm. “My lady,” he teased.

She looped her arm through his and they walked into the pub.

Keeping her on his arm, Mike signalled to the bartender on duty. “My kind maître d’, please could you seat us.” 

The bartender looked at him like he had gone mad and pointed to a booth. “Uh, that one’s open, Smith.” 

Mike grinned. “Jolly good,” he said, leading Kalli to the booth.

She was trying not to giggle as she sat down, and said, “I haven’t seen such an upmarket place like this before. You surely are spoiling me, taking me out for dinner at such a refined establishment.” She picked up a paper napkin, made a big show of shaking it out, and placed it on her lap. She smiled brightly at him. “I feel so classy.”

“As you should,” he said. “This is a five star restaurant and you have to book months in advance for reservations.” He picked up the paper menu lying to their right and added, “I think some lightly grilled beef, on a freshly baked bun, with home grown lettuce and tomato, and a side of deep fried pomme de terre sounds just splendid.”

Kalli tried to keep a straight face. “Hmm, the house specials, I like the sound of that.” 

Mike raised his hand to the bartender again to get his attention and called, “My good man, two house specials, please.”

The bartender shook his head and yelled to the kitchen, “Hey, Lou, can I get two burgers and chips.”

Kalli waved for his attention and said, “And two of your finest beers, please.” 

“What she is saying,” Mike interjected, “is that we would like two of the finest fermented barley beverage you have to offer.”

The bartender muttered to himself about crazy people who took drugs before bringing them each the house beer, setting them down in front of them. “Will that be all?” he asked.

Mike chuckled. “Yeah, thanks, keep the change,” he said, handing him a bill.

The bartender’s attitude picked up a bit and he smiled. “Thanks, man.” 

Both Kalli and Mike burst into a fit of giggles once he had left and then they fell into a more comfortable silence. Kalli played with her beer glass and Mike watched her.

“So …”

“So?” she echoed.

“What’s after this?” he asked, lifting his glass to his lips and taking a deep pull.

“There are other cases,” she said. “I mean, at first I started this purely to solve Tatum’s, but after a few years of studying I realised there were other sisters, other mothers, other families that needed closure. I want to open up my own private practice and solve those cases for those families.” 

Mike nodded. “So you’ll probably move to a big city, huh?”

“Oh, I can work from anywhere,” she said. “I like travelling, but it’s nice to have somewhere to call home.” She sipped her beer.

“That’s cool,” he said, leaning back and relaxing. “It’s the reason I joined the force. I wanted to make a difference.”

“You do make a difference” Kalli said, looking at him with wide eyes. “You make a huge difference.”

“I didn’t to your sister, or your family,” he murmured.

“You did. I was just too young to see it then. But, hey, no shop talk, right? Tell me more about where you went to school?”

“I went to school here,” he said, “and then I went to the city to train to be a cop, and when I made detective I moved back.”

“So no Mrs Smith?” she asked, hiding behind another sip of her beer.

It was pretty much finished; how had she drunk it so quickly? Mike gestured for refills for both of them.

“No, there isn’t; I got too wrapped up in work and a lot of women don’t understand the toll it takes, or the hours, or they just get tired of waiting and worrying about when and if you’ll come home.”

“That’s not something I would worry about,” she said without thinking.

Luckily she was spared a reaction as the bartender came to their table to set down their new glasses and clear away the old. They both took generous sips of their beers and fell silent again.

“And no boyfriend for you?” Mike asked.

Kalli pulled a face and shook her head, which made him laugh.

“Not into men?” he asked. “Not that it bothers me; it’s just that face you pulled.’

Kalli chuckled. “No, I am definitely into men; it’s just that not many men get me or have the time or patience to get me.”

“Sounds like we’re in the same boat.”

Their food arrived, breaking the awkwardness again. Both knew they were playing a dangerous game, and that the joking had stopped and the flirting was quite real. They had to keep things straight between them. Neither believed in mixing pleasure and business. 

They ate, talked about schools and where they studied, the sports they did and the trouble they got into as kids. They compared how different their childhoods were, considering Mike was fifteen years older than she was. 

The beers kept flowing and soon enough they both had too much to drink. The bartender called last round and they realised they were two of four people left in the pub. One was a man sitting at the bar watching the TV, throwing them dirty looks every time they burst out giggling, and the other was a young woman passed out on a table.

The bartender came over, gave them a searching look, and held his hand out. “Keys.” Mike didn’t even argue and put his keys in the bartender’s hand as the man said, “I’ll get you a cab.”

For some odd reason this made them burst out laughing again.
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The cab stopped outside the house and Mike took a few minutes to pay the driver. He looked at his wallet and then at Kalli and said, “Jeez, you’re an expensive date.”

They weren’t exactly drunk, but they were tipsy enough to be uninhibited. He held his arm out for her once more and she looped hers through and they ambled together to the door.

At the door Kalli stopped him and poked him in the chest. “One last question, when last did you have sex?”

It took Mike a few seconds to think of the answer, one eye shut and the other staring up at the top of the door. “Last … last year. Yes, last year.”

Kalli poked him again. “I win! I haven’t had sex since my second year in college.”

Mike laughed and said, “Yeah, well, that can be fixed.” He suddenly leaned in and kissed her. 

After a minute, they broke the kiss and stared at each other. The air around them was thick with sexual tension and awkwardness.

Throwing caution to the wind, they practically attacked each other, fumbling to open the door and get into the house as they kissed, groped and nibbled at every piece of skin available.

They stumbled up the stairs and, when they nearly fell, Mike placed his hands on her hips. Knowing what he wanted, she jumped into his arms, wrapping her legs around his waist. He carried her up the stairs as she sucked at the tender spot on his neck. The groans that escaped both their mouths stirred feelings deep within each of them.

Mike walked them to her bedroom and soon they were tangled in the sheets, unable to keep their clothes on and their hands off each other.
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It was three thirty in the morning when Kalli woke up, feeling groggy and sick from drinking too much. She turned her head and felt something hard against her ear, making her groan. Remembering what she and Mike got up to, made her feel more nauseous. She slowly felt next to her to see if he was still in the bed, but felt only hard board, and then her fingers touched something glass.

She frowned and opened her eyes; she was looking directly at the light fixture on the ceiling to her left. She turned her head and looked down at Mike asleep in her bed, the sheet barely covering his body. Surrounding the bed were hazy shadows, yet not shadows, more white ethereal apparitions, and as she looked at them their features came into focus and she knew she was looking at The Butcher’s victims.

They were all staring up to her against the ceiling. She had to be asleep, but the fear still rose in her throat like bile as they collectively pointed at her. She screamed.

Below her Mike sat up and grabbed his gun, pointing it directly ahead. He slowly lowered it, and pushed back against the headboard, away from the ghosts that surrounded the bed. He realised they were pointing and looked up, his eyes flaring as he saw Kalli pressed against the ceiling. 

In a blink of an eye they all disappeared, and Kalli fell from the ceiling onto the bed at Mike’s feet. Mike dropped his gun next to him and scrambled forward, pulling Kalli into his arms as she sobbed.

“Why are they doing this to me?” she begged him. “Why me?”

Mike kissed her head and stroked her back. “I don’t know, I don’t know.”

 

[image:  ]

 

They got dressed and spent the rest of the night sitting in the kitchen drinking one cup of coffee after the next, too scared to go back to sleep, despite their exhaustion. When the sun rose, Kalli decided she needed to get out of the house. Mike offered to go with her, but she also needed to be alone, to figure out what they had done and how it affected their working relationship. 

At least he respected her decision, and only asked her to keep her phone on her in case she needed him. He would go in to the office and check in on things, fill out another leave application form, and would come back to wait for her.

Kalli left, taking her car to go visit her old high school. This had once been her favourite place, a place she was popular and happy, or at least she thought she was happy. Once Tatum was gone, a lot of people hadn’t known how to interact with her, what to say or do, so she became a loner. She preferred it that way; she didn’t have to pretend.

Returning just reminded her of that. She walked through the entrance and her immediate thought was how everything looked the same. Although it wasn’t exactly the same prom posters or football rally banners, it was the same energy and the same kind of high school naivety, where the only thing that mattered was fitting in, being beautiful and being the life of the party.

Kalli walked through the corridors and smiled to herself. Oh, how she wished she had listened to the adults in her life when they explained what life was like after school.

She stopped, realising she was at her sister’s old locker. She reached out and touched it. Before their father had died, she and Tatum had gotten along alright. She would often come to her locker and gossip or tell her about a boy she liked. She sighed and dropped her hand and, as she did, the locker swung opened. She took a step back as all the lockers to the left started to swing open, one after another. She hesitated before following the open lockers. The last one that opened was just outside a classroom.

Mr Wild’s old classroom. 

Inhaling deeply, she peeked in to see it was empty. She reached for the handle, scared it too would swing open. She grabbed it, tried to open it, but found that it was locked. Shaking her head, she turned to leave.

A few footsteps removed, the door creaked open. She bit her lip; something was trying to tell her something. She walked in and hovered by the door, scared it would slam shut behind her. She looked around, remembering how much fun her old teacher had been.

What she saw written across the board, however, sent shivers down her spine. Written in what was unmistakably Mr Wild’s loopy handwriting was, DEATH COMES TO THOSE WHO DO NOT SEE.

Kalli left the classroom quickly, striding down the hall determinedly, not looking back for a second. There was nothing Mr Wild’s death was going to tell her.

It was then that it dawned on her. 

The next case she was going to look at was her sister’s. Her throat tightened and her chest closed slightly, and the world felt a little colder and a little smaller. She took a deep breath and as she exhaled she heard a soft sigh a little behind her.

She turned quickly to see Tatum, standing at the end of the hallway, tears streaming down her face as she gradually faded away.

Tatum whispered, “Kalli.”


Chapter 15
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The Butcher

 

 

It was difficult to keep up pretences. Going to work every day when he knew she was right there, in her room, just waiting for him. He had long ago decided that would be where he displayed her. He wanted to combine his efforts with all his previous masterpieces to ensure that she was the ultimate. The itch to touch her, slit her throat, remove her tongue, and hang her body was burning so hot in his body that he kept daydreaming at work about it, and people started to question if he was okay.

This was not good. He didn’t want anyone to suspect him of anything strange. Luckily he explained it away as post-traumatic stress related to Barker Wild being killed. After all, everyone thought they had been close. If the fools had only known better; just because he had organised him a job didn’t mean he cared anything for Barker.

Darren Blackwood had not been spotted going on three weeks now. The boy would eventually make a move; he was, after all, just a child, and certainly not the brightest. He would wait for the boy before making his move.

His lair was set up next door to Tatum’s house. Although he couldn’t physically reach her, he was able to watch her, day and night.

She spent a lot of time with her youngest sister. The middle child, the brat, Kalli, that liked to party and kiss boys, wasn’t really interested in spending time with them. 

He watched Tatum play with her other sister, watch movies with her, and noticed life return to her, with the police standing close by keeping a 24-hour watch on her.

Four weeks, and he was practically tearing at the walls to get to her. If he couldn’t have her soon, he would have to find something, or rather, someone, to satiate the itch for the time being.

He needn’t have worried though. 

Darren made his move.
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The police had deemed it safe to stop keeping a watch on the house. Clearly they thought that Darren had skipped town to avoid being arrested and were no longer concerned for Tatum’s safety.

She herself seemed happy, especially since school had already broken up. She and her youngest sister spent their days lazing in the sun or watching TV in the living room. Kalli was out of the house as soon as their mother left for work and back just before Luell returned. 

Now he waited for the perfect opportunity, keeping an eye on the house while planning his entrance. He needed Tatum to be alone. As he wasn’t at work due to the break, he could observe her fully; the minute she was alone in the house, he would act.

Late one night, when he was just about to go sleep, he heard something that drew his attention.

He was sitting in the bedroom with no lights on. Nobody knew where he lived, and everyone thought this house was empty now that Barker was gone, so no one called on him and no one approached the house. He was free to watch Tatum to his heart's content. 

From his window he saw Darren, lacking all sense of stealth, noisily stumble through the bushes of Tatum’s yard to the metal drain pipe that ran near her window. He watched curiously as Darren pulled himself up the side of the house, using the drain pipe to do so. Once he reached Tatum’s window, he slid it open as quietly as he could and climbed through.

Within seconds there was screaming and shouting - he heard the mother loudest of all. 

Shortly after that the sound of siren’s filled the air and the police arrived in three separate cars to arrest Darren Blackwood for the murder of his two friends and his teacher. Darren pleaded that it wasn’t him, that he was trying to tell Tatum he had seen her too.

He didn’t know who the ‘her’ was, but Darren was going to jail in his place, and Tatum’s guard would be completely down.

It was time to gather supplies.
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He left the house before the sun had fully risen the next morning. He had hardly slept but felt energised. Finally he would get what he had wanted all along.

Wandering the park to kill some time before the general store opened, he went past the place where he had created his first work of art and satisfied his itch for the first time. He remembered Morgan’s life ebbing away like it was yesterday. The light leaving her eyes. He experienced a rush of great pride in what he had accomplished in his life, and what he was still going to achieve.

After finishing with Barker he decided, once Tatum was completed, he would continue to satisfy his itch in other places. That way, it was unlikely they would link back to him or continue to search for him. They would think he left town, when in fact he would be right under their noses the entire time. It was a new start a new challenge, and he was excited for the adventure it would bring.

As soon as the store opened, he entered, greeting the cashier politely as he went to the tools sections. He had already spent the last few days acquiring new toys to play with. His favourite by far was chloroform; easier than trying to knock them out or take their heads off quicker than necessary. That way he could take his time. Still, he was in doubt whether to use it or not because his favourite part was to watch their eyes. 

He had also acquired a specialised knife for cutting through bone. He didn’t want to use his katana on Tatum; he wanted to savour each moment the blade deliberately went through her. There was no rushing this job.

All he needed today was heavy-duty extra-large bin bags and rope to tie them closed with. He found what he needed and, since it was so early, he didn’t bump into anyone as he paid for his items and left.

His stomach growled in protest. It wanted breakfast.

He sighed and relented; he would need fuel in order to work with a clear head. Stopping at the little café, he ordered a full breakfast with an extra-large coffee. While he enjoyed his meal, he gave thought to how he was going to sneak into the house to get to Tatum.

The pipe Darren had used had at first seemed a good idea, but he was a lot heavier than the boy and there were no guarantees it would hold his weight. He had seen Kalli, the spoilt one, using the hidden back door key to get in and out unnoticed, but there was always the risk that someone else could be in the house.

It would come to him soon.

At that point he didn’t realise how soon it would actually be.
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He was a block from the house when he saw her leave. His heart skipped a beat and he broke out in a light sweat. It was like being in love, only better. She turned away from him and to his utter delight she walked up the stairs to his lair. She was curious about something, she wanted to see something. She was feeling adventurous,

She was his.

He looked up and down the street, but no one was about. It was the summer holidays. Kids were at the mall or at the skate park; most of the adults were at work. He walked slowly towards the house, just in case, but no one stopped him or questioned him and as he ascended the stairs to the front door he knew no one had seen him.

Now.

He crept inside and made sure the main trip switch was down on the electrical box. He heard her upstairs, she was talking to herself. He couldn’t make out what she was saying exactly, but didn’t care. Quiet as he could be, he went to the kitchen, and got the chloroform and a rag. He then went back to the front door and stood to the right of the coat rack. 

There he waited.

She descended the stairs, seemingly with purpose, but she was struggling to see as the house was really dark, and all the downstairs windows had the curtains shut. The front door was slightly open, just enough so she could see it, but not enough to reveal him. 

As soon as she was at the bottom of the stairs, he used his left foot to push the door shut. He could hear her breathing as she made her way towards where she thought the door was. His eyes adjusted quickly to the deeper dark, and he knew this house well. She, on the other hand, was feeling her way towards the exit … and suddenly her hands were on his jacket. 

She felt a little more and touched his torso, letting out a scream, and falling backwards. 

“I’ve been waiting for you, Tatum,” he said.

She scrambled away from him. He heard a soft thud and assumed she hit her head on the opposite wall. She got to her feet and, feeling along the wall frantically, tried to get away from him. 

“You’ve been a bad girl,” he said, walking after her. He was in no rush; she had nowhere she could go. “I’ve been here the whole time and you never even saw me. You’re so blind.” 

Once she found the stairs she climbed them as quickly as she could, but misjudged them and caught her foot on the last one.

He was right behind her.

“I’ve going to hang you like my other little trophies; somewhere everyone can admire your beauty.”

He poured some chloroform on the rag and pressed it over her mouth. Within seconds she passed out.
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He got out his new toy, his beautiful bone saw that he had ordered specially for her, and knelt beside her. Placing it on the floor, he lifted her into a sitting position against the wall. He then reached for a nearby lamp and turned it on.

Admiring her beauty, he stroked her face gently and brushed her hair out of her face. He leaned in and inhaled through his nose, enjoying the scent of her shampoo mingled with her sweat. It was the most amazing smell he had ever experienced. 

He stroked her face one more time and then raised the bone saw to her neck. As he carefully removed her head from her body, her warm blood washed over his hands. The itch was gone immediately; it was as though her blood had baptised him. With her head still half attached, he placed a gentle kiss on her hair. 

She was his perfect one.

He finished removing her head and, once done, packed her body and head into the black bags, and then changed into a fresh set of overalls and gloves. She was light, even as dead weight, and he carried her downstairs easily. He walked out the front door and acted as though he was going to the bins nestled between their houses. If anyone did see him, they’d have no questions for him.

There was no one. 

It was ordained, perfect, exquisite...

He walked around to their backyard and knocked loudly on the back door. He waited a few minutes and knocked again. No one answered. Turning over a few rocks near the back step, he found the one with the little plastic container glued to it. Inside the container was the back door key. He unscrewed the lid - the part attached to the rock - and retrieved the key, letting himself in.

He knew exactly where her room was and deposited her body on the floor to open the door. Opening the carrier, he cuffed her one wrist and managed to get her body to a position where he could loop the cuffs over the metal rod in her closet and cuff the other wrist. 

Then he took out her head. He stared at it, stroking her lips. He placed it at her feet, only this time he opened her lids so her eyes could stare out into her room. Opening her mouth, he then removed her tongue, putting it in his pocket. 

He admired his work for a few minutes, adjusting her hair here and there and moving her body a little to the right before he deemed it was the best exhibit ever, and left. He made sure to put the back door key back where it was supposed to be and returned to his lair.

Upstairs he saw the pool of her blood and couldn’t help himself. He knelt and kissed it, then kissed it again, and then he dragged his tongue through it, delighting in the metallic taste it had. His pants were now too tight as he was hard as a rock, and he licked his lips, imagining her as he had left her, beautiful, and delicate and wonderful.

He didn’t even have to do anything to relieve himself; the thought of her was enough.
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Lying on his bed, he waited. He was waiting for her to be found and then he was heading out of town for a few days before the police arrived to process the crime scene. It was a ‘just in case’ plan. He didn’t want anyone looking at him, or wondering about him. If he wasn’t here, he wasn’t here. He had disposed of his tools, and had cleaned up all evidence; even if the police did obtain access to the house and do a sweep they wouldn’t find anything.

His souvenirs were going with him. Just in case.

He heard the scream.

The brat child found her sister. The shriek was so loud it was the only sound on the entire block, as though the neighbourhood was a theatre that had just silenced for the opening act.

And it was just the opening act.

He knew now he could never be stopped. No one would find him. No one would ever suspect him. He would elude them for the rest of his days, these simple, single minded fools that never saw him, or the death that came with him.


Chapter 16
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Kallista

 

 

Standing in Tatum’s bedroom, Kalli stared at the closed closet door. She remembered like it was yesterday, walking into her sister’s room to wake her up from her nap so she could join them for dinner. She remembered being resentful, irritated that she had to go upstairs to get her perfect older sister from her perfect slumber.

Then she had opened the door.

She had stared, at first, just stared, and then her brain clicked, and knew what she was looking at. She never realised she could scream like that. Tears flowed and she shrieked. Luell pushed her aside and her wailing joined Kalli’s.

Kalli’s only thought was for Sylva, who had come up behind their mother. She grabbed her and hugged her tightly, before forcing her downstairs and then calling the police.

She wished she had said goodbye.

Standing in her room now, Kalli realised that the most predominant memory of this space was that night. She knew, somewhere in the back of her mind, that she had spent a lot of time with Tatum here. Sometimes they did their nails together, gossiped, played with dolls, did each other’s hair, but she couldn’t quite remember those as vividly.

Only the memory of her sister’s decapitated body hanging from her closet, her eyes and mouth open in a silent scream from where her head rested at her feet. That memory would never leave her, not even if she solved this case.

She got a fright when Mike put his hands on her shoulders.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.”

Kalli looked at him, smiling sadly. “It’s okay.” 

“Are you sure?” he asked.

Things had been strange since they slept together. At first it had been completely awkward, but Kalli felt drawn to him, protected around him, and didn’t feel so alone or crazy. So they had talked about possibly becoming something when it was all over.

Then they slept together two more times. 

Darren called them earlier that morning to let them know he was on his way back; he had completed his research and would be in soon.

For now, they were still alone.

“What were you thinking about?” he asked, stroking her back with that light touch he was so good at. 

“Tatum,” she answered. “The day I found her, about how I was so mad at her before that. How we always fought.” She wrapped her arms around herself.

“I remember processing the crime scene,” he said, leaning against the doorjamb. “I remember walking in here and feeling like a million needles were piercing me all at the same time. That every effort we had made, every precaution we had taken, every avenue we had explored, and our final conclusion that Darren was to blame was all wrong, and she had paid the ultimate price.” He cleared his throat. “And it has killed me ever since.”

Kalli wiped at her face, where traitorous tears leaked out of her eyes, and he pulled her into a hug.

“We’ll get him, Kalli, I promise.”
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Darren was home just before four in the afternoon. As he walked through the door Kalli pulled him into a sudden hug, surprising him. He looked up at Mike, who shrugged and smiled.

“Was it worthwhile?” she asked.

Darren nodded. “Yeah, it was. But first, tell me what happened while I was away.” 

They moved to the kitchen and Kalli made them each a cup of strong coffee as Mike explained what they found out, and how Kalli had landed up on the ceiling of her bedroom. He somehow managed to avoid mentioning he was in the bed when it happened.

Darren had taken out his notebook and wrote so furiously he didn’t seem to notice.

Kalli left them to catch up, saying she wanted to set up Tatum’s board herself. She went upstairs and pulled the blank board to the front, taking out a high school photo of her sister and sticking it in the middle. She picked up her marker and wrote her sister’s name next to it. 

Turning away, she picked up the thick case file and pulled out the crime scene photos. As she slowly worked through them, her heart grew heavier. She didn’t think anyone could quite understand her pain, except perhaps the families of the other victims.

She sighed and set the photos aside, scanning each of the boards slowly. She paused as she saw Robyn’s, and it made her sad. She was a wild child at her age as well and had always been less than honest with her family about where she really was.

It dawned on her then. She lied. All teenagers lied.

Her eyes widened and she flew from the room, taking the stairs two at a time. Mike stood up to see what she was running from and she ran right into him.

“We need to find Penny,” she said breathlessly.

Mike steadied her. “Whoa! Wait! Catch your breath.” He waited a few seconds. “Penny? Robyn’s cousin Penny?”

“Yes! All the teenagers from that party reported that they hadn’t seen Robyn go with anyone or speak to anyone or anything, but they probably lied.”

“Her cousin was killed, I’m sure she wouldn’t lie, Kalli,” he said.

“But she would, as I would have. I would have been scared that my family would hate me because it was my fault, or that somehow I would get into trouble.” She was frustrated that Mike didn’t understand.

“But she wouldn’t have gotten in trouble …” he started to argue.

Darren cut him off. “She’s right. When you’re a kid you imagine the worst and your first and only issue is to protect yourself from getting in more trouble. As it was, she was in shit for taking her cousin to a party, then she had to explain how she lost her cousin, where she was when her cousin left and all that … she probably lied.”

Mike glanced between the two of them. “So we don’t have all the facts,” he finally conceded.

“We don’t have all the facts,” Kalli repeated before adding, “And I suggest we go get them first thing tomorrow.”
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The next morning Mike left Kalli and Darren to go over Penny’s statements while he went to the station to find her current address. They sat at the desk and Darren set the statements in his hand down, looking across the room at the boards with Jacqui and Tatum’s pictures on them. They were side by side.

Kalli looked up at him, before asking, “You okay?”

“Yeah, I was just thinking,” he said, but didn’t continue.

“What were you thinking?” she asked gently, setting her own papers down.

“I was just thinking how normal life would be if it hadn’t happened,” he said. “You know, if she hadn’t been murdered. I would have married her; we would have got nice jobs, a nice house and had a couple of kids. I could have left this horrible town and my past behind me because everything about her was perfect.” 

Kalli reached over and took his hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. “I do know what you mean. Sometimes I wonder if Tatum hadn’t been murdered would I have turned out this way, you know, would I have stopped my partying? Would I have studied further? Or would I have been some wild child that got pregnant at fifteen?” She sighed. “We will never know.”

Darren smiled at her. “Nah, I don’t think you would have turned out badly. You were dealing with your dad’s death; you would have processed it eventually and moved on with life. You weren’t a stupid kid, Kalli, but you were just that, a kid, and sometimes you need to give that younger you a break.” 

“Have you been talking to my therapist?” she teased.

Darren chuckled. “No, but I’ve seen my own. Sometimes they have something good to say.”

The light flickered above them and Darren looked up curiously. Kalli picked up her papers again, not paying it any mind.

“After everything,” he said, “you have seen and experienced and that doesn’t worry you?”

“Not everything is supernatural, Darren” she responded. “I accept some strange stuff has happened, but a flickering light could just be …”

The light suddenly exploded and they both shrieked. Kalli wrapped her hands around her head to protect herself. She was about to look up when the two windows in the room blasted inward. They got up and ran for the door, bumping into furniture as they went. 

They got out of the room and the lights in the hallway also exploded. Kalli moved closer to Darren as mirrors along the wall cracked and shattered outwards; picture frames followed suit. Darren took Kalli’s hand and pulled her through the house. Everywhere they went the glass shattered around them, cutting them. The pictures along the wall as they descended the staircase exploded as they passed them, making Kalli yelp repeatedly.

They reached the front door and all the lights downstairs burst, plunging them into darkness.

Kalli didn’t understand why there was no light shining through the windows, as it was still day. Why was the house so dark?

Darren pulled something from his pocket and with a click a torch turned on. He glanced at Kalli and then shone it towards the kitchen. 

Standing there was Robyn, her mouth open in a silent scream. Kalli shrieked in terror and Darren yanked her towards the front door.

They reached it, the glass panes in the door cracked, and Darren swung around quickly, wrapping Kalli in his arms to protect her as they too shattered, cutting his shirt and back open. He then turned back and grabbed the door handle, yanking the door open and dragging Kalli into daylight.

Mike was just pulling into the driveway when they stumbled into the yard, scared witless and glancing behind them when the door slammed shut on its own. Mike got out of the car and ran.

“What happened?” he yelled, looking at their various and multiple cuts. “Are you okay?”

Kalli shook with fright. “Robyn, she was there …”

She burst into tears, adrenaline leaving her body and shock replacing it quickly. Darren looked pale and kept glancing up at the house with a terrified look on his face.

Mike hugged Kalli in silence while she gathered herself. Darren stood by, rubbing his own arms, and shivered. 

“Should we go stay in a hotel?” Mike asked eventually, looking down at Kalli still in his arms.

“No,” she said. “All our research is here and she’ll follow us, wherever we go. I just wasn’t expecting it.”

Mike nodded. “Well, I guess we should go clean-up then.” 

The three of them walked towards the house and Darren cautiously opened the door.

There was no sign of shattered glass. The panes in the door were intact. The pictures on the staircase hung as neatly as they did before and all lights were perfectly fine. If it wasn’t for the cuts on their bodies as evidence, they would be forgiven for thinking they had hallucinated the entire event.

Kalli led Darren to the bathroom where she cleaned up his cuts before tending to her own, allowing Darren to see to the hard to reach ones.

She looked at him and said, “This isn’t going to end, is it?”

Darren closed the lid of the toilet, sitting down. Mike had joined and stood now in the doorway as Darren said, “No, it won’t. Not until we do what she wants.”

“But how do we know what she wants?” Kalli asked.

“Well, she’s targeting the three people that were related to this case in some way or another, and we are the only people trying to actively solve all the murders. I think that’s what she wants. She wants her killer to be caught.”

Kalli shivered again. “What if we don’t catch him? Will she haunt us forever?”

Darren sighed. “Look, from what I have learnt, the presences get stronger the closer you get to solving it. They feel they are driving you. Clearly whatever we are on to is what we should be on to and it was just Robyn’s way of telling us so.” He looked up at Mike. “You get the address?”

Mike nodded. “Yeah, she’s in the next town over. I was thinking we could leave first thing in the morning and go see her.” 

Darren appeared relieved; his shoulders slumped as though a huge amount of tension was taken off his shoulders. 

Kalli rubbed her arms again and Mike said, “Hey, why don’t I go get us some dinner and we can just relax tonight?” 

Darren waved him off. “I don’t think there will be another sighting tonight.”

“Still,” Mike said tersely, inclining his head in Kalli’s direction, “a distraction might help. We can have pizza and watch a movie or something.”

Darren caught on quickly. “Oh, yeah, okay. Well, why don’t you guys go get pizza and I’ll wait here.” 

Kalli shook her head. “No! What if she comes again?” 

“Don’t worry, Kalli,” Darren reassured her. “I have been studying the supernatural for ten years; I think I can handle it.” He smiled. “Now off you kids go and bring me back something with lots of sauce and lots of bacon.” 

Kalli looked at him nervously before allowing Mike to lead her away, leaving Darren to go downstairs, make himself a strong cup of coffee and sit at the kitchen table to make notes on what just happened.

He wrote quietly, not paying much attention to anything. At one point he thought he heard something and glanced at the back door, but there was no one there. He glanced around the kitchen next and, standing by the pantry cupboard, making his heart skip several beats, was Jacqui. She held her hand out to him and smiled. 

Something was coming for him, he just knew it.

Jacqui was trying to warn him.


Chapter 17
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The Butcher

 

 

He kept a careful eye on them once he saw that Kallista had returned. At first, he thought he was simply getting new neighbours, but once he saw her he knew, he just knew, why she was here. It didn’t take long for him to confirm that she was back to solve her sister’s murder. After a few quick searches, he discovered she went on to study criminology and profiling, and obviously did so in order to solve the case.

No way would he let that happen.

He had been working on a plan to end her, but was hesitant to do so, as this would reopen the case and the local police would once again start the manhunt. Ever so careful since he completed Tatum, he went out of town to satisfy his itch, and he always managed to satisfy it for long enough to help him maintain his facade.

With her back, it meant he needed to dispose of her and thereby possibly alert the local authorities that the killer they hunted all those years ago had never left.

His hesitation cost him dearly. Before he could do anything, Darren Blackwood, the local nutcase and pariah of their community, and Detective Mike Smith had offered to stay with her and help her solve the case.

She wasn’t careful though, he picked that up immediately. She didn’t even bother to close the curtains. She probably assumed that the house next door was still empty, especially because it looked as if it fell to pieces. She didn’t realise he was there, watching, while he witnessed her every move. Using a pair of binoculars, he could read what she wrote, how she narrowed down the suspects.

The only factor that elevated his heart rate was her note on Kyle’s murder, which clearly said, NOT ADULT - POSSIBLY TEENAGER.

She had uncovered something he thought had been long buried. Never mind the fact that she figured that the first two murders, Morgan and Kyle, were his first murders. No one had ever made that connection. She was dangerous. 

He considered his options. A part of him thought it was time to leave, that it would be safer that way. But how safe would it be when they found a picture of him and started plastering it on the news for everyone to see? He would probably have to leave the country, and he wasn’t prepared for that.

The option of silencing her was out, unless he made it look like an accident. How, he wasn’t sure. All he knew was that he needed to observe her closely to figure out her weak spots.

The detective was one of them. He had watched them have sex on occasion, saw the way Smith protected her and how she beamed at him with loving eyes. He knew, if something were to happen to the detective, Kalli would be vulnerable. 

The other weakness was Darren; it seemed they had gotten closer as friends since he moved into the house to assist her with the case. There wasn’t an evident emotional connection as there was between Smith and Kallista, but she was fond of the man whose life had been ruined, and Darren was protective of her. 

He decided the best course of action would be to take one of them out first, and then, when the other two were vulnerable, he would dispose of them as well, and make it look like one of them was the killer.

If he got this right, the police would accept that scenario and not continue the search, and he could continue to live his quiet, suburban life. He would have to be ready at a moment’s notice.

As soon as one of them was left alone in the house he would have to act, and be quick, and string it up as bait for whichever of the two came back first. He didn’t care who he killed first; this wasn’t for the itch, this was for his own protection.
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They never seemed to leave someone alone at the house. There were usually two of them at any given time, and it seemed one of them was always Kallista. Then Darren left on his motorbike. He got excited, thinking he would have the perfect opportunity to take out the other two, but they always seemed alert. 

The first time he thought he stood a chance, the two of them went out and came home drunk in the early hours of the morning. He thought it would be the perfect opportunity, and then they decided to have sex.

He waited for them to fall asleep. He approached the house stealthily, but, just as he was looking for the back door key, which he knew had never been moved, he heard screaming and shouting. 

He froze.

The kitchen light came on.

He moved swiftly back to his lair.

Every time he tried to sneak to the house while Darren was away something either woke them up, or they were up working on the case. They weren’t children so sneaking in while they were awake wasn’t an option. He cursed his luck.

Then Darren returned. 

He wasn’t sure what it was that Darren found out, but whatever it was could not have been important because, while he was downstairs with the detective, Kallista went upstairs to start on her sister’s board.

The way she looked at the photos, the angle she was at, he could use his binoculars to look at them with her. It thrilled him, seeing his work like that all over again. He made a note to take those when he left. Another memento. Something to remind him of his greatest success.

The photos were put away and she stared at Robyn’s board again. He didn’t understand her obsession with Robyn. At first, he thought he had perhaps made some huge mistake and left critical evidence behind, but it seemed Kalli just felt particularly sorry for Robyn, or something like that, because she was always talking about her.

As though the dead girl haunted her in her dreams.

This look of realisation dawned on her face - it was clear even to him sitting in his room in the other house - and she bolted out. Sweat dripped down the back of his neck. He needed to know what was being said, but how could he risk it? 

He had to. He had to know what Kallista had figured out.

As quickly and quietly as he could, he made his way to his back door. He slipped out and crept over to the house, squatting underneath the kitchen window. He heard them talking inside and his blood ran cold when Kalli mentioned Robyn’s cousin, Penny. He had known Penny in school, not personally, but more in a ‘we-are-in-the-same-grade’ kind of way. Kalli mentioned how the teenagers could have lied in their statements and that they had to find her.

If Penny had seen him, or had any clue who Robyn was with, it would be done. He would be done. He would have to act quickly.

He shifted carefully and went home to make his preparations. None of them could be permitted to live.
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He watched as the detective left the house alone, early the next morning, no doubt to track down Penny so they could interview her again. He considered taking on Darren and Kallista while he was away. The only factor stopping him was the uncertainty as to whether or not Darren was armed. 

They went over documents in the main room. He was tense and worried and it aggravated him; it stirred in him a disquiet that made him feel as if he was going to be sick. This was worse than when he had killed Kyle; this was worse than when his father had stopped him from doing anything.

If he went to jail, it would be the end, not only of satisfying himself, but possibly of his life. If other prisoners heard he was a child killer, they wouldn’t share his view of his art, they wouldn’t understand, and they would punish him for the creativity that flowed through his body. 

Suddenly Kallista and Darren were screaming. He gazed through his binoculars. They stood with their hands over their heads as though something fell on them. They shrieked again and then ran from the room. 

They had lost their minds. 

The screaming continued and then he saw through the living room window that Darren had taken a flash light out and was using it as though it wasn’t still daylight outside, as if they were plunged into darkness.

For a long moment he thought perhaps they were drugged and were hallucinating about something attacking them.

They made for the front door, looking over their shoulders as though someone, or something, was after them. They paused just before the front door and Darren turned as if to shield Kallista from some unknown force before pulling her into the yard.

Smith arrived at that point.

The detective took her in his arms and soothed her. Darren appeared pale and, for a moment, as though he was about to puke. He couldn’t hear what they were saying, but they went back to the house and looked around it as though something was off.

He had no time for these childish, drug-induced games. He needed to rest. He needed to decide on a final strategy, since it didn’t seem there would ever be only one person in the house.

Then Kallista and Smith left, and Darren was alone.
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He didn’t even hesitate. He donned his overalls, gloves, and quickly grabbed his bone saw and handcuffs. There was no time to lose because he wasn’t sure when Smith and Kallista would be back.

The sun was going down and the shadows were perfect for him to creep in. He saw Darren sitting in the kitchen and swore silently in his mind. He was about to go back when the home phone rang. Darren got up to answer it and he swiftly used the back door key to enter quietly. Closing the door behind him, he looked around quickly and decided the best space to hide would be the pantry cupboard. It was the only cupboard big enough to house him.

Once inside, he left the door open a crack so he could see what Darren was doing.

Darren returned and packed up his notebook. He sat at the table and sipped his coffee. He glanced around the kitchen and focused on the pantry cupboard. He stared for a moment, before setting his mug down and stretching. Darren finally got up and left the kitchen.

Now was the moment.

He crept out of the pantry and down the hallway. He listened carefully to hear if Darren went upstairs or not. When he didn’t hear anything, he checked the living room and dining room. 

Nothing.

He was on edge, as though something was off, and decided that tonight was not the night. He moved to leave, but before he could enter the kitchen, Darren launched from behind the door and onto his back.

Darren tried to get his arms around his neck, but he was too strong, even though Darren was an adult. He managed to turn around and the two of them started to wrestle for power. He could feel his strength slipping as the fight wore on, but Darren grew tired as well. He let go and punched Darren in the face. Darren returned the gesture by trying to kick him in the family jewels; luckily he missed and kicked his thigh. He had to take control of the situation, and quickly.

He used all his might and slammed Darren backwards into the wall, hitting his opponent’s head hard. He did it again and on the third blow Darren was disorientated, so he punched him in the face. Darren tried to hold on weakly and, as a last resort, reached up and scratched his neck open. He cursed and, using his weight, got Darren to the floor before taking two steps back and then one forward to kick Darren in the side of the head.

Darren slumped to the floor out cold.

He didn’t have time to savour it, so he handcuffed Darren’s one wrist and then, using the wall to assist him, hoisted him up high enough to handcuff his other wrist through the stair railing. It looked like Darren stood against the wall rather than hung.

Darren groaned and opened his eyes, staring at his attacker. “You …” he groaned out. “Of course …” 

He couldn’t help the smile. “Of course it was me. You are all blind and death comes to those who do not see.” 

Darren glared at him and then fixated a little to the left of him. He turned instinctively, but there was nothing there. Darren stared at that chosen point.

It was unnerving.

Then he said, “I’m ready, baby.” 

He didn’t know what to make of that, but didn’t care. Smith and Kalli could be home at any moment. He took out his knife and slit Darren’s throat. The man gurgled on his own blood before his head slumped forward.

Working quickly with his bone saw, he removed Darren’s head and set it at his feet. He knelt, opened the mouth, and removed the tongue using his other knife. Satisfied that the deed was done, he moved to leave, rubbing at his neck where Darren had drawn blood.

He stopped. His DNA was under Darren’s fingertips. He cursed silently and went back to the body. He went up the stairs and paused where Darren’s hands were. Sure enough, there was skin and blood under Darren’s nails.

Finding his bone saw again, he carefully removed the tips of all Darren’s fingers up to the second knuckle. He pocketed the fingers; he would keep them as a reminder to not make rash mistakes like that again.

With that done, he left, locking the back door behind him and putting the key back in its place. He returned to his house to shower and to examine his new mementos. 

Time passed slowly, but soon he heard the tell-tale sign of a car pulling into the driveway. He smiled and, from the shadows of his room where no one could see him, watched as Smith and Kallista got out of the car.

For some reason they appeared worried about something.

The door opened and pizza boxes dropped to the floor.


Chapter 18
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Kallista

 

 

When Kalli and Mike arrived back from getting the food they instantly knew something was wrong. As their car pulled into the driveway the headlights illuminated Robyn standing in front of the garage, watching them sadly. They got out, grabbing the food and worriedly walked towards the house. 

“Everything is probably fine,” she said. “Robyn is just trying to convey another message about something else.”

Mike didn’t say a word.

Kalli shifted the pizza box in her arm so she could unlock the front door. She let it swing open on its own, and dropped the box she was holding. She heard Mike’s drop as well, and screamed. Mike swung her around and wrapped her in his arms as she shrieked into his chest.

Darren’s corpse hung from the staircase railing, his head by his feet, his mouth open in another silent and bloody scream.

He pulled Kalli into the yard, fumbling for his phone in his pocket. He dialled the station and requested assistance.

Kalli let go of Mike and sank to the grass beneath her, her body trembling as she sobbed. She looked up at the sky and screamed, “I’ll find you! I’ll find you and you will pay for this!” 

Lights came on in the other houses, except for Mr Wild’s, which was still empty, and families came out to see what the commotion was about.

Mike set up a perimeter while they waited for backup to arrive.
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Kalli cried herself out and when she had no more tears left to offer her friend, she got angry. She couldn’t believe that the one night they left someone alone in the house was the night that the killer struck. It was not a coincidence, he had been watching them. He had to have known that Darren was alone.

She needed to see his body. 

Gathering herself, she stood up, walking towards her house.

Mike stood in front of her and stopped her. “No.” 

“Get out of the way, Mike,” she said. “I need to check for clues.”

“That is not what you are trained to do,” he said. “You are trained to examine the clues found and use them to find criminals.”

She didn’t understand how he was so calm, but years on the force, and seeing the unimaginable, had trained him to remain calm. He could fall apart later. 

Kalli punched his chest, not hard, but forceful enough to make him grunt, and then she rested her forehead against his chest. “It’s my fault.” The tears she thought she didn’t have returned and flowed into Mike’s shirt. “I should have stayed with him.”

Mike rubbed her back gently. “It’s no one’s fault except The Butcher’s,” he said. “And he will pay.”

“You said that when he got Tatum, and we’ve been saying that all along.” Her voice broke and she tried to catch her breath between sobs. “And … we … can’t … we … can’t …” 

Mike hugged her. “We can and we will and nothing is going to stop us.” He lifted her chin with his finger so he could look into her eyes. “We have already found something, even if we don’t know it.”

“How … how can … you know … that?”

“Because he killed Darren! And he killed Darren because he knows we are closing in on him. He killed Darren and he will probably try to kill us too.”

Kalli looked at him with wide shining eyes. “We’re close,” she murmured. “We are close.”

 

[image:  ]

 

The police processed the crime scene and promised to have all the information sent to Mike once they were done. He saw them off before going to stand next to Kallista, who was watching them load Darren’s body into the back of the coroner's van.

As she slid an arm around his waist, she said, “We’re not going to get anything done tonight.”

He leaned down and kissed her head. “Let’s get some rest then.”

They weren’t allowed to stay in the house until the processing was done, but they were able to get some of their things, and thereafter Mike took them to a nearby hotel.

Once in the room he made sure the door was locked.

As Kalli closed the curtains, she realised she had left the curtains at the house open the entire time and was suddenly aware of how foolish she had been.

Mike checked the room thoroughly. 

Kalli changed into pyjamas and crawled into the bed, waiting for Mike to wash his face, brush his teeth and slide in next to her. She cuddled up to him, resting her head in the crook of his shoulder, her arm tucked between them. He had an arm around her shoulders, caressing her skin lightly. Her left hand rested against his stomach. Through his shirt, she could hear his heart beating and it was lulling. 

They couldn’t stay like that; it wasn’t the most comfortable position. Kalli sleepily turned over. Mike didn’t want to break contact yet, so he shifted to his side behind her. His left arm rested against the back of her shoulders, still caressing her gently, while his right arm snaked around her body and his hand cupped her left breast. It wasn’t sexual, it was comforting, and she rested her right hand on top of his, interlocking their fingers.

They fell into a deep, comfortable sleep.
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When Kalli woke up the next morning, Mike wasn’t behind her anymore. She stretched, feeling that the bed beside her was cold. She opened her eyes. He was nowhere to be seen.

She got out of bed and went to relieve herself. Nervous about where Mike could be, she skipped having a shower, opting to dress quickly and go find him instead. He was nowhere to be found. She stopped at the reception, where there was a note left for her, Mike saying he had gone back to the house. 

Kalli returned to their room, packed her stuff and called for a cab.

Once delivered, she ran to the front door of the house and opened it.

“Mike?” she called.

She checked the kitchen and then went upstairs. Mike paced between the boards.

“Morning,” she said, relieved to find he was okay.

He gave her a gentle smile. He moved to her and kissed her softly. “Morning,” he said.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, looking at the boards.

“I just wanted to go over them, all the notes. I wanted to see if I could figure out what we were missing.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I cleared it with the chief to be here. You ready to go?”

“Go where?” she asked.

“Penny,” he answered. “I got her address and I called her already. She’s expecting us.”

Kalli felt a spark inside of her and energy coursed through. “Why didn’t you lead with that?” She bounded from the room, rushing down the stairs to the front door.

Mike ambled after her, smiling.

They were soon in the car and driving to Penny’s neighbourhood. Kalli had decided to skip her morning coffee, but remembered to grab a notebook and pen from the sideboard before exiting the house.

The drive there was uneventful. They barely spoke. Kalli jotted down questions she wanted to ask Penny, and the more questions she penned, the more she thought of.

Eventually Mike said, “Calm down, Kalli.”

“I need the truth,” she said. “I need the whole truth.”

“You aren’t going to get it by bombarding her with a million questions. You’ll confuse her. Trust me, I know.”

“So what do we do then?” she snapped. “How do we get her to tell the truth?”

“Gently. Let me lead this. Trust me.” He put a hand on her leg. “I’ve done thousands of interrogations, let me handle this.”

Kalli looked out the window and didn’t answer him.

They pulled into the driveway of a large two-storey house. It was absolutely beautiful, with a large front porch and a neatly trimmed front yard. It was the kind of house Kalli had always dreamed of owning, before everything happened, when she had wanted children of her own.

Kalli reached the front door first and rapped on the wood impatiently. Mike stood just behind her, waiting.

The door opened to reveal a young blonde girl. She looked up at Kalli curiously and Kalli looked at her, surprised. It was like looking at Robyn, only a much younger version, a more innocent version of her.

The little girl gave them a toothless grin. “Hi.”

Kalli didn’t say anything, so Mike shifted in front of her. “Hey, sweetheart. Is your mommy home?” 

The little girl shut the door on them. Mike looked at Kalli and she raised her hand to knock again when the door opened to reveal a tall older woman. She was at least fifteen years older than Kalli.

“Hi, sorry about that. Robyn is only three.”

Mike smiled. “I’m Mike, we spoke on the phone?” He offered his hand to her.

“Penny.” She shook his hand, then Kallista’s. 

“Kalli.”

“Nice to meet you both.”

Mike said, “May we have a seat? This won’t take too long.”

“Sure,” Penny said. “Do you want to come inside?”

Before Kalli could say anything, Mike held a hand up. “It’s a beautiful day. Why don’t we sit out here?”

Penny smiled and led them over to the large patio table and chairs that took up the one end of the porch. Kalli and Mike sat next to each other on one side and Penny sat opposite them.

“I don’t know if I can be of any help …” she said, playing with her wedding band nervously. “It all happened so many years ago.”

Mike nodded. “I know, but new evidence has come to light, and we’re just trying to tie up a few loose ends. Any information you might have, even if you don’t think it’s important, will be really useful.”

Penny nodded and Kallista waited until Mike gave her a small nod, and leaned forward. “Penny, I want to know if there is anything you remember now that you maybe didn’t remember when the original officers took your statement.”

Penny bit her lip and stared at her wedding band. “I told the officers everything I knew,” she said. “We went to the party, I went off to get drinks with friends, and when I came back Robyn was gone.” 

Mike watched her closely, before he leaned over and took her hand. A small spark of jealousy ignited in Kalli, but she ignored it. Mike was just doing his job.

“I know this is really hard and you must have been terrified.”

Penny held his hand and said, “One minute we were all laughing and having fun and the next, well, our parents came to the house, mine and hers, and they were screaming and yelling at me about Robyn being dead. My Aunt Natalie was shaking me, screaming at me to tell her what happened. I didn’t know.”

“No one blames you, Penny,” he reassured her. “We know it wasn’t you.”

“I blame me, and so did my aunt and uncle and my parents. I took Robyn to that party, I left her alone in a strange house in a strange neighbourhood and I didn’t check where she was while I hung out with my friends. It’s my fault she went home with that boy I should have stopped her.” Penny choked slightly, her voice catching.

“How could you have?” Mike asked. “You originally said you didn’t see her.”

Penny fell silent, realising she had said something wrong. She hugged herself and wiped her eyes. “I … do I …”

“You’re not in trouble. You were a kid who was scared to get into a lot more trouble.” Mike stood up and moved to sit next to her. “I promise, if you can tell us exactly what happened, there will not be any repercussions, okay?”

Penny looked at him. She held his eyes for a minute before looking at Kalli, and nodded, bursting into tears. “I’m … I’m sorry.” She sobbed. “I should have stopped her.”

It took several minutes of Mike calming her down before she was finally able to talk properly again.

“We went to the party because I wanted to see my boyfriend. I hadn’t told Robyn that, and I snuck off with him to mess around. After a while I thought I should go check on her and as I was coming downstairs I saw her leaving with a kid from school.” She shook her head. “I didn’t stop her because she was smiling, she looked happy, so I didn’t worry.”

She shook and Mike pulled her into a comforting hug. “There, there,” he said, “it’s okay.” 

Penny wiped her eyes as she pulled away, and sniffed. “I wish I had taken better care of her. She might not have gone home early and then Phillip Blackwood wouldn’t have gotten to her. She would have been safe.”

“You believe Phillip Blackwood did this? Despite seeing her leave with a boy from school?” Kalli asked.

Penny was confused. “Of course Blackwood did. I mean, how could a boy from our school do something that terrible?” She glanced between them.

Kalli took a deep breath. “I need to question the boy who took her home. Do you remember who it was?”

“I remember he was an honour roll society kid and that he had a few friends here and there, but I never spoke to him. He wasn’t like an outcast or anything, but he wasn’t popular. He was …”

“… average,” Kalli finished, nodding. “Hardly noticeable.” 

Mike stood and said, “Thank you for your time, Penny. You have no idea how much this assists us with our investigation.”

Penny stood and wiped her face one last time before shaking Mike’s hand, then Kalli’s. “Thank you.” 

They walked back to the car together after Penny entered her house. Kalli thought hard about everything that had transpired. She got into the car absentmindedly.

“Penny for your thoughts?” Mike asked. Kalli smiled. “No pun intended,” he added when he saw her face.

“He was an average student,” she said. “Someone who wouldn’t want to be noticed, but was on the honour roll.” 

Mike raised an eyebrow. “I’m not following.”

“He was a good student, exceptionally bright, but didn’t want to stand out so that he was easily recognisable. He wanted to make himself invisible. If I’m right, then he’s been doing this since he was like fifteen. Mike. Maybe younger.” 

Mike looked surprised, trying to split his attention between the road and what Kalli was saying. “So you’re saying he started young? Like really young?”

“By the time he killed Roger, Jacqui, Barker and Tatum he would have been an adult. It would have been easier for him. That’s why the last kills are more skilled, more detailed than his first two. That’s why the first two couldn’t be linked to him; he was still learning what was what.” She paused. “He hadn’t perfected what he was doing …” 

Mike pulled into the driveway of her house and turned the car off. “I don’t understand where you are going with this.”

“That is his mistake. Every serial killer has one,” she stated, turning to look at him. “Our list of suspects just got really short because we can literally take the honour roll teens from Penny’s year and look at them. He couldn’t help being bright, he wouldn’t play dumb and get bad marks. It was the only thing remembered about him, probably by others as well. He wasn’t an star athlete; he didn’t participate in clubs because he wanted to be unknown. He must have had a few friends, so he wouldn’t be remembered as a social outcast, but regardless of all the steps he took …”

“He made honour roll.” Mike finally understood where she was going and got out of the car. “There’s a yearbook from Penny’s year in Robyn’s box, I saw it there. The investigators used it to track down all the teenagers from the party.” 

Both ran upstairs and started digging through the boxes. It was Mike who found it, pulling it out and opening it on the table, flipping through it quickly while saying, “Clear the suspects board.”

Kalli tore down the photos and rubbed out the names, picking up her marker. “Hit me.”

“Jones, David.”

She wrote it down.

“I’m skipping the girls,” he commented and then said, “Cunningham, Mathew.”

She wrote it next to David’s

“Daniels, Stefan. Fredricks, Charles. Linney, Jack. Long, Cho. Meyer, Peter. Munster, Elliot. Norington, Kyle. Paddington, Weston. Strong, Christopher. Tiller, Marco. Warington, James. Wild, Bart.”

Kalli paused at the last name. “Sorry, what did you say?”

“Bart Wild?” Mike repeated, looking up at her. “He was Barker Wild’s little brother.”

“I didn’t know there was a little brother,” Kalli said. “I thought Barker was an only child.”

Mike stared at her. “You must have known him. He was the janitor at your school.” He straightened.

Kalli looked shocked and said, “No way! I remembered Creepy Bart, but I didn’t know his surname was Wild! He was on the honour roll and became a janitor?”

Mike nodded. “Yeah, I think he’s still there.”

“Where does he live?”

“I actually don’t know. As far as I understood, he stayed in some trailer park out near the end of the city, why?”

“Has anyone ever confirmed that?”

“Why would they?” he asked before it dawned on him. “Holy shit!”

“It could be him. Where’s a photo of him?” she asked, as she walked towards him.

“There isn’t one. He was absent from the photo day,” Mike said, checking the back of the book. “There are no pictures of him.” 

“No way to recognize him. Mike, I am sure he is our guy!”

“Okay, let’s just take a step back here, Kalli,” he said. “We can’t just go guns blazing and tell everyone its Bart Wild who killed all those kids, and his brother, because he didn’t have his yearbook picture taken. We need concrete evidence.” 

Kalli looked up at him. “I never saw him next door, so let’s say he doesn’t live there. I would have seen him, we lived here most of our lives,” she explained. “But if he was killing as a kid there is a possibility that he hid something in his room, right?”

“Okay,” Mike conceded.

“Then do we have enough to get a warrant to search the house and check if there is anything?”

Mike went quiet for a moment. “If we can tie Bart to everyone here, even in a minor way, and convince a decent enough judge, then yeah, tomorrow I can get you a warrant.”

Kalli nodded. “Then let’s do that,” she said, going back to the board, erasing everything again and writing in big letters across the top, MAIN SUSPECT: BART WILD.


Chapter 19
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The Butcher

 

 

MAIN SUSPECT: BART WILD.

That was what that stupid whore had written across her stupid whore board. He punched his wall, hard enough to make a dent in it, and threw his binoculars down. All his hard work, all his time remaining in the shadows, everything he had spent his life working towards was about to go down the drain. He didn’t even know how the wench had figured it out - he had been so careful about everything.

He had researched his peers thoroughly, noted their mistakes, and had surpassed them. His itch was constantly satisfied and no one had ever been able to link him to anything.

Until Kallista.

This had to end tonight; he could not wait a moment longer. He would take them both out, asleep or awake, and then set the house on fire to destroy all the evidence they had, and thereafter he would leave the country, and start a new life somewhere where his talents could be used without question. Perhaps Rio de Janeiro.

He was taking no further chances and went to pack all his tools. He would ensure that nothing, and no one, ever stopped him. This was the end for the little bitch and her cop lover. He was done playing the game.

Packing all the necessary belongings he would need into two travel bags, he planned to collect them after he had disposed of Kalli and the detective. He wasn’t about to wait; he was going straight to the airport and would find out the result after he arrived in his new home town.

As long as they were dead, and the evidence destroyed, he didn’t care what else happened. 

The tools he would destroy with the evidence, except his katana, which he would check in at airport security. Everything else he would buy new in his new country. It was just another challenge, another adventure, and in a third world country like Brazil, it was far easier to get away with. 

He put his overalls on, then his gloves, and strapped his katana, knives and cuffs to him before he picked up the bag of tools and went downstairs. He looked around the house; he would have to destroy it after he was done next door. There were things in here that were better burnt. He wouldn’t be able to take his mementos with him, but he was looking forward to creating new ones.

Walking around the house, he carefully took note of what could be set on fire when he was done next door. He would burn both houses, walk down the road a couple of blocks, and order a taxi from there. 

After he was done setting up his house, he phoned his travel agent and ordered his plane ticket to Rio. He made the ticket for the following day; he would hang around the airport, eat, read and relax before his trip. 

Once in Rio, he would contact the American embassy and arrange for a work visa so he could remain in the country. The officials in Brazil would be easily bribed and he had enough money saved away, thanks to his inheritance from his father and brother.

Everything was perfect and the momentary rage and panic that had filled him earlier was now gone. He was calm again, with a slight itch that needed to be scratched, and he was ready to satisfy that itch.

He went to sit in the living room, on his father's favourite chair, his back straight and his hands resting on his knees. 

Once that last light from next door went out, it would be time to act, and he was ready.
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The last light, the bedroom light, went off just after midnight. He glanced at his clock on the wall and waited for it to tick to one in the morning before he stood up, picked up his bag and approached his back door.

He opened it, glancing around outside carefully. No one was about in the house next door; they had both gone to bed. He shut his door silently behind him, and then walked around his yard and into theirs. He knelt by their back door, picking up the stone that held the key. He could not fathom why, after everything that had happened, Kallista had not moved it. She was a fool, and her foolishness was going to be her end.

Making sure it didn’t make so much as a tiny creak, he unlocked the door and opened it. Not wanting to risk it making a noise when he shut it, he strategically placed a pot plant on the floor by the door so it simply remained open. 

He walked towards the stairs.

Not a single noise echoed inside. Nothing stirred, nothing moved. At the foot of the stairs, he looked up, but it was completely dark; no one was awake at this time. When he had previously ascended the stairs, that fateful day ten years ago, with Tatum’s body slung over his back in a black bag, he had learnt that the stairs did not creak. However, after all this time, that might have changed. He went up only a short way when he took Darren’s life. He needed to be careful.

Testing each step cautiously before putting his full weight on it, he went up. It felt like an eternity to get up the stairs this way, but it would be worth it, he knew it. Nothing could stop him now.

The hallway was pitch-dark, but he knew where their room was. He would make it quick, slice their throats open and let them bleed to death. Simple, and it would mitigate any possible problems, especially with Mike.

He passed Tatum’s room and took a deep breath. His skin tingled, his itch now reignited with the thought of how perfect her death had been for him. He would recreate it, over and over again, in his new home. He would be able to satisfy his itch to his heart's content, in a place that didn’t know his name, and never would.

Reaching the bedroom, he peered inside. Bathed in the moonlight, lying on the bed on his back, was Mike. The duvet was around his middle, his bare chest exposed. He had an impressive array of scars on display and if Bart had more time he might have tied the detective up, and made him tell him where each scar came from. He made a note to find someone with scars and do that, it sounded delicious.

Kallista was not in the bed.

He cursed silently; he hadn’t seen her anywhere else in the house and if he doubled back now he might alert her, or Mike, that he was here. He would have to take care of the detective first and then find her, and finish her.

Taking slow, silent, deep breaths, he approached the bed. He wasn’t sure if the detective was a light sleeper or not, but he wasn’t taking any chances. He moved to the edge of the bed and slowly unsheathed his katana. Moving a step back, preparing to strike, he shuddered when the detective’s eyes flew open, as though someone had just dumped a bucket of cold water over him.

The detective shifted quickly, narrowly missing the blade as it came down. Turning and sitting on his knees, he grabbed for the handle, careful to avoid the blade. Bart and Mike struggled for it. Bart let go with one hand to punch Mike, but Mike shifted his weight and Bart missed his mark, Mike came back with a blow himself.

Bart grunted as Mike connected, both of them with one hand on the katana. Mike desperately tried to pull it away from Bart and then Bart had a brainwave and simply let go. The force with which Mike was pulling, and the sudden lack of force from Bart holding on, meant that Mike toppled back, and the katana fell out of his hand and fell to the floor on the other side of the bed. 

Bart sprung on top of Mike and sat with his legs on Mike’s stomach. Swiftly his hands found the man’s throat and he applied pressure. Mike choked, scratching, punching and slapping at Bart’s arm. He shoved at Bart, but he had all his weight on top of the detective and luckily had longer arms. He applied more pressure as Mike wriggled, clawed out and tried to fight for his life.

Then Kallista fell on top of Bart.


Chapter 20
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Kallista

 

 

Once Mike had assured Kalli, the minute he had the warrant, they, along with a bunch of officers, would go next door to search the Wild house for any evidence of foul doing, she relaxed.

They made a few more notes about the case, had something to eat and then went to shower and get into bed. They didn’t do anything except snuggle. Kalli found Mike’s half-naked body reassuring to rest against, and she felt as if nothing bad could happen to her while his arm was wrapped around her shoulder, caressing the top of her arm.

She fell asleep.

When she woke up she felt uncomfortable, as though she had fallen from the bed and was on the floor on her back. She stretched … and touched the light bulb, and her eyes sprang open; she was yet again on the ceiling. She could stretch against the ceiling, but could not turn on her side, and could not make a sound.

In the corner of the room Robyn stood, watching her.

Robyn raised an arm and pointed towards the bedroom door.

Someone was in the house.

Then that someone walked slowly towards the bed, directly under Kalli, to where Mike was still asleep. She knew it was Bart Wild. He had come for them.

She tried to scream for Mike, she struggled to lift her body from the ceiling and slam it back down, either to the floor or against the ceiling, anything to make a noise and alert Mike that he was in danger.

She couldn’t do anything. 

Kalli looked over at Robyn and silently pleaded with her to save Mike, or at least help him. She knew Robyn could and she begged it of her. Robyn stared at her for a moment before walking over and, raising her hand, she slapped Mike on the face.

Mike’s eyes sprung open as Bart was about to slice him open and, had he woken a second later, he would be dead with a katana buried in him. Next they started to fight over the katana.

Kalli felt like they were all in water and that everything was moving slowly. Robyn stood idly by watching the men fight until Bart got the upper hand over Mike, by sheer dumb luck, and started choking the life out of him.

That was when Mike saw her on the ceiling, her face screwed up in agony because she could do nothing to save him. He fought; he fought with all his might for his life when he saw her.

She looked at Robyn and again pleaded and begged silently for Robyn to let her help him, to let her save Mike.

That was when she fell from the ceiling, directly onto Bart.

Kalli could understand the confusion Bart must have felt when she landed on him. She tried to hold onto him, after he let go of Mike, and he attempted frantically to fling her off. Mike choked in the background, desperate to catch his breath and get up. He crawled along the bed towards them to help, but he had to oxygenate his blood before it would cooperate with him. 

Bart tried to fling her off of his body by swinging her from side to side, but Kalli hung on because her life really did depend on it. Bart ceased his swaying movements, and she felt him reaching for something strapped to his body. Afraid it was another weapon, she bit into his shoulder. He yelled in agony and made a fist with the opposite hand, trying to punch her in the head to let go. She held the bite as long as she could.

He turned again and just as quickly he bent forward. She hadn’t been expecting it and as a result she flew off his back, in a forward tumbling motion, and landed flat on her back, the air knocked right out of her.

Bart glared at her from above. 

She looked over to Mike, who had recuperated enough to get onto all fours and reach under his pillow to pull out his gun..… Bart glanced over at what he was doing and gripped Kalli by her hair, forcing her up in front of him. He grabbed his knife from where it was strapped to his belt; he unsheathed it and put it against Kalli’s throat.

“Drop the gun, detective.”

Kalli tried hard not to swallow; she could feel the cold blade pressed against her throat as she stared into Mike’s eyes. He was torn. The woman he loved stood between him and a serial killer that needed to be put down. Kalli gave him a small nod. She wanted him to shoot, even if it meant she got hurt.

He couldn’t do it.

Bart smiled. “Human emotions are so weakening. If you don’t get emotionally attached to things, life becomes so much easier. You are both going to die tonight, and I am going to go down as the greatest of my time.” 

Kalli tried to move and he pushed the blade into her skin, enough to draw blood.

“It’s very sharp, Kallista, you don’t want to do that. I can slice you open in a heartbeat.” 

Mike held his gun up in one hand, pointed away from Bart, and said, “Okay! Okay! Look, I am putting it down.” He tossed his gun off the edge of the bed towards the window.

Bart made Kalli walked with him as he edged his way towards the gun. “I just have one question, detective,” he said as he kicked the gun further away, now in the middle of the room. “How did you know it was me? What led you to all your clues?”

“Robyn did,” Mike said.

“What did I do wrong with Robyn?” Bart asked, narrowing his eyes but keeping a tight hold on Kallista.

“You killed her, and she wanted us to know that.” Mike kept his hands up and visible.

Bart snorted. “Her ghost wants you to know who killed her?”

Mike’s eyes widened and Kalli raised an eyebrow. Without moving her head, she gazed into the mirror to the right of the bed, and saw what he saw.

Standing behind Bart was Robyn, glaring at him with a murderous look on her face. Behind her stood all the other victims he had killed. They were all staring at Bart.

“I think she wanted you here,” Mike said.

“And why is that?” Bart asked, no doubt thinking the man was stalling for time or he had lost his mind. Either way, once he had an answer to this question he was going to kill them both.

“Because I think she wants to return the favour.”

As though driven by an invisible force, the hand holding the knife to Kalli was slowly forced away from her throat.

Kalli watched it in the mirror. Robyn had his hand and was moving it away from her. Tatum and Jacqui had moved to the other side and pried his hand away from her hair.

Bart glared at Mike with a mixture of anger and fear. “What is this?” he yelled.

Once free, Kalli scampered to the bed and into Mike’s arms, watching with horror as Robyn stepped in front of Bart. He was still staring at Mike and Kalli, and she realised he couldn’t see the victims. He glanced around wildly.

Robyn smiled and pressed her lips against Bart’s. He shivered and his lips went a light shade of blue. As a collective, the victims moved around Bart. Kyle retrieved the cord from the blind and wrapped it around Bart’s throat, choking him. Bart tried to reach for it, but Roger and Barker kept his hands in place above his head. Darren appeared next to them and took Bart’s handcuffs from his pants, securing his hands above his head. 

They dragged him out of the room.

Horrified but fascinated, Mike and Kallista followed.

They dragged Bart into Tatum’s room and the closet door flew open. Bart, still unable to see what was happening to him, gasped for air and fought the invisible force dragging him around and using him as a puppet.

The additional blind cord went over the rod in Tatum’s closet and through the handcuffs. It tightened and Bart was hanging on his tiptoes, the cord around his neck pulling tighter.

Robyn walked into the room and stood at the door. In her hand was Bart’s katana. She looked at Kalli and Mike before looking at Bart. Kalli didn’t know how, but she knew Robyn was now visible to Bart.

His eyes enlarged and he gasped out, “You’re … dead …”

The other victims joined Robyn.

He tried to move back slightly, stammering, “You’re … you’re all dead …”

Robyn smiled and marched towards him, a drunken blood lust in her eyes. Bart didn’t even have a chance to do anything before Robyn used the katana to stab through his neck. She left it there for a moment before pulling it out.

The blood poured from his throat and all his victims stood there and watched as he bled out.

Kalli and Mike simply observed, until Kalli saw enough and buried herself in Mike’s chest.

The closet door slammed shut, and Kalli looked up.

Each of the victims gradually faded away, their features clear, and they were smiling. She looked at Darren, who transformed from the man she had befriended to the boy she had known. His goofy smile made her heart warm as he took Jacqui’s hand and looked at her lovingly before they both dissipated.

Robyn walked up to Mike and Kalli, smiled and said, “Thank you” before she too vanished.

Kalli sighed and then saw Tatum, standing near her. Kallista let go of Mike and approached her sister. Now that the danger was out of the way, now that she had solved the murder, she didn’t know what to say. Tears leaked from her eyes and the spirit of her sister raised its hand and stroked them away. Her touch was like ice.

“Oh, Kalli, I never blamed you,” she said, though her voice sounded very far away. “And I have always loved you and watched over you. I always will.”

Kalli sniffed and sobbed out, “I miss you. I’m so sorry.”

Tatum gave her that warm smile she was known for and said, “I forgive you. Now, go live your life.” Tatum brushed Kalli’s hair from her face and then she was gone.

Mike pulled Kalli into a hug and she sobbed into his chest, with relief.


Chapter 21
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Kallista

 

 

At first they thought it would be difficult explaining to the police how Bart Wild got tied up in the closet with a katana in his neck. When the police arrived, however, they found Bart in Kallista’s bedroom. From the position of his body, it was clear he had fallen on his own blade.

Kalli and Mike did not tell the police anything different; they were just thankful that spirits knew how to clean up their own damn mess.

They got the warrant to search the house next door. At first the only thing they found was that Bart had indeed been living there all along, which was how he had watched Tatum and then Kallista, Mike and Darren. Then, upon closer inspection, Kalli found the floor board under the bed with the jars filled with tongues, not only of the victims they were aware of, but of other victims. DNA tests revealed victims from elsewhere.

That was how he had remained so quiet after Tatum’s death; he had gone out of the area to throw suspicion off anyone local.

It took them weeks to wrap up the entire case, to share all the information and to figure out a good way to explain how they came to the conclusion that it was Bart Wild who was the murderer. 

Then came the awkwardness of what was next.

They were in Kalli’s house still, lounging in the bed one Saturday evening. Kalli was cuddled up to Mike, her head against his chest, and he was stroking her back.

He smiled and said, “What about if you move here and be my partner?”

“I’m a profiler, Mike, not a cop.” 

“Same difference,” he scoffed. “We can swing it.”

“Maybe, or maybe I’ll solve cases across the region and just use this as base camp.” Mike pulled a face and she giggled. “We’ll see. I have spent my entire life with a plan and right now I just want to wing it.”

Mike kissed her head. “Okay, love,” he said, settling back.
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Kalli woke up with a start.

Sometimes that still happened. PTSD could do that to a person. You see things, or imagine things, from a traumatic event that happened in your life.

She put a hand to her chest; she was sweating and her body was soaked. She climbed out of bed quietly, not wanting to wake Mike, and went to the bathroom to wash her hands and face. When she turned to leave again, she noticed marks on the tiles by her feet. She frowned and reached for the door. After shutting it, she turned the light on.

It was bloody footprints, it was her bloody footprints.

She panicked and checked her feet quickly. They were covered in blood, but it wasn’t her own. It then dawned on her that her hands, her legs, were covered as well. There was blood everywhere. She closed her eyes and counted slowly to ten. She opened them and looked in the mirror.

There was still blood there.

She needed Mike; he would make her feel better.

“Babe!” she screamed as she flung open the door.

Mike’s body hung from their light fixture, the fan above their bed. His head nestled on the pillow where he had been sleeping, his mouth open in a silent scream, his tongue missing.

The blood from his body had absorbed into the bed and coated her.

She screamed.

Not sure what was going on, she ran for her phone. It wasn’t where she left it. She sprinted out of the room and downstairs to use the landline. When she picked it up there was no dial tone, but she could hear breathing.

She was frozen in fear.

“Death comes to those who do not see, Kalli,” Bart’s voice breathed from the handset.

It was a nightmare, she conceded, and pinched herself. She felt the pang of pain and tried again, and again and again.

Then she heard his footsteps. 

He stomped down the stairs; the sound of a blade being dragged from stair to stair could also be heard. When she looked up though, she didn’t see anything.

She ran for the back door and opened it, only to have it slam shut on her. She turned around, looking for a place to hide. She opened the pantry cupboard and crawled inside, closing the door behind her. His footsteps had turned towards the kitchen and were coming.

Why this was happening? She couldn’t understand how it was happening, because she knew the sick psycho was dead … but Robyn had been dead too.

“Death comes to those who do not see,” he whispered in her ear.

Her eyes widened with fear and a hand clamped over her mouth. She was pulled from the pantry and saw the ghostly apparition of Bart in front of her. He was smiling brightly. There was a hole in his neck where Robyn had pushed his katana through to kill him.

He smiled madly. “You’re next,” he said.

Kalli tried to scramble back, but he approached her.

“It itches, Kallista. It itches and I need it scratched.”


Epilogue
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Sylvana could not believe that she had to come back to this horrible town to mourn the death of another of her siblings.

Her mother’s heart could not take Kalli’s death; two days after finding out that Kalli, along with her new boyfriend, Mike, had been murdered by a copycat killer, Luell died in her sleep. The doctors said it was natural causes, but Sylva knew it was a broken heart.

First she had put her mother to rest and then she returned to her old neighbourhood to bury her sister. She could have stayed at their old house, but didn’t want to, not after losing two sisters there the same way. 

The authorities had needed Sylva to identify her sister’s body. She noticed where they had reattached her head to spare her the full brutality of what happened, but Sylva had seen Tatum strung up in her closet, her head at her feet, so she knew what Kalli must have looked like.

It gave Sylvana goosebumps to think that their family was being haunted, cursed, by serial killers, and she could not wait to get out of town.
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The day of the funeral dawned like any other. Sylva hadn’t been in town as long as her siblings and the only things she remembered about this town were Girl Scout meetings and burying her father, her sister’s friends, her teacher, her eldest sister and now Kallista. This town held so many bad memories for her; she wanted nothing more than to leave to return to art school.

Her boyfriend, Paul, stood next to her as they watched Kallista’s coffin being lowered into the ground.

They had picked out the plot next to Tatum’s. Sylva thought they would have liked that. Because he had hardly anyone in his life, she had used some of her inheritance to bury Mike next to Kallista.

She held Paul’s hand until both coffins were buried. He let go then to give her time alone, telling her he would wait in the car. 

Sylva stared at her sisters’ graves, and Mike’s. She then took a short walk up the cemetery to look at Roger’s. He had been Tatum’s first and only love. She saw Darren’s grave next to Jacqui’s and remembered how they all thought Darren had been the killer, but it turned out to be Mr Barker’s brother. She hadn’t even realised he had a brother.

The wind picked up and she turned back, walking towards the car. As she did she glanced back and saw a man standing there. She shivered when she saw him. It was like she could see him, but at the same time her brain was having a hard time focusing on his features. He seemed familiar, but she couldn’t quite place him. From what she could make out, he stood near the Wild plot, where Ricker, Barker and the murderous Bart were all buried.

It gave her the creeps.

She picked up speed and made a beeline for Paul

He hugged her. “Everything okay, beautiful?” he asked.

“Yeah,” she said. Glancing back, she could not see the man anymore. “Let’s get out of here. We have a trip to Paris to plan for.” She smiled and kissed him.

He opened the door for her and she climbed in, putting her safety belt on. Paul went around the car to get in.

While she waited for him, she stared out the windscreen. When she looked at her sisters graves, she got a fright. The window suddenly misted over and words appeared - ‘Death comes to those who do not see.’

Freaked out, she gave a small scream.

Paul ducked his head into the car and said, “What’s wrong?”

Sylva looked at him and then her window, but it was clear.

She shook and burst into tears. “I’m sorry. I’m just so tired. I thought I saw …”

Paul quickly climbed in and put his arms around her. “It’s okay, shh, it’s okay. We’re going to be okay.”

Sylva nodded and wiped her eyes. Paul sat back, put on his safety belt and started the car. As they drove off, Sylva looked out over the cemetery. Standing over her sisters’ graves was a girl. Her face was painted like a skeleton. Her blonde hair was gelled back. She wore a black dance leotard with black ripped stockings. Sylva craned her neck and saw she had black boots on. 

She shook her head, not sure what to make of the strange girl. She shrugged it off and settled back, putting her hand on Paul’s leg. 

She didn’t notice the shadow sitting in the back seat of the car with a shadowy katana across its lap.
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Prologue

 

 

Lincoln

 

For as long as he could remember, Lincoln could not recall a time that the house next door had ever had occupants longer than a few days. They would move in and a couple of days later move out again, claiming the house was just too creepy to live in.

Creepy.

He would give them creepy; they stayed in the house where those girls and that cop were murdered. As for Lincoln, he stayed in the murderer’s house itself.

It didn’t bother him, though; if anything, it fascinated him that he got to live in the same space where a psychotic killer grew up. 

He wasn’t surprised at all to wake up one Saturday morning to find a moving van outside, and a family was climbing out of a car. He counted them out as they exited. There were mom and dad, looking up at the house and calling orders. Then two little boys climbed out, twins by the look of it. One appeared angry while the other simply seemed sad.

Clearly, they had not wanted to move at all.

Then came the little girl. She was cute with her hair in two buns on either side of her head and her fringe framing her face. Like something out of a comic book. She could not have been older than five from what Lincoln could see.

She seemed a lot more excited than the rest of her family, as though she was being taken on an adventure.

Lincoln didn’t see much more than that, as his mother called from downstairs that his breakfast was ready and that they had to hurry if he wanted to go watch the baseball game today.

He glanced out of his window one last time before he turned his back and left his room.

_____

Chapter One

 

 

Diana

 

They were here at last, and not a moment too soon. Diana was sure her eldest son, Clinton, was about to tear into his brother, James, at any moment and for no reason other than he hated being stuck in the car on the way to a new house he didn’t want to move into, he kept misbehaving. Her husband Robbie was also on his last nerve since the movers had broken some of their furniture carrying it out, and was just about to go off at both boys when Diana announced that they were two minutes away.

Two minutes couldn’t pass quick enough, but once they were outside the house, they tumbled out of the car and stood to stare up at their new home.

In the city they had stayed in a ‘three bedroom apartment’ and, okay, Diana would be the first to admit it wasn’t three bedrooms. The boys slept in what was meant to be the living room, while their daughter Charlie had her own room next door to her parents. It had been cramped and uncomfortable, but they had made it work. Then Robbie was offered a position, a promotion, in the suburbs, and they hunted down a temporary place to stay until they could afford to buy their own home.

That was how they came across the Metz house available to rent, and it was dirt cheap. Of course, Robbie and Diana had discovered why very quickly, but as Robbie had said, the person responsible for the killings was dead, so they had nothing to fear from the house.

Diana hadn’t really minded; she had inspected the house herself, and it was so thoroughly cleaned that there was no evidence whatsoever of anything horrible happening here.

Besides, it was only a temporary situation.

Charlie was the most excited one. She couldn’t wait for her big brothers to have their own rooms at last, and they would have a proper house with a backyard and everything. She had nattered about it nonstop to Robbie and Diana after they told her that they were moving to a real house.

The boys had reacted very differently.

Clinton instantly protested and hated the idea. He threw a tantrum, begged, cried, and eventually screamed that he didn’t want to move away from his school and his friends.

James withdrew into himself. He hadn’t really complained about having to move, but then James was not one to complain. Unlike his twin, James wasn’t very vocal and preferred his own company. Diana hoped that would change with the move, but she also knew it was just the way he was. 

That was how they had landed up in front of their new house. Clinton immediately started to complain about everything that could possibly be wrong with it, while James hung back, letting his brother have his say.

“Well, there’s nothing for it, my boy,” Robbie said, less tense now they had arrived. “Why don’t you and your brother go pick your rooms while we get ready to move the furniture? The main bedroom is for us, and the one opposite is Charlie’s so you can battle it out for the other two.”

Clinton rolled his eyes, but both he and James walked to the house without further argument.

Charlie stared up, fascinated. “It’s so big,” she said, awe-struck by how tall it was. “We’re going to have to buy more furniture because we don’t got enough,” she added, smiling cutely at Diana.

Diana stroked the hair out of her daughter’s face and said, “I know, right? And you have a big girl’s room now where we can fit all your stuff. It doesn’t have to live in storage boxes anymore.”

Charlie squealed and clapped her hands, already excited. “What about the clown lady?” she asked, pointing up to a window.

“What clown lady, honey?” Diana asked, distracted by the men offloading their furniture from the moving truck.

“The lady with the painted face by the window, mama,” Charlie said, tugging on her hand. “Does she live here too?”

“Sure, honey,” Diana said. “Be careful,” she said to one of the movers. “Don’t break anything more than you already have.” She turned back to Charlie and added, “Why don’t you go find your brothers and ask them to find your room.”

Charlie looked up at the window and then nodded. “Okay, mama,” she said, heading inside.

Robbie came to stand next to Diana and began barking commands, so she felt like she could start offloading the car.

It was going to be a long day.

 

_____

 

 

Robyn

 

Not another one. Robyn thought after she scared the last family away, that would be it. Perhaps Sylvana was not understanding the message that she, Robyn, wasn’t going to let anyone live here, not while he still lingered. She wouldn’t allow him any more victims.

She sighed and stared down at the little girl. She was not surprised at all to discover she could see her. Young children often saw her because their minds were more open to the supernatural than adults were.

The parents were distracted and weren’t paying attention, and Robyn didn’t want the girl to be too interested in her, so she moved away from the window.

A cold breeze blew through the house even though there was no wind outside. Robyn knew what it was.

It was a warning.

A warning that the house was waking up to the presence of the family moving in.

Robyn would have to get rid of them, just as she had done with the last family, or they would be hurt … or worse.

The twins ran through the house and up the stairs, and Robyn followed them. The one they called Clinton pushed his brother out of a room, claiming it for himself and slamming the door. The other twin, James she thought his name was, sighed and went to Tatum’s room. It would always be Tatum’s room to Robyn. 

Robyn followed him as he looked around, opening the closet and stepping inside. Robyn was thankful he was too old to be seeing what she saw as a spirit. 

Tatum’s lifeless body hung in the cupboard, her head at her feet and her tongue missing. The eyes opened and stared at Robyn, giving a silent shriek of pain.

None of his victims’ spirits rested, especially here. She saw them all the time, but it seemed she had only bothered to learn to control her movements, when she appeared and, of course, to move physical things if required. Tatum’s spirit just hung there, a ghost of the murdered girl.

James didn’t see her and Robyn was glad, but it was strange watching him pass through Tatum continually as he inspected the closet.

He walked out and closed the door behind him just as movers brought some of his stuff upstairs. He pointed to the spaces he wanted them but didn’t say anything. He was a quiet boy; clearly, he didn’t fit in anywhere, and he had a problem communicating. He reminded Robyn of her cousin, shy and awkward and all he wanted was to fit in. 

Charlie, the little girl, came running in, excited. She saw Robyn and stopped, still smiling, and said, “Oh, there you are.”

Robyn smiled and put a finger to her lips, and Charlie nodded. Robyn stood between the little girl and the ghastly image of Tatum so she wouldn’t be traumatised.

“What do you want, Charlie?” James asked, pushing his bed to a corner.

“Mama said you or Clint could show me to my room, please?” she asked, her eyes still on Robyn.

“Sure,” James said. “This way,” he added before leading the way out.

Robyn followed them as James preceded Charlie to Sylvana’s room. Luckily there would be no spirits in there to scare the girl. At least not yet.

James left her there turning in a circle in the centre of the space with wide eyes, which eventually fell on Robyn.

“I’m Charlie,” she said, giving a small curtsey. “Do you want to be my friend?”

Robyn smiled and nodded. “Sure, Charlie. I’m Robyn, but you can’t tell anyone about me, okay?”

“They can’t see you,” Charlie said. “How come?”

“Because only special little girls can see me, which is why you can’t tell anyone. I don’t want not-special people to try to speak to me, okay?”

“Okay,” Charlie agreed. “So you’ll be my friend?”

“Your best friend,” Robyn said with a short nod, “and I’ll keep you safe from everything.”

“Charlie, who are you talking to?” Diana asked as she walked in carrying two boxes and set them down in the corner.

“Myself, mama,” she said. “Just myself. There is no one here.”

Diana smiled and bent to kiss her head. “Okay. Well, Daddy says once we’re finished unpacking, we can go for ice cream. Would you like to do that?”

“Oh, yes please, mama,” she squealed. “I love ice cream. Can I have a rocky road?”

“Of course you can, my darling.” Diana kissed her head again and left.

Robyn watched the exchange, inclining her head to the left as she thought about her own mother and how they wouldn’t see each other until that fateful day that she passed. Robyn missed her terribly, but being a spirit had made her grow up incredibly fast, especially once she had decided she couldn’t let the Butcher kill anyone else. It had taken her so long to finally find someone who would catch him, and end him, and then he didn’t leave.

She would do whatever it took to protect this family, even if it meant driving them from the house, too.

 

_____

 

Diana

 

“She’s already talking to an imaginary friend,” Diana commented as she took another box from Robbie. “I really think she’s going to love it here.”

“Of course she is, love,” he said, “and the boys will too once they start school and make a few friends.” 

Diana nodded. She hoped in her heart that he was right, but couldn’t help but feel guilty over the pain and upset this move had caused their family. She kept reminding herself that this was temporary and that they would find a house soon enough and make one last move before they settled down permanently.

She carried the box to Clinton’s room and set it outside the door, peeking in. “Settling in?” she asked, instantly regretting it.

With an eye roll and a click of his tongue, Clinton quickly retorted, “Yeah, if you like living in nineteen-whenever-there-wasn’t-internet. I mean, who doesn’t have internet these days?”

Diana bit her tongue, keeping as calm as she could by reminding herself it was just because of the move. He would relax soon.

“We’ll arrange to have the lineup and running in no time, Clint,” she said. “In the meantime, here’s one of your boxes to unpack.”

“Why? We’re just going to move again.”

Diana wasn’t sure if it was a question or a statement, but either way, she couldn’t blame him. This was the ninth time they had moved house in his life, and he remembered each and every one. They were really unlucky that way, but she knew this would be the last time. With Robbie’s new position at work, he wouldn’t be transferred again, and they could finally settle down.

“Don’t unpack it, then,” she chirped. “But don’t think you’re using my toothbrush tonight,” she teased, leaving before her son could respond.

She paused at James’ room and leaned against the door frame, meticulously watching him stick up a poster. “You okay, honey?”

“Hmm,” was the only response she got and she accepted it.

This was James’ way of dealing with everything, and she couldn’t ask more from him. She watched him for a moment longer, before deciding to go check on Charlie again.

Whichever imaginary friend Charlie had been speaking to this time must have gone for a walk because she found her daughter playing on the floor of her bedroom, having a picnic tea party with her teddy bears. 

“Do you want to join us, mommy?” she asked sweetly, and Diana knelt to kiss her cheek.

“Maybe another time, sweetheart. Mommy has to help Daddy finish offloading the boxes.” She glanced around. “Hey, you have a few boxes in here; why don’t you unpack them and put your things where you want them.”

“Okay, mommy,” Charlie said, abandoning her tea party to go to the nearest box and rip it open.

Diana stood up again and left.

 

_____

 

Moving was not easy, and Diana was soon exhausted from lugging boxes from the truck to the house, sorting them to the various rooms they were destined for. She sat on the sofa and panted slightly, her muscles aching. All around her was busy; her boys and Charlie unpacked their things while Robbie still offloaded the last of their gear. She smiled softly and decided that Clinton was right about the house. It was ancient and needed a bit of work, but it would do. She enjoyed the sounds of her family being busy while she sat on the dusty sofa downstairs.

She watched Robbie walk in and out of the house until he finally came over to join her.

“Not so bad, eh?” he said. “We managed to do everything in one trip.”

“I’m glad. I would have hated to be going up and down the stairs at our old place any more than we already have,” Diana commented, reaching to shift Robbie’s hair out of his eyes.

She loved how handsome her husband was, albeit only to her. God help any other woman who would think so. She smiled at the thought.

“You’re such a good-looking dad,” she murmured, moving to stand up and get closer to him, sitting across his lap.

“Oh, am I?” he said, the tease in his voice evident. He stroked her hair. “You’re a pretty hot mama,” he purred at her, letting his hand fall to caress the small of her back. 

Diana couldn’t help the shiver that passed through her body. Her back had always been sensitive, and Robbie knew that. He knew just how to play her like a fiddle. She looked at him again; his messy black hair that needed a cut, his big blue eyes and his soft lips. She leaned forward and kissed him deeply, breathing in hard as she did so, relishing the taste of his mouth, tobacco mixed with bubble-gum. He tasted like Robbie, of comfort and familiarity. 

Robbie broke the kiss with a cheeky smile. “What was that for?” he gushed, slightly taken aback.

“You are my everything,” Diana said. “You and the kids, and I love you with my everything.”

“I love you too, darling,” Robbie said, stroking her back, “and I cannot wait,” he lowered his voice, “to consummate yet another move.”

Diana blushed and giggled. “Robbie,” she whispered, “you’d swear the only reason we move is for you to consummate the move.”

“Maybe,” he teased, “but I don’t need any excuse to make love to you.”

“You old flirt, you,” she said, smacking his arm. She lay against him and nestled her head into his neck, breathing in his smell.

“You are so damn sexy when you breathe me in like that,” he said.

“You old horn dog,” she laughed and kissed his neck.

She kissed him again, and again, kissing her way up his neck and along his chin softly, letting her tongue flick out and caress his skin as she did so. He let out a soft moan before she consumed his lips. 

“Ready to go, Daddy?” Charlie said, and they both jumped.

Robbie coughed and patted Diana’s bum. “Up you get, love. You may have promised ice cream, but I’ll be taking them.” 

“Yay! Clinton! James!” Charlie called. “We’re going for ice cream!”

Clinton came downstairs slowly. “Bribery,” he announced. “Bribery and corruption for forcing me to stay here.”

“Do you want or do you not want?” Robbie asked.

“Yeah, okay,” Clinton conceded, heading out of the front door with Charlie right after him.

Diana glanced upstairs and saw James standing there, staring down at them.

“You coming with us for some ice cream?” she asked, but James shook his head and turned, going back to his room and shutting the door. Diana called, “We’ll be back in an hour, don’t leave the house.” 

Robbie put an arm around her. “He’ll be fine. This is a family neighbourhood. Everyone seems nice enough.”

“We haven’t met anyone, babe,” she said as they strolled to the car.

“Exactly, that’s what makes good neighbours. People keeping to themselves,” he said, giving her a pointed look and smiling his mischievous smile before he climbed into the car. “Right! Ice cream time!”

Diana looked up at the house and saw James watching them from his window. She lifted her hand to say goodbye, but he didn’t see her or didn’t feel like saying goodbye. He simply stood there and stared as they left together.

_____

Chapter Two

 

 

James

 

They had been at the new house for a week already before James finally felt like checking out the back yard. His room was finally perfect, even though he thought it was a waste of time because they would probably just move again.

He went downstairs on Friday morning and noticed a note from his parents on the fridge. They had gone grocery shopping and had taken Charlie with them. There were snacks in the fridge for the boys, and they would be home soon.

James opened the fridge to find one snack, a bite taken out of it already, sitting on the shelf. No doubt the handiwork of his twin. He shook his head and shut the door again.

Making his way to the back door, he stared out at the yard. Speak of the devil, and he will appear; Clinton was there, crouching on the grass doing something that James couldn’t see.

Curiosity getting the better of him, he opened the door and asked, “What are you doing?”

“Nothing,” Clinton mumbled.

Far from deterring James, this just served to pique his curiosity, even more, so he slipped out and shut the door behind him. He walked over and found Clint cutting away at a squirrel.

“Gross,” James said, pulling a face. “Why the hell would you kill a squirrel?”

“I didn’t,” Clint said, not bothering to look up. “I found it here, and I want to skin it so I can make something.”

“You’re creepy,” James said and hugged himself.

Although he found it disgusting, he couldn’t help but stand there and watch as his brother hacked away at the squirrel with a kitchen knife.

“What are you two doing?”

They both jumped, James more so than Clinton, at the sound of another boy’s voice. Standing at the edge of the fence that separated their property from the one next door was a tall blond boy who couldn’t have been much older than either of them. 

“None of your business,” Clinton said, turning his back on the boy.

“I’m Lincoln,” he said. “Is that a squirrel?”

“Yeah, so?” Clinton responded.

“That’s kind of psycho, kid,” Lincoln said, coming over to take a better look.

Clinton continued trying to get the squirrel’s fur off.

“You better watch out, or you’ll be the next Butcher!” Lincoln smiled.

“The next what?” James asked.

“The Butcher,” Lincoln replied. “You know? The serial killer that killed all those girls a couple of years back.”

Clinton had stopped to look up at Lincoln, his curiosity aroused. “What about him?” he asked, dropping the squirrel and standing up to go rinse his hands under the garden tap.

Lincoln and James both followed as Lincoln said, “He used to live in my house,” and he pointed to the house next door, “and he used to attack people right from when he was a kid. Kill them and cut out their tongues, take their heads off, that sort of stuff.”

“You live in a serial killer’s house?” James said with wide eyes.

“Yeah, but he was killed in your house!” Lincoln said, looking smug.

“What?” Clinton asked, straightening.

“Yeah, he tried to attack someone in the house, a cop, I think, and he killed him. Right in that room there.” He pointed to the window where James’s room was. “Some say he still haunts the house,” he added dramatically, “and that any girl that goes in there gets her head chopped off and her tongue removed.”

“What’d he do with the tongues?” Clinton asked, now rapt.

“Dunno. Some say he ate them, others say the police found them. I think he probably sacrificed them to Satan.” 

“Bullshit,” Clinton said, grinning. “You’re just trying to scare us.”

“It’s true,” Lincoln responded. “You can look it up in the papers and everything.”

James turned his back on the conversation and walked towards the house, feeling sick. Someone had been murdered in his room. He had to ask his father or his mother; they would know if that was true.

He felt cold, chilled to the bone, and as he climbed the stairs back to his room, he could hear Clinton and Lincoln laughing about something. Well, his parents would be happy knowing that at least Clinton had made a friend. James wasn’t really good at that. He didn’t like speaking to people; it made him anxious, and he always worried he would say the wrong thing.

James opened his bedroom door and shivered. Looking around, it didn’t seem like the kind of room someone would be murdered in. He glanced over everything carefully, trying to find any trace of blood or something that indicated there had once been a dead body here. The thought made him nauseous, and he quickly made his way to the bathroom, where he started to retch. 

Once the few contents of his stomach were out, and he had flushed the toilet, he brushed his teeth and tongue. As he did, he remembered what Lincoln had said about the tongues.

Why the tongues?

James wondered what was so significant about the tongues. Maybe to stop them from screaming? Perhaps, like James, he didn’t like people talking to him. James smiled; he could kind of see how that was appealing, people being unable to speak to him because they didn’t have tongues. Perhaps this Butcher, whoever he was, was simply misunderstood and didn’t mean to kill all those people. Maybe he just wanted some silence.

 

_____

 

Diana

 

“I made a new friend today,” Clinton declared over dinner, and Diana couldn’t prevent the giant smile that spread across her face.

She was seated at the one end of the table while Robbie was at the other. Charlie sat next to her with the twins opposite. 

“What’s his name?” Diana asked. 

“Lincoln,” Clinton answered.

“And how did you meet him?”

“I was skinning a squirrel,” Clinton said.

Robbie blurted, “You killed a squirrel?”

“No,” Clinton said, looking between his parents. “I found a dead squirrel and tried to skin it so I could make some old-fashioned cuffs like in the movies. But that’s not the point …”

Of course, it wasn’t. Diana shook her head at her son; sometimes she wondered about him.

“Anyway, this kid Lincoln from next door came over to tell us about how someone was killed in this house.” Clinton glanced at his parents in turn eagerly.

James looked up. Appearing concerned, he said quietly, “In my room.”

Diana looked at Robbie with wide eyes and asked, “Where did he hear that?”

“It was all over the news,” Clinton said, “and he lives next door where some serial killer used to live. Is it true, mom? Did someone really die in James’s room?”

He seemed excited, and Diana hated that; she hated how much Clinton loved violence and gore and everything dark. It made her worry more about him.

“Honey, let’s not talk about this at the dinner table; you’ll scare your sister,” Diana remarked, cutting up her food and pretending to concentrate on it.

“You moved us into a house where someone was murdered; she should be scared.”

Diana looked up at him sharply and raised an eyebrow. “Enough, Clinton.” She shifted her attention to Charlie, who was watching them with wide eyes.

“Mommy,” she said, “what’s ‘murdered’?” 

Diana sighed, but before she could explain Clinton dropped his fork dramatically. “It means someone was killed in this house. Their head was cut off, and their tongue was cut out.”

“Mommy,” Charlie whined, tears springing to her eyes, “is that true?”

James also looked at their mother, and she glanced at Robbie, who was conveniently busy playing on his mobile. She sighed and said, “Don’t be scared, sweetheart, because if Clinton had heard the whole story, he would know the bad man who did it is gone. He was killed by a police officer.” 

Charlie picked at her food, her wild imagination running away with her. James pushed his food away.

“James, eat your vegetables,” Robbie said, without looking up from his phone.

Both Diana and James looked at the plate that had only meat on it and then at each other. They shared a small smile before James’ faded. He bit his lip.

“There is nothing to be scared of,” Diana said again, returning to her meal.

Clinton was deflated now. The excitement of being in a murder house, a crime scene, was waning because his mother was being so reassuring. He went back to his food.

 

_____

 

Robyn

 

If she were still alive, Robyn’s heart would break at the sight of this loving family. They were different from the other families that had lived here. For a long time, Robyn believed the house was cursed and that it only attracted broken families, but this one was a clear indication that it wasn’t so. 

What worried Robyn as she stood off to the side, watching them enjoy their quiet meal, was that at the mention of the Butcher’s name, Robyn saw him. He wasn’t strong enough to be visible to Charlie, thank God, but he was present. A shadow. A darkness that hung between the twin boys and Robyn knew he was eager to make his move - whatever that was.

Would he kill one of them? Both of them? If he grew strong enough? Perhaps, or perhaps he would get them to kill each other by driving them insane. 

Whatever his plan was, she had to stop him, and she had to start now. She walked out of the dining room, through the kitchen and down the stairs off the landing. She made her way to the circuit breaker for the house and, with all the energy she could muster, she short-circuited the power.

The house plummeted into darkness. Charlie screamed, so did James, and Robyn quickly made her way upstairs again.

“Probably just tripped,” Robbie was saying as he stood up, using his phone as a torch. “I’ll go check it out.”

“Okay, honey, we’ll all just sit here and wait,” Diana said.

Her voice was soothing, but Robyn could see Charlie was shaking. It took more energy for Robyn to conceal herself from Charlie before she started tipping objects off of the nearby bookshelf. The dull thud of the heavy ornaments hitting the floor elicited more screams from the already terrified children. The only one who didn’t seem scared was Clinton. Even Diana looked like her hackles were raised.

“It’s nothing,” she said to Charlie and James. “Just the wind blowing things over.”

Robyn moved to the wall directly behind Diana and, while she was still soothing Charlie, she lifted a picture off the wall just enough that the frame crashed to the floor, shattering the glass into tiny shards.

More screams sounded.

Now Charlie was crying and on her mother’s lap. Even Diana screamed when the glass shattered, and she called out to her husband to hurry.

A moment or two passed, and the lights came back on, much to the relief of Charlie, James and Diana, but Clinton was gone.

“Clinton,” Diana called. “Clinton, where are you? This isn’t funny.”

The toilet flushed, and Clinton came out of the nearby bathroom, adjusting his pants to get more comfortable. “What?”

“That wasn’t a funny thing to do.”

“What wasn’t?” Clinton asked, genuinely confused.

“Pushing the ornaments off the shelf and shattering our family picture.” 

Clinton shook his head. “It wasn’t me. When daddy went downstairs, I went to the bathroom.” 

“That’s enough. I think it’s time we all went to bed,” Diana said, setting Charlie on her feet and moving to clear the plates. “Off you three go, and I don’t want to hear anyone is having nightmares tonight because of you, Clinton.”

Clinton rolled his eyes and went upstairs just as Robbie entered the room. Robyn watched as he approached the table.

“What’d I miss?” he asked, and Diana shook her head angrily, stomping to the kitchen.

_____

Chapter Three

 

 

Robyn

 

She continued to terrorize the family through the next week, but still, they stuck it out. Diana was stubborn and explained they had nowhere to go until they found a new house to buy, that nothing weird was happening; it was an old house and things were bound to fall and break, and that the family just had to be as careful as they could be.

But Robyn knew she was getting to them. The problem, though, was that the fear they felt, the fear she was feeding them to drive them out of the house, was also feeding him. Typically by now, the family would have left, especially with what Robyn was throwing them. Vivid images of deathly shadows, waking the kids up in the middle of the night with cold drafts and moving toys, even scaring Robbie into believing he was making love to her instead of Diana. 

Still, they didn’t leave.

He was getting stronger, and he liked to hang around the twins. He left Charlie alone because she was too little to do anything, but Robyn had a sneaky suspicion that The Butcher was ready to make his move soon. He was going to possess Clinton, she knew it for sure, and once he did, he would be free to start reigning his terror on the world once again.

She couldn’t let that happen, so she kept a close eye on Clinton, hardly ever leaving his side. Sometimes she saw his shadowy figure hanging around Clinton’s shoulder. Sometimes he wouldn’t show himself, but she could feel his presence close by nonetheless. Once he attached himself, there would be nothing she could do to stop him.

Clinton himself was a dark child, so she knew he had chosen well. The boy was fascinated with death, torture devices and skinning animals. He had several books on the topics, especially about medieval times. Although Diana seemed worried about him, they allowed him to bring home animal skins and to cut them up and sew them into braces and shoulder guards.

Those were the only times Robyn saw Clinton treat anything delicately. He seemed to really know what he was doing. Clinton made sure to scrape off any remaining bits of meat, veins and sinew that got stuck on the pelt. He did this outside in the garden, taking the ‘leftovers’ back to the forest behind their house and leaving them there for scavengers to finish off. He would then work the skin into his various creations.

The kid was dark, Robyn got it, but she was surprised he was allowed to do this without anyone saying anything.

It wasn’t until their fourth week there that it all made sense.

Robbie was a hunter, and he had taught Clinton everything he needed to know to survive in the wild. That was where the fascination came from. Robyn learned this by accompanying them on a short hunting trip into the forest on a Saturday morning. Robbie encouraged Clinton to hunt and skin animals, and cook them over an open fire. 

Clinton was the hardest to scare out of the entire family, but Robyn still gave it her all. She would move his things around, hide his tools while he was busy with them, and shift his skins.

Once she took a fresh skin and hung it up on the wall above his head, and that had gotten to him. He had woken up and looked up to see the skin above him. He ran for his parents’ room, and Robyn had quickly placed it back where she had found it.

When Robbie came in to check, they found everything was normal and said that Clinton just had a bad dream, that maybe he was spending too much time in his room skinning animals and needed to get out more. Clinton went back to sleep, but Robyn could see it was a restless sleep.

Robyn could tell she was finally starting to get to Clinton, and she only hoped she could manipulate the rest of the family enough before it was too late. They needed to get out of the house.

 

_____

 

Diana

 

The strangest things were happening around the house and Diana honestly didn’t have an explanation for her children, other than it was an old house, and old houses had quirks. They didn’t seem to believe her, but then she didn’t really believe it herself.

The only one who seemed to be settling in was Clinton. He loved the fact he could hunt squirrels and rabbits in the forest behind their house, and then skin them. She could curse Robbie for teaching him to hunt, and she let him know all about it when they had been in the house a month, and Clinton wandered in with three rabbit pelts hanging over his shoulder.

Robbie didn’t see a problem with it at all; in fact, he was proud that Clinton had learned from him and he wished James would do the same. Diana wouldn’t have it. She knew James, knew his love of animals and knew he hated that his brother and father liked to hunt.

One night, when Robbie was working late, Diana was in the shower. She had spent the entire day unpacking boxes, a task which seemed to never end despite the fact she unpacked almost every day. Granted, she unpacked, stopped to play with Charlie, checked in on the boys, carried on unpacking, and so the cycle continued.

She enjoyed the feeling of the hot water hitting her skin and loved the bathroom steaming up. She paused while she washed her hair, feeling as though someone was watching her. She rinsed the shampoo from her face quickly and opened her eyes, looking around.

She didn’t see Robyn standing there, staring at her. 

Exhausted and sore from lifting the heavy boxes, she was probably just responding to twitchy muscles, for there was nobody there. Today she had unpacked the last of her study gear and the desk and the computer.

She had just put the children to bed and resolved to enjoy her long, hot shower. Beads of hot water rolled over her muscles and enticed them to relax. She tilted her head to the left, felt it click, and then repeated the process to the right. She stretched her arms up; water sluiced over her breasts as she stretched, and she felt her back ‘click’ as well. Sighing her pleasure, she dropped her arms. 

By the time she was done the bathroom was so steamy, she could barely see what she was doing. She opened the door to let the vapour out and wiped the mirror with her hand. She then picked up her toothbrush and, as she looked into the mirror to watch herself brush her teeth, she jumped, her toothbrush landing on the floor.

Standing outside the door, in the hallway, was a girl in a black leotard. Her face was painted like a skull. She turned and started to walk towards Charlie’s room.

Diana quickly swung around, saying, “Hey! Who are you? What are you doing in my house?”

As she left the bathroom, the towel wrapped around her lithe form, she saw Charlie’s bedroom door was open, but saw no sign of the girl.

She moved quickly, running into Charlie’s room only to stop dead. Charlie was not in her bed. She was, however, floating mid-air above it, as though she was sleeping in the air. Diana put a hand to her chest and blinked, shaking her head. She reached out and ran her hand under Charlie’s body, but there was nothing there, nothing holding her up.

Grabbing Charlie from the air, she hugged her daughter to her body, looking around fearfully.

Charlie stirred as Diana carried her back to her and Robbie’s bedroom, checking on the boys as she did. James was still awake, reading in his bed, and Clinton was fast asleep, a book about hunting open on his nightstand.

Diana told James to go to sleep and carried Charlie to her their bedroom, setting the sleeping girl on her and Robbie’s bed. She glanced around again, feeling as though someone was watching her.

Quickly putting on her pajamas, she slipped into their bed, shaking her head. She must have imagined it because there was no one else in the house. In fact, there could be no one else in the house.

And yet, Diana couldn’t sleep. She lay there with Charlie in her arms, staring skittishly around the room. Sometimes she would stare at a spot and then look at the door sharply to see if anything was there, moving outside of her vision.

 

_____

 

She was terrified by the time Robbie got home, and he found her sitting up in bed, all the lights still on, and Charlie sleeping against her. Diana had moved James and Clinton to sleep on her bedroom floor as well, just for good measure.

“What happened?” Robbie whispered, clearly concerned for his family’s safety. He checked on the boys and then sat on the bed.

“I saw … I saw someone in the house, Robbie,” she explained softly. “I can’t explain who it was, but there was a girl all dressed up like she was going to a Halloween party and she went to Charlie’s room and … well, she disappeared.”

“Disappeared? People don’t just disappear. Why didn’t you call the police?”

“Because I didn’t think they would believe me.”

“Why not?” Robbie asked.

“Because, I found Charlie–” Diana looked at her daughter, pausing to gather herself before going on. “I found Charlie floating above her bed. Nothing was holding her there; she was just floating above her bed.” 

Robbie stared at her. “Is this a joke to you?” he asked, suddenly angry. “I thought there really was someone in the house, Diana.”

“There was, Robbie.” 

He stood up, going to scoop Clinton into his arms. “You have probably scared the kids terribly with this.”

He didn’t listen to her as he carried Clinton back to his bed. Diana didn’t say another word as he carefully took James and then Charlie back to their own beds as well.

“I can’t believe you,” he said, no longer whispering, “What has gotten into you?”

“Robbie, I know what I saw,” Diana retorted, now angry with her husband. She crossed her arms as she felt shaky. “I saw that girl in the house, and I saw Charlie floating. I snatched her from the air, for Christ’s sake.” 

“Sure you did, babe.” He was condescending, and he knew it.

So did Diana and it did not serve her mood.

While Robbie showered, Diana went to check on the children and found nothing out of the ordinary. She hugged herself, feeling like she was going insane, but knew she was not. Diana knew she had snatched her baby from whatever had her floating in mid-air, and it scared her. Robbie, however, was not in the mood to talk about it now and she would have to speak to him tomorrow about speeding up the process of finding a more permanent home.

For now, though, she would just have to settle into an uneasy sleep. At least Robbie was home, and he made her feel safe. At least for tonight, she might get some rest. 

_____

Chapter Four

 

 

James

 

There she was again. That annoying girl that sang every day as she walked by their house. James didn’t know where she was going, but every morning she was there, singing some stupid pop song, and woke him up. It was too early for him to be awake. They didn’t start school for another three weeks, which meant he could sleep in. No, she had to walk past singing loudly.

James sighed and got up, moving to his window and opening the curtain. There she was, her blond hair swinging in the wind as she bounced along the pavement. 

He went to the bathroom and washed up, brushing his teeth before he got dressed. Sitting on his bed, he wondered what he should do with his day. His mother was taking Charlie and Clinton shopping for school stuff, but he didn’t feel like going. He just wanted to be left alone. 

Clinton had been finding more and more dead animals lately, and it had started to stink. When they got back from the shops, their mom would make Clinton clean it out, but now the smell drove him out.

James went downstairs and through the back door. He sat on the grass and watched the trees, their leaves swaying in the light breeze. Putting his hand in his pocket, he withdrew some seeds and nuts, placing them in a pile in front of him.

And then he sat.

Absolutely still.

The squirrel came to investigate the food cautiously. It didn’t trust the boy that sat there, even though he was motionless. He came a little closer and a little closer still. Then he took a nut and turned to leave, but before he could even think of escaping, the knife came out of nowhere and went through his body.

James watched as the squirrel, pegged to the ground, twitched slightly before it didn’t move at all. He pulled the blade out and wiped it clean on the grass before inspecting the dead animal.

“Does your family know you kill defenceless animals?”

He jumped at the sound of Lincoln’s voice behind him. “What are you doing here?” he asked, glaring at the boy.

“I saw you from my bedroom and came to see what you were doing.”

James remained silent. He’d been caught, and he didn’t know how to get himself out of this.

“I won’t tell anyone,” Lincoln said, “but, I mean, there has to be something in it for me.”

James got up and asked, “What do you want?”

“Clean my room.”

“What?”

“You heard me,” Lincoln said. “Clean my room, and I won’t tell your family what a twisted little puppy you are.”

“My brother hunts squirrels all the time,” James said.

“Does he hunt dogs and cats, too?” Lincoln asked with a slightly morbid and evil smile.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” James retorted. 

“I’ve seen you,” Lincoln said, crossing his arms. “And maybe I have pictures, but even if I don’t, I can just tell the people whose pets you have killed.” 

James, worried now, quickly conceded, “Fine, I’ll clean your room.”

He followed Lincoln into his house, a plan already formulating in his mind. He looked around as Lincoln led him through. “So where are your parents?” he asked.

“My mom works at the hospital, she’ll be back later on, so don’t worry, no one will interrupt us,” Lincoln said, opening the door to his bedroom and going to lie on the bed. He picked up a comic book and waved James on. “Get cleaning, I want to be able to eat off the floor by the time you’re done.”

James acted quickly. He made as though he was going for the dirty laundry on the floor and, while there, he pulled out his pocket knife. He swiftly turned and stabbed Lincoln in the throat.

Afraid and mesmerized all at the same time, he watched as the blood gushed out of Lincoln’s throat as he tried to scream. James realized he must have cut his windpipe because every time Lincoln tried to scream a bloody gargled sound came out the hole his knife had made.

Lincoln attempted to get up, but James pushed him down, stabbing at his throat again and again until he stopped moving, just like the animals he killed.

James stood up, covered in blood, unsure of what to do next. Then, revelation upon revelation came to him as he stood there, and he got to work quickly.

 

_____

 

Robyn

 

She couldn’t believe it. James! He had been targeting James the entire time. She had been so obsessed with keeping an eye on Clinton, thinking he would be the next Butcher, that she hadn’t even realized James had been killing animals as well. Unlike Clinton, James killed neighbourhood pets, a sign that he had dark motives. 

Robyn had followed the boys, Lincoln and James, to the Butcher’s home and witnessed James’s first proper murder. And he was there.

Bart stood behind James as the poor boy stared at the mess he had created. Robyn rushed forward and tried to make her presence known, but Bart got to the boy first and now whispered sweet instructions into his ear, letting them take root in his mind. 

Quick as a whistle, James started to clean up his mess.

He then went downstairs into the basement, unsure as to how he knew where to go, and pried open a wooden floorboard in the middle of the space. There he found a katana, dusty but sharp.

Robyn watched as he carefully lifted it out of its hiding place and took it upstairs. It was a bit big for him to use, but with the Butcher’s guidance, he managed to cut off Lincoln’s head. James propped it on Lincoln’s lap before he pried open his mouth and, using his pocket knife, removed the tongue. 

Placing the grizzly trophy in his pocket, he cleaned up, wiping off any surface he might possibly have touched.

He then retrieved the katana and, careful not to touch any doors with his bare hands, made his way out of the house via the back door and into his house, up to his room, swiftly. 

Robyn followed as he stashed away the katana and sat on his bed, taking out Lincoln’s tongue and playing with it in his hands.

Bart sat next to him, whispering into his ear again. His bloodshot eyes trained on Robyn and a smile played on his lips as they moved.

Robyn couldn’t believe what happened next.

 

_____

 

James

 

He didn’t know where he had learned to clean up a scene like that but put it down to watching far too many murder documentaries. It obviously just came to him. Now, sitting on his bed, he pulled Lincoln’s tongue out of his pocket and toyed with it.

Ideas formulated in his mind and he realized that if anyone searched his room, they would find the tongue and pin it on him. The katana he could explain - he found it in the backyard, and it looked cool, so he kept it. How was he to know it was a murder weapon? However, if they found the tongue as well, he would be directly linked to Lincoln’s murder. He had to get rid of it.

But how? He knew these sorts of issues were the undoing of most mastermind adult killers far more professional than he was. Yes, he was a killer, and a sense of pride welled up inside of him. It was something he felt he had always known but had never shared. Something his own, which Clinton couldn’t take away from him. He had been dreaming of this moment for ages, the ability to take life, not from some stupid animal, but from a living, breathing human.

He dreamed about it ever since his father took them hunting and he had, well, ‘accidentally’ shot his father in the leg with a rifle. The sight of blood pouring from the wound and the anguished cries elicited from his father had made him so excited.

And now this. Getting revenge for being blackmailed while taking a human life, it was all too much for James, and he realized suddenly that his penis was hard. This was something that excited him. He didn’t know what to do. 

That was when the only thing he could think to do, happened. He lifted the tongue up, opened his mouth and took a great big bite out of it. It was wet and chewy and tasted metallic, but it had a certain, likeable tang to it. Something that James felt a real fancy person could appreciate. 

He took another bite and another until there was nothing left except to lick his fingers clean. He swallowed the last bit and leaned back, sighing. He shivered slightly, as though he had passed through a cold spot, and before James knew it he had dozed off on his bed.

 

_____

 

Diana

 

When Diana saw the flashing blue lights outside her house, she panicked. James was home, and Robbie wouldn’t be back until later, so as a mother she assumed the worse. She sped up and held her breath until she realized the cars were parked outside her neighbours’ house and not her own. 

The police had marked off the area around their neighbours’ and, as they climbed out, Clinton asked, “What do you think happened? Do you think Lincoln is okay?”

Diana shook her head. “I’m sure he’s fine, baby. Why don’t you take Charlie and go check on your brother while I see what’s going on.”

She walked the short distance between the two houses and saw a nurse standing there, a cardigan wrapped around her shoulders. She had tears streaming down her face, crumpled tissue in her hand, dabbing at her wet nose, and her breaths were coming out short. Diana recognized her as her next-door neighbour; she had seen her whenever they took the garbage out. Diana felt quite bad now, not knowing what her name was. 

Quickly she made her way towards the woman. She was briefly stopped by a policeman before the nurse waved him away and said it was fine.

“Are you okay, sweetie?” Diana asked, putting an arm around her shoulders.

“Oh … oh … it’s Lincoln,” she sobbed. “He’s dead,” she managed to get out.

“What?” Diana gasped. “How? What happened?” she asked without thinking. “Never mind. I am so sorry …”

“Megan,” she said, hugging Diana and sobbing into her shoulder. “He was murdered in his bed,” she revealed between gasps for air. “I found him … someone cut off his head and cut out his tongue and … oh, my poor baby …” She burst into renewed sobs and Diana couldn’t make out another word after that.

She stayed with Megan until a family member arrived and took over. Diana quietly excused herself and went home to check on her children. She felt nervous; the murder was seriously familiar to those she had heard about when she rented the house.

Once home, however, she found her three children setting the table for dinner. James had a big smile on his face and was telling Clinton stupid jokes. Clinton was half listening, smiling as well, but his mind seemed far away.

“Clinton, honey, we need to talk …” Diana said, taking her son by the hand and leading him to the living room.

_____

Chapter Five

 

 

Diana

 

Clinton was terribly upset by the news that his new friend had been murdered. After Diana tackled the difficult task of telling him, he locked himself in his room for the rest of the evening, refusing to have dinner.

The police came over, and it was the only time Clinton was willing to talk to anyone. He had a lot of questions for them, most of which they were happy to answer so he could better understand what was happening. Diana was grateful for that. 

Then the interrogations began.

The police started by questioning Diana about where she had been the entire day. She had to provide evidence that she spent the day shopping with two of her three children. They then went on to question why she left James at home, and she explained that James wasn’t a very social child and therefore didn’t like going out.

The police then wanted to speak to James since he had been home all day. James was cooperative; in fact, he was rather chatty, which was most unlike him. It surprised Diana that he was so willing to talk about his day, but then she knew James was a smart boy and he knew to tell the police everything, or he would land himself in hot water.

They then questioned her about her husband Robbie, who arrived a moment later, confused by the police cars outside. They interviewed him to see if he came home at all, and he had to provide contact numbers of people who could confirm where he had been all day.

“How did he die?” James asked as they were wrapping up their questions.

“He was murdered, son,” a police officer answered gently.

“Yeah, you said,” James commented, “but how?”

“Those are not details for children to know,” the officer said, crossing his arms. “And you’d do well not to bother Miss Tudor about it either; she is in a right state with the death of her only child.”

“He knows that,” Diana said defensively. “He’s just a boy, he’s curious.” 

“Curiosity can get him into trouble.”

James smiled at the officer, and for a moment Diana thought he might giggle, but he simply bid the officer farewell and went back upstairs.

 

_____

 

Once the police left, Diana set about ordering take-out for dinner since it was too late to cook, and sent Charlie with Clinton to go run her bath water.

“I overheard them talking,” Diana whispered to Robbie. “His head was cut off and his tongue removed.”

She shivered, and Robbie wrapped his arms around her. 

“Sorry, love,” he said, in the absence of the right words to really comfort her.

There was no comforting her because both thought along the same lines. If it had been one of their children if it had been James …

“They’re okay, though,” Diana said. “Clinton will be fine eventually. I feel so bad for him. Lincoln was the first friend he made here.” 

Robbie pulled her to him and kissed her forehead “He’s sturdy, he’ll be fine. I’m just glad it wasn’t James. I know that is a horrible thing to say, but still, I’m happy we’re not the ones mourning.”

“So am I,” Diana admitted.

 

_____

 

Robyn

 

The food arrived, and the family sat down to eat. It was already late, and Charlie seemed ready to fall asleep. Robyn stood next to her, stroking her hair softly. It probably didn’t help the sleepy little girl stay alert.

James ate with a small smile playing on his lips the entire time. Bart stood behind him, smirking at Robyn. They had never spoken, not in the whole time they were both in this house. Bart’s leer grew, and Robyn turned to look behind her.

There was Darren’s body, hanging from the staircase, and she shivered. All the people she had tried to save were on display, and in the end, she couldn’t save any of them. 

Once the family had finished eating, Robyn followed Bart and James upstairs and watched as the boy got ready for bed. Robyn wondered if Bart had picked James because he too was a murderous killer at such a young age. She knew Bart was, from when Kallista had investigated him, but she wondered if he had enjoyed it as much as James seemed to if their personalities were alike. She often pondered over why Bart became who he became. If something, if one little thing in his life had changed, would he have turned out better?

James went to sleep, and Bart sat on the bed, whispering into his ear. Robyn needed only to imagine what kind of thoughts Bart planted in the young boy’s mind.

It dawned on her that she could do the same with the mother if she were susceptible to it. She went to Diana and Robbie’s room, but they were still awake, murmuring about the poor boy that had died that day.

What she needed was a way to warn everyone about what was happening. She needed someone who could see her and not just a young child no one would believe. She needed an older person, someone with direct links to her.

She needed Sylvana to come back.

 

_____

 

James

 

That goddamn singing again! James went to his bedroom window and ripped open the curtains. She had to be his age, maybe a little younger, and she was singing at the top of her lungs as she walked along, heading down the road. 

James didn’t know what came over him, but he quickly got dressed and ran downstairs. “Going for a walk,” he called before heading out the front door.

He fell into step behind her and tried to make it look like a coincidence that he was walking in the same direction. She was shorter than him and weak-looking, and with luck, he might be able to get her. Something stopped him from attacking her immediately, though; an idea formed in his mind. Something told him to plan this better, to ensure that everything went smoothly. 

He didn’t know where these thoughts came from, but he enjoyed them; they made him excited. It was like some dark God whispered in his ear and he intended to listen to every word. 

The girl turned left into a nearby park. James hung back a little before following, a bit nervous that he would lose her. He didn’t. When he turned the corner, he saw her blonde head bobbing a few meters in front of him, and he was thrilled to note she hadn’t noticed he was following her.

Follow her he did.

Through the park - a shortcut through the trees - and on to the street crossing over to the other side. She walked along happily, and James wondered if she wandered just for the sake of it, until she came to a stop outside a house. She knocked on the door and was let in.

James crept along the side of the house until he found an open window where he could hear what was going on.

“Thanks again, Mrs Kamper,” the girl was saying. “I’ll be sure to have Bobby ready for nap time before twelve. You enjoy work now.”

That was why she was here early every day! James understood now; she was a babysitter for a little boy called Bobby. Clearly, the family knew her well and trusted her to take care of their child. James found it surprising, considering she was so young, but he put it down to her being a family friend. People did weird stuff all the time.

James knew his mother would never trust Clinton to watch Charlie because he was so easily distracted, but she might let James watch her. He smiled; he wouldn’t trust himself to watch her. Accidents happened, after all.

With nothing further to see, he left and returned home, a plan already forming.

The next morning he was already up when the singing started. James told his mom the night before that he found a park nearby and that he wanted to start walking in the mornings so she would know where he was. More than anything, she seemed happy that he was getting out of the house, and for once, he was pleased to be getting out of the house as well.

 

_____

Diana

 

James had spoken to her about getting out. He found a nearby park that looked nice to play in, so he wanted to go there in the mornings while it was quiet. Although the murder still rocked her to her core, she knew the park was a public place and had seen it was relatively busy enough in the mornings, so she felt he would be safe.

She made him promise not to wander from the paths and to stick to where people could see him. After he promised, she felt better knowing that he was getting some fresh air. Perhaps he would even make a friend. 

As for the murder, Lincoln’s killer had not been found, and soon enough the police stopped coming over to Megan’s house.

Diana visited her often, to offer some comfort to the bereaved mother. She helped coordinate the funeral and even made sure Megan ate every night. Someone had to take care of her because it seemed as if she had no one else. The family didn’t visit often, friends came and went, and everyone was too busy with their own lives to realise this woman’s world had come crashing down around her.

“It’s just like the old murders when I was a child,” she said one morning after James had left for his walk.

Diana had gone over to make Megan breakfast.

“I heard about them, but I thought that killer was caught,” Diana said, scrambling eggs in a pan.

“Killed, actually,” Megan said, staring out the window. “The police said this might be an admirer, a copycat.” She hugged herself. She looked terrible.

“Who would admire someone like that?” Diana asked, disgusted with the thought.

“I don’t know, but they took him away from me.”

Diana bit her lip; it always came back to that. She always felt awkward simply because she didn’t know what to say.

“It’s okay,” Megan said this time. “I know you’re just glad that it wasn’t your son and that’s okay.” She brushed her hair out of her face. “I would feel the same way if it was reversed.”

Diana dished up their breakfast. “Well, just know you have a friend in our family, and we are always here for you.” She sat down at the island bench so they could eat.

“I should have known,” Megan commented. “Tempting fate by moving into his house.”

“Don’t say that. You couldn’t possibly know there would be another killer.”

“Yeah, but I tempted fate. The house was sold dirt-cheap, and I only have one salary, and I thought nothing could go wrong and now it has.”

Diana reached across and squeezed her hand. “It’s not your fault. You couldn’t have known. Besides, the police also said it’s likely it was someone Lincoln knew because there was no sign of forced entry. That happens to people everywhere. You couldn’t have predicted that someone you or your son knew would attack him.”

Megan looked up. “Either I tempted fate, or I befriended someone who killed him. Either way, it’s my fault.”

Diana bit her lip. “Eat up; you’re going to need your strength.” 

_____

Chapter Six

 

 

James

 

It was all coming together nicely. James spent a few days following the little girl and even learned that her name was Christina. He was up before her every day, and she followed the same route through the park every time. He had approximately fifteen minutes to detain her when she veered off the path into the trees where no one else wandered. It was such a childish thing to do - stray from the path - and yet it was precisely what James needed her to do.

He prepared everything he would need. Rope and duct tape, a baseball bat to hit her over the head, as well as his precious katana. He hid all his belongings in the hollow of a tree they would pass when they walked through the small forest, except for the baseball bat. That he kept with him.

James chose a Friday morning to do it. A morning he felt would be perfect. There were only three more weeks until school started and he wanted to get as many tongues as he could and devour them. The more he ate, the stronger he would become. It was like he was taking power from his victims and increasing his own. It made him feel he would become damn near invincible.

He waited for her in the woods. He heard her before he saw her, and his penis instantly became hard again, like with Lincoln, when he realised how close she was. She passed the spot he was hiding in, he leapt out and swung his bat; it cracked across the back of her head, and she went flying forward into the earth. 

Lifting the bat again, he hit her once more, just in case. When he turned her over, her eyes were wide open, but she wasn’t breathing. He had killed her with two quick strikes of a bat, and it made him proud.

His energy levels rose, and he was admiring his work when something deep inside him made him feel hurried. He had to finish the task before someone came along. He worked quickly, keeping gloves on to hide his fingerprints from the police later on. 

He removed her tongue, and then her head. He propped her against a tree and set her head in between her legs as though it belonged there. Pocketing the tongue, he packed up everything, making double sure not to leave anything behind for the police to trace back to him.

With that, he took off his bloody gloves, threw them in his bag, picked it up and headed off.

 

_____

 

Robyn

 

No! No! No!

She couldn’t believe he had struck again so quickly. She had tried to appear to the girl, wanted to make her see what was going to happen, but she wasn’t open to that sort of thing and therefore didn’t see Robyn, and didn’t see the baseball bat that was headed her way either. 

Robyn sobbed as she watched him work; cutting off little Christina’s head, taking out her tongue first, and placing her head in her lap as though it belonged there. It didn’t belong there, and it broke Robyn’s heart that someone so young could be so cruelly taken advantage of by a spirit.

In her heart, she knew she would have to stop him no matter what happened, but it had taken all her power to appear to Diana, and it left her weakened. She needed someone who could see her more easily. She needed Sylvana.

It was then that Robyn came up with a better plan than trying to scare the family away. She decided it was time to take matters into her own hands.

She waited until Diana was asleep - the very night Christina was killed - and then she mustered all her strength and inhabited Diana’s body. 

“Where are you going?” Robbie mumbled in his sleep.

“Go back to sleep,” Robyn said, surprising herself when Diana’s voice came out.

Robyn felt shaky as she forced Diana’s body to Robbie’s study. Scrimmaging hurriedly for pen and paper, Robyn wrote a letter to Sylvana.

 

 

Dear Sylvana,

 

Your sisters’ killer is at it again, but only you can stop her. Please come save us, and my son, only you can help. Please don’t let anyone else die.

 

Diana and Robyn

 

 

Robyn couldn’t think of another way to get Sylvana to return, other than using her memory of her sisters. She could only pray that it would work. She sealed the letter in an envelope and, after a search of Robbie’s drawers, found the lease agreement for the house that had Sylvana’s new home address on it. Her hand was shaky as she wrote the address. She was losing control of Diana’s body. She had to be quick.

She pushed herself and managed to get Diana’s body to take the letter outside and put it in the post box for the postman to collect. She barely managed to get Diana to the sofa before she had to relinquish control, letting Diana sleep on the couch for the night.

 

_____

 

Diana

 

She was so uncomfortable. She woke up and tried to stretch, but found she was inhibited from doing so by the arm of the sofa. 

The sofa.

She sat up and realised she was really on the sofa, which explained why she was so stiff. She rubbed her neck, flexing it from side to side. 

Robbie was on his way down, looking around for her when she stood up.

“Hey, babe, why’d you come to sleep down here?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” she responded. “I don’t even remember coming down. The last thing I remember was going to bed with you last night.” 

“Oh, you must be sleepwalking,” he teased, kissing her softly on her lips.

“Hmm, kiss me again,” she murmured, and he did.

He kissed her as though he was savouring the taste of her lips against his.

“Mommy,” Charlie called from upstairs.

Diana sighed against Robbie’s mouth before breaking the kiss. “Duty calls,” she said as she started for the stairs. She passed James on her way up and asked, “Not going to the park today?”

“No,” he said, giving her a small smile. “I’m kind of over it now.” 

“Oh, okay. Well, if you want to, I’m taking Charlie to get some groceries later. You’re welcome to come with, and maybe we’ll stop for ice cream.”

“No, thanks,” he said, and again she worried about him.

She always worried about him. Just when he was starting to show signs that he was going out and doing things, he withdrew from the world again. She didn’t know what to do, but at this present time, she had to see what Charlie needed.

“Good morning, angel,” she said as she walked into her daughter’s room.

“Morning, mommy. Mommy, Robyn isn’t feeling well.”

Charlie sounded worried. Diana knelt next to her and said, “Oh dear, is there anything I can do?”

“No, ‘cause you can’t see her,” Charlie said. “Only special little girls can.”

A chill ran down her spine as Charlie said that, but Diana smiled. “Maybe Robyn just needs to rest. Why don’t you and I get dressed and go get groceries and ice cream while she has a nap?”

“Okay, mommy,” Charlie quipped before skipping to her closet.

After showering and dressing, Diana had breakfast on the table soon enough. She turned the television on to the news and sat down to eat her toast.

“And in other news, another grisly murder rocks the quiet neighbourhood of Lakesfield,” the newscaster was saying, drawing Diana’s attention. Everyone except Charlie turned to the television. “A decapitated eight-year-old girl was found in Lakesfield Park earlier today after being reported missing by her family yesterday. The police have no leads, but the community fears there is now a copycat killer mimicking the gruesome murders that occurred years ago. The modus operandi is exactly the same as Bart the Butcher, with the victims’ heads being removed and placed at their feet and their tongues missing.”

Robbie got up and turned the television off, biting his lip as he went to sit down once more.

“Is that what happened to Lincoln?” Clinton asked, his face white.

Diana said gently, “Yes, honey, that’s what happened.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Clinton asked. “I’m old enough to know.”

“Oh, honey, we just didn’t want you to remember him that way,” Diana replied honestly. “We wanted you to have fond memories of your friend.”

“Not that he was nice,” James said.

“James, don’t say that,” Robbie scolded him. “He was Clinton’s friend.”

James stood and picked up his now empty plate. “It’s not like Clinton is nice either.”

“James,” Diana warned.

“What? It’s true.” James frowned and looked at Clinton. “And if this new killer is only taking people who aren’t nice, then you could be next.” 

“James, go to your room.” Robbie raised his voice slightly, irritated with his son.

“Gladly,” James said defiantly, before placing his plate back on the table and stomping upstairs.

“Clinton, he didn’t mean that,” Diana tried to comfort her eldest son. Eldest by a minute, she reminded herself, and it was a shadow James constantly lived in. “He’s just feeling a bit left out.”

“That’s because he’s a freak,” Clinton said, standing up and storming to the back door.

“Clinton,” Diana called, but he didn’t come back. She looked at Robbie and shook her head. “They’re not even teenagers yet.”

Robbie started to clear the table. “Don’t remind me.”

 

_____

 

James

 

As soon as James had arrived home after killing Christina, he had prayed to the dark God that had given him the knowledge to execute the perfect murder. He didn’t know if it was a God; he just thought that was the aptest title for whatever was guiding him. He then consumed Christina’s tongue, taking his time and enjoying the salty chewiness mixed with the metallic taste of blood.

He spent the rest of the day doing rather dull and mundane tasks, but he felt better, he felt stronger. 

The next day at breakfast he raptly watched the news as it described Christina’s murder and he was glad his family wasn’t paying attention to him because he was sure it was written all over his face that he was guilty.

He then got angry when his mother trod on eggshells around his brother, as though Lincoln had been some sort of saint. He hated that; he hated that someone died and they instantly became an angel, and he had let them know as much.

Now in his room, he clenched his fists and paced, wishing that his brother could be his next victim. That he could watch the life leaving his eyes. It would be like killing himself, except he would live afterwards. To him, it was a cool idea.

Soon.

Not Yet.

Patience.

His dark God was whispering to him again. He had to be satisfied with the fact that he needed to wait until the time was right for him to take his family’s lives. He wanted to kill them all.

Soon.

Not Yet. 

Patience.

He was frustrated. He wanted it to be soon, but the dark God knew better. He would wait. He needed to find a way to distract himself in the meantime.

_____

Chapter Seven

 

 

Robyn

 

Robyn was aware of the itch that kept James awake at night. It was the same itch Bart had when he was alive, and it was an itch he had now as a spirit. He wanted to kill again, and soon, only this time Bart didn’t have to worry if he got caught. It would be James that suffered the consequences. Still, Robyn knew all this wouldn’t be possible if there wasn’t already darkness in James’ heart.

She hoped the letter reached Sylvana soon and that she would return to assist. At least she could appear to Sylvana, and perhaps Sylvana would see Bart and recognize him. Then they could put a stop to this.

The bloody baseball bat James had used was stashed carefully under his bed, and Robyn was horrified that Diana had no inkling of what her son was getting up to. It wasn’t that Robyn thought Diana was a bad mother; quite the opposite. She was such a good mother that her son was getting away with murder due to the simple fact that Diana respected his privacy.

James cleaned his own room and never gave his mother any reason to come in and shuffle things around. Clinton, on the other hand, was supervised continuously regarding cleaning his room. 

It dawned on Robyn then. She needed to give Diana a reason to come into James’ room.

Once James was so exhausted that he could no longer stay awake, not even with Bart whispering in his ear, Robyn used what energy she had available to move things around and create a mess. Bart watched her with a small smile, clearly unaware of her game plan until it was too late and sufficient chaos surrounded James.

When it dawned on Bart what Robyn was trying to achieve, he got angry. She could tell by the red aura around him. He rushed her and put his arms around her neck. They wrestled like that for some time as she tried to get away from him, a stark reminder of how he killed her. He was sapping her vitality by being connected to her, and the scuffle released enough energy to wake Charlie. She was soon at the door watching them with fearful eyes.

She screamed, and Bart released Robyn, turning to rush at Charlie. Robyn couldn’t let that happen and pushed Charlie back with what little energy she had left. Bart narrowly missed her.

Charlie screamed again, and Robbie emerged from his bedroom, followed by Diana, while a sleepy James stirred in his bed.

 

_____

 

Diana

 

“Charlie, what’s wrong?” Diana asked as she quickly made her way to her daughter half sitting up on the floor.

“There was a bad man hurting Robyn,” Charlie cried, the tears rolling down her face. “They were in James’ room.”

Robbie stepped into James’ room and looked at his son. “You okay?”

“Yes, dad,” James said sleepily, glancing at Charlie and Diana. “What happened?”

“What did happen?” Robbie asked. “Look at your room, James. What did you do to it?”

Surprised by the mess, James shook his head. “I don’t know, dad; it wasn’t me.”

“Then who was it? Were you scaring your sister?”

“It was a bad man, daddy,” Charlie said again, now in Diana’s arms. “It was a bad man hurting Robyn.”

“Enough!” Robbie snapped. “There is no bad man, Charlie, there is no Robyn. James is just being mean.” James tried to protest, but Robbie glared at him, so he fell silent. “Now, James, clean your room and go back to bed. Charlie, you too, go back to bed.”

Diana frowned. “Robbie, you’re being a bit harsh.”

“Yeah, well, I’m exhausted from work, and everyone is just being ridiculous now. There are no bad people in this house. Now hop to it, James. I want your room back to the way it was and you back in bed in the next half an hour. Diana, take Charlie to bed.”

“Yes, sir,” Diana said sharply and turned away from him.

“Diana.”

“Yes, sir,” she said again, looking at him over her shoulder, and he appeared flustered, so she simply took Charlie to bed, tucking her in.

“Robyn is hurt,” Charlie whined.

“She’ll be fine. I’ll find her and make it better,” Diana said, stroking Charlie’s hair out of her face.

“Who was the bad man, mommy?” Charlie asked.

“Maybe he’s Robyn’s friend,” Diana said, “and they just had a fight.”

“Maybe, but he was really hurting her.”

“That’s not nice,” Diana explained, “and it’s not nice that James messed his room like that. Maybe that’s why they fought.”

“Robyn messed his room like that,” Charlie said. “It wasn’t James.”

“Okay, sweetheart, I’ll go help James tidy and see if I can find Robyn, but you, my little princess, need to go back to sleep.”

Diana leaned in and kissed her daughter’s cheek before standing up. “Goodnight, Charlie.”

“Good night, mommy” was the soft sleepy response she got.

 

_____

 

James

 

How could he be in trouble when he had been asleep? And, who had destroyed his room? It had to have been Charlie; she was the only one awake. How dare she come into his personal space and touch his things?

Now his father was watching him closely as he tidied up.

He felt exhausted because his thoughts had kept him up so late, and now this. He would be so tired tomorrow; how could he plan his next move?

Robbie eventually grew weary of watching and instructed him to finish up and go back to bed. Apparently, he had to be up early because their mother was taking them shopping.

“But I want to stay home,” James whined. Exhaustion was really getting to him.

“It’s for school stuff, so no.”

“But, dad,” he moaned.

“James! Enough! Geez, what has gotten into you? You’re never this much trouble,” Robbie said. “Daaadd,” Robbie whined out, mocking his son. “It’s time you grow up!” he added, grumpy and tired himself.

Robbie went back to his bedroom, leaving a wounded James behind, cleaning his room.

“He’s just tired, sweetheart,” Diana said.

After witnessing what happened, she came into James’ room and started to help him pick up his stuff.

“It’s okay, mom,” James said. “I can do this.”

“I can help. I help your brother all the time,” she said with a small smile.

The truth was that James was worried she would find something she shouldn’t, like the baseball bat or the katana. She would want to know where he got that stuff from, and he didn’t have a good enough explanation and was too tired to come up with one.

“Mom, it’s fine,” he said, snatching some papers away from her. “I can do it, go back to bed.”

Diana looked hurt, and James could honestly not care less, but he had pretences to keep up, so the voices in his head told him.

“I’m sorry, mom,” he said. “I just want you to go back to bed.” He put a hand on her shoulder for effect, and she smiled at him.

“Only if you’re sure,” she said. “You have to get up early too.”

“I’m fine.” He picked up the papers again. “I’ll sort this out quickly.”

Diana kissed his head, and he forced himself to give her a smile before she left. He sighed and looked around at the chaos his little sister had created. She would pay for this. She had almost revealed everything. James would not have been able to continue if he had been caught. How would he explain all of this to his mother? She would never understand the itch he had.

 

_____

 

Up early he was the next morning and grumpy for it, he felt like his head was going to explode and it took his mother a few tries to get him up and going. It didn’t help that Clinton’s booming voice could be heard from the dining room as he laughed with their father, enjoying breakfast before Robbie went to work. 

Charlie ran up and down the passageway, not wanting to get dressed and giggling with delight every time Diana pretended to ‘catch’ her and then conveniently letting her go. No, James knew he didn’t belong with this family, despite the fact he was a twin. No, he didn’t feel as if he had a place. His place was with a tongue in his mouth and a bloody knife in his hands.

 

_____

 

Diana

 

Diana had never really struggled with James, but after the incident with Charlie and now trying to get him awake, she felt as though something was wrong with her son. Call it motherly instinct, but she knew something troubled James. She would ask Robbie to have a talk with him, but Robbie was always so hard on him. He didn’t understand that although James and Clinton were twins, they were the complete opposites of each other, and in her heart, Diana knew that disappointed Robbie.

When it had been announced that their first born child was, in fact, twin boys, Robbie had been so excited and made all these plans. None of those came to fruition for both boys, for only Clinton took to Robbie’s teachings and ways. James was quiet, always had been, even as a baby, and Diana knew she was soft on him.

Argh! It was frustrating as a mother to not know what to do. Perhaps she should be harder on him, but she felt that would only serve to drive him further away.

She hoped that spending some time together as a family at the shops would help lighten his mood, but this was a long shot. James didn’t like shopping at the best of times. Perhaps if she allowed him to pick out his own school stuff, he would cheer up.

 

_____

 

Diana had them all ready and out of the house shortly after Robbie left for work. Once in the car, she put on a popular song and she, Charlie and Clinton sang the whole way to the mall. James sat quietly and stared out of the window, his eyelids drooping. Diana let him be, hoping he would be more chipper once they reached their destination.

Once there, they climbed out of the car and Diana herded them inside. James kept silent the entire time they walked around until they came upon a shop that specialized in weapons. Clinton was off! 

James also seemed fascinated by a few things and Diana was happy to see him taking an interest in anything, so she quickly said, “Pick something.”

James looked up at her with a smile. “Really?”

“Yes,” Diana said with an equally big smile. “Pick something, and I’ll get it for you.”

James seemed excited and quickly went through all the aisles of the shop, looking at everything available.

Clinton ran up to Diana with a knife and said, “Can I have this?”

“Yeah, okay,” Diana said, much to the chagrin of the lady behind the counter.

“Children shouldn’t have weapons,” she commented.

“People should mind their own business,” Diana said, taking Charlie’s hand. “Or I’ll see your manager.”

James came back with an expensive-looking sword, and Diana bit her lip. “Is that what you want?”

Clinton’s mouth dropped open, but before he could say anything, James said, “Yes, and it’ll count as a birthday present.”

Diana smiled. “Okay, then. Let’s pay, and off we go.” 

_____

Chapter Eight

 

 

Robyn

 

The family was out the entire day, but Robyn was too weak to care. Bart had taken a lot out of her, and she didn’t have the energy to do anything other than hide right now. If he found her, he might finish her off. 

She couldn’t take that risk. She didn’t want to expend all her energy before she had saved the family, especially Charlie - she was such a special girl.

Robyn heard him walking upstairs and decided it was time to move again. She went towards the staircase with the intent of going to the kitchen and stopped. There was Darren, hanging from the bannister with his head at his feet.

“Go away,” she said. “Go rest, Darren.”

“He’s coming again. He’s coming again. He’s coming again.” That was all the head of Darren could say.

The pacing upstairs ceased, and then there was running. Bart was coming for her.

“He’s coming again. He’s coming again. He’s coming again.” Darren’s head started to shriek.

Robyn stumbled down the passageway; she needed to hide again, at least until the family came home. The thundering sound of his footsteps coming down the stairs pushed her onward. She climbed into the kitchen cupboard and closed the door quietly. 

She sat there in the darkness, hugging her knees as she tried to regain her strength, and ignored the laboured breathing of Kalli’s spirit next to her as she stared at Robyn, whispering, “He’s coming again. He’s coming again. He’s coming again.”

Robyn shook, genuinely afraid that she was going to lose the war.

 

_____

 

James

 

He couldn’t believe his mother let him buy his own katana. He promised to be careful with it and vowed to keep it away from Charlie and that he wouldn’t treat it as a toy. Oh, if she only knew how well he was going to handle it.

Clinton was green with envy, and it showed, as he kept huffing and puffing, no longer satisfied with his ‘little knife’ as he called it. He had whined and whined to his mother, but she hadn’t relented, saying that Clinton always got something at the shops and James never asked for anything.

“Besides,” Diana added, “it’s part of his birthday present.”

“Part? Only part?” Clinton almost yelled. “It can be PART of my birthday present as well.” 

But Diana had not budged. In fact, she quickly got tired of Clinton’s attitude and threatened not to get him anything at all.

And so his dear brother had sulked the rest of their shopping trip while James walked around proudly, holding the package with his own katana carefully.

When they got home, James quickly went upstairs and laid his katana out, examining it.

The voices started immediately. They were pleased. Pleased James had taken such a bold and daring step to get his own tool, his own katana. It was so sharp it could cut through anything, especially a spine. James felt ready to secure his next victim.

 

_____

 

Secure him, he did. It didn’t take more than the day for James to pick out his next victim; a lonely boy who played by himself in the street, and in the back near the forest. James loved that the houses opened up to the forests behind them. It gave him an opportunity.

The boy wasn’t as old as James was, and he didn’t seem to have any friends. James had only ever seen him play by himself. Perhaps his parents didn’t allow him to have friends or, maybe, like James, he was an outcast, in which case James would be happy to put him out of his misery. Either way, James would oblige.

He made a game not only out of watching the boy, but also the movements of the rest of the boy’s family. He truly was left alone all day long, and well into the evening, before any sign of a parent coming home was seen. James would have ample time to remove the boy’s head from being attached to his body. 

James licked his lips as he watched the mother call for him. Derrick, his name was Derrick, and James could already feel Derrick’s little tongue rolling over his own as he chomped down on it. It would give him more power, more confidence to do what had to be done in the name of the Dark God that whispered to him day in and day out.

He knew when he did well for them; the voices were silent, and he was allowed to rest. Like today, today he was allowed to sleep because he had kept notes of the movements of Derrick and his family. It was like clockwork. A fault that most humans had, sticking to a routine that could get them killed. It would get them killed.

James just had to wait for the perfect opportunity, when his own family wouldn’t be home. He had to make sure there was no one able to catch him as he executed Derrick with absolute precision.

The Dark God made him promise not to do it when he could get caught, or their game would be up.

 

_____

 

Robyn

 

The Butcher was preoccupied with grooming James, which gave Robyn the time she needed to recuperate. She did this by hiding in Charlie’s room, having tea with her and playing with her.

Diana came in with clothes in a wash basket and set it on the bed, coming to sit with Charlie. She sat on top of Robyn and shivered, rubbing her arms. Robyn had that effect on people, so she stood up and moved to another seat, pressing a finger against her lips to Charlie.

Charlie continued to play, and Robyn watched as Diana played with her.

Her own parents had done that on numerous occasions - played with her. The number of times she had tea parties with her dad, even as a spirit she was nostalgic about it, and she grew sad thinking of all the things she never got to experience because he had taken her life away.

She blamed herself, thinking she could get away with wooing some boy from a party while her parents were out. If only she had known better, or if someone had taught her better, perhaps she would still be alive. And that poor man had gone to jail and died because they believed he did it. She felt wracked with guilt, and this fuelled her anger, which in turn fed her energy. She had to make sure he didn’t hurt anyone else. She needed to stop James.

Two could play at this game.

Once she had enough energy, and Charlie was asleep, she went to stand in the doorway to James’ bedroom. He was there and looking at her, but he didn’t rush her, knowing she had enough energy to fight him off. He had bigger plans tonight and, as long as she didn’t interfere, he would leave her be. 

She watched as he continuously whispered in James’ ear, giving him all the information he needed to execute his next victim. That was the word he chose to use. ‘Execute’. As though it was somehow justified - a prisoner being punished for crimes, only this time the crime was breathing, and the prisoner was an unsuspecting boy who lived two houses over. 

Robyn left the room and went to Diana, kneeling beside her.

“Diana, listen to me. Your son is in danger,” she whispered fervently. “He is going to hurt someone, and hurt himself. You need to keep an eye on him. Don’t leave him alone. Don’t leave him at home alone.”

On and on she whispered, trying to plant the idea in Diana’s thoughts, but she wasn’t sure if it would work. Children were far more susceptible to this sort of persuasion than adults, but she had to try.

She did it for hours. While Diana watched television, while she folded laundry and even while she cooked dinner. She also did it right in front of him. As he whispered to James at the dinner table, she whispered to Diana.

It was a battle of words, truly, and she knew in her heart that he was winning.

 

_____

 

Diana

 

She didn’t know why, but she had such an unsettling feeling about James. He seemed to be on her mind since she finished up playing with Charlie. While she watched television with Robbie, while she folded the laundry and even while she cooked, she had this niggle that James wasn’t okay. She observed him at the dinner table, while Clinton whined to Robbie that he never got a sword and James had. As Clinton moaned to his father, James seemed quite content to simply eat his food and be done with it. In fact, it almost looked as if he concentrated hard on his food … perhaps trying to tune out his brother?

“Enough, Clinton. If you want it that badly, I’ll get it for you,” Diana eventually snapped.

Clinton gushed, “Thank you,” and started on his food at last.

Diana shook her head. “And that’s your birthday present finished and done and dusted. Because you nag so damn much and … argue, I dare you …” She added the last part as he opened his mouth.

Clinton thought it a better idea rather to simply keep quiet and eat. 

Robbie glanced around the table. “So aside from James getting a sword and Clinton wanting one, how was everyone’s day?”

“It was fine,” Diana said dismissively.

She didn’t mean to be flippant, but her mind could not focus on anything other than James. She felt severely distressed about him.

James looked up with big eyes. “What’s wrong, mommy?” he asked, with that innocent smile of his.

“Nothing, honey,” she murmured as she went back to her food. “Just wondering how you are feeling?”

“I’m great. In fact, if you go get Clinton’s sword tomorrow that will give me time to help with tidying up around the house.”

That was her James, always so helpful. She didn’t know why she was so worried about him. He sounded just fine, and yet there was this pull at her gut that something was not right.

“I don’t know. Maybe you should come with us, and we can all tidy up when we get back.” She smiled brightly and tilted her head to the side. “You know, we can spend more time together that way.”

“No, that’s okay,” he said, taking a big bite of his food as though the matter was closed.

Diana frowned. “Why is that okay? I don’t think you should be staying home alone with everything that has happened, James.”

“I’m perfectly safe,” he explained, reaching his hand out and placing it on top of hers as though comforting her. “Believe me, I’ll stay indoors the entire time and tidy up.”

Diana looked at Robbie for support, but he wasn’t paying attention and simply grunted when their eyes met.

She rolled her own eyes and said, “I don’t think so, James. I don’t want you staying home alone, and that’s that.”

James frowned and set his knife and fork down. “Don’t you think you’re being unreasonable?” he asked, staring at his plate defiantly. “I hate going to the shops. I made an effort to be nice today, and now you’re ruining it even though I’m offering to help.”

Diana felt admonished and was about to reply when Robbie, half hearing the conversation, quipped, “He’s right love. Let him stay and clean if he wants to.”

“Well, fine.” She stood up and took her plate to the kitchen. “But you will stay inside this house, James.”

“Of course,” he said in a low voice.

The tugging feeling Diana felt just got worse.

_____

Chapter Nine

 

 

James

 

She was huffy about it, but the more Diana reiterated that he was not to leave the house while they were out shopping, the more James agreed wholeheartedly. After all, what would she know about what he got up to anyway? She had no clue.

James watched them leave through the window, after proving to Diana the door was locked and then put into motion his plan. It was Wednesday, the perfect day because Derrick’s parents would be out early. He didn’t know what they did, but they were out, and on Wednesday Derrick liked to start his day by walking through the forest.

James would be waiting.

He got out his supplies, packed neatly in his kit bag, and quickly made his way out the back door and into the forest to where he was sure no one would see him, not even little Derrick.

With his trusty baseball bat to hand, he waited patiently for the sound of Derrick’s crunching footsteps on the leafy bed of the forest, accompanied by the irritating out of tune whistling he insisted on doing. God, that out of tune whistling drove James mad.

It came soon enough and James held still, standing behind a tree.

“What have you got there?”

James whipped around as Derrick spoke to him from behind and he almost cursed himself; he had overestimated where Derrick would walk and had landed up being in plain sight.

“What have you got there?” Derrick repeated, taking a step back. “What are you doing here?” he asked, taking another step back and losing his footing on a tree root, flailing his arms as he tried to regain his balance. 

He landed on his back and cried out for help, tears leaking from his eyes. James made his way towards him, and Derrick screamed for help when the baseball bat came crashing down on his arms as he lifted them to protect himself. He screamed again and, panicked, James kicked him and hit him with the bat in every place he could get to, sweat breaking out on his body as he rapidly tired. He wasn’t made for such exertion.

With an almighty splat, the end of the baseball bat connected with Derrick’s jaw and the boy shrieked, holding his mouth as James raised the bat and brought it down again, this time on his head. A few more times and the boy was dead, or at least James assumed so. He was freaking out and didn’t have time to check or savour the moment. Anyone could have heard the boy screaming.

He got to work with his katana, hacking at the boy’s head. Blood sprayed everywhere as he tried to get it to disconnect, but it just wouldn’t. Throwing the katana down, he knelt and cut the boy’s tongue out, with Derrick’s head hanging forward, held together by splintered bone and sinew. 

James then put it in his pocket and gathered up his gear, swiftly making his way into the forest. He heard someone calling and knew the game would be up in no time. Someone would find the body and tie it all to him. He was done for. He had disappointed the Dark God, and now he was not here to whisper to him, to tell him how to fix the situation.

He went deep into the forest. Luckily he had the foresight and had packed extra clothes in case he messed on his. Once he was sure he was a safe enough distance away, he changed and stuffed the bloody clothes into his bag. He took out a rag and some paint thinners, wiping the blood off of him as best he could.

There was a loud scream - it seemed quite far away - and James knew someone had discovered the body. He had to get away as fast as he could.

He packed up the paint thinners and cloth and, hitching his kit bag over his shoulder, forged away from the screams of whoever had found the body. He walked until he was sure he was far enough and then turned to walk north, exiting the forest almost three blocks from home. He checked himself, made sure he looked okay, and then walked along the sidewalk towards his house, hoping the street would remain empty.

Up ahead there was the sound of sirens and James knew he had but a few moments to get home. He had to get there before anyone saw him in the street. So far he had been lucky, but he didn’t know how long that luck would last.

He got to the front door just as the police car pulled into the street, sirens blaring, and he quickly found the spare key and unlocked it, standing half inside and trying to look as though he had just stepped outside to see what was going on. The car pulled up outside his house, and he knew it was his time.

Two policemen got out of the car, and one looked at him and said, “Back inside, lad, this is none of your business, and lock your door. Where’re your folks? Are you home alone?”

“Yes, sir, my mom’s just gone to the shop quickly.” He gripped the doorknob tightly, his hand sweaty.

“Get inside and lock your door; we’ll come to you soon to ask you some questions.” With that, they went around the side of the house and disappeared from sight.

James quickly went inside and locked up. He picked up his bag and took it upstairs, rushing to the bathroom to check if he had gotten all the blood off. For good measure he took a shower, spraying on deodorant to mask the scent of paint thinner and blow-drying his hair, so it didn’t appear obvious he had just showered. He hid his tools under his floorboards and straightened just as there was a knock at the door.

 

_____

 

Robyn

 

She couldn’t believe it! The police were going to catch him. She couldn’t stop him from killing that poor boy, but now, now he would be stopped and the family would leave, and everything would return to normal. He looked mad as hell, and she felt strong. 

The two policemen stood on the front porch and questioned James while Robyn watched.

“Have you ever seen a boy, about so tall, black hair, walking around in the forest behind your house?” the older policeman was asking.

“Yeah, he whistles all the time,” James answered. “Sometimes I wish he would come over and play because I have no friends,” he added, trying to look sad.

“Did you hear any screams earlier?” 

James took longer to answer that one than he should have and Robyn was sure the police would be suspicious.

“Yeah, I thought I heard something, but I was busy vacuuming for my mom, so I thought I imagined it.”

“And you didn’t go investigate?”

“No, sir, my mom told me not to leave the house.”

“Then why did you step outside when we got here.”

“Because I heard the sirens and I was kind of scared.”

“Why would you be scared of sirens?”

That got James, and he swallowed hard. “Because …” he paused. “Because …” he paused again and the policeman eyed him out.

“Well, spit it out, boy! We ain’t got all day.”

“Because the last time there were sirens was when my brother’s friend next door was murdered, sir. I was scared the murderer was about.”

Robyn watched, her mouth open wide, as the Butcher told James precisely what to say.

 

_____

 

Diana

 

The sight of police cars outside her house served to enforce her sense that something was wrong. Diana sped up slightly as she saw the two policemen on their porch questioning James and was relieved to see that he appeared, at least, to be okay. She parked the car and ushered Charlie and Clinton along until they were all on the porch.

“Can I help you?”

“Yes, ma’am. We just needed to ask your son if he had seen anything suspicious.”

“Why has something happened?” she asked.

“Yes, ma’am, er … there was another murder.” He was trying to be gentle with the children around, and Diana understood.

She nodded and said, “Clinton, take Charlie inside, please.”

Thankfully Clinton, holding his sword in one hand, took Charlie with his other and led him inside.

“That’s a nice looking sword you’ve got there, kid,” the one policeman said.

Diana nodded. “My sons like weapons.”

“That’s interesting,” the other policeman said, “because the boy in question was hacked with what looked like a really sharp blade.”

Diana frowned. “And? Are you insinuating an eight-year-old boy did it?”

“No, ma’am,” The office said quickly. “I’m just saying it’s a big coincidence.”

Diana rummaged in her bag and pulled out a receipt. “It’s a busy store,” she huffed. “You can contact them here and ask them for a list of everyone who has purchased swords and blades from them.” She crossed her arms.

“Thank you, ma’am. We won’t be disturbing you any longer.” 

Diana took James by his shoulder and led him inside, slamming the door behind him. “I knew I shouldn’t have left you here,” she said, hugging him. “What if something happened to you?”

“Nothing happened, mom,” he said. “I kept the doors locked the whole time.”

“And if someone had got in? No, no more, James. You are not allowed to stay alone at home any longer. Either you come with us, or your brother stays with you.”

“Because it’s not like he won’t kill Clinton,” James said bitterly.

“Enough,” Diana snapped, tilting his head to look him in the eyes. “You don’t understand how serious this is, James. You could have been killed.”

“I wasn’t, though; that other kid was.” 

“Go to your room,” Diana said, letting go of him. “I’m not arguing with you, so just go to your room and actually think about what you are saying.”

She ran a hand through her hair and watched as he went upstairs. She wondered about the boy that was murdered and if they would find the monster who was doing this. She felt that nagging feeling in the pit of her stomach again; something was wrong and it had something to do with James.

_____

 

Robyn

 

It was working to a degree. Robyn could sense it. She whispered continuously into Diana’s ear that she should check James’ room. She just needed Diana to look under the floorboards. Diana brushed her off, though, and went to the kitchen where Charlie and Clinton were staring out the window at the police cordoning off the forest.

“Come on, you two, go play,” she said, taking Charlie off the countertop and watching them leave.

Robyn clenched her fists in frustration and was about to rearrange the letters on the fridge to pass on a message when she stopped. He was there. Glaring at her.

He blamed her for James’ failure today, and he was going to make her pay. She screamed, but nobody could hear her, and she ran, with him chasing closely behind her. 

_____

Chapter Ten

 

 

Diana

 

True to her word, Diana didn’t let James out of her vicinity. He spent most of his time alone in his bedroom sulking, but Diana didn’t care. She needed to protect her family and protect them she would. James got moodier and moodier with each passing day that Diana ‘forced’ him to spend time with his family, but she was not swayed, not even by Robbie who complained about James’ mood. 

Clinton also seemed out of sorts. He was quieter than usual and, when Diana asked him about it, he described a fight that he and James had where James had threatened him. Diana did not believe him, and he got more upset, claiming that everyone thought James was perfect, but he wasn’t.

Diana put it down to being cooped up, so she tried taking the kids out for the day, but it escalated into a fight again, where Clinton punched James, and she had to bring them home and ground Clinton while she cleaned up James’ face.

Matters were getting wildly out of hand.

 

_____

 

Sylvana

 

Charles thought she was mad when Sylvana had said she was going to her childhood home, but then he also didn’t understand why she kept it. They had been engaged for more than a year and been together for six, and he never understood why she didn’t just sell the place.

She couldn’t.

Her mother didn’t sell it and, when her mother passed away, neither did Kalli. Sylvana felt it was her responsibility; she just had to find the right family to stay there, and everything would be fine.

Finding the right family, though, was proving more difficult each time. She had hoped the new family that moved in would love it and would stay longer than others had, and thus far they did, but then Sylvana received a disturbing letter, and it prompted her to take the drive out to the house.

Charles was reluctant to let her go alone, but he had work, and she was on a break between writing books, so she had the time. She recalled reading the letter and thinking it was so strange …

 

 

Dear Sylvana,

 

Your sisters’ killer is at it again, but only you can stop her. Please come save us, and my son, only you can help. Please don’t let anyone else die.

 

Diana and Robyn

 

 

She was tempted to call them, or the police, but something in her gut tugged, and she knew she had to go. She had to see what it was about. As she was planning her trip, she used the Internet to keep tabs on the local news in the area, to find that the murders had started again. She brought her plans forward and changed them, having decided to leave sooner. She had to know what was going on. 

She hadn’t been driven to finding the truth as Kalli had, or seen the things that Tatum did, but she wanted her own answers. Like how Kalli was murdered when Bart had been killed already, or why it was their family being targeted. These were the answers she wanted.

She needed.

So she took the drive through and up and down long rolling hills, passing numerous farms and cities while trying her best to maintain a positive outlook. It would take at least two days to cross the country and reach her old hometown, and she was planning on enjoying the trip as much as possible because Lord knows what she would meet once she arrived at her destination.

 

_____

 

James

 

He had threatened his brother, Clinton, saying he would cut him from head to groin and spill his guts and bodily fluid everywhere. The Dark God admonished him for that, saying he was being too careless and would be caught and the game would be over.

James felt truly mad at Diana for confining them to the house; how was he supposed to continue if he was trapped. It was his fault for not thinking clearly; the Dark God let him know this.

James had to find his next victim. He had to complete the Dark God’s requests, or he would leave James, and he would be alone again, just like before. He didn’t want to be alone again.

He spent a lot of time at the various windows of the house, watching people coming and going, trying to work out patterns and the way they went. He needed a new victim.

There were several to choose from, but many of them would be hard to take down for someone as small as him. He had to find someone weak, someone pathetic, someone who deserved to die. Hell, they didn’t even have to deserve to die; they just had to be in the right place to die. 

After watching for a few days, he finally figured out who that someone was; an elderly lady who walked her little Maltese poodle every night. She was very friendly, very helpful to her neighbours, and would make an easy target. She could barely bend down to pick up the shit from her own dog, let alone fight off someone like James.

She walked the same way every night, coming down the street with her little walker and her old dog on a leash. She moved slowly and often stopped to chat with people and, by the time she reached the end of the street, where the forest met the road, it was dark. She then turned around and made her way back up the street. 

James had to figure out how he was going to get out of the house without his family noticing. He thought about offering to help the lady walk the dog, but the Dark God instantly told him it was a stupid idea because then it would associate him with her and point the police to him. He had to do it stealthily; he had to make sure no one would suspect him.

James yet again felt admonished and berated himself for being so stupid. He apologised to the Dark God and said he would find another way. 

 

_____

Robyn

 

Bart was becoming desperate for James to kill again, she could see that. With every person James killed in his name, Bart grew stronger. Robyn didn’t understand what Bart thought would happen if he thought he would come back to life or something, but he always pushed James to find the next victim, to find the next piece of meat to Butcher. All the time Robyn prayed that Sylvana would come soon, that she would see Robyn and figure out what was going on. 

That was the flip of the coin. Robyn wasn’t sure if Sylvana would remember her. As a little girl, Robyn would often play with Sylvana, keep her entertained and help her with homework, but after a certain age, Sylvana started to ignore Robyn and pretended she wasn’t there, or perhaps she had lost the ability to see Robyn the older she got.

After Tatum’s death, Robyn tried to comfort Sylvana and Kallista, but they would not be comforted by the ghost that led their sister to her demise. Robyn had been weighed down with so much guilt that she hadn’t pressed the issue.

Until Kallista came back.

Then Robyn had to help her find the true identity of the Butcher so that justice could be served. Unfortunately, the ghost of the Butcher, still strong after being recently killed by his victims’ spirits, murdered Mike and Kalli. After that, Sylvana never returned to the house. Robyn saw Sylvana at the gravesite, and that was the last time she had laid eyes on the girl.

The Butcher tried to stay with her, tried to ‘go home’ with Sylvana, but he was tied to the house, and the crimes he had committed.

To pass the time, he chased the spirits of his victims around the house and continuously re-enacted their deaths, enjoying watching his victims dangling from various places, their heads cut off, and their gurgling screams.

Of course, it was limited to Kalli, Mike, Darren, Tatum and Robyn, but he never caught Robyn and couldn’t re-enact her death because she was killed elsewhere.

This was enough to sustain him through the years, but now, now he was growing stronger than ever. James was feeding him and didn’t have any clue who he was feeding. He just worshipped him like some God.

Hopefully, Sylvana would sort this out soon. 

_____

Chapter Eleven

 

 

Diana

 

James was near impossible to deal with. He spent all his time sitting at one window or another, staring out at the street at people who passed by. One would swear that she had given him a prison sentence the way James was acting. He constantly sighed, every time someone walked by him, and it was starting to irritate everyone.

Diana also couldn’t deal with Clinton’s tall tales anymore. He continuously complained that his brother was scaring him and that he threatened to cut him open, as though James would ever do something like that. 

Charlie was also acting up. She was persistently in her room having parties with ‘Robyn’, and it worried Diana. She considered sending her child to an expert, some sort of child therapist, but she also didn’t know whether it was from the trauma of the murders happening around them or if it was merely an overactive imagination. She didn’t want her analysed and put on drugs if it was the latter.

All in all, Diana felt at a loss. To add insult to injury, the strange happenings around the house continued. Often when Diana put something where it belonged, it would be moved somewhere else. Sometimes the taps turned on by themselves, Diana would turn them off, and they would turn on again as she was leaving the room.

The windows, too. They would open and close at random. On hot nights when Diana wanted to sleep, she would open the windows to let the colder air in only to wake up in the middle of the night to a stifling hot room with the windows shut.

And if she shut windows, especially downstairs for their safety, she would get up in the morning and find them all wide open. It was the most frustrating thing in the world, and at first, she blamed the boys, assuming they were trying to get her back for making them stay inside, but even on nights she knew they had slept through, it would happen.

There was something in the house that Diana couldn’t quite put her finger on. She wouldn’t say it was a ghost because she couldn’t believe in such silly things, but there was definitely something foreboding, and it tugged at her gut every time she passed James. There was something wrong with her son, and she didn’t know what to do about it.

 

_____

 

James

 

Yes! She would be perfect! James decided that the old lady would be his next target. The reason it would work so well was that it was late enough that he could sneak out of the house, while his parents presumed he would be in bed, and from there he could obtain his prize and then slip back in before anyone knew he was gone.

The Dark God approved of his plan, and he made his preparations. He would make sure that no one suspected anything. They wouldn’t question him going to bed early - he always did - and once his mom tucked him in she wouldn’t bother him again for the remainder of the night. The Dark God had explained how to shimmy out of his window and down the drain pipe. He worried at first about whether or not it would hold his weight, but the Dark God knew it would; it had held a boy bigger than him before. He trusted his God.

“Goodnight, pumpkin,” Diana said as she came in to check on him later that evening. She tugged the blankets up to his chin and stroked his hair out of his eyes. “Sweet dreams.”

“Goodnight,” James said quietly. He closed his eyes and snuggled into his pillows. 

Satisfied, Diana left the room, clicking the light off as she went.

James waited until her footsteps receded down the hall before he threw his blanket off. He pulled his pyjama top off and pulled on a black t-shirt. He quietly slid his window open. Pulling his backpack onto his back, he edged his way out the window, stretching to reach the large drain pipe on the side of the house. 

He froze as his katana got caught in the window. He shifted his weight and moved his shoulders until it eventually came through the opening and he was able to move further out.

Once he grabbed the drainage pipe, he pulled himself out and shimmied down it, doing his best to be as silent as possible.

He touched the ground and crouched, waiting patiently to see if any lights came on or if anything moved inside the house. Once he was sure no one had noticed him leaving, he took off towards the forest. He had planned this carefully.

James made his way through the trees and towards the end of the forest where it met the road. A little away from the road he hid his backpack, his katana easily accessible. He then walked out of the forest and stood on the edge, facing the trees.

He waited until he could see the old woman in the distance and started to call softly, “Here, Rover. Come here, Rover.” He patted his legs for effect and even smacked his lips.

“What’s wrong, dear?” the elderly lady asked.

“Oh, I’ve lost my dog, and my parents are going to be so mad,” he said, his voice choking slightly. 

“Now, now, don’t worry. We’ll find the little thing,” she said. “What’s your dog’s name?”

“Rover,” James replied. “He’s as little as your dog and ran into the forest there. I’m too scared to go in alone. Would you go with me?”

“Of course, dear,” she smiled, and held her hand out for him to take.

He took her hand and together, with her little dog, they made their way into the forest, James continuing to call for his imaginary pet. 

Once they were far enough into the forest, he let go of her hand. “I need to tie my laces,” he explained and knelt.

She waited patiently as he pretended to fiddle with his shoes. Once she looked away, he struck.

Unsheathing his katana, which was in the tree next to him, he stabbed her, watching the horror on her face as she looked down at him, blood slowly leaking out of her mouth. She coughed, and blood sprayed on James’s face. He smiled and twisted his katana, before ripping it out and swinging it at her neck. She collapsed to the ground and, with a few more careful swings, he managed to sever her head from her body. 

He set it on her lap and looked around. Her small dog was also there, and he wondered what he should do with it. He considered taking its head as well but decided he didn’t have enough time.

Finding his pocket knife, he opened the old woman’s mouth and carefully cut her tongue out. He put it in his pocket and grabbed his things, taking off into the forest before anyone noticed he was there.

He got back to the house and shimmied up the pipe. After a few tries, he managed to get to his window and swung himself in, careful to not let his katana get caught again.

 

_____

 

Robyn

 

He was home. He had done it. She couldn’t believe that this little boy was such a deadly killer. Of course, under Bart’s instruction, anyone could be deadly, but this boy seemed to muster up enough darkness without Bart’s influence.

She had watched, helplessly, as he stalked the old woman, lured her into the forest and proceeded to kill her. Now she watched as he came home, climbed through his window and cleaned himself up and hid the evidence. 

The careful cleaning he administered to his blade, the way he treated it like a mother would her firstborn baby, just creeped her out. Robyn didn’t know how she was going to stop him. All she could do now was pray that Sylvana would come home sooner rather than later, preferably before someone else died. 

_____

Chapter Twelve

 

 

Sylvana

 

It started to rain long before she reached Lakesfield. Sylvana rolled her window up as big drops hit her windshield. She turned the radio down so she could enjoy the sound the rain made against the car. She didn’t mind the rain; it was nature’s tears, and everyone knew once you had a good cry you felt loads better. For Sylvana, the rain was just nature’s way of feeling better. 

As she drove into the town, she realized it hadn’t changed at all, not since she was a child and not since she was here to bury Kalli. Everything was the same, as though time did not touch this place.

People were hurrying to and fro, trying to get out of the rain as quickly as they could. Well, except for some children who came running out in their bathing suits to enjoy the cold drops after the hot summer’s day. Their parents watched from the porch, laughing at them as they splashed about. Sylvana would have done that as a child; in fact, she often did.

Deciding not to go directly to the house, Sylvana drove around for a short while before stopping at the cemetery. It had been far too long since she had last been here and she felt a pang of guilt as she got out her car. Rain splattered her as she walked up the road and took a sharp left.

There it was. Right in front of her.

Her father. Her mother. Tatum. Kallista.

A space was reserved next to Kalli’s grave just for her, for whenever that would be. She had meant to buy additional land when she met her fiancé and probably would buy even more once they had their own children. She liked the idea that they would all be together, even in the afterlife.

She sighed and touched Kalli’s tombstone. “Oh, Kalli,” she said softly.

“Sylvana.”

She looked up sharply, sure she had heard her name. There was no one there. She glanced around and nearby she saw a woman standing in the rain. She had ghostly makeup on and wore a black leotard. Sylvana recognized her, but at the same time hoping she was wrong.

It had been a long time since Sylvana first saw Robyn. In fact, it had been so many years that Sylvana nearly didn’t recognize her childhood friend. She had to remind herself it was her imaginary friend, one no one else could see. Robyn had told her it was because she was special, and only special little girls could see her. 

Sylvana didn’t hesitate. Robyn obviously had something to show Sylvana, and Sylvana wasn’t one to ignore signs. She wasn’t her sisters.

She walked over to where Robyn was and, as she got there, Robyn disappeared and then reappeared elsewhere. She looked at the tombstone Robyn now stood in front of, and goosebumps immediately sprang up along her arms. 

“Oh, god,” she whispered, “what could this mean?”

Sylvana was staring at the gravesite of the killer. THE killer. The one who took so many people away from her. 

Bart Wild.

Sylvana stumbled backwards and turned around only to bump into a little boy. 

“Oh, hello there,” she said. “What are you doing here?”

“I was just visiting someone I love,” he said, looking up at her. 

Sylvana felt her heartstrings pull slightly and said, “Well, if you’re done I can give you a lift. Where do you live?”

The address he gave her made her incline her head. “Oh, I’m actually heading right there. Your family rents from me. What’s your name, little boy?”

“James,” he said.

 

_____

 

James

 

The Dark God said there was something foul happening and that he had to intervene. He had to do something to stop it, or the game would be over. He didn’t want the game to be over; he never wanted the game to end.

He whispered the plan in James’ ear, and he wrote it down, word for word, and started to work on it immediately. He didn’t have much time. The intruder would be here soon, and she would be the reason the game ended. 

He had to make sure she was done for before then.

James waited until the Dark God gave him the date and then he sneaked out of the house to be at the cemetery waiting. While there he decided to explore and came upon the Dark God’s final resting place. He knelt and kissed the tombstone. It was cold against his lips. James would have to read up on Bart Wild when he got home; the Internet would have all the information he needed.

He heard something, felt something. It felt cold, and he quickly moved away from the grave before anyone saw him. 

When he noticed her coming from a distance, he knew she was the one. The description matched and he was ready for this. He waited until she was at the gravesite, mumbling something to herself that James couldn’t hear. He came out from behind her and approached her. She bumped into him.

They exchanged a few words, and then they decided she would drive him back home since she was headed to their house anyway. He followed her to her car and climbed into the backseat.

Oh, he would have loved to have killed her now, but the Dark God had bigger plans for her, and he needed to follow them. She buckled him in, like some little child, and then climbed into the driver’s seat. She adjusted her rearview mirror and looked at him, her eyes going wide with fear, and he knew she knew. And it appeased him so much.

 

_____

 

Sylvana

 

It couldn’t possibly be. She had just finished buckling in this kid who couldn’t be older than ten years and was sitting in her seat, adjusting her rearview mirror when she caught sight of him. She didn’t know how she knew, but she did know.

Bart was in her car, with this little boy. It was like seeing double for a moment. She could see James’ face, but when she focused on it, it was as though it switched to Bart Wild.

Her hands shook as she started to drive. “So why are you out here alone?” she asked.

“I had to sneak out,” James said, staring at her in the rear view mirror. “My mom doesn’t let me out a lot.”

“How come?”

“Because the killings started again and she’s worried that he’ll get me next.”

Sylvana shivered over the cold hard way James said that. She presumed he was possessed, and could sense Bart’s presence in her car. Hatred emanated off James. 

She drove them home and, as they reached the house, James’ mother came out, “Oh, James!” She ran to hug her son. “Thank you, where did you find him?”

“He was visiting someone he loved at the cemetery,” Sylvana explained.

The woman appeared confused and somehow that didn’t surprise Sylvana.

“I’m Sylvana,” she said, holding her hand out. “You rent this house from me.”

“Diana, and you’ve met James.”

“Nice to meet you,” Sylvana said, shaking Diana’s hand. “You wrote me a letter asking for my help.” 

“No, I didn’t,” Diana said, once again confused. “Why don’t you come inside and we can talk?” 

“Okay.” Sylvana locked her car before following her inside.

She hesitated slightly at the front door, but stepped over the threshold back into her childhood home. It was weird being back after so many years. Although the family had decorated with their things, Sylvana could still see it as it was all those years ago. Her mother’s trinkets; Kalli’s bags left lying around haphazardly; and Tatum, walking down the stairs going to that carnival the night Roger died.

“Sorry?” she heard, and looked up to see Diana standing in the doorway.

“I’m sorry,” Sylvana said quickly. “It’s just so strange being back here; I haven’t been here in years.”

“That’s okay,” Diana smiled. “I was offering you something to drink?”

“Oh, thank you. Yes, please.”

“You look like you could use a glass of wine.” Diana led Sylvana into the kitchen.

“If you have,” Sylvana joked, and the next thing she knew Diana had whipped out a bottle of red and poured two large glasses.

“So, you said I wrote you a letter?” Diana asked, sipping her wine.

Sylvana rummaged in her handbag and pulled out the letter, handing it over to Diana.

“Hmm, it’s definitely my handwriting, but I honestly don’t remember writing this, let alone posting it to you. I don’t even think I have your address.”

“So you don’t need my help?” Sylvana asked, thinking of what she saw in the car, with James.

“No, the house is great and the kids are settling in. The only thing that does worry me is these murders that are happening in the area. It feels like no one is safe.”

“Yeah, I know that feeling,” Sylvana said, sipping from her glass. 

Diana bit her lip. “Of course you do. I’m so sorry, I didn’t think.” She set her wine down and looked at the letter again. “I really don’t know where this came from. I wish I could help you figure it out.”

“And you say the kids are settling in nicely?” Sylvana sipped some more. The wine warmed her from the inside and she could feel herself relaxing.

“Oh, yes. I can’t wait for them to start school. They’re going to love it even more here once they’ve made some friends.”

“James seems sweet,” Sylvana said, swirling her wine around.

“He’s shy and keeps to himself a lot.” Diana took a deep sip. 

Just then James came in and both women looked at him.

“Sorry, I just wanted a soda,” he said. 

“Help yourself, baby,” Diana said, and Sylvana smiled.

There was nothing quite like a mother’s love and she missed it. Suddenly she felt alone in the world and longed to run away from all this and back to Charles, back to where she belonged.

Just then Charlie came in the other door and they turned to look at her.

“And who is this gorgeous creature?” Sylvana cooed, getting off her chair and kneeling. “Hi there, beautiful.”

“Hi, Robyn’s friend,” Charlie said.

“Oh, Robyn is her imaginary friend,” Diana explained. “A coping mechanism since we moved. This is Charlie.”

“Charlie!” Sylvana exclaimed. “That’s fantastic. My fiancé’s name is Charlie too.”

“Really?” Charlie asked.

“Yeah,” Sylvana said, and stood up. “And he would absolutely love you.”

Charlie giggled and said, “Robyn loves you so much.”

The hairs on Sylvana’s neck and arms pricked, but she smiled. “I had an imaginary friend called Robyn, too.” She knelt again. “Does Robyn also protect you?”

“Yeah, from the bad man.”

“What bad man, Charlie?” Diana asked, concerned. She looked at Sylvana. “What is she talking about? What are you actually doing here?” She scooped Charlie up and frowned, suddenly feeling as though Sylvana was a danger to them.

Sylvana straightened and held her hands up in front of her. “I don’t know. I honestly don’t know. The letter is the reason I’m here.”

“Well, I think it’s time you leave,” Diana said, downing the last of her wine.

“Sure,” Sylvana said, reaching for her glass. She downed it as well and set the glass down. “Thanks for the drink. Bye, Charlie.”

She turned to leave, heading towards the front door, but it felt as if the front door was moving around. Maybe she was moving around.

“What did you do?” Diana asked, holding her stomach.

Sylvana turned to look as the woman slumped forward, dropping Charlie, who began to cry. “Don’t cry, Chaaarrrliieee,” Sylvana slurred before everything went black.

_____

Chapter Thirteen

 

 

James

 

Charlie had been the perfect distraction to aid his little plan. As soon as she entered the kitchen, the two women were side-tracked from his presence, and he quickly emptied the two bottles of eye drops into the glasses. One bottle for each glass of wine. 

It was the Dark God’s suggestion. He said that he had to do it now. He had to get rid of his family, or everything would be done for.

With the women slumped on the floor, Charlie crying nearby, James had to make quick work of his plan, or it would fail. He started with his sister, who he took to the living room and tied up, telling her it was all just a game they were playing. He then stuck a ball of socks in her mouth to shut her up because he couldn’t take her incessant crying anymore.

He then had to muster up enough strength to drag his mother to the living room. She groaned as he pulled her, but didn’t wake up. He stopped to push the coffee table in the centre of the room out of the way before hauling his mother there and binding her hands and feet.

He did the same to Sylvana.

It was time to go hunting for Clinton upstairs. James fetched his katana and went to his brother’s room, where he was playing video games.

“What?” Clinton said as James opened the door with his left hand, his right hand clenching the katana tightly. 

“It’s time,” he said.

“Time for what?” Clinton asked, not bothering to look up.

“Time for you to meet your maker,” James said, entering. As Clinton looked up, James held the katana out, pressing the blade to his throat. “Get up slowly, and I won’t slit your throat.”

“James, stop it, or I’m telling mom,” Clinton whined, his eyes wide. “That’s really sharp, and you could really hurt me.” 

“That’s the point,” James said, grinning at his own joke. “Now get up and come downstairs before I cut you open.”

“I’m telling mom.”

“She’s downstairs; we can show her so she’ll believe you.”

Clinton got up slowly as he was told to do and, with James continuously pointing the katana at him, he made his way downstairs to where his family were tied up.

“What are you doing, James?” Clinton was terrified, and it made James feel good to see his brother so helpless.

“You’re going to get on the ground, on your stomach, with your hands behind your back and if you make one wrong move, Clinton, I’m going to kill you.”

Clinton started to cry, but he did as he was told, lying on his stomach with his hands behind his back.

 

_____

 

Robyn

 

Robyn couldn’t believe what she was seeing. James had managed to incapacitate his entire family in one fell swoop. She had to do something. She could see Bart was attached to the boy and pulling strings like a puppet master, but she had to find a way to get through to James or to save the family before it was too late.

She moved forward and, like a demon, Bart’s head twisted one hundred and eighty degrees to look at her, his eyes entirely red. 

“Stay out of this, whore,” he said, except it wasn’t his voice.

It was too rough, deep and gruff to be Bart’s voice. It was something else, something else masquerading as Bart.

A demon.

Pure evil.

Perhaps Bart had been possessed himself. Maybe that was why from a young age he had committed such vile acts. It didn’t matter now. Robyn had to stop him.

She bit her lip and moved forward regardless of the warning and, before Bart could attack her, she slapped her ghost hand through Sylvana’s face, waking her up.

Bart jumped her and started to strangle her, pushing her to the floor.

 

_____

 

Sylvana

 

Her mouth tasted horrible, and her tongue was thick, as though it was swollen. She opened and closed her mouth several times, trying to get her tongue to form words. Her brain felt as if a heavy fog had replaced her mind; she couldn’t think straight. She wasn’t sure where she was or what she was doing there, but her arms hurt.

She tried to raise her head, but it felt heavy, like a bad hangover. She blinked a few times and, when she finally managed to get her eyes open, she saw before her the most bizarre sight she could have imagined. James was tying up a boy who looked just like him. Charlie was bound, crying through a sock ball, a little away from them, and Diana lay on the floor in front of her. 

Sylvana shook her head again, and it felt like the air was charged with aggression. She could sense that something bigger was happening here.

She swallowed hard and said, “James? James, please. You don’t have to do this.”

James glanced at her and finished with his brother. Getting up, he crossed over to her and kicked her in the stomach. “Shut up you, stupid whore,” he growled, going to fetch his katana.

The little boy that looked like James was sobbing, clearly scared of what was going on.

“James, please, why are you doing this?” Sylvana prompted.

James returned and knelt in front of her. “Because I want to. Don’t you get it? I don’t have to do this; I want to do this.” 

Sylvana shook her head. “No, you’re such a good kid.”

“You don’t know me.” James spat in her face and stood up. “You have no idea who I am. You want a goody-two-shoes? Look at Charlie or Clinton, the perfect little angels my parents managed to produce.”

Diana groaned softly, and Sylvana glanced at her. “James, please, don’t do this.”

“Shut up!” James shouted. “Shut up and stay still or you’ll be my first.”

Sylvana chewed on her lip, looking around for any possible way to escape.

 

_____

 

James

 

He didn’t know where the Dark God had gone now in his need, but he could still feel his presence around; he just couldn’t hear his instructions. James wasn’t sure if he should wait or if he should continue with the plan. The air felt electrified, and he felt aggressive for no reason. He looked at Clinton crying pitifully on the floor and wondered if he should start with him. No, perhaps Charlie, because she made the most noise. Or Diana while she was still out.

What he did know was that Sylvana had to be absolutely last.

James went over to his baby sister and held his katana up

 “Time to go bye-bye, Charlie,” he said.

“James, no!” Sylvana screamed. “Don’t do it!”

James lunged forward and stabbed Charlie through the heart. As he withdrew his blade, his baby sister slumped forward on her little chair, and it tipped over. A pool of blood formed around her body like a hellish halo. 

“Oh, my god! Oh, my god! Oh, my god!” Sylvana screamed. 

 

_____

 

Robyn

 

He was winning, that much was clear. He was too powerful to overcome. She could feel her energy draining away, and she knew it wouldn’t be long before she disappeared forever, unable to fight him any longer.

It was Sylvana’s screams that brought her back to spiritual consciousness. She looked over and saw Charlie lying in a pool of blood, and the sight of the little girl, dead at the feet of her older brother, sparked the necessary rage Robyn needed to fight back.

He wasn’t expecting it.

He expected to win.

She pushed against him, gripping his fingers and prying them from her neck. She got up, lifting as though rising from the dead all over again, and heat came off of her that she had never experienced before. 

Bart’s eyes widened, and he stumbled back to get away from her, but Robyn wouldn’t let go of his fingers. 

“You killed her,” Robyn said, her anger rising along with the heat. “You killed that beautiful innocent child.”

She screamed, and everything in the house shook, causing James to look up from where he was about to stab his brother. 

 

_____

 

James

 

It wasn’t the Dark God causing this. It was as if an earthquake was happening, but only to their household belongings. The ground itself didn’t shake, but everything in their house did. 

He looked around frantically. “God?” he called. “God?”

“James!” Robbie called as he walked through the front door. “Oh, my god, James, what are you doing?”

James spun around and swung his katana at Robbie, but Robbie was faster and quickly disarmed his son.

“My god, James, what have you done? What have you done?” he screamed as he saw Charlie. He let go of James and ran to her, checking for a pulse. “You’ve killed your sister.”

James reached for his katana again and ran towards Robbie, screaming, but Robbie grabbed his hands - both hands were clenched around the katana - and roughly ripped it away.

“Have you lost your mind?” he asked.

Robbie picked James up and sat him on a chair, taking some of the cable ties and tying him to the chair, before rushing to free Clinton, Diana and Sylvana.

“Who are you?” he asked.

“Sylvana. I own this house,” she explained, sitting up and rubbing her head. “I am here because of a letter your wife sent.”

Tears flowing, Robbie asked, “What happened? What did he do?” He knelt by Diana and shook her lightly. “Baby, wake up? Baby, please wake up.”

He rocked back and forth as he shook her, as though trying to comfort himself.

Sylvana stared briefly at Charlie’s lifeless body and hugged herself. “I’m going to call the police.”

She went out the front door and opened her phone, dialling the police and waiting for an answer. As she waited, she looked inside the house, and it was as though she saw things, a different reality superimposed on what was there. She saw Robyn, the girl from her childhood, battling Bart. They appeared and disappeared as though one minute they were there and the next they weren’t. Sylvana didn’t even notice the operator asking her what the emergency was as she watched Robyn push Bart back with rage evident in every shove. She wrapped her arms around his ghostly neck and started to strangle him.

“Uh, help,” Sylvana said into the phone, completely mesmerized. She managed to give the address before dropping the call.

 

_____

 

Robyn

 

She knew where the rage came from. She knew it was from all the victims, everything they had been through because of him, everything they had lost out on because of him because he had decided to become a killer. She could feel the energy leaving him. She could feel he was weaker. She knew she was winning, but she also knew that this was it, this was the end. She could feel the other victims in the house come to her now, see their silhouettes surrounding her and giving her the energy she needed to win, she could taste their anger at the thought that such a small innocent child had been murdered in their very midst for simply existing in the wrong space and time. 

_____

 

Sylvana

 

Sylvana couldn’t take her eyes off the two spirits locked in battle in front of the stairs. Robyn was glowing bright white like an angel, and it seemed, the more she strangled Bart, the whiter she glowed until Sylvana was squinting to see them.

With a loud shriek that made all the glass, from the windows, from the picture frames, burst into a thousand shards, both Robyn and Bart dissipated into dust particles, and the air was clear.

Sylvana took a step back, shaking her head in disbelief, before she missed the step and fell backwards, striking her head with a sick crack on the concrete.

_____

Epilogue

 

 

Charles

 

“It’s good to have you back,” Charles said, kissing the hand he held in his hands. He watched as Sylvana opened her eyes, blinking several times.

“What happened?”

Charles kissed her hand again. “We can talk about it later.”

“No.” Sylvana stubbornly tried to sit up, and Charles had to place both his hands on her shoulders to stop her. “Is it true? Is the little girl dead?” she asked.

Charles bit his lip and gave her a short nod. “Yes, it’s true. Killed by her older brother, I can’t believe it. I know it might sound horrible, but I’m so thankful that it wasn’t you at the end of that blade.”

He stood up from the chair he was sitting on; he was right beside the hospital bed. He could see she was in a lot of pain from the hit to her head. The bandage wound tightly around her skull probably didn’t help with the dull throbbing ache he was sure she felt.

“When you were outside you lost your footing and hit your head pretty bad,” he explained, pouring water from a jug beside her bed into a glass. He popped a straw into the glass and held it for her so she could take a small sip.

“What is going to happen to the boy?”

“He’s been sent for psychiatric evaluation, and then he’ll probably be tried and sentenced to an asylum of some sort. He was really loony. Kept talking about some Dark God.”

“Hmm,” Sylvana hummed and rested her head back.

“Sylvana.”

“Yes, Charles?” she asked.

“When you’re out of here, I’m selling that house.” He took her hand in his again.

Sylvana smiled. “Yeah, I think I can let it go now.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Oh, it was a guardian angel, I guess.”

Charles smiled. “You get some rest. I’ll be right here when you wake up.” 

_____
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