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Prologue

The van arrived in the dark and silent hours before the dawn. It came slowly, crawling at a snail’s pace, its headlights off, its engine making barely a whisper. As it passed from one street to the next, its blacked-out windows stared like the unblinking eyes of a doll at the suburban houses on either side, at the neat driveways and trimmed hedges with their sprinkling of early December frost, at the fairy lights and decorated trees and plastic snowmen adorning the well-kept gardens.

Without indicating, the van turned slowly into Beechcroft Avenue, then into Hazelwood Road, then into Sycamore Drive, until finally it came inching along Elm Crescent. Here, at last, it stopped, pulling up against the kerb outside number 19.

19 Elm Crescent.

An unremarkable address in an unremarkable street in an unremarkable London suburb. But within the next twenty-four hours, that address would be known all over the country, as would the names of the young couple who lived there.

Ben and Sharon Steiner.

The black van sat outside number 19, its engine idling.

Then, with a sigh, the engine died.

Silence.

Stillness.

A minute passed.

Without a sound, a black figure slipped from the van and passed like a shadow along the drive of number 19. Effortlessly, expertly, carrying out a plan that had been well prepared in advance, the figure ducked around the side of the house. There was a momentary glint of light as a sharp-edged cutting tool was carefully scored across a window pane. Then a circle of glass was prised away, a black-gloved hand reached inside to unlatch the lock, and two heartbeats later the black figure was inside the house.

The intruder inched through the darkness of the living room, past the decorated tree, past the array of early Christmas cards on the mantelpiece, past the framed photograph of Ben and Sharon on their wedding day, smiling blissfully, revelling in their big day, and revelling too in the start of what was sure to be a long and joyful life together. Whatever the future had in store for them, it would be wonderful. Wonderful.

Reaching the hallway, the black figure stopped at the foot of the staircase and glared silently up towards the first-floor landing and the closed bedroom door just visible there.

The intruder paused.

A gloved hand clutched the wooden handle of a hatchet. 

From behind the blank face of a balaclava came slow, regular breathing.

The breathing got faster. Faster, and more guttural, more animal-like.

A thick gobbet of saliva fell against the ragged mouth hole of the balaclava and soaked into the black material.

And then, suddenly, as if reacting to a starting pistol no one else could hear, the intruder charged forward, pounding up the stairs at full speed, taking them two at a time, careless of the racket made by heavy boots on the wooden treads.

It was that thundering of boots on the stairs that awoke Ben Steiner, bringing him suddenly bolt upright in bed.

And it was the crash of the bedroom door flying open that awoke Sharon Steiner, bringing her as suddenly bolt upright, as wide-eyed and terrified as her husband.

The black figure was on them before they had a chance, pounding across the bedroom in three huge strides, looming over them, raising the hatchet and bringing it down with sickening force. The axe blade embedded itself into Ben Steiner’s rib cage and jammed there so firmly that when Ben jerked and convulsed from the bed, he took the hatchet with him. It remained jutting from his chest even as he sprawled onto the floor, drumming and thrashing amid a dark torrent of blood.

Sharon Steiner opened her mouth to scream, but the black-gloved hand struck her like a hammer – once, twice, three times, then again – silencing her.

The intruder did not want her to scream. 

Not tonight. Not here.

The screaming was all to come later, in the place that had been prepared for her. 

And she would not be screaming alone.


Chapter 1

‘I want to find her, Guv,’ Anna Vaughan said firmly. ‘I want to find her while she’s still alive – and I want to find the bastard who took her.’

Anna was in her editor’s office – if this cramped and chaotic room strewn with papers and files, unwashed coffee cups and overflowing rubbish bins, battered laptops and tangled computer wires could be called anything as grand as an ‘office’. But it served its purpose. It was from here – five floors up in a ramshackle building tucked away in London’s Soho district – that the investigative digital newspaper After-Dark was run. The editor – known to everyone as The Guv - was incapable of cleaning her desk or sorting out clutter, but she damn well knew how to get stories online – good stories, exclusive stories. In the three years Anna had worked here as a journalist, After-Dark had exposed corporate corruption in the Square Mile solved cold murder cases, brought down two serving members of Parliament by exposing their sordid pasts, uncovered terrorist cells and paedophile rings and people traffickers, and more besides. The Guv, and most of the journalists who worked for her, had been threatened, intimidated, even attacked. But they had never been silenced. After-Dark continued to speak up, speak out, speak the truth about the darkest and vilest corners of society. 

‘You think Sharon Steiner is still alive?’ the Guv asked, glaring fiercely from behind the heaps of chaos on her desk.

‘Yes, I think she’s alive. I think Santa took her, and he never kills his female victims until Christmas Day. Look.’ And Anna held out a sheaf of papers, her research into the serial killer the police had nicknamed Santa. ‘Twelve years ago, first week of December, Kelly Nicholson and her husband Ross are attacked in their bed while sleeping. Ross is killed, Kelly is abducted, the police make no progress, and Kelly turns up dead just before New Year. Two years later, exactly the same pattern with Patricia and Michael Reading. Then again two years after that with Laura and Daniel Sayles. Then again, and again, and always the same pattern – a young couple attacked in their bed in early December, the husband killed, the wife abducted, the police floundering, and the wife’s body left out to be discovered by the New Year. And every time the pathologist’s report conclusively states that the female victim was killed no sooner than Christmas Day. The Christmas Day killer. That’s why they called him Santa.’

‘You’ve certainly been doing your homework.’

‘If it’s Santa who’s taken Sharon Steiner, then he’ll keep her alive until the twenty-fifth. And that means there’s a chance I can find her and save her.’

‘Fifteen days,’ the Guv said. ‘You think you can manage it in fifteen days?’

‘I don’t have any choice. It’s Santa sets the time limit, not me. Somebody has to find Steiner, Guv. CID are getting nowhere. No clues, no leads, no suspects. They’re incompetent. I’ve got sources inside the police tipping me off about how hopeless CID is. They’re the Keystone Kops. Now, the DI in charge of the Steiner case is holding a press conference this afternoon. It’s the perfect opportunity for me to confront him face to face with what this whistleblower inside the police has been telling me. It’ll really put a rocket up him, maybe even shake him and his department up enough to start doing their jobs properly. Then, when I’ve woken CID up, I’ll set out to pick up Sharon Steiner’s trail for myself, track her down, and find her.’

‘Whatever’s left of her.’

‘Her and the psycho who took her. If CID can’t manage it, I will.’

The Guv shrugged and nodded: ‘Well, I can’t deny you earned your stripes with this sort of thing. You did an amazing job last summer covering the Underwood story.’

The Underwood story. A missing boy, a stalled police investigation going nowhere, and Anna Vaughan right there in the middle of it, finding little Josh Underwood alive, revealing his father as the abductor, and deeply embarrassing CID by obliging an investigative journalist to do their job for them. It had all made great copy for After-Dark and boosted Anna’s reputation as a reporter who really got things done – but it had also soured relations between her and the police. Those relations were not destined to become any more cordial, not after she publicly confronted them with the insider information she had received from her anonymous whistleblower inside the police.

‘You know I’m the right person for this story, Guv,’ Anna insisted.

‘This Steiner business is a far cry from the Underwood case,’ the Guv warned her. ‘It’s far more violent, far more dangerous.’

‘All the more reason to find that missing girl as soon as possible. I know I can do it, Guv. I know I can get a result.’

The Guv eyed her keenly for a moment, then said: ‘You’re a first-rate hack, no doubt about it. And you pulled a blinder with the Underwood story. But nobody gets it right all the time. There are no guarantees, God knows not in this business, Anna.’

‘I know that, Guv.’

‘And you’ve rattled CID’s cage once already this year. You won’t find a warm welcome there if you go waltzing in shouting the odds about them yet again.’

‘I’m not looking for a warm welcome, I’m looking for Sharon Steiner and the man who took her. That’s all that matters.’

‘Possibly,’ the Guv said, almost to herself. Then she lit up a cigarette – no law could be passed that was ever going to stop her from bloody smoking in her own bloody office – she drew deeply on it, exhaled thoughtfully, and said: ‘Well – you’d better jump to it, then.’

But just as Anna was striding out the door, the Guv called to her: ‘But don’t get cocky, Anna. Remember Miles. Remember what happened to him.’

Anna paused, thought for a moment, then replied: ‘I remember Miles, Guv. And I take your point. I’ll be careful.’

And with that, she strode away, heading down the interminable staircase that always reeked of cabbage, making for the filthy streets of Soho far below.

As she drove through the congested London traffic making her way to the police press conference, the Guv’s words kept playing through her mind:

‘Remember Miles. Remember what happened to him.’

Miles Carter. 

She could picture him very clearly, the way he had been five years ago when she’d first started at After-Dark. With his rumpled jacket and chaotic mop of dark hair and his big, wide, beaming face that kept creasing up into an irrepressible grin, she had instantly warmed to the older and more experienced journalist. And he had warmed to her, too, taking her under his wing. Through a combination of encouragement, criticism, teasing and lavish praise, Miles had given her as comprehensive a crash course into journalism as she could have hoped for. Anna had even started to suspect that their working relationship might blossom into something more personal. There had certainly been a hint of chemistry between them.

And then it all changed. Suddenly. Abruptly. Horribly.

About six months after Anna had started working at After-Dark, Miles had embarked upon an extensive investigation into cold cases stashed away in the CID murder files. He said very little to Anna about the details of his research, but from time to time he confided in her about the grimness of his work, the sadness that weighed down on him when he contemplated just how many innocent lives had been snuffed out over the years and without the killers responsible being brought to justice. 

‘I’ve started to feel I owe these victims something,’ he said once to Anna. ‘It doesn’t feel like investigative journalism any more, it feels more like a moral obligation. Where CID have thrown in the towel, I feel it’s my job to pick it up again, to reopen the cases, to see that these victims receive at least some sort of justice.’

He began making contact with dark and shadowy people deep in the underworld, people who could furnish him with clues and leads with which to track down old killers. 

And then – something happened. Something between Miles and a man he had gone to meet. Miles disappeared. It was as if he had vanished from the face of the earth. No trace of him. No word from him.

And then, two weeks later, the police had come to the After-Dark offices to say that they’d found him. Miles had been discovered roaming the streets of the suburbs, half-starved, dishevelled, mistreated, and barely coherent. During the slow period of his convalescence, he would tell nobody where he had been or what had happened to him. He declined to give a statement to the police. He refused to reveal anything to the Guv. He would not even divulge anything to Anna, though she would spend hours at his bedside in the hospital and then later visit him at the rambling Hampstead townhouse he had inherited from his mother and where he lived alone.

Physically, Miles recovered. But, psychologically, he remained fragile, too much so to return to work at After-Dark. Anna would visit him and was always shocked at how vulnerable he continued to appear, how anxious he was at the most innocuous sounds in the street outside, how reluctant he was for her to leave him alone again when it was time for her to go. 

From time to time she would ask him gently,  ‘Miles – what happened to you?’

Only once did he ever break his silence about the matter. Looking at her intensely, forcing a sad smile, he had said, ‘I got too close.’

‘Too close to what, Miles?’

‘I got too close,’ he had repeated softly. ‘And I learnt my lesson.’

And that was all he ever said about his nightmare.

It had been a salutary lesson to all the team working at After-Dark. They all of them diced with danger in the course of their investigations. Any one of them could end up like poor Miles Carter – broken, traumatised, or worse. If Anna got too close to the Santa killer, and if she was careless, and if she took one wrong step and put herself in excessive danger, then … 

Pushing her fears out of her mind as best she could, she pulled into the car park of the police station where CID was holding its press conference. Parking up, she took a moment to check her reflection in the rear-view mirror, examining her oval face, her keen eyes, her strong nose with its slight Roman arch, the generous mouth, the blonde hair scraped back and held in a messy bundle behind her head.

‘You won’t end up like Miles,’ she told her reflection. She spoke firmly, with conviction. But all the same, there was still a hint of fear in those reflected eyes looking back at her.

Anna headed into the police station and was directed to a cramped, drab room which was to house the press conference. There were no seats provided, so she jostled her way through the press scrum, getting as near to the podium as she could manage, fighting to keep her ground until the conference began.

Waiting for things to start, she examined the police handout she had been given, but there was nothing on it that she wasn’t already familiar with. Dominating the handout was the photo of Ben and Sharon Steiner on their wedding day, beaming into the camera without a care in the world. The whole country knew that photo by now; it had appeared in every newspaper and flashed up time and again on the news. 

But despite the familiarity, the picture still chilled Anna’s blood. The innocence in the faces of that couple was painful to behold. In that joyful moment when they’d posed together in the sunshine, they’d had no idea – not even an inkling – of the agony and horror that would suddenly descend upon their lives without warning, of the fact that one would disappear overnight and the other would be left dead in a pool of blood.

A door opened suddenly and a man in a dark suit strode up onto the podium. He was tall, well built, with dark hair and angular, very serious features. His keen, rather piercing eyes surveyed the room as if trying to pick out an individual face from the crowd. When that intense stare fell upon Anna he seemed to pause and scrutinise her with particular interest, or maybe even hostility. Did he recognise her as the hack who had humiliated CID the previous summer on account of the Underwood case? 

Anna refused to be intimidated. She held his stare, unblinking, for what felt like minutes but could only have been a heartbeat or two – and then the man turned his attention elsewhere, checked his notes, tapped the microphone, and addressed the room:

‘Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for attending this press conference. My name is DI Jim Townsend of Middlesex CID, B Division, and, as I’m sure you are aware, I am the officer charged with heading the investigation into the recent disappearance of Ben and Sharon Steiner. Now, before I update you as regards the current state of the investigation, I feel it necessary to address certain criticisms and accusations which some amongst you have made against CID in recent months in relation to the abduction of Josh Underwood.’

And now he surely shot a cold glance at Anna.

‘Our professionalism and integrity was called into question on account of that case,’ DI Townsend went on. ‘I have no intention of rebutting those accusations point by point so I will restrict myself to saying simply this: CID is, and always will be, dedicated to each and every task assigned to it. In the current case, myself and my investigative team are totally committed to discovering the whereabouts of Sharon Steiner, and, as far as is humanly possible, returning her safely to her family and loved ones. We are no less committed to apprehending whoever was responsible for the brutal murder of Sharon’s husband Ben. Our investigation is being carried out with rigour, dedication, and with the utmost professionalism. Any and all accusations to the contrary are unfounded and unjustified.’

‘DI Townsend, why have the forensics samples taken at the crime scene not been properly analysed yet?’ Anna called out.

The other journalists packing the room poised themselves expectantly for an answer.

Townsend turned his cold stare back towards Anna and said: ‘I am not at liberty to discuss forensics reports publicly at the current time.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because such information may prejudice the ongoing investigation.’

‘Assuming you had such information,’ Anna said boldly. ‘Detective Inspector Townsend, I have a source inside Middlesex CID who has informed me that the forensics samples taken from the crime scene were contaminated due to mishandling by an inexperienced forensics team.’

‘Untrue,’ Townsend said bluntly.

‘And I have also been informed that CCTV footage from security cameras in the vicinity of 19 Elm Crescent – footage which almost certainly would have contained images of whoever attacked and abducted the Steiners – was not seized as evidence and has since been erased.’

‘Untrue,’ Townsend repeated, an edge of anger creeping into his voice.

‘And what’s more, Detective Inspector, that same source revealed to me that basic investigational procedures were not followed by you and your officers when you first arrived at the crime scene …’

‘Untrue.’

‘… resulting in evidence gained at that time being declared inadmissible in any subsequent trial.’

‘All untrue.’

‘And that, on account of budgetary restrictions, lack of manpower, and even shortage of available computers in CID, the investigation has in reality been postponed, or at the very least seriously curtailed pending financial review.’

‘Excuse me, are you who I think you are?’ Townsend spoke in a low, hard voice, glaring at her.

‘Anna Vaughan, After-Dark.’

Townsend nodded to himself, narrowed his eyes, and said: ‘I might advise you, Ms Vaughan, that your talents and capabilities could for once be put to better use than vilifying me and my department.’

‘And I might advise you, Detective Inspector Townsend, that I am merely making public the information that has been passed to me by a whistleblower inside your own department.’

‘Not so, Ms Vaughan.’

‘You’re accusing me of lying?’

‘I am accusing you of not adequately checking your sources. There is no such “whistleblower” in my department. It’s impossible. You are, I can assure you, the victim of a hoax.’

Various shouts and cried came from the press, but Anna strained her voice to be heard over the top of them: ‘Then where are the forensics reports? Where is the CCTV footage? Why has the investigation been scaled back so quickly? Why are there no leads? Why are there no suspects?’

But now Anna’s voice was drowned out completely by the bellowing coming from the other journalists. Townsend stood there at his podium, ignoring all the shouting and hollering, his eyes fixed icily on Anna, his mouth set firmly, his jaw muscles visibly flexing. It was an expression which said, without any shadow of a doubt: You have made an enemy here today, Ms Vaughan … believe me, you have made an enemy.

It was dark by the time Anna got home to her East London flat. Dark and cold and grim. The festive lights flashing and sparkling around the city did their best to alleviate the gloom, but they didn’t manage to lift Anna’s spirits. The image of Sharon Steiner’s innocently smiling face was etched into her mind. What nightmare was that poor young woman enduring at this very moment, alone and terrified and held captive by the psychopathic Santa? What state was she in? And what hope of salvation did she have when CID seemed so wilfully incompetent? The shoddiness of the investigation being headed by DI Townsend had left Anna feeing angry and depressed. Sharon Steiner’s life depended on those clowns doing their job right. How could they be so shoddy in their search for her? They were police officers, for God’s sake – did they not have consciences?

Back at her flat, Anna kicked off her shoes, poured herself a stiff drink, and slumped down in the sofa. Her head was buzzing. She was restless and agitated. Living alone was wretched at times like this, times when you felt the profound need to give voice to your feelings, to communicate, to discuss. She fiddled with her phone, scrolling through names, looking for somebody she knew would be around and willing to talk to her. Family, old friends from university, fellow hacks in the After-Dark offices … one after the other she flicked through their names and numbers, but somehow, for all the affection she felt for these people, it was always Miles Carter she wanted to speak to most when she had something serious on her mind. 

She had stayed in contact with Miles, right through the years of his mental breakdown and slow, ongoing recovery. She liked him. He always seemed genuinely delighted if she rang or dropped by, he continued to take a keen interest in her work at After-Dark, and even now, despite the fragile state he was in and the lingering effects of the mysterious trauma he had suffered, he still possessed a silly, schoolboyish sense of humour and an honest warmth that always made her feel safe with him.

She scrolled through to his number and dialled it. And as ever, he was in. He never seemed to go out much these days.

She came straight out with, ‘Miles, I’m angry.’ 

‘Oh, I’m sorry. I apologise unreservedly.’

‘Not with you, you great dope, it’s CID!’

‘And what have they done?’

‘Nothing! That’s why I’m so mad at them! If you’d seen the press conference today you’d understand. Jesus Christ, don’t they understand they’ve got a serial killer on their hands? A young woman’s life is hanging by a thread and all they can do is dick about and screw up their investigation and give stupid press conferences to try and cover their useless arses! It’s obscene! It sickens me, Miles. I’m not standing for it. I’ll find that poor girl myself if that’s what it takes. I’ll find and save her because somebody has to! And then I’ll publicly roast hell out of CID with a whole series of articles! No, better than that, I’ll write a book! I’ll write a bloody great book that’ll sink so-called DI Townsend’s career once and for all! The bastard! The arrogant, useless, amoral bastard!’

There was a pause.

And then Miles said mildly: ‘Well, I’ve got a bit of sticky toffee pudding left over from yesterday so I’m happy as a sand boy.’

Despite herself, Anna grinned. This, of course, was why she had rung him up. She didn’t want to rail against the injustices of the world, not after having been railing against them all day already. She just wanted a friendly voice, a little dose of normality. And Miles could always be relied upon for that.

‘I’m sorry, Miles,’ she said, snuggling down with the phone and her drink. ‘It’s been a hellish day. I just needed to speak to somebody.’

‘I’ve been out of the game for a while, Anna, but I’m still a journalist at heart,’ Miles said. ‘I know exactly how you feel. No need to explain. Rant all you like, get it out of your system, I promise I won’t hang up. I would never hang up. I might sit here watching Come Dine With Me with the sound down while you drone on and on, but rest assured I would never actually hang up. Come to think of it, I might hang up if Come Dine With Me looked like it was getting really good. I mean to say, how could I not?’

‘Miles – thank you for talking your usual crap to me. I needed it. Big time. I feel grounded again. How are you doing over there in Hampstead?’

‘I’m getting through the days, Anna. I’m surviving.’

‘Any chance you’ll be feeling well enough to get back in the saddle some time soon?’

Anna was always asking him this. He was too good a journalist to waste his talents moping about the house all day. After-Dark needed him. It was his home-from-home. He belonged there.

‘I’m … not ready,’ Miles said hesitantly. ‘I’m still … jumpy, you know, after my bad patch.’

His bad patch. That’s what he had come to call it, the awful, unspeakable thing that had happened to him and driven him to total breakdown. His bad patch. It was such a classic bit of Miles understatement, a mask to cover something terrible.

‘I’m just not ready to come back yet,’ he said.

‘But one day, yes?’

‘Maybe. I … Maybe.’

‘Would it help if you opened up to me about what happened to you, Miles?’

‘No,’ Miles said flatly. There was a pause, and then he said: ‘Please don’t push me on this, Anna.’

He sounded so fragile and damaged that Anna just wanted to smother him in a hug. Whatever it was that had happened to him had broken his spirit and traumatised him; the shadow of it still fell across some part of him. But Anna was resolved to be patient with him, to continue encouraging him to move out of that shadow and get back to his old self again. But all in his own time.

The two of them chatted for a while, Anna letting the conversation ramble away into trivia and silliness. Just for that brief time, her mind was relieved of the burden of thinking about Santa and Sharon Steiner and the horrors of Elm Crescent. She focused on nothing but her dear, damaged friend. She wanted to be there in Hampstead with him. She wanted to snuggle down on the sofa with him instead of being here in East London with just her mobile and a stiff drink. She’d even watch Come Dine With Me with him, if that’s what he wanted (and dear God, he watched some crap, that boy).

After twenty minutes of talking rubbish and laughing over stupid things, Miles said: ‘It’s getting late, you’ve clearly had a long day, and I don’t want to keep you up all night talking when you should be getting some rest.’

‘And you get some rest too, Miles. Proper rest. Get yourself well.’

‘I’m … working on it. Do swing by here any time you’re in Hampstead, Anna. I’m usually in and it’s always a joy to see you. I’ll even make sure there’s a whole new sticky toffee pudding here waiting for you. A really big one. From Waitrose and everything.’

‘How could a girl refuse?’ Anna laughed. ‘I’ll definitely see you as soon as I can, Miles. I don’t think I can face this horrible world without regular doses of you. And I’m so excited that you’re starting to feel ready to get back to work. But for the time being, I’ve got a lot on. This investigation I’m working on is important, it needs my full attention.’

‘Of course it does,’ Miles said, speaking with complete empathy. ‘Just be careful, yes?’

‘I’m always careful.’

‘I mean it, Anna.’

‘So do I. Good night, Miles.’

‘Nighty night.’

Anna hesitated before hanging up. She didn’t really want to say goodbye. Miles hesitated too; after a few seconds she heard him say: ‘Sleep tight.’

Another pause, then he said: ‘Don’t let the bed bugs bite.’

A few more seconds passed – and then he put down the phone at his end.

Alone again, Anna tried to hang on to the warm memory of Miles’s voice for as long as possible. But by the time she got into bed, her mood was darkening again. Some part of her felt guilty to have been joking around, talking silly stuff with Miles, while somewhere out there Sharon Steiner was cowering in terror at the hands of her murderous captor, alone and brutalised.

I’ll find her, Anna vowed to herself as she hit the light and settled down. Even if CID can’t get their act together, I can. I’ll find her, wherever she is. I swear it.

Stretched out on the sofa, Anna let the booze work its way into her system and carry her away into a fitful sleep. Nasty, disordered dreams crowded in on her. Ben and Sharon Steiner were there, drenched in blood, being dragged into deep shadow. And Miles drifted in and out too, looking worn down and dishevelled, the blood of the Steiners splashing across him and staining his clothes deep scarlet.

And there, brooding over this whole jumble of horrible images, was a big, dark shape which, despite being faceless and silent, Anna somehow knew represented Detective Inspector Jim Townsend, glaring at her, pouring his silent hatred over her like poisonous fumes, cooking up plans and plots and acts of vengeance against her to teach her – once and for all – the price she could expect to pay for making powerful enemies in high places … 

Anna woke suddenly, more anxious and fretful than before. The room was dark and still. It was just gone 1.00 a.m.

Why was her heart beating so rapidly? Why were nerves jangling throughout her body? Had there been a noise? Had something jolted her awake?

Slowly, stiffly, she sat up on the sofa where she had fallen asleep, peering about the room. All was as it should be. There was nothing to be frightened of. The flat was secure, there was nobody else here, she was perfectly safe. There was nothing left for her to do except pad across to the bedroom, throw off her clothes, get under the big, warm duvet and … 

Bang!

It was a dull, fist-like noise slamming hard against the front door.

Anna jumped, her heart leaping into her throat.

So that’s what had woken her up! Somebody had banged at the door while she was sleeping. And now they had banged again.

Her fists clenched and drawn tightly against her chest, Anna edged her way into the living room towards the front door, all the while bracing herself for another thud. But there was nothing. Just silence.

Two or three feet from the door, she stopped and stood there, waiting.

More silence.

‘Who is it?’ she called out at last.

No answer.

Shaking, she plucked up the courage to bring her eye closer and closer to the little spy hole. The fish-eye lens showed the street outside. Nobody about.

Still jittery and jumpy, her heart thudding against her ribs, Anna fumbled clumsily with the latch, got the door open, and thrust her head out. There was no sign of anyone. Not a soul.

Except … 

There at her feet was a box, about the size of a hat box. A present. A Christmas present, neatly wrapped in shiny paper depicting the repeated image of a partridge in a pear tree. There was even a red ribbon tied into a decorous bow, and a nametag attached, also bearing the image of partridge in a pear tree.

Once again, she looked up and down the street, as if the mystery caller would suddenly be revealed. But there was no sign of him now.

Anna picked up the present. Something moved about inside, not heavy but certainly solid. Tipping it this way and that, she got the impression that there was liquid inside.

She turned the gift tag so that she could read what was written inside it. In red ink, and in bold capitals, she saw the words:

ON THE FIRST DAY OF CHRISTMAS 

MY TRUE LOVE GAVE TO ME … 

Instinctively, she guessed it was from Miles. Before his ‘bad patch’, it had been a habit of his to leave little gifts on her desk to find when she came into the After-Dark offices. 

As she carried his mystery present into the flat, she wished he’d hadn’t just left it and buggered off without a word. She wanted him here, even though he had always hated her flat and was forever nagging her to move out and find somewhere better. 

Maybe he couldn’t say what he wanted to say in words, face to face. Maybe this present contained something that would make Anna understand what it was that was eating him up inside, what it was that was driving him to drink.

Sitting on the sofa, resting the present on her knees, she began tearing away the partridge-in-a-pear-tree wrapping paper. Beneath, she found a sturdy plastic box, airtight, water-tight, opaque. There were little hinged clasps holding the lid firmly in place. Anna unlatched them, one after the other, then prised away the lid and looked inside.

She didn’t scream. She didn’t hurl the box away. She certainly didn’t faint.

She merely placed the present slowly on the floor, controlled her breathing, willed herself not to vomit, forced herself not to panic, walked calmly – if shakily – to the telephone, and dialled 999.


Chapter 2

The police officers who arrived at her flat took both Anna, and her ‘present’, back with them to the station. By 2 a.m. she was sitting in an interview room, drinking coffee, waiting to be interviewed. The image of what had been in that ‘present’ was still fresh in her mind. The image, and the smell. With the utmost clarity, she could recall lifting the lid from the container and at once being assailed by the sickeningly sweet stench of stale meat. Then she saw blood, thick and congealed to the consistency of custard, and a glistening red mush of raw flesh all heaped and slopped in the middle of it.

That awful memory was replaying itself inside her mind, over and over, when the door opened and the detective who was to take her statement strode in. At sight of him, Anna felt her blood run cold.

Detective Inspector Jim Townsend did not make eye contact with her as he settled himself behind the desk in front of her. Nor did he say a word. He glanced through a slim sheaf of papers, checked that the microphone on the table was working, looked at his watch, poured himself a cup of water, took his time sipping it, adjusted his chair – and then, and only then, did he look across at Anna.

There was a tense moment of silence between them.

Then Townsend spoke: ‘The standard procedure for commencing an interview such as this is for me to introduce myself. And I know that you’re a stickler for standard procedure, Ms Vaughan. So we’ll play this strictly by the book. With that firmly in my mind, let me introduce myself. My name …’ and he paused here, just for a moment, still fixing her with his icy stare ‘… is Detective Inspector James Robert Townsend of Middlesex Constabulary, CID.’ Another pause. ‘I’m here to take a statement from you, Ms Vaughan, about what happened to you approximately one hour ago. Please, start from the beginning, tell me in your own words what occurred, take your time, and …’ yet another cold pause ‘… do try and relax.’

‘I would like to give my statement to another officer, please,’ Anna said.

‘I’m afraid no other officers are available, Ms Vaughan.’

‘I don’t believe that.’

‘It’s a fact. Now – please – tell me what happened to you.’

Anna sighed and ran her hand over her face. She felt tempted just to get up and walk out. It wasn’t like she was under arrest. She was the victim here, for God’s sake. She was the victim of … of something … something horrible.

‘In your own time,’ Townsend prompted her, his voice emotionless, his eyes unblinking.

Anna took a slow breath, tried to forget the bad blood between her and Townsend, and said: ‘There’s not much to say. I was asleep in my flat when something woke me up suddenly at about one o’clock. For a moment I didn’t know what it was, but then I heard a sound, like a fist thumping against my front door.’

‘How many times?’

‘I think there were just two thumps – the one that woke me up, and then the second one I heard when I was awake.’

‘And then?’

‘I went to the door but there was nobody there … nothing … except for that gift-wrapped present.’

‘Were you expecting a present at all?’

‘No. Certainly not at one in the morning.’

‘And what about the handwriting on the tag, did you recognise it?’

‘No.’

‘But you went ahead and opened it.’

‘Yes,’ said Anna. ‘I had no reason not to.’

‘Do you consider yourself to have enemies, Ms Vaughan?’

‘I’m a journalist. Naturally I’m going to upset people in the line of my work. Certain sorts of people.’

‘And this didn’t concern you enough to stop you from opening this anonymous present?’

‘No. No, it didn’t. Like I said, I’m a journalist. I upset certain sorts of people … and I don’t give in to fear.’

‘The very same thing could be said about the police,’ Townsend observed, and then he went on: ‘So – bravely, fearlessly – you opened the present. And what happened?’

‘I took the wrapping off, and the ribbon, and inside was this water-tight plastic container. So, I unclipped the lid … and opened it … and there inside was … Well, I’m sure you know already.’

‘Yes indeed,’ Townsend said coldly. ‘And what did you do after you looked inside? Did you scream?’

‘Absolutely not.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Of course I’m sure!’ Anna snapped. ‘I’ll tell you what I did. I put the box carefully on the floor and called the police. And then I sat and waited with the front door locked until they arrived.’

‘I see,’ Townsend muttered, leafing idly through his papers again. ‘Well, Ms Vaughan, it only remains for me to ask you if you have any further information you wish to add.’

‘I … I can’t think of anything.’

‘You have no suspicions about who may have sent this box to you?’

‘No names spring to mind.’

Jim narrowed his eyes, thought for a moment, then said: ‘Very well. Do you think any more relevant names might “spring to mind” at a later date?’

‘I doubt it, Detective Inspector.’

‘But you yourself told me you’ve made enemies in the past. That suggests to me that you might at the very least have some idea who could possibly have sent you this box.’

‘I’ve upset certain MPs and local councillors,’ Anna said. ‘I upset the Home Office once, and I wrote something that nearly got us sued by a pharmaceutical manufacturer. And, of course, I’ve ruffled a few feathers in your line of work, Detective Inspector. But I don’t see any of these people leaving me a box of blood and God knows what on my doorstep at one in the morning.’

‘I’m not in a position to say one way or the other, Ms Vaughan. This job has taught me that anything’s possible, that the most unlikely people are capable of the most uncivilised acts. Nothing’s off-limits, not when it comes to human behaviour.’

‘Well, that’s one thing we can both agree on,’ Anna conceded. ‘So – what happens now?’

‘You’re free to go,’ Townsend said, gathering up his things and no longer making eye contact with her.

‘I know I’m free to go, Detective Inspector, I was always free to go. I was asking about what you are going to do about what happened to me?’

‘We shall pursue an investigation as per standard procedures – by the book – just the way you like it, Ms Vaughan. By the book. That’s all I can say. Please go through to the waiting area – a police constable will see about getting you home to your flat.’

‘Excuse me, I feel like you’re giving me the brush-off,’ Anna said.

‘I can’t help how you feel,’ said Townsend, getting to his feet and heading for the door without so much as a glance in her direction. ‘We’ll be in touch if we have anything to report. Good night, Ms Vaughan.’

But as he opened the door to leave, Anna jumped up and strode over to him, blocking his way. Now, at last, he was forced to make eye contact with her. The two of them stared at each other, very close, almost nose to nose.

‘I don’t want you dealing with my case,’ Anna said flatly. 

‘It’s not your decision,’ Townsend replied.

‘I’m making it my decision. I don’t have faith in your competency, Detective Inspector.’

‘You’ll have to take the issue up with my Chief Inspector.’

‘I don’t think you’re good at your job. You’ve certainly screwed things up with your investigation into the Steiners.’

‘Get out of my way, Ms Vaughan.’

‘Not until you tell me the name of the officer you’re passing my case on to.’

‘I said, get out of my way, Ms Vaughan. I don’t have time for this nonsense, I’m a very busy man.’

‘I’ll tell you again, you’re incompetent. And worse than that, you’re prejudiced. Against me.’

‘I’m becoming increasingly tired of dealing with you, Ms Vaughan.’

‘You know what? I don’t care. I don’t care if you handle my case or not, it doesn’t matter a damn, not compared to what’s happened to Ben and Sharon Steiner. Forget me, go out there and find her, Detective Inspector Townsend, find Sharon Steiner. Do your bloody job. More than that – show some humanity. Get your damned investigation sorted out, get your team into shape, and find Sharon Steiner while there’s still anything left of her to find!’

Townsend stared at her, his face expressionless except for the flexing of his jaw muscles. Then, in a very low voice, he said: ‘Accompany me to my office, Ms Vaughan.’

‘Accompany you to your office!’ Anna snorted. ‘What the hell are you, the head-bloody-master?!’

He pushed past her and stormed along a corridor, reaching the door to his office and flinging it open with a resounding bang.

‘In!’ he ordered.

‘This isn’t a police state yet, you know.’

‘In!’

‘Another time, Detective Inspector. I’m busy too. I have to get home and write an article … about you, and how you’ve behaved here tonight. Who knows, it might just finish your career. It certainly won’t do your promotion prospects any favours.’

‘In!’

‘I’ll make my own way home,’ Anna said, and with that she turned on her heel to walk away.

‘Ms Vaughan,’ Townsend called after her. ‘One last thing before you go.’

Anna stopped, sighed heavily, and waited.

‘Well?’

‘I just wanted to say … well done.’

Nonplussed, Anna turned round and looked back along the corridor at Detective Inspector Townsend. But now she saw that Townsend’s whole demeanour had changed. He was smiling. His eyes were smiling, all the iciness and aggression melted away from them. 

‘I mean it, Ms Vaughan,’ he said, and there was warmth in his voice, there was humanity. ‘It’s one thing to stand up to the police at a press conference surrounded by fellow reporters – but it takes real guts to do it alone, without backup, in the depths of a police station at two in the morning. So – well done. And please accept my apologies. I would rather not have had to put you through such rough treatment just now. Rest assured that I would never have subjected you to any of it without good reason. A damn good reason.’

‘Good reason? I … I don’t understand what you’re talking about.’

‘The Steiner case. You have no idea what’s really happening with it, Ms Vaughan. No idea at all. And given what’s happened to you tonight, with that so-called present turning up on your doorstep, it looks like you’re far, far more involved with that case than you can imagine.’

‘I … I …’

Townsend held out his hand to her, a genuine gesture.

‘Please, come through to my office and I’ll explain everything,’ he said. ‘It’s important, Ms Vaughan – not just to the Steiner case, but to you, personally. I need to speak to you. Your life might very well depend on it.’

Anna stepped warily into Townsend’s office. She still didn’t trust him. Even less did she understand what the hell was going on with him.

‘Please, take a seat,’ he said.

Gingerly, she sat down. Townsend settled himself behind his desk across from her. It was the same arrangement as in the interview room just moments before, but the atmosphere was now completely different. The sense of hostility was gone. Townsend gently offered Anna another coffee, apologised again for his earlier treatment of her, and then dug out a file from his desk drawer.

‘Look familiar?’ he asked, sliding the file across to her.

Anna opened it and leafed through the pages inside. They were transcripts of emails – the emails sent to her by the ‘whistleblower’ inside CID – and the emails Anna had sent back in return.

‘You’ve been monitoring me all along, I take it,’ Anna said.

‘In a manner of speaking. This whistleblower you’ve been communicating with – it’s me, Ms Vaughan. All that so-called insider information you’ve been receiving came from the laptop sitting here on this very desk between us.’

‘But … But I …’

‘Had a single word of it been true, Ms Vaughan, you would of course have been totally justified to make it public in your newspaper articles. As it happens, it wasn’t true at all. It was lies, Ms Vaughan. I fabricated everything – the cock-up with forensics, the missing CCTV footage, the procedural irregularities.’

‘You duped me.’

‘Yes,’ said Townsend, without a hint of gloating. He was, if anything, apologetic. ‘Yes, Ms Vaughan, I duped you. And you will, of course, be keen to know why. Well, now the deception has been revealed, the time has come to explain what’s really going on with the Steiner investigation.’

He opened up his laptop. An audio-visual screen behind his desk lit up, displaying a police forensics photograph.

‘This is the Steiners’ bedroom as we found it after the abduction,’ Townsend explained. ‘As you can see, the bed sheets are all disturbed, a chair is tipped over, there are signs of a struggle all around the room … and, of course, there’s the blood.’

A second photograph showed a huge black mass of blood on the floor beside the bed and thick, red streaks leading away from it towards the door.

‘It’s Ben Steiner’s blood,’ Townsend went on. ‘Forensics got an ID on it almost straight away – despite what we led you to believe, Ms Vaughan. We’re pretty sure he was attacked in the bed with an axe of some sort, that his body fell here, next to the bed, and that he was then dragged – either dead or unconscious – across the floor.’

A third photo showed the blood streaks leading across the Steiners’ first-floor landing and disappearing into the bathroom.

‘The body, what’s left of it, was found in the bath tub. Do you have a strong stomach, Ms Vaughan?’

‘I … um … well …’

‘I can jump ahead. You don’t need to see it.’

‘No. No, I can take it. Show me.’

She regretted it almost at once. But although she winced, she forced herself not to look away.

‘We think the axe that was used on Ben Steiner in the bedroom is the same on that was used to dismember him in the bath tub,’ Townsend said, staring at the horrific photograph on the screen with cool professional detachment. ‘As you can see, Mr Steiner’s body was completely hacked to pieces. The head is missing, as are several internal organs – the heart, the spleen, the liver. Everything was left piled up here, as you can see. Are you all right, Ms Vaughan?’

Anna was no longer looking at the photograph. She had her hand over her mouth and was breathing slowly and deeply.

A few seconds later she had composed herself. When she looked back, the screen was blank again.

‘Okay?’ Townsend asked, genuinely concerned.

Anna nodded, swallowed, then said: ‘And what about Sharon Steiner? Any idea what happened to her?’

‘No, apart from the fact that she’s missing. There was a small quantity of her blood on one of the pillows, suggesting she was struck or attacked in some way while she was still in the bed. It probably wasn’t a fatal attack, just enough to subdue her. Our assumption at present is that the intruder killed Ben Steiner in the bed, most likely with an axe. Very quickly afterwards he rendered Sharon Steiner unconscious, and this gave him time to drag Ben’s body to the bathroom and dismember it. After that, it seems that he carried Sharon away with him and completely disappeared. The only thing we’ve got to go on are a few grainy images caught on the CCTV camera of a petrol station quarter of a mile away. I’ll show you.’

He tapped a few buttons on the laptop, and on the screen behind the desk some murky, colourless petrol pumps and a stretch of road just across from them appeared. One, two, three jerky frames played in sequence, over and over on a loop, showing the barely discernible shape of a van passing by along that stretch of road.

‘The quality’s too bad for us to get a number plate or any distinguishing ID on that van,’ Townsend said as the loop of three images repeated itself again and again. ‘But the time these pictures were taken and the direction the van’s going in would tally perfectly with an intruder making their getaway from 19 Elm Crescent.’

‘But … I don’t understand, Detective Inspector. Why lead me to believe that your whole investigation is a shambles? Why make me think that? And for God’s sake, why let me print it?’

Townsend poured himself a fresh coffee, settled himself into his chair, took a moment to collect his thoughts, then spoke.

‘We don’t know the identity of the man who killed Ben Steiner and abducted Sharon Steiner – but whoever he is, he’s not entirely unknown to us.’

 ‘It’s the so-called “Santa” killer, isn’t it,’ Anna put in. ‘The killer who always strikes in December, breaks into a home, kills the man, abducts the woman, holds her hostage until Christmas Day when at last he kills her.’

Townsend nodded: ‘All that stuff’s in the public domain, Ms Vaughan. But what you won’t know about are the Twelve Days of Christmas.’

‘What do you mean, the Twelve Days of Christmas?’

‘We’ve kept this information strictly out of the media. Nobody knows about it except those of us in CID dealing directly with the Santa investigation. You see, Ms Vaughan, every time Santa strikes, every time he abducts a woman and holds her hostage, he contacts us. He makes it very clear – crystal clear – that all communication between him and us is strictly private. If we speak to the press about it, the hostage dies immediately. If we keep it private, there’s a slim chance we might just find her alive. So, we keep quiet – and that’s when Santa starts taunting us with clues as to where to find the missing girl. These clues – or taunts, or whatever the hell they are – come in one at a time, sometimes two or three in rapid succession in a single twenty-four hour period.  And each one is based on “The Twelve Days of Christmas”.’

‘Like the note attached to that awful present left outside my door!’ Anna exclaimed. ‘On the first day of Christmas my true love gave to me … ’

‘Yes,’ nodded Townsend. ‘That’s Santa. Perhaps there’s a cryptic meaning in the contents of that present, a clue as to how to find Sharon Steiner before the time runs out. Or perhaps he’s just playing mind games with us. Or perhaps he’s just amusing himself. God alone knows. What I know, however, is that for the last twelve years he’s been doing the same thing, and every time CID fails to make sense of the clues until it’s too late. All we ever find is the body of the victim, and not so much as a trace of that bastard Santa … until he surfaces again with a fresh victim and starts the whole process rolling again.’

‘Why does he do it?’ Anna asked. ‘Have you attempted to psychologically profile him?’

‘There’s a file on his possible psychological motivations that’s two inches thick, Ms Vaughan, but it’s no damned used to me. I’m not a psychologist, I’m just a copper. My job’s to find him, not analyse him.’

‘But you haven’t found him.’

‘We will,’ Townsend said firmly. ‘My team will. I will. This year. This year it’s going to be different. This year, I’m on the case. This year me and my people will get the girl back alive. This year we’ll collar that bastard Santa and we’ll bang him up for the rest of his life. This year.’

He got to his feet and paced about for a few moments, tense and agitated.

‘He likes playing games with the police,’ he said at last. ‘Right from the start it’s how he’s always operated. He snatches his victim then taunts the police with clues as to how to catch him. Every time it’s the same. And every time he outwits us. We’re always too slow. We never work out the clues until it’s just that bit too late. But this time around, Ms Vaughan, I’ve decided that I will change the rules.’

‘I think I see your tactics,’ Anna put in. ‘You’ve deliberately made yourself and your investigative team look incompetent. That’s why you posed as a whistleblower and got in touch with me. You made sure I put all this stuff in the paper, and now Santa thinks he’s dealing with a bunch of fools.’

‘Precisely. Painful as it is to paint myself as a cretin in public, it’s a price I’m willing to pay to get Santa to drop his guard. I want him to get overconfident. I want him think he’s already beaten us. I want him to start making mistakes … and I’m hoping that’s exactly what’s happened already.’

‘What makes you say that?’

‘That “present” that turned up on your doorstep a few hours ago. It’s the first time he’s ever sent anything like that to an outsider, to somebody other than the CID investigators coming after him. For the first time ever, he’s changed his procedure. And that, surely, must mean something.’

‘But why the hell would Santa start sending things to me?’

‘I can’t answer that, Ms Vaughan, but this is the first time he’s ever sent a clue to anyone other than the police. It’s not like him.’

‘Maybe he saw me speaking up at the press conference.’

‘Quite possibly. Whatever the reason, the fact that he’s suddenly shifted his tactics tells me he’s thinking differently about CID this year. My hope is that he’s getting cocky, that he wants to run rings around the supposedly incompetent DI Townsend who’s been sent to catch him. The fact that he’s directed his first clue not to me but to you, Ms Vaughan, is a hopeful sign – at least, that’s how I choose to see it. I hope to God I’m right; we might just have a chance to save that poor Steiner girl if I am. I’m sorry, Ms Vaughan, that you’ve found yourself unexpectedly dragged into all this. It was never my intention. But you have been dragged into it now. Santa’s dragged you in. He wants you involved. He wants you to come and play his deadly “Twelve Days of Christmas” game. And I’m sorry to say that it’s too late for you to back out now.’

‘He’ll kill Sharon Steiner if I don’t play along with this madness?’

‘Undoubtedly.’

‘But if we figure out his game, and beat him at it, we could save Sharon Steiner and put a stop to Santa once and for all.’

Townsend nodded slowly and said: ‘I could use your help in this investigation, Ms Vaughan. Santa’s taken an interest in you. A keen interest. If he’s hovering around, even at a distance and in the shadows, that gives us at least some chance of catching him. And the more he believes me and my team are incompetent idiots, the more chance there is of him becoming overconfident and giving himself away.’

‘You want to use me as bait?’

‘It’s not what I want, Ms Vaughan, it’s what Santa himself decides to do. Since he’s involved you in his plans this year, then me and my team have to work with that. And that means working with you. Is that acceptable to you?’

‘I don’t see I have much choice,’ said Anna. ‘And if it means saving Sharon Steiner then yes, of course it’s acceptable to me. I only hope I’m up to whatever it is you want me to do.’

‘I’m confident that you’re more than up to it,’ Townsend said with conviction. ‘After all, you’ve been road-tested already.’

‘What do you mean, “road-tested”?’

‘Why do you think I gave you such a rough ride just before? I don’t normally behave like that, let me assure you. I needed to see how you handled pressure, whether you were tough enough for this job, whether you’d stand up for yourself.’

‘I always stand up for myself.’

‘I had to see that with my own eyes. And I did. I was impressed. You passed the test. I have every faith you can help us on this case, Ms Vaughan. The stakes are very high. But I think, this year, we can turn the tables on that bastard Santa once and for all.’

‘I’m all for that,’ said Anna. ‘Okay, now I’m seconded to CID, what happens next?’

‘The contents of the box you received have been sent over to forensics. I don’t see what we can do until we get their report. Despite the lies I’ve been feeding you about our forensics team, they’re world-class. They’ll have a full DNA analysis in the next twenty-four hours. We might learn something that points us more decisively in the right direction.’

‘Don’t you have any idea who Santa might be?’

‘He’s like a ghost. He seems to be able to move around the country and leave barely a trace of himself behind. No decent sightings, never a scrap of forensics, nothing. My team at CID are working on theories and hunches and sheer trial and error, trawling through known names in our files and looking for anything that might connect someone we already know to Santa. It’s all starting to feel a bit desperate, to tell you the truth. But we do at least have one suspect whose name we’re keeping in mind.’

‘Can you tell me who it is?’

‘Victor Maxen.’

‘I’ve never heard of him.’

‘There’s no reason why you should. He’s nothing, a petty thief, has been picked up by the law a dozen times since he was a child. There’s no reason CID should be remotely interested in him … except for one thing. There’s a minor police report concerning him dated three weeks before one of the abductions four years ago. Somebody was spotted lurking about outside the house the evening before the abduction took place. A neighbour called the police and the officers who turned up found Victor Maxen and confronted him. There were no grounds to arrest him, he wasn’t in possession of anything, and the worst he’d actually done was hang about where he had no need to be. So the officers told him to bugger off and that’s exactly what he did. Later that night, Santa broke into that same house.’

‘Is that really enough to link Victor Maxen to the Santa case? It could simply be coincidence.’

‘By itself it could. Except that, in the course of our investigation this year, we made a connection that nobody else had made. We found an arrest report from a month prior to when Santa’s very first victim was abducted. Victor Maxen was picked up and charged with conspiracy to commit burglary. The house that police believed he was intending to rob was the house belonging to that first victim. The case never went to court in the end and was dropped. But that’s twice that Maxen has been positively identified as being in the immediate vicinity of Santa’s victims prior to them being attacked. Twice in twelve years. Slim evidence, but even

so …’

‘Have you spoken to Maxen about this?’

‘I’ve got people out looking for him right now. He’s a slippery fish – but we’ll find him and bring him in for questioning sooner or later.’

‘What’s he like? What sort of person is he?’

‘Unremarkable to look at. You’d pass him in the street and not notice. Average height, average build. The thing to remember is how many serial killers fit that same description. Average, unremarkable.’ Townsend shrugged. ‘It’s just one lead we’re following up. Maybe it’s a red herring. But he’s the nearest thing we’ve got to a prime suspect at the moment.’

‘Maybe now that Santa’s taken an interest in me, you might get the breakthrough you’re looking for,’ said Anna.

‘That’s the plan.’ And he shot her a sideways glance and added: ‘God, I really do make it sound like I’m using you as bait. I’m sorry, that’s not the way I want you to feel you’re being treated.’

‘I don’t mind being the bait just so long as you get your hands on that bastard before he clamps his jaws around me.’

‘He won’t touch you, Ms Vaughan. I won’t let that happen. I swear to you. I’m determined to outsmart him this time, to figure out his game before it’s too late. And you’re going to help me. Whatever was in that “present” Santa left for you, there’ll be a meaning in it, a clue as to where we can reach Sharon Steiner. He wants to see if we can make sense of it. That’s how he gets his kicks. God knows why, but that’s how Santa’s twisted mind works. But the main thing is that we beat him, Anna – may I call you Anna?’

‘Of course.’

‘And call me Jim. Losing the formality saves so much effort. Like I was saying, the main thing is that we beat him … that I beat him, me and my team at CID. We have to outthink him, meet his match no matter what insane clues he throws at us, we have to be—’

He broke off, interrupted by the urgent ringing of his phone. He took the call, and almost at once his expression changed.

‘Excellent work, Mike,’ he said, getting to his feet. ‘Take him to interview room 1, I’ll be right there.’

‘A lead?’ Anna asked as Jim hung up the phone and went striding towards the door.

‘Better than that. My people have just hauled in Victor Maxen. He’s downstairs right now.’

‘Would I be permitted to attend the interview?’ Anna said.

‘No,’ Jim sat flatly. 

 ‘I’m not just an idle observer in this business. I’m involved.’

‘I understand that, but I’m bound by regulations. It’s impossible. But we can arrange for you to observe the interview via CCTV from a room we have set up nearby. I’ll send somebody along to take you there.’

‘I appreciate that,’ Anna said, but even as she spoke Jim turned sharply on his heel and marched away, eager to get to the interview room and the prime suspect who awaited him there.  


Chapter 3

A uniformed officer arrived and led Anna through a labyrinth of corridors until at last he brought her to a small, grey room somewhere in the bowels of the police station. She settled herself in front of a row of CCTV screens, on which she could see various angles of the interview room where Victor Maxen was being held. She leaned forward, bringing her face close to one of the screens, trying to get a better look at him. He was sitting in a chair, his left ankle resting across his right knee, picking idly at one of his shoe laces. He was much slighter than Anna had been expecting, with high cheekbones and narrow, unfriendly eyes. His lips were plump, almost feminine, but the teeth behind them were large and yellow and unevenly spaced. There was nothing appealing in this face. It exuded hostility and betrayal and cruelty – at least, in Anna’s opinion it did. It seemed to her to be the archetypal face of a killer.

But to think like this was to be prejudiced. Shifty eyes and bad teeth were no indication of a man’s character. Yes, he was a villain, of that there was no doubt – but that didn’t make him a killer.

As she watched, Anna saw Jim enter the interview room along with a short, thickset, burly-looking CID detective who was part of Jim’s team. Maxen stared blankly back at them without so much as a flicker of emotion. His only reaction was to stop playing with his shoe lace. He had been in and out of police interview rooms all his life, he was far too accustomed to this whole procedure to feel any apprehension about what was happening. He simply looked bored.

Jim seated himself across from Maxen and got the interview underway, announcing into the tape recorder that present in the room with the suspect was DI James Townsend and DS Michael Lowry.

‘We’ve got a few things we’d like to discuss with you, Victor,’ Jim said. ‘Feel like talking?’

‘Am I under arrest?’ Maxen asked. His voice was low, almost inaudible. Anna had to turn up the volume on the monitor to make out his words clearly.

‘You’re under caution,’ Jim said. ‘I’m hoping you’ll be good enough to help us as regards our enquiries into a certain matter.’

‘What matter?’

‘Maybe you could tell us?’

Maxen suddenly sneered, curling his big upper lip disdainfully. He did not look in the mood for any games with the police. He took a big breath and let out a bored, exasperated sigh.

But Jim ignored him and pressed on.

‘Anna Vaughan,’ he said. And when Maxen just stared blankly back at him, he added: ‘Come on, Victor, you know who I’m talking about. How did you first become aware of her? What drew your attention to her?’

Maxen continued to stare sullenly – and then suddenly he grinned, stretching his fleshy lips to reveal a jumble of large, uneven teeth.

‘Am I supposed to have killed someone?’ he asked softly.

‘What makes you ask that? I haven’t said anything about killing. Why have you jumped to the conclusion that this is about a murder?’

‘Doesn’t take a genius, old sport. You want to pin something big on me. I can tell.’

‘I’m not trying to pin anything on anyone, Victor, I’m just asking you about Anna Vaughan.’

‘Don’t know the name.’

‘I think you do.’

Maxen shrugged, pouted, rolled his eyes, and muttered something that Anna didn’t catch.

‘Can you speak up for the sake of the recording, Victor,’ Jim prompted him.

‘I said if you really want to fit me up, at least have the courtesy to tell me what it is.’

‘I’ve told you, I’m not trying to fit you up, Victor, I’m just trying to get to the truth.’

‘Truth about what?’

‘We’ll get to that. For the time being, let me ask the questions, okay? Now – are you sure you’ve never heard the name Anna Vaughan?’

‘I don’t know the name Anna Vaughan,’ he echoed sarcastically.

‘But you know her address. You went to her flat, just a few hours ago.’

‘Oh, did I?’

‘You dropped off a package … or should I say a present?’

Maxen paused, examined the dirty fingernails on his right hand – then the ones on his left – and at last said in a voice so soft that it was almost a whisper: ‘I’m really starting to get the feeling that I ought to have a solicitor present.’

‘You have every right to one,’ Jim said. ‘But I was hoping you’d be prepared to discuss a few things first. Because you know why we’ve brought you here, you know what we’re interested in, and you know you might as well start talking to us about it. Right now, Victor.’

Anna was watching Victor Maxen’s face very carefully. Hints and traces of various emotions passed across his features – boredom mainly, and irritation, and a contemptuous exasperation for what he was being put through – but she saw nothing that suggested that he was unduly anxious; that he had any particularly awful secrets to hide. Here, surely, was a small-time villain going through the tedious rigmarole of a police interrogation.

But then again, would a serial killer as cold and as ruthless as ‘Santa’ ever outwardly show the signs of their inner evil? For a psychopath, there was nothing so very terrible about slaughtering innocent people. Sadism and murder instilled no guilt in men like him.

 ‘Feel free to speak about whatever’s on your mind, Victor,’ Jim said mildly. ‘We’re willing to wait. How about we start with Sharon Steiner. Tell me about her.’

Maxen thought for a few moments, then said: ‘Who’s she, a singer?’

DS Lowry got suddenly to his feet, tipping his chair over. 

Maxen himself didn’t even flinch. He simply turned his face to look directly at one the CCTV cameras pointed him – and in so doing stared out of the screen straight at Anna, almost as if he could see her watching him. In a calm, clear voice, he said: ‘Note for the recording: one of the police officers has now adopted a physically threatening posture towards me.’

‘Fucking right he has,’ Lowry growled. He clenched his fists tight.

‘Mike,’ Jim said. ‘Please.’

Lowry held Maxen in a fierce look for a few more seconds, then sat back down.

‘Let’s keep this civilised,’ Jim went on, and he slid a sheet of paper across the table to Maxen. ‘Victor, I’d like you to take a look at this. It’s a list of dates. I’d like you tell me where you were on these dates, what you were doing and the names of anyone who can verify your alibis.’

‘Alibis …’ Maxen said, ignoring the piece of paper and staring straight across at Jim. ‘Now you’re asking for alibis, that means we’re getting serious.’

‘Look at the list, please.’

‘I’m not prepared to say another word until I have a solicitor present.’

Jim shrugged: ‘That’s your right, Victor. Interview terminated.’

At once, Lowry said: ‘Can I beat the shit out of him now?’

‘Mike, I won’t tell you again,’ Jim said firmly. ‘We’re doing this by the book. Don’t screw things up by getting emotional.’

‘Twelve years.’ Mike growled, still glowering at Maxen. ‘I’ve been on the Santa case for twelve years, right from the start. I’ve seen every victim, everything that bastard’s done … for twelve fucking years …!’ 

Lowry stood there for a moment, his muscles flexing, staring at Maxen with pure hatred. Then he took a breath and strode out before he did anything rash.

‘Ah,’ Maxen said, smiling now at Jim. ‘That’s what all this about. You’re trying pin that Santa thing on me. Good God, you must be desperate.’

‘I know it’s you,’ Jim told him.

‘Knock it off. I’m just an honest thief, you know that.’

‘But you know about the Santa killer right enough.’

‘A humble honest thief who keeps an eye on the papers,’ Maxen said with an insufferable smile. ‘I nick stuff. That’s what I do. I don’t kill women.’ And then he ran his tongue sloppily over his fat lips, and added: ‘I do something else to women, old sport, but I don’t kill ’em.’

Jim called in uniformed officers to take Maxen away to a holding cell to await the arrival of his solicitor. Then Anna was escorted down to the interview room where Jim and DS Mike Lowry were waiting.

‘Well, that interview didn’t achieve very much,’ she said as she strode in. ‘In fact, I think you made a pretty poor job of it.’

‘I’m glad you think that,’ Jim replied. ‘I’m hoping Victor Maxen feels the same way.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I don’t want Maxen thinking too highly of me – especially after all the time and trouble I’ve taken to make myself appear incompetent in public. You of all people should understand what I’m saying, Anna. Think about it.’

Anna nodded, the penny dropping at last.

‘You’re keeping up the whole pretence of running a shoddy operation,’ she said. ‘If Maxen really is the Santa killer, then by now he’s going to be more convinced than ever that you and your team aren’t up to the job of stopping him.’

‘His self-confidence should be sky-high by now. Let’s hope he gets cocky enough to start making some serious mistakes.’

‘Are you going to let him go?’

‘We’ll have to. We can’t charge him, we’ve got bugger all hard evidence to link him to the crimes, no DNA or forensics, and his solicitor will have him back out in the street by breakfast time, I can assure you of that. But it wasn’t my intention to keep him locked up. If we held him here, he’d clam up – and if he is Santa, then all we’d be doing is dooming Sharon Steiner to a lonely, wretched death wherever he’s stashed her. But now that we’ve had him in here and shown him just how desperate our investigation has become, he’ll resume his “Twelve Days of Christmas” games with renewed enthusiasm, convinced he’s already got away with it for another year. And if I’ve calculated correctly, he’ll over-reach himself. That’s my big hope, that his overconfidence will lead him to make a fatal mistake, and then we’ll get the chance to grab him red-handed and find Sharon Steiner before she ends up like all those others before her.’

‘Unless, of course, you’re focusing on the wrong man.’

‘We are following other lines of enquiry, Anna, not just him,’ Jim assured her. ‘But, at the moment, Maxen’s top of our list.’

‘What happens now?’

‘Well, there’s no point you hanging around the police station all night. But you can’t go back to your flat, it’s too risky. I’ll have a car posted outside your place to keep watch on the place, just in case he shows. But as for you, Anna, is there anywhere else you could stay for tonight and maybe the next few nights? Somewhere safe?’

At once, instinctively, Anna thought of Miles. She always felt safe with Miles. And she had an open invitation to swing by any time she liked – even, perhaps, at three in the morning, uninvited and fleeing from a serial killer.

‘Yes, I know a place I can go,’ she said.

 ‘Very well, then. I’ll get one of the uniformed boys to drive you there. Here, take my number and contact details, and be so kind as to give me yours. We need to keep in close contact. You have to keep me fully informed if anything at all happens, okay? And you must also understand that you won’t be able to write about any of this. What happens on this case is strictly confidential.’

‘I understand perfectly. Writing’s the last thing that’s on my mind at the moment.  All I’m concerned with is finding Sharon Steiner before it’s too late.’


Chapter 4

A patrol car carried Anna across town to Hampstead. En route, she called Miles’s number. He picked up almost at once. Anna guessed at once that he was struggling to sleep. Even now, nearly three years after his inexplicable trauma, he was still pacing around at three in the morning.

‘Sorry to spring this on you, Miles, but I need a place for the night. Right now. Something’s happened.’

‘Oh God, are you okay? Where are you?’

‘I’m fine. I’m in a police car heading towards you. Can you put me up?’

‘I’ll put the kettle on at once!’ Miles said, and he spoke with such seriousness that Anna could not help but burst out laughing, despite everything. Perhaps it was nerves as much as anything else.

The uniformed officer driving the patrol car shot her a glance, but Anna ignored it.

‘Miles, you truly are an angel of mercy,’ she said. ‘I’ll explain everything when I get to you.’

When they reached Miles’s Hampstead townhouse, all the downstairs lights were blazing in the deep, cold darkness of the December night. The uniformed officer watched from the car as Anna hurried along the front drive and rang the bell. He didn’t pull away again until Miles had opened the door and taken her inside.

As promised, the kettle was indeed on. Miles moved about the kitchen making them both coffee, his mop of dark hair as chaotic and unruly as ever, but now flecked with grey. There were dark lines under his eyes, brought about by stress and chronic insomnia, but despite all that there was still an air of boyishness lingering about him, an indomitable spirit of life and humour that had not been crushed out of him by his ordeal and which Anna believed was the life-support system which kept him going even in his darkest moments.

‘So – what’s the mess you’ve got yourself into?’ Miles asked, passing her a steaming mug of coffee. ‘Tell Uncle Miles all about it – from the beginning.’

‘I can’t quite get my head around it myself! It’s all happened so suddenly.’

‘Is it something to do with that awful Sharon Steiner business?’

‘God, Miles, how did you know?’

Miles shrugged: ‘An educated guess. When you rang me earlier you were railing about CID having a serial killer on their hands that they were too incompetent to catch. I’m guessing the killer you were referring to is Santa. He’s struck again, hasn’t he? I don’t get out much but I still keep a close eye on the news.’

‘Yes, it’s Santa. Do you know anything about him?’

‘I remember he was one of the unsolved cases I was looking into years ago. But I didn’t get the chance to go too deeply into it, my attention was on a number of other cases at that time. Santa’s been operating for … oh, let me think, it must be at least ten years by now.’

 ‘Twelve. He’s been getting away with it for twelve years.’

‘And you’ve set your sights on seeing that he doesn’t get away with it for another twelve years, I take it,’ said Miles. ‘But something’s not gone according to plan – hence your sudden, though not at all unwelcome, arrival in a police car at three in the morning.’

‘I’ve attracted his attention,’ Anna said. ‘I’ve shown up on his radar.’

‘Shown up on whose radar?’

‘Santa’s. He knows about me, Miles. He knows where I live. And a few hours ago, he came to my flat.’

Miles jolted, spilling his coffee half over the table and half over himself. Anna at once grabbed some paper towels and set about mopping him up, like a mother with a clumsy child.

‘Sorry about that,’ Miles apologised, his voice sounding tighter and edgier than before. ‘The thought of that monster getting close to you … it really upset me.’

 ‘Well, I’m fine,’ Anna said emphatically. ‘Well, I say fine, what I mean is that nobody hurt me. But I did receive a present.’

‘A present? A present from Santa? Wh … What sort of present?’

In her mind’s eye, Anna could vividly see herself tearing away the wrapping paper, unlatching the clasps on the plastic box, opening the lid and being hit by that stomach-churning stink of putrefying flesh … 

She shook her head to clear it, then said: ‘Something awful. Blood. Bits. A present from a serial killer.’

‘And you rang the police straight away, I take it.’

‘Of course. DI Jim Townsend’s on the case. Do you know him?’

‘The name doesn’t ring any bells. But Anna, I’m much more concerned about how Santa knows where you live and why he’d show up like that. What have you been doing to get yourself noticed by him?’

‘Nothing out of the ordinary,’ said Anna. ‘I’ve been looking into the Santa case and asking why CID have been so hopeless in making progress with it. I’ve got an answer to that, by the way. Jim Townsend’s not nearly as incompetent as he’s been making himself look. It’s all been an act to make Santa feel overconfident. The hope is he’ll get too sure of himself and make a fatal mistake.’

‘But how does Santa know about you?’ Miles pressed her.

‘I don’t know. Maybe he’s aware of me from the Underwood case back in the summer.’

‘Why would he care about that? I know enough about serial killers to know that they’re interested in nothing but themselves. Even their victims are just extensions of their own psychological needs. Why would Santa come to your front door and leave blood and bits for you like that? And how the hell would he know where you live?’

‘Miles, I can’t answer any of that.’

‘Well, you’re not going back to your flat tonight. You’re staying right here where I can look after you.  I’d die before I let Santa or anyone else touch so much as a hair on your head.’

‘Let’s hope it won’t come to anything like that.’

‘I’m serious, Anna. I mean it.’

‘I know you do,’ Anna smiled, and she reached out and squeezed his hand. ‘Jim Townsend’s got people watching my flat in case Santa shows up there again.’

‘He won’t. He’s too careful.’

Anna nodded: ‘He is careful. Careful enough to be getting away with murder for twelve years. But now he’s fixed his attentions on me – for whatever reason – he’s going to make contact again, one way or another. He’s playing his game, you see. His “Twelve Days of Christmas” game.’

‘Twelve Days of Christmas? You mean, partridges in pear trees and all that?’

‘He’ll send in a series of messages based on the Twelve Days of Christmas. Whether they’re clues as to how to find him, or taunts, or just sick sadistic jokes that he gets a kick out of, God alone knows. But it’s how he operates, and he’s stickler for his own procedures. He’ll work his way through all twelve messages, and if we don’t find him before he reaches the last one he’ll murder Sharon Steiner and disappear again, just like he always does.’

‘And then pop up again next Christmas or the Christmas after that, and start the whole awful game over again,’ Miles said.

‘I can’t let that happen, Miles. We can’t let that happen.’

‘We?’

‘I want to find Santa and save Sharon Steiner, and I want you to help me, Miles. Jim Townsend and his team at CID are determined to crack this case but I don’t think they’ll manage it. Santa’s been running rings around the police for over a decade, he knows how to out-think them. But he doesn’t know how to out-think me  … or you, Miles.’

‘Me? I wouldn’t bet on that, Anna. I think the average five-year-old could out-think me.’

‘This isn’t the time for false modesty, Miles.’

‘It’s not false, I’m being serious.’

‘So am I. I can’t do this on my own. I need you. Will you help me? Look, I’m not asking for anything from you except for what you keep up here,’ Anna said, tapping the side of her skull. ‘You’ve got a treasure trove stashed away in there. You were looking deep into all sorts of unsolved murders back before your …’

‘My bad patch.’

‘Yes. You managed to get access to all sorts of police files and information about cold cases. “Miles the ferret”, did you know that’s what everybody called you?’

‘Nobody called me that, you just made it up.’

‘Well, yes, okay, I admit, nobody called you “Miles the ferret”, but they bloody well should have done because that’s what you were! You always knew how to root out hidden information – and you still do.’

‘No, not these days, I … I’m not up to all that stuff any more …’

‘And you’re a whizz with clues and riddles and cryptic stuff,’ Anna pressed him. ‘Certainly better than me. And you were always studying serial killers — how they think and how their psychologies work. I need you on this one, Miles. Please, I need you big time.’

But Miles stared back at her with the expression of a man being forced unwillingly to make a parachute jump. 

‘I want to help you,’ he said at last. ‘No. No, it’s not that I want to help you, I want to save you.’

‘Save me from what?’

‘From going through even a fraction of what I went through. I’ve experienced it for myself, just how badly investigations like these can go wrong … where they can lead you if you get too close to the dark of side of things … You can find yourself in hell, Anna. I’m not talking figuratively. Hell exists.  Believe me, I know. There are men out there who create their own private Hell on Earth, and if you get too close to those men they can you drag you down and lock you in before you realise what’s happening, before you have a chance to get away, and then … and then they can …’ He broke off, running his hand over his face, taking a moment to regain his composure. ‘I can’t bear the thought of you going through anything like that. I can’t bear it, Anna.’

He got up and enveloped her in a big hug, As Anna pressed herself against him, she could feel that he was shaking. Nightmarish memories were playing vividly through his mind. Some part of him was reliving that awful trauma that he still could not speak in detail.

‘I don’t want to find myself locked up in some psychopath’s cellar any more than you do, Miles,’ she said. ‘But we can’t turn our backs on Sharon Steiner. Right now, she’s in one of those private hells you were talking about, going through God knows what. Terrified. Alone. In agony.’

‘I know,’ Miles whispered.

‘We can’t abandon her to that.’

‘No, we can’t.’

‘Even if it means me taking a few risks.’

Miles tightening his arms around her.

‘Let’s leave things until the morning, Okay?’ he said at last. ‘Everything always feels just that bit more bearable in the daylight.’

He held on to her for another few moments, reluctant to let her go.

 Miles led Anna upstairs to one of the spare rooms. 

‘My mother always used to keep a guest room prepared, just in case of unexpected visitors,’ he said as he pulled the sheets straight and batted away specks of dust from the bedside cabinet. ‘It was a habit she instilled in me and I’ve never managed to break it.’

‘I wish I could have met your mother,’ Anna said, having a nose around the room. ‘She sounds like she was quite a character.’

‘A very strong-willed woman. Very strong-willed. She had to be after Dad died and she was left alone with little baby-sized me. She certainly did well for herself. She bought this house when I was about ten, but she invested in properties here and there all over the country. Now she’s gone the rents all come to me, once they’ve been vigorously sieved by various letting agencies and solicitors. But I do all right. Mother left me well-provided-for. That’s how I can afford to take time off from journalism to … to get myself sorted out.’

Anna opened a wardrobe and perused the dresses hanging in it.

‘They’re too small for you to fit in them, so I assume these must be your mother’s?’ Anna smiled. ‘Cocktail dresses, sparkly dresses, dresses that reach the ground … and this one’s cut a bit low down the back, don’t you think? Not exactly mumsy, is it!’

‘She was too glam to be mumsy, right up to the end. Do people still use the word “glam” any more, Anna?’

‘No, Miles, only you. God, look at the heels on these shoes! I’d break my neck trying to walk in those!’

‘I’m sorry there’s so much of her old stuff stashed away in here,’ Miles said. ‘I keep meaning to take the whole lot down to Oxfam, but chucking it all out still feels like chucking her out.  Does that make sense?’

‘Perfect sense,’ said Anna.

‘And even if I do one day bung out all this stuff, I’m going to keep this.’

He reached under his shirt and pulled out a slender gold chain with a delicate silver ring threaded on it.

‘It’s one of hers,’ he said, holding out the ring so that Anna could see it. ‘A keepsake. I used to have a different one, Mother’s wedding ring. It was gold with a vine-leaf pattern engraved around it. But I lost it. Well, I say lost, it was taken from me the night I … God knows where it’s ended up.’

He shrugged, forced a smile, and tucked the silver ring back under his shirt.

 ‘Thanks, Miles,’ Anna said. 

‘For what?’

‘For looking after me.’

‘I always feel it’s you who looks after me,’ Miles smiled back. ‘It’s good having you here, even under these horrible circumstances. No bother at all. Now – you really need to get some rest or you’ll be fit for nothing in the morning.’

‘Did your mother used to say that to you?’

‘Constantly. And she knew what the hell she was talking about, so I’ll brook no argument on the matter. Is there anything else you need?’

‘Nothing. Nothing at all.’

‘Well then,’ Miles said, reluctant to leave the room. ‘I, um, I’ll say goodnight.’

‘Goodnight, Miles.’

‘And, um, if you hear me padding about in the dark, don’t fret, it’s just what I do. I don’t sleep well. I wander. But I won’t come in here, don’t worry.’

‘It wouldn’t worry me, Miles.’

‘And if you need anything, or if you’re at all worried or anxious or think you hear anything suspicious …’

‘I’ll shout for you, yes, Miles, believe me I will,’ said Anna.

‘Good. Well. There we go, then.’

Before leaving her alone, he checked and rechecked that the window was soundly bolted. He glanced around the room as if looking for any other ways Santa might get in, and only reluctantly did he then feel the place was secure enough for him to leave her alone for the night.

‘I’ll leave you in peace, then,’ he said, and smiled his sad but endearing smile at her. ‘Sleep well. See you at breakfast.’

And with that he was gone.

Unsure if she would manage to get any sleep at all, Anna got into the bed and resolved to at the very least rest and recuperate as best she could. Lying there in the darkness, she found herself haunted by images of Ben Steiner’s remains stacked in the bath tub, and of the ghastly ‘present’ Santa had left for her outside her door. And it was only then that the thought struck her – belatedly, perhaps, but with force – that the present and Ben Steiner’s corpse were most probably related. What had been in that plastic box on her doorstep had been hacked from Ben Steiner’s body.

On the first day of Christmas my true love gave to me … butchered human remains.

She lay there, eyes open, staring into the darkness, tormented by the idea of Santa running around the country abducting and killing and mutilating and butchering … and then delivering his filthy, insane little ‘presents’ to Anna’s doorstep. In person. 

He knows where I live, he knows who I am, he knows my name.

How could he track her down like this, just from reading her articles in After-Dark? How the hell could he do that? If he’d sent his present to the offices in Soho, that at least would make some sort of sense … but to her home address? Where had he got that from? Who on the paper would have divulged that information? Nobody there would do such a thing. Nobody. It was inconceivable.

At some point, just before dawn, Anna’s exhaustion overcame her fears and she briefly slipped into a light sleep. Horrible dreams came and went. At one point, she had the sensation that somebody was standing right over the bed, staring down at her. It might have been Victor Maxen.

When she awoke, just after six, she was aware of sounds coming from the kitchen. Miles was up and about and making breakfast. She got up and joined him.

‘Get any sleep?’ he asked, passing her a mug of coffee.

‘A bit. You?’

‘Oh, I hardly sleep these days. I sit and doze and go a bit dreamy, and sometimes I actually manage to nod off when I get really exhausted. But I’ve never really managed to get a proper night’s kip, not since … you know …’

 He fetched a laptop, opened it up, and said: ‘You’re the first person to see this stuff. It’s all the notes I’d collated. Cold cases, unsolved murders, police reports about all sorts of dubious characters who they’ve never managed to track down. The fruits of all my laborious digging and researching. I call them the “Miles Files”.’

He scrolled through file after file on the computer screen. Opening one at random, it revealed yet more files within. Within those files were tucked away more files, like an endless series of Russian dolls.

‘You certainly were busy,’ Anna said.

‘Too busy. I accumulated so much stuff I completely lost track of it. It’s become muddled and disorganised and now it’s been so long since I assembled it all that I can’t remember what I’ve got. And my bad patch didn’t help much either, scrambling my already rather scrambled brain. But there you go.’

‘Do you remember if you filed any information about Santa in all this lot?’

‘I’m sure I did. Somewhere. God alone knows what file it would be in. But this is what I’ve been thinking about during the night when I couldn’t sleep. Maybe … maybe I could help you by rooting through all my old Miles Files to find information about Santa. There’s bound to be something useful squirrelled away in the Miles Files, something that pertains to Santa that might help shed at least some light on who he is.’

‘We need all the clues we can get,’ Anna said. ‘I’ll bet there’s all sorts of hints and nuggets of information about him scattered about through all these old police reports, but nobody’s been able to join them up and make use of them because Santa himself is such an enigma. His name could be in here somewhere …’

She tapped her finger against the screen.

‘And his address,’ Miles put in, ‘and his shoe size, and star sign, and favourite Pink Floyd album. Then again, maybe there’s nothing in these files at all except out-of-date data that’s no good to anyone.’

‘Let’s not be pessimistic,’ Anna said. ‘If you’re prepared to start trawling through these files looking for clues, then that’s worthwhile. I know you, Miles. I know you’ll find something.’

‘The shilling in the Christmas pud,’ he smiled. ‘Okay, since I’m no use as a roving reporter any more, I’ll stay indoors and trawl through the Miles Files. And I can do some thinking, too. In fact, I already have. I’ve been trying to look for things that all his victims have in common, just recalling everything I’ve heard about him from the news and what you’ve been telling me.’

‘And?’

‘Well, as far the people he abducts are concerned, they’re always female, white, early to mid-twenties. Career women, mostly. I suspect that Santa has no interest in men at all, except to get them out of the way. He never leaves them in one piece.’

The memory of Ben Steiner’s dismembered corpse flashed into Anna’s mind, but mixing now with the smell of toast that Miles had on the go. For a moment, she thought she might puke – but she got a grip of herself.

‘It’s my guess that Santa’s very choosy about his specific victims,’ Miles went on. ‘There must be thousands of women who fit the type he’s after, but it’s my belief that there’s something else he’s after, something specific. For one thing, he needs to select women he knows he can successfully abduct. I guess he’d have to choose his victims very carefully, prepare thoroughly, plan the whole thing well in advance.’

‘He’s cunning,’ Anna said. ‘And he knows how to get what he wants – and possibly how to get people to give him what he wants. Like my home address, for example. How the hell did he find it? I was trying to work it out last night. Nobody at the paper would have given out my address, I’m sure of that. But somehow Santa wheedled it out of someone, and then he came to my front door and left his damned present.’

‘It’s worrying,’ Miles said, cupping his hands around his mug of coffee and staring pensively into space.

There was a pause, then Miles turned his attention towards Anna, looked at her very thoughtfully, and said: ‘You know, Anna – I was researching killers and psychopaths and that sort of thing when I … when things went wrong. I should have been more careful. I just didn’t see the danger I was getting into until it was too late.’

Anna remained silent. Miles had never opened up like this before about what had happened to him, what trauma he had undergone. She held her breath and let him speak.

‘And there was this name …’ Miles went on, gripping his coffee. ‘A name in a police file. The name of a man I felt it was important to speak to. You know, to get information for my story. Hallen. Terrence Hallen. “Backstreet Terry” was what he called himself. Dodgy little fellow, not the sort of chap I’d usually socialise with, but he had connections in the underworld. Anyway, I’d arranged a meeting with Backstreet Terry, somewhere less than salubrious at a godless hour of the night, and now … now, looking back on it, I realise I should have taken more precautions in going there. But you get blasé about these things, don’t you? I mean, as a journalist, you get fixated on the story, on tracking down the facts, on making contact with the right sources. You forget sometimes the danger you’re putting yourself in. I certainly forgot. So, there I was, on my way to my rendezvous with Backstreet Terry, when … when suddenly I … when suddenly there was a …’

Anna’s phone suddenly piped up, making Miles flinch, breaking the moment. Angrily, Anna went to kill the bloody thing, but then she saw the number that had come up.

‘I think that’s DI Jim Townsend,’ she said. ‘I’d better take this.’

‘Yes,’ said Miles in a thin voice. ‘Yes, yes, of course, I’ll, um, give you some space.’

And he headed into the next room, leaving her alone in the kitchen.

Anna took the call: ‘Yes, Jim, it’s me.’

‘Maxen’s been released. No surprises there.’

‘Where is he now?’

‘He’s gone back to his flat off White Hart Lane where we tracked him down last night. I had people turn the place over while he was with us in the police station but they’ve found nothing to link him to the Steiners or to any of the Santa killings.’

‘Maybe he’s not connected to Santa at all.’

‘I’m keeping an open mind. Another piece of news for you that I think you have a right to know: I’ve just spoken to Siobhan, our night owl over in forensics. She won’t get a DNA report until later on tomorrow, but she’s pretty sure that what was left on your doorstep was a human liver. She’s also established the blood group: B Negative.’

‘Let me guess: same blood group as Ben Steiner.’

‘Actually, no.’

‘No?’

‘It doesn’t match Ben Steiner. And it doesn’t match Sharon Steiner either.’

‘Then … where the hell did it come from?’

‘Not the Steiners, that’s for certain. Look, I’ve got to go, but keep in touch, yes?’

And with that he hung up.

Anna sat there in the kitchen for a few moments, alone with her thoughts, trying to make sense of what Jim had just told her. She was just about to get up and go in search of Miles when her phone beeped at her again. This time it was a text message. Opening it, she saw:

Your name - your address - and even your phone number

10 days to go
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Anna stared in horror at the message. And at the sight of the graphics attached to the bottom of it she could not prevent the line from the song echoing jauntily – mockingly – through her mind:

‘On the second day of Christmas my true love gave to me: two turtle doves … ’


Chapter 5

 ‘He’s got my phone number,’ Anna whispered to Miles, showing him the message. ‘Santa’s got my number … and now I’ve got his too.’

‘Don’t ring back, Anna,’ Miles ordered her.

‘If he didn’t want me to call he’d have withheld his number when he sent this text.’

‘And that’s the very reason why you’re not going to call him back. Don’t do what he wants. Don’t make him feel powerful, like he’s controlling you. Defy him. Refuse to obey. That’ll hurt a man like him.’

‘What shall I do, then?’

‘Speak to your police buddy at CID!’ Miles urged her. ‘Let them trace the number. Don’t waste any more time, do it now!’

Anna rang through to Jim’s mobile and told him what had happened.

‘Jesus!’ Jim hissed down the phone. ‘That bastard’s really playing games with us. You’ve got the number he called from?’

Anna told him the number, then asked: ‘Is it Maxen’s? Can you trace it, do you think?’

‘Call you back,’ Jim snapped abruptly, and hung up.

Anna called up the text message again on her phone and stared at it. It sent cold shivers flurrying along her spine.

‘How did he get my number, Miles?’ Anna asked. ‘How the hell did he get my number?’

She moved to the window and peered nervously outside.

‘He might be out there,’ she whispered. ‘Watching. Do you think he could have followed me here?’

‘Best to assume the worst,’ Miles said. ‘Can’t be too careful. Then again, the flip side of the coin is that you can get so paranoid that you drive yourself potty … and, um, I can vouch the fact that you don’t want to do that.’

Anna thought hard for a few moments, then announced: ‘I’m going to head back to CID. If Santa’s following me, I don’t want him anywhere near you, Miles. And he can’t touch me at the police station. Besides, I want to be in on the investigation, not rattling around like a spare part waiting to be called back.’

‘I’ll call you a taxi.’ And when Anna opened her mouth to argue he silenced her with a raised finger and said: ‘It’s safest. And I insist.’

When the cab arrived, Miles seemed reluctant to let her go.

‘I can look after myself, Miles,’ she insisted.

‘I know you can. But even so, be careful out there, okay?’

‘Of course,’ Anna assured him, planting a kiss on his cheek. ‘You get busy trawling through those Miles Files, see what you can pull out of them that might be relevant to Santa. Anything, Miles. Anything. I’ll call you the moment I can.’

He watched her anxiously from the doorway, as if she might get pounced on and kidnapped between his front garden and the taxi. Anna blew him a kiss from behind the glass of the passenger window, and Miles – forcing himself to be jovial – pretended to catch the kiss in mid-air, shove it in his mouth, chew it and swallow.

At the police station, Anna was escorted by a uniformed officer through a maze of drab, grey corridors until she was at last brought to the CID incident room. Jim’s team were here, making calls and trawling through leads on the internet. Several large notice boards had been set up and plastered with masses of information pinned. Images of all of Santa’s previous victims were there – smiling faces, smiling innocently, oblivious to the horror that would descend upon them and ultimately snuff out their lives. 

And there, last in the line, was that now all-too-familiar wedding photo of Ben and Sharon Steiner.

‘Any particular reason you’re in here?’

It was the gruff voice of DS Mike Lowry. Short, stout, pug-nosed, balding, he scrutinised her closely in a way that Anna found not entirely friendly.

‘I’ve come to see Jim,’ she told him.

‘He’s upstairs with the trace boys trying to track that mobile number you gave him.’

‘Can I go up and see him?’

‘Nope. And don’t bother trying to change my mind because I ain’t changing it. If you want to see the guv’nor you can wait here for him, if you want. Just don’t get in the way and don’t forget: everything here’s confidential. No blabbing in that rag you work for.’

‘It’s not a “rag”, it’s a digital newspaper,’ Anna corrected him. And then, trying to encourage him to be a little bit friendlier, she added: ‘You’ve been chasing Santa right from the very start, haven’t you?’

‘Twelve years. I’ve been involved in every investigation. It gives me no pleasure to say it but chasing Santa is turning into my life’s work.’

‘You know this case back to front, yes?’

‘More than anyone else.’

‘Then tell me,’ Anna said, ‘off-the-record, in your own opinion – is Victor Maxen our man?’

Lowry narrowed his eyes, drew in his breath, then turned towards a photograph pinned up on the incident board. It was a police mugshot of Maxen, staring out with an expression of insolence and disdain, as if being arrested and fingerprinted was just a tedious aspect of his daily life that was beneath his dignity 

‘Maxen’s a walking piece of shit,’ Lowry said. ‘He’s the sort who’d rob a widow of her wedding ring. Ten minutes alone with him and I’d teach him some decency. He’s scum.’

‘But is he a killer?’ Anna asked, looking at the mugshot. ‘Is that the face of a psychopath?’

‘And what is the face of a psychopath?’ Lowry asked. ‘If you don’t know, I’ll tell you. It’s his face. And your face. And mine. And your dad’s, and your boyfriend’s, and the bloke who comes over to fix your electrics. Anyone can be a psycho, and there’s nothing in a face to tell you one way or the other. A mouth, a nose, a couple of eyes – and these don’t tell you what goes on behind them. You see, real life isn’t like the stuff you serve up in your rag.’

‘Digital newspaper,’ Anna corrected him yet again. ‘And what exactly do you mean by that?’

‘What I mean is that I’ve dealt with enough journalists to know how you lot think. Us coppers aren’t so free to point the finger – despite what you write about us. Facts, evidence, procedure.’

‘And a few off-the-record beatings in the cells, you mean?’

‘You don’t know how the real world turns, luv.’

‘Don’t be so sure. And kindly refrain from calling me luv, you’re not Gene Hunt, this isn’t the Seventies, and I’m not some tabloid hack going through the bins looking for dirt. I’m as serious about what I do as you are.’

But Mike Lowry had raised his big, hairy hand in a gesture of ‘enough’. Anna fell silent.

‘Whether Maxen’s our man or not, we’ll do what we have to do to find Santa,’ Lowry intoned once more. ‘Whatever it takes. No matter what. We’ll find him and we’ll nick him and we’ll put that bastard away in the coldest, dampest, shittiest corner of Broadmoor for the rest of his miserable fucking life.’

‘I’ll drink to that,’ Anna said.

‘I don’t give a damn what you drink to.’

‘There’s no need to be so aggressive with me, Detective Sergeant.’

‘I don’t trust you,’ Lowry said flatly. ‘I don’t like journalists. If my guv’nor didn’t want you around, and if you weren’t connected to Santa the way you are, I’d have you kicked out of here double quick.’

‘You’ve clearly got a chip on your shoulder.’

‘I’ve had experiences.’

‘We’re not all cut from the same cloth, you know.’

‘I don’t take chances.’

‘I see you two are getting acquainted,’ said Jim, coming over to them.

‘I’ve just been reminding Ms Vaughan that CID doesn’t operate like a rag,’ Lowry said dryly. ‘We’re stuck with dealing with facts here.’

‘Okay, Mike, don’t start on her. Anna’s not like those tabloid hacks, she’s the real deal. Trust me. Trust her.’

‘And it’s a digital bloody newspaper,’ Anna reinforced.

Lowry shrugged. Whatever bad blood had built up over the years between him and the press, a few calming words from Jim weren’t going to win him over.

Jim raised his voice and addressed the room: ‘Everybody. This is Anna Vaughan. I think you all know why she’s here.’

The faces of CID were all turned towards her. None of them seemed especially friendly. Maybe Mike Lowry’s anti-journalist prejudice was infectious.

‘Hello, everyone,’ Anna said as winningly as she could.

There was an awkward silence, with Anna standing there in front of the incident board, and everybody staring at her.

Thankfully, Jim broke the tension of the moment: ‘Okay, enough gawping, get back on with it.’

Everybody turned away again, back to their computers, their phones, the lists of contacts they were trawling through, the maps they were poring over.

Jim led Anna back to his office. When they were alone together he said: ‘The team’s a bit up-and-down with journalists, but don’t worry, they’ll warm to you soon enough.’

‘I don’t think that Mike Lowry will.’

‘He’s old school, Anna, a bit of a tough guy. Don’t take his manner too seriously. And if you’re instrumental in nailing that bastard Santa then he’ll be the first to cheer you to the rafters.’

‘I don’t want to be “cheered to the rafters”, Jim, I just want Santa caught and Sharon Steiner found alive and well. Now, what about this phone number, have you had any luck with it?’

‘Let me have your phone for a moment,’ he said, and when Anna passed it to him he called up the number from which Santa had sent his text that morning. ‘I’ve just been working with the trace boys, running this number through our database. It didn’t take long before it matched one we had on our files.’

‘And whose number was it? Did you trace it to Victor Maxen?’

‘If only we had,’ Jim said, lowering his voice. ‘The phone from which this text was sent was registered to CID. It’s a police-issue phone.’

‘Are you telling me that Santa works for the police?’

‘No. I’m telling you that the phone he used is CID property. Just because Santa’s got hold of it doesn’t mean Santa’s one of us. These phones get dished out like confetti, passed around, left in pubs, dropped, stolen, you name it – just like anyone else’s phone.’

‘Surely there’s a record of who this particular phone was issued to?’

Jim nodded: ‘Of course. I’ve got the name of the last person registered to use that number.’

‘And who is it? Do you know them?’

‘Yes.’

‘Really?’

‘Really.’

‘And … who is it?’

‘Ask him yourself,’ Jim said, and pressed dial on Anna’s phone, ringing straight through to Santa’s number. Then he offered the phone to Anna.

She flinched away.

‘I … don’t want to …’ she breathed. ‘Jim, please, I really don’t want to be the one who …’

A phone started ringing in Jim’s pocket. Anna’s jaw dropped open.

‘That’s right,’ Jim said, producing the ringing phone and laying it on the table between them. ‘It’s mine.’

‘But … But …’

‘That’s the phone Santa used. It’s mine, Anna. It was registered to me, months ago, a piece of standard-issue kit. God knows I’ve wound up with so many phones that I can’t keep track of them all. I mislaid this one back in September or October – I genuinely can’t recall when. At least, I thought I’d mislaid it. What I can tell you is that it turned up again about half an hour after you received that text. It was left lying on the front doorstep of the police station, wrapped in Christmas paper with a red ribbon round it.’

‘Surely there’s CCTV at the front of the station. Did you get any decent shots of him?’

Jim shook his head: ‘CCTV records anyone going in or coming out of those doors, but it doesn’t cover an area much wider than that. Santa must have done his homework well in advance, worked out how near he could approach the station without being picked up by the cameras, and thrown his present onto the front step from there. He’s a devious bastard, Anna. He must have figured that I’d be the investigating officer coming after him next time he struck. He worked it out, and at some point he got close to me … close enough to lift my bloody phone and hang on to it, all this time, waiting for the moment to use it, to send his text, to let us know – to let me know – just how many steps ahead of us he really is.’

‘Is that what that “two turtle doves” message really meant?’ Anna asked. ‘Was it really just Santa’s way of showing how he can run rings around us?’

‘He’s been running rings around CID for twelve years, Anna. And, clearly, he doesn’t want us to forget it. Like I ever could forget it. I’ve seen the forensics photographs, I’ve seen what he did to those women he abducted, the ones we failed to save, the ones we didn’t get to in time. I’ve seen what he did, Anna. It twists me up inside to think I’ve been close enough to Santa for him to lift my phone from me. That close, and I never even knew it.’

‘We’ve both been close to him,’ Anna said. ‘And we’ll be close again … close enough to arrest him and save Sharon Steiner and put an end to all this. Yes?’

Jim looked at her for a moment, then nodded once, very firmly.

‘Listen, I need to speak to Mike and the rest of my team about all this,’ he said. ‘Wait here in my office, make yourself comfortable, I’ll be back presently. I think we can use you, Anna.’

‘Use me? That sounds ominous.’

‘Everything about this case is ominous. Santa’s attentions are fixed on you. We need to turn that to our advantage, we need to make it work in our favour. And I think I might have a plan how to do that. But I need to speak to my team first, make a couple of calls … think it all through …’

He broke off, lost in his own thoughts for a moment.

Then suddenly he said: ‘Wait here. I’ll be right back.’

And without another word he marched off back to his team in the incident room.

Alone, feeling like she was being prepared as a piece of live bait to catch a serial killer, Anna rang Miles. She quickly explained what had happened with Jim’s phone, how it had been stolen and used by Santa to send the text to her and then left mockingly back on the doorstep of the police station.

‘That tells us something interesting about Santa’s character,’ Miles said.

‘It tells us he’s arrogant and cocky and loves running rings around the police,’ Anna put in.

‘Yes, but it tells us more than that. He doesn’t just want to taunt the police, he wants to give them the opportunity to catch him.’

‘Are you saying he wants to be caught?’

‘I’m saying I think what he wants is the thrill of almost being caught, of putting himself in danger of being caught,’ said Miles. ‘Think about it. To steal Townsend’s phone, he’s got to get right up close to the very man whose primary job it is to find him. And then, once he’s used that phone, instead of just chucking it in the canal he takes another massive risk and returns it to the very police station Townsend and his team use as the HQ for their investigation! It’s just about the most dangerous stunt Santa could pull. There was no need for it. He could have texted you from any old phone, and if he simply wanted to taunt the police he could just keep on sending mocking messages based on the “Twelve Days of Christmas” or whatever. But instead, he put himself in extraordinary danger of being caught. He enjoyed it, I think, the way a good chess player likes being given a run for his money by a halfway decent opponent.’

‘What about the women he abducts?’ Anna asked. ‘If you’re right and what Santa really wants is to be pitted against a decent opponent, I can’t see him deriving much pleasure from holding a helpless, terrified woman captive. She’d be totally at his mercy, the very opposite of a decent opponent.’

‘The women he abducts are a means, not an end, I reckon,’ said Miles. ‘It’s not Sharon Steiner who interests him, it’s the game that holding her generates. As long as he’s got her alive somewhere, CID will come after him. And that’s what he enjoys. He wants to be hunted. He wants the police hot on his heels. And he wants to give them the slip by the skin of his teeth, and return again another Christmas to play the whole sick game over again. Anyway, that’s my take on it.’

‘If you’re right, Miles, then the reason Santa’s drawn me into his game this year is because he sees me as a worthwhile opponent, somebody who has a fighting chance of tracking him down.’

‘The police haven’t managed it so far, maybe he figures that an investigative journalist stands a better chance. And why not you, Anna? You found that little Underwood boy who went missing last summer, and exposed his father as the kidnapper, and shamed the police for being so slow in the whole business. Santa must have been reading your stories about the whole affair, and thinking to himself: That’s my decent opponent this year, that’s the one to REALLY go up against.’

‘Oh God, don’t say it like that, Miles, you’re giving me the creeps!’ Anna shuddered. ‘So, what do you suggest we do next? Jim Townsend wants me to go back to Hampstead and sit there like a good little girl and leave him to get on with the grown-up business of catching the killer. But I don’t think he’s going to manage it, Miles. He’s dedicated, he’s serious, he’s clearly committed to the job – but I’ve got a horrible conviction that Santa’s just going to blow smoke rings into his face until Christmas Day comes and goes and poor Sharon Steiner’s corpse is left out for CID to find.’

‘That’s been the way of it for the last twelve years,’ Miles agreed sadly. ‘But this time round it’s different. You’re on the case, Anna.’

‘And you too, Miles! Have you had a chance to trawl through your old Miles Files yet? Have you dug up anything useful?’

‘I’ve been rooting around, yes, and I have to report that the Miles Files are in even more of a chaotic mess than I’d feared. They’re in a bloody state. There’s just tons and tons and tons of stuff and I’ve not organised it or labelled it properly or given myself a fighting chance of putting it in order. A lifelong habit, I’m afraid, and one I now regret more bitterly than ever.’

‘But there must be something you can unearth from all that lot!’ Anna exhorted him. ‘Come on, give me a fresh lead.’

‘I’m sorry, Anna, but it’s going to take time.’

‘We don’t have time,’ Anna insisted.

‘I’m doing my best – but unfortunately “my best” consists of very slowly and methodically trawling through vast slabs of data trying to ferret out anything vaguely helpful.’

‘Maxen,’ she said in a low voice. ‘Write that name down. Victor Maxen. He’s CID’s prime suspect. He’s a thief, a right nasty little rat, and he’s cropped up a couple of times in very vague connection to the Santa attacks. See if you’ve got anything about him tucked away in your files, anything at all.’

‘Victor Maxen … ‘ Miles said, speaking the name carefully as he wrote it down. ‘Okay, Anna, I’ll see what I can find.’

‘Good man,’ Anna said, and, glancing over her shoulder, she whispered: ‘I can hear footsteps approaching. I’d better go, I don’t want Jim thinking I’m giving away secrets. Speak later.’

She hung up. Jim strode back into the office, this time accompanied by Mike Lowry who gave Anna a look that suggested he was every bit as suspicious and hostile towards her as before.

‘The time’s come for us to make a definite move in the game,’ Jim declared, opening his laptop and tapping at the keys. ‘Santa wants us to come after him. So – we’ll go after him. We’ll go after him here.’

He pointed at the London street map he had summoned up on the screen. Anna peered closer.

‘Harcourt Close, North London,’ Jim said, tapping his finger against the screen. ‘The close is derelict pending demolition and renovation. All the buildings are empty, the whole site is fenced off. Now – right here at the end of the close is a pub, or rather the empty shell of a pub. A pub called the French Hen.’

‘Third day of Christmas, three French hens,’ said Anna. ‘It fits the song, but what makes you think it’s worth looking for Santa here?’

‘We had a sighting,’ Mike put in, as gruff and growly as ever. ‘The night security keeping an eye on the place has repeatedly reported somebody getting into the site and moving around near the French Hen pub.’

‘And did this security guard try and apprehend him?’

‘He’s too fat, too old, and too shit-scared of the dark so, no, the answer to that question is that he didn’t,’ Mike intoned.

‘But he did supply me with a statement and description of the man he kept seeing,’ Jim said. ‘The height, the build, what few hazy details he supplied us about the man’s features; they would all fit Victor Maxen.’

‘We picked Maxen up in a flat off White Hart Lane not much more than a stone’s throw from Wood Green,’ Mike said. ‘He’s associated with that bit of London so he’d know the area.’

‘It all still sounds pretty tenuous to me,’ Anna said.

‘Yes, it’s tenuous, but it’s worth pursuing,’ Jim insisted. ‘Let’s assume for the sake of argument that the figure seen lurking about the derelict French Hen pub is our man Maxen, and that Maxen is the Santa killer. We know that Santa’s got an extraordinary talent for moving about undetected. He lifted my phone from me, remember, and had the balls to leave it lying on the front step of the police station, all without me or anyone else seeing a damned thing. If he can run rings around CID year in and year out, I find it hard to believe he’d slip up by letting some night watchman at a building site get a look at him.’

‘You think he got himself spotted deliberately?’ Mike asked. ‘Why would he do that?’

‘To draw us in,’ said Jim. ‘Or rather, to draw Anna in. Think about it. Every year that he strikes he takes great pleasure in taunting the police and goading them to come and get him. This year, for reasons of his own, he’s decided to direct those taunts at you, Anna. He evidently thinks you’re smart enough to play the game, piece things together, and come after him. So oblige him, Anna. Go after him. Go after him at the French Hen pub. Go after him alone.’

‘Alone!’ Anna cried.

‘Seemingly alone,’ Jim placated her. ‘I’ll be there, so will Mike. We wouldn’t dream of letting you go waltzing off after Santa without backup. But if Santa gets wind that you’ve got a police escort he’ll disappear, just like he always does. He needs to believe that it’s just you, that you’re all alone, that you’re vulnerable. That’s what will coax him out of the shadows to talk to you. That’s what will get him to break cover at last.’

‘And what happens then?’ Anna asked anxiously. ‘If I go through with this, if I go into that run-down old pub alone and in the dead of night, and Santa’s there – what the hell can I expect to happen?’

‘You talk to him,’ Jim said. ‘You talk to him, and you keep on talking to him, and you say anything and listen to anything he says and you rest assured the whole time that while you’re talking and listening me and Mike and three dozen firearms officers are surrounding the place and moving in.’

‘With you as the bait, we can get the bastard,’ Mike grunted.

‘Maybe you can,’ Anna said. ‘Maybe you can get Santa. But what about Sharon Steiner? You need to find her, before it’s too late. I don’t believe for one second he’s got her stashed away inside that pub, so unless you manage to take him alive and make him talk, you’ll never find her.’

‘I’ll make him talk,’ Mike said, glowering.

‘Oh no you won’t,’ Anna countered. ‘Santa’s a psychopath. He’s obsessed with control. If you arrest him, the one last bargaining chip he’ll have left is the location where Sharon Steiner’s being held, and he won’t give that up, absolutely no way. He’ll just keep on taunting you and taunting you until that poor girl dies of starvation or exposure or whatever the hell will get her in the end. And then, in Santa’s eyes at any rate, he’ll have won.’

‘You’re right,’ Jim nodded. ‘You’re absolutely right. That’s why we’re not going to do anything rash. We’ll be cagey. We’ll play it very low key. If Santa’s waiting for you in the French Hen, then it’s your job to get him talking, Anna. Anything he says might contain a clue as to Steiner’s location. We’ll fit you with a wire so we’ll able to hear everything that’s going on. I’ll be overseeing the whole operation, monitoring every detail. If I judge it best to let Santa get away, then I’ll let him get away – or at least, I’ll let him think he’s got away, but I’ll have people sticking to him like glue wherever he goes. He won’t disappear from under my nose, I’ll make damned sure of that. Whatever happens, I want him and the hostage, and I want both of them alive.’

‘And what happens if you’re wrong about all this?’ Anna asked. ‘What happens if I go creeping into that pub and find it isn’t Maxen or Santa but just some junkie looking for a quiet corner to shoot up?’

Jim shrugged: ‘Then we cross this line of enquiry off our check list and think of something else. That’s how police work so often goes, Anna. Trial and error. Pot luck. Shots in the dark. Can I rely on your help in this, Anna? Will you do it?’

Mike frowned at Anna and said: ‘I can give you a clue what the right answer to that question is.’

‘I don’t need a clue,’ said Anna firmly. ‘I know how to do the right thing.’


Chapter 6

Anna was fitted with a hidden microphone. Jim oversaw it personally, ensuring that it was securely concealed.

‘If Santa sees you’re wearing a wire, the whole game’s up,’ he said, scrutinising her for any hint of a giveaway.

‘Whether he sees it or not he’ll suspect I’m working with CID,’ Anna said. ‘I have to make it look like I’m pursing my own investigation, that my interests are purely journalistic. The French Hen is in a condemned site, yes?’

‘That’s right. The whole area is fenced off.’

‘Then I need to break in. Santa will be watching. He needs to see me scale the fence or cut through the wire, just like I would if I was sneaking in all by myself. He’s got to believe I’m working alone.’

‘Me and Mike Lowry and a number of others from CID will be stationed around and about,’ Jim assured her. ‘And I’ll have backup units ready to move in at my say-so. But you won’t see any of us. We’ll all be completely hidden, out of sight, like we’re not there at all. One glimpse of a lurking police unit and Santa will vanish.’

‘You were expecting to use me in a plan like this right from the start, weren’t you?’ Anna said. ‘You tested me when I came to the station after Santa left his horrible “present” outside my door. You wanted to see what I was made of.’

‘I’m satisfied you’ve got the right stuff for a job like this, Anna. If I didn’t have faith in you, I’d never agree to send you in. Are you frightened?’

‘Terrified.’

‘That’s only natural. If all goes to plan, you’ll be face to face in the dark with a serial killer. But no matter how alone you feel, you won’t really be alone. Me and my team and a whole load of firearms boys will be listening in on that wire you’re wearing, ready to swoop in at the first hint of trouble. Don’t forget that.’

‘Believe me, I won’t forget it!’ Anna said. ‘But even so …’

She held out her hand to show that it was trembling.

Jim fixed her with a serious look and said solemnly: ‘I won’t let him hurt you.’

‘I’ll hold you to that, Jim.’

‘Please do. Now – I’m happy with that wire, there’s no way Santa’s going to spot it. You’re ready to go. I’ll get Mike Lowry to drive you out to Wood Green. I’ve got the backup units and everything else to get organised but I’ll follow on as soon as I can and see you before you commence the operation.’

He paused, then said: ‘It takes guts, Anna – doing what you’re about to do.’

‘Tell me about it! But listen, Jim, does it really need to be Mike Lowry who drives me out to Wood Green? He doesn’t like me.’

‘Sitting in the car together is the perfect opportunity for the two of you to start getting a bit more chummy,’ Jim said. ‘Charm him. Or ignore him. Either way, he’s looking after you until I get there myself. Don’t worry, you’re in good hands.’

He turned Anna over to Mike and went striding off to arrange the details of the operation. Mike and Anna stood in a corridor looking at each other.

‘Let’s be pals,’ Anna said bluntly.

Mike just jangled his car keys and indicated with his head that she was to follow him out to his motor.

The traffic was lousy. Mike stared ahead without speaking, crawling the car forward whenever he could, steering languidly with a single finger hooked around the wheel.

Sitting in the passenger seat next to him, Anna decided to text Miles. He’d worry himself into oblivion if she told him the truth about what she was doing, so instead she wrote:

M

Just to let you know, am following a few leads with CID. Will have to switch my phone off – doing a bit of hush-hush undercover work!! – but will call you as soon as I’m free. All well here, don’t worry about me. Hope you’re making progress going through the files!

A xx

He wouldn’t suspect from that text that she was planning on going face to face with the ruthless Santa killer in the next few hours, that she was putting herself in danger.

But I won’t be in danger, not really, she thought to herself. Jim will be listening. There will be backup teams posted everywhere. I won’t be nearly as alone as I will feel. So all in all, I won’t be in danger at all. Not at all. Not really.

Repeating this to herself, she held up her hand and looked at it. It was still shaking.

‘I’d be the same,’ Mike growled, stealing a glance across at her. 

‘You don’t fancy going in there instead of me, do you?’

‘I’m not that much of a bloody mug.’

Anna laughed nervously. This, she assumed, was Mike’s way of thawing out towards her. He had evidently got tired of playing ‘Hate the Journalist’. Perhaps, given what Anna was about to do, he was starting to concede a degree of grudging respect for her.

‘We’ll look after you while you’re in there,’ Mike added, inching the car forward through the solid traffic. ‘That bastard Santa won’t get you. And he won’t get away, neither – not tonight – not if I have anything to do with it.’

 ‘I’m still not convinced that whoever’s been spotted lurking about that derelict pub is our man, though.’

Mike shrugged: ‘It’s a long shot, maybe. But drawing us in to the French Hen pub is the sort of bollocks he’d do. It fits with his game, it fits with his psychology. And after the French Hen he’ll have all the other days of Christmas planned out in advance, believe me – the four calling birds, the gold rings, the six geese a-fucking-laying, right through to the twelve drummers drumming … Jesus, I’ve come to hate that bloody song!’

‘Maybe Santa wants you to hate it. Maybe he wants that song to become like a torture for you, something that gives him control over you, that makes him feel powerful.’

‘He wants more than just control and power,’ Mike said, speaking with the assurance of a lifelong copper who had been mulling the Santa case over and over in his mind for twelve long years. ‘I’ll tell you what I think Santa wants. Peace.’

‘Peace?’

‘Peace of mind. Peace inside his head. There’s something inside him that’s eating away at him night and day, some injury he’s received, some damage that was done to him. And he’s never got over it. It gnaws at him. The memory torments him. An injustice, that’s what I reckon. Whatever it was, it made him feel like nothing, like less than nothing, and he can’t stand that. He wants respect. He wants to feel special. That’s what all this bollocks with taunting CID and pricking about with the Twelve Days of Christmas is about. It makes him feel superior, it settles the score inside of himself, it turns him from a loser into a winner. And inside his nutty head he feels he’s proved himself to whoever it was who slighted him.’

‘Who was it who slighted him, do you think?’ Anna asked. ‘Who could have hurt him that badly?’

‘His mother,’ Mike said without hesitation. ‘I’ve thought about it – God knows I’ve thought about it – and I always come back to the same conclusion. Nobody can hurt a kid quite the way a mother can. Don’t you reckon?’

‘The world’s full of psychiatrists who’d agree with that.’

‘There you go. The thing that drives Santa is proving himself to his mother, showing he’s better than her, beating her, setting the score between him and her. And it works. He commits his crimes and he gets away with it all and he makes us coppers look like arseholes and inside his head he’s thinking: There you go, Mum, it’s ME that’s the clever one, it’s ME that’s the genius, it’s ME, it’s ME! And he feels top of the fucking world, he gets that peace of mind he needs so badly … but it never lasts. Sooner or later the feeling fades, his ego deflates, and his mother starts up again inside his head. And that’s when he’s got to start proving himself all over again. And again. And again.’

Mike fell silent, staring ahead at the slow-moving traffic. Anna fell silent too, mulling over what he had been saying. It was all speculation, of course, but there was sense in it. And Mike Lowry had expressed himself so clearly and cogently that Anna could believe that she had been offered a genuine glimpse into the workings of Santa’s mind.

‘I’ll remember what you said, Mike,’ Anna said after a while. ‘If Santa’s there waiting for me in the French Hen, I’ll keep everything you just told me in mind. I might be able to use it in some way. It might give me some leverage over him.’

‘Or it might set him off like a bloody firework,’ Mike growled. ‘Or it might mean nothing to him at all because I’ve got the wrong end of the stick about him entirely.’

‘I don’t think you’ve got the wrong end of the stick about him. I think your analysis is pretty close to the mark.’

‘I intend to ask him myself and find out. One day soon. Maybe tonight.’

‘Maybe tonight,’ Anna echoed him softly, looking at her hand and willing it to stop shaking. ‘Maybe tonight.’

After what felt like an eternity making their way through dense traffic, they reached Wood Green. Mike took them near to Harcourt Close so that they could see the place for themselves. It was situated in a rather bleak residential area, grim and joyless in spite of the Christmas lights flashing and flickering in various windows and gardens. The entrance to the close was gated and fenced with a security man posted in a Portakabin. Through the fence, Anna could see empty houses, dark and forlorn as they awaited the bulldozers – and there, just visible at the far end of the close, was a drab, blocky building with boarded-up windows and a weather-beaten sign hanging above its door that said: The French Hen. 

Mike didn’t linger. He let Anna have a brief glimpse of the place, then moved on swiftly before they drew any attention.

‘Do you really think he’s in there?’ Anna asked as they headed back through the suburban streets, looking for a place to park up and wait for Jim. ‘Did you … did you sense him there?’

‘Don’t be stupid,’ Mike growled. ‘Whether he’s in there or not you would never “sense” him. That’s the whole thing about killers like him, they don’t give off vibes. They’re normal. They’re so bloody normal. That’s how they get away with it for so long. Nobody suspects them. They just blend in. They’re mediocrities. Anybody could be a serial killer, and you’d never bloody know it unless he wanted you to know it – and then you’d be in real trouble.’

‘That’s a scary thought,’ Anna whispered.

‘Ain’t it just.’

It was dark by the time Jim arrived. He arranged to meet them in a little café off the high street. As soon as he strode in, looking tense and stressed and very serious, he gave Mike orders where he needed to be stationed and dispatched him at once. The DS stomped off purposefully, his face fixed and grim, burning with determination to catch the killer who had eluded him and his department for so many years.

‘Is everyone getting into position?’ Anna asked.

‘We’re getting there,’ Jim replied, distracted. ‘It’s vital nobody gets too close to Harcourt Close. If Santa’s there and he gets a sniff of police activity, we’re buggered. Listen, Anna, I need to make more calls, check everything’s going okay, speak to a few people. Stay here. I’ll be right back.’

Anna watched him leave the café and head out into the street. He paced about, his body language anxious and uptight, as he calmly went about setting up the surveillance. It gave her confidence to see him taking the whole thing so deadly seriously, leaving nothing to chance. In coming here when it was dark, alone, for a face-to-face meeting with this murderous psychopath, she was putting her life on the line. 

She toyed with her phone, thinking to switch it back on again and call Miles. But if she spoke to him she would have to lie about where she was and what she was doing, and lying was so much easier by text. More than that, the sound of his voice might unsettle her. It would bring to mind all the good things in life – cosiness, friendship, humour, humanity – all the very things that the killer she was about to confront completely lacked. Miles’s voice would make her feel homesick for him, make her feel like a little girl who needed cuddles. This operation was hard enough as it was without weakening her resolve. Regretfully, and with effort, she put her phone away.

Outside, Jim’s calls were going on and on. Anna finished her coffee, then got through a second one, sat around, bought a bottle of water, sipped at it slowly, finished that too, and it was only then that Jim put his phone away and came back inside.

‘Endless details,’ he said.

‘I’m glad you’re such a stickler.’

‘We’re only going to get one shot at this. I’m not leaving a single element to chance.’

‘Are people moving into position?’

‘More than you’ll be aware … until we spring the trap. Then you’ll see. It’s a big operation, Anna.’

‘It’s not the size, it’s what you do with it that counts. Don’t let your boys leave me in the lurch, Jim.’

‘They won’t. I won’t. We’ll be right there with you. And we’ll be listening all the time. You’re wired for sound, remember.’

‘Wired for sound and shaking like a leaf. I don’t know what I hope for the most, that Santa is there in that run-down old pub, or that he isn’t.’

The café closed at half seven. Together, Anna and Jim headed out into the street. It was dark and bitingly cold. Here and there, fairy lights shone out from the blackness.

‘I don’t know about you, Jim, but I’m just not feeling Christmassy this year.’

But Jim was in no mood for banter. He was looking around this way and that, frowning, checking his phone. His mind was totally on the operation.

Anna glanced about and saw only traffic and people hurrying along the high street and brightly lit shop windows. No hint at all of the huge police operation assembling all around them. But they were out there, somewhere – in cars and vans, with guns at the ready, poised to charge in like the cavalry if the situation turned bad. Anna wondered what Mike Lowry was doing right now, where he had been stationed, what he would do if he at last got his hands on Santa.

Suddenly, her thoughts were broken when Jim grabbed her arm and began marching her briskly along the street in the direction of Harcourt Close.

‘Right, let’s going with this,’ he said urgently as they strode along. ‘The gates to Harcourt Close have been left unlocked. Me and the backup units can go sweeping in if needed, but the night watchman has been instructed to keep them closed with padlocks hanging off them so that they look firmly secure.’

‘How am I going to get into the site?’

‘You need to put on a show of breaking in. If Santa’s lurking about inside the French Hen pub watching you, he needs to believe you’re acting alone, a journalist following up a possible lead. At ten past eight, the night watchman has agreed to disappear inside his little Portakabin like he’s having a doze. That’s when you need to scale the fence and get inside. Make your way around the perimeter of the site and you’ll see a big industrial wheelie bin left out. Drag it up to the fence and use it to climb over. Don’t make it look too easy. Then sneak your way towards the French Hen like you’re frightened of being spotted.’

‘And when I reach the French Hen, what then?’ Anna asked.

‘There’s no way of knowing what to expect. You’ll just have to play it by ear. Just bear in mind that I’ll be listening in on you all the time, that I’ve got armed teams ready to charge in at a split second’s notice. Now, we’re getting close to Harcourt Close, it’s not safe for me to come with you any further. I’m going to disappear – but don’t forget that wire you’re carrying, that I’m with you, and that I won’t let that bastard hurt you. Trust me?’

‘I’m going to have to.’

‘Take this,’ he said, thrusting a flashlight into her hand. ‘Don’t use it until you’re inside the French Hen. Act warily like you don’t want the security man to see you. And … well, good luck.’ 

Without another word he darted away and seemed to vanish into the shadows almost at once.

Anna stood for a moment, feeling utterly alone despite all the reassurances she had been given. 

Think of Sharon Steiner, she told herself. Think what that poor girl’s going through – what’ll happen to her if we let her down – what Santa will do to her if we screw this operation up … 

With her heart pounding, she gritted her teeth, thrust the flashlight deep into her pocket, and began striding towards her rendezvous with a psychopath.


Chapter 7

Ahead of her, Anna could see the stout gates and tall metal fence that sealed off Harcourt Close. And there, just next to the gates, was the security man’s Portakabin, its single window all lit up, a few scraps of tinsel taped to the inside of the glass. 

As she watched, she saw the beam of a torch flickering in the darkness, and then the security man appeared, finishing one of his routine patrols of the site. Just as Mike Lowry had complained, he did indeed look rather large and ungainly and somewhat over the hill, certainly in no fit state to grapple a serial killer.

And am I in any fit state to grapple a serial killer? Anna asked herself. 

Physically, no – but there were armed response teams posted all about the place to do any tough stuff. 

But what about psychologically? If Santa was waiting for her in the French Hen, and she met him face to face, and they began talking, how would she deal with it? Would her fear overcome her? Would she say the wrong thing? Would she make him angry? Would he play mind games with her? Would he try to get inside her head and manipulate her?

The watchman plodded heavily into his cabin and shut the door. His instructions were to stay there and give Anna the window of opportunity she needed to break in. 

Well, this was it.

Crouching low, staying under cover and in the deepest shadows as much as she could, Anna crept towards the fence and began following it. On other side she could see the dark, dead houses of Harcourt Close, awaiting their demise like convicts on death row, their blind windows gaping, their doorways sealed over with sheets of hardboard. The French Hen itself she glimpsed only briefly – one more shell of a building amid all the others in this mini ghost town – but then lost sight of it as she continued to follow the perimeter fence.

Up ahead, she saw a large, black shape. It was the industrial waste bin Jim had arranged for her. Anna dragged it hard up against the fence and clambered on top of it. The fence was topped with coils of razor wire all the way round to prevent anyone from doing what she was trying to do right now. If she attempted to scramble over the top, she’d be sliced to ribbons. 

It was hopeless. She couldn’t get in this way.

Anna paused, thinking hard. Jim must surely have foreseen this and made provision for it. He was too meticulous to have overlooked anything so obvious.

He’ll have prepared the way for me, I know it, she thought. He must have done.

Gingerly, she reached up, insinuating her hand carefully between the barbs of the razor wire, took hold of the metal bracket holding the wire in place, and gave it a tug. It came away. It had been loosened in advance and then left wedged in place. Like the chains on the front gates of the site, it only looked secure.

Good old Jim, she thought to herself as she prised the bracket away, bringing with it enough razor wire to leave a gap to climb through. 

With effort, and without dignity, she hauled herself through the gap, monkeyed onto the other side of the fence, let herself down as much as she could, then dropped. She hit the ground heavily and sprawled onto hard, cold mud, stifling a cry of pain.

Bruised, but otherwise undamaged, she clambered to her feet and hurried towards one of the condemned houses to get under cover. She consoled herself that if Santa had been watching her from afar, her cumbersome and ungainly entry into the site must have looked pretty convincing, like she really had found her own way into Harcourt Close without help or backup.

Hiding in a pitch-black alley between two silent houses, Anna peeked out and took a quick look around. Harcourt Close was like a dead oasis amid the lights of the city all about her. The outside world – the world of the living – was sealed off by that high fence topped with razor wire. Anna felt suddenly like a prisoner – a prisoner crazy enough to break in to their prison.

But there was no time for thoughts like these. She scanned the way ahead and made out the shadowy form of the French Hen pub. The ground-floor doors and windows were all boarded up, but the upper-storey windows gaped blindly, revealing the deep black interior of the place.

Keeping low, Anna moved from house to house, putting on a great act of desperately trying not to be seen. Every now and then she made a show of shooting anxious glances in the direction of the Portakabin as if terrified the security man stationed there might suddenly emerge with his torch.

At last she reached the pub. It was silent. All the ways in were securely boarded.

If Santa’s using this place for something then he must have his own way in, she thought as she began to creep round the back of the building. And if he wants me to find him here, he’ll have left that way open for me to follow him inside.

She tested some of the boards sealing the windows but they were secure. So were the big sheets of wood screwed over the back door.

Frustrated, she peered up at the upper-floor windows. These, at least, were wide open, the glass in many of them smashed. Was she expected to start climbing again?

Anna paused, convinced there must be some simpler way inside.

The doors are all sealed … so are the downstairs windows … but what other way is there to get into a pub apart from the doors and windows?

The answer, she realized in a flash, was right under her nose. Or rather, it was right under her feet. 

‘The cellar …’ she whispered to herself.

The entrance to the beer cellar was right there in front of her, set into the ground like the doors to a storm shelter. The lock was broken. With effort, she found she could lift one of the doors and swing it open, revealing an utterly black cellar below, silent and ominous.

I don’t want to go down there.

Tough. It’s not about what you want, it’s about what you’ve got to do.

Yes, I know that, but even so … I really don’t want to go down there.

Stop thinking. Just act. You’re not alone, you’ve got backup teams all around you.

Anna thought of Jim listening in to her via the wire under her clothes, monitoring her closely, poised to send in the firearms officers at the first hint of trouble. But still these thoughts did nothing to steady her nerves or slow the pounding of her racing heart.

Shakily, she dug the flashlight from her pocket and shone the beam down into the beer cellar. It picked out filthy barrels left lying scattered about in disorder, and a confusion of pipes and appliances for pumping beer up into the bar, and bits of rubbish strewn here and there on the floor, and … and something else. Something that made the blood freeze in Anna’s veins.

‘Jim, I’m hoping you can hear me,’ she breathed in an almost inaudible whisper into her hidden wire. ‘I’m looking down into the beer cellar. There’s a message for me, scrawled on the floor in what looks like blood. It says: “On the third day of Christmas my true love gave to me …” Looks like you were right, Jim. Santa’s in there. He’s waiting for me. Expecting me. For Christ’s sake don’t let me down if I need you, Jim. Don’t let me end up like those others. Don’t let me end up like that, Jim.’

She fell silent, and found that she was actually waiting to hear Jim’s voice come back to her in reply. Force of habit. But this wire wasn’t a telephone, it was a one-way transmitter. He could hear her, not the other way around – or rather, she hoped to God he could hear her.

Leaning into the trapdoor, Anna flashed the torch beam around the cellar. There was no sign of anyone down there. Wherever Santa was, he was expecting her to come looking.

I must be mad to be doing this, she thought as she clambered down through the trapdoor, felt about blindly with her feet, located something solid that would take her weight, and then at last jumped the last few feet to land on the cellar floor. She was sure she heard rats scurrying away in fright. Her skin crawled. Her stomach was clenched tight. Her heart was thudding against her ribs.

She shone the torch down at the floor where Santa had left his scrawled message. Could it really be blood? She touched one of the letters with her foot but the red pigment didn’t smear.

Paint, she thought. Red paint, long since dry.

This message had been prepared for her in advance, days ago maybe, or even longer. It had been Santa’s long-term plan that she should come here, to this dark cellar, alone.

He’s controlling me. He’s making me play his game the way he wants me to play it. I’m being coerced.

Questing about with the torch beam, Anna picked out a door standing ajar, and beyond it a set of wooden steps leading upwards. Stealthily, she tiptoed to the steps and crept up them. They creaked. The sound seemed horribly loud in the deep silence of the French Hen. 

She reached the head of the staircase and found herself in the main lounge of the pub. There were tables and chairs heaped chaotically against the walls, and smashed bottles lying about on the floor, and a row of filthy beer pumps still standing in readiness along the bar, waiting for customers who now would never come.

With effort, and in spite of the paralysing terror gripping her, Anna managed to call out: ‘Hello?’

Her voice sliced through the silence and was swallowed up by the darkness.

‘It’s me. I … I think you’re here. I … worked out you’d be here. Like you hoped I would. Like you wanted me to.’

She braced herself for some sort of response, but nothing happened. She turned the torch beam slowly around the bar, but nobody was there.

‘Come on, you want to talk to me, I know you do,’ she said, creeping forwards, shaking and trembling. ‘You’ve made contact twice already. Do it again. Third time. The third day of Christmas. French hens. Three French hens. And here we are in the French H—’

She broke off at the sound of movement behind her. With a start she sprang round, swinging the torch beam wildly this way and that. But still she saw no sign of Santa.

‘W … W … Was that you?’

Silence.

‘For God’s sake, you didn’t bring me here just to lurk about in the dark! If you’re there, show yourself!’

Yet more silence. Had she imagined the sound? Had it just been a rat?

Swallowing in a dry throat, Anna picked her way across the bar to an open door. In a narrow hallway, she found herself peering up the stairs that led to the first floor. She aimed the beam of the torch up towards the landing.

‘You want me to go upstairs? Is that what you want?’

No response.

‘I’ll go upstairs then. Just … Please … Don’t do anything …’

Every instinct told her to run. She had to bite her lips shut not to start whispering to Jim via the concealed wire, begging him to send in the SWAT teams to save her. With knees that felt like jelly, and a heart that was pounding fit to burst, she began to plod slowly up the staircase. Above, and ahead of her, she could see heaps of junk on the landing, and broken windows looking out onto the lights of the city beyond the perimeter fence, and half-open doorways leading into dark, dark rooms in which anything – or anyone – could be waiting in silence for her.

She reached the top step and froze. What the hell should she do now? The deep darkness beyond those half-open doors terrified her, she did not know if she had the strength of will to go creeping about in there.

So she dithered, her stomach clenched tight, the torch beam shaking.

‘Come on!’ she called out, her voice dry and rasping now. ‘Just … just say something!’

The stubborn silence was driving her insane. She couldn’t take it any more. Anything was preferable to standing here trembling in the dark. Anything. So with sudden, furious resolve she dashed forwards and threw open the first door she reached, aiming the torch inside. The room beyond was as derelict and rubbish-strewn as all the others, and just as empty too. Anna stomped to the next room and barged in, then to the next, then the next. Time and again she found nothing but junk and dead furniture and rat droppings.

‘Is this what you got me here for?’ she cried out, marching recklessly from room to room. ‘Is this all just some sick fucking joke to scare the hell out of me?’

Now she found herself back on the landing, panting hard, more furious than afraid.

It was then that she heard a sudden, hard BANG from downstairs somewhere, like the sound of a door being slammed. Moments later, there were footsteps.

Forcing herself not to cry out, Anna stumbled backwards onto the landing, blundered about in a panic, then crushed herself against a wall.

‘He’s coming, he’s coming, he’s coming,’ she panted breathlessly into the wire, as downstairs somebody kicked a broken bottle across the floor of the bar. A floorboard creaked heavily. A door groaned on its hinges.

And then a figure appeared, just visible in the hallway at the foot of the stairs, moving about in the darkness. A man. The shadowy form of a man. He strode along the hallway, disappearing into the various doorways that led off it and then reappearing again.

Silence … and then he marched back into the hallway and came pounding up the staircase towards her. As he moved into the light of the torch beam, Anna saw his face, his eyes glaring at her, his mouth set in grim determination … and she recognised him at once as Mike Lowry.

Without a glance he stomped past her, a pistol gripped in his hand, and checked for himself that the rest of the rooms were empty. Then he strode back out onto the landing and declared into a walkie-talkie: ‘Control, this is Lowry. No sign of Santa, repeat, no sign of Santa. Over.’

‘Were you following me?’ Anna asked.

‘You didn’t really think we’d send you in alone, did you?’

‘Couldn’t somebody have told me?!’

‘Santa wanted you scared, so you needed to be scared. If you’d been to confident he’d have been suspicious … but it turns he’s not even here so the whole plan’s gone to bollocks.’

‘He’s not here now but he was here. That message down there in the cellar …’

Mike nodded: ‘He knew you’d come here and see that. He wanted you here. But why? Why would he want you to come to here, but not show up himself?’

‘Maybe he’s just trying to prove that he can get us to do what he wants, including running about pointlessly in the dark.’

‘Maybe …’ Mike growled, but he didn’t seem convinced. He fitted his pistol back into its holster, stuck his hands on his hips, and peered about with a deeply furrowed brow. ‘Well, we’ve wasted our bloody time tonight, so I guess Santa’s chalked that up as yet another point to him. Come on, there’s no point us hanging about this shit-hole any longer. Let’s get out of here. The forensics boys can move in and comb the place when it gets light, see if there’s any trace of the bastard they can pick up. As for you and me – let’s Foxtrot Oscar, okay?’

With an uncharacteristic display of gentlemanly manners, he indicated to Anna that she was to go first. She picked her way down the staircase, Mike following behind.

‘I can’t believe there’s no meaning to us coming here tonight, Mike,’ she said as she made her way down. ‘That doesn’t feel like the way Santa operates. Do you think we’ve missed something important? Do you think we should have another look around before leaving?’

‘I’ve been in every room, there’s nothing but piles of junk and rat shit.’

‘I think we should look again. That message in the cellar – “On the third day of Christmas my true love gave to me” – that’s proof that we were meant to come here. My heart tells me there’s a significance here we’ve failed to grasp. A meaning. Something crucial.’

‘If you can hum it, luv, then I’ll play it,’ Mike said, moving along the landing and into the bar. ‘But I can’t see nothing round here that—’

He broke off suddenly, and as he did Anna felt something slam heavily against her, throwing her off balance and sending her staggering to her knees. She dropped the torch and it went rolling away, its light playing wildly across the broken bottles and heaped furniture in the bar.

Panicking and confused, she scrambled blindly away, turned, and tried to make sense of what the hell was going on. Mike seemed to be lying on the floor, face down, unmoving. It had been his body weight that had slammed into her and sent her reeling. Why the hell had he gone down like that? Had he tripped, or fainted, or collapsed? Had he suffered a heart attack?

Around Mike’s head, a black halo appeared. Rapidly, it began to spread, wider and wider, out across the floor of the bar. In the reflected light of the torch, Anna suddenly understood that it was not a black halo but a red one. Thick, dark, glistening red.

In the next heartbeat, she realised that there was a dark figure, little more than a shadow, standing over Mike’s body. It reached down and wrenched free the axe that Anna now saw was jutting from between Mike’s shoulder blades.

Anna tried to cry out for Jim, for the backup units, for the firearms teams, for anyone, but the only sound that would come out of her was a strange, tight, almost subhuman mewling, wordless and irrational. She scrambled backwards, striking a pile of furniture and bringing it crashing to the floor. As she did so, she saw Santa position himself firmly over Mike’s body, aim the blade of the axe against the back of the man’s skull, raise it, and bring it down again with all his might.

Instinctively, Anna screwed up her eyes. She didn’t see what happened – but dear God she heard it. Then she heard something else – the sound of heavy footsteps pounding rapidly towards her. Before she could get up, or scream, or even throw her hands over her head in a last, pathetic attempt to defend herself, Santa was on her, his hands clamping themselves in a vice-like grip around her throat.


Chapter 8

There was a period of darkness.

Then she became aware of light. White light. It came filtering in all around her, gradually growing stronger.

I’m not dead, Anna thought to herself, not without surprise, and as she forced her eyes into focus she found that she was lying in a hospital bed, in a small, single ward off by itself. There was a drip in her arm, and when she tried to move she became suddenly aware of how painful her throat and neck were.

And there, sitting beside her bed, was Miles. He realised that she was awake and almost burst into tears. Anna managed to move her arm, the one with the drip in it, and fumble about until she found Mile’s hand. She squeezed it.

‘It’s okay … ‘ she rasped, her voice sounding like sandpaper. ‘It’s okay, Miles.’

‘Ridiculous!’ Miles managed to say, pulling out a big, polka-dotted handkerchief to scrub away his tears. ‘It’s me who’s meant to be comforting you!’

Anna managed a smile. She understood. He was still a deeply loyal friend, one who refused to leave her bedside while she recovered from … from what exactly?

Suddenly, it all came back to her. The French Hen pub. Mike Lowry being attacked from behind. The axe smashing into his skull. And then Santa’s hand grasping her throat and squeezing, squeezing, squeezing tight.

She remembered clawing at those hands, frantically trying to prise them loose, but in vain. And she remembered, too, opening her eyes and staring in terror at Santa’s face so close to her own. Only, it wasn’t a face, just a blank balaclava mask, with inhuman eyeholes and a ragged oval for a mouth, all wet and glistening from Mike Lowry’s blood that had splashed and splattered across it.

And then, after that, she recalled nothing but blackness. Emptiness. Oblivion.

And now this. A hospital bed. A drip-feed. A throat that burned. And her dear friend Miles crying tears of relief that she was alive and awake and back with him again, more or less in one piece.

Nurses were summoned, then a doctor, and Anna saw in a mirror the state of her neck. The skin was swollen and bruised, red, mainly but with darkening purple bruises dotted up and down her throat where Santa’s gloved fingertips had pressed most deeply into her.

‘No lasting damage,’ the doctor opined. ‘The contusions will heal in time, Ms Vaughan. No damage to the upper vertebrae, no rupturing of the major blood vessels, no neurological impairment. You were lucky. I think we should keep you in overnight for continuing observations, just to be on the safe side.’

‘Home,’ Anna rasped. 

‘She doesn’t want to stay in,’ Miles explained on her behalf. ‘We have … things to do. She can come back with me. I’ll take care of her, doctor.’

Wincing at the pain, Anna nodded, willing the doctor to agree.

‘It’s your decision, Ms Vaughan, I can’t keep you here against your will,’ he said. He advised them on basic dos and don’ts over the next few weeks to avoid choking or exacerbating the bruising, then left them alone.

‘Rest for a bit, then I’ll take you later this afternoon,’ Miles told her. He was like a loyal dog, refusing to leave her bedside. He kept taking her hand and patting it, almost as if to reassure himself that he wasn’t dreaming and that she really was there with him, real and alive and in the flesh. ‘Your Detective Inspector Townsend will be on the way over to speak to you. But before he gets here, I want a few words with you.’

‘Can’t say much,’ Anna growled with effort. ‘Hurts.’

‘I know. So don’t speak for a bit. Just lie there – and listen to what I have to say, okay?’

Anna nodded – but damn it all, that hurt too.

‘I’ve spoken to DI Townsend, he told me what happened,’ Miles said gently, squeezing her hand. ‘I suppose you know already that the man you were with, Lowry, didn’t make it. And you nearly didn’t make it either. Santa strangled you into unconsciousness, then left you lying there on the floor. If he’d wanted to kill you, he would have done, no doubt about it, so he must still need you alive to fit into his plans. And thank God for that. I … I can’t bear to think about … about what would have happened if …’

He broke off, unwilling to even imagine what the outcome might have been.

‘But anyway, you’re still here,’ he said. ‘And you’ll still be going after Santa, won’t you? You’ll still be trying to save that poor Steiner girl who’s been abducted.’

Instead of nodding (too painful), Anna gave a limp thumbs-up with her free hand.

‘That’s what I thought,’ said Miles. ‘I won’t try and persuade you otherwise because it would be a waste of time. And besides, it would be wrong. It’s important what you’re doing. Lives depend on it. You’ve got to keep on going after Santa and doing what’s right and … and what I’m saying is, given what’s happened to you, and how it’s affected me, I can’t let you do it alone. I want to come with you on this investigation. I won’t sit at home any more trawling through computer files while you’re out risking your life. I’d rather be there with you facing … well, whatever awful things are out there to be faced. I won’t let you go it alone any more. You and me, Anna. Okay?’

She raised her hand and gently patted his face.

‘Looks like we have ourselves a deal, then,’ Miles said, and at once he got all tearful again and had to dig out his polka-dotted handkerchief.

It was later in the day, when Anna was getting ready to be discharged, that Jim Townsend came to see her. He strode into her hospital room looking exhausted and stressed and unshaven.

‘Can you talk?’ he asked Anna abruptly, in no mood for pleasantries.

‘Only a bit,’ Anna managed to say. ‘I’m improving, but I still sound like Bonnie Tyler.’

‘Let me do the talking for her,’ Miles put in.

Jim glanced at him, his face dark and troubled. Then he turned to Anna and said: ‘Did you see what happened to Lowry?’

‘Struck from behind,’ Anna whispered. ‘He went down, dead or unconscious. Then Santa used an axe on him.’

‘Describe it.’

‘I can’t.’

‘You have to, Anna.’

‘I closed my eyes at the end, I couldn’t bear to see. Santa killed him, then he came straight for me and grabbed my neck.’

‘Did you see his face? Was it Maxen?’

‘Balaclava.’

‘But was it Maxen under that balaclava?’ Jim demanded.

‘She couldn’t see who it was,’ Miles said. ‘She’d tell you if she knew. But it all happened so fast – didn’t it, Anna?’

Anna nodded.

‘This investigation has lost its most experienced officer,’ Jim said grimly. ‘And I’ve lost my right-hand man. That, I see now, was the whole point of us being drawn to the French Hen. We walked into a trap. Santa got Lowry out of the way, permanently, then disappeared. Christ knows how he did it, but he gave us the slip, got away from the French Hen and Harcourt Close and got past all the surveillance teams and firearms units and me, and the bastard vanished. Like he always does. Just vanished.’

‘It wouldn’t have helped that poor Steiner girl if you had caught him,’ Miles suggested. ‘He’d never tell where he was keeping her and she’d have been left to die.’

‘Yes, thank you, I know that,’ Jim snapped tetchily at him. ‘As long as he’s got Steiner hidden away as a hostage, he’s got the advantage over us. Damn it, we need a lead – just one decent lead – that’ll take us to where she is!’

‘Maybe he’s giving us clues where she is,’ Anna said.

‘In those bloody “Twelve Days of Christmas”? Yes, I’ll bet he is, but we can’t make sense of the bloody things! He’s pissing on us, just like he always does. And now he’s taken my best officer.’

‘I’m really sorry about Mike,’ Anna managed to say.

But Jim was in no mood for condolences.

‘I didn’t think this investigation could get any more ramped up than it was,’ he said. ‘Now we’ve got a dead copper. And a good one. But that’s all the more reason to press on and double our efforts. I think you should know, Anna, that I’ve just had the forensics report come through about that “present” that was left outside your door. Siobhan in the lab was right about it being a human liver. Both it and the blood it was sitting in share the same DNA, so it all came from the same person.’

‘Any way of finding out who?’ Anna asked.

‘She’s done the checks already,’ said Jim. ‘The DNA matches up with a sample on our CID database. We keep samples of everyone we arrest. So we’ve got a name. Terry Hallen.’

‘Backstreet Terry,’ Miles said at once.

Jim turned on him, giving him an intense look.

‘He was a contact of mine a few years ago,’ Miles explained. ‘I was researching cold cases and unsolved crimes, and I was using Backstreet Terry Hallen to gain access to underworld people. I was on my way to a rendezvous with him when … when I met with an accident. I haven’t seen or heard from him since then, Inspector Townsend, and that was three years ago.’

‘But you know Hallen.’

‘Knew him, Inspector. And only very, very vaguely. He was a contact, not a friend.’

‘But all the same, you had dealings with him,’ Jim insisted. ‘And so have the police. Terry Hallen was on–off acquaintance of Victor Maxen, back in the day. Their names have cropped up together more than once in police reports. That was all many years ago, but even so … You, Miles, had a connection to Hallen, Hallen had a connection to Maxen, and Maxen’s still our prime suspect as Santa. That’s a chain of associations I want to know more about.’

‘If I could remember anything about Terry Hallen apart from his name then I’d tell you, Inspector,’ Miles said earnestly. ‘I might have something in one of my old computer files from three years ago. I’ll see what I can dig out.’

‘Do that,’ Jim demanded. ‘As soon as possible. And call the very second you find anything, no matter how trivial. I need every scrap of information I can lay my hands on.’

‘If Maxen really is Santa, why would he kill Terry Hallen and leave bits of him on my doorstep?’ Anna asked.

‘I can’t account for the way a psychopath’s mind works. I don’t know why Santa does any of the things he does, but I do know there’s a method in his madness. It’s never random. Like Mike Lowry’s death – it was deliberate, it was planned, it had purpose. There’s always a meaning. But what the hell Backstreet Terry’s liver, gift-wrapped in a box might mean, God alone knows. Miles – get back to your files and look for something, anything, that you’ve got that pertains to Terry Hallen, I don’t give a shit what, just anything. Then call me. At once.’

And without another word, he turned and strode away, his head down, his mind focused inward, lost in himself, brooding.

Miles turned to Anna and said in a small voice: ‘What a strange coincidence, me knowing Terry Hallen and him being associated with the Santa case.’

‘No coincidence,’ Anna rasped. ‘I don’t believe in coincidence.’

‘It gave me a bit of a jolt, hearing Inspector Townsend suddenly say Hallen’s name like that. I wasn’t expecting it. It took me straight back to … well, you know, that awful time when I had my bad patch.’

‘You need to tell me what happened to you, Miles. You need to let it out.’

Miles looked at her, biting his lip. Then he nodded.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘You’re right. But let’s get you out of here first and safely back home with me to Hampstead. I’m going to look after you, Anna – or at least, I’m going to try.’

‘We’re a team now, you and me,’ Anna said croakily. ‘We look after each other.’

‘I say, your new husky voice really is rather sexy.’

‘And the bruises?’

‘Less so.’

Making light of bad things in a time of crisis. That was Miles’s way. Anna realised how much she had missed him and his silly talk during those bleak years following his breakdown. Feeling that he was back again, that her dear friend Miles was getting back to his old safe and teaming up with her on this investigation, it was like the sudden coming out from behind rainclouds.

Miles drove them back to Hampstead. Unexpectedly – for both of them – Anna got tearful and shaky in the car. But she had to stop crying because it hurt her throat.

‘Sorry,’ she said, scrubbing away tears with a tissue.

‘It’s delayed shock,’ Miles said as he drove. ‘It suddenly hits you: what’s happened to you, how close you came to … to something really awful. Believe me, Anna, I know that feeling all too well.’

By the time they arrived back at Hampstead it was getting dark and very cold. Up and down the street, Christmas lights were flashing and sparkling, but to Anna they seemed not cheerful and festive but unspeakably sad, like a brave face put on by somebody suffering an inconsolable grief.

‘I promised the doctor I’d see that you got plenty of bed rest,’ Miles said as they headed back into the house. ‘If he knew the truth he’d hit the roof.’

‘Get straight on to your computer, Miles, and stuck into those old files. You need to find anything at all about Terry Hallen.’

Miles got to work, tapping away at the computer keys, and Anna hovered about behind him, looking over his shoulder. She kept getting panic attacks and flashbacks, but focusing on the investigation helped insulate her from them. Work grounded her. It always had. It ensured that she was too busy thinking about the task in hand than worrying about herself.

As Miles clattered away at the computer, Anna asked: ‘Why was Terry Hallen called “Backstreet” Terry?’

‘I’ve wondered about that,’ Miles said. ‘‘It’s what everyone knows him as – the underworld, the police, even me. “Backstreet Terry”. It’s probably something to do with him flogging knocked-off stuff in backstreets when he was a kid, I reckon. I think that’s how he got to know Victor Maxen, the two of them growing up together, thieving and getting into trouble. Terry Hallen was always a wrong ’un, but I’m not sure he was the worst of the worst in this world. We’ve both run across far worse people, haven’t we, Anna? Real monsters. Backstreet Terry was just a thief, when all’s said and done. A thief with connections. He didn’t deserve to die the way he did, chopped up like a piece of meat.’

‘Nobody deserves it,’ Anna put in.

‘Maybe Santa does.’

‘No, Miles, not even him. Nobody.’

Miles opened his mouth to say something – but instead leaned closer to the computer screen, peering intently at it.

‘Found something?’ Anna asked, literally resting her chin on his shoulder to see.

‘Found something …’ Miles muttered. ‘Yes, yes, look at this. Now remember, I haven’t looked at any of this since my bad patch. I can barely recall what I’ve squirrelled away in here. But look – I’ve got a contact name. Duggy Dodson.’

‘Now there’s a name to conjure with. So who is this Duggy Dodson?’

‘A blast from the past, at least for me. He’s a bit of a wide boy, a ducker and diver, but he’s the one who put me in touch with Backstreet Terry all those years ago. If that number for him is still valid he might know something about Terry that’s relevant.’

‘Will he talk to you, do you think?’

‘He always used to. He liked me, strangely enough. I think the attentions of an investigative journalist made him feel special. Let me ring him, see if he’s still on that number.’

Miles picked up the phone and dialled.

‘Duggy!’ he suddenly cried. ‘It’s Miles. Miles Carter … My God, I wish had a memory as razor-sharp as yours, Duggy! Got time for a chat?… Yes, I do need some information … Of course I’ll make it worth your while, but that depends on what you can tell me … I want to know about Backstreet Terry … Yes, yes, I know you put me in touch with him three years ago but things didn’t work out … Come on, Duggy, I haven’t got time to go all round the houses with this, I need a straightforward address, pure and simple … Duggy, I mean it. Just tell me where Terry lives … Fine, name your price …’

Evidently Duggy did, because Miles reacted at once by pulling an aghast face.

‘Can you come down a bit on that?… Can you come down a bit more?  … Okay, okay, I’ll sell the family silver. You’ll get your money. Now, tell me where Terry’s place is.’

As Miles listened to whatever Duggy was telling him, he grabbed a pen and scribbled something down.

‘Stratford … ‘ he said as he wrote. ‘What’s the name of the tower block?… And it’s which number flat?… And he still lives there, as far as you know?… Anything else you can tell me?… Well, Duggy, you’ve been a star as ever. An expensive star but I appreciate it all the same. I’ll see you get your money via the old channel, if that’s still how you do business … Not at all, it’s been a pleasure to be bankrupted by you. Many thanks, Duggy.’

He hung up.

‘Result?’ Anna asked.

‘It cost me a fortune but, yes, I got a result. As far as Duggy knows, Terry Hallen lives at flat 31 on the fifteenth floor of Nash Tower, Stratford.’

‘He doesn’t know that Terry’s dead, I take it?’

‘He spoke about him like he was still alive so, no, I don’t think he knows anything.’

‘I suppose we’d better pass that address on to Jim so CID can check out the flat,’ said Anna.

‘I suppose we’d better,’ said Miles, toying with the scrap of paper bearing the address. ‘I mean, we promised we’d tell if we found out anything relevant. But then again … Why don’t we just have a little peek for ourselves first, yes?’

‘You really are feeling more like your old self again,’ Anna said.

‘It’s only fair we get first dibs. It was me who got this address, it was my contact that came up trumps, I don’t see why we should do CID’s job for them. And … well … now I’m back in the saddle, I’m getting the feeling to gallop a bit, if you get my meaning. It’s been a while. It feels good to be back on an investigation. I feel ready.’

Digging out old contacts, following leads, acting like an investigative reporter once again – it was all putting life back into Miles’s veins after the trauma of his ‘bad patch’. It warmed Anna’s heart to see him coming out of his shell again, regaining his composure, getting his mojo back. If the two of them checking out Backstreet Terry’s flat before telling Jim aided Miles’s recovery, then she could see no harm in it. Terry, after all, wouldn’t be there, and it was highly unlikely that Santa would be either. It would just be an empty flat. They wouldn’t touch anything. And if Jim was angry that they hadn’t let him know about it straight away, they could justify themselves by saying they were simply double-checking that it was indeed Terry’s place and that Duggy’s information was accurate and up to date.

‘I’m up for it if you are, Miles,’ Anna said.

Miles’s cheeks flushed red.

‘I was starting to doubt I’d ever feel able to get back to this sort of thing,’ he said, his hands trembling slightly with nerves and excitement and a whole backlog of pent-up emotions. ‘Some days … many days … I thought it was over for me. But now …’

He got to his feet, jangling his car keys.

‘Tally ho,’ he said.

‘And away we go,’ Anna put in.

And with that, they were striding back to the car again.

Miles drove them through dense traffic, heading east for Stratford. Eventually, Nash Tower appeared ahead of them, a grim, grey giant looming up against a dark sky.

Miles parked at the foot of this concrete monolith.

‘Ominous,’ he said, looking up at it.

‘Bleak,’ Anna added. ‘And I’m anxious about what we’ll find when we get to Terry’s flat.’

‘Well, we won’t find Terry, that’s for deffo. Don’t get too worried, Anna. If we can get inside – and, ahem, trust me, I have my methods on that front – the flat will almost certainly be empty and we’ll find absolutely nothing at all. Then we’ll ring your man in CID and tip him off about Terry’s address. CID might even reimburse me for the wad of cash I’ve had to stump up for Duggy to find this place.’

‘Don’t hold your breath,’ Anna said, and the two of them climbed out of the car. They headed to the foot of Nash Tower and reached a lift that would take them to the fifteenth floor. Anna pressed the button, they waited an age, then the lift arrived, the doors slid open – and Miles suddenly hesitated.

‘Something wrong?’ Anna asked.

‘I … I’m not going in there.’

‘Claustrophobic?’

‘Yes. And, um, the smell. That chemical smell …’

There was indeed a strange smell inside the lift – not urine, not rubbish, but the lingering stink of some sort of corrosive chemical that Anna presumed the block maintenance people used to dissolve the graffiti. 

‘Is it really that bad?’ Anna asked. ‘We’ll only be in there thirty seconds or so.’

‘I … I really don’t want to go in.’

Anna took his hand: ‘Is it bringing back a bad memory?’

‘Yes.’

‘A memory of what happened to you? Then I’ll go up on my own, then. You can wait in the car.’

‘No! Don’t go alone! I couldn’t let you do that, you might get in trouble again!’

‘Well, if you won’t take the lift then we’ll have to take the stairs. All the way up. Fifteen floors.’

‘I can manage it if you can, Anna.’

‘Fifteen floors, Miles.’

‘It’s not worse than the gym.’

‘I don’t go to the gym. And I’ll bet you don’t either.’

‘Well, now’s our chance to burn some calories.’

Anna sighed. He really wasn’t going to take the lift, and she wasn’t going to pressure him. The last thing she wanted was for him to have an emotional setback, not when he was doing so well to recover from his breakdown.

‘Fifteen floors won’t kill us,’ Anna said, not convincing herself at all.

They set off, plodding up the poorly lit concrete steps that wound their way on and on up the side of the tower block. Noises echoed down to them – shouts, cries, bangs, whistles, snatches of music – but they didn’t catch sight of a single living soul.

They arrived at the fifteenth floor breathing hard, took a moment to regain their strength, then made their way past a number of flats decorated with fairy lights and plastic wreaths and scraps of tinsel until they reached the bleak, dark, undecorated flat marked 31. Terry’s place.

‘What now?’ Anna asked.

‘Good manners don’t cost anything, my mother always told me,’ Miles said, and he knocked at the door – waited – knocked again – waited. ‘Well, there’s nobody home, not that we were expecting there to be. So I think it’s time to see if this particular reporter’s still got a sprinkling of his old-school magic.’

He produced a small, leather pouch from inside his coat and unfurled it, revealing an array of metal rods neatly stashed inside, all different lengths and shapes and thicknesses.

‘Only ever in the name of journalism.’ He winked at Anna, and he began inserting different rods into the keyhole of the front door, trying different combinations, twiddling them, twisting them – until suddenly the lock clicked open. A look of supreme satisfaction spread across Miles’s face.

‘You’ve still got what it takes,’ Anna whispered, patting his arm. ‘But when we get inside, don’t touch anything. Jim’ll kill us.’

Miles gave her an expression that said I will be the very soul of discretion, and then, gingerly and with great care, he nudged the door open.

The hallway beyond was pitch black. The air was rank with a sharp, sweet stink of rotting meat. 

Anna and Miles exchanged a look.

They hesitated.

As human beings, neither of them wanted to see what awaited them in that flat.

As journalists, they were unable to resist.

Together, hand in hand, they crept warily into the stinking darkness of the flat.

Against their prior expectations, it turned out that Backstreet Terry was indeed in his flat. They found him in the living room. And in the kitchen. And in the bathroom. And all over the bedroom wall, where his blood had been used to haphazardly scrawl a message:

I T A L L A D D S U P

And lying on the floor beneath the message, lined up neatly in an evenly spaced row, were four objects. Four Christmas decorations. Four little plastic birds designed to adorn a Christmas tree.

Anna and Miles understood their significance at once.

On the fourth day of Christmas my true love gave to me – four calling birds … 


Chapter 9

Backstreet Terry’s flat was now a crime scene. A small army of uniformed officers, CID and forensics investigators swarmed in, sealing the place off. Jim oversaw everything.

But Anna and Miles were banished to wait in Miles’s car, a burly PC standing guard over them.

At length, Jim came striding out of Nash Tower to speak to them. His expression was darker and more thunderous than ever.

‘Well, I’m flattered that you two saw fit to contact me eventually,’ he said, leaning through the front window of the car and scowling at them.

‘We didn’t think we’d find anything in there, honestly,’ Miles said. ‘I got Terry’s address from an old contact and we thought we’d just make sure the info was kosher before passing it on to you.’

But Jim was not pacified: ‘Don’t treat this like some story you’re writing up for your paper. This isn’t journalism, it’s a police investigation. It’s serious.’

‘Hey, I know how serious it is!’ Anna protested, pointing at the livid bruises all over her neck.

‘All the more reason to leave everything to CID!’ Jim snapped. ‘This whole investigation is under my jurisdiction. I’m in charge. You do nothing without my say so. Everybody – you two included – are answerable solely to me. Have I made myself clear?’

‘What does “IT ALL ADDS UP” mean?’ Miles asked innocently, not at all speaking like a man who was undergoing a major bollocking from CID. ‘The four calling birds is easy enough, it’s Santa’s way of ticking down the time left to save Sharon Steiner. But what’s he talking about when he says “IT ALL ADDS UP”?’

‘I’ll worry about that, thank you,’ Jim barked. ‘That’s what I’m paid for. As far as you two are concerned, unless there’s any other information you possess that I should know about, then I’d be grateful if you cleared off and awaited further instructions.’

‘You can’t expect me to sit around idly,’ Anna said. ‘It’s me that Santa has targeted. It’s me who’ll be getting all the Twelve Days of bloody Christmas sent through until he’s either caught or the time runs out. I’m as involved in this case as you are, Jim.’

‘Yes, but I’m the boss,’ Jim said. ‘Anyway, I don’t have time to stand here arguing the toss. Go home. I’ll be in touch. And try keeping me informed of everything and anything that occurs, yes?’

Miles saluted him, which Anna assumed was a jokey gesture meant to defuse the tension, but which Jim seemed to take as a mocking insult. He reached in swiftly and grabbed Miles’s wrist. For a long, highly charged moment he stared into Miles’s face, scrutinising him.

‘There’s something about you …’ he whispered.

And then, at last, he released Miles’s wrist and withdrew from the car, stomping off back into Nash Tower to oversee the forensics team in Terry’s flat.

‘I think we really ruffled his plumage,’ Miles said, starting up the car and pulling away.

‘He’s under pressure. He’s lost a fellow officer. And I don’t think he’s making any progress on this case.’

‘The police never make any progress when it comes to Santa. It’s been the same for the last twelve years.’

‘Perhaps that’s why he’s drawn me into the game this time round,’ said Anna. ‘He’s bored of outwitting the police so he’s trying his hand at outwitting an investigative journalist.’

‘Two investigative journalists,’ Miles put in. ‘You know, despite what Jim’s just said, I really do think we need to keep looking into this for ourselves, independently. It’s you Santa’s interested in, not Jim and the boys at CID. They’re just a sideshow. For Santa, you are what counts. He could have killed you last night, remember. But he didn’t. He killed the detective instead. That tells us where Santa’s interest lies, don’t you think?’

‘I don’t know what to think any more,’ Anna sighed, gently rubbing her poor, mangled throat. ‘For one thing, I’ve got that damned song going round my head like an earworm. “On the first day of Christmas my true love gave to me … ” It’s like it’s on a bloody loop! It used to make me think of carol singers and opening presents by the fire. Now it just makes me think of death.’

‘Don’t give in to despair,’ Miles said. ‘I’ve been there, it’s rubbish.’

He was right, of course. And he spoke from bitter experience. But even so, as they made their way back across town to Miles’s house in Hampstead, Anna felt hopeless and helpless and impotent and stupid. 

It all adds up … she thought, turning the words over and over in mind as ‘The Twelve Days of Christmas’ played jauntily in her head, unstoppable and infuriating. It all adds up … But what? Is he expecting me to piece all the clues together, one at a time? What will they reveal to me in the end? His true identity? The location that Sharon Steiner’s being held at? What is Santa saying when he leaves us the message that ‘it all adds up’?

‘I’ll figure it out and I’ll beat you, you bastard,’ she whispered to herself.

‘What was that?’ Miles asked, glancing across at her.

‘Nothing,’ she said. ‘I was just swearing at Santa inside my head.’

Back at the house, Miles poured them both a large brandy.

‘We need these,’ he said.

‘I’m not arguing,’ Anna replied.

They drank, then refilled their glasses, then drank some more, trying to purge their minds of the nightmare scene they had witnessed in Backstreet Terry’s flat.

‘Everything feels so chaotic,’ Anna said at last, as the brandy worked its way into her system and unknotted her muscles. ‘All this violence, “The Twelve Days of Christmas”, the message scrawled on Terry’s wall … Looking at it all, it just seems like a meaningless jumble of horrible things. But I don’t believe it’s a meaningless jumble at all.’

‘It all adds up, apparently,’ said Miles. ‘Santa certainly wants us to be in doubt that there’s method in his apparent madness. But I don’t see any method.’

‘It’s there. We just haven’t spotted it yet. I think Santa’s already given us all the information we need to find him. Him and Sharon Steiner. It’s all been divulged to us, and all we have to do is work it out – add it all up – make sense of it. And then we’d know where he was and how to catch him. The thrill for him is that despite giving us all the information we need, we fail to understand it. And that makes him feel clever. Very, very clever. And after that, he’s won, and he’s got what he wanted … for a bit. And then, like Mike Lowry said, he needs to renew that rush of superiority and the whole awful thing starts up again.’

‘The first day of Christmas was Backstreet Terry’s liver gift wrapped on your doorstep,’ Miles said. ‘The second was that text message with the two turtle doves on it. The third was the French Hen pub where you were attacked. And the fourth, the calling birds, we saw for ourselves up there in Terry’s flat. I suppose next up will be five gold rings. I can’t imagine what to expect for that, or what it might mean.’

‘I’ve thought about it too much, Miles, my head’s spinning with it all,’ said Anna. ‘I need some sleep.’

She finished her drink, kissed Miles on the cheek, and headed up to the spare room. Her head was full of ghastly images – blood and body parts and psychotic message scrawled on the walls – but she felt too exhausted for it to keep her awake. She hit the light and crawled into bed, dimly aware of Miles moving about the house. He was on the mend after his unspoken trauma, but he was still not entirely whole. He remained a restless insomniac. But somehow, Anna found it comforting to know that he was awake while she slept, like a guard keeping watching over her until the sun came up tomorrow morning. He wouldn’t let anything happen to her. He would protect her to the last.

Anna was awoken in the early hours by the insistent chirping of her telephone. Blearily, she cursed it, reaching out to switch the damned thing off – and then the though struck her that it might be Santa.

Suddenly awake, she sat up, grabbed the phone, and checked it.

There was an email for her:


On the fifth day of Christmas my true love gave to me


For a few moment, she stared at the message. It was highlighted, indicating that it was a hyperlink.

Nervously, Anna clicked on the link. She watched as the connection went through, all the time expecting something cryptic to appear, some sort of riddling clue based around the concept of gold rings and the number. She was not remotely prepared for what appeared before her eyes.

To begin with, there was nothing but dark, blurry shapes and momentary flares of light as the camera was randomly panned around. Whether what she was seeing was being live-streamed or if it was prerecorded, she could not have said. Coloured lights appeared, out of focus at first but then gradually becoming clearer as the camera settled down. All at once, the image snapped into focus. A string of coloured fairy lights was hanging limply against a shadowy background. As the camera moved unsteadily, it revealed the two large metal meat hooks suspended by chains around which the string of fairy lights had been draped.

‘Oh God … Santa’s grotto …’ Anna breathed.

The camera moved away from the lights and plodded jerkily through the darkness of what may have been an extensive cellar or some sort of underground complex of tunnels. There were frightening glimpses of the objects in the shadows. A saw. Pliers. A row of axes hanging upside down. An oxyacetylene blowtorch. The tufts of tinsel and dangling Christmas tree ornaments mockingly attached to them only made them seem all the more terrifying and sickening.

The camera passed through a series of doors and low passageways. Blackness completely swamped the image, but the audio was picking up the steady tread of boots on a hard stone surface, the trickling of water, what sounded like the thrumming of a heating system, and then crying. A woman was crying in the darkness, her sobs echoing against the dungeon-like walls.

A torch beam flared, suddenly and harshly illuminating Sharon Steiner. Or at least, Anna assumed it was Sharon Steiner. Her appearance had degenerated massively since the wedding photo of her and Ben had been taken. Anna peered in horror at the images on the screen of her phone, at the bedraggled, blood-streaked, filthy creature hunched against a damp stone wall, her head bowed, her face hidden behind a straggling curtain of hair.

The torch beam blazed fiercely at her, like the beam of a searchlight. Sharon Steiner flinched, keeping her face hidden, whimpering and snivelling all the time.

‘Sharon, I’m here, I can see you,’ Anna said out loud, hoping against hope that Sharon Steiner could somehow hear her. ‘I’m coming for you, I’m going to get you out of there, it’s going to be okay.’

Even to herself, Anna’s words felt hollow, stupid, and utterly meaningless.

Whether or not Sharon could hear her, the only thing she reacted to was a sudden lunge from Santa. She screamed and cried out incoherently, and the camera swung about wildly so that it was impossible to make anything out.

There was a minute more of noise – screams, cries, sobs – accompanied by incoherent images.

And then the camera settled down again, pulled back, and revealed at last the scene that Santa was keen for Anna to see.

It took Anna a moment to make sense of what she was witnessing. Sharon Steiner was panicking, screaming, but she was lying on the floor in a weird posture, her left arm thrust out straight, her left hand missing.

But no, it wasn’t missing. Her hand had been thrust through a small round hole in a wooden screen of some sort. The hole was closed tightly around her wrist. As the camera moved round, Sharon became obscured from sight and only her hand could be seen, jutting from the hole on the other side of the wooden screen. The way that Sharon Steiner had been confined reminded Anna of the way miscreants were punished in the stocks back in the Middle Ages.

But then another, more ominous similarity came to her mind: the way Sharon’s hand is being held in place … it’s the same method they used to hold a prisoner’s head beneath the posed blade of a guillotine. 

Hidden from sight except for her hand, Sharon Steiner yelled and cried and pleaded and howled. She was going crazy trying to get her hand free, but the hole around her wrist was far too narrow. All Anna could see of her was that single hand, fighting hopelessly to draw itself back through the opening.

Please don’t let it be a guillotine, Anna prayed silent. Please … Please don’t let it be that … 

It wasn’t a guillotine. Not in the usual meaning of the word.

But perhaps it would have been less dreadful if it had have been.

The camera was placed on a firm surface and carefully angled to ensure a clear view. As Sharon Steiner begged for it all to ‘Stop, stop, please, just STOP,’ a shadowy figure was glimpsed at the edge of the image. It was too dark and too fleeting for anything else to be made out.

Then, audible above Sharon’s hysterical cries, there came a sharp sound: sssh-T!

What the hell was that?

Then again: sssh-T!

Whatever it was, it sent Sharon Steiner into meltdown.

‘HELP! HELP! SOMEBODY HELP ME! OH GOD PLEASE SOMEBODY HELP ME!’

Her voice was wild and breaking, almost incoherent. But through it came that sound, again and again: 

Sssh-T!

‘NO! PLEASE! DON’T!’

Sssh-T!

‘JUST TELL ME WHAT YOU WANT OH GOD SOMEBODY HELP PLEASE PLEASE DON’T DO THIS TO ME!’

Sssh-T!

And that’s when the gardening shears appeared, directly in front of the camera lens, the filth-encrusted blades sliding against each other as they closed together: Sssh-T!

‘Don’t do it …’ Anna said out loud, her eyes wide and staring, desperate to look away but horribly unable to do so. ‘I get it. I understand. Sharon’s hand … five fingers … five gold rings … okay, okay, I get it, you bastard, but for God’s sake you don’t have to go through with it!’

Sssh-T!

‘DON’T DO IT!’ Sharon screamed at the very same moment Anna said: ‘Don’t do it …’

There was a sudden loud noise – a bang or crash of some sort – followed at once by a flurry of movement on the screen. Sharon fell silent, the camera was grabbed and began moving again, and Anna could do nothing but sit there watching with wide, horrified eyes.

The camera came around the wooden screen to reveal Sharon Steiner once again. Now her face was visible, streaked with tears and filth and hints of blood. She was silent, her mouth clamped shut as if in response to an irresistible command, and she was staring straight into the camera – straight out at Anna – with big, round, bloodshot eyes.

Shaking so violently that she could barely hold it, Sharon Steiner lifted up a scrap of paper with her one free hand. She had evidently been instructed to read from it. For a few moments she stared at the words on the paper without comprehension, too lost in her terror to make sense of them.

Sssh-T!

Sharon jumped at the sound, flinched, and at once obeyed her instructions. In a weak, wavering voice, she read out:

‘Anna – he knows where you are. He always knows where you are. But you know where he is too. Where I am. You know how to find us. It all adds up. So come and find us before … before your …’

But Sharon was struggling now. She was breaking down again, tears streaming down her face, her body shaking more convulsively than ever.

A sound off-camera – Sssh-T! – urged her to keep reading.

‘So come and … come and find us …’ she stammered, ‘come and find us before your true love gives to you five gold rings … one after the other …’

Sssh-T!

Sssh-T!

Sssh-T!

Sharon lost control. She dropped her script and began frantically clawing at the wooden clamp that held her hand so implacably in place. Her screaming was so loud now that it was becoming distorted on the little speaker of Anna’s phone.

The shears hissed over the top of the scream—

Sssh-T!

Sssh-T!

—and then the angle of the camera shifted, lurched, zoomed in wildly, struggled to find its focus, and then revealed an unsteady close-up of Sharon’s hand trapped and struggling. There was a ring on one of her fingers, a gold ring, similar to a wedding ring but bearing a pattern on its surface, some sort of engraved design.

The blades of the gardening shears moved into shot, like the beak of some hellish bird intent on pecking off that finger which bore the ring.

And then – blackness, silence, the screen went dead, the link was broken.

Anna was sitting up in bed, still staring at the screen of her phone despite the fact that it was now blank and silent.

That ring, she was thinking. That gold ring … 

She was recalling something Miles had said to her, about his dead mother’s wedding ring he used to wear as a keepsake on a chain around his neck.

‘The one she was wearing when she passed away,’ he’d told her. ‘My father had it engraved especially for her with a spiral pattern, like vine leaves wrapped round it. It was special. But it was … lost. Taken. On the night when everything went wrong for me.’

Could it really be that the ring she’d seen on Sharon Steiner’s finger was the same engraved wedding ring that had been stolen from Miles when he had undergone whatever awful trauma it was that he had endured three years ago? Was it possible? And if so, what did it mean?

She needed to check, to see it again, to peer closely and make sure one way or the other. So she hit the link again to replay the video.

But this time no images came. There was just a message:


Look for me at the sixth day

Alone

IT ALL ADDS UP


No link. No repeat viewing. Santa had shown her what he wanted her to see, and now the clock was ticking again, driving her on to find him and save Sharon Steiner before it was too late.

Anna sat in cold, stunned silence for a few moments. Her mind was still filled with the awful video she had just witnessed, the sight of that grim dungeon in which Santa entombed his victims, the screaming and hysteria of the terrified Sharon Steiner, the harsh, slicing sound of those huge metal blades snapping closer and closer towards that poor woman’s hand.

But over and again she kept fixating on that gold ring she’d glimpsed on Sharon’s finger. Was it really the ring that had been stolen from Miles? Her glimpse of it had been fleeting, poorly focused, chaotically framed. How sure could she be that she was not mistaken?

No time to sit and ponder like this. She had to act. Jumping up from the bed she wrapped herself in one of Miles’s mother’s luxurious dressing gowns, then headed out onto the hallway calling for Miles. He hurried up from downstairs,  a glass of brandy in his hand. 

‘Is everything okay?’ he asked.

 ‘I’ve just had a message. From Santa. A video of Sharon Steiner. She’s alive, but he wants us to know that he’s putting her through hell. He’s got her in some sort of underground complex – cellars and tunnels like some sort of dungeon – and he’s threatening to do things to her. The most awful things.’

Miles’s face had drained of colour.

‘Oh, that poor girl,’ he whispered.

‘We’re up to the fifth day of Christmas, Miles. “On the fifth day of Christmas my true love gave to me … ”’

‘Five gold rings.’

‘Miles, you told me that you used to wear your mother’s wedding ring as a memento on a chain around your neck. A gold ring. Engraved with a pattern.’

‘Vine leaves.’

‘Yes. And you told me it was taken from you.’

Looking anxious and jumpy, Miles took a glug of his brandy, swallowed it down, and then looked at Anna and nodded: ‘Yes, that’s right. Taken.’

‘Who took it, Miles?’

‘I don’t know. A man. I … never saw his face.’

‘I need you to tell me about it. I need you to tell me what happened to you.’

‘But … I … you …’

‘It’s vital that you tell me, Miles. I think I saw your mother’s wedding ring in the video Santa sent me. Santa has it. At least, I think he has it. Maybe he just wants me to think he has it. I don’t know, Miles, I don’t know. But either way, you’ve got to tell me what happened to you that night, and how you lost that ring.’

Miles was looking at her warily. He seemed to read in her face what she wanted from him, that the moment had come for him to tell his story, to relive his trauma.

For nearly a minute he stood there silently on the landing, gripping his drink, staring at Anna, his brow furrowed, his mouth tight, his shoulders tensed. Then, slowly, he closed his eyes, took a breath, let it out slowly, and said quietly: ‘Let’s talk downstairs.’

‘Will you tell me what happened?’

With his eyes still closed, Miles nodded. 

Anna took his hand and led him down to the living room, sat him in a chair, refilled his drink, and then settled herself across from him and waited.

Miles took a few moments to compose himself. He kept his eyes closed, and pitched his voice very low and calm, and then, unhurriedly and without much emotion, he started to speak. 


Chapter 10

This is the first time I’ve spoken about it to anyone, Anna. I just couldn’t, not before. It was … too much. But hooking up with you again, and getting back out there like a real live investigative journalist, it’s given me confidence. It’s healed me, at least in part. You’ve done something to me that’s given me the strength to speak about what happened. So, I’ll speak about it. I’ll tell you about my ‘bad patch’.

As you’ve seen for yourself, I was amassing files on my computer. The Miles Files. A silly name for something so serious. Thousands upon thousands of police documents, forensics reports, witness statement, interview transcripts, internal CID memos, absolutely anything and everything I could lay my hands on pertaining to unsolved murders and cold cases. I knew at the time I was stockpiling too much stuff, that most of it would be of no use to me, but I had this idea about nuggets of gold being tucked away in the most unlikely places amid all the dross. Somewhere in all that great slush heap of data would be a name, a vital clue, a link that everybody else had missed, a little spark of light that would lead me in a direction nobody else had gone in before. I dreamed of it being a long and painstaking project that would occupy me for the rest of my life. I would solve crimes that the police had given up on. I would bring justice where justice had failed. I would … well, quite simply, I would do something worthwhile.

So that’s how things stood, three years ago, just before it all happened.

Trawling through the Miles Files I found names that I made contact with. Petty criminals, mostly – people like Backstreet Terry and Duggy Dodson. Small-time thieves. Wide boys. Nobodies. But the thing I’d noticed was that these people always had connections. They were the drivers or messenger boys of the real underworld figures. They were the helpers and runarounds and dogsbodies of the big boys. They moved about, they came into contact with all sorts of people, they heard things, they saw things. These were the guys the big shots called in to help them clean up a murder scene, dispose of a messy body, chop up a corpse, bury bits of it here or there. They were never the culprits, but they were never wholly innocent either. They knew things – and, as I started to make contact with them, I discovered that they were willing to talk. They always needed money, but I think what appealed to them much more than the cash was the feeling of being special. Here was a journalist, delving into their world, asking for them by name, willing to shell out hard cash to spend time with them, listen to their stories, hear what they had to say. I played up to their egos and almost without exception they loved it.

I’d been talking to Duggy Dodson. I was after some information about a murder case that CD had given up on. Duggy suddenly got in touch with me and said there was somebody I needed to talk to, somebody who was connected to the case I was investigating. Backstreet Terry Hallen. Well, I’d already come across the name on and off. It had popped up in the files, and people I’d been speaking to had probably mentioned him in passing. But I’d never given him much thought, he wasn’t anything special. But now here was Duggy insisting that I set up a meeting with Terry.

‘Terry’s your man,’ he said. ‘You’ve got to speak to Terry.’

‘Okay,’ I said, ‘I’ll speak to him. How do I get in touch?’

‘I’ll arrange it, leave it to me, I can speak to all the right people. I’ll be in touch.’

And after a bit, Duggy was as good as his word. He’s very honest, Duggy is, for a thief. He always delivers.

Anyway, Duggy called me up and said that I could reach Terry via ‘a bloke’. A bloke with no name. 

‘Fair enough,’ I said, ‘set me up with Mr Bloke and I’ll take it from there.’

And good old Duggy did as he promised. I got my instructions – a time, a place – and was told that Mr Bloke would meet me there. 

So I turned up. It was the dead of night. Very cold. The location was horrible. A disused factory or old warehouses or something like that in a place called Gooseacre Park, not far from Heathrow, a real nowhereland. A place for villains to do their thing. The sort of place I was increasingly frequenting. You know how it goes, Anna. You know what strange bedfellows this job makes for journalists.

So there I am, in this industrial hellhole, watching the lights of the traffic moving along the distant M4 and the planes lining up to land at Heathrow. And I’m cold and it’s dark and I’m finding it all a bit menacing. And then I hear a car approaching, moving towards me along the potholed road that leads into the industrial site. And I see a small van, like a camper van, and it pulls up, and eventually Mr Bloke gets out of the van and comes towards me. 

I knew the type instantly. A small-timer, a petty thief, a gopher for proper villains, but he’s in love with playing the part. He really wants to impress the journalist he’s meeting and, I reckon, really wants to impress himself. So, despite the fact that he turns up in a piddly little camper van like he’s off on holiday with the kids, he leaves the engine running and the headlights on so that he’s dramatically backlit, and he comes swaggering toward me in a leather jacket with the collar turned up, and aviator sunglasses, and a porkpie hat cocked at an angle, and a cigarette dangling out of the corner of his mouth like he’s Jean-Paul Belmondo. But he can’t see because of the aviator glasses and the fact that it’s the middle of the night so he sticks his foot right in a muddy pothole and has to pretend it was something that he meant to do, and keeps on coming towards me, looking really mean and moody, but he also has to give his leg a bit of shake because his right shoe’s all full of water.

So we’re face to face, and I tell him I want information about Backstreet Terry Hallen.

And Mr Bloke says: ‘I can tell you about Terry. He’s got connections. And that’s why he doesn’t like his details being given out to just anyone. It’s quality information, and it comes at a price.’

I’d heard all this sort of talk before, dealing with chaps like this, so I start haggling about the price he was asking. He wants something daft , a million quid or whatever, and I have to go through the routine of talking him down to something reasonable. And … and maybe it’s because I’ve been through this sort of rigmarole with petty villains so many times that my concentration starts to wander, I’m not really paying attention to Mr Bloke or what’s going on around me or anything much except how to hurry this up and strike a deal and get what I want and go. So that’s why I don’t notice … It’s why I … why I don’t spot the … 

Sorry, Anna, I’ve replayed all these events so many times in my head – so many times – but I’ve never spoken about them. I … It’s … Just a moment, I need a swig of brandy.

Okay.

Okay, I’ll do my best to tell you. 

Mr Bloke is giving me his crime boss act and I’m playing along to keep him happy, and I don’t notice that we’re not alone. I don’t see anyone approaching. I don’t hear anything. Not a thing. Until … 

WHACK! It’s like a hand grenade has gone off right inside my head. There’s a white flash, a sense of concussion, and I’m down at once, down hard, my face smacking into the cold, wet ground, my skull ringing like a bell. I lay there, stunned, not able to move, totally zonked – but slowly, slowly my scrambled brains start reassembling, and I become aware of noises, and somebody moving around me. I feel hot blood trickling down my cheek from the back of my head where I’ve been walloped, and that’s when the pain starts, coursing in thick, heavy waves through my head, and I think to myself: I’m going to be sick … or faint … or be sick and then faint … or … 

And then I’m moving. Or rather, I’m being moved. Dragged. I’m being dragged across the ground. I try to resist, but at once I feel a blow to my head, another to my back right between the shoulder blades, another cracking down really hard on the base of my spine, and all the air seems to go shooting out of my lungs and I can’t breathe and I can’t fight back and I’m helpless.

I’m being dragged again, and now I’m being lifted, and I catch a glimpse of the red taillights of Mr Bloke’s camper van, and clouds of exhaust fumes billowing across them, and then I see that the back doors of the van are open, and there’s a space inside, and Mr Bloke’s in there, blood on his face, and he’s slumped against the inside of the van with his hands behind his back, and then I feel my own hands being hauled behind me, and handcuffs going on, and then I’m shoved into the van alongside Mr Bloke and the doors are slammed and then we’re off, travelling at speed, bouncing and lurching along, God knows where.

We’re on the move. I’m lying on the floor of the van, bouncing about, handcuffed, in agony from all those blows, bleeding, trying not to pass out. And I can see Mr Bloke lolling about next to me, semi-conscious, his porkpie hat and aviator glasses gone, his hair all matted with blood from the nasty glass on his scalp. 

So I try to get my thoughts together and make sense of what’s happening. Has Duggy Dodson set me up? No, I don’t believe that. I’m sure that this was a genuine meeting between me and Mr Bloke, and that whoever’s just jumped us and kidnapped us has nothing to do with Duggy. Duggy’s a thief, but not a violent one. He’s old school. No tough stuff, nothing nasty.

Whatever’s happened here, this is something to do with Mr Bloke and whatever horrible bastards he’s rubbed up the wrong way. And through sheer bad luck I just happen to have got caught up in it all.

When we got wherever it was we were going, I’d explain. I’m just a hack, I’d say. Whatever your beef is with Mr Bloke, that’s between the two of you, it’s nothing to do with me. You might as well let me go. No point in involving me in this any more. Let me go: I’ll forget about you, you’ll forget about me, and that’ll be the end of it. 

That’s the sort of way my mind’s working as I lie there handcuffed and bleeding in the back of the van. I have no idea at that moment that reason and pleading will get me nowhere. I have no idea of the depth of the trouble I’m in – me, and Mr Bloke lolling groggily beside me.

We drive for a time. An hour. Two hours. Three. I have no idea how long we were on the move. But now we’re pulling up somewhere, and the engine’s gone dead, and there’s silence.

The back doors of the van clatter open. Our abductor scrambles in, giving me a kicking for no good reason, battering me about the head so that I lose consciousness for a while.

And now I’m waking up again, groggily, sickeningly. I’m aware of being handcuffed to some sort of metal piping behind me. Now I’m blinking heavily to try clear my eyes. I’m looking about blearily, trying to see where I am.

And I do see where I am.

And dear God I wish I could escape back into unconsciousness again.

I’m underground, in some sort of cellar complex, like a dungeon. There are rusty, leaking pipes overhead, and crumbling plaster on the walls, and filth all over the floor. And there are chains hanging down. And metal hooks. And the place stinks of death.

A light bulb is burning on the ceiling above me. The light from it is harsh. I see something in front of me, a long, rectangular metal box, six feet long, three feet wide, two feet deep, welded crudely together, a homemade job, shoddy but secure. A man is leaning over it, his back to me, doing something to the metal box, screwing down the lid perhaps, fixing the last bolts into place. The man is all dressed in black, with black gloves and a black balaclava pulled over his head. He’s making noises. Strange, muffled noises. Slowly, I start to realise those noises aren’t coming from the man, they’re coming from inside the metal box.

That’s when my reeling brain snaps into focus and I realise that the box is a coffin – a welded metal coffin – and Mr Bloke is inside it, pleading to be let out.

Now I’m suddenly very awake, hyper-awake, wired and alert and terrified.

Mr Bloke is crying out from inside the coffin, offering any price to be let out, offering things he couldn’t possibly deliver, anything, anything. But the man in black doesn’t react. He finishes bolting down the lid, then turns towards me. Now I see his face – or rather, I see the blank mask covering his face. There is just blackness, and two tiny eyeholes, and a ragged oval for the mouth. He’s breathing hard. I can hear him. He’s excited. Or angry. Or both. I don’t know. All that I do know is that he’s insane, and that he won’t respond to pleading, and that, whatever’s behind that blank, black mask that’s staring at me, I cannot hope to find any mercy there.

I’m in trouble. I’m in the biggest trouble of my life. I don’t know where I am, why I’m here, who this maniac is who’s got me – all I know is that I’m going to suffer, abominably, for a long time, and then I’m going to die.

And so is Mr Bloke. He’s howling now. I can hear him battering at the inside of the coffin, almost incoherent in his terror, beyond pleading now, reduced to desperate screaming and crying, as frantic as a trapped animal.

The man in black stares at me for a few heart-stopping moments. Even though I can’t see his face, his eyes, his expression, he exudes such intensity that it’s like static electricity crackling out of him.

Now he turns suddenly away from me, striding purposefully around the cellar, hauling things about, intent on some purpose I can’t understand.

I rattle the handcuffs behind me. They are secure. The pipe I’m shackled to is secure too, I’m not going to be able to work it away from the wall. Hopeless. I’m not getting out of here. I’m trapped. I can do nothing but sit there, helpless, watching what unfolds before my eyes, and awaiting my turn.

The man in black is doing something with a long length of plastic hose. One end is attached to something I can’t see, something in the shadows. The other end he starts ramming into a tiny, grilled opening at the foot of the coffin. He rams it into place, tightens some sort of connector to keep it in place, and then stands back to observe his work so far. As Mr Bloke screams and bellows inside his tomb, the man in black stands there staring, tilting his head to one side, then to the other, like a curious dog.

This tableau seems to last for an eternity. On and on go the hopeless screams. And all the man in black does is stand there staring, tilting his head to the left … then to the right … then to the left … then to the right … 

And then suddenly he twitches, jolts, seems to be gripped by some sort of momentary spasm, and his gloved hands grip tightly into fists, and his shoulders go up and down, and he hunches away from me like he’s been struck in the stomach.

I’m watching him, praying that he’s suddenly been struck down by a heart attack.

But no. Whatever seizure gripped him, it was some sort of intense, nervous tic. Now he’s himself again, moving over to the other end of the plastic hose, turning a tap and allowing a liquid to gurgle along it. I don’t know what the hell it is, but I can just about see it as it passes along the tube and makes its way into the metal coffin.

At once, Mr Bloke’s screams go up in pitch. Under different circumstances, I might find them funny. He sounds like a comedy opera singer, howling and caterwauling away. I hear him thumping rapidly at the inside of the metal lid – bash, bash, bash, bash, on and on and on.

And then the smell hits me. A chemical smell, very sharp. Acidic. Painful. My eyes and sinuses are stinging from the pungency of it.

And I think to myself: if just the smell of that stuff’s burning me, what the hell is it doing to Mr Bloke as it pours into that metal coffin?

Mr Bloke is letting out long, wavering howls. And these howls seem to set off the man in black because he jams the tap shut, halting the flow of acid, and then rushes forward and starts drumming with the flat of his gloved hands against the top of the coffin, manically, like an over-excited child. Now he sticks his ear hard against the coffin, listening intently, breathing fast and noisily. Mr Bloke wails, the man in black copies that wail, then raises his head and stares at me. I stare back. His eyes are two small, black holes. It seems to me in that moment that there’s nothing behind those holes, nothing solid inside that balaclava, just an empty void, a thing of shadow. 

That blank, inhuman face is running and melting. My eyes are streaming with tears on account of the acidic stink filling the air. I can barely see. I screw up my stinging eyes, choking and gagging on the fumes. If I could stop up my ears then I would, but I cannot keep out the final, pathetic sounds of Mr Bloke dying in agony inside his metal coffin. It goes on and on. His voice keeps diminishing, but still it does not fall silent. The howls become whimpers, the whimpers become groans, the groans become barely audible moans, and these trail away into sporadic grunts.

I had been thinking that the man in black would wait for Mr Bloke to die before making his next move. But no. Mr Bloke is still making little sounds when the man in black pulls on a pair of very thick rubber gauntlets, unclasps the lid of the coffin and casts it aside. The lid hits the ground with an ear-splitting clang, a sound that cuts through me like a knife. I jump. I fight to get my hands free. I yank and yank and yank at the pipe I’m manacled to. But it’s all in vain. I’m here for the duration. There is no way out. 

Through stinging, streaming eyes, I try to see what’s happening.

And alas, I do. I see all too well. And I’ll never forget it.

The man in black is standing up close to the now open coffin. Protected by his thick gauntlets, he reaches in and pulls Mr Bloke up into a sitting position. Mr Bloke is alive. He is still making sounds. He is, I think, still conscious and aware of what is happening to him. He knows that his flesh is dissolving. He knows that his eyes have been burned out. He knows that what is left of his tongue is lolling from what is left of his mouth. Perhaps he even knows that through the streaming blood and sizzling skin his collar bone can be glimpsed.

I shut my eyes – but the image remains burned into my mind, indelible. It has stayed there ever since, Anna, never quite leaving me entirely. And at Nash Tower, when the lift door opened and I smelt the chemical stink of cleaning fluids inside that enclosed space, the memory of Mr Bloke flashed into my mind as clearly as if I were seeing it for real once again.

And there was another memory that it brought back. The memory of what happened next. The memory of what happened to me, what the man in black did to me, and … and what he made me do … and … and … 

Just give me a moment, Anna. I want to tell the story to the end. I want to get it out of me, as much as I can. I need to say it.

A refill of brandy. Dutch courage.

Right. Okay.

I’ll tell you what happened to me. I’ll tell you how it ended.

I’m in the cellar, handcuffed to the wall. The air is stinking worse than hell. It’s awful. It’s … really awful. And I’ve closed my eyes, I’ve closed them tight.

But now I open them again. And I see that Mr Bloke’s bald, disfigured head is drooping at an unnatural angle, like his neck’s made of rubber. Then slowly the last few sizzling threads of tissue still holding it give way, and the head falls.

The man in black lets what’s left of Mr Bloke fall back into the coffin. He’s shaking. I can see that he’s shaking, and I know it’s not from fear. He’s pumped up, exalted, really getting off on what he’s just done and what he intends to do next.

And still some part of me is thinking: why is he doing this? Why is he doing this to me? Why to ME?

I think he’s going to set about killing me now that Mr Bloke is dead. But he has other plans. He undoes the handcuffs, but not to let me go entirely. The cellar is sealed. The doors are all padlocked. I’m not to leave – I’m to do chores. I’m to do a very specific chore.

He throws the thick rubber gauntlets at me. Drops of acid splash from them onto my skin, stinging me. Obediently, I put on the gauntlets. The man in black stares at me. He waits. I know what he wants me to do, and he knows that I know. I have no choice. He has absolute power over me. I can do nothing but obey.

I set about my task. I clean up the coffin. I clean up the mess that is still in there. I have to slop the largest pieces with my hands. I scoop up the last bits with my fingers. Everything goes into a metal drum, which I seal up with a lid. Then I scrub the inside of the coffin. I scrub the acid from it. I scrub the last lingering residues of Mr Bloke. I scrub and scrub and I keep on scrubbing, and I’m crying all the time, and I’m waiting for the man in black to give me the order that I’ve done enough but he just stands there staring at me with those blank, inhuman eyes. So I keep on scrubbing until that damned metal coffin is spotless.

I blink away my tears and turn to the man in black. He’s moving toward me now, and he has something in his hand. It’s a metal rod, very thick, very heavy. He holds it like a truncheon, aiming it at me, jabbing one end against my chest. He hooks it around the little gold chain I’m wearing and lifts the engraved wedding ring so that it dangles before me.

‘Don’t,’ I hear myself say in a tight, choked voice. ‘Please. My mother’s …’ 

He takes it. He takes it because of its importance to me. He knows he’s thing more than just a gold ring. He’s taking some part of my soul. He is ensuring his total power over me. He’s removing any last shred of autonomy that I might still cling to. He is saying to me: ‘You are my creature, and you will obey every command.’

And I know that this is so. I know that I am his, and that I will do what he wants from me, no matter what it is, because I have no choice.

That’s why I don’t even try and grab that ring back again. And that’s why I do the thing that I do next. I would never … I COULD never have done it, had I still possessed any will of my own. But my will is broken. It is gone. The ring is gone and my soul is gone and I am a ruined creature who must obey his faceless, dead-eyed master.

That’s why I do what I do now.

That’s why I obediently climb into the spotless, scrubbed-clean coffin and lie down on the hard, metallic surface and stare up at the naked bulb overhead casting its steady, harsh, cruel light over the torture chamber. I don’t try and fight back. I don’t try and escape. I don’t even plead. I just lie there, silently staring at the light bulb above until it is hidden from view by the coffin lid being fitted over me. 

Blackness. I am entombed.

I hear movement around me. I hear bolts being screwed into place. I hear a sudden, sharp BANG as the man in black wantonly strikes his fist hard against the lid. Then I hear the sound of the heavy plastic hose being fitted to the tiny grill somewhere down by my feet where I can’t see it and I could never reach it.

And then I hear all sorts of strange noises. Screams and wails and desperate howls that it takes me a few moments to realise are coming from me. I’m going crazy inside the tight confines of that metal coffin. I’m trying to break out. I’m shouting my lungs out but not making any sense. I’m bashing my arms and legs and even my head against the walls and lid.

My body is doing all these things, automatically. There is no act of will on my part, it’s purely physical, like flinching. No will at all. My will is broken. Fear has broken it. Fear and a sense of utter hopelessness the likes of which I have never experienced or even imagined before.

And that chemical stink starts to pervade the confined interior of the coffin. The man in black has turned on the tap. The acid is making its way down the thick, plastic hose towards the open grill by my feet.

I am in hell. And the real torture is just about to begin.


Chapter 11

Ashen-faced, his eyes closed, Miles stopped talking. With a shaking hand, he lifted the brandy glass to his mouth and swigged.

‘And what happened next?’ Anna prompted him gently. ‘I’m sorry to push you, Miles, but I need to know.’

Miles took a moment to compose himself and said: ‘I’ll tell you what happened next. Nothing.’

‘Nothing?’

‘No acid came pumping into that coffin. Just the stink of it, and the constant threat of it for days …’

‘Days! He kept you locked inside that thing for days?’

Miles shrugged heavily: ‘It was a long, long time, that’s all I know. I went in and out of consciousness. The fumes, the horror of it all, the claustrophobia … I really thought I’d been left to die in there.’

‘And then?’

‘And then I found myself outside somewhere, on the outskirts of town, wandering about. I don’t know how I got there. My head was all over the place. I was starving, I was dehydrated, I was sick from all the toxic fumes I’d been breathing in. I was a mess. I was a real mess, Anna – physically, mentally, emotionally. Physically, I recovered quickly enough. But mentally, emotionally … that’s all been a much steeper mountain to climb.’

She drew closer to him and squeezed his hand. He offered her a wan, sad smile.

‘It was Santa, wasn’t it?’ Anna said quietly.

‘I’m beginning to think it was,’ Miles nodded. ‘Quite a coincidence that we should both get into a scrape with him.’

‘It’s no coincidence,’ Anna said firmly. ‘There’s a chain of connections here. You were trying to make contact with Backstreet Terry Hallen when you were attacked. Terry links to you, you link to Santa, and the three of you end up linking to me. That’s not a coincidence, Miles.’

‘But what does it mean? I don’t know why the man in black attacked me and Mr Bloke the way he did. If it was Santa, why did he do it? Why kill Mr Bloke like that but not me? Why did he … why did he hurt me the way he did?’

‘I don’t know, Miles. I don’t see the logic of it. But Santa keeps telling me that it all adds up. It all adds up. He means something specific when he says that … but I can’t for the life of me see what …’

Anna got to her feet and began pacing, thinking hard. Miles watched her, still nursing his drink.

‘Okay,’ Anna said at last, focusing her thoughts. ‘We’re agreed that the man in black who attacked you and killed Mr Bloke was Santa, yes?’

‘It certainly looks that way.’

‘He could easily have killed you if that’s what he wanted. But it’s not what he wanted. He wanted you alive. He let you go – but he marked you first. Deeply. Painfully. Up here.’ She tapped the side of her head. ‘And in here.’ She laid her hand over her heart. ‘He let you live, Miles, but he put his mark on you because he had plans for you. Plans for the future.’

Miles stared up at her, horrified, but seeing the truth of it.

‘He didn’t want you dead, Miles, he wanted to save you for something else later. And that later is now. He was playing the long game. God, he’s a cold, calculating bastard.’

Anna paced some more, her face drawn and intense, then said: ‘He took your mother’s wedding ring from you. Was that all? Did he take anything else?’

 ‘Literally everything except the shirt off my back.’

‘Name them. Name the things he took. Wallet, keys, phone?’

‘Yes, yes, all that stuff. The change from my pockets, the notebooks I was carrying, papers, bank cards, even my multi-coloured Biro. He took everything.’

‘Phone, notebooks …’ Anna mused. ‘How much information was in those things?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘From the things Santa stole from you that night, could he gain access to me, Miles? Personal details? My phone number? My address?’

‘I … God, Anna, I’ve never even thought about that … Don’t blame me, it was such a trauma, this is the first time I’ve spoken about it.’

‘It’s okay, I’m not blaming you, Miles, I’m just trying to piece it all together. I can see now how Santa found out where I lived so he could leave that awful “present” outside my front door. And that’s how he’s managing to send me texts and emails. He got all that information from you, Miles. And … Oh, shit, Miles, he’ll have all the details of this place too! He’s even got the bloody keys!’

‘Not to this house,’ Miles said. ‘I wasn’t living here then. I was staying at one of the other properties Mother left to me, right out near Aylesbury. I can’t see how he could know about this Hampstead house. We should be safe here.’

‘Did Santa ever go to the Aylesbury house at all?’

‘If he did I know nothing about it.’

‘And he never tried to make any sort of contact with you in the last few years? No calls, no messages?’

Miles shrugged and shook his head.

‘I think he’s been waiting all this time,’ Anna said. ‘He’s been planning and putting things together, knowing that what he stole from you, Miles – and what he did to you – would all be of value to him when the moment was right. And now that moment has come. He has Sharon Steiner, he’s running rings around CID as usual, and he’s playing his damned “Twelve Days of Christmas” game all over again. But this time, he’s dragged us into it – you and me.’

‘And Backstreet Terry Hallen. And that policeman, Lowry.’

‘And it all adds up … or so he keeps insisting. But adds up to what?’

‘He wants us to make the connections and work it out,’ Miles said. ‘He wanted you to see my mother’s wedding ring, and make the connection between that and me and all the rest of it. It’s like he wants to be caught … or at least to run the risk of being caught.’

‘Yes, he wants to run that risk because it gives him the chance to outsmart the people who come after him. And when he outsmarts them, it feeds the hunger of his ego. It stops him feeling like a nobody, and instead he feels like a somebody. Mike Lowry said that and I think he was right, and he should know, he’d spent the past twelve years going after Santa, and brooding over him, and trying to see how his sick and twisted mind works.’

‘Did your man Lowry say anything else?’

‘Yes,’ said Anna. ‘He said that he believed Santa had been hurt – badly hurt – and that everything he did was an attempt to heal that hurt.’

‘Who could have hurt him so badly?’

‘His mother. That’s what Lowry reckoned. He said he didn’t think anyone could hurt a child more profoundly than its mother, and I can see the sense of that.’

‘I can tell you from experience that a mother can hurt you just by dying,’ Miles said. ‘But most of us go through that and we don’t all turn out psychopaths.’

‘I don’t think this is about the fact that Santa’s mother died. If Lowry was right, then she did something to him when she was alive. Something unspeakable. And he’s been trying to process it ever since, by doing what he does, by causing all this suffering, by playing these sadistic games at Christmas. It’s all about trying to prove himself to her, at least inside his own head – prove that he’s bigger and better and smarter and stronger. That’s the theory, anyway.’

‘Okay, for want of anything better, let’s roll with the theory. Santa’s got mother issues. But what really matters is finding him, and stopping him, and saving that poor girl he’s holding captive. I can … empathise with what she must be going through. I’ve … been where she is.’

‘You’ve been where she is … ‘ Anna said. ‘But of course …’

‘What is it? What have you thought of?’

‘You’ve been where Sharon Steiner is now! When Santa kidnapped you he took you to the same place he’s now holding her! The way you described it, Miles, it sounds exactly like what I saw in that video!’

‘But Anna, this doesn’t help us. I was half-conscious when he took me to his place, I was in the back of a van that I couldn’t see out of it, it was the dead of night. I have no idea where he took me or what direction we went in or how long it took to get there. It could have been anywhere.’

‘You must have some idea where he took you.’

‘For God’s sake, Anna, I had no chance!’

And he seemed on the verge of getting upset again. Anna gave him a hug and apologised.

‘It’s okay,’ she whispered. ‘I know how hard it’s been, reliving it all tonight. I’m just trying to make sense of all this before the time runs out.’

‘And I want to do everything I can,’ Miles said, his voice fragile and emotional. ‘It horrifies me, Anna, it truly horrifies me to think of what that poor Steiner girl must be going through. If I had any idea where in the world she might be, I’d say, believe me.’

‘I know, Miles. And don’t take this the wrong way, but you look awful.’

‘I feel drained. I think I could actually sleep for once.’

‘I think you should,’ said Anna, helping him out of his seat and leading him gently upstairs. ‘You’ve unloaded a lot of emotional baggage tonight, telling me all those things. You must be shattered. Come on, get into bed. Rest. You need it.’

He got into bed still wearing his clothes – his jacket, his shirt, his trousers – like a man way, way too exhausted to bother undressing. As he slumped down, looking utterly shattered, it struck Anna just how vulnerable he seemed. He was such a sweet-natured man. It broke her heart to think of the abuse he had suffered at the hands of Santa. The needless cruelty of it appalled her. The thought of the profound emotional damage that had been inflicted on him brought tears to her eyes.

Without a word, he slipped his hand from beneath the blankets and touched the fabric of Anna’s dressing gown. Or rather, his mother’s dressing gown. He was like a little kid with a comfort blanket. 

‘Rest,’ Anna whispered, brushing his hair gently as he lay there. ‘Sleep. I’ll take care of you.’

Miles smiled at her, closed his eyes, and, with his hand still resting on the hem of the dressing gown, he drifted off.

Anna sat for a few minutes, watching over him. Then she removed the dressing gown and laid it like an additional blanket over Miles’s body. Even in his sleep he seemed aware of its presence, like a protecting veil laid over him. Automatically, he drew the dressing gown closer to him and snuggled against it.

Carefully, holding her breath, terrified of waking him, Anna tiptoed out, shut the bedroom door behind her, and went back to her room. It was late, and she was worn out, but her mind was way too active for her to have a hope in hell of getting to sleep. So she got dressed and headed back downstairs, taking her phone with her. She examined the old text message Santa had sent her.

There it was:

Opening it, she saw:

Your name - your address - and even your phone number

10 days to go
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She stared at it like it might suddenly reveal some previously hidden secret.

‘It all adds up …’ she muttered to herself. ‘It all adds up …’

Then she summoned up the email that had come through that night.


On the fifth day of Christmas my true love gave to me


She clicked on the hyperlink, but it still refused to let her see the video again, displaying instead the words:


Look for me at the sixth day

Alone

IT ALL ADDS UP


The sixth day. 

That surely could only mean the sixth day of Christmas.

On the sixth day of Christmas my true love gave to me … 

What? Anna couldn’t remember. She had to look it up on her phone.

Six geese a-laying.

There was a clue in there somewhere, a clue as to where she should go looking for Santa. If anything, it was the most blatant clue so far. Santa was coming right out with it: If you can work out what I mean by the sixth day, then you’ll know where to find me.

‘It all adds up …’ she repeated, speaking the words almost like an incantation. ‘It all adds up … it all adds up …’

Backstreet Terry Hallen. Miles Carter. And now Anna. There was a through line here, linking her to Santa. And he wanted her to see that line, and work it out, and make sense of it.

The engraved wedding ring … 

Look for me at the sixth day … 

Alone … 

Six geese a-laying … 

‘It all adds up …’

Anna cast her mind back over the awful story Miles had told her that night, the story of his ‘bad patch’. It wasn’t just Miles’s story, it was Santa’s too, at least in part. Their two life stories had bisected. Miles had been taken to the very heart of Santa’s lair. If only he could remember something – anything – of the route there. But he could recall nothing, not a single detail of the journey, except where it had begun. Heathrow. A derelict industrial site between the motor and the airport. What had he said the name of the place was?

Gooseacre Park.

‘Gooseacre Park …!’ Anna said out loud. ‘Six geese a-laying! Look for me at the sixth day …!’

Coincidence?

No. Not in this game. Not with Santa behind it. There were no coincidences. There were just plans and mind games and long-thought-out stratagems. It all added up. All of it.

At once, despite the late hour, Anna rang Jim’s mobile. Like her, he couldn’t sleep. He listened without interrupting as Anna told him about everything – the email from Santa, the video, Miles’s abduction, the engraved wedding ring, and Santa’s final taunt to come looking for him at the sixth day, at Gooseacre Park.

‘At least, I think he means Gooseacre Park,’ Anna finished off. ‘I can’t believe it’s a coincidence, the name of that site and the sixth day and the fact that that location links Terry Hallen and Miles and Santa all in one spot. Well? What do you think? Jim? Hello? Are you still there?’

‘I’m still here,’ Jim said at last in a low, measured voice. ‘I’m thinking. I’m thinking hard.’

‘You reckon we’re on to something with this?’

‘Yes,’ said Jim, speaking so plainly and abruptly that Anna knew at once he was taking this deadly seriously. There was silence for nearly a minute, then Jim said: ‘Stay where you are. I’ll be right over.’

‘I won’t be here when you arrive, Jim, I’m going to Gooseacre Park. Alone. Just like Santa wants me to.’

‘No you are not!’ Jim bellowed. ‘Anna, for Christ’s sake, pack it in playing the heroic investigative journalist! I won’t tell you again: I’m in charge of this case and you’ll play it my way!’

‘Jim, please, calm down and think. I’m not being heroic and God knows I have no intention of putting myself in danger. Santa wants to meet with me alone. Last time, at the French Hen pub, I had Mike Lowry with me. I was supposed to be alone but I came with backup, and that made Santa angry. That’s why he killed Mike.’

‘And damn near killed you too!’

‘But he didn’t kill me, Jim. If he’d wanted to do that it would have been the easiest thing in the world for him. And if he’d wanted to haul me with him back to his lair he could have done that too. He knows how to give you lot the slip, he knows how to move about like a shadow. If he wanted to kill me or kidnap me then he had the perfect opportunity to do so – but he didn’t. He let me live, he let me go, and he kept in touch, dangling clues under my nose and taunting me to come and find him. So that’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to go and find him, just like he wants me to. And I’m going to go alone.’

‘I’ll send firearms units over to Gooseacre Park,’ Jim said as if he hadn’t heard a word Anna had been saying. ‘I’ll set up a ring of steel around the place and we’ll have him either dead or in custody by the time the sun comes up.’

‘Jim, if you move in mob-handed like you always do, then you’ll have nothing. Santa will disappear again, and we’ll have squandered another chance to make real progress in this case.’

‘Anna, you don’t know what the hell you’re—’

‘Jim, shut up and listen to me! It’s no good treating this like it’s any other case. This is exceptional. It’s more like a game than a police investigation, and we’ve been punished enough for failing to play by the rules. As long as that bastard’s holding Sharon Steiner as ransom then we’ve got to play this whole thing a damned sight smarter than we’ve done so far. I’ve no intention of failing in all this and letting that poor woman die.’

‘Go waltzing off to meet Santa all on your own and you’ll be the next one to die.’’

‘The situation is most dangerous if I don’t go alone,’ Anna said firmly. ‘If you send in armed units, Santa will vanish and Sharon Steiner will end up paying the price. If you come with me, you’ll piss Santa off just like we did at the French Hen. He’ll kill you, Jim, the way he killed Mike Lowry. He might even kill me as an unworthy player in his game who just can’t grasp the rules. We’re dealing with a psychopath, Jim, we need to try and see the world through his eyes, not our own.’

Jim was silent for a while, then he said: ‘Is Miles going with you?’

‘Of course not. He’s sleeping. He couldn’t face going back to Gooseacre Park again, not after what happened to him there. I’d never put him through that. It would push him over the edge again, I’m sure of it.’

‘So you’re going to leave him alone in the house?’

‘He’ll be in no danger. Santa won’t come here, he’ll be with me out at Gooseacre Park.’

There was another pause, and then Jim said in a low voice: ‘How well do you know Miles?’

‘Jesus, Jim, I haven’t got time for this, I’ve got to get going!’

‘You’ve got time. Believe me. It’s important. How well do you know Miles? Are you lovers?’

‘We’re friends.’

‘Close?’

‘We’re buddies, what do you want me to say?’ And then the penny dropped. ‘Oh, come on, Jim, you aren’t seriously even considering that, are you?’

‘I’ve had a feeling about him since I first set eyes on him at the hospital.’

‘Well, then, your feeling is wrong and you’re being stupid.’

But Jim continued, undeterred: ‘And that feeling got stronger when he suddenly knew how to get straight to Terry Hallen’s flat when us coppers were struggling to find the place.’

‘Contacts, Jim. Miles is a journalist, he knows how to speak to the right people.’

‘And now you tell me that he’s supposed to have actually met Santa, and been kidnapped by him, and was allowed to escape …’

‘It’s the truth. Miles is straight as a die.’

‘Conveniently straight. And conveniently well connected to Santa, just to the right degree. Don’t you think?’

‘No I don’t think.’

‘And then there’s all that business with his mother’s wedding ring turning up in the video.’

‘You’re clutching at straws, Jim.’

‘No, Anna, I’m trying to make sense of the game Santa’s playing.’

‘Last time we spoke about it, you were convinced Victor Maxen was behind all this!’

‘A good copper remains flexible in the face of fresh evidence.’

‘A good copper doesn’t point the finger at a man who cried at the end of Toy Story 3.’

‘Proving nothing.’

‘He’s asleep right now, clutching his mother’s old dressing gown like it’s a comfort blanket!’

‘Proving nothing.’

‘He’s my friend, Jim, and I know him, and I’m starting to think you’re losing the plot. Now listen to me, Jim. Miles is not your man. And if you send the heavy mob charging over to Gooseacre Park you’ll end up with nothing except Sharon Steiner’s blood on your hands.’

‘Then I’ll go over there myself, just me.’

‘Jim, no.’

‘You can’t go alone!’

‘That’s exactly what I have to do! Jim, we’re going round in circles with this. I’ve told you the way it is and you’re just going to have to accept it. You know where I’m going, and you know if you don’t hear from me in the next few hours that something’s gone wrong. But my betting is that you will hear from me, that we’ll be on to the seventh day of Christmas, and then the eighth, and so and so on. That’s the game Santa wants to play – the game he wants me to play – and it won’t be any fun for him if I die before we get to the end. I’m hanging up now, Jim. Stand by for me to call again.’

‘Wait!’ Jim called out.

‘Make it quick, Jim.’

‘You won’t find anything at Gooseacre Park. In fact … if you’re leaving Miles asleep at the house, then you’ll be in less danger out near Heathrow than you’re in right now.’

‘Get real, Jim, this is serious,’ Anna told him firmly, and she hung up.

Moving swiftly and as silently as possible, Anna left Miles a note that she hoped wouldn’t worry him. It said simply: 
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‘Sweet dreams, Miles,’ she whispered to him from the foot of the stairs, and blew him a little kiss.

Suddenly, it all felt too much like saying a final goodbye. Tears threatened to well up.

Idiot! she told herself. Santa wants you alive and free, he wants you coming after him, following the clues to the bitter end. Whatever you find waiting for you at Gooseacre, it won’t be death, and it won’t be a steel coffin filling with acid. You’ll be back here by breakfast time, with a fresh clue to follow and more leads to go chasing after – just the way Santa wants it.

And if anything untoward did happen, then Jim knew exactly where she was. There was a hope of help. A hope, if nothing more.

She slipped out the front door, taking a set of car keys with her. Miles had been driving them around in what he called his ‘nippy city car’, his trusty little VW. It was parked on the drive in front of the big, gas-guzzling Merc he’d inherited from his mother. Her taste in cars seemed to have matched her taste in shoes: nothing practical, nothing demure, and the pricier the better.

She started the VW and pulled out into the dark street, heading west towards Heathrow. Despite everything she had said to Jim, and despite everything her sense of logic told her, she was terrified. She was absolutely terrified.


Chapter 12

It was still dark when she reached the grim, urban wastelands near Heathrow. Gooseacre Park was still there, just as Miles had described it. Anna drove slowly through a ghost town of derelict factories and abandoned warehouses, all coated in frost. She tucked the car away behind the hulking skeleton of a large building with bare girders jutting out where the roof had once been. Her breath steaming in the cold, she crept silently from the car and looked about anxiously, telling herself over and over again that she was doing the right thing, that Santa wanted nothing more from her than to take the next steps in his savage game.

She moved warily through this industrial wasteland. The lights of descending planes passed constantly across the sky. Headlights moved up and down the long, flat line of the motorway. The atmosphere of this awful place was unspeakably lonely. Anna wondered if it somehow reflected what it must be like inside Santa’s twisted, psychotic mind.

For several minutes she moved about Gooseacre Park, aimless and uncertain. She had no idea which of these rotting buildings she was expected to enter. Santa, presumably, would let her know.

And he did. Her phone rang, and the moment she saw that it was number withheld she knew it was him.

He was ready to speak to her at last.

Trembling, Anna took the call.

‘I’m here,’ she said. ‘I’ve arrived at the sixth day – just like you wanted.’

There was a long, long pause. Strange noises came down the line, muffled and obscure. She heard the hiss of static, but the sound was changing and transforming, as if being run through a mixing desk and manipulated.

Then Santa spoke.

‘I’m glad you’re playing the game, Anna,’ he said, and his voice was inhuman, machine-like, disguised by some sort of electronic distortion. It could have been anyone’s voice she was hearing – it could have been the voice of the person most familiar to her in all the world, and she would never have recognised it. 

‘Yes, I’m playing the game. You won’t kill Sharon Steiner as long as I’m playing – am I right?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you won’t kill me, either. Or hurt me. Will you?’

‘You are alone?’

‘It’s what you asked for.’

‘Last time … last time you were not alone.’

‘I thought I was. I didn’t know I had an escort. You shouldn’t have killed him.’

‘I had to kill him,’ the inhuman, android voice growled. ‘It was the perfect opportunity to get rid of a detective who might just get too close to me. It was like a move in a game. A move that increases my advantage. And besides, it gave me the chance to demonstrate to you just how serious I am in my demands. When I say you must come and see me alone, I mean just that: alone.’

 ‘That’s what you’ve got now. Just me. All alone. There are things you want to say to me, aren’t there?’

‘Oh yes.’ 

 ‘I’m listening,’ said Anna, and while she was speaking she kept glancing all around her, at every gaping doorway, at every ruined building, at every derelict space between the dead factories. She was hyper-alert for the first sign of danger, for the merest hint that a trap was about to be sprung. Her logical brain told her that if Santa had wanted to hurt or kill her, he’d had the perfect chance to do that and had refrained. But her heart still hammered and her knees still felt like jelly and her instincts were screaming at her: Get out of here, you’re in terrible danger, run, run, RUN!

‘Talk to me,’ Anna said, forcing her voice to remain calm and steady. ‘You’re desperate to talk, aren’t you? I’m listening.’

‘I’m a good judge of character,’ Santa intoned. ‘Yes. I knew you’d be the right person for the game.’

‘The game.’

‘Yes …’

‘The “Twelve Days of Christmas” game.’

‘Oh yes …’

‘But why? Why do you need to play this game?’

‘To let it out.’

‘What do you mean? To let what out?’

‘The pain. The anger. The rage.’ 

‘Somebody hurt you.’

‘Oh yes …’

‘I think I know who. Can I tell you?’

No reply came except for the strange, swirling hiss of static.

‘I’ll tell you then,’ Anna said. ‘I’ll tell you who I think hurt you. Your mother.’

‘Ssssssss …’

Whatever sound Santa was making, the voice-scrambler had reduced to the sound of a snake. Just for a moment, Anna could believe she wasn’t conversing with a human being at all, that there truly was a huge cobra-like creature at the other end of the line.

‘I’m right, aren’t I?’ Anna ventured. ‘Tell me about her. Tell me what she did to you. That’s why you brought me here. Not to kill me but to tell me.’

‘… Yes.’

‘So tell me.’

‘… Yes.’

‘I’m listening.’

Another long pause, and then, at last, that awful electronic voice spoke: 

‘I think the reason she hated me was because I reminded her of my father. She didn’t like him. He was, um … not a nice man. He was a horrible man. And he died. He had an accident. An accident. Do you understand, Anna?’

‘Yes. Yes, I understand.’

‘I saw it happen. And afterwards my mother explained to me – my God, how she explained to me – that what I had seen was an accident. And I’d be in terrible trouble if I ever said anything different. So I was good. I only ever said what she wanted me to say. I obeyed …’

Anna flinched, hearing what she thought was a footstep away to her left. But although she peered hard, she could see no sign of anyone.

Santa was still talking:

‘Father was gone. But I was still there. And when Mother looked at me what she saw wasn’t me but him. And that made her angry again, like the accident hadn’t worked and Father was still around. And that’s why she … did things. Yes. Well. Mm. So. I get older. I’m thirteen. I’m bigger and stronger than I used to be. And I’m thinking for myself. I’m thinking I don’t like the way things are at home. I’m thinking I don’t appreciate the treatment I’m getting from Mother. I’m thinking to myself: Why do I let her do what she does to me when I’m so much SMARTER than she is? And bigger? And stronger? Yes. That’s what I’m asking myself. It’s time for her to pack it in, to knock it off, to learn what she’s dealing with. It’s time to make a few changes.

‘So that’s what I decide to do. Make changes. Turn things around. Shift the balance. I just … I just need some time, yes? To get myself prepared. To gear myself up for it. It was a big step for me to take, you see? I’ve never stood up to her before. And this is my mother.

‘So I start preparing myself. I start building my confidence, up here, in my head … preparing myself for what I needed to do. I gave myself a date to do it. Christmas Day. I’d do it on Christmas Day and it would be my present to myself. That’s all I wanted from Santa – to put Mother in her place. To really put Mother in her place. To make Mother really see what I was made of, what I could do, and what I wasn’t prepared to put up with any more … Yes, yes, yes, I was getting myself prepared, yes, for Christmas, yes, for my present to her and my present to myself and yes, yes, yes, yes, I was all set for it, yes, yes, and then …’

A pause.

‘And then …’ Santa intoned again, and once more he fell silent.

‘And then?’ Anna prompted him gently, backing up against a wall so that nobody could jump her from behind.

‘The bitch got ill,’ Santa said at last. ‘Twelve days before Christmas. She went into hospital. Twelve days before Christmas. Twelve days. You see where this going, don’t you Anna? You see where all this is going.’

‘She died, didn’t she?’

‘Yes.’

‘On Christmas Day.’

‘Yes.’

‘So you … you didn’t get to give your “present” to her.’

‘No.’

‘Or your present to yourself.’

‘She never gave me presents!’ Santa howled, and the voice-distorter howled too at the sudden blast of volume. There was a brief surge of static and a whine-like feedback, and then came Santa’s voice again: ‘The one present … the one present I could give to myself … the one … the one and only present … and she … she … she took it away from me … She took it away from me!’

So that’s what all this was about. Robbed of the chance to repay his mother for all the pain and trauma she had inflicted upon him, he was recreating that fateful Christmas when she died – he was recreating it over and over, proving to the ghost of her memory that he would have stood up to her had she not escaped him, proving to that ghost that he would have been big enough and strong enough and smart enough to beat her had he only had the opportunity. Driven on by the agony his mother had instilled in him, he looked for release in these murderous Christmas games – but whatever release he found was only ever short-lived. The ghost of his mother still resided in his mind and refused to be exorcised. The agony of his childhood did not abate. The desire for revenge – for the present to himself of which he was robbed – did not go away. It burned in him, and drove him on, and dragged him down into psychosis.

‘I need somebody who understands,’ Santa cried. And he was crying. Despite the distortions and electronic interference, the agony of his raw emotions were clear enough. ‘Nobody understands what I do! They think I’m a lunatic! They think I just chop up women like some sort of psycho! It’s not fair, Anna! I’m not a psycho! I’m special! I am ME! I AM ME! Why can’t they see that? Why can’t any of them see that!’

‘I can see it,’ Anna said quietly. 

‘Yes! Yes, yes, yes yes, you can, I know you can, old sport! That’s why I picked you! That’s why I picked you!’ 

‘You picked me, and you set things up very carefully.’

‘Very. Very! Very.’

 ‘And you’ve been planning it for a long time. Since you abducted Miles Carter, years ago.’

‘Miles Carter, Miles Carter, Miles Carter …’ 

Santa kept mechanically repeating the name like a robot with a glitch.

‘The man you kidnapped here, in Gooseacre Park, along with another man who—’

‘I FUCKING KNOW ALL THAT!’ Santa suddenly roared. ‘DON’T FUCKING TELL ME WHAT I ALREADY KNOW!’

‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean any disrespect, I’m just trying to get things straight in my own mind because the plans you’ve created are too subtle for me, too complex.’

She was massaging his ego. Hopefully that would calm him down. After all, this whole murderous, bloodstained affair was really about nothing more than his ego anyway.

Santa was talking fast and manically now: ‘Yes, yes, I got Miles Carter, him and the other one were getting too close to Hallen. I didn’t want them close to Hallen, I wanted Hallen for myself, I had plans for Hallen, he fitted the bill, you see, he really fitted the bill, perfect, perfect, so I needed him, I needed him for later, and that’s why I stopped those idiots getting too close to him, I sorted one of them out, I sorted him right out, and then the other one, he had the ring, the ring, the gold ring, and it was his mother’s ring, that’s what he said, that’s what he said, he said that gold ring was his mother’s ring, so that really got me thinking got me thinking, really got me thinking, really got me thinking, and then I saw this and that and this and that, his stuff, his stuff, he was carrying stuff with him, and I figured who he was, you see, a writer, a writer, I could use a writer, I figured I could use a writer and he had that ring and it used to be his mother’s and I figured I could use him and play the long, the long game, the really long game, because I’m smart, smart, so very, very, very smart and—’

He broke off, and when, a few moments later, he started speaking again, his tone had completely changed. He sounded controlled, self-confident, no longer gabbling like a maniac.

‘I knew that I could make use of that man in the game,’ he said. ‘And I did. He was a piece I could use. I could have removed him from the board like I did with the other one, but I decided against it and kept him in play instead. I used the information I’d gleaned from him.’

‘Information about me.’

‘Yes.’

‘My phone number, my address.’

‘Yes, yes.’

‘And then something happened that really made up your mind that I was the right person to play your game this Christmas. Something I did caught your eye and decided the matter.’

‘Yes, oh yes,’ said Santa. ‘And you know what it was.’

‘I think I do,’ said Anna. ‘The Underwood case. I found the little boy who’d been abducted, the little boy the police couldn’t locate. And I proved that his father was the one who’d taken him.’

‘Yesssss …’

‘You read my stories about it in After-Dark, and you knew that I was perfect for your plans this year. Exactly the person you wanted to come after you.’

‘And I even had your contact details! Oh, it was so perfect it was delicious. I knew it was right to keep Miles Carter in play on the board. I knew I could use him in subtle ways, and you too, and everybody else, because I’m rather clever like that you know. Yes, yes, I really am rather clever like that.’

‘You’ve run rings around us all,’ Anna said, playing up to his ego. ‘We can’t keep up with you. CID are baffled. And I’m struggling to keep pace.’

But while she was flattering him she understood that she also needed to challenge him. The psychological release he got from playing these mad games was only effective if he was up against a worthwhile opponent, an opponent he felt proud to have outwitted and eluded right through to the end. If she was too passive and compliant he would react badly. He need a degree of confrontation.

So she said: ‘But I’m a bit disappointed you had to drag me all the way out here to have this conversation.’

‘Disappointed?’

‘Six geese a-laying, Gooseacre Park, oh it’s clever, yes, I’ll admit that, but it’s all a bit cumbersome, isn’t it?’

‘Cumbersome …’ Santa repeated, and then he dissected the word, deconstructed it one syllable at a time: ‘Cummm-berrr-sommm.’

‘You could have rung me any time before now to tell me all these things. Dragging both of us all the way out here on a cold night …’

‘Dragging both of us?’

‘Well, I know you’re around here somewhere – watching from the shadows.’

‘Oh, you know that, do you? You know that for a fact, is that what you think?’

‘Well, I … I assumed that …’

A strange set of noises came down the phone. It was Santa laughing, but it was laughter grossly distorted by the electronic interference.

‘You’re on your own out there,’ Santa said. ‘There’s just you in that place. Me? I’m indoors. In the warm. With a friend of mine. An old friend. I’ve dropped by to see him again, I’ve had to wake him up, I’m afraid, he was faaaast asleep when I got here.’

Anna’s blood turned to ice in her veins.

‘He’s with me now,’ Santa said. ‘He can’t talk I’m afraid. But later, maybe. When you see him again. Back at my place. He’ll be waiting for you there. So will I. And you’d better be quick. You hear me? You’d better be quick.’

‘Don’t touch Miles! Don’t touch him, don’t touch him.’

‘Too late. I’m in control.’

‘I’ll do whatever you want, just don’t touch Miles!’

‘I know you’ll do whatever I want. And what I want is for you to come and find me.’

‘I’ll do it. Tell me where you are and I’ll come at once. Just tell me where you are.’

‘I’ve told you already. I told you right at the start. It all adds up, Anna.’

‘Please don’t touch Miles, I’m begging you not to touch him!’

Santa was laughing again, making that hard, robotic sound, devoid of all humanity.

‘You know where we’ll be,’ he said. ‘I’ll leave a little clue for you – here in the house – you can come and collect it. And then you can come and find me. I’ll be expecting you. Come alone. I insist on that. No police. No police. Just you. Just you on your own, Anna, or Miles goes back in the steel box like before – only this time, I finish the job. You know what I’m talking about. See you soon.’

But Anna was already springing back to the car, furiously scrubbing the tears from her eyes, cursing herself for having been duped, manipulated, played for a fool.

‘Miles!’ she heard herself whimper as she jumped into the car and gunned the engine. ‘Oh Miles, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m so, so sorry …’

The sky was just starting to brighten when she brought the little VW recklessly tearing down the street and straight into the driveway outside Miles’s Hampstead home. She slammed on the brakes just in time to avoid smashing into the big Mercedes. Leaping out, she saw at once that the front door of the house was standing ajar.

Anna raced in, but she knew even as she thundered up the stairs that she would not find Miles where she had left him. She flung the door open and saw the bed empty, the blankets thrown back, and a single white feather left mockingly on the mattress.

Whether or not it really was a swan’s feather made no difference, the symbolism was clear enough.

On the seventh day of Christmas my true love gave to me … seven swans a-swimming.

The next stage of the game had been reached. It was nearing completion now. It was in the final phase – the phase where Anna would have to make sense of the encrypted information she had already received, use it to locate Santa’s lair, and there confront him once and for all.

But she was crying. She was crying her eyes out, gripping the discarded blankets which so recently she had left covering poor Miles as he slept, pouring her tears onto the empty mattress.

‘I shouldn’t have left you!’ she howled. ‘I should never, ever have left you!’

Too late for regrets. Santa, as always, had manipulated and controlled the game. He had removed her from the house, under her own free will, leaving Miles alone and unprotected. How long had Santa planned this move? How far in advance had he prepared all these convolutions? How fiercely his pain and rage must burn inside him that he could dedicate himself to such a task as arranging all this and seeing it through to completion. How desperate he must have been, night and day, year after year, to prove to his hated mother what he was capable of, no matter how long it had been since that hated woman had died.

Anna pulled herself together, scrubbed the tears from her face, and forced herself to think straight. She was no help to Miles or Sharon Steiner if she fell apart.

‘I need to act,’ she said out loud, pacing about, clenching her fists, subduing through sheer force of will her desire to fall across the bed and succumb to crying again. ‘Santa’s left me no choice but to come straight after him, right now, today. He’s impatient. He wants to bring the game to its conclusion. I must find him … but how? How?’

Anna battled to calm her nerves and subdue her panic and think through the whole thing. She stopped pacing, stood still and, as calmly as she could, took a long, slow breath. Held it. Exhaled. 

‘Focus,’ she told herself. ‘Get focused. You’ve got all the information you need. Santa has provided it, right from the start. He wants me to find him. He can’t have made it impossible to work it out. He’s told me what I need to know. The death of Backstreet Terry Hallen, and that message written on the wall: IT ALL ADDS UP. Everything you need to find Santa is right there. You just have to know how to see it.’

See what, exactly? Well, it must be a definite location. An address. A street name and a house number.

A street.

Backstreet.

Backstreet Terry Hallen.

‘Hallen Street,’ she said. ‘Could it really be that straightforward?’

She fumbled for her phone, called up the Greater London Street Atlas, and searched for Hallen Street.

And there it was, right out on the very fringes of the northern suburbs. Hallen Street. Was that why Terry Hallen had had to die the way that he did, so that his name could be used as a clue in Santa’s game? The man had been butchered, his liver left on Anna’s doorstep, his body dismembered and his blood smeared across the wall – all for the sake of a pun. His name. His name fitted the clue. And for that he was slaughtered.

People mean nothing to Santa, she thought. I heard him myself refer to them as pieces in a game, to be moved around or else taken off the board entirely. And if it turns out it really is Miles, then I was friends with that monster … close friends … I even imagined we might become lovers … 

She pushed these thoughts aside and focused back on the job at hand.

Hallen Street. She would work on the assumption that Santa was drawing her towards Hallen Street. 

But which house along Hallen Street? Looking at the street atlas it stretched for a good mile or so through mostly open ground out in the green belt. How many houses might be situated along it? Dozens? Hundreds? 

Well, he wasn’t expecting her to search them all one after the other. That’s not what he wanted. He wanted her to come straight to him. That was the name of the game. It wasn’t about trial and error. It was about precision. It was about control.

He’d given her the street name, so presumably he’d given her the house number as well.

It all adds up.

He’d impressed that on her enough throughout this whole nightmare. He had spelled it right out for her – in blood, when necessary. Here, Anna was sure, lay the clue to the house number. It was hidden in those words. They were the key.

But still she could not make sense of them. She could glean no number from this clue … if it indeed it was a clue. Could she be wrong? Was she looking for clues where there was really nothing but empty taunts, psychopathy and mind games?

It all adds up … 

Well, unless she had a sudden brainwave, she’d keep going on the assumption that she was on the right track. She’d head straight out to Hallen Street and see the place for herself. Maybe she’d sense which house was Santa’s without having to work out any more clues. Maybe it would be the one house with no Christmas decorations. Or the house with too many Christmas decorations. Or maybe she’d just smell the stink of evil emanating from the place and know in her heart that this was where Santa was waiting for her.

She raced outside to the little VW, but the moment she got in her phone rang. She jumped. Her heart froze.

But this time it was Jim.

She hesitated, wondered if she should let it ring out, then decided to answer it.

‘You were right from the start, Jim,’ she said, before Jim had a chance to speak. ‘It’s Maxen. It’s Victor Maxen.’

‘What’s happened, Anna? Did you meet Santa? Did you see him? Anna? Anna! You have to tell me. I insist that you tell me!’

‘I didn’t need to see him, Jim. He spoke to me. He disguised his voice, but he couldn’t disguise the way he spoke. He called me “old sport”. It’s the same phrase Maxen used when you and Mike Lowry brought him in for questioning.’ 

 ‘That’s it, I’m bringing the bastard in, I’m going to nail him right to the wall!’

‘You don’t know where to find him,’ Anna said, and her voice was very thin and colourless. ‘I do.’

‘Tell me.’

‘I can’t.’

‘Anna – tell me.’

‘He’s got Miles. I can’t risk him doing anything to Miles.’

‘Tell me where he is, Anna.’

‘If I don’t go alone, Miles will die. And Steiner will die. And he’ll probably end up killing me too. And then—’

‘Tell me where he is, Anna!’

‘—and then he’ll vanish, and the whole thing will start up again.’

‘For Christ’s sake, this is my operation and I’m in charge and if you don’t fucking well tell me where the hell that bastard’s holed up then I swear to God that I’ll—’

And that was the point at which Anna hung up.

I’m on my own. I have no choice. It’s just me now.

Whatever she found out there in Hallen Street, and whatever the identity of the killer behind the mask, she would face it alone. Without backup. Without help.

She stamped on the accelerator and hit the gas and got moving.


Chapter 13

She drove north, out of town, making for the fringes of the city. The sun struggled up but was obscured by grey and oppressive clouds. Cold rain splattered against the windscreen from time to time, urged on by a biting wind. She caught glimpses of Christmas lights all along the way, reminders that amid all this death and pain and the playing of murderous mind games, it was still the season of peace on earth and goodwill to all men.

By the time she reached the suburbs, the squally rain had become heavier and more persistent. The little wipers on the VW struggled to cope. Anna drove along residential streets pooling with water, peering through the torrents of rain gushing down the windscreen. The day had become so dark and dreary that she was obliged to switch her headlights on, even though it was only early afternoon.

At last she reached it. Hallen Street. A shiver ran down Anna’s spine when she saw the street sign – and yet there was nothing here that seemed remotely threatening. This end of the street was lined with large, well-kept houses, most of them adorned for Christmas. Slowly, Anna drove along the street. The houses started to become more and more spaced out, and at the same time they became further set back from the road, their privacy ensured by long driveways, high hedges and rows of trees. Beyond the houses there were glimpses of open country, common ground, a golf course, woodland, green belt. 

And then she was at the far end of Hallen Street, having traversed its whole length, and she pulled into a service station to stop and think.

If I’m right, then at some point just now I’ve driven right past Santa’s front door, she thought to herself as the cold rain drummed remorselessly against the roof of the car. Maybe he was looking out for me. Maybe he watched me as I went by.

Had she felt anything? A sudden intimation of evil?

No. Nothing. Any single one of those spacious houses might be Santa’s lair. But the numbers ran right up to 276. Her chances of picking the right one at random were less than a half a percent. 

Bad odds, she thought. That’s all I seem to face these days. Bad bloody odds.

Guesswork wouldn’t help her here. She needed to use logic. She needed to puzzle out the clues that had been directed towards her.

If she was right, then she had at least worked out the street. Now all she needed was the house number. And that, she was sure, could be gleaned from that repeated phrase that was evidently so important to Santa:

It all adds up … 

Was she expected to add up numbers? What numbers?

Well … there were certainly numbers that kept cropping. The first day of Christmas, the second day of Christmas, the third … Were these the ones she should be thinking about? Were these the ones she should be adding up? And if so, how many of them?

‘All of them,’ Anna said out loud suddenly. ‘The twelve days of Christmas. It all adds up. All twelve days of Christmas add up to where he’s waiting for me!’

Maths had never been her thing. She grabbed her phone, called up the calculator, and got adding.

1 + 2 + 3 + 4 + 5 + 6 + 7 + 8 + 9 + 10 + 11 + 12

The twelve days of Christmas, all added up together, giving a grand total of … 

78

Anna paused for a moment, staring at the number on the screen.

‘Seventy-eight,’ she whispered as the rain drummed against the car. ‘Seventy-eight, Hallen Street.’

Feeling shaky, sick, frightened and vulnerable, she drove out of the service station and headed back along Hallen Street. Carefully checking the house numbers, she stopped outside number 78.

Through the rain she could see tall trees, planted close enough together that they formed a screen, and between the trees an opening with a driveway. The house itself could not be seen from the street. It was private. Secluded. Withdrawn.

‘That’s it …’ Anna muttered to herself. 

She knew it. She knew it.

Sharon Steiner was somewhere behind that blank screen of trees. 

So was Miles.

Anna found that she was shaking worse than ever. There was a curious numbness affecting her hands and feet. She felt light-headed. Her muscles ached from pent-up tension. A dull headache had started to throb behind her eyes. She was exhausted, and weighed down by fear and loneliness and the horror of what might be to come once she ventured up the driveway of 78 Hallen Street.

After taking a few deep breaths and trying to still her nerves, she drove off. She found signs for a shopping precinct, and pulled up in a big car park. Hunched beneath a coat she held over her head, she hurried through the rain to a large, warehouse-like shop selling home and garden ware. She went to the kitchen department. Here, she selected a knife. A big one, with a strong blade. Then she found the aisle selling cleaning products and picked up a bottle of super-concentrated bleach. Elsewhere, she found a hands-free torch mounted on a headband, and a crowbar, and a claw hammer, and a plastic spray gun designed for weedkiller, and a thick leather tool belt. 

At the checkout, she suddenly became aware that the shop was playing ‘The Twelve Days of Christmas’ over the PA. She found that she had tears in her eyes as she paid for her goods.

Back in the car, she decanted bleach into the spray gun and laid it on the passenger seat with her other purchases. She tried to feel like 007, all tooled-up and equipped before his latest mission, but she just felt pathetic and weak and exhausted and frightened. Could she even use any of this stuff? If it came to it, would she really be able to thrust the blade of that knife into Santa’s chest, or spray bleach into his eyes? Could she really – even if her life depended on it – ever lash out with that claw hammer?

‘It’s not that my life depends on it,’ she told herself. ‘It’s Miles’s life. And Sharon Steiner’s, and whoever else Santa drags into his psycho game next year and the year after and the year after that …’

And what if it came to a fight? Did she have what it took to stab him? Batter him? Kill him? 

Anna sighed and slumped down exhaustedly in her seat. She didn’t have the will, or the strength, to think it all through any more. It was too awful. The possibilities were too horrifying. She must clear her mind of doubts and questions and ifs and buts. She must focus on surviving what she had to do here and now. She was about to descend into Santa’s private hell, and face there whatever nightmares he had devised. If she could survive the next few hours, that was all that counted. Beyond that – well, it was all just traumas for another day.

She pulled out of the car park and began heading back towards Hallen Street. The rain was torrential now. The sky had thickened and congealed into a depressing grey mass, dark and forbidding. All hint of colour seemed to have drained from the world.

Anna passed the service station at the end of Hallen Street, kept on going, then pulled up once more outside number 78. She switched off the headlights and killed the engine. The rain batted against the roof and streamed down the windows. She reached out, picked up the leather tool belt, and buckled it around her waist. She hung the claw hammer, the knife, and the spray gun containing bleach from the belt. Lastly, she settled the headband-mounted flashlight around her head and checked that it was working. 

That was it, then. She was as ready and prepared as she was going to be.

But still, she waited. She waited for yet more light to drain from the day. She waited for the sky to grow gloomier and night to encroach. She waited for the cover of darkness, to give her at least a fighting chance to reach the house unseen. 

So, she sat there, her heart bah-boom – bah-boom – bah-booming against her ribs, and watched the night as it slowly, slowly, slowly settled in across Hallen Street.

With her feeble collection of tools and weapons, Anna left the car and slipped silently across the dark street towards the driveway of number 78. Staying close to the trees in the overgrown and unkempt front garden, she crawled across the cold, wet grass. The house itself was visible as a black mass against the night. No lights were on. There was no sign of life or movement.

Anna hesitated, thinking what her next move would be. She had to assume that Santa was waiting for her, that he was fully expecting her. But even so, she was determined to get as far as she could before he detected her presence. Any element of surprise she could muster might mean the difference between life and death.

There were trees growing along the side of the front lawn. They provided plenty of cover to get very close to the house. As Anna crept and crawled and snaked her way along, she tried to gauge the layout of the building itself. Even in the deep darkness, she could see that it was very rambling, with all sorts of additions and extensions built into it. From what little she had seen of the interior via Santa’s horrible video of him tormenting Sharon Steiner, it was reasonable to expect that the cellars and basements of the house had similarly been extended. Perhaps Santa had tunnelled and burrowed until he had created some sort of underground complex down there, where victims could be shut away without fear that the outside world would hear their screams.

On the front drive, parked well away from the street, and almost entirely hidden by trees, was a vehicle. A van. A camper van. 

Miles had described a van just like it when he’d spoken about his abduction. It had belonged to his contact, the so-called Mr Bloke, the man he’d arranged to meet out at Gooseacre Park. It was the van Santa had taken for himself and used to transport his victims to his lair.

Was this the same vehicle? It looked just as Anna had imagined it. Had it been used tonight, to once again ferry Miles across town to be incarcerated in Santa’s private hell?

Sneaking past the van, Anna found herself on a rubbish-strewn patio at the front of the house. The slabs were all broken, with tall weeds pushing up between them. The only semblance of order here were eight bottles, arranged neatly in two rows of four.

Eight bottles. Milk bottles.

On the eighth day of Christmas my true love gave to me … 

What had been put into those bottles was not what the song had envisaged from the eight maids a-milking. Whatever was in them was thick and red and congealed and festering. It ran down the outsides of the bottles. attracting disgusting flies.

Here was a sign, laid out specially for her to see, that she was in the right track, that she had come to the right house. It was Santa’s welcome mat. She was being encouraged to keep going, to keep along the path of the Twelve Days of Christmas, no matter how sick and murderous and perverted Santa had made them. Perhaps, in his own psychotic way, he was also laughing at her, mocking her, just as he had mocked the police for these last twelve years.

Anna reached this patio and, tiptoeing over the rubble and discarded junk lying scattered about on it, gave the bottles with their unspeakable contents as wide a berth as she could manage, making her way stealthily beneath a set of bay windows. Holding her breath, her heart hammering, she inched her head up to sneak a peek inside.

Blackness. She saw nothing inside the house but blackness. It was like the icy blackness she had glimpsed through the eye sockets of Santa’s balaclava. A void. A lifeless emptiness.

Anna headed down the side of the house. She saw more protrusions and extensions where the house had been built onto time and time again. Once she got inside, she’d find herself in a maze. In the dark, amid a chaos of rooms and corridors and staircases, she would become disorientated, lost, and vulnerable.

But that, of course, was exactly what Santa wanted.

Keeping low, Anna worked her way to the rear of the house. The back garden was an expanse of darkness. The lawn was a tangled mess, growing wild. Dense trees lined the edges of the garden, screening it off from the outside world. 

Suddenly, there was a movement. A figure – several figures – a whole row of them, moving in the darkness!

Almost dying of fright, Anna flung herself behind the trunk of a tree growing close to the house. What the hell had she seen? It had been a line of people, six or seven of them, maybe more, out there in the garden, moving strangely and silently.

She waited, every muscle tense, ready to dash away back towards the street in an instant. But nothing was happening. There was no sound. Nobody approached.

Shaking, she peered round the tree and back into the garden. The figures were still there, all in a row, swaying aimlessly. They appeared to be women.

Ladies. A line of ladies.

And when Anna counted, she made out nine of them.

She dared to break cover and get closer. Refraining from using her torch, she crawled towards the nine ladies dancing silently in Santa’s garden until she could make out that they were empty dresses hanging from wires attached to the branches of trees. They turned and swayed and occasionally fretted as the cold winter wind played across them. Getting close, Anna could see dark smears across the fabric of the dresses. Blood. Bloody handprints. Streaks and criss-crossed lines left by clawing fingers steeped in blood.

And there, positioned slightly away from the others as if the leader of the dance, was a bloodstained garment that Anna recognised at once. It was the dressing gown that had once belonged to Miles’s mother, the one she had laid across Miles as he slept. His little comfort blanket. His reminder of his mother.

And now it was here, stained with bloodied handprints, hanging tattered and befouled from a tree, like a body dangling from a noose. 

Of all the things he could have brought with him, why would Santa have chosen this particular gown? How could he have known its significance to Miles – unless Miles himself was Santa? Could it be true? Had he brought this gown with him to be strung up and smeared with blood as part of his endless, ongoing revenge campaign against his mother? Could it really be that she didn’t know Miles, didn’t know him at all?

Scrubbing tears from her eyes, Anna tried desperately to hold herself together. The dress proved nothing. These other dresses presumably belonged to Santa’s previous victims. There was clearly something symbolic or ritualistic going on here, something with a private significance to Santa. He took the dresses and he used his hands to stain them with fresh blood, clawing at them and dragging his red fingers across the fabric. The fact that he had included this gown along with them was a pure fluke. It had been there at hand, spread out over Miles as he slept, the first thing Santa grabbed as he abducted Miles from the house.

That must surely be what had happened. Surely. Surely.

She backed away from those nine grisly totems hanging from the trees, trying not to think what twisted pleasure Santa might get from them, whose blood had been used to stain them and the means by which that blood had been obtained. They were, if nothing else, a clear sign to her that she had come to the right house, that she was on the right track, that she was playing the game the way that Santa wanted her to.

At the back of the house, Anna checked a couple of windows, cupping her face with her hands to peer inside. The interior of the house was unnaturally dark. She could see nothing but the barest hints of the objects within. When she listened, she heard nothing but ominous silence.

For a minute or so she dithered, trying to work out which was the best window to jemmy open. Never having jemmied a window before in her life, she did not know what signs to look for. Any one window looked as likely a candidate as any other. 

But then she noticed something which made up her mind for her. There was no need to jemmy any of the windows. The back door was standing ajar.

But of course, she thought. I’m expected.

That semi-open door reeked of being a trap. But then again, this whole thing was one giant trap: the abduction of Sharon Steiner, the gruesome present left on Anna’s doorstep, the clues, the taunts, the violence, the bloodstained dresses dancing sadly in the garden. When all was said and done, it was nothing but bait to draw her in. Santa wanted her here. He wanted her to find him – and, she was sure, he wanted her to try and stop him, perhaps even try and kill him. 

He’s been testing me all along, seeing if I’m up to the challenge. He’ll be testing me even more viciously tonight … so I must meet his match.

She resolved not to do what he was tempting her to do. If he offered her an open door, she would decline it in favour of a closed window. 

So that’s what she did. Striding up to one of the windows, she jammed the crowbar into the frame, struggled, then finally wrenched it open. The sound of splitting wood was like a gunshot piercing the silence. But too late now to regret it. Anna flung the window open and hauled herself through it.

Switching on the headlight, she glanced about. She was in a small room, empty but for a broken chair leaning sadly against one wall. The floor was bare boards, no carpet. The wallpaper was peeling. From the ceiling hung a frayed flex with no bulb. The air was icy cold, and it stank of things rotting.

Holding the crowbar like a weapon, Anna sneaked to the door and peered out. There was a narrow corridor outside, as bare and run-down and rancid as the room she was in. Still no light except for her own, and still no sounds except for those she herself was making.

She stepped into the corridor, found another doorway, peered into it. This room was evidently a kitchen – or rather, it should have been a kitchen. There was a sink, taps, shelves, larder. But it was empty and derelict. A water pipe had been half-wrenched from a wall, a sharp icicle hanging from its broken end. Some pieces of cutlery and a broken mug were scattered amid the rat droppings on the floor.

As she panned the torch beam about, Anna saw the half-open back door through which Santa had enticed her to come. On the floor directly in front of it was a metal object. From this distance, she could make no sense of it. She inched closer, squinting and peering, then prodded at the object with her crowbar.

At once, the object reacted, clamping a set of iron jaws around the crowbar with terrifying ferocity. 

CLANK!

Anna let go of the bar and fell backwards against a wall, cowering behind her upraised arms.

A mantrap …! 

It was unbelievable. The bastard had set a mantrap for her. He had left the back door ajar, inviting her to walk right in – and had she been reckless enough to accept that invitation, she would have stepped right onto that. 

Gingerly, she reached out and tugged at the crowbar. The mantrap’s jaws held it firmly, refusing to let go. They had impacted so powerfully that they had actually indented themselves into the metal of the crowbar. What would those jaws have done to her ankle? They would have sliced straight through the flesh as far as the bone. Perhaps they would have severed her foot entirely in one swift, merciless bite.

Anna shuddered and drew back, trying not to imagine. She was shaking badly now, perspiring despite the icy cold, her instincts screaming at her to run. She stared at the mantrap with the crowbar now held immovably in its grip. The sight of it proved she had been right about Santa. He was indeed testing her, just as he had been testing her all along, but the stakes were higher now, the price of failure greater. He wanted her to come to him and find him and challenge him face to face – but she would have to prove her worth to get that far.


Chapter 14

The crowbar was gone so she drew the claw hammer from her belt. It felt unspeakably puny sitting there in her hand. It was like going into war armed with a toy. But it was better than nothing. And even if she never got a chance to fight with it, she might just be able to use it to disable the next trap Santa had prepared for her.

She crept from the kitchen and through a series of tight corridors. The whole downstairs of the house had been partitioned up with stud walls to create a kind of labyrinth. Some of the passageways she passed down were so narrow that she had to turn sideways. Without the glow of her headlight she would have been blundering about in pitch darkness.

What had driven Santa to turn this house into a cold, dark, stinking maze? Was it to provide a suitable nightmare zone into which he could draw his victims and ensnare them? Or did these tight tunnels, derelict rooms and lightless passageways mirror the psychological labyrinth of Santa’s sick mind? As she picked her way through this awful house, was Anna in some way picking her way through Santa’s psyche?

She could not believe that Miles would create such a place. It was beyond him, surely. He could barely put up a shelf. Correction: he could not even remotely put up a shelf. Anna had once watched him try. She had been obliged to take over and do the job herself. 

But had his incompetence been genuine? With Anna, Miles was a bodger and the most unhandy of handymen … but, away from her, had he been an entirely different person altogether? In private and in the utmost secrecy, indulging in his own inner fantasies, had he created all this? Was that possible? Jim would have told her it was perfectly possible. Psychopaths like Santa can lead two distinct, polarised lives which never overlap. 

It’s inconceivable, Anna thought as she edged through the cramped darkness. And even if it was possible, how would Miles have got hold of this house?

That wasn’t so difficult a question to answer. His mother. It was his mother who had left him the big house in Hampstead, and other houses too which he told her were rented out.

Once again, Anna forcibly tried to clear her head of all these thoughts. She would find out soon enough if Miles had been leading a murderous double life all these years – if she could survive long enough to reach him. She could not afford to allow herself to be distracted or preoccupied. There could be anything lying in wait for her along any one of these passageways, on the other side of any one of these doors. If Santa was prepared to lay a mantrap for her, and attempt to coax her to walk right into it, nothing was off-limits.

She found herself at a T-junction, with at least four doorways visible. Which way? What, indeed, was she looking for?

Well, Santa’s video had seemed to depict a cellar of some kind. There must surely be a way down into it from the house. That’s what she was looking for – and that’s what Santa knew she was looking for. If another trap had been set for her, it was a fair guess to suppose that she would find it at the entrance to the cellar.

It was at that moment that she heard a sound.

Music.

Muffled music, coming from one of the rooms.

Anna looked wildly about. There was no sign of movement anywhere, no lurking shadows – just the sound of singing which, as she strained to hear it, suddenly became clear:

‘  … a partridge in a pear tree. On the second day of Christmas my true love gave to me . . . ’ 

Of course. He was still playing the same damned game. The same damned game to the same damned music.

Slowly, holding her breath, Anna inched along a passageway in the direction of the singing.

‘ … three French hens, two turtle doves, and a … ’

She reached the door, then froze. 

‘ … four calling birds, three French hens, two … ’

Was he waiting for her on the other side? 

No. No, she didn’t think he was. He was drawing her into that specific room, but only to prompt her to make the next move in the game. The final confrontation between them would not take place just yet. Not just yet.

So what the hell would she find in that room, apart from a loudspeaker playing that awful bloody song?

‘Five! Go-old! Rings! Four calling birds, three …’

Another mantrap? A guillotine blade? A poised shotgun primed to discharge as the door was opened?

‘  … my true love gave to me: six geese a-laying … ’

Anna reached out with a shaking hand, took hold of the door handle, turned it. She took a moment to prepare herself, counted down in her head – three, two, one, NOW! – and flung the door open, springing out of the way as she did so.

No blade swung down, no shotgun fired. All that happened was that the music playing inside could now be heard more clearly.

‘ … seven swans a-swimming, six geese a-laying. Five! Go-old! Rings!’

She peered round the side of the door. The room itself was like all the others – filthy, stinking, strewn with rat droppings and fragments of plaster. But unlike the rest of the house, there was light here. Fairy lights dangled limply from the ceiling, flashing red, yellow, silver, green. Suspended with them was a speaker, out of which ‘The Twelve Days of Christmas’ was playing.

‘ … and a partridge in a pear tree. On the eighth day of Christmas … ’

Had Miles been here just moments before to switch the music on? Anna had seen no sign of him, and there was only one door to the room. Had he rigged things up with a timer? How had he managed it?

Warily, Anna edged into the room. She could now see that on the floor beneath the fairy lights there was a box. A box all done up with Christmas wrapping paper and a red bow.

A present. For her. Just like the one that had been left at the door of her flat.

‘ … gave to me: nine ladies dancing, eight maids a-milking, seven … ’

Her heart sinking, her blood running cold in her veins, she resigned herself to opening it. 

Gingerly, she tugged at the ribbon. It came away easily.

‘ … three French hens, two turtle doves, and a—’

‘For God’s sake, will you shut up!’ Anna suddenly cried out, and grabbing the speaker she yanked it from the ceiling. The fairy lights all came down with it, flashing wildly for a moment and then going dead. 

Now she understood how he had managed to start the music playing without being seen. The speaker, like the lights, had been activated from somewhere else in the house. The electricity supply to this room had been switched on from some junction box somewhere.

A junction box … Anna thought to herself. A junction box containing all the fuses. And where’s the most likely place for that to be located? Down in the basement.

Yes, he was down there. He was down there in his private torture chamber, right beneath her feet, waiting for her, drawing her to him, step by step.

She turned her attention back to the present. The pattern on the wrapping paper showed the repeated image of a pear tree with a partridge set within it. Sick of it – of this, all of this, and not least that bloody song – Anna suddenly lunged at the paper and ripped it away furiously.

What she revealed was a plastic box with an airtight lid. Through the translucent side of it, Anna could see blood. Blood, and something else, something that looked like a football, but which she knew at once was not all a football.

She was breathing fast now, her heart was racing, her whole body seemed to ache. Trying to not to think about what she was being made to do, what thing of horror she was about to be made to confront, she fumbled with the clasps securing the lid. At last she unclipped them. The lid was now free.

But for a while she could not bring herself to open it. She was too frightened by what she might see. She was resolved to being confronted by a severed human head, but if that head was Miles’s, how would she be able to stand it? How would she not go mad?

Time passed. Still she stood there, unable to bring herself to lift the lid and look inside. The dark, cold, stinking house was silent, as if patiently waiting for her screams of horror. The only sound was the pounding of her heart.

Suddenly, with a cry of anger, Anna could take the tension no more. She grabbed the lid and tore it off, hurling it against the wall.

The beam of her headlight filled the container, revealing her present from Santa.

There was a lot of blood. It was congealed and had turned almost black. And sitting in it was a human head, the skin pale and mottled with dark blotches. The eyes were glassy, the lids half-closed as if in the moments before sleep. The mouth was slack, gaping stupidly, and the tip of the pale tongue protruded slightly at the corner between the colourless lips.

Even like this, the face was recognisable. And Anna knew it at once. 

It wasn’t Miles.

It was Maxen. It was the face of Victor Maxen. For all the brutality that it had endured, for all the strange contortions wrought upon it by death and the onset of decomposition, the features were still recognisable. 

Although it was gift-wrapped and tied with a bow, the head itself was not the present. The present was what that head signified: that they had all been barking up the wrong tree going after Victor Maxen, that he wasn’t the killer at all, that he wasn’t Santa.

So if Maxen wasn’t the man they were after, who was? It had to be somebody who could get close to Anna, for whom Anna held some sort of special significance.

Not Miles, she thought to herself. No, no, no, not Miles.

But the suspicion gnawed at her. He had access to all personal of her details – her address, her phone number, her email. He could keep constant tabs on where she was, who she was speaking to, what she was doing. And he had her confidence. She trusted him. Utterly. If anyone could manipulate her and get inside her mind, it was him.

No, no, it’s impossible, it can’t be Miles, it CAN’T be!

In her mind appeared the bloodstained dressing gown dancing on the garden at the back of the house. Even at the time when she had first realised what it was she had wondered why the hell Santa would leave that, of all things, dangling there for her to see. Now, horribly, the thought came to her that it was the prelude to her finding Maxen’s severed head. Together, they sent her message, telling who was NOT the killer, and who WAS.

‘No …’ she muttered out loud, the blood in her vein turning to ice. ‘No, no, this is all wrong, it can’t be this way …’

The mutilated head stared mutely at her, and the bloodstained gown danced mockingly in her mind, and together they seemed to say: face up to the truth, Anna, face up to the awful truth…


Chapter 15

She was moving through the maze-like interior of 78 Hallen Street like a zombie, feeling as cold and as dead as this awful house. Her thoughts drifted like mist. From time to time she lost track of where she was and why she had come here. She would stop in some narrow corridor or in a doorway leading into an empty, foul-smelling room, and pause, blank-faced … and then it would come clear to her again. 

Miles. Miles is the killer. I’m here for Miles … and to rescue Sharon Steiner … and to … 

And to do what? Save the day? Be a heroine? 

It was no good, she couldn’t process all of this. Her brain seemed to have shut down as if refusing to take in any more horror, any more shocks, any more unhappiness. The truth about Miles, what he was, how he had lied to her and deceived her and controlled her all these years … she just couldn’t process it. Some part of her, deep down and stoically loyal, refused to believe it. But her more rational self knew that it was true. 

Numb from shock, dazed and broken, she pressed on. She had a job to do. Maybe her last job. There seemed to be nothing more to life now other than seeing that job through to the bitter end, whatever it might entail. She could not abandon Sharon Steiner to her fate. And she could not leave here without confronting Miles. He’d be after her if she escaped this house tonight. He’d be like a shadow following her everywhere that she went. She would never be safe. 

You’re going to have to kill him, Anna told herself, and her heart seemed to turn to ice. You know you don’t have any alternative. You’re going to have to kill Miles. You’ve got to end all this – here – now – tonight.

‘Here … now … tonight …’ she breathed to herself, and her voice was tight and dry and croaky. She was exhausted, her nerves shattered, her emotions drained. All she wanted to do was curl up, go to sleep, escape from the entire world and her life and herself and disappear into oblivion.

But no. There were no easy escape routes from this house and the nightmares that it contained. If she ever made it out of here alive, it would be via the hard way. The hard, painful way.

And as if to express that pain, the house suddenly screamed. The sound tore through the cold air.

Anna jumped, waving the claw hammer about as if fending off ghosts and phantoms. Then she froze, listening to the cries. It was a man’s voice, agonised and helpless, coming from one of the endless damned rooms in this deranged house. 

Without thinking, Anna bolted forward, trying to follow the source of the screams and reach it. She hurtled along the passageways, flung open doors, ducked left, ducked right, all the time following the beam of her headlight as it flashed crazily before her.

Stumbling into a long, straight corridor, she heard the screaming very clearly coming from the far end of it. Anna charged towards the sound, the claw hammer raised to defend herself against whatever she might find.

She burst into what appeared to be the main hallway, with stairs leading up to the next floor. The front door was standing open, and there on the floor just inside from it was a man, his ankle clamped fast between the pitiless jaws of a mantrap. The man writhed and screamed and clawed hopelessly at the trap, and as he did so Anna saw his contorted, blood-splattered face.

‘Oh my God … ‘ she breathed. ‘Jim!’

‘Get this thing off me!’ he cried. ‘Get it off! Get it off!’

She didn’t stop to think how he had got here but instead darted straight across and struggled with the iron jaws. They were immobile. She looked at the palms of her hands and saw they were covered in blood.

‘For God’s sake get it off me!’ Jim was bellowing.

‘I … I don’t know how to release it!’ she stammered.

‘Just do it! Just do it!’

Panicking, Anna forced the hook of the claw hammer between the jaws and put all her weight behind it. The jaws didn’t give by so much as a millimetre.

‘It won’t open, Jim!’

‘I should’ve bloody known the place would be rigged! I should’ve bloody known it!’ Jim was hissing, his hands pressed against his eyes. ‘Idiot, idiot, idiot!’

‘I got in through a window,’ Anna said, trying again to force open the jaws. ‘The back door was open but I didn’t trust it.’

‘You’ve got sense,’ Jim panted through gritted teeth. ‘More sense than a stupid bloody copper. Oh, God, that hurts!’

‘Keep still! You’ll only make it worse.’

‘Worse? How could it be any bloody worse?!’

‘Just stay calm! I’m working on it. Just … Just give me two seconds to …’

She strained with the hammer, but the jaws were solid. It was as if they had been welded into place around Jim’s ankle, never to be released.

‘Hopeless!’ Anna cried. ‘I don’t know what to do, Jim, I … I don’t know what to do!’

Jim took his hands away from his face and managed to prop himself up on his elbows. Gritting his teeth against the pain, he managed to say: ‘Christ, look at me! I thought I’d been so bloody smart, following you up here without you clocking me. I was watching you, Anna – out there in the street – and then when you came creeping in here I lost sight of you. So I hurried to catch up, afraid you’d run into trouble in here on your own – and stepped right into this fucking thing!’

‘Tell me about it later. I need to think how to get you out of this.’

‘I didn’t want you to face this alone. This house … Santa … And I … oh, God, that hurts!’

She was examining the mantrap closely, trying to make sense of the mechanism, looking for a release handle or off-switch or something. There didn’t seem to be anything. It was just a simple spring device designed to snap shut and stay shut.

‘I can’t do it,’ she said flatly. ‘Jim, I can’t open it. There’s no way I can do it.’

His face screwed up with pain, Jim angled himself so that he could look down at his blood-drenched ankle, held firm in the iron jaws of the trap.

‘Looks like I’m going to have to miss out on the big showdown, Anna,’ he said with effort. ‘You’re going to have keep going alone.’

‘I think it might be Miles,’ Anna said simply. ‘I think you might have been right about him.’

Jim looked at her intensely, and despite his pain there was sympathy in his eyes.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said, and she knew he meant it.

‘I’m going to have to kill him, aren’t I.’

‘Yes.’

‘There isn’t any other way, is there.’

‘No.’

‘Can’t we call for backup?’

‘I’ve tried. I can’t get a signal on my phone or my radio. There must be some sort of scrambler installed here somewhere, something that blocks any calls. Damn that bastard, damn him to hell!’

‘I’ll go outside, I’ll find somewhere out of range of the scrambler, get a signal, and call for help.’

‘I don’t think there’s time for that, Anna!’ Jim urged her. ‘He knows we’re here, he won’t let us win by calling in backup. He’ll kill the hostage, and maybe kill himself too, before anyone gets here. He won’t allow outsiders to ruin his game – he just wants us here – he just wants you.’

‘Then … what … what the hell are we going to do, Jim?’

‘We’ve got to work fast, Anna. You’ve got to work fast. You’ve got to find him and kill him. Now. Right now.’

‘I … I’ll try. I’ll … do my best.’

‘You’re not going to stand much chance with that puny thing,’ he said, shooting a glance at the claw hammer.

‘I’ve got a knife, too! See? And bleach.’

‘Bleach? Jesus, Anna, what else did you bring, a couple of scouring pads and a tea towel?’

‘I thought I might … I might … spray it on him. Like mace, you know?’

Now that she put her intention into words, it sounded even more pathetic than in her head.

Grunting and wincing, Jim reached inside his jacket and produced a pistol. He held it out to her.

‘I’ve never used one,’ Anna said.

‘Just point it and pull the trigger,’ Jim growled. ‘Come on, take it! At least now you’ll stand a chance.’

Anna took the gun and felt the weight of it in her bloodstained hand. 

‘He’ll be playing mind games with you right up to the last second,’ Jim said, scrubbing sweat from his eyes and forcing himself to stay lucid and coherent despite his pain and blood loss. ‘This gun’ll give you a fighting chance.’

‘Oh God, Jim, I can’t shoot him!’

‘You’re going to have to.’

‘I can’t shoot Miles!’

‘Forget Miles! This is nothing to do with Miles. The man you called Miles is a separate entity. It’s not Miles you’re going to be facing down there in that cellar, it’s Santa. Don’t let the fact that they have the same face confuse you … and for God’s sake don’t let it make you hesitate in pulling that trigger. I’ve been working towards this moment all my professional life. I’ve been after Santa right from when I started in CID .  I insisted on heading the investigation into him as soon as I made rank, and I banged the table and kept on demanding to be given the case until I got it. I’ve been obsessed with Santa for years … with catching up with that bastard … finding his lair … facing him. And now the time’s come, I’m not up to it. I’m buggered, just look at me. I can’t do, so you’re going to have to do it for me. Kill him. Don’t think about, just do it.’

Anna looked at the gun and felt weak and sick and helpless.

‘It’s all about his mother,’ she said feebly. ‘All of it. He’s trying to prove that he’s better than her. Over and over again. Forever.’

‘It’s what Lowry always thought,’ Jim said. ‘He always reckoned that when Santa abducted a woman, in his head that woman was his mother, that he was turning the tables on her, making it so that he controls her, that he makes her suffer.’

 Jim was lying on his back now, limp and depleted. His eyes were closed. For a moment, Anna thought he might have slipped into unconsciousness – but a moment later, his eyes opened slowly. 

‘Just get on with it, Anna,’ he managed to say. ‘You can do it. I know you can. And I’m so sorry that I can’t be with you … there at the end …’

Anna got wearily to her feet.

When she looked back down at him, Jim had already turned away, covering his face, lying very still, breathing steadily, saying nothing, unable now to do anything except endure his pain.

Anna turned towards the staircase dominating the hallway. She was convinced that the path she must take did not lie up those stairs, but under them, for there was a doorway set into the staircase, a doorway that surely led to the cellar. Or rather, to the cellars, for she had glimpsed for herself how extensive the rabbit warren of tunnels and basements was down there.

The door under the stairs was secured with a padlock. Anna aimed the claw hammer at it and struck – then again – then again. Every blow sent shockwaves echoing through the silent house. Wood splintered. The metal clasp secured by the padlock weakened, sagged, then – with a sudden splintering of wood – relinquished its grip entirely. The lock fell to the floor with a clang.

‘I’ll be right back for you, Jim,’ Anna called across as she prised open the door. ‘I’ll get you out of here.’

Jim gave no answer. He didn’t move. Perhaps he was losing consciousness. Was it possible that he would die from loss of blood? How much time did she have?

Don’t think about it, just focus, just focus, just FOCUS, she told herself, and wasting no more time she plunged through the doorway under the staircase. Ahead of her, steep steps led straight down into a blackness so profound that it seemed to swallow up the light from her torch.

So this is it, she thought, feeling more exhausted, more enfeebled, and more terrified than she had ever felt in her life before.

Wretched, heartbroken and afraid, she picked her way down the steps and plunged into the smothering darkness.

She crept stealthily and in silence, testing each step with her foot before putting her weight on it. The walls on either side of her were rough plaster with brickwork showing through. The air was icy cold and stank of putrescence and death.

Two steps from the bottom, she stumbled. Falling against the wall, she saw that she had left a red handprint on crumbling plaster.

Jim’s blood, she thought.

She suddenly felt an overwhelming need to get the blood off her, off her hands, off her body – but all at once, she stopped, paused, frowned. She peered more closely at her palms, bringing the beam of the headlight closer and closer.

Slowly, incredulously, the truth dawned on her.

When she had found Jim lying in the hallway with his ankle cruelly caught in the mantrap, she had been in a traumatised emotional state. She had not been thinking as clearly as she could have, her powers of perception had been dimmed. Had she not been so strung-out and stressed, she would surely have noticed straight away that Jim’s blood should have been hot, pumping directly out of the severed veins in his leg. But it had not been hot as so much fresh blood should have been. It had not even been warm.

And now, examining it up close and with great care, she could see why.

It’s not blood at all. It’s paint. It’s blood-red paint … 

Anna heard a clattering sound. It was the claw hammer dropping from her suddenly numb fingers. She slumped against a wall. Her head was reeling. She thought for a moment she was going to faint.

Then she was running, running full pelt, running before she could think twice about it, running back up the staircase, running back into the hallway, drawing the big knife as she went, raising it, letting out a wild cry as she charged forward.

The mantrap was still lying on the floor, but there was no sign of Jim.

Anna skidded to a halt, clutching the knife tightly, swinging her torch beam wildly this way and that.

Nothing. Just shadows, deep passageways, closed doors.

She grabbed at the mantrap and found that it was still covered in red paint. The vicious jaws were set in the exact same position as before, rigid, immobile, with a gap between them big enough for Jim to slip his ankle between them and make it look as if he had been cruelly caught.

‘All this time …’ Anna whispered, backing up against a wall, waving the knife about to fend off a sudden attack. ‘All this time it was him … Controlling me … every step of the way …’

From the depths of one of the long, dark corridors, music began to play.

That damned awful song yet again.

‘On the tenth day of Christmas my true love gave to me … ten lords a-leaping … ’

And with that, the ‘Santa’ killer – DI Jim Townsend – did indeed come leaping.

He was faceless, like something out of a nightmare, the balaclava over his head reducing his eyes to two blank voids. But it was without a doubt Jim Townsend. He was still wearing the same suit and jacket as a moment before, smeared with red paint, the right trouser leg slightly ripped to make it appear that the jaws of the mantrap had bitten through it.

Anna raised the gun, aiming – just as she had been told – for the heart, and squeezed the trigger.

The hammer struck an empty chamber. No shot. No bullet.

She’d known at the moment of squeezing the trigger that the gun was empty. Of course it was. She had been played for a mug yet again. Controlled. Manipulated.

Without wasting another second, she hurled the useless pistol at Santa, but he batted it away and kept on coming.

Desperately, Anna pulled out the knife, but she was panicking, she had no experience of fighting, she was terrified, and the next thing she knew she was fumbling the knife, sending it skittering away across the filthy wooden floorboards.

With a scream, she flung herself backward, darting away along the hallway toward the open door to the cellar. She raced through it and pulled it shut behind her.

No lock! Oh shit, I broke the bloody lock!	

BASH! BASH! BASH!

It was Jim, battering like a crazed animal against the other side of the door. Anna absorbed every shuddering impact with her whole body as she braced herself against the door to hold it shut.

BASH! BASH! BASH!

He kept on going. And the music kept on going too, over and over, on a loop:

‘On the tenth day of Christmas my true love gave to me … ten lords a-leaping … ’

He was like a machine. The madness in him, the murderous psychosis, was thundering away like the vast pistons of a steam engine gone out of control. But Anna understood now that that engine had always been out of control, night and day, year in and year out, pounding its remorseless, repetitive rhythms even when Jim’s exterior had been that of a cool, controlled police officer at CID.

‘On the tenth day of Christmas my true love gave to me … ten lords a-leaping … ’

The song, trapped on its loop, doomed to repeat manically over and over again, was like a glimpse into the looping psychosis blasting through the core of this man’s mind. 

‘On the tenth day of Christmas my true love gave to me … ten lords a-leaping … ’

BASH! BASH! BASH!

‘On the tenth day of Christmas my true love gave to me … ten lords a-leaping … ’

The music continued to blare, the blows continued to rain down, and Anna could do nothing but grimly put all her weight against that door and hope – pray – that he would give up. 

But if course, he would never give up. He was a machine run amok. His insanity would never relent.

‘On the tenth day of Christmas my true love gave to me … ten lords a-leaping … ’

BASH! BASH! BASH!

 ‘Miles!’ she heard herself screaming. ‘Miles! Help me!’

Miles. How could she ever have let Jim make her believe that Miles was a killer? How could she have let him control her so much, control her thoughts, control her emotions? 

 ‘Miles, if you’re down there and you can hear me – HELP!’

He was here. She was sure he was here. Just as Sharon Steiner was here. But were they alive?

‘On the tenth day of Christmas my true love gave to me … ten lords a-leaping … ’

BASH! BASH! BASH!

Stillness. Silence.

Panting, sweating, trembling, Anna remained braced against the door, waiting for the onslaught to start up again.

It didn’t. Instead, she heard hints of movement in the hallway, the sound of something being dragged about. What the hell was he doing out there?

Suddenly, there came a screaming sound – high-pitched, inhuman, demonic – and the whole cellar door seemed to vibrate against her. The screaming stopped … then started again … stopped … started.

A power drill, Anna suddenly realised. He’s using a power drill to secure planks of wood across the outside of the door. He’s sealing me in.

The drill started, stopped, started, stopped – and then there was silence. Straining to hear, Anna caught the sound of footsteps receding. Then there was nothing.

She didn’t even bother testing the door to see how secure it was. She knew. And for now, her way did not lie back through that door even if she could have escaped via it. Her only way lay down those steps and into the blackness at the heart of this house. Miles was down there. Sharon Steiner was down there. And Jim would be down there too, reaching it by some other means, getting there ahead of her, preparing things for their final confrontation. 

Jim, she thought, shaking her head slowly. Jim … it was Jim … And I never once suspected.

But it made sense. There at the heart of the CID investigation he could control everything. When it came to suspects in a murder case, who was more beyond suspicion than the detective in charge? And the mockery of it all! The delicious, bitter mockery of investigating crimes that he himself had committed, of being dedicated to bringing to justice the serial killer that he himself was.


Chapter 16

Like Jim’s sanity, it had been nothing but a phantom, an appearance, an illusion.

He’s controlled me from the start … He’s made me think everything that he wanted me to think … He even mimicked Victor Maxen’s speech pattern so I’d think it was him on the phone … And the sick bastard even lay there in that hallway, covered in fake blood, getting me to psychoanalyse him! 

She had been right about him, about his need for attention. That’s why he had dragged her into this whole thing in the first place. He wanted her to see what he was doing, to see what he was capable of doing. She was his audience. That’s why he had staged that whole pantomime with the mantrap: to get and hold her undivided attention, to make her focus on him and his life and his psychological problems, but without yet giving the game away. He didn’t want to reveal his identity to her outright, he wanted her to work it all out for herself. 

Yes, she had been turned into his audience. But not just a passive audience that sits and watches, but an active audience, hauled up on stage and forced into being part of the action. She was, quite literally, a player in his game. 

He wants me to understand. He wants me to know why he does what he does. He wants me to work my way to the heart of him, to the core of his madness, and see for myself what is there. To kill and get away with it, that’s not enough. To abduct women, torture them, murder them, that’s not enough. To run rings round the police, that’s not enough. He needs something more. 

Something he believes I can provide for him.

But why me? Why me, for God’s sake?

No time to puzzle that one out. Jim himself would, in due course, tell her – of that she was sure.

All that mattered now was to keep moving, find Miles, find Sharon Steiner, save them – whatever was left of them – and then kill Jim. As long as he was alive he would not let them go, he would not relinquish the iron grip of his control. The only way out of here was over Jim Townsend’s dead body.

Anna looked for the knife, but then realised it was on the far side of that sealed door. The claw hammer was at the bottom of the stairs, so she fetched that. It felt more puny than ever. And she derived no greater sense of protection from the thought of the bleach spray hanging from her belt.

A sense of total futility overcame her. The hammer, the bleach … why the hell was she even bothering with such stupidities? These were not the means by which she was going to confront and defeat Jim Townsend. It was not going to be that sort of a fight. Jim himself – always one for clues and hints – had prompted her to think this way. He had continually tested her to see what she was made of. Right from the start, from their first meeting, he had challenged her to see if she had strength enough to stand up to him. It wasn’t her physical strength that he was testing but her strength of will. 

He wants to respect me, she thought. If all he wanted were cringing victims begging for mercy, he can have those whenever he chooses. But he doesn’t want that from me. He doesn’t want subservience. He wants me to show strength and courage and intelligence. He wants me to display qualities that he can respect. He wants … He wants a worthy opponent.

A worthy opponent. Was that what he saw in her? Was that what lay behind all this death and suffering?

Anna dropped the hammer. She unbuckled the tool belt and cast it aside.

I will proceed without weapons. Unarmed. Defenceless. The more courage I show, the less reason he has to kill me.

And then? When she reached the place where he was waiting for her, what would she do? What was the conclusion to this nightmare going to be?

I don’t know. How can I know? I’ll just have to face it when I get there.

Dredging up what energy she could muster, and forcing down the fear that threatened to overwhelm her completely, Anna crept empty-handed into the black depths of the cellar, to see what horrors awaited her there.

Moving forwards, Anna felt tufts of tinsel brush against her face. Here and there in the darkness blinked fairy lights. She saw decorations dangling from hooks and chains on the wall. A wreath rotated slowly at the end of a rope like a corpse hanging from a gibbet. 

The beam of the headlight picked out filthy walls, broken plaster, exposed pipes, ripped chunks of insulations, broken concrete slabs under foot. Tunnels branched off left and right, and as she shone the flashlight into them she could see that these in turn branched again.

A maze. This whole place is a maze – a filthy, stinking, insane maze all decorated for a murderous Christmas.

She wondered if it was this house and its cellars that she was describing, or the inside of Jim Townsend’s mind.

Anna stopped. It was no good wandering about randomly. She would become lost and disorientated. Her sense of panic would increase and perhaps completely overwhelm her. She needed a plan of action, a system, a means of starting to regain control of what was happening to her.

But how? What sort of logical system could she devise in the depths of this insane lair?

The game, she thought. Jim’s still playing the ‘Twelve Days of Christmas’ game. Whatever’s coming up next will abide by those rules.

The tenth day of the song had been and gone. They were now on the eleventh.

But what was the eleventh?

Shakily, her voice cracking with fear, Anna sang the words to herself, trying to jog her memory.

‘On the eleventh day of Christmas my true love gave to me … something something something, ten lords a-leaping, nine ladies dancing … ‘

She tried again.

Then again.

And again.

Damn it, she knew the answer! She must have heard that bloody song a million times in her life by now!

With a cry of frustration she punched a mould-covered water pipe running overhead. It juddered, sending an eerie, ominous sound echoing away into the bowels of the house.

‘Water pipes …’ Anna whispered to herself. ‘Piping! Of course!’

She banged the side of her head, rebuking her lousy memory.

‘On the eleventh day of Christmas my true love gave to me … eleven pipers piping!’

Pipers piping. Okay. So what did that mean down here in hell?

She peered up at the cluster of filthy pipes running over her head. They were all much of a muchness … except for one. It had a red ribbon round it, tied in a bow. Following the piper further, Anna found a second ribbon just the same, then a third. 

Well, she now had a plan – but, as always, it was Santa’s plan, Jim’s plan. He had not relinquished control over her, not at all.

She had no choice but to play along, following the ribbons tied so neatly and delicately to that filthy metal pipe. Perhaps, if she counted them, she would find that there were eleven of them, eleven little bows, one for each piper piping. But she didn’t count them. She refused to. She had danced to this bastard’s tune too much already.

The decorated pipe turned sharply to the right. Anna followed it. She found herself in a cold space that seemed strangely familiar. A wooden object, like a wall with a hole cut in it, lay propped against the stonework.

Suddenly, Anna recognised it from the online video she had been obliged to endure. It was here that Sharon Steiner had been brought, her hand trapped in that wooden hole, while Santa snip-snip-snipped the huge shears this way and that around her finger with its stolen gold ring on it.

Despite the shudder running through her body, Anna drew closer, examining the thing. There was no blood on it. She had to assume – she had to hope – that Santa’s shears had sliced through no more than thin air. The hostage was to be kept alive, and more or less intact, at least until Santa had delivered his twelfth and final message. Anna felt she was being railroaded through that damned song at breakneck pace. The Twelfth Day was coming up. It was awaiting her right now.

Sharon Steiner might still be alive, but what about Miles? Anna refused to believe that he was dead. She fixed in her mind that he had been brought here to this house, just like Sharon Steiner, and that he was being kept prisoner, and that any moment now she’d turn a corner and find him.

The prospect of seeing him again – even down here in this subterranean nightmare – was about the only thing keeping her from going mad. It was the source of whatever strength she possessed to keep going deeper and deeper into the darkness. 

The red ribbons tied to the overhead pipe led her, step by step, to a narrow passageway where the walls were all exposed brickwork. The passageway ended with a wooden door, from beyond which came a slow, regular sound, like a metal surface being gently struck.

Tap … tap … tap … 

Drawing closer to the door, Anna saw that something had been crudely scratched into it. She angled the flashlight to examine it more closely. Gouged into the wood was an oval with various lines coming out of it. It was only with effort that Anna could make sense of it.

It was a drum.

On the twelfth day of Christmas my true love gave to me … 

‘Twelve drummers drumming,’ Anna whispered under her breath.

So this was it, then. Journey’s end. The song was over. The twelve days had expired. She had reached the appointed place. Whatever was awaiting her lay on the other side of that door.

Nothing to do now but open that door and step through.

Tap … tap … tap … That metallic sound continued, as slow and as solemn as a funeral march.

He’s calling me, Anna thought. He’s calling me with the beat of a drum.

Too late to turn back now. This was it.

Tap … tap … tap … 

She reached out with a trembling hand, pressed her fingers against the gouged surface of the door, and gently pushed.

Tap … tap … tap … 

The door was not locked. It did not resist. It swung open easily.

As was expected of her – as she had been coerced into doing – Anna passed through the door to engage in the endgame Santa had long been preparing for her.


Chapter 17

A naked bulb burned from the end of a frayed flex. It cast a sickly light over the damp, cold, mouldy, filthy, stinking chamber that Anna now stepped into. 

Tap … tap … tap … 

When she saw Miles, her heart leapt. He was staring silently at her from a metal cage to her left. He was dishevelled, haggard-looking, but alive. 

Tap … tap … tap … 

That metallic rhythm was still intoning. Soft as it was, it was a ghastly sound, threatening, remorseless.

Forcing herself to make no rash moves, Anna turned slowly to her right. There was a second cage there. The slumped, exhausted, barely moving heap lying inside it was Sharon Steiner, alive but looking overcome with hunger and terror and despair.

Tap … tap … tap … 

Moving as if stepping onto dubious ice, Anna inched into the room, edging between the two cages on either side of her, the air vibrating with that awful metallic clamour.

Tap … tap … tap … 

Looking up, she saw something suspended from a heavy chain that reached down from the high ceiling. It was a metal canister. A drum. An oil drum. It was the source of that horrible, rhythmic sound.

Tap … tap … tap … 

Now Anna could see that the decorated pipe she had followed to get here ran right across the high ceiling and above the suspended drum. Water was dripping from the pipe and landing on the drum, tap … tap … tap … as regular as clockwork.

When the door behind her slammed shut, Anna jumped out of her skin.

Spinning round, she found Jim standing right over her, his face very close. His expression was blank. He did not look insane. He looked just as he had always looked – serious, thoughtful, slightly troubled.

‘So …’ Anna whispered, struggling to speak with a mouth that was bone dry. ‘I’m the first one to find Santa before the time runs out.’

‘I’m not Santa,’ Jim said very quietly. He raised his hand, presenting his horrible, black balaclava mask to Anna. ‘This is Santa.’

So here it was, the insane split in this man’s psyche. Unmasked, he was Jim Townsend. But as soon as he pulled that balaclava over his face, he transformed, he succumbed to the killer within him, he became Santa. This was how he could live two independent lives at one and the same time. This was how he could survive as a killer, but also as the detective charged with apprehending that killer.

Jim nudged Anna further into the chamber, keeping close to her all the time, never taking his eyes off her. And the while, those maddening drops of water kept on and on and on striking the top of the metal drum.

Tap … tap … tap … 

Without warning, Jim grabbed at the metal drum suspended above them. There was a metal cap on the side. He turned it, unscrewed it, let it fall away – and at once, petrol began pouring out in a torrent. Anna jumped back, but the petrol was already on her, and on Jim too, and it was pouring across the floor into the cages. Miles stared down at it as it encroached upon him and soaked into his clothes. Sharon Steiner just lay there as it pooled about her.

Now Jim turned towards Anna, looming over her, a cigarette lighter in his hand.

‘I want my present,’ he said. ‘I want my present now. And if I don’t get it …’

He slowly grated the wheel of the lighter with his thumb.

Anna braced herself – but no spark came.

Not yet. 

But the message came through to Anna loud and clear: Jim wasn’t bluffing.

Petrol was still gushing from the metal drum. The reek of fumes choked the air. Everybody was splashed and doused with the stuff. The whole chamber had become a bomb, ready to go up in an instant.

Jim sang loudly: ‘On the twelfth day of Christmas my true love gave to me …’

‘What do you want from me, Jim?’ Anna cut across him. ‘Because it is me you want, isn’t it? You don’t care about Miles. You don’t care about Sharon Steiner. It’s me you want here.’

‘Yes, it’s you,’ Jim said. ‘And you’re right, I don’t care about the others. But I need witnesses.’

‘To what?’

‘To what I’m going to do to you.’

‘And wh … And what are you going to do to me?’

But he didn’t have to answer the question. Anna could see in Jim’s eyes that he was no longer seeing her – he was no longer seeing Anna Vaughan – but instead, to him, she had become the surrogate for his mother. It gave him no satisfaction to vent all his pent-up fury and pain on a cringing, terrified victim. He wanted somebody strong, somebody with the courage to stand up to him, somebody with the clear-sighted intelligence to understand what he was doing and why. What he needed was somebody as forceful and meaningful to him as his mother had been. 

‘… Twelve drummers drumming … ’ Jim intoned, and now he was bringing up the balaclava. ‘Twelve … drummers … drumming …  Oh, that’s how it feels to me. Always. Drummers drumming, night and day, inside my head, never letting me rest, always battering at me, battering at me, battering at me …’

‘It doesn’t have to be like that,’ Anna said urgently, trying to reach whatever sane scrap of humanity remained within him. ‘We can … I can help you.’

‘I can help myself, now,’ he said. ‘At long last, I can help myself.’

‘There’s no point in killing me, Jim, it won’t help you. Look at me – I’m not strong. See how weak I am? And no weapons! I came in here with nothing, not even that bottle of spray bleach! Nothing, Jim!’

‘Exactly. Only a woman possessed of great inner strength would come here like that. It’s what Mother would have done … faced me empty-handed … knowing she could always beat me … always beat me … well, this time, I’m going to prove her wrong.’

‘But she’s dead, Jim! Your mother’s dead!’

‘Not up here she’s not.’ He smacked a hand against the side of his skull. ‘She’s drumming away in there, believe me … just like she’s always been … but now I’m going to stop it … stop her … stop the drumming … stop the pain … receive my present at last …’

Suddenly, Miles was furiously rattling the bars of his cage.

‘For God’s sake, Jim, let her go!’ he bellowed. ‘Let them both go! I’ll stay! Just me! Just you and me!’

But Jim could no longer hear him. He could hear nothing except that mad drumming inside his head, instilled in him by a lifetime of pain. He lifted the balaclava and pulled it over his head – and at once Jim disappeared. Santa was here now, his eyes like empty voids.

Miles was hunched in his metal cage, looking as distraught and ruined as ever Anna had seen him. He was in hell. He was in hell for the second time, but this time there would be no clemency, no escape. The nightmare that had nearly destroyed him three years ago had returned to finish the job.

Across from him in the other cage, Sharon Steiner had roused herself. Perhaps it was the stink of the petrol that had awoken her. She lifted her head and began to let out a series of long howls, like a tormented cat.

Anna’s mind was reeling. There was no point in running. Santa could turn this whole dungeon into an inferno before she got halfway to the door. And there was no point trying to reason with him either, for there was no reasoning with the psychotic monster who wore that faceless mask. 

She was out of options. She had been corralled into this moment, this showdown. She was right where Santa wanted her. Whatever the hell she was going to do, she would have to do it now.

Right now.

So she did.

She grabbed the drum of petrol suspended on its chain and shoved it towards him, sending petrol splashing into his face. Those eyes were not so inhuman, not so empty, with petrol in them, and Santa reacted at once, grabbing in blinded agony at the front of the balaclava and stumbling back with a bestial snarl.

The cigarette lighter hit the floor. Anna grabbed frantically for it but managed only to send it skittering away into a corner.

She made a grab for it. But at once Santa was on her, hurling himself blindly onto her and bringing her down with the full weight of his body. As they hit the floor, Anna felt those harsh, gloved hands grabbing her arms, her shoulder, and now her throat, clamping around her windpipe just like they had in the French Hen. He knew what he was doing. He knew how to subdue and incapacitate her without strangling the life out of her completely. She would pass out – and then she would come round again. But not in a safe, clean hospital bed, but in some other part of Santa’s dungeon, helpless, able to do nothing but await the tortures he had long prepared for her.

But of course, as she screamed and writhed and begged for mercy, he would not see Anna Vaughan at all. He would see only his mother. He would see only his revenge. He would see only the world of his ego, and himself, and all the pain he had dragged around since he was a child and which had driven him irredeemably into violent psychosis.

Anna struggled. She began clawing at the merciless hands choking her, her blurring vision filled by the awful, blank face of the balaclava, now soaked in petrol and reeking of fumes.

In that moment she was aware of nothing but Santa. And in that moment Santa was aware of nothing but her. Neither of them noticed Miles hunched in his cage, reaching suddenly into his inside pocket, pulling out his leather pouch of lock-picking tools. 

‘Time to see if this particular reporter’s still got a sprinkling of his old-school magic,’ he’d said back when he’d used his collection of rods and wires to open the front door of Terry Hallen’s flat. The old-school magic had worked then – and it worked now.

The cage door swung open and Miles charged out.

Anna sensed a powerful concussion, and the next thing she knew she was released from Santa’s merciless, choking grasp. Groaning and choking, she began drawing great lungfuls of stinking air into herself, splashing about in the petrol and trying to struggle to her feet. Her vision began to clear. Blinking heavily, she saw Miles locked with Santa, the two of them struggling furiously. They crashed heavily against the suspended petrol drum, making it clang like a gong, then fell hard against Sharon Steiner’s cage. Sharon let out a pathetic, ruinous cry and covered her face.

In the next moment, Santa was up on his feet, raining down a fearsome barrage of blows onto Miles’s head and body. Helpless, Miles cowered beneath his arms, taking one blow after another as Santa battered him with machine-like regularity, driving his fists into him again and again and again like they were powered by pistons.

Anna hauled herself to her feet, glared around wildly, and grabbed hold of the first object she could lay hands on it. Shears. It was the huge set of shears she had seen in the online video. Snip – snip – snip.

But she didn’t snip with them. She charged with them, the blades together, point first, screaming as she went. She closed her eyes, felt the impact, felt the shears being wrenched from her grasp. Opening her eyes, she saw Santa blundering drunkenly around in a circle, the shears jutting from the side of his body, lodged hard between his ribs. He fumbled awkwardly at them, but all he managed to do was dislodge the keys he had hooked into his belt. They fell into the petrol sloshing about on the floor.

There was no time to watch, no time to gawp, no time to think. Anna grabbed the keys, rammed one after the other into the lock of Sharon’s cage until suddenly the door swung open. Miles – battered, bloodied, looking like shit – lumbered past her, grabbed hold of Sharon Steiner, and hauled her out.

They ran for the door, smashing it open and bundling out into the maze of passageways beyond.

But Anna paused. She could not help herself. As Miles and Sharon staggered away ahead of her, she stopped and looked back.

Santa was sitting against a wall, propped into a corner, his legs stuck out in front of him, the shears still jutting from his ribs. Blood was gushing from him and mixing with the petrol slopping all about him. Above his head swung the metal drum, empty now, just a hollow vessel dangling uselessly on a chain.

There was a moment of stillness. Anna stared at the blank-faced balaclava, and it stared back. Then Santa raised a weak and shaking hand, pawed at the balaclava, and slowly dragged it from his head. With the mask gone, he was Jim again. His face was white. His eyes were swollen and lividly bloodshot from the petrol that had splashed into them. He wasn’t a monster any more. He was just a dying man, half-blinded, slumped in a corner, bleeding to death.

And yet – he was smiling. Even when he began choking, and blood ran from the corner of his mouth, still he smiled.

His hand groped about, found something, raised it.

It was the lighter.

‘At last,’ he managed to say. ‘The present … I always … really wanted.’

But he wasn’t talking to Anna. He was talking to himself. To his mother. To his own private world of agony that had now run its course and come to its end.

Anna didn’t hesitate any longer. She slammed the door and ran after the others. Seconds later, there was a great roar behind her, and the door with the image of the drum gouged into it all but exploded clear off its hinges.

Racing along, Anna caught up with Miles and Sharon. Thick black smoke was pouring into the passageway.

‘How the hell do we get out?’ Miles choked as he glared about frantically.

‘The bows!’ Anna cried, leading the way.

‘The bows?’

‘The little red bows!’

They’d guided her in here, now they could guide them all out again.

For all their injuries and mistreatment, the three of them moved fast. They had no choice. The maze of passageways behind them was burning, the fire spreading almost as quickly as they could run.

‘The stairs!’ Anna cried excitedly, pointing ahead. ‘Hallway’s at the top, then we can get out of the house through the front door!’

She led the way, scooting up the stairs double-quick, reaching the door at the top, throwing her weight against it – and bouncing off.

‘What’s wrong?’ Miles bellowed as he dragged Sharon up the steps. ‘Why won’t it open?’

‘He nailed it shut!’ Anna said. ‘Oh, shit, I … I forget … he … he nailed it shut!’

Miles shoved her out of the way and battered his fists against the door. He flung his shoulder at it, again and again. He lay on his back and rammed both feet against it. 

Solid.

Smoke was filling the air. Flames were flickering along the stud wall, igniting the tinsel, bursting the fairy lights.

‘We can’t get out,’ Miles said flatly. 

He took Anna’s hand and squeezed it. 

She squeezed back.

‘Sorry, Miles,’ she said.

‘Not your fault,’ Miles smiled at her. ‘A right pisser, really – we were that close to making it.’

Black fumes were now billowing over them, hot and stinking.

Anna tightened her grip on Miles’s hand, and said simply: ‘I love you, Miles.’

‘Thanks,’ said Miles in typical Miles fashion. ‘And I think you’re quite nice too.’

‘This way, you idiots!’

It was Sharon Steiner, shrieking at them from somewhere at the foot of the staircase.

‘Run! Run! Run!’

Anna and Miles ran. They ran down the stairs, plunging into the blinding, smothering mass of smoke now filling the cellar. They followed Sharon’s crazed and manic screams – Run! Run! Ruuuuun! – and ducked past flames and exploding light bulbs until they found themselves tripping and stumbling up another set of steps, and out through a door, and into the ground floor of the house.

But of course. Anna herself had realised that after Jim nailed the door shut he must have used some other way to gain access to the cellar. And Sharon Steiner had been held here a prisoner long enough to see him use it.

Sharon was still running ahead of them, howling like a lunatic – ‘RUUUUUUN! RUUUUN! RUUUUUN!’ She went howling along the hallway, out through the front door, and off into the dark garden beyond. Anna and Miles followed her, running across floorboards that were now growing hot and emitting streams of smoke.

Now they were out in the garden, the cold air on their skin, the blackness of the night sky over their heads. Sharon Steiner was going crazy, charging about this way and that, wheeling her arms about, laughing, crying, shrieking, howling, driven to hysteria by her grief and pain and trauma.

But Anna and Miles were too exhausted to run after her. They stood together, hand in hand, watching the fire take hold of the house.

‘It’s what he wanted, I think,’ Anna said as flames began flashing at the downstairs windows, shattering the glass. ‘He didn’t want to kill me. He wanted me to kill him. This whole thing – this “Twelve Days of Christmas” game he devised – it was his funeral ritual. His present to himself. Not revenge, but escape. Escape from the drumming in his head, from all that pain and rage.’

‘Too bad he had to drag so many others down with him first,’ Miles replied as Sharon Steiner ran screaming past them. ‘He nearly took us with him too.’

‘All he really wanted was peace of mind. He thought he could get that by killing his mother, over and over again, in the guise of those women he abducted. He thought if he could taunt the police and keep getting away with it, it would boost his ego and make him feel better about himself. But whatever his mother did to him from such a tender age, it was permanent. Nothing he could do would mend the harm that was done. And in the end, the prospect of death was the only thing that brought a smile to his face. He got his present in the end. Freedom. Freedom from his pain, from his mother, from life.’

‘And what about Sharon Steiner?’ Miles asked as the fire began crackling and dancing in the second-floor windows. ‘Look what he’s done to her. What peace is she ever going to find?’

‘I’m not defending what Jim did. I’m just trying to understand it.’

Secluded as 78 Hallen Street was, the billows of smoke rising from it had not gone unnoticed. The alarm had been raised. The howling of fire engines came blaring through the night.

‘I really want to go home now,’ Miles said just as the first of the fire engines came roaring up the drive. ‘But that house in Hampstead … I find it’s too big for a chap on his own.’

‘I’ll see if I can find you somebody who’ll put up with you,’ Anna said, and squeezed his hand.


Chapter 18
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Why indeed? 

Anna stared blankly at the words she had just typed on her laptop, and paused. She was sitting up in bed, in the dead of night, writing. But writing what exactly? And for whom?

After a few seconds of hesitation, she continued tapping at the keys:
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Maybe that was it. It certainly wasn’t for publication. Whatever the motive was for writing these words, it was private. 

With that firmly in mind, she continued:
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Anna broke off, hesitating. Why go into all the details of what happened after that? Why trawl through it all?

She glanced over at Miles, asleep in the bed beside her. They were together again, just like before – only more so. A couple. Anna and Miles.

‘Miles and Anna,’ he would correct her.

‘Anna and Miles flows better.’

‘But you’re back living in my house under my roof.’

‘Your mother’s house, Miles.’

‘Not any more. I’m the boss here now.’

‘You’re not the boss of me. Get that kettle on.’

‘How dare you order me about like a skivvy?’

‘One sugar and just a bit less milky this time, and I want a bickie. And it’s “Anna and Miles” and it always will be, and I don’t want any more backchat from you, young man. Savvy?’

What would life together consist of for them? Would their domestic union be wonderfully, gloriously normal? Would they rattle around the Hampstead house talking rubbish, watching bad TV, just enjoying each other’s company? Would they be ‘happy’ – whatever that complicated and elusive word truly meant? Could they be happy, given all the things that had happened to them, all the horrors they had seen?

Anna looked at Miles again as he slept. The bruises were still evident on his face from where he had fought Santa. As she watched, he stirred in agitation, muttering from time to time, flinching. Anna reached over and rested a hand gently on his shoulder, keeping it there until its presence filtered through to his sleeping brain and soothed him. He calmed down, and Anna turned back to her laptop.

She asked herself again: Was there really any need to trawl through the details of what had happened and write them down?

No. She would never forget them anyway. Neither would Miles, or Sharon Steiner. They would relive those awful events over and over in their memories – and in their dreams, as Miles was proving right now.

No need to write about them. All that mattered was to learn to deal with them. Deal with them and move on.
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She stopped typing. The urge to write had suddenly left her. 

Moving carefully so that she did not disturb Miles, Anna put the laptop aside and climbed from the bed. She crossed to the window and looked out into the cold, pre-dawn darkness.

It was Christmas Day morning. Santa had been in the night. Not that Santa, but the good one, the real one. He had been, and he had left Anna a present. A present that was lying there in the bed, warm and heavy and fast asleep.

‘I must have been a very good girl this year,’ she said.
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