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      Exposing the brain was surprisingly hard work. An incision at the top of the skull, cutting right down to the bone. Peeling off the scalp before sawing deeper. It was a skill, no doubt, and one that Michael, if he were being honest with himself, wasn’t confident he possessed. But once the brain was out in the open, Michael felt an overwhelming level of pride. Not bad for a first go.

      He had wondered if he should have a trial run, but that would take up precious time as well as resources. Besides, a true artist shouldn’t be afraid to jump in, to just try something new and see what happens. And that creative spirit had paid off. He stepped back and looked at his work before making a few adjustments, posing Christopher’s body so that his yawning skull was positioned beneath the hands on the canvas backdrop.

      The piece was inspired by Rembrandt’s The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Deijman, not a particular favorite of Michael’s, but ideal for the situation. The painting depicted the autopsy of a criminal, conducted by the eponymous Dr. Deijman and observed by an assistant. There had previously been more to it, but much of the canvas had been destroyed by fire around seventy years after completion, and, ever the perfectionist, Michael had burned the edges of his own backdrop, though he doubted his critics would appreciate such fine detail. These things were more for himself than the audience.

      Michael gazed at the tableau and noticed he was rubbing his chin, much like his pretentious teachers had done all those years earlier. He dropped his hand immediately and moved forward, tugging the sheet which covered Christopher’s lower half, allowing the gaping wound in his gut to be more visible. Michael stepped back again before adjusting the flap of skin around the face, moving it just so.

      He squinted. Was the lighting right? Perhaps he should move a lamp. Or… maybe not. You had to know when to stop. A good artist knew when he was done.

      Michael crossed his arms and tried to look at the scene objectively. A lot of work had gone into the piece. He had to get it right. The backdrop had taken three tries, not to mention all the sketches and studies, and the materials weren’t cheap. And then, of course, there was the physical work of preparing his model. It had been a challenge, for sure, although he wasn’t afraid of that. Irene had been tricky too, in her own way.

      Michael smiled. It looked good, even if he did say so himself. Although he knew from experience that, later that night, or maybe in the days that followed, he would think of things he could’ve done differently, perhaps even done better. He would fixate on the little details. But such was the life of an artist. That was part of the deal. You made mistakes and learned from them. You did good and then you did better. Always learning, always growing.

      ‘Damn it,’ he muttered as Christopher’s head slipped from its position. Michael made some adjustments, wondering if he should use something to prop up the head. He didn’t want his audience to see the work if it wasn’t right. He looked around for something to use, the “could’ve dones” already running through his mind.

      He’d considered performing the dissection while Christopher was still alive. But, as well as practical concerns – Christopher was a man in peak physical condition, it would’ve been tricky restraining him, plus imagine the mess if he’d been moving – the truth of the matter was that Michael wasn’t a cruel man. He had no desire to make his projects suffer more than was necessary for the work. And Christopher had already endured a more prolonged death than anticipated. Michael assumed being stabbed in the guts so many times would move things along quickly. Instead, Christopher had writhed around for several minutes, his eyes wide in pain and disbelief, knowing that even being the most prominent surgeon, he couldn’t save himself.

      Besides, the painting clearly showed the dissection of a man already deceased and there were certain aspects of the work that Michael was required to adhere to. That was what the project was about. Each piece would prove his brilliance as an artist, both in his meticulous ability to copy the techniques of others, as well as putting a twist on the original works which demonstrated his creativity. Just like art school had taught him. So in this piece, the backdrop was a perfect facsimile of Rembrandt’s painting, scorched canvas and all. But in Michael’s version, instead of the doctor performing the anatomy lesson, he was the one being dissected.

      Christopher Lawrence, prominent surgeon, and artist’s model. Michael picked up his camera and took several pictures. It was always difficult to walk away, knowing there’d be no final exhibition of the work, at least not all together in the flesh, but it had to be done, and at least he had a record of it for his own gallery.

      When he was finished, Michael stood back. Was this his best yet? Perhaps it wasn’t for him to say. And maybe he should wait until he was finished to evaluate. This was a work in progress and he still had plenty more to do.
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      Detective Nick Kelly walked into the apartment, acknowledging his colleagues. He could see from their expressions that some of them did not appreciate being called in on a Sunday evening. These expressions differed from those repulsed by the scene before them, and mostly came from those who had families. Or those with families who they could conveniently use as a pretense to go home, when really all they wanted to do was watch the game.

      Nick didn’t have that problem. He wasn’t interested in watching a game of anything, nor did he have a family to go home to. He had a wife but had no desire to go home to her, nor did she have any desire for him to come home either. They were divorcing but still cohabiting and the way things were, no one could blame Nick for preferring to be at the scene of a grisly murder.

      Sliding on a pair of blue plastic covers for his shoes, he nodded at his colleague, Daniel Clarkson, standing in front of the latest scene. From his position by the doorway, Nick could see it was another elaborate set-up, a supposed work of art. Nick refused to call it that, but he could see by the look on Dan’s face that he was impressed. But then, Dan was more cultured than Nick.

      He made his way over and took in the scene. A painted backdrop, burned around the edges. In front, a table held the body of a man, his guts and brain exposed, his scalp hanging loosely at the sides of his face. A white sheet covered the lower half of his naked body.

      ‘Rembrandt,’ Dan said, and Nick looked up, about to ask how he knew. Dan waved his phone at him. Google. An investigator’s best friend. ‘The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Deijman.’

      ‘Any good?’ Nick asked and Dan showed him an image of the original. Whoever this guy was, he was talented. Nick leaned forward, getting a better look at the brain. Even the dissection looked good. Their guy was multi-talented.

      ‘Christopher Lawrence. Forty-one.’

      Nick didn’t turn to greet her as she spoke, purely because he knew it would irritate her. Azrah Khan was a good detective but she was also a pain in the ass. Nick would bet any amount of money that she was the kid at school whose hand always shot up every time the teacher asked a question, who volunteered for extra work, who brought the teachers gifts, most likely homemade. She was a suck up. And, if he allowed himself to be dramatic, she was his nemesis.

      ‘A prominent cosmetic surgeon,’ Azrah went on, addressing Dan more than Nick as a way to irritate him right back. Their little games could have been fun if she had any hint of a sense of humor. Nick put his hand in his pocket and slid out his lighter. He hadn’t smoked in two years but the lighter had been a gift and had he been a superstitious man, he’d have called it his lucky charm. Really, it was there to keep his hands busy and to help him think. He did some of his best thinking turning the lighter around his fingers.

      ‘His ex-wife found him a few hours ago,’ Azrah said. ‘She came around to yell at him for not picking the kids up. They were supposed to be going ice-skating. She was all ready to have a go at him and then… found this.’

      They all stared at Christopher Lawrence’s body. As excuses went for not taking the kids ice-skating, it was a pretty good one.

      ‘Just how angry was the ex-wife?’ Dan asked and Nick laughed. Azrah didn’t. They all knew this wasn’t a domestic. Even if it hadn’t been the fourth so far, it would be stretching things a little to think that a woman in her late thirties would do this to her ex-husband for not picking up the kids. And yet… divorce could get messy.

      Azrah looked at her notebook. Nick could see the tiny neat handwriting and felt a bristle of irritation again. Who wrote notes at a crime scene so precisely?

      ‘Looks like he was killed sometime last night,’ she said. ‘Cause of death was the stab wound to the gut. Appears he was stabbed multiple times. The dissection was post mortem.’

      Nick looked down at the body. Christopher Lawrence had been a big guy. Wiry but tall. Looked in good shape. Whoever killed him would’ve had to take him by surprise. So did he know his killer? Trust him? Nick thought about the others. No sign of a break-in, no real sign of a struggle. Who was this guy that he could just walk in and do something like this?

      Nick took in the rest of the scene. This guy came prepared with the backdrop and the tools to open up the head. Unless he left the scene and came back. Killed the man first and then returned with his kit. But surely that was more risky. More chances to be seen. More chance he’d be interrupted before he could finish his masterpiece. And that was the important part to the murderer. The act of killing seemed almost incidental to it. It was the scene he left behind that was the real work.

      Turning, Nick glanced around the apartment. It was a high-end place, expensive. What you’d expect from a cosmetic surgeon. Those guys were usually loaded.

      ‘Security cameras?’ he asked, but Dan shook his head. ‘Nothing? Not even someone with their hood pulled up?’

      ‘No CCTV at all,’ Dan said.

      ‘In a building this fancy?’

      ‘Seems after a certain point of fancy, the residents prefer no one to see what they’re getting up to.’

      ‘We’re checking businesses and other buildings in the area, but it’ll take time,’ Azrah said.

      Nick sighed. ‘The wife?’

      ‘Ex-wife,’ Azrah said pointedly. Everyone knew about Nick and Karen but if Azrah thought he was sore about it, she was wrong. ‘She’s sorting out childcare. She’ll come to the station to give a statement. I can do it if you want to go home.’

      Nick smiled at Azrah, trying not to let her get to him. He might not have been upset about the divorce itself, but he was fairly wounded about the apartment he and his soon-to-be ex-wife shared. If it weren’t for that, he’d have been out of there a long time ago. ‘That’s all right,’ he said. ‘Why don’t you go talk to the neighbors?’

      Azrah closed her notebook and turned to the door. Nick could tell she wanted to tell him to fuck off, but girl scouts don’t swear.

      ‘I don’t know why you just don’t move out,’ Dan said. ‘But I suppose with all this overtime you rack up, you’ll be able to afford a new place when Karen wins.’

      ‘She’s not going to win,’ Nick snapped, and Dan held up his hand, a stupid grin on his face.

      ‘All right,’ he said. ‘Just kidding.’

      ‘I’m going to talk to the wife.’ Nick walked towards the front door and pulled off his shoe covers.

      ‘Be nice to her,’ Dan called after him. ‘She’s not your wife.’

      Nick gave him the finger over his shoulder and made his way outside. A group of reporters had already gathered, several he recognized and who also recognized him. They rushed over as he walked towards his car.

      ‘Detective Kelly!’

      Nick turned to see two reporters running over. The one who’d shouted was called Billy or Barry or something like that. A man who resembled a potato really shouldn’t have a job on TV. But behind him was Lucy O’Hara, a woman made for TV. Nick nodded at her, inviting her to ask her question. He saw the look on Mr. Potato Head’s face but felt no guilt in ignoring him. The fact that Nick had slept with Lucy had nothing to do with their professional relationship. Lucy was just a better reporter. Or rather, she worked for a better news channel.

      As Lucy’s cameraman pointed the camera at Nick, he ran his fingers through his hair and put on his game face. He was ready for his close up.
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      Karen looked up from her phone at the sound of his voice. As soon as she saw his face filling the screen, she felt her stress levels rising. It hadn’t always been this irritating. There was a time when seeing her husband’s face on the news made her smile – even if he was talking about some horrific crime. But over time the novelty wore off. Even before they started to fight, before he messed around, even then the sight of him playing up to the cameras like an attention-seeking toddler caused her to roll her eyes. Maybe she should’ve seen it as a sign. Maybe happy couples were pleased to see one another on TV.

      Behind her, Paulo shrieked and Karen turned, smiling at her bird. ‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘He does look smug.’

      She turned back to the TV as Paulo shuffled along his perch. Nick hated Paulo and the feeling was mutual. Sometimes Karen caught Nick staring at the parrot with the kind of hatred he usually reserved for murderers and rapists. But Paulo would just stare back and it was always Nick who gave up first, walking away, muttering about the dumb animal. Even Paulo’s name irritated Nick. But giving pets human names was a tradition in Karen’s family.

      Paulo had belonged to Karen’s mother, and when she’d passed away a couple of years earlier, Karen couldn’t bear the thought of him belonging to strangers so had brought him home, along with boxes of photographs and pieces of furniture that reminded her of her childhood. Nick hadn’t been pleased. They’d argued about the bird for days. But Karen held firm. Paulo stayed. Once upon a time she might’ve given in, letting Nick have his way. But this time she didn’t. It felt as good to see Nick lose as it did to win. Maybe that had been another clue.

      Karen muted the TV but quickly undid it. She did actually want to know what had happened. She wished you could mute the picture.

      Nick was vague. Another murder. A man. An apartment in Tribeca. The reporter asked him if it was linked to other murders that had happened in the last few months and Nick gave her a smile, as if she’d asked if he’d like to come up for a drink.

      Karen closed her eyes. Muting the picture.

      ‘This is the fourth murder in as many months of someone in their own home,’ the reporter said.

      ‘This is New York,’ Nick said. ‘We get a lot of murders.’

      ‘True. But there’s a lot of chatter about these particular cases. The word “unusual” has been mentioned. Even by yourself, Detective.’

      Karen’s eyes opened and she caught the look on Nick’s face, a brief flicker. He always was terrible at poker.

      ‘And the fact you’re here suggests a link,’ the reporter said.

      ‘What can I say? I have a heavy caseload. It’s tough being this good,’ Nick said. ‘So if you’re ever in the market for a change of career, I can always use a helping hand.’

      That was the moment Karen saw it. The look. The same look Nick had given Zoe when he was fucking her.

      Paulo squawked.

      ‘You’re right again,’ Karen said. ‘He’s sleeping with her.’

      Karen wondered if he was currently sleeping with the reporter, or if he had been in the past. Maybe it was recent, maybe it had been back when she and Nick still considered themselves to be married. Maybe it didn’t matter. He could sleep with whomever he wanted to now. Not that it had stopped him before. But at least these days he didn’t have to skulk around in the shadows, telling lies. He was free to be himself.

      She turned off the news. Nick wasn’t going to share anything important about the murder. As the reporter suggested, there were rumors that these cases were connected, that whoever had murdered them had done more than just kill. Apparently one of the witnesses, someone who’d found one of the bodies, had revealed that not only had his friend been mutilated, but the body had been displayed in an elaborate set-up.

      Obviously this got the media whipped up into a frenzy, and for days afterwards, all Karen heard was people speculating. But there’d been no corroboration from anyone connected to the other victims, nor had the police confirmed the witness’s statement. Karen had to wonder if it was nothing. Just a coincidence that there’d been four murders in a few months that took place in the victims’ homes. It was New York, as Nick said. Stranger things had happened. And yet, Nick had that look about him. The cat who got the cream.

      There had to be something different about these cases, something exciting. But if that was true, she’d probably be the last to know. Some people thought that, as a detective’s wife, she would get inside information about these things, and maybe once upon a time she did. There was a time he’d come home and tell her about his day, share some juicy details. But that didn’t last. For the most part, she knew as little as the rest of the world. Not because Nick suddenly learned to be professional, but because they’d just stopped talking about things. Another clue right there. The great detective hadn’t picked up on that. Or maybe he had. Maybe he just didn’t care. The case of Karen Kelly. A cold case. A closed case.

      Karen laughed. She probably shouldn’t have had that third glass of wine. She had things to do. She would have to get to the bookstore early the following day. She needed to rethink things now that Sofia was gone.

      Sofia. Karen topped up her glass as she thought about her. She’d known it would be difficult. She’d never had to let anyone go before, and even though she’d rehearsed what she’d say a hundred times, somehow the conversation had gotten away from her. If you could call it a conversation. Karen had barely got out her first line when Sofia screamed. Threatening to sue her. Accusing her of being racist. Of sleeping with Jamie. Why else would she be firing Sofia and not him?

      Karen tried to reason with her. She wasn’t firing her, she was letting her go. Her bookstore was struggling. There was no way Karen could keep Sofia on. And Jamie had been there longer. But Sofia didn’t want to hear it. She’d stomped out of the office and stood in the store, screaming at anyone who’d listen. In the end, Jamie asked if he should call the police, but Sofia finally left of her own accord. But only after throwing a first edition of Tender is the Night at Jamie’s head. Karen still felt slightly guilty that she was more concerned about the book than Jamie. But that was three days earlier and she hadn’t heard from Sofia since. Hopefully the threat of a lawsuit was just that – a threat. Karen had no desire, or resources, to see more of her lawyer.

      She’d hoped that the divorce would be simple. Neither she nor Nick wanted to stay together so it should’ve been easy. They’d go their separate ways and leave the last few shitty years behind them. Except neither of them wanted to leave the apartment. They both loved the place, but more than that, they knew that if they did the reasonable thing and sold it, splitting the money equally, they would never be able to afford another place in the city. So instead of acting like adults, they hunkered down, refusing to leave, refusing to let it go. Karen had her lawyer, Nick had his.

      Her lawyer, Jemima, advised going for a no-fault divorce, telling Karen it would be less traumatic all round. But as far as Karen was concerned, there was fault. Nick’s fault. But seeking a divorce based on his adultery meant providing evidence of his affairs from a third party. Something Karen couldn’t do. So she was willing to let that go. Who cared what the official reason was? As long as she got the apartment. But there was the rub. As she and Nick couldn’t come to an agreement by themselves, the court would decide. And until they did, they both had the right to stay. So they cohabited, like roommates who despised one another, being petty about the food in the fridge.

      It was driving Karen mad, but she hung on, hopeful that the court would rule in her favor. She was the injured party after all. But Jemima had burst that bubble too, telling her that Nick’s cheating was unlikely to have any impact on the decision, not unless they got a particularly sympathetic judge.

      So there they were. Stuck in limbo, neither willing to budge. There were times when she almost did. When the tension of sharing the space with this man she no longer loved became too much and she wanted it to stop. But she’d been weak. She needed to stand up for herself. So she wouldn’t give in. Besides, Nick worked long hours. There was plenty of time to be alone. And with those murders keeping him busy, it gave her space to breathe.

      She looked at the clock. Nick wouldn’t be home for hours. Even when they were happy, it had been this way. Where other cops called their wives to tell them they’d be late, Karen would just watch TV.

      Maybe that had been another clue. She had always been his audience more than his wife.
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      The blue light of the TV made shadows dance on the wall. Michael had assumed Christopher would be found by a colleague who’d raise the alarm, though not out of concern. Michael imagined that Dr. Lawrence would miss an appointment and the irate patient would kick up a stink when their lips or tits weren’t filled, or whatever other pointless procedure they were there to spend their money on. But maybe the rich didn’t do such things on a Sunday. Maybe wealthy doctors were able to spend Sundays doing things like yachting. Michael really should’ve considered this before, but how would he know about these things? He worked in a 7-11. But, as they say, you live and learn.

      Michael watched as images of the building flashed up on screen. They hadn’t released details of Christopher yet, but police had mentioned the victim’s ex-wife had been the one to find him. Michael smiled at that. He knew about the ex-wife. Victoria. Another surgeon, though she was less prominent than her husband. Christopher had told Michael about Victoria. How they’d divorced a couple of years earlier. How most people thought they just fell out of love, or perhaps that the strain of such high-pressure jobs had driven them apart.

      Even Victoria believed this story. But Michael knew better. The marriage had ended because Christopher was gay. Not that he ever used the word. Michael assumed the good doctor would’ve been stuck in the closet for the rest of his life, had it lasted. It was sad really. Here was a man who had so much to offer and yet, he couldn’t bear to live as he wanted. So he hid in dingy anonymous bars, looking for dates to take home where, for a lot of money a month, he could come and go without any prying eyes.

      But that wasn’t why Michael had chosen him. He wasn’t homophobic. He’d slept with Christopher, as he had with others. And it wasn’t unpleasant. Maybe he was gay too, he wasn’t sure. He’d enjoyed men and women in the past. But now it was all about the project. The sex was incidental, nothing more than a means to an end.

      No, he’d chosen Christopher because of his job. He’d read up on him, as he had with the others. Here was a man, a brilliant surgeon, who could’ve done amazing things. He could’ve changed lives. Really changed lives. Not making rich people uglier. It was a waste, and Michael hated waste. Especially wasted talent. Talent wasn’t something everyone had and those who did, should use it. Christopher Lawrence wasted his talent, just like the others.

      Michael turned up the volume as the detective spoke. Michael was familiar with Nick Kelly. How could he not be? Michael wondered what Nick’s talent was. He certainly seemed to enjoy the limelight and the TV stations seemed keen on giving him as much exposure as possible. Maybe that was his talent, in which case, Michael would likely never be caught. It was rare that people had more than one talent.

      The reporter asked if the latest killing was linked to the others, and Michael felt his heart flutter. He’d seen the tabloids, heard the “experts” on the news. People were putting it together. His work was beginning to be recognized. And yet the police seemed to have little idea. It was irritating, to say the least. Nick Kelly was using Michael’s work to shine a light on himself. But what about the project? Why wasn’t he mentioning that? Was it possible the police didn’t see it? Hadn’t worked it out? Could they really be so stupid? So… uncultured?

      Then Michael realized they were holding back. Keeping the details to themselves. Maybe they thought they were antagonizing him by doing so. They would assume he was seeking attention and, okay, maybe he was, just a little. But the time for attention would come later. When he was ready. When he was done. All they were doing by keeping the details to themselves was making life easier for him. If people weren’t warned, how would they know to fear him?

      Michael turned off the TV. He should get some rest but he was still on a high. He’d been so worried it would go wrong and he only had one shot at it. But he needn’t have been concerned. Everything went as it should. It was almost perfect. He was better than he knew. He shouldn’t doubt himself; doubt is poison to an artist.

      One of his teachers had told him that. One of the only useful things Michael had taken from art school. He wished he’d never bothered enrolling. If anything, it stunted his growth as an artist instead of letting him flourish. He’d been so happy when he’d got in, he’d only wished his mother could’ve lived to see it. She would’ve been proud, unlike his father who suggested Michael should get a real job. But Michael followed his dreams. And then his dreams were shattered.

      Failed.

      He’d failed art school. Or at least according to those teachers who were so successful in their own careers as artists that they were teaching in second-rate schools. Their idea of art was very different to Michael’s. And though he tried to fit in with their conventional methods, it never quite worked. He could copy perfectly, his technique way above his classmates, so much so, someone once suggested a career in forgery. But perfect technique is not enough. Art needs heart and soul, both of which Michael lacked, according to his teachers.

      A project in the final year demanded creating something from a found object. Michael knew exactly which object he would use. The skeleton which hung in the studio, his teacher’s prized possession. Michael took it, placing it in the foyer early one morning, arranging it with a cigarette to resemble Van Gogh’s Skull of a Skeleton with Burning Cigarette. They accused him of lacking creativity. But it was far better than the dozen other projects made up of garbage that represented man’s wasteful nature.

      Michael left the school, angry and humiliated. He was a failure. He’d failed his mother. He’d proven his father right. Michael put thoughts of art behind him and got a real job. But it didn’t last. He had a calling and he had a talent. He just had to figure out a way to use it.

      And one day he did. Yes, he repeated himself, which is a sin in art, but the skeleton in the school foyer was a trial run, a sketch before the real painting is begun.

      He’d considered creating it from scratch but it would prove to be too difficult. Besides, he wasn’t sure he had the stomach for it at the time. Funny how things changed, how experience lets us grow. But at the time he needed a model and he wanted the real thing. So he found himself a cemetery and started digging.

      People assumed it was a prank at first, until the desecrated grave was discovered and the bones identified. There was a little uproar that someone could be so heartless, but it didn’t last long. Soon after, the taking of an actual life became more important and Michael’s project was forgotten. But he’d gotten a taste for public art and wanted more. Only this time he would have to do more preparation, more research, to make sure it was perfect. Technique and creativity working in harmony.

      He looked at the photos on his wall, the concrete proof of his work. He wondered if the police would ever realize that first project was his too, if he’d ever get credit for it. Because that was all an artist ever wanted. Credit for his work. Plus a little adoration.
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      Nick yawned as his boss, Lieutenant Brian Lynch, paced at the front of the room, going over the case with the team. It seemed pointless to Nick; they’d already gone over it time and again, but as they had no further leads, at least it gave them all something to focus on. Lynch was a big believer in repetition bringing forth results. At least that’s what he told them. Whether it worked was another matter.

      ‘Jonathan Lauder, fifty-eight,’ Lynch said, pointing at the photo of the man when he was still alive rather than the less flattering post mortem image. ‘Journalist and prominent member of an anti-capitalist group. Stabbed and left in his bathtub, holding a note.’

      Nick recalled walking into that scene. His first thought, on seeing the note in the man’s hand, had been suicide, or at least a staged suicide. It was only on closer inspection of the note that they realized that was not the case. Nick hadn’t recognized what he was seeing, but then neither had anyone else. It was only when someone used Google to translate the note, which was written in French, that they made the connection. The note read: Given that I am unhappy, I have a right to your help. As well as the translation, Google provided the information that it was from a painting by Jacques-Louis David named The Death of Marat. Further digging revealed Marat to be a radical journalist from the French Revolution. Suddenly the death of this middle-aged man became more interesting.

      They questioned the man who’d found Lauder, another member of the group and a former lover of Lauder, but the man had an alibi and seemed to know less about art than Nick did.

      ‘Almost two months later,’ Lynch went on, ‘Irene Okafor, forty-two, found in her apartment. Strangled then decapitated, her head was placed on a pillow in front of a painted backdrop copied from Paul Gauguin’s Arii Matamoe.’

      Nick’s main memory of that scene was the stink of vomit as he’d climbed the stairs. One of Irene’s colleagues had gone looking for her when she hadn’t turned up at the community center she managed. He’d somewhat disturbed the crime scene with the large volume of vomit the sight of her mutilated body had brought on. But beyond the stench, Nick remembered the strange electricity that had run through him once he’d taken it all in. It had to be connected to Lauder’s murder, and it was likely there would be more to come.

      ‘Third was Olly Richardson-Harris, nineteen,’ Lynch said. ‘Stabbed and posed naked in front of a backdrop. Later identified as The Death of Young Bara, also by Jacques-Louis David.’

      Olly had recently left the army after attempting suicide and had been working for his father. Despite this, Olly’s body wasn’t found for almost two weeks. It was only when a neighbor complained about the smell that he was found. His father assumed Olly had gone off on another of his “jaunts”.

      ‘Which brings us to our latest victim, Christopher Lawrence, forty-one. Cosmetic surgeon. And we’re all aware what happened.’

      Nick caught Dan’s smirk. Apparently Lynch took in the scene at Christopher’s apartment before quickly leaving, looking a little green. This was a man who’d been a detective for over thirty years. But autopsies had never been his cup of tea.

      ‘We already know this is the same person. Almost certainly male. But we still have nothing. No witnesses. No CCTV. No link whatsoever between the victims or the murders themselves,’ Lynch said, sighing. He liked order. He liked patterns. And this guy was giving them nothing. Lynch turned his back on them and studied the board.

      ‘Three stabbings, one with post mortem mutilation. But then one strangulation with mutilation,’ he said. ‘One older white male, one black female, one young white male, one black male.’

      ‘Lauder was openly gay,’ Azrah added. ‘Olly’s close friends claim he was gay but struggling with it, mainly because his father refused to accept it.’

      ‘What about Lawrence?’ Lynch asked.

      ‘Not according to his ex-wife,’ Nick said.

      ‘Maybe she doesn’t know,’ Azrah said.

      ‘Maybe. But we’ve spoken to colleagues, friends, no one had any inkling he could be gay,’ Nick said.

      ‘Doesn’t mean he wasn’t,’ Azrah said.

      ‘Plus there’s Irene, a straight woman, so…’ Dan said.

      Lynch sighed again. ‘Lauder was middle class, as was Olly. Christopher, upper middle. Irene, working class.’

      ‘There’s no connection,’ Nick said. ‘They never met each other, had no shared interests. There’s no suggestion any of the other victims shared Lauder’s political beliefs, but nor did they strongly oppose them. No one else used Irene’s center. None of them were customers of Olly’s father, and have no links to the army. And none were patients of Christopher Lawrence. There’s nothing.’

      ‘But this guy is picking them for a reason,’ Lynch said. ‘There must be something. Some common ground.’ He shook his head and turned back to the team.

      ‘Location?’ Dan said. ‘All were lower Manhattan.’

      Lynch turned back to the board. ‘Chelsea, Lower East Side, East Village, and now Tribeca. Could be something. Could be nothing. Maybe our guy is just too lazy to go further afield.’

      ‘Or it could mean he lives locally,’ Nick said.

      Lynch sighed. It wasn’t much to go on. ‘What did the ex-wife say?’ he asked Nick.

      ‘Not much. She went over because he hadn’t picked up the kids, which was unusual. She was angry, but mainly because she had a date.’ Nick saw Lynch’s eyes light up but he burst his bubble by shaking his head. ‘We’ve checked him out. Alibis for every murder.’

      ‘And no one saw Mr. Lawrence enter the building with anyone? Or anyone arrive at all Saturday night?’ Lynch asked.

      ‘Neighbor saw him come home around seven,’ Azrah said. ‘He was alone. Nodded, didn’t speak. But after that, no one saw anyone. There’s no CCTV in the building. We picked him up on CCTV two blocks over a few minutes before the neighbor saw him come home. But there are hundreds of people on the street after that, any one of them could be our guy.’

      ‘All right,’ Lynch said. ‘Keep looking at that, try to locate any other cameras in the area that could give us something. The rest of you know what you’re doing.’ He stood up, dismissing them, but Nick’s voice stopped them from leaving.

      ‘There was something else the ex mentioned. Obviously she saw the crime scene. She recognized it as a Rembrandt.’

      ‘But she’s keeping that to herself, I hope,’ Lynch said.

      ‘I made sure she understands. But, the thing is… We all know there’s chatter. The papers are being far from subtle. We already know Irene Okafor’s colleague has talked to the press. They don’t know specifics, but presumably only because the guy didn’t know what he was looking at. But they know there’s something unusual about these cases–’

      ‘And where would they get that idea from?’ Azrah said, and Nick glared at her, although it may have been true that he’d used the word unusual on more than one occasion.

      ‘Plus, Peter Aronsen’s been sniffing around,’ Nick went on. ‘I heard he’s spoken to Olly’s neighbor. He knows there was a backdrop. No doubt he’ll keep trying to talk to the other witnesses. I don’t think we can keep this quiet much longer, nor do I think we should.’

      ‘And what would you suggest?’ Lynch asked. ‘Perhaps you’d like to do a press conference? Or, wait, why not go the whole hog and get yourself a talk show?’

      Nick heard Dan giggling. He refused to look at Azrah, knowing she’d be enjoying his dressing down. Maybe he should’ve waited and spoken to Lynch in private.

      ‘I caught your latest appearance,’ Lynch said.

      ‘What was I supposed to do?’

      ‘Ignore them.’

      ‘And let people like Aronsen talk for us?’

      ‘Peter Aronsen is a second-rate hack who makes up stories and markets them as the truth. If you think you’re in competition with him, I’d suggest a change of career.’

      ‘But–’

      ‘But nothing. We keep the details to ourselves, about the art shit, about them being connected, all of it.’

      ‘Maybe keeping it to ourselves isn’t helping.’

      ‘Helping who? Look at this shit!’ Lynch swept his hand across the noticeboard. ‘This guy is begging for attention. He wants an audience. But he’s not going to get it. The more we ignore him, the more desperate he’ll get and he’ll make a mistake.’

      ‘And until then?’ Nick marched towards the board, pointing to the crime scene photos. ‘In three of these murders he brought a backdrop with him. Something like that can’t be easy to smuggle in. People notice things like that. If we release that detail, people will be looking for it. Maybe it’ll help us find him. Maybe even save someone’s life.’

      Nick turned to the team, expecting them to be in agreement but they looked back blankly. ‘It doesn’t have to be me that makes the statement,’ he said, although it stuck in his craw to do so.

      ‘We keep it quiet,’ Lynch said, raising a hand to stop Nick from speaking again. ‘I’ll speak to the commissioner. Until then, you say nothing. Understood?’

      Nick nodded and walked out, ignoring the looks on Dan and Azrah’s faces. As he approached his desk, his phone rang. He pulled it out of his pocket, seeing DAD on the screen. ‘Hey. What’s up?’

      ‘It’s your dad,’ his dad said, still not understanding the concept of caller ID. ‘Me and your mother are in the city. We wanted to surprise you and Karen. Thought we’d take you out somewhere nice for her birthday.’

      ‘Wait, what?’

      His dad laughed. ‘Don’t tell me you forgot. Husband 101, son. Don’t forget the wife’s birthday.’

      Nick listened to his dad relay the joke to his mother who’d be standing beside him, waiting for her turn to speak. He suddenly felt his heart pounding in his chest. Truth was, he had forgotten it was Karen’s birthday, not that he thought she’d mind. Things were way beyond either of them getting mad for forgetting a birthday. That wasn’t why he was panicking.

      Nick knew he’d have to tell them eventually, that once all this crap with the apartment was sorted out, they’d go their separate ways and that would be it. There’d be little chance of Karen swinging by to play house after that. But Nick couldn’t bring himself to tell them, not yet. His parents didn’t believe in divorce. It was the worst sin he could commit in their eyes. Sometimes he thought that he could be in prison for murdering half a dozen people, but as long as he was still married, then it wouldn’t matter. But a son, a respected detective, a man who helped hundreds of people, saved lives even, what if that man were divorced? Nick imagined there’d be no more nice dinners out after that. He’d be a disgrace.

      ‘You still there?’ his dad asked.

      ‘Yeah. Look, the thing is, I’m working–’

      ‘Oh, come on, on your wife’s birthday?’

      ‘I know. I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t important but there’s this case and–’

      ‘Oh, that’s right, we saw you on the news. It was… hang on…’

      Nick listened as his mother spoke in the background. He could see Dan and Azrah glancing over and turned his back on them.

      ‘Hang on, son. I’m putting your mother on,’ his dad said before a lot of shuffling, and then his mother’s voice rang loudly in his ear.

      ‘Nick! I saw you on the news. You looked tired. Have you been eating right? I know Karen’s busy too but she should at least feed you. Tell your boss you need to come home. Tell him it’s your wife’s birthday. Tell him your mother is in town and wants to see you. Tell him–’

      ‘Mom! It doesn’t work like that.’

      ‘Nonsense. Let me talk to him,’ she said and Nick resisted the urge to hang up.

      ‘Listen, Mom, I’d really like to see you but things are too crazy here tonight. I’m sorry. Maybe I could come up and visit in a few weeks.’

      Silence. More shuffling. She was gone.

      ‘I’m sorry, Dad,’ Nick said.

      ‘No, no, we understand. But if you’re stuck there, why don’t we go on over and see Karen, and maybe the three of us could go out. And you can always catch up later. How’s that sound?’

      Nick closed his eyes. It sounded terrible. The worst idea in the world. ‘Sounds great, Dad. Let me call Karen and let her know you’re coming.’

      ‘Excellent. We’ll see you later then.’

      Nick hung up. ‘Fuck!’ he shouted and dialed Karen. Engaged. Fuck! He turned to find Dan lurking behind him.

      ‘Why in God’s name don’t you just tell them?’ Dan asked.

      ‘You don’t get it.’

      ‘No. I don’t.’

      Nick tried Karen again but there was still no answer.

      ‘You really think Karen’s going to play along? Why would she?’

      ‘She still likes them. It’s just me she hates.’

      ‘Can’t imagine why.’

      Nick tried again, relieved it rang this time. Although that was no guarantee she’d answer him. It rang three, four times before she finally picked up.

      ‘Hey, it’s me. I just wanted to say happy birthday,’ he said and ignored Dan’s mocking face, although he couldn’t imagine Karen’s expression being any less cynical. ‘I thought I’d give you a heads-up. My parents are coming over. They want to take you out for dinner. I tried to stop them but you know what they’re like.’ He waited but she said nothing. ‘Are you still there?’

      Nick walked into the corridor to finish the conversation, aware that a little begging would be required. Truth was, he would rather be anywhere than having dinner with the three of them and it wouldn’t be the first time he’d used work as an excuse to get out of such a thing. Work had always been the perfect excuse. Crime never sleeps and all that.

      But many of those nights, or days, he told Karen he was working, he was actually with another woman. There’d been more than one affair, a lot more than one, but it only took one to destroy everything. Maybe he should’ve known better than to sleep with one of Karen’s friends. But he couldn’t help himself and nor could Zoe. But where he was capable of keeping things quiet, of compartmentalizing his life, Zoe couldn’t, and even though she claimed she never meant to reveal what was going on, she’d ended up doing just that. Maybe, like a criminal who wanted to get caught, she left clues around for Karen to find. How else could she explain sending emails meant for him to Karen, or “accidentally” leaving her underwear in his car?

      After Zoe, he decided affairs were too much trouble. It didn’t matter to his marriage, that was done. But he realized it was so much easier to just pay for it. That way there were no strings, no complications. Of course, as a police officer, he could’ve got it for free. He wouldn’t be the first cop to use his position for free sex, but Nick wasn’t an asshole. These women were working for a living. Besides, the establishment he frequented most often was run by a redhead called Alison, who Nick was desperate to fuck.

      As the owner of the club, Alison, technically wasn’t for sale. But Nick was working on her. Sometimes he dropped by with no intention of spending time with one of Alison’s girls. Instead he’d sit at the bar and talk to her, trying to figure her out. She was married to a guy she didn’t appear to love. A former dancer, with the body to prove it, she had retired after suing the company she was a part of, and bought the club with the proceeds. To the outside world it was a private club for women. Somewhere they could go and relax without being bothered by sleazy men, unless those men had been invited by a member. Except it was the opposite. A private club where women worked, being bothered exclusively by sleazy men and the occasional sleazy woman. Nick still didn’t understand why a woman like Alison would run such a place but she was good at it. And everyone has their talents.

      Nick hung up, having persuaded Karen to play the game, one of his talents, and went back to his desk to look at the results that had come back from the Christopher Lawrence scene. As with two of the other scenes, they’d managed to retrieve DNA. And they had a match. They knew conclusively that whoever had killed the others had killed Christopher Lawrence. But Nick didn’t feel the thrill that would usually come with such a discovery. They already knew this was the same guy. How many crazies could there be stalking New York, turning people’s deaths into art installations? Besides, having the DNA evidence was useless without anyone to match it to. They had plenty of evidence and it still meant nothing.

      Nick sighed and leaned back in his chair, staring at the yellowing ceiling tiles. There really wasn’t much he could do but, like the rest of them, going home seemed like admitting defeat. So they hung on, hoping for a miracle. But the longer Nick sat there, the more the doubt crept in. Could he really trust that Karen would do as he asked? He’d asked nicely, but still. Was he playing with fire by letting her out alone with his parents?

      He stood up, slinging his jacket over his shoulder. If there was nothing he could do there, then maybe he should go home and do a little damage control.
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      Karen fed Paulo, watching him do his little dance as he got impatient. She’d been late feeding him as Jamie had called, still trying to persuade her to go out with him to celebrate her birthday. But she didn’t much feel like going out. What was there to celebrate? A failed marriage? A failing business? The possibility she’d have nowhere to live soon? She was thirty-nine and her life was a disaster.

      All day at work he’d been trying to persuade her to live a little and maybe he was right, maybe she should go out and get drunk. Maybe get laid. But she knew that Jamie wanted to be the one she slept with and she just didn’t feel that way about him. She liked him a lot, maybe even loved him, but only as a friend. And she always felt guilty after one of their nights out because she wasn’t going to go home with him. She realized how pathetic that sounded, how terribly unfeminist. But it wasn’t that she thought she owed him anything, more that he deserved better. He deserved to be with someone who wanted him. He shouldn’t be wasting his time on her when it was never going to happen.

      But he’d been so nice to her. He’d bought her a gift that was far too expensive considering how much she paid him. He’d even gone into work early and decorated the store. And made a cake for her. From scratch. If she could bring herself to be into him, he’d be perfect. But she couldn’t, so he wasn’t. So instead of going out and having fun with a friend on her birthday, she was spending it alone with her bird. It was pathetic.

      She let Paulo get on with his supper and her phone rang again. She expected it to be Jamie and wondered if she should just relent. Instead she saw Nick’s name flash up. She paused, her hand lingering over it. Why was he calling her? She wondered if something could be wrong, an accident maybe. Perhaps it wasn’t Nick calling at all, maybe someone had found his phone, another cop, a paramedic. But why call her? She wouldn’t be in his list of frequently called numbers anymore. Maybe he’d never changed his next of kin.

      The phone rang a fourth time and she picked it up.

      ‘Hello?’

      ‘Hey, it’s me. I just wanted to say happy birthday.’

      Karen squinted, as if she was trying to make sure it was actually Nick, as if this strange person was standing in front of her rather than just a voice on the phone.

      ‘Thanks?’ she said, wondering why he was being nice, what it was he wanted. Because there had to be something. He hadn’t called to say happy birthday even when they were supposedly happy. Not for many years.

      ‘I thought I’d give you a heads-up. My parents are coming over. They want to take you out for dinner. I tried to stop them but you know what they’re like.’

      There it was. Karen almost laughed. Was he really expecting her to go out with his parents? When they first decided to split, she’d agreed to let him tell them. Not that she wanted to do it, she knew his mother would blame her regardless of what had happened. But time went on and still he didn’t tell them. Karen knew why, knew their old-fashioned ideas. But after a while she refused to take part in the lie. If they called the apartment, she let him answer. If they called her phone, she didn’t pick up. And if Nick complained that they were hassling him about it, she let him come up with an excuse. But after a while they got suspicious and started calling more frequently. In the end Karen had no choice but to speak to them. She was tempted to spill the beans but she also liked having this hold over Nick. He would never know when she might tell them and it bothered him. Watching him squirm outweighed the guilt of lying.

      ‘Are you still there?’ Nick asked.

      ‘I’m here.’

      ‘I know it’s a lot to ask, but I couldn’t persuade them not to come. They love you, they want to see you.’

      Karen laughed at his poor attempts to persuade her. They loved her? She probably wouldn’t go that far, although they had been good to her over the years.

      ‘I’ve said I’ll try to get there but you know how it is. And this case…’

      Karen rolled her eyes. Maybe she could do worse than spending the evening with the Kellys. No doubt they’d take her somewhere fancy. And what else was she doing?

      ‘Fine,’ she said, knowing she’d hate herself the next day. She’d keep it to herself though. She didn’t want Jamie knowing she’d caved to Nick again.

      ‘Thanks. Oh, and remember: don’t say anything. And when they ask what I got you, make something up. Something good. But when you do tell them what I got you, text me so I’ll know. They’re bound to mention it.’

      Karen bit the inside of her cheek and rolled her eyes again simultaneously.

      ‘All right, gotta go.’

      Nick hung up and she tossed the phone onto the sofa. Did he really just tell her to make up a fake gift? A good fake gift?

      She stormed into her bedroom and swung open the wardrobe door, searching for something to wear. She pulled things off the hangers, more aggressively than necessary, before slumping down onto the bed. She didn’t even know what time they were coming. She was supposed to go along with whatever he wanted, whatever they wanted. Maybe she should ignore them when they buzzed to come in. But she’d already agreed to it. If she wanted to take a stand, she should’ve done so with Nick. She was going to have to suck it up.

      Karen got up and threw on the nearest dress, shoving her feet into the highest heels she had. She pulled back her hair and looked at herself in the mirror, her anger rising with each action. When was she going to stop being a bit player in Nick’s life? Stop going along with his bullshit? It was time to grow up. To move on. Maybe that night was the night his parents heard the truth. Maybe seeing the disappointment on their faces, the scrambling to call him to find out if it was true, the panic in Nick’s voice when he realizes, maybe that would be the greatest birthday gift of all. A really good gift. What did Nick get me, Mr. and Mrs. Kelly? A lovely divorce. Just what I wanted.

      Could she really do that? Could she break the hearts of two perfectly nice people?

      The buzzer went and Karen froze. She had to make a decision. Tell them or go along with Nick’s games? She could feel her heart beating quickly, her hands shaking, as though she was about to go on stage.

      

      Karen let Nick’s parents in and closed her eyes as she heard their chatter, growing louder as they came up the hallway. It was now or never.

      She grabbed her coat and purse and walked out of the apartment, smiling as they approached.

      ‘Happy birthday, Karen,’ Nick’s dad said, hugging her tightly before his mother kissed her on the cheek. ‘Are you ready to go?’

      ‘I just need to use the bathroom first,’ his mother said. ‘Can we…?’ She gestured to the apartment but Karen stayed where she was. She thought about the last couple of birthdays she’d had, how awful they’d been, and how that had been down to Nick. She didn’t want to cause his parents any pain but she couldn’t keep doing this either. She had to think about herself.

      ‘Why don’t you go in and wait for Nick,’ Karen said.

      ‘He said he’d meet us at the restaurant. If he can get out of work that is,’ his dad said. ‘Didn’t he tell you?’

      ‘No. He did,’ she said, her mouth dry. ‘But, the thing is… I already had plans.’

      Nick’s parents looked at each other. Karen could see his mother was put out.

      ‘I thought… Nick said…’ his dad said.

      Karen looked at her feet, already regretting the choice of shoes.

      ‘What’s going on?’ his mother asked.

      ‘I’m really sorry but… I think you should talk to Nick.’

      Karen watched as his mother put her hand on her chest, as if Karen had broken the news that Nick had died. How would she react if Karen told her everything? She felt a twinge of guilt.

      ‘Karen, please. What’s going on? Have you had a fight? I’m sure you can sort it out.’

      ‘No,’ Karen said. ‘I’m really sorry. But I have to go. Just… talk to Nick.’

      She turned and walked quickly down the hall, trying to ignore the panicked tones of his parents behind her. But it had to be done, didn’t it? And it wasn’t like she’d told on Nick. As far as she was concerned, he could tell them whatever he liked, as he no doubt would. But ultimately it was down to him to tell them something. They weren’t her responsibility.

      She wasn’t going to tell them the whole truth, but neither was she going to sit there at dinner and pretend everything was fine. Fuck Nick. Let him deal with it. It was her birthday and she was going out. Alone.
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      Michael hung up. Elena couldn’t come out to play. Her words. Elena was a slightly irritating woman, a former actress, now a personal trainer and trophy wife to some rich asshole. Of all of his projects, she was proving to be the most difficult, and that was before he’d even got round to trying to kill her.

      Truth was, he wasn’t ready anyway. The backdrop was proving tricky and he refused to rush things. But keeping his projects interested meant maintaining the relationship so that when he was finally ready, they would still be willing. So he continued his dates with Elena, trying to resist the urge to throttle her. It was strange. He had no urge to kill for the sake of it. He wasn’t some lunatic wandering around the city, picturing himself disemboweling every person he came across. Michael had discipline. He had chosen his projects and that was it. He wasn’t dangerous.

      But finding, and keeping, his projects had been trickier than he’d imagined. It seemed that finding people who’d gladly invite you into their home to have sex was a piece of cake, but sustaining a relationship, particularly a platonic one, was almost impossible. No one wanted to make friends anymore, which was why Michael was sleeping with most of them. Time consuming in itself and not always entirely pleasurable.

      Jonathan Lauder, his first living project, had been keen to sleep with Michael and though Michael assumed he could string the older man along without actually going through with it, it seemed easier to just do it, and it made Jonathan all that more eager to let him in that final time. Irene had been less desperate but was open to seduction. Olly, poor young Olly, had wanted it, but more than anything he wanted a friend. Michael almost felt bad about Olly. Almost.

      And then there was Christopher. With him it always seemed more of a business transaction and Michael wondered why he didn’t just pay for it. Perhaps he thought if it got out, it would be so much worse if he’d paid for it. Christopher had a lot of neuroses.

      And then there were those yet to come. Some he had had a sexual relationship with already, some he was still working on. One was, possibly, not necessary. Things had seemed all prepared. He just had to wait for the right time.

      But then one dropped out. Maria had seemed ideal. He knew exactly which painting he would use, knew exactly how he’d do it, and assumed it would be easy. Maria had tried to kill herself already over a feckless boyfriend. Michael had her in the palm of his hand. And then a couple of days earlier, he’d called to arrange a date and she’d broken the news that she was back with the boyfriend and moving to Paris. He’d wondered if he could catch her before she tried to leave, but the Maria he knew was gone and no longer needed Michael. It was incredibly frustrating.

      He glanced at the gap on the wall where Maria’s picture had hung. He would have to find a substitute. And, of course, it messed with his schedule, although it wasn’t the first time. In an ideal world he would do his projects in his own order, in his own time. But people were so unreliable. He often found he had to shift his plans on the whims of others. Maria decides to go to Paris? Now he has one too few. Elena’s husband decides to stay in? Now Michael has no plans for the night. He supposed that last one could be a blessing. He wouldn’t have to listen to her inane chatter and maybe he could spend the time more productively, finding a replacement for Maria.

      When she’d told him she could no longer see him, after he’d finished his tantrum, Michael wondered if it mattered. Did he really have to do ten projects? Maybe nine would work just as well. But then, if nine could work, why not eleven? Why not thirty-one? It was his project, he could do whatever he pleased. If he included Benjamin Sherman, he of the second Van Gogh reproduction, which Michael did, he’d completed five already. It felt strange to be halfway through and a part of him wondered if he should continue beyond his planned project. It felt good to be working. But there was something pleasing about the number ten, something that sat right with him.

      He thought back to Sherman, how Michael had felt afterwards, how he’d yearned to be more hands on. He’d always loved the feel of paint under his nails, the way it hardened on your skin. Surely blood would feel just as good.

      He could still remember the warmth of Jonathan’s blood as it trickled down his fingers and hands. The look on the man’s face when he felt the blade go in, when he realized what was happening. Michael always tried to explain things to his projects as they were dying, time permitting, but he sometimes wondered if they were taking it in. All that thrashing about was somewhat distracting. But he tried. He owed them that.

      For Jonathan, it was that he had wasted his time working for a group that didn’t achieve anything. Michael had nothing against the politics of the group, even agreed with some of their views. But the truth was, they’d achieved naught. Jonathan was a brilliant writer and leader, yet he wasted his talent doing little more than chasing his lost youth instead of making real change.

      Irene had the most spectacular voice but rarely used it. She’d been offered record contracts several times but had turned them down. And that was her choice. But she could’ve chosen to sing in clubs or church or wherever she wanted, as long as she shared her gift. Instead she chose to keep her mouth closed. She devoted all her energy to the community center where people took advantage of her and never once did she use her voice, not even to stand up for herself.

      Olly was a talented musician, not that Michael really got the chance to hear for himself. It was only with a little digging online that he stumbled across some videos of the boy playing. Michael felt sorry for poor Olly. It wasn’t really his fault, it was his father. The man had put an end to Olly’s dreams of being a musician, forcing him to join the army, hoping to make a man out of him rather than be a pussy who played the piano. Olly took a stand by trying to kill himself, but when he failed, he ended up working for the father he hated, trying to bury his true self. He was a gay man who’d never had the chance to sleep with anyone, and now never would. Michael tried with Olly, he really did. He tried to persuade him to start playing again, seeing his young self in Olly, seeing how his own father had dismissed his dreams. But Olly wouldn’t listen, and now Olly was dead.

      Michael stared at the photos on his wall. Each of his projects was guilty of squandering their talent and Michael couldn’t stand it. His gaze settled once more on the space where Maria had been. He thought about the number ten, knowing he could probably find a hundred projects, a thousand, more. So many people wasted what they had. Finding a replacement should be easy, he thought, and slipped on his coat ready to go hunting.
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      Nick made his way out of the precinct, his mind still focused on trying to find the link. Though he didn’t believe in logic and patterns as ardently as his boss, he knew there had to be something that connected the victims, some thread that linked them – at least in the killer’s mind. Nick also believed that if they could uncover that link, they could warn people to be careful. But how did they do that now? There was no obvious commonality – men, women, young, older, rich, poor, blond, brunette, black, white, straight, gay. Whoever this guy was, he had broad tastes.

      They could, and had, made the usual warnings, classic non-specific advice that people rarely paid attention to. In most people’s minds, this kind of thing was something that happened to someone else. It was only when the police gave specific warnings – a killer targeting young blonde women, or postal workers – that people started to think they could be next and made attempts to be more aware of the other people around them. But how could they warn people to this danger? It seemed that each victim had let the killer into their home.

      There was no evidence of a break-in at any of the scenes. But it seemed unlikely this guy was good friends with each of these people, so what was it? Was he a tradesman? They’d looked for anyone who could’ve been in the victims’ homes recently, hoping that they’d find that each person had had trouble with their pipes or cockroaches or something. Something that would enable the same plumber or exterminator or whoever to come into their homes. But there was nothing.

      So what did that leave? A random hook-up? That was entirely possible. But how did they warn against that? Tell people not to go home with strangers? He knew from personal experience how hard that could be to resist. He’d bet that most people in this city would rather risk being murdered in their own home than spend the night alone.

      But if that were the case, where did the backdrops fit in? Many of the props used could’ve been items from the victim’s own home – the cushion for Irene’s head, the sheet that covered Christopher’s body – but the backdrop? If this guy had picked up these people in a bar or club, he’d have to be carrying the backdrop with him, and something like that would be noticed.

      It was possible he killed first and then returned to the scene to set it all up, but Nick didn’t buy it. No, it had to be planned. These people were chosen in advance. Most likely he got to know them beforehand, making sure they’d let him into their homes with his supplies, without being suspicious. Which meant they weren’t random. Which meant they were chosen for a reason. Which meant there was something linking them.

      Nick sighed. Back to square one.

      He pushed out through the double doors onto the street, hoping to get to the restaurant in time to make sure Karen kept her mouth shut. As he left, there was a small crowd of reporters hanging around. Nick wondered if they were waiting for him. He didn’t have time for it now. Besides, Lynch had told him to keep quiet. But as he moved closer, he realized that they weren’t waiting for him at all, they were listening to someone else talking.

      Nick stopped. At the center of the crowd stood Peter Aronsen. More Hobbit than man, he stood little more than five feet and most of his hair sprung from his orifices rather than his head. It irked Nick but the media did seem to love the guy, but not because of his charm or charisma, not because he inspired respect or authority, but because he was willing to spout as much sensationalist rubbish as they were willing to air, which was a lot.

      ‘There is a definite link between these murders and the police are either not letting on to us mere mortals, which in my opinion is irresponsible, or they just haven’t figured it out yet, which is entirely possible,’ Aronsen said, revealing his small but sharp teeth.

      ‘Are you suggesting this is a serial killer?’ one of the reporters asked, and Aronsen’s smile grew.

      ‘I’m not suggesting. I’m stating. This is the work of one man. One sick twisted individual.’

      The reporters grew rowdy, all talking over one another, and Aronsen raised his hand to quieten them. ‘I’ve spoken to both Olly Richardson-Harris’s neighbor and Irene Okafor’s colleague, who both confirmed that the crime scenes had been set-up as if–’

      Nick pushed through the crowd and stood in front of Aronsen, blocking the cameras’ view of him. He stopped talking immediately.

      ‘Excuse me,’ Aronsen said. ‘I realize you love the camera, Detective Kelly, but I think you’ll find it’s my turn for a little time in the spotlight.’

      Nick turned to Aronsen, staring down at the little man. ‘Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t see you down there.’

      Aronsen gave Nick a fixed smile and tried to move around him, but Nick wouldn’t let him past. Instead he turned to the reporters. ‘I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to stop this interview.’

      ‘You have no right to–’

      ‘You’re interfering with an investigation,’ Nick said.

      ‘Interfering? I’m just stating facts,’ Aronsen said.

      ‘Opinion. Not facts.’

      ‘But Mr. Aronsen has eyewitness accounts of the crime scenes,’ one of the reporters said, and Nick smiled at her.

      ‘I doubt that’s true,’ Nick said. ‘The witnesses are aware of the sensitivity of this case and know that if they start talking to men like Mr. Aronsen, they risk being arrested.’ Not true. ‘I think Mr. Aronsen is embellishing the fact that he spoke to these people, throwing his own voice if you will, pretending that it’s theirs. It wouldn’t be the first time Mr. Aronsen has made things up for the sake of a story.’

      Nick looked over his shoulder at Aronsen who was shifting from one foot to the other. Nick turned back to the reporters and saw fresh doubt on their faces. Everyone knew Aronsen had lost his job at The Times for creating fake sources.

      ‘I realize that people are frightened and throwing around terms such as serial killer only serves to cause panic,’ Nick said. ‘But…’ He knew it had to be done. People had a right to know. And if no one else had the courage to do it, then it would have to fall to him. He waited, making sure all eyes were on him, all lenses too. ‘We believe that we have four murders committed by the same person, that there is a commonality between the crimes.’

      He paused as they gasped and then started firing questions at him. He glanced at Aronsen who looked as though he might explode. Nick was aware he’d basically repeated what Aronsen had said, but coming from someone with authority and no black mark on his record, it was so much more trustworthy. Not to mention newsworthy.

      ‘Now, I can’t give any details, of course, but it does appear that each victim let their killer into their home, suggesting familiarity. So I would say to be careful of who you’re letting in. And…’ He paused again, thinking about the backdrops, thinking about Lynch’s warning about publicizing this asshole’s work, that it was what he wanted. ‘It appears this person brings equipment into the victim’s home.’

      ‘What sort of equipment?’

      Nick thought about the killer, sitting at home, watching Nick on the news. Was he waiting for Nick to call him an artist? Was that what he wanted? Recognition? Admiration?

      ‘It’s possible he’s posing as a decorator,’ Nick said. ‘People should be on the lookout for someone carrying a large canvas covering.’

      The reporters went into a frenzy. The cameras flashed left, right and center. Nick nodded to the crowd and made his way to his car. He saw the look on Aronsen’s face, a man beaten at his own game. And he knew his face would be plastered over every news outlet in the country in the next few hours. Maybe Lynch would be pissed off, but sometimes it was worth it. It wasn’t like he’d used the term serial killer. Nor had he given any real details of the crimes.

      His ringing phone interrupted his thoughts and he picked up as he climbed into the car, a few of the reporters still firing questions towards him.

      ‘Dad?’

      ‘Where are you?’

      ‘I told you,’ Nick said. ‘I was working. But I’m on my way now. Are you at the restaurant?’

      ‘No. We’re at your place.’ Nick could hear his mother in the background. Was she crying?

      ‘Dad, what’s going on?’ Nick asked, a sick feeling growing in his stomach.

      ‘You’d better come home.’

      ‘Is Karen there?’

      ‘No, she left. She said we should talk to you. Nick, is something going on? Are you…?’

      Nick closed his eyes and clenched his fist. The fucking bitch had told them.

      Outside the car window, cameras flashed and Nick turned away, hiding his face. ‘I’m on my way.’ Nick hung up, throwing his phone on the passenger seat. ‘Fuck!’
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      Karen sat at the bar, drowning the guilt that nagged at her. But why should she feel guilty? Nick’s parents weren’t her responsibility and if he wanted her to keep their divorce hidden, then he shouldn’t ask her to entertain them. But Nick assumed she’d do what he wanted because in the past she always had.

      If any of her friends had told her that their soon-to-be ex-husband asked them to not only play happy families for his parents’ sake but also to invent a wonderful gift he’d got her, Karen’s advice would be to tell him where to go. No way should they stand for that! And yet she did. Or at least she had done until an hour earlier. But no more. It was time Nick grew a pair and told his parents the truth. She hoped that by now his mother would be calling him, asking what was going on.

      Karen drained her glass and nodded to the barman for another. She noticed a guy sidle up to her but chose to ignore him. She’d already been hit on once and had knocked the guy back. That wasn’t why she was there. She didn’t need company on her birthday. She was a grown up. She was more than happy to drink alone.

      The barman slid a glass towards her and she cradled it in her hands, pretending not to notice the man beside her. She focused on the TV above the bar. That writer, Peter Aronsen, was being interviewed, most likely about the murders Nick was investigating. Aronsen had been on the news a lot in the last few weeks and she’d had several people come into the bookstore asking for his back catalogue, so much so that they’d had to order in several more copies. She’d never read his books, or at least not a whole one. She’d tried once but couldn’t bring herself to finish it. It wasn’t the gruesome details that bothered her, but the terrible writing. But a sale was a sale so she continued to stock his work and, as unpalatable as it was, at times like these she needed all the sales she could get.

      Karen’s stomach tightened as she saw her husband sidle in front of the cameras. She saw the barman look up before turning up the volume.

      ‘Maybe there’s been another one,’ someone said from further down the bar. But Karen knew that an appearance by her husband didn’t mean something newsworthy had happened, just that he was getting attention-withdrawal symptoms. Maybe no one had been listening to him in the office, or maybe he’d seen Aronsen getting attention and couldn’t bear it.

      Karen turned away from the screen as her husband droned on, the sound of his voice irritating her. He sounded as casual as ever and she wondered if his parents had yet to call him. Surely he wouldn’t look this smug if he thought he was in trouble with his mother.

      As Karen turned away, she gazed around the bar. The man who’d hit on her was now leaning against a pool table talking to another woman. He caught her eye and gave her a self-satisfied smile, as if she’d missed out on something good. She stared back until he looked away. There had to be twenty men in the bar, many of them alone or with other guys. She wondered how easy it would be to hook-up with one of them. Very, probably. Not that she thought she was anything special, but really, you didn’t need to be.

      But did she really want to sleep with one of these losers? Even if she thought Nick would care, could she really bring herself to do it? She kept telling herself she was due some happiness, but would that do it? Unlikely. She’d probably just feel worse in the morning, as low as Nick. And she’d probably get an STD too. On the other hand, maybe it would be fun. And it wasn’t like it would hurt her case. If Nick’s years of infidelity while they were actually still together didn’t matter, then why should a separated woman having a one-night stand?

      She turned back to her drink, running her finger along the glass. She risked a look at the TV but it had been switched over to some football game. She wondered if she should just go home. This was pretty sad after all. But then she remembered Nick’s parents. As fun as it would be to see Nick’s face when he realized the jig was up, she didn’t want to be there when his mother had her inevitable meltdown. Maybe Karen should go someplace else. She hadn’t really eaten. Maybe she could go to some fancy restaurant and prove she didn’t need company. It was a Monday night. It wouldn’t look that pathetic, would it?

      She picked up her bag and swung it onto the bar, accidentally knocking over the bottle of beer that belonged to the man sitting beside her.

      ‘Shit, I’m sorry,’ she said, trying to wipe up the mess with a napkin.

      ‘That’s all right. It was almost empty,’ he said, smiling.

      ‘Let me buy you another.’

      ‘You don’t need to do that. Honestly.’

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘Really. It’d make me feel better.’

      ‘All right. As long as you join me.’

      Karen paused. Was that a pickup line? No. He’d only spoken because she’d spilt his drink. And he looked normal. Didn’t have the sleazy aura of the guy by the pool table.

      ‘Okay,’ she said and ordered two more drinks. The man picked up the bottle, raising it to her, and said, ‘Cheers.’

      Karen raised her glass and took a sip. She suddenly felt ridiculous. She didn’t know how to do this anymore. She’d been married for fourteen years. And she wasn’t even sure if this was what she thought it was. Maybe he was just being polite, asking her to join him so she didn’t feel as foolish for being clumsy. Or maybe it was. He was looking at her as if he was waiting for her to say something, but for the life of her she didn’t know what. Why was small talk so hard?

      ‘I’m Mark,’ he said and held out his hand. Karen shook it, wondering if shaking hands was something men did to women they were trying to pickup, or if he just saw her as a lonely almost-middle-aged woman and was being charitable.

      ‘And you are…?’ Mark asked, and Karen realized she’d missed her cue again.

      ‘Karen,’ she said and felt her cheeks burn. Hopefully the lighting in the bar would disguise it.

      ‘Nice to meet you, Karen,’ he said and took a long swig of his beer. Maybe he was nervous too. Maybe this was what she thought it was.

      It took another couple of drinks before the conversation started to flow rather than stalling awkwardly every few minutes. Maybe this Mark was actually a nice guy, or maybe it was the alcohol. Karen felt herself swaying slightly on her stool and remembered she hadn’t eaten. She threw a handful of nuts into her mouth and before she knew it, she was ordering another round.

      ‘I hope you don’t have to go to work tomorrow,’ Mark said.

      ‘I do. But I’m the boss so it’s okay. Besides, it’s my birthday.’

      ‘Your birthday? Then we need to celebrate properly. Barkeep!’

      Karen laughed as the barman rolled his eyes and made his way over. She let Mark order some ridiculous cocktails that, under normal circumstances, she would never touch. But this wasn’t normal.

      She watched as the barman pushed two glasses of pink sickly looking drinks towards them. She leaned into it, trying to get the straw into her mouth. And then two shots appeared in front of her too.

      Mark picked up one of the shots, nodding for her to do the same. They knocked them back, laughing.

      ‘So why is a woman like you spending her birthday alone?’

      ‘I’m not alone. I’m with you,’ Karen said.

      ‘That’s true. But you came out alone. Didn’t you?’ He looked around as if a horde of her friends might be there somewhere in the background.

      ‘I did,’ she said. ‘I was…’ She stopped. She couldn’t possibly tell him the truth. ‘I’m getting divorced. I’m asserting my independence.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, but she shook her head.

      ‘Don’t be. He’s an asshole.’ She glanced towards the TV, almost asking Mark if he’d watched the news. But if she told him who her soon-to-be ex was, then he’d no doubt ask about the case, about the celebrity detective, and once more it would become all about Nick.

      ‘Anyway, I don’t want to talk about him,’ she said and slurped some more of the pink cocktail.

      ‘All right. We won’t talk about the asshole.’ Mark took a gulp of his own drink, visibly wincing at the taste. ‘What are you the boss of?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘You said you were the boss at work.’

      ‘Oh. Right. I own a bookstore.’

      ‘And do you like it?’

      Karen shrugged. ‘I like books.’ Another drink, slurping the dregs through the straw. ‘I wanted to be a writer.’

      She saw Mark’s eyes light up. ‘What do you write?’

      ‘Nothing. Not anymore.’

      ‘Why not?’

      She shrugged again. ‘I got married.’

      ‘And? Your asshole husband stopped you writing?’

      ‘No,’ she said, feeling that familiar sense of disappointment. Nick hadn’t stopped her. She’d stopped because she feared failing. And once she stopped, Nick suggested she should find something else to do. It wasn’t really his fault, but sometimes she blamed him. Or used their marriage as an excuse.

      ‘I don’t want to talk about that. It’s boring. Tell me about you. Tell me something exciting,’ she said, and Mark started talking, but she wasn’t taking it in. Her brain was dulled with too many drinks. She should’ve gone home, gotten something to eat, gone to bed. But somehow that would be worse. Maybe this was living. Maybe this was what she needed.

      

      It was closing time when she finally decided to leave. They could tell the barman was getting twitchy so they began the process of ending the night, neither quite sure of where it was heading. She got the impression Mark wanted to come home with her, or take her to his place. And she was tempted. If nothing else, it would prove to Nick that he wasn’t the only one who could fuck other people.

      Mark stood and held up her coat. It took two attempts to get her arms through the sleeves. She wobbled on her heels and looked at this man who’d kept her entertained all night. Who’d celebrated her birthday with her.

      ‘Shall we?’ he said, holding his arm out to the door.

      ‘I’ll just go to the bathroom,’ she said and wandered off, noticing the look of impatience on the barman’s face. But they weren’t the only stragglers. There were still a handful of others finishing drinks, a couple who’d nodded off in the back. Karen made her way to the bathroom as the barman went to deal with the rest of them.

      As she washed her hands she wondered, was she really going to do this? Mark seemed nice. He seemed to get her. She could do worse. Maybe a single solitary night of fun would be good for her.

      Karen opened the bathroom door and stopped. She was already starting to feel the effects of coming down. A headache starting to form. Did she really want to do this? She was hardly feeling sexy. More like she was going to vomit. She noticed a fire door to her left. She pushed it open, the cold night air hitting her like a slap to the face.

      She let the door close behind her and started walking, the sounds of distant sirens echoing through the night. A cab pulled up beside her, a couple of women spilling out onto the street. Karen stopped and put her hand on the open door.

      ‘You getting in?’ the driver asked.

      Karen looked back at the bar. Pictured Mark waiting for her. She wondered how long he’d wait, if she should go back and tell him to his face that she didn’t want this.

      ‘In or out?’ the driver said, and Karen made a decision.
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      Michael watched as the barman tried to move the drunks who’d fallen asleep on the vinyl benches at the back of the bar. He couldn’t imagine losing control that way, although he had drunk more than usual himself. He’d gone out with the express purpose of finding a replacement for Maria. He knew it was unlikely he’d find an actual match, someone who could fit the painting he had lined up for her. Not that that mattered. He hadn’t done any of the artwork yet. It would be fine if he had to come up with a more suitable piece. As long as he had a good prospect for the project, the final product was irrelevant at this stage.

      However, finding anyone was proving tricky. Some people brushed him off immediately. That was to be expected. But others, more than you would think, were entirely up for sex without strings. But Michael didn’t want that. He wanted strings. He wanted to reel them in with those strings. He needed someone looking for more, for friendship. Someone lonely who would open their heart and their door. And, of course, there were other requirements.

      Going home with someone without getting to know them was a waste of time. He needed to find out who they were. He needed to know their talents, their dreams, their failures. Clubs and bars weren’t generally the best place to find out those things and Michael avoided them on busy nights. But Monday nights often offered up a little more. Lonely conversations. People drinking to forget how they were wasting their lives. It was hit and miss. Only a couple of his projects had been found this way. Most had been sought out after a little research and a little chasing. But Michael was at a loose end and thought it worth a try.

      He’d been about to leave when he’d seen her at the bar. There was something about her, an air of sadness. He sat down beside her but said nothing, having already watched one guy get knocked back. She wasn’t there for a date and that made her more interesting.

      It took a while before anything happened. He watched her watching the news and almost started a conversation about that. He’d have loved to get some constructive feedback. But then she’d turned away, as if it didn’t interest her. It became obvious she wasn’t interested in anything much in the place and so he’d slowly edged his bottle closer to her until finally she’d knocked it over. Predictably, she apologized and offered to buy a replacement. And suddenly Michael had his way in.

      And he was glad he did. She was perfect. Getting divorced. A writer who had given up. Maybe she’d been right to stop, perhaps she had no talent. That would require further investigation. But she had all the hallmarks of a perfect project. She even had faint scars on her wrists, as Maria had. Maybe he wouldn’t have to change his plans at all.

      Somewhere around the sixth drink, he’d snapped a photo of her on his phone. Just in case. She didn’t seem to notice.

      And then it was closing time. He could see from the way she looked at him that she was wondering if he’d invite her back to his place. She stared at him as if she were weighing it up. But Michael didn’t want to sleep with her. He wanted to escort her home, like a gentleman, and find out where she lived.

      Michael glanced towards the bathroom. She was taking a long time. It was possible she’d passed out on the floor. She had drunk an awful lot. He wondered if he should take a look or maybe alert the barman. But he didn’t want to linger any more than necessary. Now the place was emptying out, he would stand out in the man’s mind. And if he asked him to check on the woman, he would be even more memorable.

      Michael had a system. He never killed anyone just after meeting them, nor did he take his projects out on a kill night. That way there were no barmen or waiters who recalled the victim’s date the night they died. It was impossible to avoid CCTV in the city and Michael knew he would have to be seen out with them at some point. But as long as he was careful and stuck to his system, things worked out fine. No one had noticed him yet.

      He looked around as the barman stood the annoying drunk up and tried to herd him towards the door. Maybe it was time to wait outside. The barman would soon forget his face, one more customer among hundreds.

      Michael glanced at the bathroom. He’d wait a few minutes outside the door and if it looked like she had passed out, he would move across the street, out of view, and wait for someone to find her, to make sure she got home, and follow from there.

      But as he walked outside, he noticed a cab pulled up on the corner. Two women stumbled out, and waiting to get in was Karen. She glanced back at the bar, not seeing him. He almost called out but it was too late. She climbed in and like Cinderella, she was gone.

      Michael looked up and down the street for another cab but the street was empty.

      ‘Goddamn it!’ He kicked a bag of garbage, scattering the contents onto the road.

      While he’d been waiting, he went over his legend, the name and other details he’d created for Karen, trying to memorize them despite his inebriation. But what did it matter now? He’d never see her again.
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      Nick paced across the living room, anger coursing through him. He’d arrived home to find his parents sitting on the sofa with expressions that suggested someone had died. They’d asked him a million questions about Karen, why she’d gone out alone, what she meant when she said they should talk to Nick, and most importantly, why they were sleeping in separate rooms.

      Nick had braced himself on the way over, knowing he was going to have to come clean. He imagined walking through the door and his mother screeching, ‘Divorce?’ at him. But she hadn’t. She just looked at him with desperation, begging to know what was going on.

      ‘We’ve been arguing a little lately,’ he said, and saw the look of disbelief on their faces. ‘All right, maybe a lot. But it’s okay. We’re working on it.’

      ‘What could be so bad you’re sleeping in the spare room?’ his mother asked. ‘Has something happened? Is it Karen? Has she…?’

      For a moment, Nick thought his mother was suggesting that Karen had cheated on him and did a quick calculation. Could he plant that seed so that when the inevitable time came and he had to tell them the actual truth, he could put the blame on her? But then his mother made a strange gesture which Nick interpreted as a physical euphemism for going crazy.

      When Karen had tried to kill herself, his parents had rushed to be with him, bombarding him with questions about why Karen would do such a thing. As Karen had no desire to discuss it, Nick had free reign to spin things in his favor. Karen’s own mother had died not long before and things weren’t going so well with the bookstore. Things had gotten on top of her. His parents accepted it, even if they didn’t understand. They seemed to look at Karen differently after that, treading carefully as if she were a bomb that could go off at any time.

      Nick thought he’d got away with it, that his parents would never know the truth, his own part in it all. But then Karen announced she wanted a divorce and Nick realized that he was far from in the clear. He’d tried out all kinds of excuses, but none seemed like they would be good enough for his parents to accept their marriage would end in divorce. Karen was unstable and he couldn’t deal with it any longer? Not good enough. A husband should stick by his wife no matter what. Karen was unstable and didn’t want him anymore? Not good enough. He should be able to convince her to stay.

      ‘I think it’s…’ Nick started, unsure what to say. Could he blame it on Karen, agree that she had gone crazy again? But then his parents would insist on staying, trying to help, and Karen would, without doubt, spill the beans. ‘It was the anniversary of her mother’s death and things are still difficult with the store. And then I’m working all the time. This case…’ He shrugged. ‘It’s just a rough patch. We’ll work it out.’

      His parents looked at each other. Usually they believed anything Nick told them, but this time he could see the shadow of doubt. They weren’t buying it and why should they? It was a terrible performance.

      ‘Nicky,’ his mother said. ‘If something’s really wrong. If you’re getting…’ She looked to his dad, her lip trembling.

      Nick wondered why he didn’t tell them. They were already halfway there. He needed to pull the band aid off in one go, that was all. But then she couldn’t even bring herself to say the word. He couldn’t do it to her.

      ‘Everything’s going to be fine. But it’s getting late, you should get back to the hotel.’ Nick ushered them towards the door. He could see disappointment on their faces and he felt a wave of fury. How could Karen have done this to them?

      

      When he was finally alone with his anger, he poured himself a drink. Maybe he should’ve told them the reason they were in separate rooms was because Karen was cheating on him. They probably would’ve bought that more than the idea of their precious son being the cheater. Besides, maybe she was out there right now with some other guy.

      Nick got up and went to the window, the anger pulsing. Would he care if she were? Not really. In fact, it could work out in his favor. Level the playing field a little.

      He finished his drink and kept on pacing, fueling his anger, until finally Karen rolled in. He could see she was drunk as she stumbled into the doorframe. She looked surprised to see him and almost spoke, as if they were a normal couple. But she obviously wasn’t so drunk she’d forgotten to hate him, and after she’d kicked off her shoes, she pushed past him to the kitchen.

      Nick caught her arm and she tried to shrug him off, but he kept hold.

      ‘You said you’d go along with it,’ he said, and she laughed.

      ‘And you swore you’d always be true,’ she said.

      Nick let go of her and she went to the sink and poured a glass of water, before turning to him, smiling. ‘Are they very disappointed in you?’

      ‘No,’ he said. ‘They think we’re just having a few problems.’

      She laughed again. ‘They really will buy any old shit you sell them, won’t they.’ She gulped the water and pushed the glass onto the counter, knocking it into the sink with a clatter. ‘What’re you going to do when this is all over? Do you really think I’m going to keep lying to them?’

      ‘Maybe you won’t have to. Who were you out with? Some other guy?’

      ‘Jealous?’

      Nick laughed. ‘Was it Jamie?’

      ‘Please. If I wanted to fuck Jamie I would’ve done it a long time ago.’

      ‘So who was it?’

      Karen opened her mouth to speak but then stopped. ‘Oh, I get it. You’re not jealous. You want to be able to say it’s my fault.’ She pushed away from the counter and shook her head at him. ‘You’re pathetic.’

      ‘You should be careful,’ Nick said, and Karen turned.

      ‘Why? What’re you going to do? Finish the job?’ she said, holding up her hands so he could see the scars.

      ‘Didn’t you see the news?’

      ‘I tend to turn it off these days. Can’t think why.’ She walked away, slamming the bedroom door.

      Fuck her then, he thought, and went into his own room, slamming the door louder. He glanced at his phone. He felt a ball of anxiety in his gut but it was less to do with his wife and his parents, more that he knew he was in for a showdown with his boss the next day after his performance on the evening news.

      That was why he’d turned off the phone after he left the station, to avoid Lynch’s wrath. But he wasn’t sorry for what he’d done. Someone had to tell the people the truth, it was in the public’s interest. And that was what he’d tell Lynch. But what really irked Nick was that all the while his phone was turned off, he’d no doubt missed dozens of opportunities for more interviews, more exposure. And while he was hiding away, dealing with all this bullshit that wasn’t his fault, people like Peter Aronsen would be stealing his spotlight.
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      Karen slammed the bedroom door and slumped onto the bed. She was so angry. Angry with herself for ever agreeing to Nick’s little games, angry with him for asking and for his veiled threats in response to her refusal. She wished she had gone home with Mark, wished she had let herself go for once, done something for herself, something irresponsible. She’d always been too much of a worrier for casual hook-ups. What if the guy was some sort of weirdo? She was forever panicking about her friends when they left some bar with some guy, anxiously waiting by the phone. But nothing ever happened. At least nothing worse than bad sex.

      And then Karen had got married and solved the problem. She didn’t have to consider one-night stands or whether the guy she was thinking about getting involved with was a lunatic. She had found Mr. Right and he was a cop and she was safe for the rest of her life. How stupid she was.

      She heard Nick slam the spare room door and felt a surge of anger again. She wanted to go back out to that bar and find Mark and bring him home. She wanted to show Nick she wasn’t afraid anymore, she wasn’t scared of his threats. What could he do? It was too late to make her infidelity the reason for the divorce, that train had already left the station.

      Nick was grasping because he needed it to be her fault. He couldn’t possibly let his parents know what kind of man he really was. How hadn’t she seen it before? She’d always thought he was the strong one, but he was afraid to tell his mother his marriage had failed. Karen wouldn’t have even insisted on telling them the truth, she would’ve walked away, one more couple who drifted apart. But Nick refused to do that. He was such a child. He wasn’t strong, he was weak; pathetic, just like her.

      She looked down at the scars on her wrists. Sometimes she couldn’t believe she’d done it. She didn’t want to die, she just didn’t want to live the life she was in. Finding out about Nick and Zoe was the final straw. There’d been others, more than Karen knew about in all likelihood, but she’d never had any proof and Nick always explained things away. He was a good liar, she’d give him that. But if she was honest, had she really cared about his betrayals as much as she thought?

      Those days lying in the hospital bed she’d had plenty of time to think, and she had to wonder if she’d been as hurt by the affair as she previously believed. Things hadn’t been right for a long time. And then her mother had died and the business was struggling, and then to discover her friend and her husband were sleeping together… In truth, it was the deception more than anything, the disrespect. She couldn’t get past that. The humiliation. She wanted it to be over – her marriage more than her life. She traced her finger across the scar. She was glad she’d got a second chance.

      She started thinking about a divorce before she’d even left the hospital. Nick had actually been shocked when she’d told him. He literally couldn’t believe it. He assumed she would sulk for a while (his words) and then things would go back as they were. But she was done.

      In those first few weeks after making her decision, she felt like a new woman. She wouldn’t take any shit anymore. She felt certain he would leave, that they’d work something out. But he didn’t. And now they were in this limbo, this hell. And all the fire in her belly from those weeks had died down and she was still agreeing to keep quiet for him. She hated herself more than him at times. She was worthless.

      But she thought of Mark, how he’d listened to her, how he’d made her laugh. She thought about telling him she wanted to be a writer. Why had she stopped? Maybe it wasn’t too late. Maybe Mark was what she needed. Maybe he could be the one to get her back on track.

      Or at least he could’ve been. She didn’t have his number, and had no idea how to find him. She’d missed her chance, like she always did.
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      Michael sat back on his bed, looking at the photo of Karen he’d snapped in the bar. Had she noticed him taking it? Maybe she was too drunk. Or maybe she didn’t care. There were usually two reactions to him taking someone’s photo – either they turned away, refusing to play the game, and then begged him to delete it if he’d already managed to capture them. Or else they would play up to the camera, making a face either to turn it into a joke or to try to look their best. Karen had done neither. In the image, she was facing the camera but her eyes were somewhere beyond Michael, perhaps seeking out the barman for further lubrication.

      Michael looked her over. The more he thought about it, the more perfect she seemed. Not her appearance, the project’s look was irrelevant. But her circumstances seemed ideal. She had mentioned the husband, the soon-to-be ex. They were still living together but she had inferred that he was rarely at home, something that contributed to the death of their marriage in the first place, more than likely. And it had seemed as though she was searching for something – a way to get back at this husband? Or grasping for happiness perhaps. She seemed so easy. But then she’d gotten away.

      Michael berated himself for letting it happen. If only he’d got her surname or her number. Why hadn’t he made sure before he let her wander away to the bathroom? It was careless. Sloppy. That was what happened when he drank while working.

      Was it possible to find her again, if he knew only her first name? How many Karens would there be in the city? How would you even go about tracking them all down? He supposed he could hang around that same bar, but he didn’t want to attract attention to himself. Not yet, anyway. If he went back to search for her, it was possible the same barman would be there, that further visits could make him stand out. Then it occurred that she wasn’t a regular anyway. She had been there to prove a point, that she could be alone on her birthday, that she no longer needed her husband.

      Her birthday. Could that be a way to find her? Maybe. Maybe not. It was entirely possible it hadn’t been her birthday at all. People always claimed it was their birthday to get free drinks or cakes in restaurants. Could Karen have been lying?

      Maybe Karen wasn’t even her real name. Did people do that? Lie to strangers in bars about their names? People who weren’t planning on murdering anyone, that is.

      Michael admonished himself once more. Another missed opportunity. He rolled over, pulling the quilt on top of him, trying to dampen down the thoughts of failure. It was times like this he heard his father’s voice. His teachers’ voices. Telling him he was nothing, less than nothing. But it wasn’t true. He refused to believe it was true.

      He jumped up and walked to his wall of photographs. Look at what he’d achieved. Had any of them achieved this much?

      Michael took a deep breath. He closed his eyes, remembering how it felt to slip the knife into Jonathan Lauder’s flesh. How it felt to squeeze the life from Irene Okafor. He was not a failure.

      But he knew he wouldn’t sleep. Perhaps he should work on a backdrop. He was itching to get on with Elena’s. The sooner he was rid of her the better. He unfurled the half-done canvas, his gaze sweeping over it. It wasn’t right. He’d already abandoned one attempt. He couldn’t work out how to do it in order to position Elena’s body within the piece. Nils Dardel’s The Dying Dandy.

      Michael had considered abandoning it, finding something else for her. But that would be admitting defeat. He refused to be beaten. He could do it, he knew he could. Besides, it was the most fitting painting for Elena. A symbol of artificial beauty. He had to make it work. But not now. Alcohol was still coursing through his veins. He didn’t have time to start from scratch again. He couldn’t let a drunken mistake derail things.

      How many of the great artists were drunks? How many of the world’s most famous masterpieces had been created under the influence? But Michael couldn’t do it. Maybe that was one skill he lacked. He knew from experience that any work he produced while drunk was no better than that of a cheap sidewalk caricaturist.

      He rolled the canvas up once more. He would have to find time later to complete the piece. He knew he could do it if he put his mind to it.

      Still wide awake, Michael turned on the TV, switching channels until he found the news. The detective was center stage again, and though it irritated Michael, at least he knew that if Nick Kelly was onscreen, he was talking about Michael.

      He settled back in his chair to hear what the detective had to say.

      ‘It appears this person brings equipment into the victim’s home,’ Detective Kelly said.

      Michael leaned forward.

      ‘What sort of equipment?’ the reporter asked, and Kelly paused for a moment. Was he finally going to acknowledge Michael’s work? Was this it?

      ‘It’s possible he’s posing as a decorator. People should be on the lookout for someone carrying a large canvas covering.’

      Michael threw the remote at the TV before standing up and turning the damn thing off.

      A decorator? A fucking decorator?

      Michael took a breath, tried to calm himself. He knew they were trying to piss him off. They knew he wasn’t a decorator. They knew exactly what he was. An artist. It was all just a game. A game to make him angry. To try to get him to make a mistake. He wouldn’t fall for it. He wouldn’t play Nick Kelly’s game.

      Michael paced the small room, feeling the air go in and out of his lungs, trying to concentrate on it, to let his awareness of it calm him. He wouldn’t listen to them. Great artists didn’t listen to critics.

      Michael snatched up his diary, flicking through the pages. Who was next? What did he have set up? Nothing for a few days. No dates, not even a hint of possibility. He threw the diary down. Maybe it was for the best. If he were anxious, he might rush things and rushing meant messing up. He needed to calm down, to ignore what they were saying about him. Focus on the work.

      He sat down again, almost switching the TV back on. No, not the TV, it would only make him more angry. He stood and reached for a book. Reading calmed his mind. He would read, then he would sleep, and by morning he would be back on track. The alcohol and the anger would’ve left his system. Things would be fine.

      With barely three lines read, something came back to him. Karen owned a bookstore. Had she told him the name? Where it was? He searched his memory but nothing came. But it wasn’t nothing. She said she owned it, so it had to be a small store, an independent. Possibly secondhand, possibly not. But how many could there be in the city? It was a dying trade, wasn’t it?

      Michael scuttled to his bedroom and took out his laptop. He searched, making a list of all the bookstores in the city. He checked websites, seeking her name, but came up empty. But it was something, wasn’t it? There was still a chance.
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      Nick tried to ignore Dan’s laughter. He never should’ve told him about the night before. Sometimes he wished he’d never told him about the divorce at all. What had he been expecting? Sympathy? Probably not. But at least for his friend to side with him. Instead, Dan usually pointed out how Karen had a right to be pissed off.

      ‘I’ve got to hand it to Karen,’ Dan said. ‘She really screwed you over without actually telling them.’ He laughed again. ‘So how does it feel now you’ve let your parents down? Did they say “We’re not angry, just disappointed”?’

      ‘No. I think I managed to talk my way out of it. For now. Who knows when she’ll decide to pull some other shit.’

      ‘Wait,’ Dan said. ‘They bought it? That you’re going through a rough patch?’

      Nick shrugged. He wasn’t sure if they truly believed it, or if he hoped they did. He was trying not to think about it. He had other things on his mind. He glanced up at the door and then the clock, wondering when Lynch would get there, how long it’d take before Nick was back in uniform.

      ‘But even if they did buy it,’ Dan went on, ‘what happens when the divorce is final? I don’t think you’ve thought this through.’

      Nick turned away from Dan, knowing he had a point. What was he going to do? He supposed he hadn’t thought about it because things had always had a way of working out for him before. But that was before. If he were being honest with himself, things weren’t exactly panning out the way he’d hoped. Maybe his Irish luck was finally running out.

      He turned on his computer, pretending to be busy in order to avoid Dan’s eye, when he noticed Azrah watching him. Had she been listening in to their conversation? Was there anything she missed?

      ‘Kelly. My office. Now.’

      Nick looked up to see Lynch sweeping past him. Nick had been so focused on Azrah he hadn’t seen the big man arrive. Hadn’t had time to prepare himself.

      He saw the smug look on Azrah’s face, the childish noise Dan made as Nick made his way towards the boss’s office. He tried to recall the excuses he’d come up with the night before. He could do this. He could talk his way out of anything.

      ‘Door,’ Lynch said, and Nick dutifully closed it behind him. He had no desire to let his colleagues hear this anyway.

      ‘What can I–?’ Nick started, but Lynch turned to face him with such force it stopped him.

      ‘Don’t bullshit me,’ Lynch said. ‘I told you to keep your mouth shut. A direct order. And what do you do?’

      ‘If I can–’

      ‘Have you seen the papers? The news? Oh wait, what am I saying? Of course you have. You’ll have been out there at dawn making sure you got a few copies for your scrapbook. Serial killer?!’ Lynch said, slapping down a copy of one of the papers to illustrate his point.

      ‘To be fair, I never used that term,’ Nick said. ‘It was Peter Aronsen–’

      ‘Peter Aronsen isn’t a serving police officer. Peter Aronsen is a peddler of bullshit.’ Lynch dropped into his chair. ‘Why does this feel like déjà vu?’

      ‘Look, I know I overstepped the mark but Aronsen was already stirring things up. He claims to have spoken to two eyewitnesses. For all we know, these people are already talking about what they saw. The art angle could be written up for the next edition.’ Nick sighed, as if he was at pains to have to do it. He took the lighter from his pocket, swirling it through his fingers. ‘This thing was already out there. I was just trying to do a little damage control.’

      ‘Really?’ Lynch asked. ‘And the little tidbit about the backdrop?’

      ‘I never said backdrop. I said canvas covering. In the interest of public safety–’

      ‘This had nothing to do with public safety. This is about your profile.’

      ‘That’s not true.’

      ‘And calling him a decorator? Not only is this going to severely impact on the livelihoods of every decorator in the city, which, by the way, I’m already hearing about, it’s also going to piss this guy off.’

      ‘Good. Isn’t that what we want? To get him angry? Anger leads to mistakes.’

      ‘It also leads to escalation.’

      ‘But if people are aware of his MO, it could save lives.’

      ‘Or it won’t. He could change his MO. There was no backdrop at the first murder anyway. What’s to say he’ll use one for the rest of them?’

      Nick hadn’t thought of that. ‘I’m sorry. I was just trying to do the right thing.’

      ‘Bullshit. I have a good mind to take you off the whole damn thing. Even better, I’ll put Azrah in charge.’

      Nick looked up. Lynch had to be kidding. But there was no hint of a smile. No hint it was merely an idle threat.

      ‘I promise I’ll keep my mouth shut. Next time I won’t give any details.’

      ‘Next time?’ Lynch said. This time he did smile. ‘There won’t be a next time. You don’t speak to the media at all.’

      ‘But–’

      ‘At all! Understand?’

      Nick nodded.

      ‘Bring in the others,’ Lynch said, and Nick slid the lighter back into his pocket before opening the door and shouting for Dan and Azrah to join them. He avoided their eyes.

      Azrah stood by the door, her back straight, as if ready to jump as soon as Lynch told her how high. Dan perched on the edge of Lynch’s desk, pulling the newspaper towards him. ‘The Decorator?’ he said, laughing. ‘That’s what they’re calling him? It sounds like a Jason Statham movie.’

      Lynch snatched the paper from Dan’s hands and Dan moved from the desk to lean against a file cabinet.

      ‘Why hasn’t the killer shared his work?’ Lynch said. ‘I’m assuming he takes his own photos. He’d want a memento, right? So why hasn’t he shared them with the media? Posted them online? Surely a guy like this, someone who goes to all this trouble, wants an audience, right? So why hasn’t he shared it?’

      ‘Maybe not everyone needs attention and validation as much as Nick does,’ Azrah said. But before Nick could speak, Lynch got there first.

      ‘No, I imagine most people don’t. But this one,’ he said, prodding the newspaper. ‘I don’t believe he’s most people. I don’t think he could stand it if no one was paying attention.’

      ‘I can start looking online,’ Azrah offered.

      ‘Surely if these pictures were out there we’d already know about it,’ Nick said.

      ‘Not if people didn’t know what they were looking at,’ Dan said. ‘There’s all kinds of weird shit online. Maybe our guy doesn’t post them with the hashtag Death or Murder. Maybe people think they’re looking at art.’

      ‘That’d make sense,’ Azrah said. ‘He clearly thinks what he’s doing is art.’

      ‘Right,’ Dan said. ‘Maybe people just think they’re looking at some asshole art student’s work.’

      Lynch nodded. ‘How’s that angle coming along?’

      Dan shrugged. He’d been tasked with visiting art schools in the area, looking at work going back years, speaking with staff.

      ‘We’ve been in touch with every art school in the city. Clearly we can’t tell them exactly what we’re looking for, but so far we’ve come up with nothing. Most schools use copying as a learning tool.’

      ‘Anyone stand out as a particularly expert copyist?’ Lynch asked.

      ‘Apparently a lot of these kids can knock out a good copy of Rembrandt or whoever. We tried showing them a couple of the backdrops but there’s nothing identifiable. Whoever made them has talent, but there’s no way to ID it as a particular student’s handiwork.’

      ‘Maybe it’s not a student. Maybe it’s a teacher,’ Nick said, and they all nodded. ‘A failed artist, someone teaching a bunch of kids to draw; they might hold a grudge.’

      ‘That’s true,’ Lynch said. ‘Any of the teachers raise any flags?’

      ‘Nope,’ Dan said. ‘All we got was a couple of names of either current or recent students that one of the teachers thought were a bit strange. But we’ve checked them all out. All have alibis for every murder. We’re also checking student records, cross-referencing for anyone with any kind of police record. Someone like this doesn’t start with murder. They had to work their way up.’ He sighed. ‘But the truth is, this guy could’ve gone to any art school in the country. He could’ve been there any time in the last forty years. Maybe he didn’t even go. Maybe that’s his problem. Maybe he didn’t make the cut.’

      ‘Keep looking,’ Lynch said. ‘Widen the search to schools in the state. See if you can get hold of any lists of people who didn’t get in.’

      Nick saw the look on Dan’s face. It was a thankless task, one that most likely would give them nothing. He shook his head. ‘Problem?’ Lynch asked.

      ‘Yeah,’ Nick said, despite his standing on thin ice. ‘Unless they start asking people directly whether there’s anyone they can think of who’d be capable of this, anyone who showed any behavior indicating they could go on to this… I don’t see the point.’

      ‘After your appearance yesterday, I imagine people will have more of an idea of what we’re getting at, direct or not,’ Lynch said and turned to Dan. ‘Keep going. We have to cover all bases.’ Lynch stood up, dismissing the team. But Nick had another thought.

      ‘About him not sharing his work,’ he said, and Lynch crossed his arms but didn’t take his seat again. ‘A lot of artists don’t like to share their work until it’s done. Karen used to write and she hated anyone looking at it until she was finished. Maybe our guy is doing the same.’

      ‘Maybe,’ Lynch said.

      ‘But technically he has shared it. With us, at least,’ Azrah said.

      ‘True,’ Nick said. ‘But maybe we’re not his real audience.’

      ‘So you think he’s going to share it with the world once he’s finished?’ Lynch asked. ‘Have we found any links between the paintings yet?’

      ‘Nothing. Other than them all depicting death,’ Azrah said.

      ‘And how many paintings are there that depict death?’

      ‘A lot,’ Dan said.

      ‘So I guess the question is, how many is this guy planning to do?’ Nick said. ‘How long will this be a work in progress?’

    

  



    
      
        
          
            15

          

          

      

    

    







            Karen

          

        

      

    

    
      Karen sat behind the counter nursing her head while Jamie did the actual work. She realized it wasn’t professional to either be hungover at work or to let her staff do everything while she felt sorry for herself. But it didn’t really matter. There were no customers and Jamie didn’t mind.

      ‘So who led you astray?’ Jamie asked, and Karen looked up, the sharp movement making her head hurt all the more.

      ‘What?’

      ‘You don’t usually drink enough to get in this state. At least not on your own. So you must’ve been with someone.’

      Karen couldn’t meet his eye. For all her bravado the night before, she was feeling a little ashamed of herself. Had she really considered going home with a stranger?

      Jamie stopped what he was doing and went over to the counter, leaning in, as if trying to see her face. She could feel her cheeks redden. Her body had always betrayed her.

      ‘Oh, no,’ he said. ‘Please tell me you didn’t.’

      ‘Didn’t what?’

      ‘Go out with him. You can’t let him worm his way back in.’

      Her aching head took a moment to catch up. ‘No. I’m not stupid. Actually, his parents turned up, unannounced. They wanted to take us out to dinner.’

      ‘He still hasn’t told them?’

      Karen shook her head.

      ‘So? Please tell me you told them.’

      ‘Not really.’

      ‘Not really? What does that mean?’

      ‘It means I didn’t actually tell them. I hinted and then left. I don’t know what he told them. I don’t really care.’ She couldn’t bring herself to admit she had initially agreed to it.

      ‘Nice,’ Jamie said. ‘So who did you go out with?’

      ‘No one. I went out alone.’

      ‘But it was your birthday. You should’ve called me.’

      Karen paused, a little smile betraying her again.

      ‘What?’ Jamie asked.

      ‘Technically I wasn’t alone all night.’

      She saw the little wince, the expression that gave Jamie away, even though he tried to hide it. She shouldn’t have said anything. Not to him.

      ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said and picked up a stack of books, despite her body urging her to stay still.

      ‘No, come on. Tell me.’

      ‘It was nothing. I was talking to this guy in this bar. That was it.’

      ‘What guy?’

      ‘Just some guy. Mark, I think his name was.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘And nothing. We talked. We drank. That was it.’

      ‘So why are you blushing?’

      ‘I’m not.’ She was. ‘It was… nice. He was nice. He listened. He seemed interested in me, in what I had to say. It made a change.’

      ‘I’m interested,’ Jamie said, and Karen looked at him. She put her hand on his, but realizing it was patronizing, she moved it away. ‘So you didn’t, you know…?’

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘I don’t know. Maybe part of me wanted to. But I don’t know if it was because I really liked him or if I thought I was getting revenge somehow.’

      ‘If you’re looking for someone for a revenge fuck, I’m always here,’ Jamie said, forcing a smile. ‘You don’t have to go to a stranger. Unless, you know, you want to. So what’s this Mark like? Tall, dark and handsome?’

      ‘Yes, actually,’ she said and saw the wince again. Jamie was handsome, she supposed, or maybe cute would be a better description. But he was neither tall nor dark. She really shouldn’t have said anything. ‘It doesn’t matter anyway. I didn’t give him my number. Didn’t get his. I’ll never see him again.’

      She saw the relief on Jamie’s face and was glad the conversation was over. The last thing she needed was more trouble at work. ‘Have you heard any more from Sofia?’ she asked.

      Jamie shook his head, going back to stacking shelves. ‘No. But I heard from this guy who lives in her building that she’d moved out.’

      ‘Where to?’

      Jamie shrugged. ‘Who knows?’ He peered around the shelf. ‘I don’t think you need to worry about her. I think all that talk about suing you was just talk. She’s always been overdramatic. She’ll have found something else to be angry about by now.’

      ‘Let’s hope so.’ Karen gazed at the door, willing a customer to come in. ‘We need to start finding some more writers, get more events going. We need something to get people in and spending money.’

      ‘I could ask my friend Hope. She’s a poet. She had a book published last year.’

      Karen nodded but doubted a poet that no one had heard of was going to turn their fortunes around. They needed someone bigger, someone to draw the crowds. She gazed at the door again, wishing something would happen.
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      Michael trudged through the streets, his feet aching. This was the third day he’d spent trawling bookstores trying to find his Cinderella. He’d discovered there were just under a hundred independent bookstores in the city and they were spread far and wide. He’d searched online for those that had websites and some listed their managers or even full staff, none of whom were named Karen.

      But what if she’d lied? What if that wasn’t her name? What if she didn’t own the place? He had to try them all just in case. It was only after he’d checked off a dozen places that it occurred to him that she could’ve lied about everything. Maybe she didn’t have anything to do with a bookstore. Yet, he went on. What else could he do? She’d got into his system and he couldn’t let her go. He had to find her.

      Besides, the search kept his mind focused. Without it he’d be ruminating on the idiotic name the media had given him. The Decorator? Really? No doubt that was down to Nick Kelly. Michael had almost leaked his work to the papers so they’d know how wrong they were. If they saw it they’d have to drop The Decorator and start calling him The Artist. But it was too soon. He needed to complete the project before he went public with it. But it was so frustrating.

      So here he was. Day three. He’d checked forty-seven stores with no luck. It would’ve been faster had he not had to go to work. But he couldn’t risk pissing off his boss. He needed the job, shitty as it was. Art supplies don’t pay for themselves.

      He checked his list and walked on. He could see the window of the next store on the list ahead. This one had had a website, but it didn’t list any staff names. It was barely maintained either and Michael wondered why they’d bothered.

      But he pressed on, lurking outside for a moment as if he were checking out the display. He’d had to ask in every store he’d visited, but some people were naturally suspicious when he asked to speak with the owner. Some assumed he was trying to sell something, others that he was there to complain, their own guilty consciences wondering if it was about them.

      ‘Karen, isn’t it?’ he’d add and he’d see both relief and confusion.

      ‘No one called Karen here,’ they’d say, and Michael would give a description in case she’d lied. But no. Nothing.

      And then… Lucky number forty-eight.

      He saw her through the window. She was standing on a stool, reaching up to the top shelf. Her shirt was pulled up and he could see her pale flesh. He couldn’t see anyone else around, no customers or staff who could be future witnesses.

      He opened the door. Karen turned at the sound and almost fell from the stool when she saw him. Michael reached out and steadied her as though they were actors in a rom-com.

      ‘What’re you doing here?’ she asked and climbed down. ‘How did you…?’

      ‘You mentioned where you worked.’ Always more believable than “I was just passing”.

      ‘Did I?’ she said and he could see the doubt. But she knew as well as he did how drunk she had been. It was entirely possible.

      ‘I wanted to see how you were. You disappeared the other night. After all those cocktails, I worried you’d passed out in the bathroom,’ he said and saw her face flush.

      He noticed him then. A short guy lurking behind a shelf, listening in. Michael wondered if he should leave but he couldn’t help noticing that Karen didn’t look unhappy he was there. Maybe he was onto something. She turned and noticed the short guy and blushed some more before ushering Michael to the office at the back of the store.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I shouldn’t have left like that. I’m just… I don’t…’

      ‘It’s all right. As long as you’re okay.’

      ‘I’m fine. The hangover only lasted two days so…’

      Michael laughed. ‘Maybe next time we could stick to one drink,’ he said. ‘Or one kind of drink at least.’

      ‘Next time?’ Her eyes flicked over to where the short guy had been standing. ‘I don’t know. Things are kind of complicated right now.’

      ‘I know. The divorce,’ Michael said, knowing that reminding her she’d already confided in him would make her comfortable enough to do it again. ‘But I had a good time. I enjoyed your company. I thought it would be nice to do it again.’

      Karen looked at the floor and Michael wondered if he’d wasted his time. From the corner of his eye, he saw the short guy move closer. He was irritating; listening too intently. But Michael almost had her. And he was tired of assholes derailing his plans. Maybe he could get rid of the guy. Not everything had to be art. Many artists did other jobs out of necessity.

      ‘Okay.’

      Michael turned his attention back to Karen. Had she agreed? She was scribbling something down on the back of a receipt. She handed it to him, her eyes seeking out the short guy as if she didn’t want him to know. Michael saw it was her number.

      He felt a jolt of pleasure. He looked up and saw she was nervous. Maybe she’d only agreed to get rid of him, to stop the other guy from listening. Maybe he owed the little guy.

      Michael took his phone out of his pocket, the one he’d got specially for the occasion, and put in her number, making sure it was right. He texted her and heard her phone beep in her pocket.

      ‘Great,’ he said and almost asked if she wanted to see him that night until he remembered he had plans. How could he have forgotten that?

      ‘How about tomorrow?’ he asked and she nodded, smiling.

      ‘Okay. Text me where and when,’ she said and ushered him towards the door.

      ‘Tomorrow then.’

      He left feeling joyful. Not only had he got a big night planned, he’d solved his Maria-shaped hole too.

      He had been feeling listless, wondering if that asshole detective had spoilt things for him. After telling people to be aware of a decorator, Michael knew that getting his backdrops in would be more difficult. There were still projects that didn’t require one, but this next one did. He’d sulked for hours about that. How the hell was he going to manage it? And then he’d had a light-bulb moment. It was genius really, as long as it worked.

      Making his way to the café across the street, Michael decided to wait a while, hoping Karen left work early, letting him follow her home. It was always nice to have that knowledge without having to ask. You never knew when it would come in handy.

      He only hoped she wasn’t too long. This business of art, of killing, was hard work. So many balls in the air, so many moving parts. And he had a big night ahead of him, one he was truly looking forward to.
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      Nick had driven two hours out of the city to speak to Rachel Sherman. He could’ve talked to her on the phone, but Nick wanted to speak to her in person. Or, more truthfully, he wanted to get away from his colleagues. They refused to let it go. His dressing down, if that’s what it was, was days earlier. He hadn’t spoken to the media since. It was killing him. And that was what they couldn’t let go. Both Dan and Azrah, as well as various others, persisted with tormenting him. He didn’t want them to know how much it was getting to him, hence the field trip.

      Dan had suggested this guy had probably worked his way up to the murders. It was unusual for crimes like this to come from nowhere. Usually there were lesser crimes committed first. A career ladder for killers. So Nick had dug up the story the day before, and maybe he was wrong, but his gut told him he was right. For him, it smacked of having serious similarities, and he wondered why no one else had noticed it yet. Maybe because it was outside the city? Or maybe because at the time the crime had been largely ignored, dismissed as a prank.

      But what if this was their guy’s stepping stone? True, he hadn’t hurt anyone with this one, not really. It was morally wrong, yes, but the victim had already been dead. It seemed to him that the killing was secondary to the art in this man’s eyes. The death served the art, rather than art serving death. Maybe this was his starting point. Maybe there’d been others like it they were yet to uncover. And if this was the same guy, then it was possible the victim would provide more clues on how and why the killer chose who he did. Of course Nick hadn’t mentioned any of it to Lynch or the others yet. He wanted it for himself. He wanted to be sure before he brought it to their attention. To make sure he’d be applauded.

      

      It was late afternoon when he got there. As he pulled up in front of the house, a woman came out onto the porch. Rachel Sherman, he assumed. She smiled, uncertainly. This wasn’t a social visit, but she obviously had manners.

      ‘Detective Kelly?’ she asked and they shook hands before she led him inside.

      

      Fifteen minutes later she had told him what had happened with her grandfather, Benjamin. Five years after his death, someone had dug up his bones, stealing the skull and a few others from the upper body. They’d then positioned the bones in a frame and inserted a cigarette into the mouth. The set-up was quickly identified as Van Gogh’s Skull of a Skeleton with Burning Cigarette.

      It was removed from its position in front of the town hall, but only because whoever had placed it there had done so without a permit. It was a case for bureaucracy rather than the police. Plenty of people had gazed at it as they passed, making comment or even taking a photograph. The image was a well-known one, popular with students, which was why it was generally accepted to be a prank or some form of guerrilla art by a student with too much time on their hands. Rachel had even seen it herself, laughing with a friend at the strangeness of it all.

      ‘It was only when someone from the graveyard got in touch that we knew anything was wrong,’ Rachel said. ‘And I didn’t put it together at first. Why would I? But they told us that some of the bones were missing and then a few days later, I saw something in the paper about the art prank and I…’ Rachel shook her head. ‘No one took me seriously at first. But I made them look into it. They tested the remains that’d been used and, of course, it was him. My grandfather.’ Rachel looked at Nick, tears settled on her eyes. ‘Why would anyone do that? For a joke?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ Nick said.

      Rachel wiped her eyes and shook herself. ‘You mentioned something similar had happened,’ she said, and Nick nodded. Obviously he couldn’t tell her the truth, and making her aware that it was likely a serial killer in the making who’d disinterred her grandfather wasn’t going to make her feel any better. But he had to wonder if there had been more. Other body parts taken, other instances of street art that was ignored or dismissed. Maybe that was what pushed their guy to start killing. Maybe no one was paying enough attention.

      ‘I’m trying to find out a little more about your grandfather. See if I can find any links, any reason why this person chose him.’

      Rachel shrugged, the same way any victim’s relative did when they were asked the question – why would anyone want to hurt them? ‘I really don’t know what to tell you. Like I said, this was five years after he died. As far as I know, he had no enemies. But then, it didn’t seem random. There were plenty of graves that would’ve been easier to get to, more out of the way so they’d be less likely to get caught. It seemed, to me, that they picked him specifically. I have no idea why.’

      ‘There wasn’t anyone else in your family that it could’ve been aimed at? No one that could’ve been trying to hurt you or your father?’

      ‘No. We told them at the time. There was nothing.’

      Nick nodded. He knew that Benjamin Sherman had been in his seventies when he’d died. He was white, Jewish. Had been married for over fifty years. There was nothing that seemed to link him to the current victims, but then there was nothing linking them to each other either.

      ‘What did he do? Your grandfather?’

      ‘He was a composer,’ Rachel said, looking over to a grand piano that sat in the corner, a thin layer of dust covering the keys. ‘That was his. I couldn’t bear to get rid of it. I don’t play. I keep thinking I should try but…’ She shrugged. ‘He always wanted me to learn. My dad played a little but gave it up. I think we disappointed him… Granddad.’ She smiled sadly as she said it. ‘But then he gave up himself. My grandmother died a few years before him and he couldn’t bring himself to play anymore once she was gone. Sometimes I wonder if it was living without her or without the piano that killed him.’

      Nick stared at the piano. Something was nagging at him but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. But he did have something. This had to be their guy. He could feel it. In his bones. He’d take it back to Lynch, tell Dan to ask the art schools about it. Maybe this guy had done something similar before.

      Nick thanked Rachel and drove back to the city. He’d hoped the time away, the fresh air, would make him feel better. It didn’t. He was still angry with Karen. Still anxious about his parents and his job. And he was still pissed off he couldn’t talk to the media. Maybe Azrah had been right about him needing attention and validation. He felt like he was suffering from withdrawal, like he had when he quit smoking. He hadn’t realized how much he needed it, all that attention, all that love.

      

      When he got back to the precinct, he saw a smattering of reporters outside the building. For a moment he wondered if something else had happened, if he’d missed it on his little day out. Lynch had warned Nick that his taunting description of their guy as a decorator might spur him on, make him move on to the next one more quickly. But if that were true, if someone else was dead, there’d be more reporters lurking. These guys were seeing what tidbits they could get on an otherwise slow news day. There was always someone – usually him – who’d throw them something. He wondered if they were as disappointed as he was with his gag order.

      Nick climbed out of the car and felt that familiar little shiver of excitement as the reporters flocked towards him.

      ‘Detective Kelly,’ Lucy said. ‘Time for a quick sound-bite?’

      Nick wondered how she could make something so banal sound so inviting. He almost opened his mouth until he remembered he wasn’t allowed.

      ‘Sorry, not today,’ he said and moved past her. He didn’t want to tell them he’d been ordered to stop, that he was like a neutered animal. He could hear them chattering amongst themselves. They were assuming something big was happening, that he was teasing them. If only.

      But as he made his way towards the door of the precinct, he heard one of them say, ‘I guess we’ll stick to the expert then.’

      Nick turned and saw Aronsen standing there, smirking, ready to steal the spotlight, to stand in it alone, wallowing like a pig. Nick paused. Maybe he could say something, anything, to keep them away from Aronsen. But he knew he’d be out on his ear the moment he did.

      Instead he turned around, going back to the car, and got in, slamming the door behind him. He couldn’t be there while they talked to Aronsen, listening to him as though he were the second coming.

      Nick had to get out of there. He had to go home.
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      Karen walked into the apartment, surprised to hear the sounds of someone moving around in the kitchen. It was unusual for Nick to be home at this time, assuming that it was Nick. She supposed it could be a burglar and it occurred to her that she might very well be happier to see an intruder rather than her husband.

      As she hung up her coat and pulled off her shoes, there was no call of Hello or any acknowledgement of her presence. Again, it could mean it was her husband or an intruder.

      She walked through into the living room and could suddenly smell garlic. Someone was cooking. For a brief moment she panicked, thinking it was Nick’s mother, that she’d let herself in and was planning on having a chat with Karen about their marriage troubles. She wondered if it was too late to sneak out when she caught a glimpse of Nick.

      Karen relaxed a little and sat down, switching on the TV. The smell of whatever was cooking made her stomach rumble, but she assumed it wouldn’t be a meal for two. If she wanted to eat, she was on her own. She flicked through the channels while she considered calling for some takeout. Chinese would be good.

      She stopped on the news. Peter Aronsen was at it again. She wondered how long it’d be before Nick’s face filled the screen when she heard Nick come into the room.

      ‘Turn it off,’ he said.

      Her finger had been poised to do so, but his tone made her put down the remote.

      ‘I’m watching it,’ she said. She crossed her arms and stared at the TV as if it was the most important thing in the world. She knew Aronsen pissed Nick off. He pissed her off a little too. But my enemy’s enemy and all that.

      ‘Turn it off,’ he said again and stomped over, trying to snatch the control from her. When she held onto it, he glared at her. She smiled and he turned away.

      ‘Jesus!’

      Her heart was thundering. Nick had kicked the TV over and though it lay on its back on the floor, it was still playing to the ceiling.

      Paulo squawked and Nick marched towards the bird. Karen leapt up, certain Nick was going to hurt her pet. Instead, he pulled the plug on the TV and, apart from Paulo’s continued noise, the room was quiet.

      Nick looked at her with disgust before moving back towards the kitchen.

      ‘What’s wrong with you?’ she asked, following him.

      ‘I asked you to turn it off.’

      ‘And I said I was watching it.’

      ‘Right.’ Nick went back to stirring his dinner.

      ‘Just because he’s getting more airtime than you, you don’t have to be such a child about it.’

      ‘Me?’ he said, turning around, spoon in hand, tomato sauce dripping onto the floor. ‘You think I’m childish? You can’t stand the man either.’

      ‘Whatever,’ she said and turned to walk out.

      ‘And he’s not getting more airtime than me,’ Nick called after her.

      She pulled on her boots and grabbed her coat, texting Jamie as she opened the door. She wasn’t going to sit there all night, not with Nick home. It crossed her mind to call Mark, but hadn’t he said he was busy that night?

      

      Fortunately Jamie was ready at a moment’s notice, just like she knew he’d be. They met at the Chinese restaurant at the end of his street and Karen asked what he thought about getting Peter Aronsen in to do a reading.

      ‘But you hate him,’ Jamie said.

      ‘So? He sells books,’ she said, and Jamie nodded, conceding.

      ‘But do you really want him in the store? You’d have to be nice to him. And what did you call him? A greasy weasel?’

      Karen finished the last egg roll and sighed. It was true. She really did dislike him. Besides, as he was currently riding high on media attention, he was probably in demand. It seemed unlikely he’d visit her little store.

      ‘What now?’ she asked Jamie as they paid the bill, and she saw the look of surprise on his face. ‘Should we get a drink somewhere?’

      ‘Yeah,’ Jamie said, and Karen felt a stab of guilt again. Would she be asking him out if Nick wasn’t home? It wasn’t likely. But really, who was it harming? Jamie wanted to be out with her, she just wanted to be out.

      ‘There’s this bar down the street,’ Jamie said. ‘They do great cocktails.’

      ‘Ugh,’ Karen said, her guts recalling the cocktails from earlier in the week.

      ‘Okay, not cocktails but they do other drinks. Cheap too.’

      ‘All right. You had me at cheap.’

      They walked towards the bar and Karen almost turned back when she saw how busy it was. But Jamie was already pushing his way inside. He’d ordered two beers before she’d even made it to the bar.

      ‘It’s a bit loud, isn’t it?’ she yelled in his ear, and he grinned.

      ‘All the better for indiscretions,’ he said and handed her a bottle.

      She took it and wondered if she’d made a terrible mistake. Did Jamie think this was a date? Did he think her interest in Mark had opened up the floodgates, that she was now on the market? She decided to drink the beer quickly and call it a night. But that would mean going home to another fight with Nick. Unless, of course, someone else was murdered. That would get him out of the house.

      Jamie found a seat at the back and Karen squeezed through a throng of people, most of whom looked twenty years younger than her. She wished she’d got changed out of her work clothes before she’d come out, but then stopping to change would’ve diluted the drama somewhat.

      

      In the end, she stayed for three drinks. Their conversation was mostly shouted and only half understood. But at least he wasn’t trying it on.

      She checked the time, and seeing it was getting on to eleven, assumed it would be safe to leave. Even if Nick was still up, she was tired and could escape to the sanctuary of her room.

      Jamie gestured, asking if she wanted another, but she shook her head.

      ‘I need to sleep!’ she shouted, and he nodded. ‘I’ll just go to the bathroom.’

      She got up and tried to maneuver around all the people. And then she stopped. Was that him? Karen tried to look around a man making his way from the bar to a table while carrying four drinks, but he was blocking the way. When he moved she could no longer see him.

      Was it possible it was Mark? How strange would that be? Unless he was following her. When she’d seen him in the store she’d been surprised. She didn’t remember telling him where she worked, but it was entirely possible. But if he’d wanted to see her that night, why not make the date for then? He was the one who’d suggested the following day.

      ‘Sorry!’

      Karen was jolted as a woman knocked into her, spilling her drink onto Karen’s shirt.

      ‘It’s fine,’ Karen said as the woman tried to rub her down, only making it worse. ‘Really,’ she said, and finally the woman walked away.

      Karen gazed back to the corner where she thought she’d seen Mark but all she could see was a redheaded woman draping herself across a man with his back to Karen. She turned away, not wanting to look like a pervert.

      ‘Ready?’ Jamie said from behind her, and Karen nodded. She couldn’t bear the thought of fighting her way to the bathroom. She was done. She wanted to go home. Alone.
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      Michael chose a table in the corner, away from prying eyes. This hadn’t been the plan. They were supposed to meet at Alison’s place. As her husband was away, they were going to have a nice evening in. And then she’d called as Michael was on his way, saying she wanted to go out. He tried to get her to change her mind, but there was only so much pushing you could do without sounding like you wanted to murder someone. So he had to agree to meet her at the bar.

      He’d panicked when he hung up. Was he going to have to call it off? He couldn’t. He had things in place. And he was ready. Itching to do it.

      Maybe he could stand her up. Watch her from across the street. Then when he saw her leaving, he could turn up at her place. All apologies. And then go ahead with the night as planned.

      But Alison wasn’t a woman to miss an opportunity. Michael had no doubt that if he stood her up she’d quickly find someone to replace him. And she’d probably hold a grudge. It was likely he’d never see her again.

      He had to take the risk. Alison was too perfect to lose.

      Alison had been a dancer in a former life and once Michael had discovered this, he’d looked her up, watching old videos of her online. He couldn’t believe her talent, nor that she would throw it away. He was aware that most dancers retired young, their bodies betraying them. But many went on to teach, to choreograph. Those as talented as Alison did. But Alison did not. She wasn’t even that old, probably had years left in her. But Alison had seen an opportunity. She’d sued the company she danced for, taking the money to set up her business. She had chosen to squander her talent by running a club, and yes there was dancing, but not the kind you won awards for. It was a while before Michael realized what kind of club Alison was running. He had never been there himself. He wasn’t the kind to receive an invite, not that it was his cup of tea anyway.

      He’d met Alison at the opera. He’d been in the cheap seats, but at the interval he moved into a vacant seat in a box that he’d been eyeing throughout the performance. He wondered if the well-dressed woman sitting alone in there would tell him to leave, but instead she’d smiled at him and they talked. Her husband was supposed to accompany her but, as was often the case, he’d chosen work above pleasure. She, on the other hand, always chose pleasure.

      She had briefly mentioned her past career that first night, dismissing it as though it was irrelevant. But it caught Michael’s attention and he knew he had found what he was looking for. Alison invited him to spend the night with her and Michael was tempted. It would be a good opportunity to check out his future canvas. But Alison had also mentioned that it was possible her husband would come home.

      ‘But isn’t that part of the fun?’ she asked.

      Michael declined. He could hardly risk being caught before he’d even begun. But they exchanged numbers and agreed to meet again soon.

      In the meantime, Michael looked her up, watching the talent that had been wasted. He followed Alison to her club and later, one of her employees. He soon found out what kind of club it was, though that was irrelevant to him. He was only interested in the waste of talent and how dismissive she was about it. Michael loved his work. He knew it was what he was born to do whereas Alison refused to acknowledge the gift she had been given.

      But that night she would learn where she had gone wrong.

      He watched as Alison made her way through the crowded bar. She had a presence; charisma; a look about her that made people stare. But not here. The people in this bar were only interested in themselves. No one blinked an eye at the beautiful redhead making her way through the room. It was unlikely anyone would remember them being there that night. The realization relaxed Michael a little.

      And then he saw her.

      Michael’s heart raced and he ducked down, turning to face the wall. Had she seen him? Why was she even here? Was she following him?

      He risked a peek over his shoulder but he could no longer see her, a mountain of a man blocking the way, meaty sweaty hands full of beer glasses.

      He didn’t see Alison approaching until she was right in front of him. She slunk down, sitting on his lap, kissing him passionately. Was this incognito? He supposed she had warned him that first night that risk was part of the fun.

      When she let him up for air, he glanced over her shoulder. He couldn’t see Karen. Maybe it hadn’t been her. Maybe she was just on his mind.

      ‘We should go,’ he said, and Alison smiled.

      ‘All right,’ she said and stood up.

      Michael kept his head down as they left, pulling up his hood as they walked out onto the street. Fortunately it was raining.

      He glanced up and down the block but saw no sign of Karen or anyone else. There was no need to worry.

      Alison’s place was only two blocks away, so they walked there, drenched by the time they arrived.

      

      Alison laughed as they went inside, undressing as she did, throwing her clothes down onto the tiled floor with a satisfying splat.

      ‘Why don’t we take a bath?’ Michael suggested, and Alison grabbed his collar, dragging him towards the stairs.

      As they passed through the hallway, Michael noticed a package abandoned on the floor, addressed to Alison’s husband. Good, Michael thought. It’s arrived. He’d paid extra to make sure the package would be delivered that day, knowing the husband would be gone.

      He let Alison run the bath while he undressed. It would be better not to have to leave with soaked clothes, at least no more soaked than they’d been by the rain.

      He let her pull him close to her, whispering filthy things into his ear.

      And then he whispered something back and watched as her face changed.

      She tried to pull away but she no longer had that dancer’s strength and he managed to hold her under quite easily.

      When she stopped struggling, he let her go, turning her limp body over again, taking in the expression on her face. She looked remarkably serene, considering. Almost like Millais’s Ophelia. Michael had considered that but it seemed so obvious, so clichéd. And certainly didn’t suit Alison.

      

      Michael climbed out of the bath and mopped up the water that had spilled in the struggle. He wrapped a towel around his waist before walking down the stairs and retrieving his backdrop. He’d decided the bedroom would be the best place to set things up. Besides, he had no desire to carry the body any further than necessary. It would be hard enough work to dress Alison in the costume he’d picked out the last time he’d visited.

      Found Drowned by George Frederic Watts was a simple enough piece, but effective. All Michael needed to do was hang the backdrop and lay Alison’s body out in front of it, stretching out her arms. He opened the curtain a little, hoping that the light would illuminate her face just so, depending, of course, on when she was found.

      He stood back and admired his work. It was beautiful, as was Alison. He would almost miss her. She was good company.

      He took his photographs and went to the bathroom to retrieve his clothes, tossing the wet towel onto the floor. Forensic traces meant little to him. There was no record of him on any police database. All the DNA he left behind served as a signature for when he was finally ready to claim authorship.

      Michael shrugged on his coat and took one last look. It wasn’t bad for a night’s work. So why wasn’t he feeling the usual high?

      As he left Alison’s house, his mind drifted once more to Karen. Had it been her in that bar? And if so, had she seen him? Had she seen him with Alison? When his latest project was all over the news, would Karen be able to point a finger at him?

      He made his way home, the thought sitting uncomfortably low in his stomach.

      But so what? What did Karen know about him? Nothing. Not his name, not his address. She had a phone number but he could toss that. Maybe it was nothing to worry about.

      Maybe.

      But if she knew, she was no longer a viable project. She’d have ruined things before he even began.

      Perhaps the Karen Project wasn’t an appropriate piece for his oeuvre after all. Perhaps he needed to dispose of her sooner than he planned.
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      Nick looked at Alison Goodwin’s body, laid out before a backdrop, making it seem as though she’d washed up beneath a bridge. Found Drowned was the title of this one, apparently, and according to Dan who had looked up the Wiki page, it depicted a fallen woman.

      Nick felt his stomach churn as he stared at the woman he’d sat and talked to many times, a woman who’d been so full of life. She looked almost peaceful now and Nick wondered if she’d suffered. There was some bruising according to the ME, suggesting she had been held under the water. Nick doubted that had been peaceful.

      In the background he could hear Alison’s husband, Graham, talking loudly, one moment dismissing the idea his wife could’ve been with another man, then demanding justice. He’d returned from a business trip that afternoon and found his wife dead in their bedroom. According to the ME she had been dead for no more than a day. Graham groaned when he heard this, castigating himself for not returning sooner, and then for not seeking her out as soon as he returned. He’d sat downstairs for over an hour before going up to change and stumbled over her body.

      Nick tried to tune him out. He felt sorry for Graham Goodwin, but more so for Alison. But the truth was he had more pressing worries. Firstly, he wondered if the killer was aware of his connection to her. Was that why she’d been chosen? Could it be his fault that Alison was dead? It was possible, but he tried not to focus on that. He was more concerned with covering his tracks.

      He’d always paid in cash. He wasn’t an idiot. But he had no idea what kind of records Alison kept. And then there was the CCTV. A place like that always had cameras. Despite being by invitation only, there was always chance of trouble, and, though Alison was unlikely to go to the police and incriminate herself, it was a good way of keeping the visitors to the establishment in line. Most of the clientele were married, in positions of power. Most of them frequented the place in order to stay out of the trouble that would find them had they picked up a woman on the street. But Alison was clever enough to cover herself, making sure if anyone stepped out of line, she had the power to finish them.

      Nick hadn’t been invited. He wasn’t high enough up the ladder for that. But he’d dropped by one night after hearing about the place, using his badge as his own personal invitation. He made it clear to Alison he didn’t want to cause her any problems, he just wanted a piece of the pie. And she was happy with that. At least he was willing to pay for services rendered. These women worked hard for a living. The least he could do was pay them what they deserved.

      But that chivalry was about to blow up in his face. His good behavior had earned him an open invitation, and now he was well known amongst the women. He wasn’t sure if that would work for or against him. If one of his colleagues started sniffing around, asking questions, would the girls protect Nick? Keep him out of it? Surely no one could suspect him of having anything to do with Alison’s murder. But then, he had shown a lot of interest in her – someone had to have noticed.

      He felt a little burst of indignation. Alison had always said she wasn’t on the menu, yet here she was. She’d obviously been with someone who wasn’t her husband. So why him and not Nick? He tried to recall the faces of other men he’d seen at the club. He didn’t remember much. People tended to keep their heads down and their eyes fixed on the beautiful women.

      Was it possible their guy had been there? Had he passed him leaving the bathroom? Had he nodded to him at the bar? It was entirely possible that they’d find this guy through the club. An image, a credit card receipt. It could be the break they so desperately needed. But when they looked for him, it was likely they’d find Nick too. And he couldn’t allow that to happen.
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      Karen stuffed the laundry into the basket, half listening to the news playing in the background. There’d been another murder and though she was interested, like the rest of the city, she didn’t want to see Nick’s smug face, so instead of sitting watching it, she just listened.

      It cut from the reporter’s voice to a man’s, but it wasn’t Nick. She stopped what she was doing and listened more intently. The man’s voice was thick with emotion as he described his beautiful wife and what a force of nature she had been.

      Poor woman, she thought. Poor man. She imagined coming home to find the dead body of someone she loved. Then she thought about Nick. There was a time it would’ve killed her. She’d worried so much when he was working late, always terrified something would happen to him, that he’d walk into a situation and end up getting shot or stabbed. Turned out the only real danger he was in was getting an STD.

      She wondered how she’d react if he died now. If she came home to his mutilated body. Of course it would affect her, of course she would be traumatized. She wasn’t a monster. She didn’t actually hate him enough to want him dead. She didn’t think. Did she?

      Of course she didn’t. She wanted him out of the apartment, out of her life, that was all.

      She went to the front door with the laundry basket, stopping to put her coat on, ready to go down to the freezing laundry room in the basement, but realized there was room for more. She looked back at Nick’s room. She had made a point of not doing any of his laundry since the incident, but now it seemed so childish, so pointless. There was a man on the news mourning the vicious murder of his wife and she was being petty about laundry.

      She went into Nick’s room and picked up an armful of shirts and trousers, throwing them into the basket. As she did, something fell out, skittering across the floor.

      Karen bent down and picked up Nick’s lighter. She turned it over in her hand as she left the room, looking at the inscription from his parents. He loved that lighter, always carried it with him. She put it in her pocket for safekeeping, glancing at the TV, surprised to see Detective Azrah Khan doing the talking instead of Nick. Karen wondered how he’d feel about that. He disliked Azrah almost as much as Peter Aronsen.

      Karen went to turn it up when the door opened and Nick came in with a face like thunder. He looked at the TV before even noticing Karen. He said nothing, walked over and switched the TV off.

      ‘I was watching that,’ Karen said, her decision not to be petty vanishing into thin air.

      Nick ignored her and went to his room, closing the door behind him.

      Karen stood there, wondering if she should go and dump his dirty laundry back on his bedroom floor, but she didn’t want to be that person. She slipped her hand into her pocket, feeling the weight of Nick’s lighter. Maybe she should knock on his door and give him the lighter, see if he was all right. It was unusual for him to be home this early, especially when there’d been another murder. She thought about his lack of TV appearances the last few days and wondered if something was wrong. Had he been fired?

      No, it couldn’t be that. If he’d been fired, he’d be angrier, and if he was angrier he’d be itching for a fight. Instead, he was quiet; sullen. He had that look of fatigue, of sadness, that he’d get when a case was getting to him. When he’d seen too much.

      For a moment, Karen felt a wave of sympathy for her husband. Maybe she should stop taunting him with Azrah and Aronsen. With her thoughts of revenge.

      Her phone went and she put the laundry down and picked up the phone, seeing Mark’s name on the display. She paused before answering.

      ‘Hi,’ she said.

      ‘Hi,’ Mark said. ‘I was calling to check we’re still on for tonight.’

      Karen wavered. On the one hand, she wanted to get out of the apartment, wanted to see Mark if she was being honest, but then… She gazed at Nick’s bedroom door. She told herself it was nothing to do with feeling sorry for Nick. It was about self-preservation. She couldn’t do anything to jeopardize her chance of getting the apartment. Besides, what did she really know about this Mark? There was a murderer out there, wasn’t there? Shouldn’t she be exercising some caution?

      ‘You still there?’ Mark asked.

      ‘Yeah. I’m here. It’s… I’m not sure this is such a good idea.’

      Mark paused. She could hear him breathing. ‘Have I done something to…? Is something wrong?’

      ‘No. It’s… I don’t know. It’s not a great time.’

      Mark was quiet again and Karen felt a pang. He seemed like a nice guy. She didn’t want to mess him about. ‘I’m sorry. Listen, I have to go. I’m sorry.’

      She hung up and squeezed her eyes shut. He hadn’t sounded happy and why would he be? She’d stood him up at the last minute. They’d made a date. She looked at Nick’s closed door again. Was this an excuse? All this stuff about the apartment and the divorce? Did it really matter if she started seeing someone else now? Maybe it was fear and nothing else. It’s not a great time, she’d told him. But when would be? When would she move on and start living her life?
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      Michael hadn’t slept well. He’d spent the night ruminating about the conversation with Karen. Something was wrong, why else would she cancel their date? It was possible she’d just changed her mind. She had seemed uncertain in the store, and had already bailed on him once. Or could it be that she’d seen him with Alison?

      Alison had been found less than twenty-four hours after he’d completed his work, her face splashed all over the news within hours of the discovery. If Karen had seen him with her, it was possible she’d put it together. And to be fair, realizing your date is a murderer is a good reason to cancel, even at the last minute.

      But if she knew, why hadn’t she gone to the police? She may have suspected Mark wasn’t his real name, but she could’ve walked him right into a trap. The police could’ve advised her to keep her date and the moment Michael showed up, they could’ve swooped in and arrested him. But that hadn’t happened. Karen had simply canceled. So maybe it was nothing to do with Alison at all. He wished he could be sure.

      So he was lurking outside her apartment, where he’d been for hours already. He figured the best way to find out if she suspected him would be to talk to her face to face. Her reaction when she saw him could tell him whether she saw him as a killer or just a mistake she’d almost made. Although, he conceded, showing up outside her home when she’d never told him where she lived might skew the result somewhat.

      But he needed to know.

      

      After three hours of waiting, the street grew busier and Michael knew he was too conspicuous standing there. He walked the short distance to the end of the street and back, pretending to talk on the phone, acting as if he was waiting for someone to show up. He needn’t have worried. No one even glanced at him. They never did.

      But the more he stood there, the more irritated he became. Maybe he should just kill her quickly and artlessly to make sure. It would be a waste and more work later on, finding a replacement. But if it served the overall project… in the end, that was all that mattered.

      He blew on his hands to warm them up, wondering if the woman was ever planning to go to work. And then the door opened.

      His heart quickened and Michael took a short sharp breath. He started to cross the street but stopped when he saw someone follow her out of the building. Another man. Was it possible Karen had found someone else? Was this why she’d canceled? Michael felt a stab of indignation and retreated back to his hiding place to observe his competition.

      He watched as the man headed for a car while Karen marched on, not stopping to say goodbye or share a kiss. Michael wondered if they were trying to be incognito, but if that were the case, why leave at the same time?

      And then it hit him. Karen was still living with her soon-to-be ex-husband. The complete disregard of one another suggested that was who the man was. Michael felt strangely relieved. Until he recognized the man he was looking at.

      Nick Kelly, the detective in charge of the investigation into Michael’s “crimes”.

      His head was spinning. Karen must have seen him with Alison. Nick Kelly had come to her home to take a statement, maybe setting up some trap. He assumed Karen would call him soon, setting up another meeting. Michael turned as Nick’s car pulled away. As he disappeared down the street, Michael started walking. If he was quick, maybe he could catch her. He could stop this before it even began. Because what could she have told him? Nothing. She knew nothing about him, not really.

      Michael followed Karen at a distance. He wished she’d come out sooner, while the streets were quiet, when only the homeless were around. He could’ve slit her throat in an alley and been done with it. It would be too risky to do it now, wouldn’t it?

      He moved faster. Maybe it was the only option, if he wanted any chance to finish what he’d started. To do it on his terms.

      She crossed the street and Michael jogged to catch up. There was a place coming up on the left. An abandoned building site. Would anyone notice if he edged Karen into it? Most people were too self-centered to notice the people around them. It was how people like him survived.

      He could see the site coming up ahead. It was now or never.

      He moved faster.

      But then she swerved, turning off into a side street.

      Michael cursed under his breath and pulled back a little. There were fewer people down there but still too many to be so blatant. He glanced around at the faces, checking how many were distracted by phones and music. Enough? Perhaps.

      He turned his attention back to Karen. Where did she go? Michael stopped and looked around. She’d vanished. Had she spotted him? Could she be calling Nick Kelly right now?

      Then he saw it. The bookstore. He’d been so focused on the task at hand he hadn’t noticed where they were. She had gone into her store and Michael had missed his chance.

      ‘Shit,’ he muttered and wondered if he should leave. Just go home and forget about her. He would get rid of the phone he used for her, cutting off the only way she had to contact him. He would become a ghost to her.

      But something nagged at him. He didn’t want to let it go. He would decide how this went, not her. He crossed the street to the café he’d sat in the last time he’d been watching her. He glanced at the waitress, at the man behind the counter. He didn’t think they were the same staff. He was probably safe.

      He ordered a coffee and sat by the window, waiting for Karen to leave. He would sit there all day if necessary. Regardless of the fact he was supposed to be at work.

      

      After a while, he became bored and realized he looked strange sitting there without a laptop or a book or a phone to occupy his mind. So he pulled out his phone and browsed various news sites, looking for something to calm him. His stomach clenched at Nick Kelly’s name and he turned off the phone. But then something occurred to him.

      He typed Nick Kelly into the search engine. There was plenty to look at. Nick Kelly was a media whore. Dozens, hundreds maybe, of articles and images documented his career.

      He almost scrolled past the image but something stopped him and he went back. Some kind of fancy gala event. People dressed up, overindulging in the name of charity. The mayor, the chief of police, all kinds of somebodies. And there, looking out of place, was Nick Kelly and his wife. Karen.

      Michael laughed. Karen was married to Nick Kelly. He was the hated soon-to-be ex.

      It did occur to him that the problem might still remain. Despite how much she hated her husband, if she thought Michael was the killer he was searching for, she would share that information. Wouldn’t she? Regardless, Michael no longer felt anxious about it all. He was happy. Excited. Ecstatic.

      Karen was Nick Kelly’s wife. This made her even more perfect. Surely the grand finale of this project.

      He tossed some money on the table and left. He no longer felt the need to keep an eye on her. Karen Kelly had just got a reprieve. She wouldn’t be dying.

      Not today at least.
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      Nick walked into the office, dismayed to find only Azrah around. He dropped into his chair and rubbed his face. He’d barely slept.

      ‘What happened to you?’ Azrah asked, and Nick glanced up.

      ‘No sleep.’

      ‘Aww.’ She pushed out her lower lip. ‘But I meant last night. You disappeared.’

      Nick dropped his eyes back to the desk. ‘There was something I had to do. Besides, it looked like you had everything under control. Seems like I’m not the only one who likes a bit of the limelight.’

      He’d hoped Azrah might get defensive but she just laughed it off.

      ‘So, what was so important that you–?’

      ‘Where’s Dan?’ Nick interrupted. He didn’t need Azrah grilling him about his whereabouts the previous night. He knew he had to do a little damage control and the only way to do that was to get in before anyone else. So he’d paid a visit to Alison’s club, hoping to get rid of any evidence and maybe have a quiet word with the girls. But when he’d arrived, the club was closed. Seemed they were upset about their boss’s demise.

      ‘He’s widening his search of art schools. We might not see him for some time,’ Azrah said, but then her attention drifted away from Nick and he turned to see Lynch marching towards them.

      ‘Morning,’ Lynch said.

      ‘Morning, sir,’ Azrah said. Nick just nodded.

      ‘Tell me,’ Lynch said.

      ‘I spoke to the husband last night,’ Azrah said, and as she went on at great length about the interview, Nick delved into his trouser pocket for his lighter.

      Wait. Where was it? He rummaged around before checking his other pocket, then his jacket. Fuck. Don’t say I’ve lost it.

      ‘So anyway,’ Azrah continued, ‘he put some money into the place but it was basically Alison’s business. She had her own money, something about a lawsuit. Husband said the only time he got involved was when the place needed a little cash injection.’

      ‘Very generous of him,’ Lynch said. ‘So what kind of club are we talking about?’

      ‘A high-end place, according to him,’ Azrah said, catching Nick’s attention. ‘Basically a private club for women. A safe place for them to drink.’

      Nick wondered if that was what Graham Goodwin truly believed, or if he was covering. It had to be the latter. A man like that wouldn’t throw money at something without knowing exactly what it was, not even for his wife. But he was smart enough, or at least savvy enough to know to distance himself from it, even at this stage. He must’ve known the police would start digging and it wouldn’t take long to find out what really went on there. Even in the midst of his grief, he was working out his alibi.

      ‘So there weren’t any men there?’ Lynch asked.

      ‘There were some men. But by invitation only,’ Azrah said.

      Lynch sat back, thinking. ‘So if these guys were invited, presumably they can all be ID’d.’

      ‘Let’s hope so,’ Azrah said.

      ‘But if they can be identified,’ Nick said, ‘wouldn’t it seem unlikely our guy was there?’

      ‘Maybe,’ Azrah said. ‘But it’s worth a try. He could’ve gone under a fake name, but a place like that surely has security cameras. We should at least check it out. See if anyone else there saw a man paying Alison particular attention. Her husband swore she would never cheat on him but… it seems she invited this guy in, like the others. Her clothes were strewn about in a way that suggested intimacy. And if she was seeing someone, the club seems like a good place to meet him.’

      ‘Sure,’ Nick said, standing. ‘I’ll go over there now.’

      ‘No,’ Lynch said. ‘Azrah can go. You got the keys?’

      Azrah nodded. ‘Husband gave them to me last night.’

      ‘Find out who worked there. We need to speak to everyone,’ Lynch said.

      ‘But I can–’ Nick tried.

      ‘If this place is all women, I think they’d be happier speaking to another woman. Find a uniform to go with you,’ Lynch said.

      ‘Sir,’ Azrah said, and Nick caught the little smirk. She loved to get one over on him.

      ‘Nick, check out the husband. His alibi. See if anyone has a grudge against him. A guy like that, with money, is bound to have enemies,’ Lynch said.

      ‘But we know this wasn’t him,’ Nick said. ‘Unless Graham Goodwin killed all the others–’

      ‘Which is what we have to rule out,’ Lynch said. ‘And we still have no idea how this guy chooses them. Maybe it has nothing to do with the victims themselves, it could be someone related to them – a husband, partner, friend, father. We still don’t have anything that connects them.’

      ‘Actually,’ Nick said, and Lynch and Azrah looked at him sharply. ‘Something occurred to me last night. I think this has to do with art.’

      ‘No shit,’ Azrah said. ‘I think we all worked out that one.’

      ‘No, I mean… Maybe not art, but talent. Look…’ He pulled a folder from his desk, rifling through the pages to find the information he was looking for. When he couldn’t find it after a few seconds, Nick gave up. ‘Jonathan Lauder was a writer, a good one by all accounts, but he chose to abandon his career and start campaigning. Irene Okafor was a singer, brilliant, like Aretha brilliant. She could’ve made a career of it but she didn’t want to. She wanted to do something for her community instead. Olly Richardson-Harris, musician. Until, of course, his father forced him into the army. Christopher Lawrence, brilliant surgeon, almost took a position at a children’s hospital, instead sold out and went into cosmetic surgery.’

      ‘And Alison was a dancer,’ Lynch said.

      ‘And gave it all up to sue the company and marry a guy with money,’ Azrah said.

      Nick saw the realization on Lynch and Azrah’s faces and knew he was right. He was the one to crack it.

      ‘I didn’t see it at first because it’s not all creative things in the usual sense. But I think this guy sees all talent as creative, whether it’s music or surgery or whatever. And if that talent is wasted…’

      ‘What’s this?’

      Nick looked over at Azrah who was flicking through his file. She held up the newspaper clipping about Benjamin Sherman. Shit, Nick had forgotten about him.

      ‘Right,’ he said. ‘I was looking for anything similar, anything that could be our guy working his way up to killing people, and I found this.’

      Azrah finished reading and handed the clipping to Lynch.

      ‘This guy, Sherman, was a composer. Stopped working when his wife died,’ Nick said. ‘I spoke to his granddaughter and something clicked. I couldn’t put my finger on it at first. But–’

      ‘And you didn’t think to share this with the rest of us?’ Lynch said, and Nick deflated a little.

      ‘I got distracted,’ Nick said, recalling the reporters salivating over Aronsen. ‘But I’ve already checked. I can’t find any other instances of anything like this. If this is our guy, and I think it is, then he escalated quickly.’

      Lynch tossed the clipping onto the desk and glared at Nick. He wondered why his boss only saw the mistakes, not the flashes of inspiration, the brilliance.

      ‘So should I go to the club now?’ Nick asked.

      ‘I already told you to check out the husband.’

      ‘But we know this has nothing to do with him. It was about Alison. She was all set to join the National Ballet and threw it all away.’

      ‘All the same. We eliminate him, like we always do.’

      Lynch turned to his office, conversation over. Azrah picked up her jacket and made to leave, but stopped by the door.

      ‘How did you know she was going to join the National Ballet?’ she asked and Nick racked his brains. What had they said on the news? Was it common knowledge? Or had Alison told him one night over a bottle of whiskey?

      ‘I’m a fan of ballet,’ he said and Azrah looked suspicious before her expression turned to surprise.

      ‘Hidden depths,’ she muttered and left, quite possibly to end Nick’s career.
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      Karen walked into the apartment, relieved to find that Nick wasn’t home. He’d been odd the last few days, or at least odder than usual. Quieter maybe. She could tell something was bothering him. You didn’t spend that much time with someone without being able to read them. But where he’d usually vent his anger or frustration outwards, starting arguments, kicking over TVs, in the last day or so he’d been different. Going to his room without a word. He’d even followed her out to work that morning without parting with a sarcastic comment. Something was definitely up.

      She wondered if the case was getting to him. Or if it was that he was unable to discuss it with the media. She hadn’t seen his face on the news for a few days, which was highly unusual. Something was definitely up.

      Karen kicked off her shoes and hung up her coat. She checked her phone and saw two more messages from Mark. He’d already sent a couple earlier in the day. She’d read them but hadn’t responded. She didn’t really know what to say. His messages had been friendly, funny. He wasn’t trying to pressure her or going psycho on her for canceling their date. But was four messages a bit much? She had no idea. When she was still on good terms with Nick, the most she could expect from him was a couple of texts a week, and they were usually about something mundane like picking up takeout or checking she’d remembered to sort out the insurance.

      She opened the last two messages from Mark and smiled. She could cope with four of these texts a day. They weren’t demanding anything of her, they weren’t about the banality of life.

      Her finger hovered over the reply button. What should she say? What did she want to say? Did she actually want to get involved or was her decision on Friday night the end of it? If she ignored him, maybe he’d stop. Start sending his four texts a day to someone else.

      She sat down on the sofa and reread the texts. The second to last one edged around the subject of rescheduling their date so he clearly hadn’t taken her canceling as a total rejection. And why had she canceled really? Was it fear of the unknown, of stepping outside her comfort zone? Or was it Nick? Was it that he was acting like a normal human being, with actual feelings?

      No. She had no desire to get back with Nick. That would be even more foolhardy than going on a date with a man she’d met in a bar.

      So, maybe it was just that. She didn’t know this man. She’d be taking a risk. But wasn’t that what life was about? But there were risks, like quitting your job to chase your dream, or sticking a pin in a map and heading to that destination. They were scary, yes, but didn’t actually risk your life. But this? What did she know about this man? What if four texts a day was a sure sign of a psychopath?

      Karen laughed. Going out on a date was not a risk to your life. How often did someone go on a date and end up dead? She would guess the percentage was fairly low. Most dates were probably fine. Some amazing, most a bit meh. But not life threatening.

      A knock at the door pulled her from her thoughts and she tossed her phone on the table before answering, telling herself she would reply to Mark shortly. She had to think of something to say.

      She opened the door and her mouth dropped. She could think of nothing to say.
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      Michael smiled at Karen and noticed she looked nervous, flustered even. He wondered if he’d made a mistake, if her husband could be there, waiting for him. But then she sort of smiled back and Michael knew that she knew nothing. She hadn’t seen him with Alison Goodwin. She didn’t know who he was. What he was. Even the best actor can’t disguise true fear.

      ‘Hi?’ she said, and Michael realized his mistake. He wasn’t supposed to know where she lived, and even if he did, was showing up to the home of someone who wasn’t responding to your texts a bit… stalkerish?

      ‘How did you know where I live?’ she asked.

      ‘Your colleague told me,’ he said and saw the skepticism in her face. That was a bad choice. Clearly the little man was in love with Karen. He’d never give someone else any help in their own pursuit of her. Michael laughed, lowered his head. Did his best embarrassed look. ‘No, that’s not true. The truth is, I came to the store to see you but I bottled it and went to this café to get a drink and then I saw you leaving so I thought, stop being such an idiot and go talk to her. But… you walk really fast,’ he said and saw her warming up. ‘I tried to catch you but I couldn’t, and then I saw you come inside and…’ He shook his head. The bumbling fool. ‘I was going to press the intercom but felt like an idiot so I’ve been pacing up and down your block for ten minutes and then finally someone was coming out so I just…’ He rubbed his hand across his face. ‘I’m sorry. I realize that sounds worse. Like I’m some crazy stalker man.’

      Michael gave a nervous laugh and felt relief when she did the same. He could see her shoulders drop a little, her hand unclench. Maybe he should’ve gone into acting as well as painting.

      ‘Anyway, I can’t stay,’ he said. ‘I just wanted to see you, to find out if I did something wrong.’

      ‘No, although… showing up at my house and my store like a crazy stalker man isn’t the best way to impress me.’

      He held up his hands and feigned embarrassment again. He’d swear he was actually blushing. ‘You’re right. And if you want to call this off, whatever it is, that’s okay. I’ll go, you’ll never see me again. But I felt like we had a connection. And I know that sounds cheesy and awful, but it’s true. I’d love to go out and get to know you better. But maybe without all the cocktails. I don’t think my body can take it.’

      Karen smiled and he could see he almost had her. He waited. He knew he couldn’t push too much. This had to be her decision.

      A noise behind her made her turn and Michael peered over her shoulder, seeing a parrot dancing about on a perch, loudly squawking vaguely human words.

      ‘That’s Paulo,’ she said, and Michael wondered if it would make such a racket while he was killing her, if he’d have to snap its neck or whether there was a painting that could incorporate a bird.

      Michael tended to walk away from the possible projects who owned pets, especially dogs. Partly because of the noise they made, although that could easily be taken care of. But the thing was, he hated to hurt animals. He often wondered what a psychologist would make of that. He was never a bed wetter either. Fires he could take or leave.

      Karen turned back to him and took a breath as if she was about to make a momentous decision. And really that was what it was. Life or death. He couldn’t force her to be part of the project, she had to invite him in.

      ‘It’s…’ she started.

      ‘I know things are tricky with your divorce and I don’t want to cause you any trouble,’ he said, and lightly touched her arm. ‘Think about it. Call me if you want to. I promise I won’t send any more texts until I hear from you.’

      Karen nodded and Michael took one last glance at the apartment behind her. It looked like a fantastic staging area, the lighting was amazing. It would be such a waste not to use it. Plus, while he was on his break at work, he’d done a little digging into Karen Kelly, formerly Karen Barrow. At college she’d won a few prizes for her writing, been published in a few magazines. And then, when she was twenty-three, she had her first and only novel published. It sank without a trace despite a few positive reviews. And that was it. It appeared she never wrote anything again. She married Nick Kelly and started peddling other people’s work. Michael had tracked down a copy of her book and paid extra for next-day delivery. He was certain it would be worth it.

      ‘Bye,’ he said and walked away, hearing the door click shut behind him. If he were a gambling man, he’d bet he’d hear from her by the end of the night. Not to toot his own horn, but that was a good performance.

      He walked on down the hallway as the door to the stairs opened. Michael glanced up and watched as Nick Kelly walked through.

      Michael’s heart thumped in his chest, rattling his ribs. Was this it? Had they been waiting for him?

      He put his head down and kept on walking, his sleeve brushing Nick’s as they passed each other, before he was finally out of the door.

      Free.
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      Nick looked over his shoulder as the man walked past. He got the feeling he’d been at his apartment. He could’ve only been one of two places – Mrs. Nijinsky’s or his own place, and Nick seriously doubted the man had been visiting the old woman. She never had visitors other than her daughter. Not once in all the years they’d lived there had they ever seen anyone else go in or out. They’d only seen the old woman a handful of times themselves.

      The man disappeared through the door to the stairs and Nick turned back to his apartment. He went in and saw Karen about to sit down on the sofa. She turned as he came in, surprise on her face. Was it possible Karen actually was seeing someone? He never thought she had it in her.

      ‘You’re home early,’ she said.

      ‘That a problem?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘I’m not interrupting something?’

      ‘Like what?’

      Nick shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Don’t really give a fuck.’

      Karen stared at him and then shook her head. She stood up and brushed past him, bending over to pull on her shoes.

      ‘Don’t leave on my account,’ he said.

      ‘I’m not. There’s something I need to do.’ She pulled on her coat. ‘At work,’ she added.

      She opened the door but before she could leave, Nick asked, ‘Have you seen my lighter?’

      ‘No,’ she said and slammed the door behind her.

      Nick went to the kitchen and got a glass of water, carrying it to the living room where he went to the window and peered down at the street. He watched as Karen rushed out and started walking, quickly. But she was going in the opposite direction to the store.

      He looked further up the street and saw the man from the hallway. Was Karen calling out to him? Maybe they’d had a fight. Nick wondered how long it could’ve been going on. Clearly Karen had secrets of her own.

      Maybe this guy would have an apartment. Karen could move in there, solve everyone’s problems, because he sure wasn’t moving. This place felt like it belonged to him. It was his parents who’d put up most of the money not long after they were married. But according to his asshole of a lawyer, it had been a gift to both of them so the fact it was his parents couldn’t be used in his favor.

      Nick watched as the man disappeared around the corner, Karen following him a little way behind. Should he find out who this guy is, see if he couldn’t make things work for him?

      Slamming down the glass of water, Nick rushed out of the building and jogged up the street. At the corner he stopped, neither of them in sight. He sighed. Fuck it. He had more important things to do anyway. He needed to get to Alison’s club and scrub away any evidence he was ever there. If anyone asked what he was doing, he’d tell them he was doing his job. But he had to do something to get himself out of the picture. And that was more important than chasing Karen and her boyfriend across the city. What good would that do?
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      Karen ascended the steps from the subway station, idly playing with the lighter in her pocket, her mind a million miles away. What had she intended to do when she left the apartment? She’d followed Mark, watching as he disappeared up the street, wondering if she should call out to him. And say what? If she wanted to go out with him she could’ve said so while he was standing there in front of her. But he’d told her to think about it. Did she really want to look that desperate that she went chasing after him in the rain like some lovesick fool in a romantic comedy?

      As soon as she got out there, she panicked, slowing down until Mark had gotten too far away to hear her over the sounds of the city. She’d almost stopped and gone home, but knowing Nick was in there, she decided to keep going.

      Had seeing Nick made things clearer in her mind? Had his snide comment about not caring what she did made her think chasing Mark would make things better? And why? Because Mark was funny and sweet and actually interested in her? Or because she thought seeing someone else, anyone else, would piss Nick off?

      She had no idea but kept going, watching as Mark jogged down the steps to the subway. He was leaving. It was too late. Yet still she followed, keeping her eye on him as he made his way along the platform, stepping onto the train a few doors down with no idea where she was going. Maybe it was an act of self-preservation, checking him out before she committed to anything, because what if he was going home to his wife or girlfriend or mummified mother in a rocking chair?

      Karen kept her eye on him, feeling slightly ridiculous. What if he saw her? She supposed she could come up with something, make her behavior seem normal, romantic even. And maybe once they got where they were going she would call his name and ask if he wanted to go for that drink after all.

      Then Mark got off the train and walked quickly up the platform, out onto the street. He pulled his coat around him and crossed to a row of small rundown houses. She watched as he unlocked the door of the end house and went inside, a light coming on a few moments later.

      Karen lingered across the street, waiting for something to happen. Another woman coming to welcome him home with a kiss? Or maybe a woman who no longer welcomed him home, the reason he was out there picking up women in bars. But Karen saw nothing, mostly because the blinds were shut.

      

      After a few minutes, Karen told herself she was being stupid. Why was she so sure there was something wrong with this guy? Not everyone was as bad as Nick. She should go over there and knock on the door, ask if she could go inside. He’d shown up at her home unannounced after all, so it wasn’t like she would be out of line.

      She crossed the street, her heart thumping. Was she really going to do this? Was it possible this could be good for her, or would it only cause her more grief? There was only one way to find out.

      She raised her hand to knock.
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      Michael made his way home, confident he’d hear from Karen soon. Although it couldn’t come soon enough. He felt an urgency about it. She had to be a part of the project. It would be poetic. But he had to let her come to him, however long it took.

      As he rode the subway home, he thought about his work for the night. He would carry on with his Dying Dandy backdrop. Elena’s time would come soon and he needed to be ready. It had only been a couple of days since he’d completed the Alison Project, but he was feeling twitchy, eager to forge ahead. He wondered if it was Karen that made him feel this way. He was desperate to get to her but he had to slow down and focus. There was no point in doing the others half-assed. This was his life’s work, his legacy. He needed each project to stand alone, to be perfect in its own right.

      When he got home, he turned on the light, considering eating before he got started on the backdrop, but that would have to come later. He needed to start before he grew too tired. He’d been at work all day and had been given all the crap to do because his boss was mad at him. It wasn’t his fault he’d been late. He told him he’d had something important to do, something personal, but the asshole didn’t care. Michael despised the man, had often considered killing him, possibly in the storeroom, but in the end decided he wasn’t worth the trouble. He was a man of no discernible talents. A manager of a 7-11. He was inconsequential.

      But he was still Michael’s boss and loved to lord it over him, especially when Michael stepped out of line by being a few minutes late. Michael almost hadn’t mentioned that he’d be needing to leave a little early too, but in the end he decided his real work was more important and when it was time, he called out to his boss that he was leaving for an appointment. He would deal with the fallout later. He could handle a few more weeks of crap, although let’s face it, it was all crap working there. He wouldn’t be heartbroken if he were fired. It wouldn’t be too long before it no longer mattered. As long as he could finish his project, that was the only thing he cared about.

      Michael rolled out the half-done backdrop and assessed it. It was getting there but still needed a lot of work. He pulled his phone from his pocket, the one used to communicate with Karen. There was no response yet, but that was okay. It’d come.

      He put the phone on the side with the others and noticed a message on the one marked with an E. He picked it up and listened, feeling his heart sink a little as Elena invited him out, telling him her husband was away for the night. She asked him to call her back.

      Michael sighed. He didn’t really want another date with her. He’d hoped the next time he saw her would be the last. But the backdrop wasn’t finished and he hadn’t worked out a way to smuggle it into her house anyway. He’d thought about mailing it as he had with Alison’s, but he had no idea when Elena’s husband would be home and couldn’t risk the man opening the package himself.

      He considered ignoring Elena or texting her back to say he couldn’t make it, but Elena was a princess. Everything had to be on her terms and if he rejected her, she would sulk and that could well be the end of it.

      Frustrated, he called her back. ‘Hi, it’s me, Francis,’ he said and went through the motions of pretending to be thrilled to hear from her. He suggested going over to her place, wondering if there was a way to do the project without the backdrop. But Elena insisted he take her out somewhere. Finally they agreed on a bar and he got himself ready, digging out one of the suits he wore as Francis. As an investment banker, he could hardly wear his usual attire. That was another reason he wanted to get Elena out of the way. The clothes alone cost a fortune, and then there were the fancy meals at fancy restaurants. Elena was loaded, thanks to her husband, yet she still expected Michael to pay for everything. By the second date with Elena, he wished he’d never come up with Francis the investment banker, but it seemed like the only way to snag her. Another example of suffering for his art.

      Sometimes he wondered if he shouldn’t abandon this little project. Elena had been an actress and had won a scholarship for her talent. But she only wanted fame and money, and rather than working hard, forging a career in the theater, she left the school which had afforded her the opportunity and headed to Hollywood. But instead of becoming a movie star, she only managed to get cast in a couple of low-budget movies that offered her neither the fame nor the money she desired. So she married a rich guy and that was it. Now all she did was work a couple of shifts as a personal trainer, but only for the status and for something to put on her Instagram.

      There were times that Michael couldn’t believe this inane woman had been a promising actor, despite her talent for melodrama. But he’d researched her and found proof online of her performing on stage, a completely different person. So there they were.

      Michael fixed his tie and polished the smudge on his shoe. He could do this. He would keep Elena on the hook until the time was right. He would stop thinking about Karen Kelly. For now.

      He picked up his coat and the correct phone and headed for the door, just as someone knocked.
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      Nick made his way up the stairs of the club, realizing how quiet it was. There was no pumping music, no excited voices, no clattering of glasses. Of course the club wouldn’t be open. Even if the police weren’t sniffing around and the girls weren’t grieving, there was no one to organize things anymore. No Alison, no club. Nick wondered if the place would ever open again, if Graham Goodwin would hope to continue earning money from his investment when all this had blown over. Nick supposed that depended on how well Alison had concealed the true purpose of the club. Although, if anyone bothered to check out the whole space, the rooms at the back where the fun stuff happened, it would be clear what went on there. Maybe it was over, for all of them.

      He walked through the bar, noticing how different it looked without the lights on, without the women draped over the barstools. Dead. That was the word that came to mind. How very apt.

      Making his way through to the office, he felt his throat tighten, wondering how far Azrah had got with her digging, what exactly she had dug up. He walked up to the open office door and found Azrah sitting behind Alison’s desk, her eyes down as though she was reading something. She glanced up, doing a double take.

      ‘What’re you doing here?’ she asked.

      ‘Thought I’d come and lend a hand. It’s getting late. Don’t you have a home to go to?’

      ‘I’m almost done,’ Azrah said and went back to whatever she was looking at. Nick made his way over to try to see what it was.

      ‘You found anything yet?’ he asked and she looked up, raising one eyebrow. Nick felt nauseous.

      ‘We found a lot,’ she said. ‘Although nothing yet that’ll help find this guy.’

      ‘What does that mean?’ he asked, but they were interrupted by a woman’s voice from the bar. Nick looked at Azrah and she nodded for him to go and check it out but Nick figured this was the best chance he’d get, so he pretended not to notice. After a second, Azrah sighed and got up, leaving Nick alone.

      He could hear their voices, Azrah trying to calm down whoever it was. Nick hoped the woman’s distress lasted long enough for him to do what he came for. He glanced around the office, noticing another desk on the other side of the room beneath several monitors. The CCTV system. Unfortunately, the desk was empty except for a lot of dust. Whatever had been on there, and he was guessing it’d been the hard drives with all the video footage, was gone.

      ‘Fuck,’ he muttered. They’d obviously taken the whole thing, preparing to go over every last minute of footage to find this guy.

      He turned to the file cabinets, wondering what kind of paper records Alison kept. Whether her husband would’ve swept the place already for incriminating evidence. Nick opened one and found it empty. Same as the next one, and the next.

      Nick pushed it closed and felt his heart racing.

      ‘We’ve boxed it all up,’ Azrah said from behind him, and Nick jumped.

      ‘You think he’s in there somewhere?’ he asked.

      ‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘But even if he’s not, we’ve got something.’ Azrah smiled and Nick wondered if she knew, if she was fucking with him. He was desperate to know but knew he couldn’t ask. He turned away.

      ‘Have you spoken to the staff?’ he asked. ‘Anyone see anybody they didn’t like the look of?’

      ‘I’ve talked to a couple but we’re still trying to get hold of most of them. That was one of them, out there. But she’s wasted. She’s agreed to come in tomorrow.’

      ‘Right,’ he said, wondering who it was, if she would recognize him. ‘She still here?’

      ‘Nope. Anyway, I think I’m done.’ Azrah held up the keys. ‘I gotta lock up.’

      Nick looked around once more, knowing it was too late to do anything, at the club at least. He could always volunteer to go through the footage, see if he could work a little magic there.

      ‘All right,’ he said. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’ He walked past her, wondering if she could see him sweating.

      ‘Nick?’

      ‘Yeah?’ he said, stopping in the doorway.

      ‘Don’t you want to know what we found?’

      ‘Ah, yeah. Sure.’

      Azrah nodded for him to follow her and led him down the hall to the back. She opened a door and turned on the light and Nick found himself looking at a very familiar space. He’d fucked more than one woman in that bed.

      ‘Looks like Alison Goodwin’s ladies club wasn’t exactly for ladies,’ Azrah said. ‘I wonder if the assholes who came here realized they were being watched.’

      Nick looked up sharply and Azrah pointed to the ceiling. In the stark light, he could see the small camera. He certainly hadn’t noticed it while he was otherwise engaged. He supposed that was what they banked on.

      ‘There were hundreds of tapes in there,’ Azrah said. ‘God only knows what they were for. Blackmail. Internet porn. Private use.’ She turned off the light and closed the door, shaking her head. ‘But that’s rich folk for you.’

      Nick thought he might puke. Thankfully Azrah’s phone went and he managed to slink away without another word.

      Outside, he stopped and took a deep breath. He was definitely fucked. And not in the good way. Somehow he had to get to those tapes. But how would he find himself? Azrah said there were hundreds and unless they labeled them… Shit, he thought. If they were labeled there was less chance of denying it. Grainy footage could be argued away. And what if Azrah had already seen his name?

      He leaned against the wall, steadying himself. Maybe he wasn’t even on the tapes. Maybe they only filmed the assholes, the guys who deserved to be blackmailed.

      ‘Detective Kelly?’

      Nick straightened up with a jolt. One of Alison’s girls, a blonde he couldn’t recall the name of but was almost certain he’d slept with, was standing there. She looked like she’d been crying. Nick looked back at the door, expecting Azrah to come out any second.

      ‘I can’t believe it,’ the blonde said and threw her arms around him. Nick shook her off and took her arm, leading her around the corner. Azrah was right. The woman was wasted.

      ‘What’s going to happen to us? Are we going to get in trouble?’ she asked.

      ‘Listen to me. You’re going to be all right. But you have to do one thing. Are you listening?’ He took her face in his hand and made her look at him. ‘You can’t tell anyone you know me, all right? Not Detective Khan. Not anyone. Understand?’

      The woman nodded but Nick doubted she actually got it. If his freedom depended on her, he was screwed. He wondered if he could wrangle it to interview her himself, although it would still be recorded and there was no way to control what came out of her mouth.

      He heard a door slam shut, the sound of it being locked. It had to be Azrah. He put his finger to his lips and waited to hear her car drive away. Would she be going back to the station? Keen to start looking at all this footage? Maybe that was how she got her kicks. Or would they just pass it on to Vice? They had no idea what they were even looking for, were they really going to wade through hundreds of hours of sex tapes hoping something jumped out at them? No, they were more likely to pass it on and maybe Vice wouldn’t even get around to it right away. They had enough to shut the place down and maybe bring in Graham Goodwin, but other than that?

      Nick needed to go. He was wound up far too tightly. He looked at the woman. Was her name Nancy or Natalie? Something like that. ‘Remember what I said?’ he asked, and she focused on his face.

      ‘I don’t know you,’ she said. He let go of her arm and walked away. ‘Detective Kelly?’

      He turned back to her, about to tell her not to use his name, but she staggered towards him, reaching up to touch his cheek.

      ‘You want some company?’ she asked. ‘Free of charge tonight.’

      Nick sighed and took her hand.
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      Karen couldn’t go home. She was certain Nick would be able to smell the humiliation on her. She was still cringing at the thought of it. She’d stood there, in front of Mark’s door, ready to knock, when she saw a UPS guy coming towards her. He smiled in that way strangers do when they realize they’re about to do the very same thing. And so she panicked and left. She ran away from the house and out of sight before Mark opened the door and saw her there, acting like a crazy stalker woman.

      Once she was safely standing on the subway platform, she cursed herself. She was such a loser. Why had she run away? Because she didn’t want to be standing on some guy’s doorstep trying to explain herself while a delivery guy stood listening in, noting every last humiliating word to share with his buddies later. So she bottled it, again, and ran away.

      She wondered if Nick had realized Mark had been at the apartment, if he’d have connected the dots. Maybe he had, maybe he hadn’t, but either way she didn’t doubt what he’d said – he didn’t give a fuck what she did. He didn’t care about her. She thought it more likely she’d return home and he’d make some snide comment about her date running away.

      Coming up from the subway, she considered hitting some bar rather than going home to him, but she couldn’t face it alone. What was she going to do? Find another Mark to obsess over?

      She was halfway home when she stopped, smiling to herself. In front of her was a bus stop with Peter Aronsen’s smug face plastered all over it, advertising his latest book. She knew what she had to do.

      

      Karen stood beneath a grocery store awning and tapped Aronsen’s name into her phone. There were plenty of hits and any number of ways to contact him. She chose Twitter and sent him a private message, inviting him to do a reading in the store. She pressed send and felt a shiver of delight run through her. Seeing another guy was unlikely to piss off her husband, but promoting the work of his nemesis certainly would.

      All of a sudden she felt alive, sure of herself. She wasn’t going to go home, she was having a night out. She pulled out her phone again and scrolled through the names until she came to Mark. Her finger hovered over his name and then she moved it to the name above his. Jamie.

      ‘Hey,’ she said when he picked up. ‘Want to go get a drink?’

      Jamie agreed to meet her in fifteen minutes and Karen walked towards the bar, the good feeling slipping away. She was such a wuss.

      

      When Jamie showed up, Karen was on the phone. Not five minutes after she’d sent the message to Peter Aronsen, he was on the phone, talking her ear off. He was very keen to do a reading and a signing, and after a couple of minutes listening to him, she wondered if it had been a very bad idea. He was grating on her already, how would she cope with a couple of hours of him? Maybe she could leave Jamie in charge that day, suddenly have an emergency appointment for something or other.

      But then she saw Jamie coming towards her, waving, and she knew she couldn’t do it to him. She waved back and rolled her eyes. He mouthed, ‘Who is it?’ but she held up a finger and he shoved his hands in his pockets while he waited.

      ‘Okay,’ Karen said. ‘No, we are open tomorrow but that’s not going to leave much time to advertise. Besides, I need to order in more copies–’

      She listened as Aronsen assured her it would be fine, that he would set to work on all his social media accounts, letting his legions of fans know where he’d be the next day, and that he would bring plenty of copies of the books himself. Karen tried to argue that it might be best to wait a while, a week at least, to make sure, but Aronsen steamrolled over her, insisting they strike while the iron was hot. She’d assumed it would be slightly trickier to get Aronsen, his books sold well after all, but it turned out his availability was wide open. She couldn’t imagine why.

      ‘Okay then,’ she said. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’

      She went to hang up but he kept on talking and Jamie looked at her, tapping his imaginary watch.

      ‘That’s great,’ she said. ‘See you then. Bye.’ She hung up before he could say any more and Jamie raised a brow.

      ‘Who was that?’ he asked.

      ‘Peter Aronsen.’

      Jamie started to laugh, stopping abruptly when he realized she wasn’t joking. ‘And why the hell were you talking to Peter Aronsen?’ She saw his face change as he worked it out. ‘Oh shit,’ he laughed. ‘Really?’

      She shrugged. ‘It seemed a good idea about half an hour ago. He’s coming in tomorrow, so I’m afraid you’re working tomorrow too.’

      ‘Hey, I don’t mind. I love a circus. So does he know?’

      ‘Know what?’

      ‘That you’re married to his arch rival?’

      ‘No. I thought he might refuse if he knew that,’ she said, and wondered if it was too late to pass on that little nugget of information.

      ‘Are you kidding? I’m sure that’d make him more likely to do it.’

      Karen turned to the door of the bar. As she opened it, a rush of noise spilled out and they could see there was barely room to move inside. She turned back to Jamie. ‘Move on?’ she said and he nodded.

      ‘Should we go to Paddy’s?’ he said, and she made a face. ‘I know you think it smells of damp. But it means there won’t be many people in there.’

      ‘True,’ she said and they started walking towards Paddy’s.

      

      ‘So,’ Jamie said after a few minutes. ‘You seen any more of that guy?’

      ‘What guy?’ she asked, feeling a little sick.

      ‘Come on. The guy. From the store.’

      ‘Oh. No. Not really.’

      ‘Not really?’ he said as they slowed down outside Paddy’s. ‘What does that mean?’

      But Karen wasn’t listening. Across the street something caught her attention. A woman with a shock of blonde hair grabbed hold of a man, kissing him deeply before pulling him inside the bar.

      ‘Was that…?’ Jamie asked, and Karen turned to him, forcing a smile.

      ‘Doesn’t matter. Come on, let’s drink.’

    

  



    
      
        
          
            31

          

          

      

    

    







            Michael

          

        

      

    

    
      Michael sat in the corner, only half listening to Elena as she prattled on about her early-morning spinning class. She was one of those people who just talked rather than had conversations. He imagined he could get up and leave for a good half an hour and she probably wouldn’t notice, would’ve barely paused for breath. He’d be glad when she was done with, when he could finally shut her up.

      He glanced around the bar, feeling a little nervous, even if it wasn’t the big night. It didn’t appear that anyone was paying them much attention, even though Elena was being obnoxiously loud, even after her excessive PDA at the door when they arrived. He tried to tell himself it didn’t matter. It wasn’t the night, unfortunately, and anyone who happened to see them there would’ve long forgotten by the time it was important.

      After he’d met Elena outside the subway station, his face mostly concealed with his hat and scarf (murder was so much easier in the winter), he’d tried to convince her once more to go straight to her place. But Elena wanted to be out, so they went out.

      For obvious reasons, he couldn’t take his projects back to his place. Apart from the fact he couldn’t create his masterpieces there, his home also didn’t fit the stories he told. Was Francis the investment banker really going to live in a shitty little house in Queens?

      Michael had become quite the expert in lying. Some of them were told he lived out of town, and only visited the city for work. This lie helped with his lack of availability but encouraged people to suggest going back to his hotel, which was no good at all. In the end, he had to tell them that his company wouldn’t stump up for a hotel and instead he stayed in the spare room of a colleague. Others were told he had a relative staying over, and who wanted to have sex with some creepy old uncle listening in? Sometimes his house was being renovated or redecorated, occasionally fumigated.

      ‘Did you hear me?’

      Michael looked down at Elena’s hand on his. She was smiling at him, thrilled with herself about something she’d just said. ‘What?’ he asked.

      ‘I said I saw you at work yesterday.’

      The music and noise of the bar seemed to fade away, the people disappeared. It was just him and Elena.

      ‘You… what?’ he said, and she smiled again, loving it.

      ‘I saw you at the 7-11. It doesn’t matter. I don’t mind that you work there. It’s kind of sweet really, that you’d lie to impress me. And you look so cute in that uniform!’

      Michael could hear his own heart beating, could feel it almost breaking out of his chest. How was this possible? Why would anyone who lived in Manhattan go all the way out to Queens, to a fucking 7-11? Especially someone like Elena?

      ‘Really,’ she said, her hand on his thigh. ‘It doesn’t matter.’

      But it did matter. It mattered a lot. Because if someone knew where he worked, they could figure out who he was. He wasn’t Francis the investment banker, he wasn’t Mark or Richard or any of the others. He was Michael Fisher who worked in the 7-11.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I didn’t mean to embarrass you.’

      Michael tried to control his breathing, tried to think of something to say, to brush it off. But all he could think was that he couldn’t let this destroy what he’d started. He couldn’t let Elena destroy it.

      He smiled at her, sliding his hand up her leg. ‘Why don’t we go back to your place and make the most of it?’ he asked and once his hand had reached the top of her leg, she suddenly agreed.

      They both stood and made their way out of the bar and Michael made sure he kept his head down. Because things had changed.

      That night was the night Elena Jones died.
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      Nick made his way up the stairs to the office, his legs heavy. He didn’t take Nancy/Natalie up on her offer, as tempting as it was. He couldn’t take the risk. Besides, he wasn’t in the mood, a sure sign things were very badly wrong.

      He could’ve gone home, soothed himself with a bottle of whiskey, but he didn’t want to risk seeing Karen either. He couldn’t bear the thought of her seeing him like this, certain his distress was transparent. That was when she preferred to argue, when she knew his defenses were down.

      There was the possibility she was still out with lover boy, that whatever little tiff they’d had had been resolved. But Nick had other reasons to head back to work, assuming Azrah would’ve returned too. He needed to find out more. Who would be looking over all that footage? And when?

      But when he walked into the office, there was no sign of her. No sign of anyone. Downstairs it had been chaos. The usual Saturday night circus with the front desk officer as ringmaster. He’d nodded at Nick as he passed and Nick tried to remember his name. The Homicide Squad had moved into the precinct a couple of months earlier after their own, much nicer, building was sold off in another wave of money saving for the city. They had no idea if the stay would be permanent or if they’d be moved on again, but Nick for one hoped they would. The office space they’d been given was too small, too cramped for the ten detectives in the squad. But at least it was on the top floor, far away from the mayhem below. And this late at night, it gave Nick a quiet place to think.

      Nick slumped in his chair and spun it around a few times, making himself dizzy, trying to think things through.

      What did he know? There had been CCTV in the bar so it was possible he’d be on there, but only if the footage was kept for more than a month. It had been maybe five weeks since he’d last visited the club so it was possible that there’d be no record of him, at least not on the security footage.

      But then there were other records. Credit card receipts weren’t a problem, he’d always paid cash. What other record would there be? Surely there was no need for any more information about the clientele. But what were all those file cabinets for? Financial stuff? He had to assume that there was nothing in there to incriminate him.

      So that just left the sex tapes. He felt another rush of anger towards Alison. Why the hell was she taping them? Azrah mentioned blackmail, internet porn or private use. He seriously doubted it was for private use. Surely Alison wasn’t the kind to get off on watching strangers screwing. But then, what did he really know about her? This was a woman who chose to run a whorehouse because she wanted to, not because she needed the money. Who knew what she was into?

      It was possible that the footage was sold to online sites, a thought that made Nick feel a little sick. He was no prude, that was established, but the idea of a bunch of losers watching him while they jerked off made him ill.

      The most likely explanation was blackmail. And maybe Alison wasn’t running some kind of racket, maybe it was just insurance in case any of the clientele got violent or refused to pay or wronged her in some other way. But surely trying to blackmail a cop would be a mistake. Unless cops were the best people to blackmail. They certainly had plenty to lose. Look at how he was losing his shit over the possibility of being found out.

      Nick leaned forward, sticking his head between his knees. She wouldn’t do that to him. He was a cop and he was always good to them. Alison had no reason to screw him over. Everything would be fine. He’d be fine.

      Somewhere in the office a phone rang and Nick sat up. He waited for it to stop. Technically, he wasn’t working. But when it kept going after a dozen rings, he pushed himself up and walked over and answered it.
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      Karen knocked back another shot despite Jamie suggesting they stick with the beers. They both had to work the next day. But Karen didn’t care about being presentable for Peter fucking Aronsen. He was an asshole. She never should’ve invited him. Plus, because of the short notice, he was going to bring his own books to sell so she wouldn’t even get a cut. Basically, she was just giving him a platform to make money for himself. Why hadn’t she put her foot down? What happened to her plan to change? To stand up for herself?

      She raised her hand, catching the bartender’s eye, and gestured for another round, wondering if you could still call it a round if all the drinks were for one person. The bartender brought over two more shots, placing them on the table in front of them. Jamie looked at Karen like he was daring her to do it. As if she was a child threatening to throw her food all over herself. She picked up the first glass and knocked it back, wincing at the bitter taste.

      Jamie shook his head. She wondered if he was pissed off because she was getting drunk on a school night again, or if he was jealous. Turns out when she said it didn’t matter that Mark was with another woman, she was lying. Turned out it mattered a lot.

      Karen insisted on sitting by the window so she could keep an eye on the bar across the street. She had wanted to go over there and see what was going on for herself, but Jamie had held her back. So now she was getting drunk.

      She wasn’t even sure why she was so pissed off. Was it that she actually liked this guy? Or was she angry that she’d been played for a fool? She couldn’t say. But with each drink that was supposed to make her stop caring, she ended up caring a little more.

      She downed the second shot and as she did, she saw the door open across the street and Mark and the woman came out. Karen reached across the table, tapping Jamie’s hand. When she finally swallowed the disgusting drink, she said, ‘Look.’

      By the time Jamie had followed her gaze, Karen was on her feet, trying to pull on her coat. She didn’t take her eyes off the couple across the street and though he had a hat pulled low and was pulling a scarf across his chin, Karen knew it was him, recognizing the blonde hair of his date.

      ‘Karen, no,’ Jamie said, refusing to get up.

      ‘I just want to see what’s going on.’

      ‘No. It’s ridiculous. I’m not chasing two strangers down the street.’

      ‘He’s not a stranger,’ she said, although that wasn’t really true. ‘Come on, they’re getting away.’

      ‘They’re getting away?’ Jamie laughed. ‘You’ll be saying “follow that cab” in a minute.’

      ‘Come on,’ she said, finally managing to get her arms in her sleeves. She tossed some money on the table and ran to the door.

      She was already halfway down the block when Jamie came out of the bar. He caught up and grabbed her sleeve, stopping her.

      ‘Come on, let’s get you home,’ he said, but Karen pulled away. Mark and the woman were already a block ahead of them.

      ‘No. I want to talk to him. I want to know what’s going on.’

      ‘You know what’s going on. He’s on a date.’

      ‘But he said he wanted to go out with me.’

      ‘And you knocked him back. I think he’s entitled to go out with someone else.’

      ‘But he showed up at my place, telling me he really liked me. And now he’s with her? So either he works fast or he was already seeing her.’

      ‘You never told me he came to your place,’ Jamie said, but Karen waved him away and started walking again, desperate to catch up to Mark.

      She could see them in the distance, the woman linking her arm through his, leaning her head against him. It didn’t look like the behavior of people who’d just met.

      Karen walked faster and Jamie struggled to keep up, still trying to convince her to give it up and go home.

      Karen stopped abruptly and Jamie ran into her. ‘They’re going into that building,’ she said.

      ‘Great. Then it’s too late.’

      ‘No. I’m going after them,’ Karen said, walking on with determination.

      ‘You don’t even know which apartment it is.’

      ‘So, I’ll knock on every door.’

      ‘Or who this woman is. She could be his wife for all you know.’

      Karen stopped and looked at Jamie. Was it possible she was his wife? Could nice guy Mark be married? Was he trying to make her into the other woman?

      She felt another surge of anger and pulled away from Jamie, more determined than ever.
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      Michael followed Elena into the building, a four-floor brownstone that was big enough to house a dozen families rather than just Elena, her husband, and occasionally her much-despised stepson. Michael was trying to keep up the act, trying to make it look like he didn’t care she’d uncovered his dirty little secret. But he did care. He was furious. Furious she’d derailed his project, that he’d have to find yet another replacement because he’d have to make this one quick. Quick and ordinary.

      Elena let go of his hand and started towards the kitchen. ‘Let’s have something else to drink,’ she said. But Michael grabbed her, pushing her upstairs towards the bedroom. One of them, anyway. He didn’t have time for pleasantries. But if Elena minded, she didn’t show it. She giggled and allowed him to maneuver her as he pleased.

      He pushed her down on the bed and she kept talking, kept bringing up his secret. Michael kneeled over her. ‘Aww, are you angry with me?’ she said, pouting. He brought his hands up, needing to silence her.

      Her expression changed as soon as his hands went around her neck. She wasn’t mocking him anymore. She reached up and tried to pull his hands away but he held tight, watching as her skin changed color, as the realization showed in her eyes. She knew she was going to die, just not why. He wondered if he should tell her, let her know that where he worked wasn’t his big secret at all. It was nothing.

      But his mind was elsewhere. And as he watched the light fading from her, he pondered the idea that maybe there was still time to salvage this mess. She said her husband was away for a few days. What if Michael could come back with his backdrop, set things up afterwards? Would he have time to finish the backdrop? And then he remembered the stepson. Would it be too dangerous to come back?

      He gazed down at her, dodging her flailing limbs, and wondered if he could change the project. She didn’t have to be the Dying Dandy. There had to be something else he could do with her, some props already there that would suffice. It would be a shame to waste all his hard work.

      Downstairs a door slammed. Michael’s head spun towards the sound. He heard voices, footsteps coming up the stairs.

      ‘The gold-digger must be here.’ It was her stepson. And he wasn’t alone.

      Michael looked at Elena, could still see life in her eyes. If he let go she would survive, she could call out. But if he stayed to finish the job? He looked around the room for anything he could use as a weapon. He could kill the kid too. But he wasn’t alone.

      The footsteps came closer.

      ‘Hey, Elena?’ the kid said. ‘You got any money? Dad forgot to leave his credit card.’

      Michael looked at Elena, could see the hope in her eyes. There was no time.

      Michael let go of her and ran, throwing open the window. Where was the fucking fire escape?

      He glanced back as Elena sat up, coughing, her hand at her neck. The bedroom door opened.

      Michael turned back and jumped. First onto the roof below, rolling over as he landed clumsily, and then again to the ground, cursing as his ankle turned.

      But he kept moving. He didn’t look back, didn’t check if he was being followed. All he knew was that he was fucked.
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      Nick picked up the phone and listened as the desk officer told him there was a woman downstairs saying some guy had tried to kill her.

      ‘Okay,’ Nick said. ‘And?’

      ‘And the only reason he didn’t succeed was because he was interrupted by her son. The guy escaped through the window and ran off.’

      ‘Good for her. But why’re you telling me?’

      ‘Because she thinks he could be this decorator guy,’ the officer said. ‘So I thought you might like to know.’

      Nick heard the weariness in the man’s voice and figured he was just looking to pass it off to someone else. It was Saturday night. If there was any way to make something someone else’s problem, then that was what happened.

      ‘You coming?’ the man asked, and Nick sighed. Lynch had been right about one thing. As soon as you say “serial killer”, all the lunatics come out to play. They’d already had hundreds of calls and people dropping into precincts all over the city to report their neighbor, to offer their services as psychics, or give their expert CSI-trained opinions. Then there were the folks who were certain they’d almost been a victim of said serial killer, that they’d barely managed to escape with their lives, because the guy they were sure was a killer had once served them coffee or delivered them a package. Nick had no doubt this woman downstairs would fall into one of those categories, but as tired as he was, listening to some Loopy-Lou was better than dwelling on his own problems.

      ‘I’ll be right down.’

      

      He found the woman sitting in the waiting area amongst the usual suspects, her shock of blonde hair standing out. He looked to the desk officer for confirmation and he nodded before going back to his discussion with a drunk currently standing before him. Nick walked over to the woman and held out his hand. ‘I’m Detective Nick Kelly,’ he said. ‘And you are…?’

      The woman shook her head. ‘I don’t want to say.’ Nick sighed. Definitely a crank. ‘My husband can’t know,’ she said. ‘No one can. If it gets back to him…’

      ‘I thought your son walked in on it.’

      ‘Stepson. And he did. Sort of. He interrupted but didn’t actually see anything. Francis escaped before he came into the room. He didn’t see him, thank God.’

      ‘Okay,’ Nick said, his patience wearing ever more thin.

      ‘I ran into the bathroom. I didn’t know what to do. I was freaking out.’

      ‘And you didn’t think calling the cops immediately would be an idea?’

      ‘No, I told you. My husband would kill me if he found out. And that little shit wouldn’t hesitate to tell him.’

      Nick almost pointed out the irony but instead ushered the woman into an interview room. She stood and looked around, playing with the scarf around her neck. As she did, Nick could see the bruises, the finger marks.

      ‘I don’t want to go on record. He can’t find out,’ she said.

      ‘Okay.’ Nick motioned for her to sit. ‘Tell me what happened and we’ll take it from there.’

      The woman reluctantly sat but kept quiet.

      ‘Tell me about the guy who tried to kill you.’

      ‘His name’s Francis. He’s tall, about your height. Dark hair. Nice looking.’ She shrugged.

      ‘Anything else? Where did you meet him?’

      ‘In a bar, a few months ago. We’ve been out a few times.’

      ‘All right. So you know him. There must be something else you can tell me about him, something more than tall, dark and handsome.’

      ‘I don’t know.’ She looked as though she was really thinking. ‘Oh! He works in the 7-11 on 54th in Queens.’

      ‘Okay. What else?’

      ‘I don’t know. Isn’t that enough? Can’t you just go and get him?’

      ‘Why did you think he was this serial killer? What made you think that?’

      ‘I don’t know. A feeling.’ She looked at Nick. ‘You don’t think it’s him?’

      ‘Doesn’t sound like it. This guy usually brings his kit with him. He…’ Nick wondered what to tell her, how much he could say. He didn’t want it splashed over the papers the next day. ‘He doesn’t just kill his victims, he… makes a song and dance out of it.’

      Nick saw the look on the woman’s face, a mix of confusion and disdain. He was too tired for this. But she was kind of hot.

      ‘I’ll check it out. I’ll go to the 7-11. I can check CCTV, but only if you tell me where you live or where you went with this guy.’

      The woman sighed. ‘We were at Bazaar tonight. On 7th.’

      ‘Okay. And your address?’

      ‘I told you. My husband can’t find out about this.’

      Nick rubbed his eyes. ‘I know how it is. But there could be evidence in there. Isn’t catching this guy who tried to kill you more important than not letting your husband know?’

      The woman crossed her arms without answering. Apparently it wasn’t more important.

      ‘Won’t he find out anyway?’ Nick asked. ‘Won’t your stepson mention it?’

      ‘He didn’t see anything. After Francis left, I hid in the bathroom. Then I told my stepson I was going to the gym. He didn’t even look up at me when I left.’ She paused, looked a little afraid. ‘Will you catch him?’

      ‘I can try but you haven’t given me a lot to go on. How did you contact him?’

      ‘On the phone,’ she said, as if it would be obvious.

      ‘You have a number for him?’

      ‘Yeah.’ The woman pulled out her phone and found the number, scribbling it down for Nick. ‘Will that help?’

      ‘Maybe,’ he said, thinking, probably not. ‘Thing is. You only have his first name and that might not even be real. Same as where he works. That could well be fake too.’

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘He’d already lied about his job. He told me he was an investment banker but I saw him in the 7-11. I didn’t care. Why should I? But when I told him, I think he was a little pissed off. Embarrassed.’

      ‘Wait,’ Nick said. ‘You told him you saw him there? You told him that tonight?’

      ‘Yeah. Why?’

      Nick felt a stirring in his gut. If this woman had accidentally found out something true about this guy, that was going to make him nervous. Maybe the reason he had no kit with him was because it hadn’t been the plan to kill her that night.

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘I think you should leave your apartment. Find somewhere else to stay for a while,’ he said, but the woman shook her head.

      ‘I can’t. What would I tell my husband?’

      ‘Tell him anything. Take him away for a vacation. But you shouldn’t stay there. Does this Francis know where you work?’

      The woman nodded. ‘You think it’s him? Oh my god.’

      ‘I don’t know yet. But until we find out, you need to make sure he can’t find you.’

      ‘I’m going to go to the gym now. I have an early class anyway.’

      ‘And after that?’

      ‘I can’t leave. I can’t tell Leo.’

      ‘You don’t think he’ll know something’s up when he sees that?’ Nick said, pointing to the bruises on her neck. ‘You need to tell him. And you need to tell me your name.’

      ‘No,’ she said and opened the door. ‘No. I shouldn’t have come.’

      ‘Please. If this is who you think it is, you could help us find this guy. Even if I find him, I need you to ID him for us. If you don’t, I can’t stop him. He could come after you. After someone else. Please.’

      The woman looked at him with tears in her eyes. She dug into her purse and pulled out a business card. Nick looked at it. Elena Jones. Personal trainer.

      ‘If you find him, you can contact me on this number. But only this number. Don’t try to contact me at home. And please don’t tell my husband. I have to go,’ she said, and disappeared.

      Nick let out a deep breath. Could this actually be their guy? Or was he just trying to make the pieces fit?

      He went back upstairs to get his coat, but before he left he googled Elena Jones, wanting to know more. There was something vaguely familiar about her and the first results reminded him why. She was married to Leo Jones, one of New York’s super rich. No wonder she didn’t want him to find out she’d been with another guy. She had a lot to lose. Specifically fifty million dollars. She was also a former actress, and if Nick was right about why this guy was picking his victims, she was exactly his type.

      Nick ran back down the stairs, taking three at a time. He wasn’t sleepy anymore. He was going to find this guy, alone. He was in control again and he was going to be the hero.
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      Karen stumbled through the door into the dark apartment. She wondered if Nick would be asleep, if her drunken fumbling would wake him. She expected him to come out and start an argument. Good, she thought. She wanted an argument. She’d been denied one with Mark so Nick would have to do.

      But nothing. She dumped her bag and shoes and made her way to the spare room, shoving open the door. Empty.

      It was late. She wondered if something had happened, if The Decorator had struck again.

      She closed the door and went into the kitchen, pouring herself a glass of wine even though she didn’t need it. As drunk as she was, she was still aware the last thing she needed was more alcohol. But she wanted it. Who cared about work the next day? Who cared about Mark or the blonde woman he went home with?

      Karen turned on the TV, flicking through until she found the news. But there was nothing new. No more bodies. Maybe Nick was out with some woman. Like Mark.

      She wished she’d confronted him. She didn’t want to be made a fool of. Not again. But Jamie had dragged her away before she could do anything.

      ‘Come on,’ he’d said. ‘Let’s go before you do something stupid.’

      But it was too late for that. She’d spent her whole life being stupid, believing the bullshit that came out of men’s mouths. She didn’t care about Mark anymore, not that she ever had. But she deserved to know. Was that his wife? Was he the same as Nick? Or was she someone he just met, moving on quickly because Karen didn’t give him what he wanted?

      She found her phone and called his number. She wanted to know. She had a right to know.

      The phone rang a few times before cutting off. Karen looked at the phone, her drunk brain trying to make sense of it, before trying again. But it had been turned off. No doubt he was still with her and didn’t want this other woman to see Karen’s name flash up on his phone. How would he explain it? What lies would he tell this one?

      Karen tossed her phone aside and slumped down onto the sofa, letting the sound of the TV wash over her until she fell asleep.
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      Michael dropped onto the bed in the crappy motel, his heart still beating too fast. He had no idea if Elena’s stepson had followed him. He didn’t stop to look back, kept on running towards the subway, getting as far away as he could. He hadn’t heard any police sirens but he guessed it wouldn’t be too long until they found him.

      When he realized he’d got onto the train that’d take him home, he’d panicked, getting off and changing line with no idea where to go. All he knew was going home would be a mistake. So there he was, in a cheap motel, wondering what the hell to do. He was lucky he had enough money in his pocket to pay for the night. But after that?

      He shook his head. Maybe he should’ve gone home. They couldn’t have known where to find him so soon. If he’d been thinking right, he would’ve gone home and got his things. But he hadn’t been thinking right. How could he be?

      He jumped at the sound of a ringing phone. He’d dumped the one he used for Elena, tossing it before he jumped on the train. So how the hell was it ringing?

      Michael delved his hand into his pocket and pulled out the other phone. Karen. Why had he brought it out with him? He never carried more than one phone at a time, it was too suspicious. But he’d had hers in his pocket the whole time. Was it an accident? Or was he so desperate to hear from her he’d done it subconsciously? It didn’t matter. He rejected the call and turned the phone off. Maybe he needed to dump that one too.

      ‘Shit!’ he shouted, and then regretted it. He didn’t want to draw any attention to himself. The woman at the desk had barely looked at him, her attention focused on some true crime TV show. He probably could’ve walked in there covered in blood and she wouldn’t have noticed. But still. If he made too much noise, one of the other guests would complain. He needed to keep it down. He needed to keep his shit together.

      Michael went into the bathroom and turned on the faucet. He gulped some water before splashing his face. Noticing his hands were shaking, he felt a wave of disappointment in himself, bordering on disgust.

      He filled a plastic cup with water and took it back to the bed. He turned on the TV, searching for the news, certain there’d be something. That he’d see Elena’s face on the screen, telling anyone who’d listen about her narrow escape. But there was nothing.

      He took a deep breath, telling himself to think.

      There was no way Elena could know who he was. What he was. Yes, he’d tried to kill her and she’d probably be a little pissed off about that. But she couldn’t know what his real purpose had been. So maybe the police wouldn’t be so desperate to find him. Maybe he had a little time.

      But what use was that? She’d have still gone to the police, and even though he’d told her nothing true about himself, she knew where he worked and it wouldn’t take the police long to find him once they talked to his boss. And once they brought him in for attacking Elena, it was over. He would either go down for that one pathetic crime. Or he could own up to the rest and get a little of the attention he so desired. But it wouldn’t be right. It wouldn’t be on his terms.

      He wouldn’t let this be the end. He wouldn’t let the whole project be ruined by such a stupid mistake. And by Elena of all people.

      Michael’s fists bunched up the cheap polyester quilt.

      Maybe he could leave. Start fresh someplace else. But he thought of what he’d be leaving behind – all the evidence of his life’s work. And where would he go anyway? He had nothing. He should’ve taken money from these people instead of memories. At least then he’d have a chance at getting away.

      But was that what he wanted? To get away? He wanted people to see his work, to know he was the artist behind it. That was always the plan. He wanted the attention, the credit. He’d wondered what would happen when he reached the end, when the tenth project was complete. Would he hand himself in and let the world marvel? Or would he find another project? But sequels were so often inferior; second albums so much more difficult. And the best artists knew when to stop, to walk away from their work. He knew it was for the best to bow out after one perfect project. But only once it was complete. If he didn’t finish what he’d started, what was the point? He’d be the failed artist his teachers always said he was. The waste of space his father saw.

      Michael didn’t know what to do. He couldn’t leave but nor could he stay. If he handed himself in now, he was a quitter. If he waited for them to catch him, he simply lost. He felt a wave of sadness, a loss. Everything he’d worked for was wasted.
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      Nick swung by the bar Elena had mentioned, as it was a few minutes away from the station, but it was already closed. It didn’t really matter. Finding evidence of them together was not his priority. Finding the actual guy was. If this was the man Nick had been looking for, this was the closest he’d ever got. And even if it wasn’t, this was a man who’d tried to strangle a woman in her own home. He needed finding.

      Nick drove towards the 7-11 Elena had directed him to, crossing the Queensboro bridge, the traffic almost non-existent at that time of night. He wondered if there’d be anyone there this late who could help him. Managers weren’t known for their willingness to work the graveyard shift. But if it was some kid on minimum wage, Nick knew they were more likely to give him access to whatever he asked for, unaware of the legalities.

      The closer he got, the more his excitement grew. What if he could solve this thing alone? What if he brought this asshole in single-handedly? Lynch wouldn’t be giving Azrah the more important jobs then, would he. Nor would he be telling him to stay away from the media. He’d be desperate for Nick to talk to every reporter in the country, to make sure word got out that the NYPD had captured a serial killer.

      But maybe he was getting ahead of himself. There was every possibility the guy who’d attacked Elena was just your average loser who tried to kill a woman after she’d laughed at him or made him feel stupid. He’d told Elena he was a banker when really he worked at a 7-11. Nick had been so keen for this to be their guy that he’d jumped to the conclusion that it had made their killer panic, abandoning his plan to do something more elaborate. But what if it was nothing more than humiliation on this guy’s part? The woman he was trying to impress found out the truth and he couldn’t take it. Wouldn’t be the first time. Wouldn’t be the last. But Elena had jumped to the same conclusion. Was it that she’d seen the news about The Decorator and was being dramatic, or was it something else? Was there more she wasn’t telling him?

      Nick navigated the streets until he found the store. God bless twenty-four-hour culture. Made his job a whole lot easier.

      He walked into the store and found it empty, making him wonder if there was a need for a 24/7 store in a neighborhood like this. He walked up to the counter which was also devoid of any life.

      ‘Hello?’ he called out, but got no response. He waited a moment or two, tapping his fingers on the counter and finally the door to the staff area opened and a middle-aged man walked out, starting when he saw Nick.

      ‘Sorry,’ he said, his voice heavily accented, although Nick couldn’t place it. ‘I was using the bathroom.’

      ‘That’s all right,’ Nick said and flashed his ID, seeing the brief look of fear on the man’s face. ‘Are you the manager?’ He checked out the guy’s name tag. Filip.

      Filip laughed. ‘No.’

      ‘Right. I guess he leaves the hard work to guys like you.’ Filip grinned, and Nick knew he was in. ‘I’m looking into an incident that happened earlier tonight.’

      ‘Oh, nothing happened tonight. I’ve been here all night. I–’

      ‘No, sorry, I didn’t mean here,’ Nick said, and Filip relaxed again. ‘But it’s possible a member of staff here was involved. Does anyone named Francis work here?’

      The man shook his head. ‘No, I don’t think so. We have a Frankie.’

      Nick was surprised. He’d been certain the name was fake. ‘Could you describe him?’

      ‘Frankie’s a girl.’

      ‘Right. Would you happen to know if your boss keeps personnel files?’

      ‘Oh, yes. In the office.’

      ‘Could I take a look? It’d really help me out.’ But Filip was already beckoning Nick back to the office. God bless the underpaid.

      Nick walked in and found a set-up not unlike Alison’s office – the same desk layout, security monitor, and filing cabinets. Except, where Alison’s place was high-end and very feminine, this place was cheap and grey and utterly soul sucking.

      ‘I’m not sure…’ Filip said, looking around, so Nick went to the nearest file cabinet and pulled, expecting it to be locked. Instead it slid right open. He flicked through the files, finding nothing more than spreadsheets. He closed the drawer and tried another.

      ‘The man I’m looking for is tall,’ Nick said. ‘About my height, maybe. Dark hair. Good looking, according to the witness.’ He closed the drawer and looked up at Filip. ‘Ring any bells?’

      ‘Could be a few of the guys who work here. How old?’

      Nick realized he hadn’t got that information from Elena. ‘Not sure. Maybe late twenties to early forties?’ he guessed.

      ‘Could still be a few of them. I’m the oldest one here,’ Filip said. ‘You said his name was Francis?’

      ‘That’s what he told the witness, but I’m not sure he was telling the truth.’

      Filip looked worried about that, as if lying about your name was the worst crime he could think of. Nick wondered what he’d think if he found out one of his colleagues was a serial killer.

      Nick kept trying drawers and finally, on the seventh try, he found personnel files. He flicked through them, making sure there was no Francis, before removing the whole lot from the drawer. They both looked up as the bell to the store rang. Filip looked unsure about what to do.

      ‘It’s okay. Go,’ Nick said. ‘I’ll put these back when I’m done.’

      Filip nodded gratefully and left Nick alone to sift through the files. Helpfully there were photos attached to the staff information sheets and Nick separated anyone who had dark hair and was vaguely attractive, although whether his criteria was the same as Elena’s was hard to tell. There was also no indication of height on the files. And why would there be unless you had to be a certain height to work there, perhaps to be able to stack the higher shelves.

      He’d pulled out four guys, the others being women, one extremely redheaded guy, and Filip, the man Nick had already met. The second to last was a man whose hair was blond but could also be considered good looking. The hair looked dyed and Nick wondered if he could’ve changed it since the photo was taken. He went into the maybe pile and Nick turned his attention to the final file and his heart seemed to stop beating for a moment.

      Nick picked up the sheet of paper, staring at the photograph attached to it. Nick knew this man. He’d seen this man before. The man sleeping with his wife.
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      Karen woke with a start on the sofa. She looked at the clock. Just gone three thirty a.m. She sat up straight and her head pounded. She thought if she moved she might puke. But then, if she just sat there, she might puke too. Reluctantly, she dragged herself up and went to the kitchen, running the cold water and gulping it down. She gagged as she finished it. Why the hell had she drunk so much? This was worse than the night with all the cocktails.

      And with that she remembered why she’d been drinking so much. Mark. Mark and the other woman. Karen leaned her head against the fridge and cringed. God, she was such a loser. She was actually going to go and berate Mark and that woman. Why? She had no claim over him. They’d never even been out, not really. And she was the one who’d rejected him. She was so glad Jamie stopped her before she’d charged in and made a fool of herself. What would’ve happened had she gone into that building and banged on the door?

      Karen pushed herself up and found some painkillers. She swallowed them down and headed to her bedroom, but as she did she caught a whiff of herself. She stank of alcohol, of sweat. She looked longingly at the bed but knew she should shower. Maybe it would make her feel better.

      She ran the shower, waiting for the water to heat up, and realized Nick still wasn’t home. The door to his room was open. This was late, even for him. She imagined him in someone else’s bed, doing what she couldn’t bring herself to do.

      Stepping into the shower, Karen tried to tell herself it didn’t matter. She didn’t care about Nick, nor did she care about Mark. She’d clearly been right not to get involved and felt vindicated. But she also felt strangely put out that she wasn’t special, and angry that he’d just been feeding her lines to get what he wanted. That she was no more than one in a long list most likely. She suddenly remembered Jamie saying the woman could be Mark’s wife and how angry that had made her. But it was clear now that that couldn’t be the case. She’d seen where Mark lived. Why would his wife live somewhere else? As her mind cleared, she recalled the building Mark and the woman had gone into and she didn’t think it had been apartments. Whoever this woman was, she clearly had money. So was Mark a gold-digger? Karen almost laughed. Was that why he’d targeted her? Did he think she had money? He’d be disappointed.

      She rubbed shampoo into her hair and felt another shudder of embarrassment. She’d actually bought all his bullshit about really liking her. And she had liked him. She felt stupid even admitting it to herself. He was so different from Nick, or so she thought. Turns out he was just the same. She had never been good at picking men. It was how she’d ended up with Nick in the first place. What made her think she’d be any better at it now?

      She scrubbed at her skin, trying to rub away the hurt as well as the stink. What was wrong with her that she attracted these assholes?

      No. She shook her head. It wasn’t her. It was them. And she was done. She wouldn’t see Mark again. She was washing that man right out of her hair.

      Karen stopped, considering that she might still be a little drunk. She climbed out of the shower and went to her room. She picked up her phone. She would delete Mark’s number and that would be it. But as her thumb hovered over the button, she wavered. She was still a little drunk.

      She tossed the phone onto the nightstand and fell into bed. She would deal with it the next day.
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      Michael left the motel before it was even light, decision made. He would go home and face the music. There had been plenty of interest surrounding his work so far, even before the public knew exactly what it was. He could build on that. He just hoped he’d be able to get into the house to his computer, that the police hadn’t beaten him to it. All he needed was to be able to send his photographs to every media outlet possible and then he would hand himself in. Or maybe he would wait for them to come to him. Maybe that would be more dramatic.

      He walked out into the neon-lit morning. He could feel the phone he used for Karen in his pocket and wondered if he could arrange an early morning meeting, maybe go out with a bang. She had called him late the previous night so she must’ve been interested. But perhaps a four a.m. booty call was pushing it a little.

      Riding the subway, he gazed around at the apathetic faces of the other early-morning commuters. No one even glanced in his direction. He was nothing to them. Not yet, anyway. He wondered if any of them would recognize him when he was splashed all over the news in a few hours’ time, if they would revel in telling their friends and co-workers how close they came to him, or if they would feel fear instead. He took in each face, wondering who they were, what they did. What they didn’t do. Perhaps in another life, one of these people could’ve been one of his projects.

      He stepped out into the street with caution. There was no blaze of light from the dozens of police cars he’d anticipated.

      Michael walked slowly towards his street, taking in every car, every face that passed. Were they waiting for him? He stood across from his house but saw nothing, just darkened windows. He wondered how long it would take them to find him, how many hours it had been since his hands had been around Elena’s throat.

      The only true thing she knew about him was where he worked, but would she think to tell them that? Would she focus on describing him? Would they try to find him through the abandoned phone or CCTV? If so, there’d be nothing really. He’d be a ghost. Everything hung on whether she’d told them about the 7-11.

      But how would she explain it to her husband? Michael was always surprised by how afraid of losing her husband, or rather his money, she appeared to be and yet still risked being with Michael. But she’d have to tell him something. Her stepson would’ve seen the bruises, and even if he had little sympathy for her, he’d certainly tell his father. And Elena would want to go to the police, right? She wasn’t just going to let it go. But would she tell them that someone broke in? A stranger? And if so, the information she had was irrelevant. What was more important to her – keeping her infidelity a secret or finding the man who had tried to kill her? With Elena, it was hard to tell. Was it possible there was still time?

      Michael tried to think optimistically. Maybe Elena’s fear of her husband finding out would save him. But not for long. What would happen when she left for the gym for her early morning class? He knew the only chance he had to continue with his project was to silence Elena for good. If she’d already talked then it wouldn’t matter. It would just be one final kill. But if she hadn’t, he would be free to go on. Surely a risk worth taking?

      He looked at his watch, wondering if he had time to go inside before catching Elena. He would be pushing it. But then if he were caught with Elena, he’d lose his chance to share his work.

      Michael glanced up and down the street again, wondering if anyone was watching, irritated with his own indecision.

      ‘Fuck it,’ he said and ran across the street. He needed insurance. He needed to know his legacy was safe, regardless of what else happened that day. The work was all that mattered in the end, because without proof of what he’d done, without being able to share it with the world, what was the point?

      

      Less than an hour later, Michael was standing across from Elena’s, lurking in the same place he’d been so desperate to escape from the night before. He looked up at the windows and saw a light on, but there was no police presence in the street. Surely if they knew, they’d worry for her safety, assume this lunatic might come back for her. But there was no one. Was it possible Elena hadn’t gone to the police at all?

      Michael waited a little while but there was no sign of anyone. No police. No Elena. Could she have done the smart thing and left? But where would she go? A friend’s place? With anyone else he would assume so, but with someone as narcissistic as Elena, his best guess was the gym. But how would he get to her in there?

      Michael walked quickly towards the gym, a monstrosity of a building five blocks over. He could see through the large windows that there were already half a dozen assholes in there, pounding away on the treadmills and pumping iron as they stared at themselves in the mirror.

      He paced across the street, trying to work out what to do. Should he go in there and talk to her? Apologize for the night before? Ask her to come outside and talk to him and then do the deed? No. Too many witnesses. And it was possible she’d told one of her co-workers about him too. Michael chewed his fingernail. He could wait for her to leave but it could be hours and by then the streets would be too busy. But he had to do something. He was itching for it.

      He saw the door of the building open and caught a flash of blonde hair. Michael’s pulse quickened as he watched her glance around before ducking into the alley alongside the building, where the dumpsters from the diner next door were kept. She had a scarf wrapped around her neck and Michael wondered if it was to keep out the cold or prevent anyone from seeing her bruises. Bruises like that tended to invite questions.

      Michael saw Elena light a cigarette, keeping her head down as she smoked. The street was practically empty. No one had followed her outside. No one was checking she was all right. It was now or never. He moved quickly across the street and into the alley, grabbing her from behind. It was too fast for her to scream, a blur in the corner of people’s eyes.

      He cut her throat with the knife he’d picked up at home, dropping her body amongst the garbage, kicking a few bags over her to hide her from anyone passing by. Maybe someone would come looking for her soon, but would they think to check the alley? He wondered if she was smoking to calm her nerves or if this was a regular thing. He supposed it wouldn’t look good for her clients to see her smoking.

      He looked down at the composition. It was extremely inelegant, but necessary. Hopefully he’d given himself a reprieve, but if not, at least he’d got revenge on Elena for ending things so prematurely.

      Michael stepped out of the alley and crossed the street, heading for the nearest subway. He felt tired all of a sudden, not the usual elation he felt from killing. But maybe that was to be expected. It had been such an anti-climax. All he could do now was go home and wait for fate to take control. If the police came, he would press send on his message to the media and step into the spotlight. If they didn’t, if he’d been granted more time, he would sleep and then work out who would come next.
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      Nick looked at his watch. He’d lost all track of time, trying to remember when he’d last slept. The thrill of seeing Michael’s photo had died down a little and now Nick wasn’t sure if he was doing the right thing. He’d been sitting in his car for a long time, parked around the corner, uncertain what to do.

      Maybe he should call for back-up. But he wasn’t even sure the guy who’d attacked Elena was their guy. And, let’s face it, he wasn’t even sure this was the guy who’d attacked Elena. There’d been several men in the personnel files who matched her description. Nick had only latched onto Michael Fisher because he believed he was sleeping with his wife. Maybe it was all coincidence, but Nick didn’t buy it. How likely was it that he’d stumble on the guy sleeping with Karen like this? There had to be a reason.

      He looked down at the personnel information he’d taken from the 7-11. The man in the store had asked if he’d found what he was looking for but Nick hadn’t told him anything, just shouted his thanks as he left in a hurry, desperate to get to the address on the file.

      He could call it in but he had no proof, no real reason to be there. He wanted to be certain first. Besides, if this was their guy, he didn’t want to share the glory. He wanted to take him alone.

      Finally, Nick climbed out of the car and walked up to the house. The blinds were pulled but there seemed to be no light behind them. Maybe killing people, or trying to, took it out of you. Maybe this Michael Fisher was still sleeping. Nick looked at the other houses on the row and some had a light on, but many remained in darkness like Michael’s.

      Nick took a breath and then knocked and waited, his hand on his holster just in case. But no one came to the door. No light came on. There was no sound of someone moving around.

      Nick stepped back and looked at the place. Though no one appeared to be up yet, it was possible someone would see if he tried to jimmy the lock. He tapped his phone against his thigh and decided to take a look around the back. The houses were single storey with small yards at the rear. It wasn’t perfect but it gave a little more privacy than the front.

      He tried to open the door and, finding it locked, he took out his penknife and worked the lock. He glanced over his shoulder before going inside, aware that if anyone saw him, it could risk the whole investigation. But he needed to know, needed to be certain. And once he was, he would leave and do things by the book.

      It was dark inside the house. Nick used the flashlight on his phone to guide himself through the small rooms, checking for any signs of life. When he found none, he let out a breath and looked for something to indicate he was in the right place.

      It didn’t take long to find it. On the wall in the bedroom were a series of photographs. It was hard to see in the dim light but Nick had a good idea of what he’d find. He moved closer and recognized the smiling faces of Alison Goodwin, Christopher Lawrence, and the other victims, and in the images below them, familiar scenes of horror. Before and after shots.

      Nick felt his heart race. This was it. This was the man he was looking for. He held the light up and recognized the Van Gogh “prank” at the start of the row, above it a newspaper clipping about Benjamin Sherman in place of a candid photograph. Nick felt vindicated. He’d been right about that too. That had been this guy’s first attempt.

      Moving along the line, he saw that the photos were in order. Benjamin first, then Jonathan, Irene, Olly, Christopher and Alison. Further along, towards the end was Elena Jones. He’d been right about that too. Fisher hadn’t been ready to kill her but she’d made the mistake of telling him she knew where he worked. Nick knew he’d have to contact Elena, insist she left her home for a while. It was very possible this guy would try again.

      Nick edged back along to look at the other future victims and stopped. The seventh photograph was of his wife. Nick stared at the picture of Karen. She wasn’t looking at the camera, instead her eyes were focused to the side. He could see it was taken in a bar, she looked like she’d had too much to drink. He felt a shiver go through him, but it wasn’t fear. It was… what? Anticipation? Pleasure? He felt a strange sensation, as though he was remembering a joke, when he thought about his wife sleeping with a serial killer. He assumed she believed this man really liked her, but the truth was he just wanted to kill her.

      Nick wondered how she fitted into this psycho’s criteria. If Nick was right, that he was killing those who wasted their talent, what talent had Karen wasted? She’d written once, yes, but he would hardly describe her as a talented writer. And then he realized. It wasn’t about Karen at all. It was about him. Michael Fisher picked Karen because of him. He’d have seen Nick on the news and mistakenly believed that he loved his wife. He was trying to get to Nick through her.

      Nick snorted. The man was going to be sorely disappointed when he found out. Although he wondered why Karen hadn’t told him of their antipathy. He would’ve thought she’d use any opportunity to bitch about him.

      Looking at the photo of her, completely oblivious, Nick wondered if he should feel sorry for her. Perhaps he should. He didn’t, though. It wasn’t like it was anyone else’s fault. Even if Michael had targeted her because of Nick, no one forced her to start fucking the guy.

      Something was nagging at him. He had a connection to Karen, obviously, and he’d had a connection to Alison. Was it possible he was somehow connected to the others? Was this all about him? But he’d already been down this road. He was sure he didn’t know those other people from Adam, though it was possible he’d forget. Perhaps it was just that, once he’d started appearing on TV, Fisher decided to make things a little more personal. But that was an angle that couldn’t get out. His connection to Alison would only hurt him. But Karen, on the other hand, maybe that could work for him. Think of the exposure he’d get when the media found out his wife was supposed to be one of the victims, and not only that, but it was Nick who’d saved her life. A story like that could lead to all kinds of opportunities.

      Nick considered his next move, who to call first, when he heard a sound.

      Someone was opening the front door.
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      Karen woke up as the sunlight hit her through the blind. She groaned, confused for a moment until she remembered the night before and her lucky escape. She swore she wouldn’t drink again as the hangover kicked in. It felt like someone was trying to hammer out her eyes from the inside as well as punching her repeatedly on the skull. God, she hated shots.

      She rolled over and found her phone which she’d abandoned on the nightstand. She picked it up and saw it was Sunday. Technically she should be at work but Sundays were quiet, even more so than the rest of the week, so Jamie could handle it on his own. She had a vague recollection of him refusing her offers of shots, sticking to a couple of beers instead. And then she remembered him dragging her away from the blonde woman’s building. Ugh. She’d been a real asshole the previous night.

      She started to write a text, too embarrassed to actually talk to Jamie, when she remembered something else.

      ‘Fuck,’ she muttered and dropped back down on the bed. Peter Aronsen was coming in to do a reading. She squeezed her eyes shut. She’d regretted it as soon as she’d spoken to him, knowing it would be painful enough anyway, but with a hangover like this? But it was her fault. She couldn’t leave Jamie to sort it out alone. Especially not if Aronsen’s horde of followers were going to show up. Karen was not as confident of his allure as Aronsen was, but she hoped that if she had to go through with it, they’d at least make a little money out of it. Even if Aronsen was bringing his own books, maybe his fans could be persuaded to buy something else. They had plenty of other lurid true crime books in stock.

      She tore herself from her bed, pleased she’d showered in the middle of the night. As much as another might be a good idea, she felt too fragile to bother. She would get dressed, brush her teeth, and pull back her hair. Anything beyond that was too much to be expected.

      

      In the kitchen, she stood over the sink and forced herself to eat a slice of toast before gulping down coffee that made her stomach turn. She threw back a couple of painkillers, adding one more for luck, and then collected her phone and bag, making sure she had everything she needed.

      She slipped on her coat, trying to move carefully, as if she could outwit her hangover by not making any sudden movements. As she did, she felt something heavy in her pocket. She pulled out Nick’s lighter and stared at it. She was about to put it on the sideboard when she remembered the way he’d acted the night before. She walked through to the kitchen, about to toss it into the trash when she stopped, reading the inscription from his parents. She couldn’t do it. She dropped it back into her pocket instead and opened the door.

      She would get through this day and then she was done with asshole men. She was tired of the whole damn lot of them. She was ready to move on.
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      Michael walked in and turned on the light. Then he stopped. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but something felt wrong. Something in the air. A smell? A presence? Was there someone else in the house? Was this it? He kept very still, his hand poised, ready to… what? Open the door and run? Defend himself?

      He listened for any signs of movement. Surely if the police were there, he’d know by now. Traditionally, the police tended to announce themselves with fire and fury, bringing everything they had to take down one guy, complete overkill. He took a step forward and thought he heard something. Nothing much, a small sound. He stopped again, waiting for something more. Could there be someone in his house? Someone other than the police? A burglar who had suddenly found themselves in over their head?

      Michael moved quickly, checking the bedroom, the bathroom, the kitchen. Nothing. He looked around. Nothing seemed out of place. No broken windows, nothing moved or gone. Maybe he was being paranoid. It had been a long few hours. He looked at the clock, wondering how long it’d be until Elena was found and what it would mean. He hadn’t taken many precautions, he never did. He needed proof the work was his when the time came. But that would be on his own terms. If the police knew his identity, things could come tumbling down sooner than he’d hoped. But it was still possible Elena hadn’t told anyone. She’d been at the gym as normal. There’d been no police presence either at her place or his. If they knew, they’d be here by now. Surely. Even the NYPD weren’t that slow.

      Michael got a glass of water and told himself nothing had changed. No one knew about him. He could go on as before, the only difference being he would have to find another replacement for Elena. Oh well. Such was life.

      He went into the bedroom and stripped off his clothes, muttering to himself about the blood on his sleeve. That was careless and would be a pain to get out. He sighed and threw everything into the laundry basket before getting into the shower, considering his next move.

      Elena had been a waste. Yes, he’d been tired of her and wanted her out of the way, but not like that. He considered his other options. Karen had yet to call him back after he ignored her the night before. Hopefully she would forgive him but he would have to do some damage control, make sure she knew she was his priority, which was kind of true. She was the one he desired most, but knew he’d have to hold off. But it was always good to have something to look forward to. In the meantime he’d have to move things along with the others.

      Michael got out of the shower and toweled himself off. He needed to sleep a little but then he would make some calls. There were three to go, four if he found a replacement for Elena. And there was no time to waste.
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      Nick jogged up the stairs to the apartment, his mind racing. He figured he shouldn’t make any big decisions on no sleep but doubted he’d be able to drift off anyway for all the crap bouncing around in his brain. He felt both exhausted and wired at the same time. So much had happened in the last few hours, he couldn’t get his head around it. He thought about what he’d found in Michael Fisher’s house. Nick had found the man they were looking for. He could end this right now. And yet he knew he’d messed up. He’d broken into the house. He had no warrant, no reason to be inside. Yes, he had Elena Jones’s statement, but she’d refused to make it official, and the truth was, he didn’t know for sure that Fisher was the guy who’d attacked her. The only reason he homed in on him was because he’d seen him in the hallway of his own building.

      So he’d been wondering how to play it when he heard the door, still standing there when the light was switched on. Should he have arrested him there and then? Would anyone care exactly how it’d gone down, as long as this freak was off the streets? Or maybe he could lie and say he went around to talk to him regarding the complaint from Ms. Jones and then he happened to see the evidence connecting Fisher to the serial murders?

      Instead, he slipped out the way he came, hoping Michael Fisher would be none the wiser. Nick needed to think it through. He’d tried calling Elena so she could ID Fisher from the 7-11 photo, but there was no answer. She was probably working out. He’d have to try again later.

      Nick went to open the front door, stepping back as Karen beat him to it on her way out. She looked surprised to see him.

      ‘I figured you must’ve moved out,’ she said. ‘I was making plans for the spare room.’

      ‘I was working,’ he said and pushed past her into the apartment.

      ‘Yeah, I bet you were.’

      ‘Does it still bother you?’ he asked, and she looked at him blankly. ‘If I’m sleeping with other women.’

      ‘Hardly,’ she said and turned to go.

      ‘You look a little pale. Rough night?’

      She ignored him and started down the hall. Nick went to close the door but something made him call out to her again. ‘You have any plans tonight?’

      She stopped and slowly turned around. ‘Why? You taking me out?’

      ‘Hardly.’

      ‘I’m sure I can amuse myself,’ she said, smiling, as if she had a secret, and Nick wondered if he should tell her. Would she even believe him if he did?

      ‘Goodbye, Nick,’ she said and walked away.

      Nick watched until she disappeared before going back inside.

      He stripped off his clothes as he walked to the shower. He really wanted to sleep but he knew he had to go to work and see what was going on with the evidence from Alison’s club. But more than that he needed to find a way to catch Michael Fisher red-handed. If he could do that, then nothing else would matter.
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      Karen looked out over the sea of faces. She had to hand it to Aronsen. He said he’d bring the people and he had. Okay, so sea of faces was pushing it a little, there were maybe fifty or sixty people there for him, but it was still a whole lot more people in the store than usual on a Sunday afternoon. Or any afternoon for that matter. That they were there for Peter Aronsen was what surprised her most. His books were terrible, his personality somehow even worse. Yet people lapped it up, listening to him, rapt, as though he were the Messiah. There were even a couple of young women, maybe mid-twenties, certainly old enough to know better, who were sporting homemade T-shirts with Aronsen’s face on them. They sat on the front row, gazing up at him with what appeared to be lust. Karen was certain that the nauseous feeling in her stomach wasn’t only down to her hangover.

      ‘Why do you think the police refuse to listen to you?’ someone in the audience asked, and Karen saw Aronsen’s face light up.

      ‘That’s a very good question,’ Aronsen said. ‘And I think the answer is that there are certain members of the NYPD who are intimidated by me, by my knowledge and expertise.’

      Karen bit the side of her cheek to stop herself from laughing but the audience were nodding along in agreement.

      ‘I know one detective in particular, let’s call him Mick Jelly,’ Aronsen said, and the audience laughed. Karen turned her attention back to Aronsen, keen to hear what he had to say about her husband. ‘You’ve all seen him on your TVs. Although maybe not so much lately.’ More sniggering. ‘This is a man who loves the limelight and doesn’t care to share it. I think that when you have a personality such as that on a case, they’re not going to be open to ideas from anyone else, especially when those people are more famous. I think that’s what it ultimately boils down to, and I think it’s not only a shame but it’s a slap in the face of the families of those who’ve lost their lives. Now I’m not saying I could solve the case all by myself, although you might remember a little case I was involved with a few years ago that saw the perp quickly put behind bars.’

      There were a few mutters and Karen resisted the urge to roll her eyes. If she remembered correctly, Aronsen had followed a police officer, hoping to get a scoop, and had got himself held hostage by a man who had already killed eight people.

      Karen chanced a look at Jamie, expecting to see him holding in his own laughter. Instead when she caught his eye, he nodded to the rear of the room. She looked over but didn’t see what he was trying to point out. She looked at Jamie who nodded again, more urgently this time. Her eyes skimmed over the faces of the people who were standing at the rear of the room but saw nothing out of the ordinary. She wondered if he’d spotted a shoplifter or something weirder than the fan girls sitting at the front. She was about to turn to Jamie again and shrug when she saw “him”. Sitting on the last row. Mark. And he was looking in her direction.

      Karen turned away, her cheeks flushing. Really? He’d spent the night screwing someone else and now he was here?

      She was determined not to give him what he wanted so forced herself to pretend she hadn’t noticed him. But she could feel him staring. She glanced at Jamie and he raised a brow. She looked away quickly, pretending she was interested in what Aronsen had to say, even as she was zoning him out.

      Though she enjoyed the way he mocked Nick, there was only so much she could take. She wondered when he’d stop. He’d already been talking for two hours and had now opened it up to questions from the audience, who seemed to have an endless supply of them. And once that was done, he’d be signing books and, quite possibly, body parts. It felt like it would never end. And now Mark was here and all she wanted to do was go home and sleep.

      Why didn’t he take no for an answer? He said he’d leave her alone if she didn’t call him, yet here he was.

      And then she remembered calling him the previous evening.

      Fuck.

      She found herself glancing over again but quickly looked away when she saw he was still staring at her.

      ‘Are you going to talk to him?’

      Karen jumped. She hadn’t seen Jamie come over. She shook her head. ‘I’m not interested,’ she whispered as Aronsen answered another idiotic question.

      ‘You were interested last night,’ Jamie said.

      ‘I was drunk.’

      ‘No shit.’

      Karen kept her eyes on Aronsen, hard as it was. But now she could feel both Mark and Jamie’s eyes boring into her. She held off as long as she could before turning to Jamie.

      ‘I don’t care. I really don’t.’

      Jamie didn’t reply, just made a face that said he didn’t believe her.

      She sighed and walked away from the scrutiny as well as the pain of listening to Aronsen. She shut herself in the office, sitting down and resting her head on the desk.

      An image of Mark flashed into her mind, followed by Jamie’s look of disbelief. And it irritated her because maybe she didn’t believe it herself.
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      Michael listened to the writer, swinging between anger and wanting to laugh. The man was an idiot and so far off the mark about Michael that he had to stop himself from raising his hand and pointing out all his errors. How much fun would it be to reveal himself right there in the store and see how cocky this asshole was then? But even if he didn’t go so far as to expose who he really was, standing up and sharing his own theories and advanced knowledge of what made a killer tick was probably not the image he wanted to reveal to Karen. Not yet, anyway.

      He was feeling good, having had a few hours’ sleep. Part of him had wondered if he’d be woken by the police hammering at his door, yet still he slept soundly. And when he woke a few hours later he realized that he must’ve been right. Elena hadn’t gone to the police. She hadn’t shared what she knew about him. He was safe.

      And so, feeling untouchable, he decided to pursue Karen again and make sure she was still interested. Her novel had been delivered while he’d been sleeping and he’d eagerly begun reading, quickly forgetting his need to eat. It was a slim volume and he’d whizzed through it in a few hours, both impressed and saddened by it. There was a playfulness and confidence in her writing that seemed missing from Karen herself. Perhaps she’d been different once upon a time, maybe before marrying Nick Kelly. It was a shame. But more than anything it was proof that she was perfect for Michael’s project, and spurred him on to finish.

      To be honest, he was surprised when he’d arrived at the bookstore and saw all the people. He wondered if he should leave. If he approached Karen now, there would be a lot of witnesses. And then he realized the reason for the crowd. Peter Aronsen. That had surprised him too. He’d thought she would have more refined tastes, but business was business. Besides, with everyone focused on the celebrity author, no one would be taking any notice of Michael.

      He’d slipped in at the back and taken a seat, watching as Karen moved around the room. He saw the look of undisguised disgust on her face as Aronsen spewed forth his theories and Michael felt relief that she wasn’t another of his fans.

      It was a couple of hours in – man, could that guy talk – before Karen finally noticed him. Michael had clocked the little guy from the store staring before bringing her attention to him. If he wasn’t mistaken, she blushed when she saw him. Michael kept his eye on her but she refused to look his way and finally she left the room and he watched as she closed the door to the office at the back of the store.

      When an argument broke out between a couple of customers, one encouraged by Aronsen, Michael got up and made his way to the office. The little guy was distracted by the argument quickly accelerating into a physical scuffle.

      Michael knocked on the door and gently nudged it open. Karen was sat behind the desk, head in hands.

      ‘Has he finished yet?’ she asked.

      ‘No. I think he might be here for the duration,’ Michael said, and she looked up sharply. ‘Sorry. I don’t want to interrupt. Are you all right?’ Seeing her more closely, he could see she looked a little ill.

      ‘I’m fine. I… I thought you were Jamie.’

      Michael almost mentioned the fight her colleague was trying to break up but realized by telling her he’d be giving her an out. Instead he closed the door behind him. He saw a shift in her body language. Fear, he thought. But then… No. It wasn’t fear, it was something else.

      ‘You called me last night,’ he said.

      She looked away, down at her feet. ‘I misdialed. Sorry if I interrupted something.’

      Michael noticed the sharp tone and wondered what it meant. Did she know? Had she seen him with Alison that night after all? No. If she’d seen him with Alison, she’d be afraid.

      ‘Not at all. Sorry I missed your call. Did you…?’

      ‘I need to get back to work.’

      ‘Sure,’ he said, but stayed in front of the door. ‘But I was thinking maybe we could go out afterwards. If he ever finishes, that is.’

      This raised a small smile, even if she quickly wiped it away.

      ‘What do you say? A quick drink?’ he asked. ‘Or something to eat?’

      Karen opened her mouth but raised voices made her stop. ‘Shit,’ she muttered, and edged past Michael to open the door. He could see that the argument between the two men had grown into an issue dividing the whole audience. It looked like a scene from West Side Story. ‘I have to deal with this,’ she said and walked out.

      Michael followed, thinking he could use it to his advantage. But at that moment, the front door opened, the tinkling of the bell barely audible over the fracas. But Michael heard it. He wondered if it could be the police, if someone had realized how out of hand it was already getting and called it in.

      But it wasn’t the police. Or rather it was. But just one of them. Nick Kelly.
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      Nick had gone into work that morning wondering if it would be the last time. But would they have hauled him in already if they’d found something on the tapes from Alison’s club? Or would they wait for him to show up before letting him have it? He was certain he could feel his blood pressure rising minute by minute as he made his way in.

      Sometime between getting out of the shower and getting in the car, he’d realized that not only could it mean the end of his career if it came out he’d been paying for sex, but it could also seriously affect his chances at getting the apartment. His lawyer had assured him that his cheating meant nothing. But, if Karen could prove that he’d spent a large chunk of their money on his lovers, then the judge might see it as – how did he put it? – a wasteful dissipation of their assets. Nick assured him that was irrelevant. He’d never really spent anything on Zoe, or any of the others. And though he’d only begun frequenting the club after he and Karen had separated, Karen might find a way to get it to work in her favor. Was it any wonder his blood pressure was so high? He could lose everything for the sake of a few mediocre fucks.

      Thankfully someone was looking out for him. When he got to work, Azrah informed him that the footage from the security cameras only went back a couple of days, not even the required thirty days, and so far they’d found not much of interest. They’d contacted anyone they could identify but all had solid alibis for Alison’s murder. They were still working on cross-referencing anyone on those tapes with anyone on other CCTV footage they had, but they all knew it was pointless. This guy was careful.

      Nick made a discreet enquiry about the sex tapes, learning that someone from Vice was in charge of that, that it would be a separate investigation. Nick breathed a sigh of relief but knew he wasn’t off the hook yet. It could still come back to bite him.

      He wondered if he should tell the others about what had happened the night before, about Elena Jones and the information she’d given him. If he spoke up, it could be over in a couple of hours. But that would lead to all kinds of scrutiny about why he hadn’t logged Elena’s complaint, why he hadn’t followed up with the staff from the 7-11. Nick wondered if he could fudge it. Say he only asked about someone named Francis because that was the name Elena gave him. He could have a sudden realization that the guy could’ve been lying and go back to dig deeper, but not only would it make him look incompetent, it was possible Lynch would take it away from him, insisting he stay focused on the serial killer rather than this asshole who tried to kill his date.

      Nick knew he had to keep it to himself for now, partly to cover his procedural errors, but mostly to make sure he could be the one to bring this guy in. Ideally on his own. He still needed to get hold of Elena to identify Michael Fisher and give him good reason to go knocking on his door.

      Unable to reach her, Nick got up and muttered something about following a lead but was out the door before Azrah could ask any questions.

      

      Driving towards Michael Fisher’s house, Nick decided he would pay the guy a visit on the pretense of following up Elena Jones’s complaint, with or without Elena’s help. He’d ask to go in for a chat, stumble across the evidence he was the killer, and boom, he’d be the hero. The paperwork he’d sort out later.

      But there was no one home again and Nick knew he couldn’t risk another break-in, certainly not in the daylight. He figured the next best thing would be to follow his wife. He had no doubt that she would lead him to Fisher eventually. So he’d gone to the bookstore, planning to wait for her to leave. Instead he’d found a large poster of Peter Aronsen’s face in the window.

      ‘What the fuck?’ Nick muttered and stormed into the store.

      He had no idea what was going on, but a large group of people were all arguing, some getting physical. Nick wondered if he should break it up but as he walked towards them, Peter Aronsen’s voice rang out, stopping them.

      ‘Would you look who it is,’ he said. ‘Looks like we have a special guest joining us.’

      The crowd stared at Nick and started chattering as though this was some kind of stunt. He turned to Aronsen, who stood there looking pleased with himself.

      ‘What do you say, Detective? Perhaps a little Q&A? Or maybe a heated discussion? These fine people are already warmed up.’

      ‘Fuck you, Aronsen,’ Nick said and then wished he hadn’t. His anger seemed to spur the little troll on. But he couldn’t help himself. ‘Did you and my wife think–?’

      ‘Woah, woah!’ Aronsen said, holding up his hands. ‘Me and your wife? What exactly are you accusing me of?’

      ‘What? No,’ Nick said, realizing what Aronsen was getting at. ‘Not even she’s desperate enough for that.’

      ‘Listen, man. I’ve never even met your wife.’

      ‘What?’ Nick said. Was anything that came out of this guy’s mouth the truth? It was at that moment that Nick noticed Karen standing there, her face red. ‘You’ve never met her? You’re in her bookstore. She’s standing right there. But, right, you’ve never met her.’

      Aronsen turned to Karen who had her head in her hands. He looked overjoyed, if surprised. ‘She’s your wife?’ he asked, laughing. ‘Jesus.’

      Nick could hear the chatter from the crowd of people. They were laughing at him. He marched towards Karen, grabbing her arm, pulling her towards the office at the back. She tried to shake him off but he held tight.

      ‘Hey.’

      Nick looked over his shoulder to see Jamie coming their way. ‘Back off,’ he said, and Jamie stopped.

      ‘It’s okay,’ Karen said, and Jamie stepped back a little, but stayed within listening distance. Nick tried to close the office door but Karen stubbornly held it open. In the end, he gave up.

      After a couple of breaths, he turned to face her. ‘Really?’ It was all he could think of.

      Karen just shrugged. ‘I need the customers. Like it or not, he sells books.’

      ‘Oh yeah, and I bet you like it a lot.’

      ‘Actually I don’t, but like I said, he sells books.’

      ‘Right. And there was no other writer in the city you could’ve got to come in. No one at all.’

      ‘Not today, no.’

      ‘Bullshit,’ Nick spat. ‘I have to hand it to you though. You wanted to piss me off and it worked.’

      Karen laughed. ‘Right, because everything is about you.’

      ‘Isn’t it?’

      ‘No, it’s not.’

      ‘You realize you’re jeopardizing the investigation, don’t you?’

      ‘Excuse me?’ she asked, laughing again. ‘How am I jeopardizing anything? It seems to me the only thing I’m doing is giving attention to someone else, which I know is just as much a crime to you. But you know what, Nick? Congratulations. You’re getting all kinds of attention now.’ She nodded behind him and he turned and saw the whole store watching, some filming their little spat on their phones. He looked at Aronsen and saw him smirking.

      Nick turned back to Karen, practically shaking with anger. But aware of his audience, he took a breath before leaning in really close and whispering to his wife, ‘You’re a real cunt, you know that?’ before storming out.
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      Karen watched Nick slam the door as he left and all the eyes that had been on him were turned to her. She could feel her cheeks burning.

      ‘New York’s finest, ladies and gentlemen,’ Aronsen said, and a few chuckles went through the audience.

      ‘You all right?’

      Karen nodded to Jamie. ‘Yeah. But I think we ought to wrap this up.’

      She watched as Jamie spoke to Aronsen, who was clearly disgruntled at his sideshow being cut short. He looked in her direction but she turned away and glanced around the store, looking for Mark, wondering if he’d witnessed the whole mortifying scene. Maybe he’d left, not wanting to get involved with all the drama. Part of her was glad, she’d be too embarrassed to speak to him. But the other part was disappointed. She couldn’t explain it, but she felt a sudden urge to be with him.

      ‘Okay, guys,’ Jamie said. ‘I’m afraid we’re almost out of time.’ The audience groaned. ‘But Mr. Aronsen will sign books for anyone who’s bought one. So… get in line, I guess.’

      Karen watched as Aronsen sat down behind the table they’d laid out and the people queued up for their moment with him. It seemed almost everyone who’d come to hear him had bought a book.

      She could still hear a few people whispering about what had happened and so retreated to the back of the store. It had suddenly occurred to her, halfway through Nick’s performance, what he’d meant when he’d asked if she had plans when she was leaving the apartment that morning. He must’ve known about Aronsen’s visit somehow. Who knew, maybe Nick followed him on Twitter too, keeping an eye on his competition. But instead of asking her about it at home like a normal human being, he had to come to the store and make a scene.

      Karen busied herself tidying shelves, the anger coursing through her. She could hear Aronsen’s voice booming through the store – her store – and it grated on her. Did he never tire of hearing his own voice?

      She abandoned the tidying and went back into the office. Before she could think about it too much, she was dialing Mark’s number and asking if he wanted to meet for a drink. He sounded happy and she thought maybe he was grown up enough to deal with her baggage. Maybe he was just what she needed.

      Having agreed a time and place, she hung up and hoped Aronsen was nearly done. She looked out and saw that the line had diminished but it seemed like the guy at the front of the queue was in it for the long haul. She decided it was time to intervene.

      ‘Sorry, but we need to close soon,’ she said, marching to the front of the queue. There were more groans but the guy at the front took the hint and collected his book, telling Aronsen he’d continue their conversation on Twitter. Aronsen grinned at the guy, telling him, ‘I’ll look forward to it.’ But as soon as the guy’s back was turned, Aronsen’s smile dropped. ‘Next!’

      

      When Karen finally ushered the last customer out of the door, she hoped Aronsen would follow. Instead he stood there, studying her.

      ‘So,’ he said. ‘Nick Kelly’s wife. You didn’t think to mention that when you booked me?’

      ‘I’m not sure it’s relevant,’ she said, and Aronsen spluttered, looking to Jamie for back-up.

      ‘Not relevant? Hey, I can’t fault you. I know a good opportunity when I see one too. But a little heads-up would be good. Things almost got violent.’

      ‘Unlike the riot that started before he got here?’ Jamie said.

      Aronsen waved him away. ‘That wasn’t a riot. It was friendly difference of opinion.’ He turned back to Karen. ‘He’s an angry guy, your husband.’

      ‘Ex-husband,’ she said. ‘Almost.’

      ‘No shit. You two make me and my ex-wives look like the Waltons.’

      Karen sighed. ‘Mr. Aronsen, I’m really tired, so can we…’

      ‘Sure, no problem. I’ll get out of your hair,’ he said. ‘We should do this again sometime.’

      Over my dead body, she thought and locked the door behind him. She turned to Jamie who, for once, didn’t have a joke at the ready.

      ‘Well, that was a shitshow,’ he said. ‘Drink?’

      ‘I can’t. I have plans.’

      ‘With who?’

      Karen didn’t answer him, just said, ‘Leave all this,’ nodding to the chairs and general detritus of the day. ‘I’ll sort it tomorrow.’

      ‘You’re going out with him, aren’t you?’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Who? Mark. The guy you don’t care about,’ Jamie said.

      ‘So?’

      ‘So? So what about last night? What about the other woman?’

      ‘I’m going to ask him about that.’ Jamie looked at her doubtfully. ‘I will,’ she insisted. ‘But it doesn’t really matter. It’s only a drink. That’s it.’

      ‘Right.’ Jamie turned away, folding chairs.

      ‘I said leave it.’

      ‘Got nothing better to do,’ he said and continued. ‘Have a good date.’

      Karen watched him for a moment then collected her bag and coat from the office before leaving. She couldn’t deal with yet another man’s mood swings. She wanted a drink and to forget about the shitty day she’d had. And at that moment, Mark seemed the one least likely to cause her any more grief. She just hoped she wasn’t about to make a huge mistake.
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      Michael felt a sharp shock of panic when Nick Kelly walked into the store and abruptly turned away, abandoning his conversation with Karen. He’d hidden behind the true crime shelf as Karen’s husband and Peter Aronsen had a little squabble. Karen didn’t seem to notice Michael had disappeared, her focus entirely on the scene unfolding in front of her. Michael stuck around long enough to witness the argument between husband and wife and had then snuck out unseen, knowing he would hear from her much sooner than anticipated.

      And he did.

      He agreed to meet her an hour later and noticed she sounded desperate to see him. Michael knew it would happen. He was the calm opposite to Nick Kelly’s fury, someone who would listen instead of scream at her. He had considered sticking around, being the sympathetic shoulder to cry on in the aftermath, not wanting the little guy to swoop in and steal the opportunity. But he had to consider if he was flying a little too close to the sun.

      Nick had almost seen him, again, and if he discovered his relationship with Karen, would he start looking into him? Would he want to know who was screwing his wife? Michael assumed Nick no longer cared as such, that he wasn’t jealous. But Karen had mentioned a dispute about the house and Michael was aware of how dirty people were willing to fight about these things. And the cool persona Nick Kelly displayed on TV was not the same as the man he’d seen in the store. That was a guy with anger issues.

      The last thing Michael needed was Nick Kelly digging into his life in order to get one over on his wife. If it went down like that, it was bound to finish not with a bang but a whimper. He’d be like Al Capone brought down for tax evasion. Michael refused to allow the end of the project to be so boring, so mundane. So he would continue with the plan. He would hook Karen Kelly and string her along until the time was right, and until then he would keep under Nick Kelly’s radar.

      Michael checked his watch and realized it was time to go. He made his way to the bar, keeping his head down, his collar up. He’d hoped to arrive before Karen, to find a seat away from prying eyes, but as he approached, he saw her coming towards him. He smiled but she pushed open the door, saying, ‘Come on. I need a drink.’

      Inside, Karen ordered while he found his desired seats. She brought four bottles of beer back to the table and Michael resisted the urge to question her, watching instead as she knocked back half a bottle in one go.

      ‘Bad day?’ he asked, wrapping his fingers around a bottle.

      ‘You could say that,’ she said, turning her bottle around in her hands. ‘Did you…?’ She glanced up at him but he kept his face blank. ‘Did you witness the little showdown?’

      Michael made his face into a mask of confusion. ‘You mean in the store? The Aronsen fans?’

      She laughed. ‘No. After that.’

      He shook his head. ‘No. I left. I’m sorry. I thought I should get out of your hair. You seemed busy. Should I have stayed? Helped?’

      ‘No. I’m glad you left. My husband showed up. Caused a scene.’ She took another swig. ‘An even bigger scene.’

      ‘Yikes. Are you okay?’

      ‘I am now,’ she said, holding up her drink.

      ‘Do you want to talk about it?’

      ‘Not really,’ she said and finished the bottle, pushing the empty one away and pulling the next one towards her.

      ‘Was it anything to do with me? I mean, did he see us talking?’

      ‘Believe me. It was nothing to do with you. And even if he had seen us talking, it wouldn’t matter. He could see us fucking and he wouldn’t care.’ She took another drink and then said, ‘Do you want to get out of here?’ The words rushed out as if she wasn’t in control of them.

      Michael didn’t know what to say. He hadn’t expected things to move so quickly and was trying to calculate the risk. She’d told him Nick wouldn’t care if he caught them together but got the feeling it was something of an exaggeration. He knew what was going on. If this were a normal date, he would feel a little hurt. She was clearly angry with her husband and was either using Michael as a way to get back at him, or as a way to release some of her anger. Either way, it wasn’t that she really liked him. But, he reminded himself, this wasn’t a normal date.

      ‘Sorry,’ she said, blushing. ‘I thought…’ She dropped her head into her hands. Michael reached over, uncovering her face.

      ‘It’s okay,’ he said. ‘It’s… my place is being fumigated. I’m staying on a friend’s couch.’

      ‘Okay,’ she said, eyeing him up as if she knew she was being brushed off.

      ‘We could–’

      ‘Are you married?’ she asked, her words coming out quickly again, like bullets.

      ‘No, of course not. Why would you ask that?’ His mind flashed to that night with Alison again.

      Karen shook her head. ‘I don’t want to be messed around,’ she said, looking as if she wanted to say more.

      Michael took her hand. ‘I’m not married. Never have been. If I’m being truthful, I’ve been out on dates with other people. Some kind of recently. Some blind dates, set-ups, you know. But none of them worked out. I guess I’m looking for the right person and I haven’t found them yet.’

      He gazed at her and wondered if she was buying it. It was lame, but then we hear what we want to. What we need to.

      He watched as she relaxed a little, a smile broke out on her face. ‘Come on,’ she said, pushing the beer away and getting to her feet. Michael followed, making sure his scarf was wrapped around his face before he passed the bar.

      Catching up to her on the street, he asked, ‘Won’t your husband be home?’

      ‘So?’ she asked but then looked up at him. ‘He’s probably working.’

      They walked the rest of the way in silence and he wondered if her resolve was fading. He kind of hoped it was, not that he had any problem with sleeping with her, he didn’t need the pain of Nick coming in and seeing him. Michael had already had enough spanners in the works. He wanted things to go smoothly from now on.

      

      When they finally arrived in front of her building, Karen slowed to a stop. She looked up at him.

      ‘Are you sure about this?’ he asked.

      ‘No.’

      Michael leaned down and kissed her. ‘Then let’s wait,’ he said and saw the gratitude in her eyes. ‘I want to do this right.’

      ‘Me too.’

      ‘Good.’ He kissed her again, deeper this time, and then stepped back. ‘So call me. We’ll go on a real date.’

      ‘All right,’ she said and went inside.

      Michael waited until she’d vanished and then turned back towards the subway, pleased with how things had gone. All he had to do now was kill another three people and then he could finally have her.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            50

          

          

      

    

    







            Nick

          

        

      

    

    
      Nick watched Michael Fisher kiss his wife and then walk away, and Nick felt his rage building. He thought this was going to be it. He thought Fisher was going to try to kill her. Instead, he was leaving.

      Nick slammed his hand into the steering wheel and watched Fisher’s progress as he made his way up the street. Should he follow him? Stick to plan A and go and question him about Elena Jones?

      He looked back at his apartment. Through the window he could see Karen moving around, feeding that stupid bird, with no idea that she’d just had her tongue inside the mouth of a serial killer. Nick should go up there and burst her bubble. But how would that help? He glanced back at Fisher, as he disappeared into the subway, and Nick knew he had to stick to plan B.

      After storming out of the bookstore, once his anger had abated a fraction, he realized that he’d forgotten all about Fisher. Seeing Aronsen in there, and then arguing with Karen, had distracted him, but as he slammed the car door, he remembered why he was there in the first place. Was it possible Fisher was in there? Not that he was going to go back inside, not after that exit. But Nick knew Karen would lead him back to the guy sooner or later, he just had to stick with her. So he sat in the car, repeatedly googling himself to see if footage from the store had been uploaded. And when Karen finally left the store, he followed.

      Nick watched her meet up with Fisher outside a bar, taking note of the way Fisher kept his face partially hidden the whole time. After they went inside, Nick assumed he was in for a long night of waiting, that Fisher would wait for Karen to get drunk before taking her back to the apartment and doing whatever messed-up thing he had planned for her. Nick tried to imagine what he’d go for but he knew too little about art to hazard a guess.

      He wondered how long after taking his victims home Fisher actually killed them. There had been no signs of sexual activity with any of the other victims, at least not on the night they died, so did he go straight in for the kill? No foreplay at all? Nick wondered how long he should leave it before following them up the stairs. Too soon and all he’d do is interrupt his wife’s date. Hardly enough to arrest him. Too late and…

      

      After fifteen minutes, Nick sat back and tried to keep the bad thoughts from coming. Azrah and those damn sex tapes. Aronsen and his smug expression. Karen and the apartment. His parents. If he could catch Fisher, the rest of Nick’s problems would fall away. His bosses would overlook his indiscretion. Aronsen would be forgotten as every reporter in the country chose to talk to Nick, and most likely there’d be book offers, TV shows. And Karen? Maybe she’d be so damn grateful she’d let him have the apartment. Or maybe he’d have so much money from all the books and whatnot, he wouldn’t even care anymore. And maybe his parents would be so damn proud of him, they’d forget about the small sin of divorce. Or maybe that one was a little too fantastic.

      He tapped his fingers on the wheel as he thought about it and then, as the door to the bar opened, he snapped back to reality. Karen and Fisher were leaving. This was it.

      Nick followed at a distance. He wasn’t worried about losing them. He knew where they were going. He did wonder at the lack of equipment Fisher had with him. Where was the backdrop? Then Nick remembered Jonathan Lauder’s scene had no backdrop. Maybe whatever Fisher was planning for Karen didn’t require one.

      Nick stopped the car a little way down the street and watched as they approached the building. He watched as they exchanged words. He watched as they kissed. And he watched as Karen went inside. Alone.

      ‘Fuck!’ He slammed his hands into the steering wheel. Could nothing go his way? Was everyone against him? He wanted to solve this thing. That night. He wanted it over with. But more than that, he was starting to think Michael Fisher could do him a huge favor. Because somewhere between sitting outside that bar and waiting for them to go inside, Nick realized that maybe plan B needed a little adjustment. Maybe his arrest would come a fraction too late. Then not only would he be the man who caught this guy, he’d be the tragic hero whose own wife died at this monster’s hands, the man who’d arrived on the scene a little too late.

      He knew now that was the man he wanted to be. But how fucking long was it going to take?
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      Karen was up early, mostly because Nick had woken her. She’d heard him come in late the previous night and then leave again early in the morning. She was thankful that she hadn’t had to see him. She wasn’t sure she could look at him after the previous day’s performance without wanting to stab him in the eye. She was starting to wonder if she shouldn’t just leave. Maybe she could sleep on Jamie’s couch for a while. But then what? The whole reason she was in this circle of Hell was because she couldn’t afford her own place. She had to stick it out and hope that the judge saw sense. Except, she was running a little low on hope. If all this went on much longer, she was starting to worry she’d give in.

      She had felt a little spark of something last night as she kissed Mark goodnight. She was still cringing a little at her behavior, but thankfully he’d been a gentleman. Maybe he wasn’t the slut she imagined. Maybe he’d been telling the truth about his dates and wanting to settle down. She’d gone to bed feeling far less anxious than she had earlier. All the stuff with Nick and Aronsen fell away and she wondered if she’d finally fallen on her feet. Maybe Mark was what she needed.

      But now the hope had faded somewhat. Was she really that naïve to believe whatever came out of Mark’s mouth? Especially after everything that’d happened with Nick? Was that date with the blonde really just a set up by a friend? One that hadn’t gone well? He’d gone back to her place, hadn’t he? Was he the kind of guy who slept with anyone, even if he didn’t much like them? Would this woman be calling him the next day to say she’d had fun while Mark was already moving on to someone else? Someone like Karen, for instance?

      She finished her cereal and got up. She thought about the mess left in the store from the night before, and then remembered Jamie staying behind to clear it up. She felt insanely grateful to him and decided to pick up some donuts on the way in. Chocolate ones.

      As she walked from the kitchen to the bedroom, she heard the news come on, half listening as she dressed. Another woman had been murdered. Karen stopped to listen. Was it another victim of this serial killer? But the reporter mentioned the woman’s body had been found in an alley close to where she worked. Karen stopped listening and did her hair, briefly feeling bad for not caring so much about this poor woman who’d lost her life, because she wasn’t killed by a serial murderer.

      She looked at the time and realized she had to get going if she wanted to get in before Jamie. She came out and grabbed her coat, running back to the living room and switching off the TV, as the photo of the latest murder victim flashed onto the screen.
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      Michael saw the report on the news first thing and had rushed out to the store on the corner for the papers. He loved flipping through the pages, the thrill of landing on the stories about his work. Of course there were never any pictures. The police were being real assholes about sharing stuff like that. But he liked to think of it as a teaser. Whetting people’s appetites so when Michael finally released everything, they’d be more than ready.

      But that day’s report was a little disappointing. He supposed he only had himself to blame. Elena’s death had been so artless. It was never going to garner more than a few paragraphs somewhere deep inside the pages of the papers.

      And, of course, he’d get no credit for it. Obviously the police weren’t linking her death to his projects. Why would they? He was almost pleased it wouldn’t be considered part of his canon, not necessarily wanting to put his name to it. And yet… he craved the recognition anyway. Credit was always nice. Maybe when it was all done he’d stick up his hand and say, actually guys, that was one of mine too, y’know.

      Michael scanned through the article. There was no hint that the police had any witnesses. Nor did they have any suspects. He felt pleased about that. Even if he didn’t claim Elena for himself, the last thing he wanted was someone else to take the credit. It was unimaginable.

      Looking at the clock, Michael realized he had to get going. He put the papers aside for later when he’d clip the articles for his portfolio. But for now, there were more important things to do.

      As he dressed, he wondered if he should call Karen, or perhaps send a text. Maybe it wasn’t necessary. He knew she was well and truly hooked. Maybe leaving her dangling would be the better move, at least until he’d completed another piece.

      He’d made calls to his two remaining projects when he’d come home the night before, itching to get things moving. But Cas hadn’t picked up and Michael refused to leave a message after his irritating voicemail instructions. Phoebe, on the other hand, had answered. She was always the eager beaver. The only trouble was she was out of town, visiting her sister. She had been very disappointed they couldn’t meet and had tried to engage Michael in some phone sex, but the thought turned his stomach and he made some excuse about being at work and agreed to catch up with her when she returned home.

      As he was at something of a loose end, Michael decided his next move would be to find a replacement for Elena, hopefully someone who fitted The Dying Dandy. He’d put a lot of work into that backdrop, he didn’t want to waste it. Finding someone who was a match and who could be completed quickly would be a challenge. But one he was up for. So that was what he’d do next, after the small matter of his day job.
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      Nick stared at the photograph of Elena Jones in the morning paper and felt a lump in his throat as the bile crept up into his mouth. There had been no witnesses and police had no suspects. But Nick knew who’d killed her. And he knew he could’ve stopped it.

      He’d known Fisher would go after Elena again but he was so caught up in his own shit that he didn’t give the woman another thought. And when he’d seen the wall in Fisher’s house, it made it clear that Karen was next, so that was what he fixated on. But of course Fisher would have to finish Elena first. Elena was the key to catching him.

      Nick glanced up, sure that his colleagues could see the guilt on his face. But no one was looking at him. No one suspected anything. Not yet anyway. But how long until this caught up with him?

      Suddenly remembering, Nick scrabbled around in his pocket, searching for Elena’s business card, before hurrying to the bathroom.

      Shutting himself in a cubicle, he dug around in his pocket for his lighter before remembering he’d lost it. ‘Shit,’ he muttered and looked at the card before tearing it into small pieces and tossing them into the toilet, watching as they flushed away.

      Nick closed the lid and sat, trying to arrange his thoughts. Elena’s murder was being investigated by another precinct. There was no reason for anyone here to take any notice of it. He had never logged her report or any of his activities afterwards, distracted as he was by finding Michael Fisher. Unfortunately he had called her number, either shortly before or just after her death, and someone was going to come asking about that eventually. He wondered if he could explain it away by saying he was looking for a personal trainer. Yes, that could work. If he started searching online for other trainers, other gyms, maybe it would be believable.

      Shit. He remembered googling Elena the day before she was killed. Not the gym, but her. Would his lie still cut it? Would anyone be interested in his search history if he sold the first lie well enough?

      As long as no one was connecting her murder to the serial, and why would they, then he was probably safe. The only problem could be the desk officer who’d brought Elena to Nick’s attention in the first place. She never gave him her name and it had been chaos that night so was it likely he would even remember her, never mind link her back to Nick?

      Nick had to hope and pray that it was unlikely but he also knew that hoping and praying didn’t do shit. The only way out of this was to do something now. And that meant taking matters into his own hands.
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      Karen made it to the store before Jamie and was grateful to see that he’d cleared up all the chairs and mess from the day before. She was glad she’d stopped for donuts, feeling as though she needed to grovel. But what for? She’d told him to leave the mess. The only reason he was in a snit was because she’d chosen to go out with Mark again. She hadn’t actually done anything wrong. Yet, when he still hadn’t arrived an hour after the store had opened, she wondered if Jamie disagreed. Was he punishing her by not coming in? Or had he quit? Was there a letter left on her desk she hadn’t noticed?

      She went and checked, thankful there was no resignation letter. And twenty minutes later, Jamie showed up, stumbling through the door under a box of books. She let out a sigh of relief as she remembered he’d been going to collect some books that morning from a man uptown whose wife had died and left behind a whole library. They often sourced stock this way, and though some people drove hard bargains, most wanted the books out of the way so were willing to accept a small amount of money, and occasionally wanted no money at all.

      ‘Let me help,’ Karen said, and wedged the door open before going out to Jamie’s car to retrieve another box. Without Jamie and his car, she knew the store wouldn’t run half as well, and she felt another stab of guilt.

      ‘I got donuts,’ she said after he brought the last box inside.

      ‘Thanks,’ he said, stuffing one into his mouth as he passed, but then he disappeared, making himself busy in the storeroom with the new acquisitions.

      Karen wondered if he’d stay out there all day or if his curiosity would get the better of him. Not that she planned on telling him anything. She certainly wasn’t going to tell him that she’d basically bottled it and let Mark get away with whatever was going on Saturday night. And she sure as hell wasn’t going to tell him that she practically threw herself at him, inviting him back to her place. Or that the only reason she didn’t go through with it was because he politely declined. She’d been trying to work out what it meant. Did his not going upstairs with her mean he didn’t really like her or that he did? He’d definitely gone up with that blonde, but Karen hadn’t stuck around long enough to see if he’d stayed or not. Maybe he was just walking her to the door.

      Yeah right, Karen thought. There was definitely more going on than that. And if she hadn’t let Jamie drag her away that night, maybe she’d know what it was.

      

      Jamie did finally come out of the storeroom and Karen could tell that he wanted to ask her about Mark. Every now and then she’d catch him staring at her before looking away. Fortunately, by this time the store was busy and there was no opportunity for gossip.

      

      By mid-afternoon, Karen was starving and exhausted. The store had been hectic. Apparently word had got out about the events of Sunday afternoon and people wanted to see the scene of the crime. They also wanted to buy Aronsen’s books, despite them being utter garbage. Unfortunately, they still had no stock and had to tell customers they’d order them in. Karen found herself bulk-buying the books, hoping people didn’t lose interest before they arrived.

      When Jamie came back from lunch, Karen was making a sign so she didn’t have to keep repeating herself about the lack of copies of Aronsen’s books. But her mind was elsewhere and she’d already messed up two attempts.

      ‘Do you want me to finish that?’ Jamie asked and Karen took it as a conciliatory gesture. She handed him the marker pen and stood up.

      ‘Do you mind watching the store for a while?’ she asked.

      ‘No. Go. Get something to eat.’

      Karen almost spoke but stopped herself. She did need to eat, that was true. But there was something else she needed to do too. She couldn’t stop thinking about Mark and what’d happened outside her apartment. She needed to be certain before it went any further. She needed to know about the blonde. She wanted it to work, she did, but she had to know she could trust him.

      She grabbed her bag and left before she could change her mind. She wondered if she should call first, but decided it would be better to just show up. He’d shown up at her house unannounced, hadn’t he. So he could hardly be upset. Not unless he had something to hide.
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      Michael made his way home after another humiliating shift at work. His boss was such an asshole. For some reason he had it in for Michael, and it wasn’t just about his tardiness or lack of commitment to the job. It had started long before Michael had ever taken any liberties. For some reason the guy didn’t like him and it irritated Michael. Not that he let him know. He was good at hiding things. As far as his boss was concerned, it was all water off a duck’s back to Michael, but it bothered him.

      When he’d started the job, he was actually a good worker. He’d always believed that if you were going to do something, you should do it properly. So where others would cut corners, Michael never did. He was always presentable. Always polite. And still the man disliked him. So Michael stopped trying as hard, and once he found his real vocation he stopped trying at all. He showed up, he did the bare minimum, and then he left. It meant nothing to him.

      There were times he felt ashamed of his day job, but told himself that all great artists had to suffer for their work and many remained in menial positions in order to do what they loved. He shouldn’t feel demeaned, he should feel proud that he was in good company. Besides, not having to use his mind while he was there let him be more creative in his real work. Some of his best ideas came to him while stacking shelves. The idea for The Anatomy Lesson… came while he was mopping up spaghetti sauce from the floor.

      As he sat down on the subway train, his mind drifted to his plans for the evening. He was going to try Cas again, but if he was busy then Michael would go out and search for another project to replace Elena. He needed to get moving. He was closer to the end than the beginning and it felt strange. On one hand he was eager to finish, to complete his masterpiece. But on the other hand there was a sadness, a feeling of loss that it would soon be over. Once again, he questioned his plan of stepping into the limelight after Karen Kelly. There was so much more he could do. But he didn’t want to ruin what he’d already achieved by trying to cash in on it. He knew the time was right, that Karen would be the perfect ending, no matter how tempting it was to go on.

      As he walked from the subway to the house, he told himself to stick with the plan. Very soon he would be the most famous artist in the country, if not the world. He’d already seen reports of his work in international newspapers. If he dragged it out too long, people would lose interest.

      Michael opened the door and turned on the light. He didn’t feel it as quickly this time. He was already at the bedroom door before he felt the presence of someone else in his house. Or maybe it was the fact the light was on.

      His movements slowed. He thought of turning and running, but curiosity got the better of him. There’d been gossip at work about the police coming in on Saturday night, that Filip was in trouble for letting them look at stuff they had no right to see. Michael had felt his stomach tighten when Frankie told him, but she brushed it off. She’d heard it was to do with drugs or something like that. Nothing important. But Michael still felt on edge.

      He tried to find out more but no one really knew anything and the more people he talked to, the less he knew. But it couldn’t have been about him, could it? If the police had been there, if it was him they were looking for, why hadn’t they found him yet? His address was on file. So he brushed it off too. It was more likely to be about Steve. He’d been known to sell weed in the parking lot before. It was definitely about Steve.

      But now Michael wondered. Hadn’t he thought someone was there on Sunday morning? What if they were fucking with him?

      Michael pushed open the bedroom door and saw someone standing there, staring at his wall. When the person turned, Michael saw a familiar face.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            56

          

          

      

    

    







            Nick

          

        

      

    

    
      Nick grabbed hold of Michael Fisher before he could run, shoving him down onto the bed. ‘I think we need to have a little chat. Don’t you?’

      Surprisingly, Fisher didn’t try to move, didn’t attempt to attack Nick or show any desire to get away.

      ‘What would you like to talk about, Detective? The ethics of police officers breaking into houses?’

      ‘You want to talk ethics? Really?’

      Michael shrugged.

      ‘Why don’t we save that? I want to talk about this.’ Nick pointed to the display of photographs on the wall. He looked over the faces of the victims and potential victims, including his wife.

      ‘What about it?’ Michael asked, and Nick turned back to him. ‘What? You want me to tell you why I do it? Give you my sad life story for a little context?’

      ‘I thought you people liked to talk.’

      ‘You people? You make me sound like a super villain.’

      ‘I wouldn’t go that far.’

      ‘What do you want me to say? It’s my work. It’s art.’

      Nick laughed. ‘Art?’ He turned back to the wall. ‘And what about Elena Jones? Was she art too?’ He looked back at Michael, who looked a little surprised. ‘Yeah, I know you killed her. And not just because you have her picture on your wall.’

      ‘So, she did go to the police,’ Michael said, more to himself than to Nick, before looking up, curiosity on his face. ‘You went to the 7-11.’ Nick nodded. ‘So where’ve you been for the last two days? And why are you here alone? Where’s the SWAT team or whatever?’

      ‘SWAT team?’ Nick laughed. ‘You really think you’re worth that?’

      ‘I figured I was worth more than one guy. Besides, isn’t it illegal to break into someone’s house? Forgive me if I’m wrong, I get most of my procedural know-how from Law and Order. But won’t this affect your case?’

      ‘You’re right. Me breaking in here would be frowned upon. Most of the time. But see, in cases like this, where you’ve got some psycho running around killing half a dozen people because he thinks he’s an artist. Times like this, the rules are a little more flexible. As long as I get you off the streets, no one cares how I do it.’

      ‘If you say so.’ Michael held up his wrists. ‘Shall we?’

      Nick ignored him and looked at the wall again. ‘Elena was a mistake, wasn’t she?’

      ‘Yeah, no shit.’

      ‘She wasn’t supposed to be next. But she found out where you worked so you had to get rid of her.’ Nick looked back at Michael, irritated by his bored expression.

      ‘Are you really going to Scooby-Doo the whole thing? Or can we just get on with it?’

      ‘I do regret not doing this sooner. I could’ve saved Elena.’

      ‘But you didn’t,’ Michael said. ‘Why?’

      ‘I guess I had other things on my mind.’

      ‘Such as?’

      ‘I want to make a deal.’ Nick pointed to the photo of Karen. ‘I want you to kill her next and leave the rest alone.’

      Michael’s eyebrows went up a good inch or so and he laughed. ‘Jesus. I thought you were going to ask me to spare her. Fuck! She said things were bad between you guys but, man, this is some messed-up shit.’

      ‘Says the man who’s killed six people. If you do what I ask, I’ll let you go. But only if you leave the rest of them alone.’

      Michael was still laughing and he shook his head at Nick. ‘You really haven’t been paying attention, have you? I don’t want to be free. When I’m done, the whole world is going to know who I am.’ He looked at Nick, incredulous. ‘You really didn’t get that?’

      Nick huffed a laugh. ‘No, I did. But that’s good we’re on the same page, because obviously I was never going to let you go. At least now I don’t have to lie about it.’

      ‘It’s nice to know you can be trusted.’

      ‘Kill Karen, then that’s it.’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Excuse me?’

      ‘I have plans. I want to finish what I started. If you really want your wife dead, you’ll have to wait.’

      ‘This isn’t a negotiation. I could arrest you right now and make sure no one ever knows your name.’

      ‘But you won’t.’

      ‘Try me.’

      ‘And what if I told everyone about the deal you offered me?’

      ‘No one would believe you.’

      ‘I don’t know. A lot of people witnessed your little scene at the bookstore yesterday. And to be honest, I don’t think Karen would need much convincing to believe it. She really does think you’re an asshole.’

      Nick felt a twinge of anger. As much as it had tickled him to think that Karen was sleeping with this guy, it pissed him off to think of her telling him about their marriage. Same as it pissed him off to think Alison said yes to this clown after turning him down.

      ‘Besides, how are you going to explain how you found me? It’s been, what, two days since you went to the 7-11? So what have you been doing since then, Detective Kelly?’

      Nick had wondered this himself. How was he going to explain it? But he kept his face neutral.

      ‘Maybe I’ll tell them I was checking out everyone who worked at the 7-11 and then, eventually, I came across you and… Oh shit! This is the guy screwing my wife. What if he tries to kill her too? So I break in here on the grounds that you could be attacking her, and what do you know? I stumble upon all this.’

      Michael looked as if he was thinking about it and then shrugged. ‘Needs a little work, I think.’

      ‘Look, you’ve already told me that what you want most in this world is for everyone to know your name. To admire your work or whatever. So I’m giving you a choice. Do as I say and I can give you everything you’ve ever wanted. Or refuse and I make sure no one ever knows your name or sees your face and all this,’ he said, waving his hand across the crime scenes photos, ‘All this disappears.’

      Michael Fisher didn’t look so smug anymore. He made Nick wait but not for long.

      ‘All right. You have a deal.’
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      Karen stood watching Mark’s house. On the train ride over, her resolve had risen and fallen seemingly with every bounce on the tracks. Was she really going to confront him? Did she even have the right? He’d admitted the previous night that he’d been out with other women. Shouldn’t that be enough?

      But it wasn’t. She wasn’t prepared to have her heart broken again. She needed to know Mark wasn’t going to mess her around, that she’d be safe with him. And she did have the right to know that much.

      So she’d marched from the subway, crossing the street, determined to ask him directly about the blonde from Saturday night. She would demand that if he wanted her, then it could only be her. She wasn’t going to be one of many.

      But once she was there, looking at the house, she felt her confidence drain away again. She would feel stupid asking him, like some needy psycho woman. She was acting as though this was going to be a serious thing when maybe all it was, and would ever be, was a fling. Did people even say fling anymore?

      Karen sighed. It was cold standing there but she felt frozen. She’d gone out there for a reason. She needed to make a decision. Either go home and call it off. Never see him again. Or go over there and be a grown up.

      Or maybe she could call him and ask. Maybe it would be less awkward than asking face to face.

      She took out her phone. Maybe she could text him.

      ‘Shit,’ she said and turned away, hiding as the front door opened. Karen looked back, desperate to see if Mark was with someone else, wondering if the blonde would come out, her hair messed up and her lipstick smeared.

      ‘What the fuck?’ Karen muttered as she watched a man walk out the door, glancing around before pulling up his collar.

      What the hell was her husband doing there?
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      Michael heard the door close and let out a half-laugh half-sigh. Had that really happened? Had a NYPD detective asked him to murder his wife? Karen was right. Nick Kelly really was an asshole. And he really wanted his wife dead.

      Unless this was some kind of set-up.

      But what would be the point? If Nick Kelly only wanted to catch Michael, why not arrest him there and then? There was plenty of evidence, both in the house and the forensics left at the crime scenes. Michael had been counting on that for when he finally came forward. It was clear that Nick wanted his collar to be more media friendly. He was as much an attention whore as Michael was. He needed the validation as much, perhaps even more. But if he was planning on catching Michael in the act, stopping him before he could actually kill Karen, then why bother coming here in the first place? Why not wait and follow him until such a time actually arrived?

      Because he really did want his wife dead.

      Michael considered it. At least this way he had a free pass. He could take his time with Karen, make sure he got everything just right, without worrying her husband would come in and ruin things. Plus there was the added attention it would garner if Nick was the one to catch him standing over Karen’s body. The victim’s husband arresting the perp a little too late. It would be even better than anything Michael could achieve alone.

      And yet… he hadn’t been lying about wanting to finish what he’d started. He refused to abandon the project on the whim of Nick Kelly. But maybe he wouldn’t have to. The way he saw it, he was the one with all the power here. It might have been true that his colleagues would believe Nick over Michael if he decided to come clean about the deal, but that was hardly the most important thing. If Michael was going to be caught, then so be it. But he would go down fighting. He would keep working as long as he could. And yes, he was desperate to finish, but he would bet Nick Kelly was even more desperate to see his wife dead. And if he wanted it that badly, then maybe he’d be willing to wait.

      Obviously he had to insist on letting the others go. He was a police officer. He could hardly condone the murders of innocent people. But Michael knew that deep down, Nick Kelly was colder than he was. If the price to pay for the death of his wife was a few more bodies on his conscience, then so be it. He’d already let Elena die, hadn’t he?

      No. Michael wasn’t going to do as Nick Kelly asked. He was going to do things his way. He checked his phones for any messages. There were none. But something on his social media feed caught his eye and he headed for the door.

      He might have the power, but the clock was ticking. It was time to finish the project.
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      Nick left the house, the cold air hitting him like a slap in the face. He pulled up his collar, glancing around in case anyone was watching, and walked towards his car which he’d discreetly parked a couple of blocks away.

      What the hell had he just done? Could he really go through with it? And did he have any choice? He’d made a deal with the devil, and regardless of how calm he’d seemed when telling Fisher how he’d explain it away, Nick knew that he’d dug himself a seriously deep hole. If he didn’t go through with it, it was possible his story would unravel pretty quickly.

      He reached his car and climbed in, turning the heater on. There was nothing else to do but go through with it. And wasn’t she the one who had tried to end her own life? Maybe it would be a mercy.

      But could he trust Fisher? Nick almost laughed. Was he really debating with himself whether he could trust a serial killer? Of course he couldn’t. But Fisher had plenty to lose too. If he didn’t do as Nick told him, then Nick would make sure his name was never known outside the police department. And wasn’t that worse than death for a guy like that? He had to trust that he was in control, that Fisher would go after Karen and Karen alone, that there would be no danger to anyone else.

      Before leaving, he’d told Fisher he’d get a burner phone to him. That when he was ready to do it, he should call Nick’s own burner phone and let it ring three times. They wouldn’t talk on these phones, they wouldn’t send any messages on them. He wasn’t to use it for any other purpose. Nick would get it to him within the next day and he then had a couple of days, maximum, to finish the job. He only wished he’d thought of getting phones before he showed up. The last thing he needed was to be seen anywhere near Fisher or his house before the big day. But it was too late now. He had to trust that everything would work out.

      And who knew? Maybe when the time came, Nick would decide to show a little mercy of his own. Could he honestly say he hated her that much? Would he step in before it was too late? Do her one last favor. He could save Karen and kill Fisher and there’d be no one to dispute his version of events. How would that play in the media? Shining knight on white charger rides in to save the day at the last minute? He could see the headline now. “Hero Cop”, above a portrait of himself looking pensive.

      Nick pulled away at speed. It was something to think about.
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      What the actual fuck? Why was Nick there? Karen watched in stunned silence for a moment as Nick walked away from the house. Did Nick know about her and Mark? Was that why he was there? It had to be. What other explanation could there be? But why did he care? Was it about his bruised male ego? Jealousy? Possessiveness? No, she couldn’t believe that. Nick was so beyond that. She could’ve taken a dozen lovers home with her and Nick wouldn’t care. So why was he there?

      Karen could only imagine it was for his own benefit. Nick rarely did things he couldn’t use to his own advantage. But how would coming here do that? Was he planning on convincing Mark to claim their affair had started much earlier, that she had been as unfaithful as he was? Was he trying to level the playing field in front of the judge? Surely Mark wouldn’t do anything like that. Unless he had something to hide. Nick was a cop. It was easy to get leverage when you had the law on your side.

      But what would be the point? Would Nick really bother going to so much trouble for so little gain? Unless this wasn’t about him at all. Maybe it was nothing more than trying to sabotage her fledgling relationship. Maybe it was revenge for what happened with his parents on her birthday. Maybe he was warning Mark off her, spreading lies so he’d want nothing more to do with her. That sounded more like him.

      Karen needed to know.

      She followed Nick, walking quickly. But she could no longer see him. She stopped and looked around, wondering where he could’ve gone. And then she saw his car, parked a little further down the street. She started moving, faster, ready to bang on the window and demand to know what he was up to. But the car sped away and disappeared into traffic.

      Karen cursed herself and Nick. Did he really hate her so much that he’d try to destroy any hope of happiness she had? She guessed she knew the answer to that one already. She really shouldn’t have been surprised.

      

      Returning, Karen decided to knock on Mark’s door and find out exactly what Nick had said, but in the distance she saw a figure walking away from the house.

      ‘Mark!’ she called out, and thought she saw him turn slightly before looking ahead once more and hurrying away.

      Karen jogged after him. Was it already too late? Had Nick planted the seed of doubt? Maybe he’d told him that they were still very much married, that she was a liar, a whore. Everything she’d been worried Mark was.

      She watched as he descended the subway steps and picked up speed. She needed to talk to him.

      ‘Mark!’

      People looked as she called out, muttered under their breath as she pushed past them, jogging down the steps after him. She could see his head in the distance, moving quickly towards the platform, so she broke into a run, conscious of slipping on the wet floor. But she needed to catch him, to stop whatever Nick had started.
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      Michael knocked at the door and waited. He hadn’t called ahead. He turned up unannounced after seeing on his Facebook page that Cas was home alone, chillin’. He’d only been there once before, on the pretense of buying drugs, but it was enough to get familiar with the place and any possible obstacles.

      There was a doorman in the building and security cameras on each floor. Michael had clocked them that first time and wondered if they would be a problem. But he no longer felt that way. He felt invincible, as though he had a guardian angel watching over him. It was almost over. Things were going to move quickly from here on. As far as he was concerned, there could be a thousand witnesses. As long as he could finish what he’d started, let them all see.

      Cas Nazan opened the door, a haze of gray smoke surrounding him. He stared at Michael for a moment before realization hit him. ‘Oh, dude, it’s you,’ he said and stepped back to let Michael in.

      ‘Am I interrupting?’ Michael looked around in case any of Cas’s other customers had shown up before he could get there.

      ‘No, dude. Just chillin’.’ Cas slunk back to the sofa. An enormous TV was playing loudly in the corner and Cas kept one eye focused on the action and one on the bong in front of him. He took a hit and held it up. ‘Want some?’

      Michael sat, pulling down his hood, and Cas slid the bong towards him but Michael refrained from taking part. His eyes settled on the large dining table by the window. He recalled seeing a series of images on Cas’s Instagram, a dinner party for a bunch of semi-famous people he knew purely on the basis of having money too. Cas had paid for a woman to lie naked on the table, covered in various exotic fruits that the guests could sample, finally uncovering the woman’s body for purposes that had not been shared online.

      ‘So, what’s happening, man?’ Cas asked, never looking away from the TV. ‘Haven’t seen you in a while.’

      Michael had chosen Cas after he’d seen an article about him and his achievements, which had piqued his interest. Cas was a genius. Sort of. A talented coder who designed an app while still in school that had the potential to do real good and help some of the world’s most disadvantaged people. He’d got a lot of attention and praise for it, but then he was offered a huge sum of money by a big company who bought the app and changed it so it was no longer quite the tool for change it had once been.

      But Cas didn’t seem to mind. He took the money and hadn’t worked since, except for selling a little weed now and then, which had nothing to do with paying the bills and everything to do with the image he was trying to project into the world. This was the nerdy boy from school who was bullied for his glasses and academic ability.

      Now he was the rich playboy who wasn’t afraid of the law. Instead of spending his time and money, not to mention his talent, on creating something new, Cas did nothing but spend money on prestigious items and updated his status online. Every detail of his life was recorded on his numerous social media accounts, from his whereabouts at any given moment to his every like and dislike. He was a serial killer’s dream. Michael barely had to try.

      He’d first approached Cas in a club, posing as a fan of his work as well as his online empire. Cas had responded exactly as Michael imagined, inviting him into his circle immediately. It was clear that there’d be no need for sexual intimacy with Cas, all he required was a little ego boosting now and then. So Michael had played the game and tried to get invited back to Cas’s apartment. That part proved trickier. Cas liked to be seen, so he spent most of his time in public. It seemed the only way Michael could get an in was to buy some weed, something that he knew Cas would have to go home for. He might claim to have no fear of the police, but he wasn’t dumb enough to get caught carrying outside.

      So they’d gone back, unfortunately with a couple of other guys, and Michael had bought some weed which he was then obliged to smoke and share immediately. He’d listened to Cas rhapsodize about his app and how amazing it was and how he was planning on doing something new, how he could probably, like, save the world or something, but, you know, he had other shit to do.

      Michael left, knowing exactly which painting he would use for Cas. He just had to find an opportunity to do it.

      And now he had one.

      There was no need for a backdrop, only a couple of props, some of which Michael had brought from home.

      ‘Can I use your bathroom?’ Michael said, getting up from the sofa. Cas nodded, his hand reaching out to drag the bong back in front of him.

      Michael moved around behind the sofa, reaching into his pocket. Knife in hand, he grabbed Cas, his arm tight around his neck, and pulled him over the back of the sofa onto the floor where he plunged the knife into his side.

      Cas barely had time to register what was going on, never mind put up a fight. It was only once the knife was in, that he seemed to realize and his hands clawed at Michael’s face. But Cas was a small guy. He was wasted too. It didn’t take much to keep him down, to wait for the blood loss to empty the life from him.

      Michael watched him slip away, the soundtrack of the movie playing on the TV drowning out his last whispered words. Putting the knife aside, Michael took out the nails he’d brought from home. He’d assumed Cas would have a hammer but apparently that was too much to expect. Clearly this man did nothing useful himself.

      He looked around and found a small sculpture on the bookshelf. Michael picked it up and weighed it from hand to hand. Satisfied with its heft, he smiled to himself. It would do. It didn’t need to be precise. He was simulating crucifixion, not putting up a picture.

      Michael stripped Cas and found a couple of white sheets. Even the useless Cas was able to supply those. Michael smoothed out one of the sheets on the dining table, then used the second sheet to fashion a loincloth for Cas’s modesty.

      The feet were harder than the hands. It took a few tries but eventually he stepped back and looked at the bloody marks. They looked good.

      Going into the kitchen, Michael filled a bowl with water and found a cloth and went back to clean the body of excess blood. He took the small pots of make-up from his pocket and went to work on creating the look of the early stages of putrefaction. This was Hans Holbein’s The Body of the Dead Christ in the Tomb, and it had to look right. Cas would probably be found quite quickly so there was no time for nature to do its own part.

      When he was done, Michael placed the body on the table and stepped away and looked at the set-up. He moved in and repositioned the body, extending Cas’s middle finger.

      It was perfect.

      It was also time to go. Just because Cas had planned to spend the night alone, chillin’, Michael knew that he had dozens of hangers on, people who would show up, hoping for free weed and a chance to bask in the light of his glory.

      But there was one more thing Michael wanted to do.

      After taking his own photographs of the scene, Michael picked up Cas’s phone and took another, this time sharing it on all of Cas’s social media accounts. He tossed the phone aside and went to the door, listening to the sounds of Cas’s latest post blowing up as he left. It wouldn’t be long until Cas was found, before the police knew Michael had struck once more.

      He wished he could see Nick Kelly’s face when he heard.
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      Nick wondered why he was still there. People knew something was wrong. He could feel it. He’d barely said a word all afternoon. He knew he should make an effort to make things seem normal, but he couldn’t. Every time Azrah looked at him, he thought she knew something. Even if it was nothing to do with Michael Fisher, then about Alison’s club. Was Azrah fucking with him? Trying to make him sweat? She didn’t need to. He was doing a good job of that all by himself.

      He’d driven to two out-of-town stores to buy the burner phones but was having second thoughts. What if the cops investigating Elena Jones’s murder were onto Fisher? What if they were watching him? But if he didn’t get the phone to Fisher, how would this plan work? All he’d have was a dead wife and nothing else to show for it.

      Dan had already left for the night, as had a few of the others. Lynch was still in his office and Azrah was beavering away, desperate to be seen working hard as always. Nick thought he should go too. It was driving him insane sitting there. But where would he go? He couldn’t go home. What if Fisher decided to pay Karen a visit that night? But how would Nick know if he did? Maybe he needed to go and wait outside their apartment just in case. Forget about the phones.

      Nick felt a wave of nausea. Maybe he should call it off, find a way to lead the others to Fisher. Let them have him.

      No, it was too late for that. He needed to either go through with it or silence Fisher himself. He’d made too many mistakes. He needed to fix them.

      ‘Nick. There’s a call for you.’

      Nick looked up and focused on Tony Emmery, who was waving the phone at him. The guy still hadn’t figured out how to transfer a call. Reluctantly, Nick got up and took it.

      ‘Nick Kelly,’ he said, but whoever it was hung up. Nick stared at the phone and wondered if it was him. Fisher. Was this him signaling it was time? Should he go home? Just in case?

      ‘Who was that?’ Azrah asked.

      ‘Don’t know. He hung up,’ Nick said.

      ‘She,’ Tony said and Nick turned to him.

      ‘What?’

      ‘It was a woman,’ Tony said, and Nick relaxed a little and went back to his own desk. But it wasn’t long before he stood up again, unsure what he was going to do, but certain that whatever it was wasn’t going to be achieved by sitting there, moping. As he pulled on his coat, Azrah looked up as if to say, I win. As if it was a competition and whoever sat there longest won. But whatever clever remark she was about to utter was interrupted by the phone.

      Nick started to walk away when he heard the urgency in her voice. ‘Nick!’

      He stopped and turned back. ‘Another one,’ she said before turning her attention back to the phone call.

      Nick felt a strange twist in his guts. Was this it? Karen? He stared at Azrah, trying to gauge from her reaction if she knew. She looked up, catching his eye, her brow furrowed.

      It wasn’t supposed to go down like this. He was supposed to be there, waiting. He was supposed to be there to catch him. Maybe he could’ve even stopped him.

      Azrah put the phone down and Nick tried to slow his breathing, hoped the sweat he felt trickling down his skin wasn’t as obvious to her as it was to him. He noticed Lynch come out of the office but couldn’t look at him.

      ‘Another victim,’ Azrah said. ‘Male. Twenty-six-years-old. Cas Nazan.’

      Nick heard a small noise come from his throat but the others didn’t seem to hear it, already talking about getting over there. Nick was vaguely aware of them speaking, saying something about social media. But his vision was blurred.

      He felt sick.

      A man was dead and it was his fault.
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      Karen lost Mark somewhere in the subway station. By the time she’d made it to the platform, a train was leaving and Mark was nowhere in sight. She walked up and down, hoping to find him, but he was gone.

      When the next train arrived, Karen got on and headed home. It was possible Mark was coming to see her, to tell her that her lunatic of a husband had been to visit him. But when she got home, there was no one there. No Mark, no Nick. She tried calling Mark but there was no answer and she had to assume that whatever Nick had said to him, wasn’t good. Why else would he be ignoring her? Why else wouldn’t he want to talk to her about it?

      Unless he was afraid. It was entirely possible Nick had threatened him, and Karen wondered if she should march down to the police station and let Nick’s boss know what had happened. Unfortunately, she had no idea what had happened. All she had was a slightly crappy photo of Nick leaving Mark’s house, taken on the spur of the moment so he wouldn’t be able to deny it later when she confronted him. But even with proof he was there, it was doubtful he’d admit why. And now she’d lost Mark too, she wasn’t going to find out the truth any time soon.

      But she was desperate to know. And if Mark wasn’t picking up, she’d have to find out from Nick. It was unlikely he’d pick up if she called him, but there were other ways.

      Karen called the office number and asked to speak to him.

      ‘Hang on,’ his colleague said, and Karen listened as the man hollered across the office for Nick. But Karen hung up before he could answer. At least she knew where he was.

      She raced out of the apartment and down the street to the bookstore.

      

      Jamie looked up as she burst through the door. ‘I’m really sorry,’ she said before he could mention how long she’d been gone. ‘But can I borrow your car?’

      Jamie looked confused but nodded and Karen went into the office and found his keys in his jacket pocket. ‘What’s going on?’ Jamie asked, but Karen shook her head.

      ‘I’ll tell you later,’ she said and rushed out again, retrieving the car from its place at the side of the store.

      She pulled out into traffic, irritated at the slow progress she was making. Nick was still at work, but for how long? If he left before she got there, she had no idea where he’d go. As she edged through the traffic, she wondered why she was bothering. She could wait for him to come home, the end result would probably be the same. He’d lie about it and she’d never know.

      But as she finally got a block away from the station, she saw Nick’s car pass her, heading the other way. Karen cursed, trying to keep an eye on him, miraculously managing to turn the car around in the stream of traffic without causing an accident.

      She followed him, pulling up a hundred yards from where he’d stopped. What was he up to? And then she saw the other detectives, the coroner’s van, the gathering media. It was a crime scene. There’d been another murder.

      Karen felt a sudden sense of shame. She was worried about her husband ruining her love life, and meanwhile some poor man or woman had lost their life. She needed to go, to forget about Nick and whatever he was up to. She should forget about Mark too, if he hadn’t forgotten about her already. She needed to go back to the store and apologize to Jamie.

      But as she tried to pull away, she found she was stuck. The traffic had become gridlocked where the police cars had blocked the road. It was chaos and she wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon.

      All she could do was wait.
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      Michael cleaned himself up and headed out to work. Not his real work, but at the 7-11. His boss had called, desperate for cover, and made veiled threats about firing Michael unless he came in. It was rather pathetic. Michael almost told him to stick his job up his ass. In a day or so he wouldn’t need it anyway.

      But he still couldn’t get hold of Phoebe and he’d finally accepted that finding a replacement for Elena wasn’t going to happen. Sure, he could hit the clubs and find someone who’d gladly take him home, but he’d know nothing about them. The project would be hollow. So he decided to count Elena, and when the time came he would describe her as his failed piece. Every artist had one. Sometimes you took chances and it worked, other times you ended up with a horrible mess in a garbage-strewn alley.

      But without another project, it only left Phoebe and Karen, and Karen had to be last. He wouldn’t give Nick Kelly the satisfaction of capturing him before he was ready. So until he could get hold of Phoebe, he would continue as normal, even if that meant going to the 7-11. Besides, there was something about him going to his shift a couple of hours after killing Cas that he thought would play well in the story to come. When it came out, and it would, imagine all those people who realized they had been served by this man, this killer on their TV screens. He couldn’t help but smile at the poetry of him touching all those mundane lives and elevating them, for just a moment.

      But there was something demoralizing about it too. All those people not realizing whose presence they were in, treating him like he was nothing, like he was less than they were. He wondered if he should add one more piece to his collection. If not the customers, then his boss at least. But he could never be art. He was utterly worthless.

      As he rode the train to work, Michael wondered if Nick Kelly would be looking at Cas’s body yet and what his reaction would be. He bet Nick never saw it coming, imagining himself to be in control of every situation. This was a man, after all, brazen enough to approach a serial killer to make a deal about killing his wife. He could almost admire the man if it weren’t so messed up.

      Michael had never been in a long-term relationship, never would now, so he couldn’t understand how people could go from loving each other enough to declare they’d spend the rest of their lives together to wanting each other dead. He wondered what percentage of divorcing couples actually felt that way and, if they knew they could get away with it, would go through with it. Perhaps Nick Kelly was a one-off. It made Michael almost feel sorry for Karen. He did actually like her, as he did several of his projects. In a different life, perhaps they would’ve been friends.

      Stepping out into the night, Michael wondered if he should let Karen go. It would be a good story to come forward with after Phoebe was complete. He could share with the world Nick Kelly’s true self. But apart from infuriating Nick, what purpose would it serve? Michael had wanted to kill Karen, even before he knew who she was married to.

      It seemed that no matter what, Karen Kelly was destined to die.
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      Nick pounded on Fisher’s door for the third time but there was no response. He wondered if he should bust down the door, or maybe be a little more subtle and break in around the back again. But what good would it do? Fisher wasn’t home. He was probably out killing someone else, just to fuck with Nick.

      He could feel his heart hammering, his blood speeding through his veins. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. This wasn’t the deal. He raised his hand once more and then noticed a little old lady peering out from the house next door.

      ‘Are you looking for Michael?’ she asked. ‘I think he went to work. I saw him going out a little while ago and I’m sure he had his uniform on.’

      Nick nodded and walked away, hoping the old woman would forget his face. He had no doubt when all this came out, she would be first in line to tell the reporters how shocked she was, what a nice boy Michael Fisher was. Nick hoped that she would focus solely on Michael and not on the detective who had been at his door some time before he was arrested.

      A car horn honked as Nick pulled out without looking but he barely glanced at the driver before tearing away, driving as fast as he could to get to the 7-11. He didn’t want to risk showing his face in the store again, but pulled up outside and waited.

      

      Ten minutes later he saw Fisher walking up the street. As he approached, Nick leaned out of the car and shouted, ‘Get in.’

      Fisher looked at him for a minute, smug smile on his face, but finally did as he was told and slid into the passenger seat. As soon as he was in, Nick grabbed him around the neck. ‘What the fuck was that? We had a deal.’

      Fisher was still smiling, knowing as well as Nick did that he was hardly going to kill him in his own car. He pushed Fisher away, grabbing the steering wheel instead, his knuckles turning white as he squeezed.

      ‘What did you expect?’ Fisher said. ‘I’m the bad guy.’

      ‘I could take you in right now and make sure no one ever utters your name.’

      ‘Haven’t we been through this? If you had any intention of doing that, you would’ve already. Thing is, I think you want her dead more than I do.’

      Nick turned away, watching the trickle of people across the street, wondering who else’s life would be at risk if he carried on with this. But the truth was, Fisher was right. At this point, Nick probably did want her dead more than Fisher.

      ‘You have one more chance,’ Nick said. ‘You do her next or it’s over. I’m going to be watching you. If you go near anyone else, I will kill you myself. You get that?’ He handed Fisher one of the burner phones he’d bought. ‘This has one number in it. When you’re going to do it, you call it. Let it ring three times and I’ll come.’

      Fisher took the phone, smile still on his face. ‘I thought you were going to be watching me.’

      ‘I am. You only call when you’re actually about to do it. Understand? Then I come in and this is over. Right?’

      ‘Whatever you say,’ Fisher said, slipping the phone into his pocket. ‘Now, if that’s everything, I’ve got to go to work.’

      Fisher got out of the car and Nick looked around, paranoid someone would see, but there was no one around. He watched as Fisher went into the store and then pulled away, confident that Fisher would be no problem for the next few hours.

      He told himself that this would all be over soon. Karen would be dead but there would be no deal with Michael Fisher for anyone to speak of because as soon as Nick arrived on the scene, Fisher would be dead too.
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      Karen watched Nick’s car stop alongside a 7-11 but he didn’t get out. Why was he sitting there? After being stuck at the crime scene, Karen told herself she was being stupid. What would she gain from following Nick around all night? He was working. So as soon as the traffic cleared enough for her to leave, she turned the engine on and planned to return Jamie’s car and go home. But then she’d seen Nick coming out of the building. He got in the car, tires screeching as he pulled away. Something was wrong and Karen couldn’t help following.

      And here she was, outside a 7-11 in Queens, with no idea why. It must’ve had something to do with the murders. What if Nick was about to find the guy, this serial killer? She knew she should leave, but curiosity made her stay.

      

      After a few minutes, she saw Nick lean out of the car and tell someone to get in. She felt like she was watching a cop show on TV. Was this guy an informer? Or a perp? Maybe an undercover officer. She laughed at herself but quickly stopped when she saw who was getting in the car.

      Her stomach knotted as she watched Mark climb in next to her husband. What the hell was going on? She leaned forward. All she could see was they were talking, and then Nick seemed to hand something to Mark. But what? Money? Was he paying him off?

      Karen had the sudden feeling she’d been duped. Had Nick been paying Mark all along? Was he some kind of honey trap? But why? Leverage in the divorce? Or to fuck with her?

      She could feel tears stinging the backs of her eyes. She was such an asshole.

      Karen wiped her face and told herself, no. She wasn’t the asshole. It was them. She couldn’t believe they were in this together. She gripped the wheel to stop her hands from shaking and watched as Mark got out of the car and headed for the 7-11. She could see as he walked under the lights that he was wearing a uniform.

      ‘Jesus,’ she muttered. Was anything he told her true? He’d told her he worked at an animal shelter. Was Mark even his real name?

      She watched Nick’s car disappear and took a breath. Should she keep following him? What was the point? She needed to know who Mark really was. She saw through the window of the 7-11 as he took his place behind the counter. She assumed if his shift was just starting, he would be there for a while; six, maybe eight hours? Plenty of time to get some answers anyway.

      Karen pulled away and drove back towards Mark’s house.

      

      She parked Jamie’s car one block over and walked back. She could see lights on in the neighboring houses so made her way around the back. She tried the door, hopeful, but of course it was locked. She had no idea how to pick a lock. But looking down she saw a brick. She knew how to break a window.

      Karen smashed the window and reached in, opening the back door. She paused, waiting to see if anyone would come out, but there was no sign of life.

      She went in, the glass crunching under her feet, and used the light on her phone to move around. As she got to the doorway leading from the kitchen to the hall, she stopped. She had come here assuming Mark lived alone but she had no idea if that were true. What if someone was here? A wife? Kids?

      She listened for any movement, any sound, but there was nothing. She moved forward, knowing she had to be quick. Someone could’ve heard the window break and called the police. She might not have much time.

      She went into the living room, and holding the phone up, found mail piled up on a table. She leaned in to read who it was addressed to. Michael Fisher. Even though she already suspected he’d lied about his name, it still hit her in the gut. She couldn’t believe she’d fallen for it.

      She flipped through, not sure what she was looking for. Something to connect Mark, or Michael rather, to Nick. But what? If he was paying him, it would be in cash. Nick wouldn’t want to leave a trail.

      Karen turned around. She should leave. She wasn’t going to find anything. She made her way back towards the kitchen but stopped. She could see the bedroom, the door slightly ajar. It didn’t matter anymore, but she felt compelled to see if there was any trace of someone else. She thought about the blonde she’d seen him with. Was she another victim of his lies? Or was that just her?

      Karen walked to the bedroom and pushed open the door. She held up the light, scanning the bed, the nightstand. There was nothing to suggest a woman had been there.

      She turned to leave when something caught her eye. On the nightstand was a book. Her book. Karen almost reached out for it. Mark had actually read her book? Nick had never bothered. She shook herself. It didn’t mean anything. He’d still lied to her, hadn’t he? His name wasn’t even Mark.

      She turned again, the light catching a series of photographs on the wall. Karen held up the phone to see and let out a strangled scream, the phone falling from her hand. She dropped to her knees, feeling around the floor for it.

      ‘Shit,’ she muttered when she couldn’t find it. She reached into her pocket and found Nick’s lighter. She flicked it on and located her phone, picking it up before slowly standing, illuminating the pictures once more. Her hands shook as she took in the familiar images, faces she’d seen on the news, and below them the pictures of what he had done to them.

      She knew it would be there, knew it had to be, but when she finally reached her own picture, she felt the vomit sneak up into her throat. She wanted the truth and now she had it. She had to do something.

      Still holding the lighter in one hand, she tried to dial 911 but her hands shook too much. She let the lighter go out, fumbling and dropping it on the floor with a clatter. Fuck it, she thought and focused on the phone. She’d retrieve the lighter once she’d called the police.

      And then she heard the door.
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      Michael opened the door, angry that the joy and achievement he felt at the completion of the Cas project was being chipped away. First Nick Kelly showing up outside work, acting as if he had some power in this relationship. And then, getting to work, settling himself in for a few dull hours and then being told by his boss that he wasn’t needed after all, that he would cover the shift himself. Michael was furious. He knew his boss was fucking with him, trying to teach him a lesson, to show him who was boss. But Michael refused to let him know he was annoyed and left with a smile. But only after he’d done a little teaching of his own. The asshole wouldn’t be driving his car home in the morning.

      As Michael unlocked the front door, he thought he heard something. Really? Nick was back for more? What else did he have to tell him? How to use the phone? How he wanted his wife murdering? Michael slammed the door and stormed through to the bedroom, turning on the light.

      Empty.

      A sound from behind him made Michael turn and he walked into the kitchen. A breeze caused the calendar on the wall to flutter and Michael saw the glass on the linoleum floor, the broken window.

      ‘Asshole,’ he said, going to the door and looking out. It had to be Nick.

      Unless it wasn’t. Was it possible someone else had broken in? And if so, had they seen it?

      Michael walked away from the mess and went back to the bedroom. He glanced around, looking for anything out of place. As he stepped towards the wall, his foot felt like it’d kicked something but when he looked down there was nothing.

      It had to be Nick. It was too much of a coincidence for it to be a simple break-in. And despite the area being low income, there was surprisingly little crime. Not counting serial murder, of course.

      Michael sat on the edge of the bed and took out the phone Nick Kelly had given him. It was stupid in his opinion, but then Nick was hardly taking precautions. And though he’d instructed Michael to let the phone ring three times, Michael was tempted to send him a text, something that could be traced later on.

      It would be giving Nick some of the credit, but it would be funny too. He wondered if Nick would still bother showing up if he did that, but he knew deep down that he would. He really wanted his wife dead, but more than that, he wanted to be the hero who caught the killer. Nothing would stop him from achieving this goal, not even the possibility of being implicated. Michael had seen Nick on TV. He could talk his way out of most things. It would be interesting to see if that charm worked this time.

      Michael turned the phone over in his hand, wondering if Nick had put a tracker on it or something. He had no intention of doing as Nick asked. Karen wouldn’t die until he’d had the chance to see Phoebe one last time. But then Nick had said he’d be watching him. Was that a bluff? How would he explain that to his boss?

      Michael looked at the photos on the wall. Phoebe was up there for Nick to see. Was it possible he’d come back to find out who the last victim would be, to warn her? But there was nothing to identify her, just her picture.

      He looked at Nick’s phone once more, before picking up the one devoted to Phoebe. It was late but that had never stopped her before. And when she answered, the tone of her voice told Michael everything he needed to know. He changed his clothes as they spoke, knowing it was on.

      After fixing the window at the back of the house with a piece of plywood, Michael slipped Phoebe’s phone into his pocket, in case of any last-minute messages from her. He looked at Nick’s burner phone abandoned on the nightstand. If Nick were tracking him through the phone, it would look like he was safely tucked up in bed for the next few hours.

      But even if Nick was actually following him, Michael knew he wouldn’t follow through on his threat. Nick was desperate. Michael had him in the palm of his hand. He knew as well as Michael did that he was so close to getting what he wanted. Why would he stop him now?
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      Nick walked into the office. Only Azrah looked up. ‘Where the hell have you been?’ she asked. Nick didn’t look at her, just sunk into his chair.

      ‘None of your business. It was personal.’

      ‘Have you seen this? They’re going berserk. He shared it on the victim’s own social media. Everyone this kid knows got to see his mutilated body,’ Azrah said.

      Nick didn’t really want to look but forced himself to, for appearance’s sake. The TV in the corner wasn’t showing the images of the body itself, but the thousands of online sites without such decorum were. It was everywhere.

      Nick felt like he was swimming in guilt. He thought he might puke. He could’ve stopped it. He should’ve stopped it. Instead of sitting there in his car making plans with Michael Fisher, he should’ve hauled him in. Or better yet, put a bullet in his head and solved everyone’s problems. But he hadn’t. And now he couldn’t stop because he was in too deep.

      He thought about everything that could come back to haunt him – Alison, Elena, the phones, the meetings. He hoped he could explain Alison away. It might not save his job, but it might keep him out of prison. A lot of guys went to hookers. It wouldn’t surprise him if half the guys in the department did it. Maybe it wasn’t right, but who could blame him for not wanting to volunteer the information? Besides, nothing about him going to that club and keeping it to himself would’ve helped catch this killer. It was irrelevant.

      Elena then. She’d only be a problem if the desk officer remembered passing her on to Nick. Or if someone checked his browser history. Or if Filip from the 7-11 talked. Or if they realized Nick had called Elena. Shit. Nick felt himself sweating again, the burn of vomit in his throat.

      The phones. He’d bought them at separate stores. He made sure he couldn’t be identified on security cameras when he bought them. He’d used gloves when handling them and he could easily dump the phone once he had confirmation from Fisher. Hell, he could dump it now to make sure. And if Fisher hung on to his? It’d be his word against Nick’s. There’d be nothing to prove he was telling the truth.

      Except for the meetings. He’d been stupid to go to the house, especially the second and third times. Stupid to interact with Fisher’s neighbor. And then sitting outside his place of work? Nick had made sure there were no cameras before he went there, but you couldn’t always be sure. Could never tell who was watching.

      He could hear Azrah talking on the phone but she sounded as though she was talking underwater. Nick knew he had to go home. He needed to sleep. Maybe things would look better in the morning. But what if Fisher was planning on doing it that night? Nick had made himself clear that it had to be done soon. And he couldn’t be in the apartment when it went down. Not for the first act at least. But he was so tired. Maybe he could go and check. Besides, he’d left Michael at work. Surely he’d be there a while longer and Karen was hardly going to invite him over that late, right?

      Nick caught a glimpse of the last victim on the TV screen and turned away. He tried to think about who else was on that wall. He should’ve paid more attention. Maybe he could’ve saved them. He closed his eyes. There was a woman. An older woman, dark hair. It was hardly helpful. He had no idea who she was. If he’d been thinking clearly, he would’ve looked around. Maybe Fisher had information about his victims. Or Nick could’ve taken the picture at least. Maybe he could’ve identified her somehow.

      Nick got up, waving to Azrah as he left, but she was too focused on the phone call. He would go home and sleep. Everything would be better the next day. He would think of a way to explain Elena.

      But what if Fisher was out there with someone else?

      Nick descended the stairs and told himself it would be fine. He’d warned him, hadn’t he? Told him what would happen if he touched anyone else. Besides, Michael was at work. There was no way anything could happen now. Everyone was safe. Everything was fine.
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      Karen stood outside the precinct building, her heart pounding so fast she thought it might never slow down. When she’d heard the door, her instinct was to run. She knew he might see her, might catch her, but she had to try. So she ran and didn’t look back until she was at Jamie’s car. She hadn’t heard him call out her name, hadn’t heard the sound of his feet slamming into the pavement behind her. Maybe he hadn’t seen her. Maybe. She knew she had to go to the police but first she had to get out of there. So she’d driven fast and headed back into the city, shaking so much she was surprised she could keep in a straight line.

      She didn’t know why she’d gone there. Habit, maybe? The fact that once upon a time Nick was the one she’d run to. Or maybe because the squad was in charge of finding him. Mark. No, not Mark. Michael. Michael Fisher.

      It felt strange knowing she was the only one who knew his name. That she could go in there and solve this. Except she wasn’t. She wasn’t the only one who knew him. Her husband did too. And that was why she stood there, unable to move forward.

      Nick was in charge of the case. He was looking for this man. He’d found him and yet he hadn’t arrested him. It had occurred to her that Michael was a suspect and Nick was trying to catch him, that he didn’t have all the evidence yet. But detectives don’t chat with suspects in their cars. She’d seen the wall in Michael’s room. She’d seen him talking with her husband, seen Nick hand something to him. She knew what it meant. Her husband wanted her dead.

      She could go in there and tell someone, but their animosity was no secret and who were they more likely to believe? The man they worked with day in, day out for years, a sworn police officer, or the bitter soon-to-be ex-wife? And what proof did she have that Michael was who she said he was? She could tell them to go and see for themselves, but it had probably been taken down by now. Michael would know someone had been in, that someone had seen.

      But she couldn’t do nothing. Even if Michael fled, knowing his time was up, her husband still wanted her dead. It probably didn’t matter to him how it happened. She couldn’t wait for that time to come. Maybe she should leave. She could call the cops, leave an anonymous tip about Michael and then go. Nick could have the apartment.

      She didn’t want to let him win, not after everything he’d done. Not after what he was doing now. But what else could she do? She didn’t know who she could trust inside that building. She stood there, shivering, wondering how the hell it had come to this.

      And then she remembered. There was one thing she had. It wasn’t much but it was something.

      Karen stepped forward, knowing she had to try. It wasn’t just about her. She thought of all those other people, the ones he’d already killed, the ones yet to come. She thought about his hands that had brushed back her hair so gently, squeezing the life from someone else. She felt ill and stopped, gripping her stomach, certain she was going to vomit.

      She looked around for somewhere to go, somewhere unseen. And as she bent over to puke, a shadow fell over her and someone said her name.
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      Michael had been looking forward to this for a while and though he had a backdrop planned, it was only partially done so he was having to improvise. It wasn’t ideal having to rush through these last projects and he worried the work would be substandard because of it. But he had to admit there was a certain rush to be being rushed. He felt a tingling excitement that it was almost finished and was looking forward to what came next.

      As Phoebe opened the door, ushering him in enthusiastically, Michael wondered if she would’ve batted an eyelid had he arrived with the backdrop. She was an intelligent woman, undoubtedly watched the news, but she was also desperate for company and, it seemed to him, arrogant enough to think that something like that would never happen to her.

      ‘Drink?’ Phoebe asked after kissing him on the cheek, her heavy perfume sticking in his throat. She was already moving towards the drinks cabinet, so Michael dropped his bag on the floor and took off his coat. He pulled the knife from his pocket and before she could turn, he moved behind her. With one hand he took her chin, pushing it towards the ceiling. He heard her groan and her hand went to reach around to him. But before she could touch him, the knife had torn across her throat and her hand snapped back, trying uselessly to stop the inevitable.

      Phoebe’s eyes widened as she looked at him, and Michael took hold of her shoulders, guiding her to the floor. He held her until she stopped struggling, until the life had drained away. It was a kindness he wasn’t sure she deserved.

      Phoebe Devereaux had a talent of sorts. She had grown up loving the ballet and theater, had dreamed of working in that area, backstage of course, she was no performer herself. But the lure of money swayed her and she took a business course instead. She was now, or had been, the CEO of a huge company. She had climbed to the top because she was good at what she did, and was in charge of a company that sponsored several arts programs as well as a major literary award. But then she’d used her talent to make the company even more money by cutting all funding to the arts. This art lover had betrayed what she loved.

      Michael had read about her in the Sunday newspaper. A profile of a remarkable woman, but Michael sensed a bitterness from the writer. A few critical remarks about the cuts and even more about the fact that Phoebe had paid for her success with loneliness. She had never married, never had children. That was her punishment, according to the writer. But Michael saw it differently.

      He’d approached her at a gallery opening. He made her laugh, showered her with attention, and by the end of the night, she had given him her business card. He had taken her to dinner once, and been to her home three times.

      The first time he went there, he knew immediately what the project would be. Phoebe had a sword hanging on the wall in the living room and it was like a light bulb appearing over his head. It was perfect. Caravaggio’s David with the Head of Goliath.

      He looked down at Phoebe’s lifeless body and stood up. He took the sword down from the wall, feeling its heft in his hands before he brought it down on her already open neck. He was pleased that it severed the head with one blow. It was much easier than it had been with Irene. Though, if he’d known it would be so efficient, maybe he would’ve forgone the first part and just used the sword. But, he supposed, decapitation without restraining someone was probably quite difficult.

      He put the sword aside and looked around the room to work out the best place to stage it. He’d put some thought into it, how best to do it without a backdrop, and realized he would have to be part of the tableau himself this time. Not that he minded. Some of the best artists used themselves in their work. And it wasn’t as though he was going to hide much longer. The only problem he faced was that he would have to leave the scene incomplete for the cops to find. But there was a way around that too.

      Michael prepared himself, removing his shirt and replacing it with a sheet, draping it across his body as David had in the painting. He pulled the black drapes closed to act as the backdrop. And then he positioned his camera on the bookshelf, setting the timer before moving back into position. He tried a few times to get the framing right before picking up the other props.

      In his right hand he held the sword, in his left Phoebe’s severed head. Her eyes and mouth remained open as they should be, the blood dripped onto the floor. Michael looked at her, pensively, as the camera snapped.

      He put the props down and moved to the camera, checking he had captured it well enough. When he found the perfect image, he wiped his bloody hands on the sheet and removed the memory card, uploading it to Phoebe’s computer. He left the image on the screen, hopeful the police would find it in order to see the work as it should be.

      Then he turned his attention back to the room and how best to leave it. He could just abandon it now he was done, but it felt disrespectful. There had to be something he could do. And then he saw it. Standing in the hall was a statue. Some ugly sculpture of someone or other.

      Michael dragged it into the living room, standing it in front of the drapes. Picking up Phoebe’s head, he tied her hair around the outstretched hand, hoping it would hold. In the other hand he balanced the sword. It wasn’t ideal, but they’d get the point. But in case they didn’t, Michael found a Post-It and scribbled “Detective Kelly” onto it before sticking it to the laptop screen.

      Satisfied he was done, Michael washed and dressed. He’d considered staying the night at Phoebe’s. She had no one in her life, no one who would come over and find him. But he’d left Nick’s burner phone at home, and though it would be fun to mess with Nick, he figured the media circus that’d come along with the detective would benefit him too.

      He retrieved the camera and took a moment to add his latest piece to the draft email he had saved. Should he send it now? He knew it would be tricky to include his final piece, unless Nick Kelly was kind enough to let him do a little admin before arresting him. Though, that was doubtful. Michael didn’t quite trust the man. But he didn’t want to risk being caught before his final act, so decided to press send in the morning, before he finished the project for good and moved on to the next stage in his life.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            71

          

          

      

    

    







            Nick

          

        

      

    

    
      Nick approached the apartment carefully, first checking the street before staring up at the windows. There were no lights on so he went up, but stopped to listen at the front door. The last thing he wanted to do was interrupt. But there was no sound.

      He walked into the darkness, risked turning on a light, unsure what he was hoping for. How would he really react if he stumbled upon Karen’s dead body? The first thought that came to mind was that he’d be pissed. If he found Karen but Fisher had already left, he would be seriously angry. But there was nothing. He walked through the apartment to their bedroom, her bedroom now. Nudging the door open, he saw the bed was empty.

      It was almost three a.m. and Karen wasn’t home. That wasn’t like her. Was it possible Fisher had her somewhere else? Nick grabbed the phone from his pocket and checked there’d been no missed calls. But again, nothing. Besides, why would Fisher change his MO now? Why not do it in the apartment like all the others, especially when he had a free pass?

      Nick realized there was a simple answer to that – to screw Nick over. If Fisher killed her somewhere else, Nick wouldn’t be able to get the credit for catching him. Maybe Fisher was planning to skip town afterwards, despite what he’d told Nick. It was possible he’d taken Karen back to his place and killed her there. If he was going to leave anyway, there was nothing to lose. People would know it was him but he’d be gone.

      Or maybe he’d have done Karen quickly and quietly like Elena Jones so it looked as though it was nothing to do with Nick’s case. For a brief moment, he wondered if Fisher would make it look as though Nick had killed her himself. He had realized, somewhere along the line, that playing the grieving widower might be a stretch, to people who knew him and Karen anyway. But that would never happen. Michael Fisher would never let anyone else take credit for his work. If Karen was dead already, she would be part of some elaborate scene the police had yet to find.

      Nick closed the bedroom door and went to his own room, lying back on the bed fully clothed. He was too tired to change or to shower. He just wanted to sleep. But he knew he needed to figure out a way to find Fisher if he was trying to screw him over. Nick tried to remember everything he’d done, any loose ends, the story he would tell Lynch and the others when the time came.

      He had no doubt that Karen would die, if she wasn’t already dead, he just wasn’t sure if Fisher would stick to their plan and that was what worried him. He’d thought that as long as Karen died, he would get what he wanted, most of it anyway. He had so much to gain if Fisher did as he was told. But if Fisher screwed him, he had a hell of a lot more to lose.
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      Karen woke up disorientated. She looked around, unsure where she was. And then she remembered. She lay back against Jamie’s pillows and stared at the ceiling. She had turned up the night before, or rather early in the morning. Jamie had been sleeping and came to the door bedraggled and less than pleased, both for being woken up and for her disappearing with his car. But once he saw her, the way she was shaking, he seemed to forget about his irritation and let her in.

      She asked if she could stay there but didn’t tell him why, only that she couldn’t stay in the apartment with Nick. Jamie didn’t press, he’d been telling her to leave for months, though she could tell he wanted to know what had finally happened to change her mind. But she couldn’t tell him. She didn’t want him involved, didn’t want to put his life in danger too. Besides, she knew how crazy it would sound. Maybe even Jamie wouldn’t be on her side this time.

      Around two a.m., Karen could barely keep her eyes open, the adrenaline rush had worn off and she needed to crash. Jamie insisted on her taking the bed and disappeared to change the sheets while she brushed her teeth. Despite everything going on, despite all the thoughts swirling around her head, she was asleep as soon as her head hit the pillow. And now, in the daylight, she was having doubts.

      But before she could think about it too much, Karen looked at the clock and, seeing it was almost eleven, jumped out of bed. She went through to the living room but the couch was empty. She checked the bathroom, but Jamie was gone.

      Karen went back to the living room and saw a note on the table. She picked it up and tried to decipher Jamie’s appalling handwriting. The gist of it was he’d gone to work and was happy to take care of things himself so she could rest, and that she could stay as long as she wanted. There was also something about the milk in the fridge but she couldn’t make out if it was an invitation to use it or a warning not to.

      Karen made herself some coffee, without milk. She figured it was best to stay away from the store and keep her head down, for a little while at least.

      

      After she’d drunk the coffee, she climbed into the shower and tried to calm herself with deep breaths, tried to think of other things, but she couldn’t help herself. Did Nick really hate her that much? She’d admit that she’d had less than charitable thoughts about him in the last few months, but it was nothing compared to this. He actually wanted her dead.

      She wondered if it was purely about the apartment or if he despised her so much he wanted her gone from the world entirely. The thought made her breath catch in her throat and she had to hold on to the wall to steady herself. What had she ever done to him to cause this much hatred? And it wasn’t even that he wanted her dead, he wanted her murdered by a man who had done horrific things to his victims. It wasn’t enough to kill her, she had to be mutilated too. Was that what Nick really wanted? Or was it easier that way? If he could get this man to do it for him, there’d be little chance of any suspicion landing on Nick.

      Karen realized the water had run cold and turned off the shower. She got out and looked at herself in the mirror, swiping away the condensation with her palm. Taking another deep breath, she told herself it would be over soon. She was going to do something about it.

      Once she was dressed, she went back to the living room and saw her phone flashing a message. She felt herself go very still, afraid to pick it up. What if it was him?

      Forcing herself, she grabbed the phone. A missed call from Jamie. Karen let out the breath she’d been holding and listened to the message. There was some paperwork he needed but couldn’t find. Did she have any idea where it was?

      Karen did know where it was. She’d left it on the table at home, having told herself for several days in a row she’d deal with it. And now it couldn’t be put off any longer and she’d have to go home and get it.

      Collecting the key Jamie gave her, she left the apartment, then the building, nervously looking around as she did. She thought it was unlikely Mark/Michael would look for her there, but Nick would. She took in every face she could see, every car idling, but saw no one familiar. She hailed a cab, texting, On my way, as she climbed in.

      

      When she got home, she listened outside the door before going in. There was no reason Nick should be there. He was always at work at this time. But she knew she couldn’t rely on normality anymore.

      When she was content there was no one inside, she opened the door. She checked the table but couldn’t see the paperwork and realized that Nick must’ve “tidied” it away. She looked through the magazine rack, checked drawers, even the trash in case he had been feeling especially spiteful, although in the greater scheme of things, throwing away paperwork seemed rather trivial. In fact, all of this seemed trivial.

      She stopped and looked around, her eyes settling on Nick’s bedroom door for a moment, before going into her own room. The paperwork was on the nightstand. Had she put it there? It seemed pointless of Nick to move it there so maybe she had. Picking it up, she took it to the living room and got out her phone, scrolling down the names in her contacts and dialing.

      After the number had rung a couple of times, Karen hung up, her heart racing. Her hands shook as she tried again, this time calling Jamie, not Mark.

      She was grateful Jamie didn’t pick up, not sure she’d be able to keep her voice steady or that she wouldn’t break and tell him what was going on. After the beep, she left a message telling him she had the paperwork and would bring it as soon as she could.

      Karen opened the front door and then remembered Paulo. There was no way Nick would’ve fed him. So she went over and uncovered his cage.

      ‘I’m sorry, buddy,’ she said as he hopped about on the perch. She only let him out of the cage when she was home, frightened in case he escaped, but she knew he didn’t like being locked up all day long. But there wasn’t much she could do about it now. She wondered if she should take him to Jamie’s, although he was about as keen on the bird as Nick was.

      As she was feeding Paulo, her phone went again and she picked it up, about to tell Jamie she was on her way.

      ‘Hey,’ she said and then her heart stuttered as she heard Michael Fisher’s voice.
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      ‘Hi. What’s up?’ Michael said, wondering why Karen had called and then hung up before he could answer. Not that he wasn’t glad to hear from her. He had thought that he’d have to make the first move to get this show on the road. Instead she’d called him.

      But now there was silence on the other end of the phone.

      ‘Karen?’

      ‘Sorry,’ she said, her voice a little shaky. ‘I misdialed. Sorry to bother you.’

      ‘No, it’s fine,’ he said, pressing his ear to block out the sounds of city life as he walked. ‘I’m glad you called. Are you busy? Maybe we could get lunch or something.’

      ‘No,’ she said too quickly, and Michael wondered what had changed since Sunday night when she’d been keen for him to go back to her place.

      ‘Is everything all right? You sound… weird.’

      ‘I’m fine.’

      He could hear something in her voice, not just disinterest. She sounded scared. Was it possible she knew? Had Nick bottled it and warned her to stay away from him until he could catch him? No. That wouldn’t happen. So what was it?

      ‘Something’s wrong,’ he said and started walking faster. ‘Tell me.’

      ‘It’s… I saw you with someone,’ she said and Michael felt his stomach tighten.

      ‘Karen, I told you I’d been on dates with other people. You said it was okay.’

      ‘I know. But I guess it’s not. I guess I’m not okay with it.’

      ‘Can we talk about it? I’ll come over to your place.’

      ‘No! I’m not at home.’

      Michael listened as the bird squawked in the background and he picked up his pace. He’d already been heading that way. He’d scoped out the bookstore earlier in the morning and when there was no sign of her, he’d assumed she was home. And now he knew it. He also knew she was lying about it.

      ‘Okay,’ he said as he turned the corner onto her street. ‘Maybe I’ll see you soon.’
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      It was almost lunchtime when Nick heard the burner phone in his pocket ring three times before cutting off. He looked around before taking the phone out, making sure it had actually rung, that he wasn’t imagining things. One missed call, the display read, and Nick felt pressure in his chest, as if he was being crushed by something unseen.

      He wondered if anyone had noticed the phone call or that he looked as if he was about to have a heart attack, but no one was watching. In fact, there weren’t even many people around. Dan was off somewhere, no doubt still pointlessly searching art schools across the country. Lynch was in yet another meeting. Best of all, Azrah was nowhere to be seen, and apart from a brief appearance first thing, had been gone all morning. Nick didn’t care what she was doing as long as she wasn’t there, watching. The last thing he needed was her scrutiny.

      For a brief moment, Nick considered that Michael could’ve struck again. There was one more face on his wall. But Nick would’ve known if there’d been another murder. He would’ve been told. Right?

      He guessed everyone was following the few leads they had, hoping that it would get them somewhere in the end. And while they did that, Nick sat at his desk, frozen. He knew he should do something. Just sitting there, staring into space, was conspicuous. But he couldn’t move. He was so tired. He’d been awake most of the night, listening for any sign of Karen coming home, or for the damned phone to ring. But there was nothing.

      The thoughts churned over and over. What if Fisher screwed him? What if he was found out? What if Karen didn’t die? Nick berated himself for getting into this mess in the first place. What had he been thinking? There were too many loose ends. He’d told Fisher that no one would care, not if Nick caught the killer who’d been terrorizing the city. But did he really believe that? Was it likely that Lynch or Azrah would just let it go? It wasn’t like the old days. These days the paper trail was everything.

      Maybe it wasn’t too late. Maybe Nick could stop it. Maybe he could find Fisher and take him out and then let someone else find the evidence in the house. But what reason could he give for killing a man in the street? There’d be witnesses. Even more scrutiny.

      Nick knew he needed to sleep. He couldn’t think straight.

      Maybe he could leave. He could empty his bank account and go. Fuck his job. Fuck Karen. Fuck Michael Fisher.

      Nick’s foot tapped furiously under his desk. It was such a mess.

      And then the burner phone rang and everything stopped. His tapping. His thoughts. His heart.

      Nick checked if anyone was looking, before taking out the phone to make sure.

      This was it. It was happening.

      He grabbed his jacket and left without a word. His stomach was churning and he wondered if he had time to go to the bathroom. How long would it take for Fisher to do it? Surely it took a little time to do his thing. But he couldn’t risk Fisher getting away afterwards. If that happened, it had all been for nothing.

      Nick jumped into his car, tossing the phone onto the passenger seat, and drove towards home, his mind racing. What if it went wrong? Then what?

      But as he turned a corner, he thought, What if it goes right?
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      Karen put down the phone and tried to control her breathing before covering Paulo’s cage once more. Thinking she was going to be sick, she rushed to the bathroom and stood over the toilet, but nothing came up. She should get out of there. She turned and went to the window ledge where she’d left her phone and saw a familiar car pull up across the street.

      Nick.

      Her stomach felt like lead, as did her feet. She needed to go. Now. But she couldn’t.

      She thought she heard something outside the door and panicked. Was it him? Was it Nick? Should she stay inside or leave?

      Karen raced to the door and opened it, coming face to face with Michael Fisher.

      She gasped. She couldn’t help it.

      She backed up a few steps from the door, every instinct telling her to slam the door or run. To do something other than just stand there.

      ‘Hello, Karen,’ he said and stepped through the door into the apartment, closing it behind him. She looked past him, wondering if she could make it, but he was blocking the door. He suddenly seemed much bigger than he had before. She thought of him standing there in front of the building, his fingers in her hair, his lips on hers. She thought she was going to be sick again.

      She knew she should say something. Maybe make it seem like everything was okay. But she couldn’t think, her mind a blank. All she could see was this monster in front of her; another one waiting outside.

      ‘You know, if you didn’t want to see me, you could’ve said. There was no need to lie.’ Michael stepped a little closer as Karen backed up, her eyes drifting to the bedroom door.

      He smiled, his gaze following hers, and she wondered if he knew what she was thinking.

      ‘What’s going on, Karen? You seem jumpy.’

      ‘Nothing. I… I told you.’

      ‘Yeah. You saw me with someone else. And that bothers you?’

      Karen nodded and tried to calculate the distance to the door, if there was something she could use to defend herself, to attack him with.

      ‘Why?’ he asked. ‘Why does it bother you?’

      He was too close. She knew he could reach out and grab her, that she could be dead before she could make a sound. She backed up again, her legs hitting the window ledge. There was nowhere else to go.

      ‘Would it bother you more or less to know it wasn’t just women? There were men too,’ he said. ‘Do you watch the news, Karen?’

      Was he about to confess? Tell her who he really was? She felt her legs turn to jelly because she knew what that meant. It was almost time.
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      Karen didn’t respond to his question. Perhaps she thought it was rhetorical. And maybe it was. He could tell she knew. He could see the fear and he wasn’t sure how it made him feel. It hadn’t been like this with the others. With them, they hadn’t known anything was wrong until it was too late, until his hands were around their necks or the knife already in their guts. The window for fear had been too narrow. Sometimes he barely even got to tell them why they’d been chosen. But Karen was always going to be different, for one reason or another.

      ‘Did you really see me with someone else?’ he asked, and she nodded. ‘Ah. I did wonder that night. Thought maybe I should call it off. But… you know. Alison was flighty. I had to take my opportunity when it came.’

      ‘It wasn’t just Alison,’ Karen said, and Michael tilted his head, curious.

      ‘No? Who else?’

      ‘The blonde. Elena Jones.’

      Michael was surprised.

      ‘I saw you from across the street, in the bar. I followed you but–’ Karen said, stopping herself. ‘I didn’t put it together until I saw the picture on your wall.’

      Michael considered it. Not many people were linking Elena’s death to him. In fact, it seemed there was only him and Nick Kelly who knew the truth. He smiled. Did Karen think he’d just killed Elena, like a common mugger? He laughed, although he had to admit he felt a little slighted. Was that all she thought of him?

      ‘You know, I was sorry about Elena,’ he said. ‘It wasn’t how I’d planned it at all. And I did plan it, in great detail. Just like the others. But needs must.’

      He waited for a flicker of realization from her but her face remained the same. Was she really not getting it? He’d thought she was smarter than this.

      ‘But at least you’ll be done right,’ he said.

      ‘What’s it going to be? I was never keen on Rembrandt.’

      Michael felt his shoulders relax. Finally. Recognition. He knew he liked her. In some ways he would miss her.

      ‘Le Suicide. Édouard Manet. Although, I will admit,’ Michael said, holding up his hands, ‘that it was originally intended for someone else. But it seemed appropriate.’

      Michael glanced at the closed bedroom door. It was a shame he’d never got a look in there in advance but he assumed he could make it work. All he needed was to pose the body on a bed and make a few little adjustments to the surroundings. It wouldn’t take long. He hoped Nick allowed him the chance to finish the piece, for his own satisfaction if nothing else.

      Michael turned back as Karen pressed herself against the window ledge, as if there was somewhere else to go. He saw her look down at the street and he wondered for a moment if she was considering jumping. It wasn’t that far, it was possible she’d come out of it alive.

      Then he realized it was something else she was focused on. He saw the car parked across the street.

      ‘That’s your husband’s car, isn’t it,’ he said, and she turned back to him. He could see her shaking. ‘I bet I know what you’re thinking. That he’s going to come up here and save you. But, the thing is, things between you two are even worse than you thought. No one’s going to stop this. Least of all him. See, your husband came to me with a deal.’

      ‘I know,’ Karen said, and Michael stopped.

      His eyes flicked to Nick’s car. He couldn’t tell if he was still in there or not. Was it possible Nick and Karen had been in this together from the start? But why? Nick already had evidence; he’d seen the wall. He could link him to Elena. So why the charade?

      Unless Nick knew he had messed up by breaking in. He needed something solid and what better than catching Michael in the act?

      He pushed his hand into his pocket. He needed to do this. Now.

      ‘I saw him,’ Karen said, shaking Michael from his thoughts. ‘I saw him at your house. I came to talk to you and I saw him leave. And then I saw you talking outside the 7-11 in his car. I wondered what was going on. I thought he was trying to mess with me. I thought he’d paid you to be with me. So I broke into your house to find out.’

      ‘That was you? You owe me a new window.’

      ‘I don’t think you’re going to need it.’

      Michael laughed. ‘Touché. But tell me. If you’ve known about me since yesterday, why are we both standing here? Why haven’t I been arrested?’

      ‘Because you were right about one thing. My relationship with Nick really is messed up. I wanted to humiliate him. Imagine if the wife he hated so much was the one to catch the guy that he couldn’t?’

      Michael stepped closer. ‘And you think you’re going to stop me alone?’ he said, bringing his hand from his pocket, holding up the gun.
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      Nick heard a gunshot and his head jerked up. Was that it? Had he done it? None of the others were shot but the guy was hardly consistent. It had to be Fisher. It had to be Karen. But still, Nick paused. Could he do this?

      He shook his head. It was already done. All he had to do now was finish it. He’d thought he would have to put on a performance of the grieving husband while cuffing Fisher, but he knew it wasn’t enough. He was going to have to kill him. Maybe it was a good thing Fisher had a gun, it gave Nick a good reason to fire. Surely no one could question that. It would be self-defense.

      Nick took a breath, grabbing his gun from his holster. It was time to do it. It was time to end it. He could hear sirens in the distance. He had to get up there first. It had to be him and Fisher alone.

      As Nick ran across the street, he saw people looking, screaming as they caught sight of the gun in his hand. He pushed his way through, into the building, as he saw the cop cars pull up.

      He pushed himself harder. He had to get there before they did.

      He tried to think about what he would say but his mind was blank. Maybe he could chalk it up to shock. They’d have to give him a little time before they asked him what had happened. His wife was dead, for God’s sake.

      Nick reached the top of the stairs and remembered the burner phone in his car. But it was too late for that. It would have to wait. He could toss it later.

      He barged through the door of the building, ran up the stairs. His feet slammed into the floor of the hallway. He could see his front door ahead. It had been left slightly ajar.

      He wondered where Fisher would be. Would he be able to shoot before Fisher realized what was happening? But what if he was thinking the same thing? What was he about to run into?

      Nick shoved open the door, gun aimed in front of him.

      He saw the body first. Except it wasn’t a dead body. He could see movement, the blood pooling.

      And it wasn’t Karen, it was Fisher.

      Nick looked up to see Karen standing by the window, her eyes firmly on him, and standing in his bedroom doorway was Azrah Khan, gun in hand. He could hear her talking. She was reading Fisher his rights.

      How the fuck had this happened?

      Behind him, half a dozen people flooded the hallway. Cops, paramedics. There was nowhere to go.

      Nick lowered his weapon. He knew he should say something. Ask what had happened. Check if Karen was okay. But nothing came out.

      Finally, Azrah stepped forward and Nick saw the cuffs in her hand.

      ‘Nick Kelly,’ she said. ‘I’m arresting you on suspicion of…’

      Nick closed his eyes for a moment, letting Azrah’s words wash over him. He felt so fucking tired.

      He opened them again when he heard Fisher groaning as the paramedics moved him. He glared at him. He should’ve known Fisher would screw him over somehow. But then he looked over to Karen and saw the look on her face and knew it hadn’t been Fisher who’d screwed him.
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      Karen watched as they led Nick and Michael away. Michael didn’t appear too worried about being caught, although he was probably more concerned with the bullet in his shoulder at that moment. Nick, on the other hand, was not pleased, making threats to Azrah for fucking up big time, demanding she get Lynch there immediately.

      ‘You can talk to him when we get back to the station,’ Azrah said. ‘I’m sure he’d like a word with you too.’

      Most of the cops left with Michael and the paramedics. Only two guys accompanied Nick. Clearly they thought the only danger from him was from his mouth. When they could no longer hear his complaining, Azrah turned to Karen and blew out a long breath. She’d risked a lot to do this, but Karen figured she wasn’t the only one. It wasn’t Azrah who’d stood there, face to face with a serial killer with a gun.

      ‘Thank fuck that worked,’ Azrah said.

      

      Standing outside the station the night before, Karen faltered. What if they didn’t believe her? Nick was in charge of the case and these people were his friends. But she had to do something. The thought of Michael’s hands touching her, his lips on hers, made her ill. She ducked somewhere less populated in case she vomited.

      ‘Karen?’

      She looked up and saw Azrah Khan coming out of the building and walking towards her, a concerned expression on her face.

      ‘You all right?’ Azrah said, and Karen stood upright. She was about to nod, yes. Instead she shook her head. ‘Can we talk?’

      Azrah gestured for Karen to go inside.

      ‘Is Nick in there?’ Karen asked.

      ‘Do you want to talk to him?’

      ‘No!’ Karen said. ‘Can we…? Is there somewhere else we can talk? He can’t know I’m here.’

      Azrah took her inside and found a room on a different floor, taking a seat beside Karen. ‘So what’s going on? Has Nick done something? Has he hurt you?’

      ‘No. Well, sort of. I know who this guy is,’ Karen said. ‘The killer you’re looking for.’

      She saw Azrah’s brows rise a little but she let Karen go on.

      ‘I know who he is and I know Nick does too. He wants this guy to kill me.’ This time she saw just one of Azrah’s brows go up. Karen could tell she was skeptical. Even to someone who disliked Nick as much as Azrah did, it still sounded implausible. ‘I know it sounds nuts. But you have to believe me.’

      Azrah sighed. ‘Okay. So tell me how you know this.’

      ‘I was seeing this guy. Well, not really seeing. We’d had a drink and then… It was complicated. I wasn’t sure about him. So I went to his house. I wanted to talk. But when I got there, I saw Nick leaving.’ She scrabbled in her bag for her phone and found the photographs before handing the phone to Azrah. Karen could see Azrah’s expression was one of strained patience and knew that a slightly out of focus picture of Nick outside a house wasn’t proof of anything.

      ‘I wondered why he was there. I thought, maybe he’d found out about me and Mark and had come to warn him off or something. But then I thought, why? Nick doesn’t care if I’m seeing someone. But it was bugging me. Why would he be there? So I followed him. I saw him working and then he left a crime scene and drove out to Queens. And I saw this.’ She leaned over and swiped to the next photo. One of Nick and Michael sitting in Nick’s car outside the 7-11.

      ‘I saw Nick hand something to him. I thought maybe he was paying this guy to mess with me. So I went back to the house and I saw it. All of it. This,’ she said, pointing to Michael on the screen. ‘This is the man who’s killed all those people. Nick knows it too. And he’s keeping it to himself because he wants him to kill me.’

      Azrah scratched her chin. ‘All right. Back up a little. You went to this guy’s house and saw evidence?’

      Karen nodded.

      ‘How? How did you get in?’

      Karen sniffed. ‘I broke a window at the back.’

      Azrah sighed. ‘So you broke in?’

      ‘I know I shouldn’t have. But if I hadn’t, I wouldn’t be here now, telling you how to find him.’

      ‘Okay, so what evidence did you find?’

      ‘Photos. All over his wall. Pictures of the victims and then others… after.’

      ‘After what?’ Azrah said.

      ‘After he killed them. I didn’t get a really good look but they looked like reproductions of paintings,’ Karen said and saw Azrah’s interest rise a little. ‘And then I saw my picture. There were pictures of people he’d already killed and then me. It looked like I was supposed to be next.’

      Azrah swiped the screen and then looked at Karen. ‘You didn’t get a photo of that?’

      ‘No. He came back. I had to get out of there. But I can tell you the address. And I saw his name. He told me he was called Mark but it was a lie. He’s Michael Fisher.’

      Azrah swiped back to the photo of Nick and Michael in the car. ‘When was this taken?’

      Karen took the phone from Azrah and brought up the information, including the time and date.

      ‘Shit,’ Azrah muttered, and Karen looked at her, expectantly. ‘This was after the last murder,’ Azrah said. ‘You said you followed him to a crime scene? That was our guy again. Nick left without a word. When he came back here he wouldn’t say where he’d been. He said it was personal.’

      ‘So you believe me?’ Karen asked.

      ‘I believe Nick was up to something he didn’t want anyone to know about. But there’s no proof this Michael Fisher is who you say he is.’

      ‘But I told you. I saw the photos in his house.’

      ‘Which you broke into and have no proof of.’

      ‘Why would I lie about this?’

      ‘Maybe for the same reason you’re accusing Nick of wanting you dead? You’re getting divorced. People do batshit crazy things when they get divorced.’

      Karen put her head in her hands. ‘So you’re going to do nothing?’

      ‘I didn’t say that. I need something more concrete on this Fisher guy.’

      Karen looked up. ‘I saw him with that woman. The blonde who was killed in the alley.’

      ‘Elena Jones?’ Azrah said, confused. ‘That was nothing to do with this guy.’

      ‘It was. I saw him with her one night. That was why I was unsure about getting involved. But I didn’t put it together until I saw her picture on his wall.’

      ‘But–’

      ‘I don’t know why he killed her differently, but he did it.’

      Azrah sat back, thinking, and Karen wondered if she’d wasted her time. Then Azrah stood up. ‘Wait here,’ she said and disappeared with Karen’s phone without another word.

      Karen wondered what she was doing. She’d said Nick was there. Was she going to confront him about it? Ask what he’d been up to? Karen felt a weight in her stomach. Maybe she should just leave. If Azrah alerted Nick, he’d find a way to talk himself out of it. That’s what he always did. And then what? Would he come after Karen himself? Or would he think it too risky? Would she be safer if he knew they were onto him? But for how long?

      Karen paced the small room for what felt like hours.

      Finally Azrah returned and took a seat, indicating Karen should do the same.

      ‘What’s going on?’ Karen asked.

      ‘We’ve been checking out art schools, looking for anyone who might’ve done anything similar or who showed a little too much interest in these kinds of paintings. Anyone who stood out really. As you can imagine we’ve had a lot of irrelevant information. But, earlier today, we had someone report a student who stole a skeleton and set it up in the foyer of the school like Van Gogh’s smoking skeleton. We think our guy did something like that. But it was years ago and the lecturer couldn’t remember the student’s name. He thought it could’ve been Martin or something like that. I just called him and asked if Michael Fisher rang a bell, and he said yes.’

      ‘Okay,’ Karen said. ‘So now what?’

      ‘So now I have a good reason to pay Mr. Fisher a visit. I’m working on getting a search warrant too so we can go in there and find this evidence you saw.’

      ‘And Nick? What about him?’

      ‘If we get Fisher, we have a connection between him and Nick,’ Azrah said, holding up the phone.

      ‘But what if he has an explanation?’

      ‘Like what? He was in his car talking to the man who’s killed half a dozen people. At least. And didn’t report it to his superiors or any of his fellow officers? He’d need a good explanation.’

      ‘And he usually does. I know him. He’ll have it worked out. We need to catch him in the act.’

      ‘What act? If you’re right and Nick wanted Fisher to kill you, then Nick wouldn’t be anywhere near you when it happened. If we get Fisher, we can see what he has to say about Nick. Take it from there.’

      ‘No,’ Karen said. ‘I know Nick. He’ll find a way out of it.’

      ‘Karen–’

      ‘And you’re wrong about him being nowhere near when it goes down. Nick loves attention and praise, and being the most important person in the room, more than anything. I think he’s going to set Michael up. I think he’s planning to get him to kill me and then he’ll arrest Fisher, make himself out to be the hero. We have to catch him doing it. It’s the only way.’

      Azrah shook her head. ‘I can’t leave this guy out there on the streets.’

      ‘I know that but you know who he is now. You know where he lives, where he works. You can watch him. If he goes near anyone else, then you stop him. But if I’m right, he’s coming after me next and you can get him and Nick.’

      ‘No way. It’s too dangerous. For you and the rest of the public. Lynch would never agree to it.’

      ‘Please. Nick wants me dead. He’s helping a serial killer. He’s supposed to be stopping him but he’s helping him. Do you really want him to have a chance to get away with this?’

      Azrah sighed and stood up again. ‘Hang on,’ she said and left Karen alone once more.

      

      Thirty minutes later, she came back with Lynch who looked like he’d been kicked in the balls. ‘Mrs. Kelly,’ he said and sat down across from her.

      

      A couple of hours later, Karen was at Jamie’s apartment, making excuses for why she couldn’t spend the night at home. The police were watching Michael’s house and workplace with the intention of keeping their distance unless they had any reason to believe a life was in danger. Nick was allowed to leave as normal, but someone was keeping an eye on him too.

      In the morning, Azrah was in touch to say that Michael had returned home in the early hours, but not from work. By the time they’d dispatched people to watch the 7-11, Michael had left but didn’t return home until a couple of hours later. There’d been concern he could’ve been with someone else since he’d left work, but they had no way of knowing where or who with, so the plan was to go ahead.

      They’d followed Michael as he left his house mid-morning, watched as he stopped by the bookstore before taking a seat in the café opposite, presumably to wait for Karen. They’d hoped Michael would contact Karen himself, but by mid-morning they were all getting twitchy and decided Karen would have to initiate things. Jamie’s request for the paperwork gave her a good reason to head home so she left Jamie’s to go back to her apartment where Azrah was waiting. On the way, she sent Azrah a message letting her know she was en route. A police car followed, another had eyes on Michael as he drank his coffee in the café.

      As soon as she got the message, Azrah made sure she and the other officers were hidden away in the spare bedroom. Once Karen was home, she made the call, pretending to have misdialed. She knew Michael would see it as an invitation and it wasn’t long before he turned up at the apartment. As predicted, Nick arrived around the same time, but waited outside in the car until he believed it was time to intervene.

      Karen had never felt so nervous as she opened the door, pretending to be surprised to see Michael. She wished that Azrah would storm out straightaway and arrest him. She’d insisted she was fine with the whole operation, but once she was faced with him, the reality hit home. This man was there to kill her.

      There were three police officers waiting in the bedroom to intervene as soon as necessary, but Karen wondered if they would be fast enough. There were cameras in the room so Azrah and the others could see everything that happened, as well as microphones to hear and record everything Michael said. They had more than enough to take him in, but it was Nick that Karen wanted more. So she waited, making sure Michael revealed Nick’s involvement. That, coupled with the fact he was waiting outside, was enough.

      It was only when Michael pulled the gun that Karen really thought she’d fucked up. They’d assumed he would have a knife or try to strangle her. He’d never used a gun before.

      Thankfully, Azrah was out of the bedroom before he’d even had chance to aim properly. Karen wondered if Azrah actually needed to shoot him, although she couldn’t say she minded very much. And then, not long after Michael went down, Nick burst through the door and Karen wondered if Azrah had fired in order to lure Nick upstairs. Whatever. It worked. And now her husband was being taken to the very station he worked in, arrested on charges of conspiracy to murder and perverting the course of justice.

      And what better story was there than that?
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      Michael took his seat in the interview room, the pain in his shoulder a little distracting, although the painkillers had taken the edge off. Apparently Detective Azrah Khan knew what she was doing. There was no real damage according to the ER doctor, who seemed to want Michael out of his way as soon as possible.

      To be honest, it felt something of an anti-climax to be sitting there in that dingy room and, of course, it was a huge let down that he hadn’t been able to complete the final project. He didn’t think Karen had it in her. But from his point of view it wasn’t so bad. Though Karen’s role in the story hadn’t been quite what he imagined, her involvement would still garner a lot of attention.

      And Michael had made other arrangements to cement his reputation so that no matter what happened in that apartment, his name as well as his work wouldn’t be forgotten. In case Nick reneged on their deal, Michael had set up his emails to be sent to every media outlet he could find an address for, setting a time for the messages to go out. He glanced at the clock on the wall and realized that reporters up and down the country would be discovering his work right about now. He smiled, which caught Azrah’s eye.

      ‘Why don’t we begin?’ she said and made all the necessary introductions. ‘Should we start with what happened today? With Karen Kelly?’

      ‘Sure,’ Michael said in a tone less suited to a police interview and more for a prime-time TV slot. ‘What would you like to know?’

      ‘How about your relationship with Nick Kelly and how that led to you being there today.’

      ‘I’m not sure you could call it a relationship. We only met yesterday. It all happened so fast.’

      ‘Yesterday? You only met yesterday?’

      ‘That’s correct.’

      ‘See, I don’t believe that, Michael. Because I think you’re a planner. From what I’ve seen of your… work, you seem like a meticulous person.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘So I don’t believe that you’d do this on the spur of the moment. I think you’d want time to plan.’

      ‘And you’d be right about that. So let me clear something up. Killing Karen wasn’t Nick Kelly’s idea. It was mine.’ Michael watched as Azrah looked at her colleague, an older man whose name Michael had forgotten already, as he was no more than a supporting character, although Michael suspected the man was the woman’s boss.

      ‘Are you telling me that Nick Kelly wasn’t involved in plotting his wife’s murder?’ Azrah asked.

      ‘No, he was. But I’d already decided to do it. I met Karen a couple of weeks ago. She was something of a late addition to the project, you see, someone else had dropped out and–’

      ‘Excuse me? Did you say dropped out? As in, they had opted in in the first place?’

      ‘No, not quite. It’s just I’d started making preparations for this other woman’s project but then she moved to Paris so that went out the window. I had to find a replacement and that’s when I met Karen.’

      ‘And did you target Karen because of who her husband was?’

      ‘No. If you can believe it, it was a coincidence. I only found out that little gem a few days later. To be honest I was starting to wonder if she was going to be a viable project, but then I saw her with Nick and it seemed like fate, you know. I knew I had to go ahead with it.’

      ‘All right. So you were already planning to kill Karen Kelly. How did Nick get involved?’

      ‘I came home one day and found him in my bedroom. I assumed he’d come to arrest me, although it was a little unconventional him hiding in my room.’

      ‘He was in your house?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Why? How? Had he followed you? Did he know about you and Karen?’

      ‘I believe the answer is yes, he did know about me and Karen, but I don’t think he much cared when he thought I was just sleeping with her.’

      ‘So why did he go to your house? Why break in?’

      ‘Because by then he knew who I was. Or what I was.’

      Azrah looked to her colleague again. ‘He knew? Before he broke in, before he saw what was on your wall?’

      ‘By the time we met, he’d already broken in once. You might have to ask him to clear up the details, but I believe he was led to me by Elena Jones.’ Michael saw the expression on Azrah’s face. ‘You didn’t know? She was one of mine too.’

      ‘No. I’m aware of that. We’ve already been to your house. But how did Elena Jones lead Nick to you?’

      ‘Again, you’ll have to ask him for details, but the night he spoke to her, I’d tried to kill her. It wasn’t planned for that night, but she’d found out where I worked and you know, that was very very unhelpful. So I took her home, tried to kill her but her stepson showed up and I had to leave before it was quite finished. I did think I was done then, but no one came for me. I figured Elena hadn’t gone to the police for some reason, so I killed her outside the gym instead, in case she changed her mind. So there I was, thinking I was in the clear, and the next thing I know, Nick Kelly is in my house wanting to make a deal. He’d been to my workplace, seen a picture of me on my file and put it all together, I guess.’

      Michael watched as Azrah tried to process it. Was she really surprised that Nick had kept all this from his colleagues? That he was capable of it? As far as Michael could tell, Nick was an asshole. Surely these detectives already knew that.

      ‘So he came to your house, wanting to make a deal? What was the deal?’

      ‘He wanted me to kill his wife. He said he’d let me go free if I did, but that wasn’t what I wanted. Turned out he had no intention of letting me go.’ Michael shook his head. ‘I don’t know if that counts for anything. Also, he asked me not to kill anyone else.’

      ‘And when was this?’

      ‘Yesterday afternoon.’

      ‘And yet you killed Cas Nazan later that day.’

      ‘I did. To be fair, I did tell Detective Kelly that I wanted to finish the project. But he was insisting that I could only kill Karen. He said if I did that he’d make sure I got what I wanted.’

      ‘Which was what?’

      ‘For everyone to see my work. To get credit for it.’

      Azrah pushed a photograph towards Michael and he looked down. It was him and Nick in the car outside the 7-11. ‘This was after Mr. Nazan’s murder. After Nick had been at the crime scene. What did he say to you here?’

      ‘He was a little upset. I think he felt bad about my completing the Cas Project.’

      ‘But he didn’t try to bring you in?’

      ‘No. He hadn’t got what he wanted.’ Michael shrugged. ‘That’s when I knew I could pretty much do what I wanted. He handed me a phone, told me to call the number in it when I was about to do Karen. He’d be waiting to swoop in, be the hero.’

      ‘And that would be one of the phones we found on you today?’

      ‘Yes. The other was for Karen. The one from Nick only has the one number in, which should correspond with the phone Nick has.’

      Azrah nodded and Michael assumed they already had Nick’s phone. He had to wonder why Nick wouldn’t dispose of it as soon as Michael had called. Apparently, some people don’t think clearly in stressful situations.

      ‘What did you mean when you said you could do what you wanted?’ the other guy said.

      ‘Just that I knew I could finish what I’d started. I knew I probably wasn’t going to have time to find a replacement for Elena. I’d hoped I would because Elena wasn’t done right. It was extremely inelegant. But…’ He shrugged again. ‘I knew it would be tricky to find the right person and figured even Nick’s patience might run out if I held things up too long. So I had to count Elena if I wanted to make it an even ten.’

      ‘Ten?’ Azrah said, and Michael could see the cogs whirring, trying to work it out.

      ‘Wait? You haven’t found her yet?’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Phoebe. I did her early this morning. I guess no one’s missed her yet. Strange. She seemed important.’

      He saw the look between Azrah and the other guy, enjoying their panicked expressions. ‘Phoebe Devereaux,’ Michael said and gave them the address. The other guy stood up, rushing towards the door. ‘You might want to hurry. I think the media might already be there.’

      ‘You do realize that Nick’s deal means nothing,’ Azrah said. ‘No one is going to know your name. This bullshit you call art will never be seen. By anyone.’

      Michael looked at Azrah, almost feeling sorry for her. She must’ve known that some of it would leak, regardless of what they did to stop it. But it was too late for that anyway. Michael’s emails had long since been delivered.

      ‘You might want to check online,’ he said, nodding to the phone he could see poking out of her pocket.

      Reluctantly, she took out the phone. ‘What am I looking for? Which site?’

      ‘I don’t think it really matters.’

      Michael watched Azrah’s face as she took it in. He hadn’t had a chance to take a look himself, but he imagined it had been picked up by most news sites as well as being across social media. He didn’t think it was immodest to say it was a big story. And though he doubted the mainstream media would publish the photographs, there were plenty of outlets that would.

      So, along with the photographs, there would be details of the victims and the reasons they were chosen, how they had squandered their talents. He had included a manifesto of sorts, outlining his reasons for the project. He mentioned his parents, how he believed he would’ve made his mother proud, and proved to his father he would do something with his life. And, of course, there would be his own image in the final photograph holding Phoebe’s severed head. No matter what Azrah Khan said, it was impossible to stop it. His name, his face, and his work were already out there. His fate was sealed. He would long be remembered for his work and even if he never got to do it again, this was his legacy.
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      Why did it have to be her? Of all the people to be sitting across from him right now, why Azrah fucking Khan? He could tell she was enjoying it, was trying to make it worse than it already was. Nick looked over at Lynch, who was standing in the corner looking as though his favorite puppy had been put to sleep. Nick knew he had to appeal to Lynch. There was a chance Lynch would believe him.

      ‘It’s bullshit,’ Nick said when Lynch refused to meet his eye. ‘You really believe what Michael Fisher is telling you? The man who’s killed, what, seven people? At least?’

      Azrah smiled at Nick and he wanted to reach over the table and slap the smirk from her face. ‘So tell us your version, Nick. Because right now, I have to say, I’m fairly convinced by the serial killer.’

      ‘How is this right?’ Nick pleaded with Lynch. ‘You know she has it in for me.’

      ‘Don’t be a child, Nick,’ Lynch said, finally coming over and sitting down. ‘Tell us what happened. How was it that you were there so quickly? Or rather, how was it that you were there before anything actually happened? Why were you sat out there? What were you waiting for?’

      Nick said nothing for a moment. He’d had time to consider his options, to come up with a story, but he had no idea what Azrah already knew. Clearly Fisher had talked, but Nick believed that most of what he’d said could be dismissed. He was hardly a reliable witness.

      But then there was the possibility of other evidence coming back to bite him. He was fairly confident he’d left no trace in Fisher’s house, he’d worn gloves at all times. The phone could be an issue, but again he’d worn gloves and could push the angle that it had been planted in his car. As far as he knew, there was nothing else linking him to Fisher.

      But then he had to wonder how Azrah had known enough to be waiting for them at the apartment. It had to have something to do with Karen. But how had she known? Nick knew he had to be vague and play the game as if he was on the other side of the table, hoping Azrah would show her hand.

      He wondered if Alison Goodwin would still be a problem, but at that point it would be the least of his worries. Elena Jones was more of an issue. By now, Azrah and Lynch would know that Elena had been murdered by Fisher too, so her death would become part of their investigation. It was that, more than anything, that bothered Nick. There were too many loose ends – the 7-11, the desk officer, the phone call. But Nick knew that if he stayed on his toes he could explain all that away.

      ‘Nick?’ Lynch said, and Nick glanced at his lawyer who had advised him to say nothing. But Nick knew, as well as the other officers did, what that meant. He had something to hide.

      ‘I was outside the apartment because I knew my wife was having an affair with Michael Fisher. I was driving when I saw Fisher on the street. I’d already seen him at the apartment so when I saw him today, I followed him. I guessed he was going to my apartment, to sleep with my wife. I planned on confronting them.’

      ‘So…’ Azrah said. ‘You were waiting for what?’

      ‘I don’t know. Once I got there, I faltered. I didn’t know if I should go up there. Karen and I are getting divorced, you know that. Maybe it’s not my business anymore who she sleeps with. I was wondering if I should just let it go. But… what can I say, I’m a jealous guy.’

      He saw the eye roll from Azrah but focused on Lynch. If he had to do this, he would answer to his boss, not to her.

      ‘So, you were outside, considering your options, under the impression the man who’d gone into your apartment was sleeping with your wife. Then what?’ Lynch asked.

      ‘Then I heard a gunshot. So I ran across the street and into the apartment where I found Detective Khan standing over Michael Fisher. Next thing I know I’m being arrested.’

      ‘How did you know where the gunshot came from?’ Azrah asked.

      ‘I’ve been a cop long enough to know how to locate where the gunshot came from. I didn’t know for sure it was my apartment itself, but I knew it came from the building.’

      ‘So you just rushed in,’ Azrah said.

      ‘I was worried about Karen.’

      ‘All right,’ Azrah said. ‘Let’s pretend that’s true.’

      ‘Detective,’ Lynch warned.

      ‘So you were at the apartment today because you believed your wife was having an affair with Michael Fisher and you wanted to confront them about it. Or you were at least considering it.’

      ‘Right.’

      ‘And was this the first time?’

      ‘The first time for what?’ Nick asked, wondering what she was getting at. Did they know? Had someone seen him at Fisher’s house? Or at the 7-11?

      ‘The first time you considered confronting them? How long had you known about the affair?’

      ‘Not long,’ Nick said. ‘I saw him leaving my apartment a few days ago, I think. I made an assumption but had no proof. But then I saw them together again later. Saw them kissing.’

      ‘And you didn’t confront them then?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘I felt humiliated, I guess. My ego was bruised. But I didn’t want Karen to know that.’

      ‘So what changed?’ Lynch asked. ‘When did you decide that you would confront them? Did you change your mind before this afternoon?’

      Nick knew it was decision time. He had no idea what they knew but if anything was going to hurt him, it was his link with Elena Jones. Should he come clean about that? Plead stupidity in not logging it, in not making the connection between her death and her complaint the day before? Or should he continue denying everything, hoping God was on his side? ‘I guess so.’

      ‘So you did confront them?’ Azrah said. ‘Both of them or just one?’

      ‘Just one.’

      ‘Who? Your wife or Michael Fisher.’

      Denial or stupidity?

      ‘Fisher.’

      ‘And where did that take place?’

      ‘Outside the store where he works.’

      ‘And how did you know where that was?’

      ‘I followed him.’

      ‘Okay,’ Azrah said. ‘And what happened?’

      ‘Not much. I asked him to get in the car. I told him I knew and asked him to back off.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘And nothing. He refused. Which is why I went there today.’

      ‘And was that it? Did you meet with Mr. Fisher at any other time?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘So you didn’t go to Michael Fisher’s house?’

      Denial or stupidity? ‘I did but he wasn’t home.’

      ‘So you’ve never been inside his house?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘And how did you know where Mr. Fisher lived?’

      Nick felt his mouth go dry. He could hardly say he followed him again, not if he was claiming Fisher wasn’t home. He could feel sweat pooling at the bottom of his back. He glanced at his lawyer, wondering if he should’ve kept his mouth shut.

      Nick looked up at Lynch, his expression pitiful. ‘I messed up, all right,’ he said and saw the look between Lynch and Azrah. But if they were expecting a full confession, they were out of luck. ‘I didn’t follow Fisher to the 7-11. I already knew he worked there.’

      ‘How?’ Azrah asked.

      ‘Because on Saturday night, Elena Jones came here to report an assault. She said someone had tried to kill her. It was passed on to me and I said I’d look into it. I went to the place she told me her attacker worked, the 7-11 in Queens. She had no name, except a fake one. So I looked at the personnel files. And when I did, I saw a familiar face. The man who was sleeping with my wife.’

      Nick put his head in his hands. ‘I really messed up. I was so focused on the fact that this guy was screwing my wife, I didn’t even consider he was the guy who attacked Elena, never mind that he could be the goddamn killer we were looking for. I just wanted to go over there and warn him off Karen.’

      Nick let out a long shuddering breath, chancing a look at his colleagues. He wasn’t sure Azrah was buying it, there was probably little he could say to convince her, but Lynch could possibly be persuaded.

      ‘I went over there that night but there was no answer,’ Nick said, quickly calculating if it was more risky to stay almost truthful or not. He still didn’t know what they had or who’d seen him when. ‘I tried again a couple of times. Once yesterday afternoon and again later that night. There was never anyone home.’ Nick’s eyes pleaded with Lynch again. ‘I kind of forgot about Elena Jones. I maybe didn’t take her seriously enough because she didn’t want to make it an official complaint. I wondered if it was a hoax. And then after seeing Michael Fisher’s picture, I forgot all about her until the next day. I tried to call her, see if she could ID her attacker from the 7-11 personnel files, but she didn’t answer and then it slipped my mind. I know I messed up. If I’d been thinking right, maybe I could’ve stopped it. Maybe she’d be alive.’

      Lynch’s face was neutral but Azrah’s showed utter disbelief.

      ‘So you were determined to talk to Fisher,’ she said. ‘You went to his house several times to speak with him. Did you ever go inside?’

      ‘No,’ Nick said, certain there was nothing to prove otherwise. Everything hung on him not going inside. If he’d been in, they could argue he knew that Fisher was The Decorator before that day.

      ‘And after you couldn’t reach him at home, you went to the 7-11 and talked there?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And at this point, were you aware that Elena Jones was dead?’

      ‘I don’t know. Maybe. I read it in the paper but I can’t recall when.’

      ‘But we know the story was printed on Monday morning,’ Azrah said. ‘And you’ve mentioned that you tried to locate Mr. Fisher three times later that day, finally reaching him that evening.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘So, when you were chatting with him that night, didn’t it occur to you that he might have something to do with Elena Jones’s murder? It didn’t seem a bit of a coincidence?’

      ‘No. As far as I was concerned, Fisher wasn’t the man who attacked Elena. There were other men who worked at the store who were closer to the description she gave.’

      Azrah looked to Lynch before turning back to Nick. What did she know? What did she have? Nick wished she’d spill it.

      ‘See, I don’t believe you, Nick,’ she said. ‘I think you’ve told us part of the story because you know how this works, you know that there’s too much that could come back to bite you. So I think you’re trying to act the idiot when, as much as I dislike you, I don’t think you’re a bad cop. I don’t think you’d forget about Elena Jones like that. I think you’re trying to cover something.’

      Nick said nothing.

      After a couple of beats, Azrah pulled some photos from a file that’d been sitting on the table the whole time, the unknown contents bothering him.

      ‘This was taken on Monday afternoon,’ Azrah said, sliding the first photo towards him. ‘That’s you, right?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And can you tell me where that is?’

      ‘Outside Michael Fisher’s house,’ Nick said, pushing it back towards her. ‘So what? I already told you I went there.’

      Nick wondered if this was the best they had. But then, who had taken the picture? Who had been watching him and for how long?

      ‘True,’ Azrah said. ‘But the thing is, the person who took this, they claim that they watched you leave the house. That you’d been inside.’

      ‘That’s not true.’

      ‘Okay. Take a look at this one.’

      She passed him another photo, this time of him and Fisher talking in his car. He shrugged again. ‘So what? I’ve already told you I met with him.’ Nick looked at Lynch. ‘Is there a point to this?’

      ‘Look at the time it was taken. You left the crime scene at Cas Nazan’s house to go and meet with Michael Fisher. Now, I know you said you were keen to talk to him, but was it really so urgent that you left a crime scene to talk to him about your soon-to-be ex-wife?’ Azrah held her hand up. ‘Actually, I do believe you were talking about Karen, but I don’t think you were asking him to back off.’

      ‘I don’t know what to tell you. I admit it was an error of judgment, but that’s it. That’s all I’m guilty of.’

      ‘We also have a witness who said you were hammering on Fisher’s door a little while before this picture was taken. She said you seemed extremely keen to find him.’ Azrah turned to Lynch. ‘I don’t know, boss. It doesn’t seem to me that talking to your wife’s lover would be your most pressing concern in the middle of a murder investigation.’

      Nick looked to Lynch but his expression was still neutral. Nick wondered if they could feel his foot tapping beneath the table.

      ‘Let’s talk about something else,’ Azrah said. ‘Tell me about Alison Goodwin.’

      Nick clenched his jaw.

      ‘Did you know her?’

      ‘A little.’

      ‘In what capacity?’

      Nick stared at Azrah. Was she really going to make him say it? ‘I visited her club a couple of times.’

      ‘What for?’ Azrah asked.

      ‘What do you think?’

      ‘So you admit you went there for sex? Which you paid for?’

      Nick didn’t reply for a moment but Azrah was clearly playing hardball. Eventually, Nick nodded. ‘Yes.’

      ‘What’s this got to do with my client’s relationship to Michael Fisher?’ Nick’s lawyer asked, looking from Nick to Azrah.

      ‘Alison Goodwin was another victim of Michael Fisher,’ Azrah said. ‘She ran a club, ostensibly a private club for women, but it was actually a high-end brothel.’

      Nick saw the look on his lawyer’s face but didn’t acknowledge it. He just stared back at Azrah and said, ‘Which is irrelevant.’

      ‘Is it?’ Azrah said. ‘What went on in there isn’t really my concern. That’ll be someone else’s investigation. But the fact is, Nick, you withheld information that could’ve been useful to this investigation. Why would you do that?’

      ‘Why do you think?’

      ‘And not only did you not come forward, I believe you were hoping to destroy evidence linking you to Alison Goodwin and her club.’

      ‘That’s not true.’

      ‘So you didn’t try to make sure it was you who searched the place? You didn’t engineer a way to get time alone in the office there?’

      ‘No. I was concerned about my reputation. Obviously I’m not proud of my actions, but that had nothing to do with this.’

      ‘Maybe, but between covering up your relationship with Alison Goodwin, as well as covering up your connection to Elena Jones–’

      ‘I didn’t cover that up. I–’

      ‘Right, you forgot. A detective with over fifteen years’ experience completely forgets a case he’s in the middle of investigating. And doesn’t connect the murder of the same victim to the man she reported the night before? Doesn’t think to log any of it? Doesn’t think to mention to the investigating officers that he’d talked to the victim the night before?’

      Nick’s chest felt tight, like someone was squeezing the life from him. He wiped the layer of sweat from his top lip.

      Azrah continued. ‘See, all that, along with these meetings with Michael Fisher, and the timings too… It doesn’t look good.’

      ‘I know it doesn’t look good. I should’ve told you about Alison but I didn’t want to lose my job. And I fucked up with Elena and I have to live with that. But I knew nothing about Fisher and who he really was. How could I?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ Azrah said. ‘Maybe from being in his house? Seeing his exhibition on his bedroom wall?’

      ‘I told you. I never went into his house.’

      ‘Is that right?’ Azrah said and reached for an evidence bag. ‘So how did this get in his bedroom then?’

      Azrah held up the evidence bag. Inside was his lighter, the one he’d been looking for for days. The one he’d lost days before he ever went inside Fisher’s house. And he knew. It was Karen. She did this. Who else would have access to the lighter? Who else would’ve been following him for days without asking any questions? Karen knew and went to Azrah fucking Khan about it and they plotted together to screw him over.

      ‘It is yours, isn’t it? We also have the phone you used to communicate with Fisher.’

      ‘I don’t know anything about any phones,’ Nick said but his heart wasn’t in it anymore. He couldn’t believe Karen had fucked him over.

      ‘We found one in your car and the only number that’d called it was the one Michael Fisher had in his possession, one he said you gave him.’ She held up a hand again, stopping him from speaking. ‘And I know you could say someone else put it there. There are no prints on it. But we have someone out there checking every store in and around the city. I’m sure we’ll find out who bought the phones sooner or later. So? You want to tell us anything else?’

      Nick shook his head.

      ‘You know,’ Azrah said, ‘your wife was the one who figured it out. I was planning on bringing Fisher in as soon as she brought it to me, but she had a feeling we should wait. I guess a marriage can get a little stale when you’ve been together so long, but one benefit, or maybe in your case it’s a disadvantage, is that you know each other inside out. She knew you’d be out there waiting. You wanted her dead and then you wanted to come in like the big man and bring down the guy who killed her. You wanted this to be your story.’ Azrah shrugged. ‘I suppose now it is. But I guess not quite the one you were hoping for.

      ‘But you know what? Karen just thought you wanted her dead. That’s it. That you only kept what you knew about Fisher to yourself to serve your own agenda. But I have to wonder if there isn’t more to it. These links to Alison and Elena, as well as Karen. Was there anyone else connected to you?’

      ‘What’re you talking about?’ Nick asked.

      ‘You could’ve prevented the deaths of Elena Jones, Cas Nazan and Phoebe Devereaux, so I have to wonder, how many of the others you could’ve stopped. How much you knew.’

      ‘What? Who’s Phoebe Devereaux?’

      ‘Fisher killed someone else last night. You didn’t know?’

      ‘No,’ Nick said, the feeling of nausea rising. What had he done?

      ‘Not only did you not bring Fisher in, you covered for him.’

      ‘No.’

      ‘So I have to think, what else did you cover up?’

      ‘I didn’t know about the rest of it! I had no idea who Fisher was.’

      ‘We’ll see, won’t we,’ Azrah said. ‘Fisher hasn’t admitted anything but I don’t think he much likes to share credit. To be honest, I’m surprised he copped to your involvement at all.’

      Nick’s head dropped into his hands. He couldn’t see straight. He was going to puke. They thought he was involved from the start? Like what? A sidekick?

      He knew he’d been an idiot. He should’ve walked away from Karen a long time ago. But he’d fucked up. He’d lost everything. His job, his home, his freedom. Azrah was right about one thing, he’d be getting a lot of media attention but not the kind he wanted.

      And what the fuck would his parents say?
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      Karen was enjoying the empty apartment. It seemed unlikely Nick would be coming back soon. Azrah had told her they had plenty of evidence against him and that she was looking beyond Nick’s plot to have Karen killed, that it was possible he’d been involved with Michael Fisher from the start. Karen wasn’t sure she believed that. Not that she didn’t think Nick was capable of terrible things, he’d more than proved that he was. It was just that if Nick was going to kill people, he would do it alone. There was no way in the world he would share the limelight with someone else, least of all someone like Michael Fisher.

      Fisher seemed to be enjoying the attention and Karen had wondered if Nick would accept the situation and do the same. Maybe he could spin this whole mess into gold. That he’d be selling his story wherever was buying. Instead, he’d been keeping his head down and his mouth shut.

      It didn’t stop the media from speculating though. Nor did his silence mean his face wasn’t splashed all over the news. There was a seemingly never-ending cycle of pieces about Nick and Michael, many of them picked over by Peter Aronsen.

      Then there were the “almost victims”. A woman named Maria Newsom had been identified as one of Michael’s intended victims. But she’d cut off contact with him once she’d reunited with her boyfriend and planned to move to Paris. She was now a regular on TV and in the papers. As were many others who’d come across Michael. His colleagues, his neighbors, anyone he’d ever spoken to in a bar. Each one of them regaled reporters with stories of how they knew him and what they’d suspected, and how close they’d come to being victims themselves.

      There were plenty of people who knew Karen and Nick who were also selling their stories. Thankfully Jamie wasn’t one of them. But people were flocking to the bookstore, eager to see the woman who stopped the serial killer, the wife whose own husband had wanted her dead. It was irritating but it helped the business, so she couldn’t really complain.

      Although, she did have another project on the go. She’d been inundated with offers to tell her story, initially from the media and then from publishers. Predictably, Peter Aronsen had come calling, offering to write the book for her. But Karen had decided to do it herself. It was time to start writing again. She’d come to realize that Michael was right. She was wasting her talent.

      Between the interest in the store and the book deal, Karen wasn’t worrying about money anymore. Nor was she concerned about finding somewhere new to live. Nick wouldn’t be coming back, and, despite everything that had gone on in there, this was her home. She wasn’t leaving.

      She thought about everything that had happened. She was still processing. She couldn’t believe how close she’d come to death. Nor could she believe she’d been drawn in by Michael Fisher. It would take some time to get over, but Karen felt better than she had in a long time. Finally, she would have everything she wanted. She had the house, the business. Nick was out of her life. His parents were so disappointed in him.

      And it had all been down to her. She’d done this. She’d stood up for herself. She hadn’t backed down.

      But she couldn’t help thinking that a lot of it had boiled down to a mistake. A key piece of evidence had been finding Nick’s lighter in Michael’s house, proving he’d been there, that he knew who Michael really was. If Michael hadn’t come home when he did, she would’ve picked it up and maybe the case against Nick wouldn’t be so strong. But fate had intervened. Of course, she could’ve admitted that it was her who’d dropped it that day.

      But why would she do that?
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