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      In a big house in the countryside, a recently bereaved and increasingly unstable author toils over a novel which will close the best-selling trilogy of Jade Nexus fantasy books. Speculation and rumour are rife among hardcore Jade Nexus fans that their heroine will die at the novel's conclusion - a possibility against which they loudly protest via social media as the release date nears. How do you deal with grief, under such intense pressure? How do you cope with distractions from your work such as a violent intruder, panicked messages from your agent and a potential love interest moving into the cottage across the field? And far worse than any of those problems... what do you do about the Beast in your basement?
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Dedicated to scapegoats everywhere.


PROLOGUE

 
 

I am soaked with blood, rain and what is almost certainly my own urine.

Consciousness ebbs and flows.

The ceiling seems to move.  I’m dimly aware of being dragged across the floorboards on my back, my arms stretched out behind my head, gripped firmly around the wrists.  My joints groan under the strain.

One of my palms is wet, oozing red.  The hole in its centre burns like napalm.

I know what’s happening but am too lost and nauseous to do anything about it.  Something has snapped inside my head.  My skull feels dented, cracked, all wrong, the brain inside awash with sludgy dread and hate.

I snatch a glimpse of the glowing computer screen and it hurts my eyes.

Somewhere in the background: a constant liquid hammering.  Rain batters the big window pane as if attempting to mount a rescue.

Gazing at the blurred ceiling, I limply writhe.  Indignant, broken, fearful.

My voice splutters out, a wavering growl: “Let me go.”

I’m somehow surprised to be able to speak at all, after everything I’ve been through.

Everything from the innocent creak of a metal flap, to the screech of brakes, the screams, the mission, Jade Nexus, the intruder, the cameras, Maddy, the red lotus, the wine, the rain, the triumph and the agony.

The Beast.

All of these things have inexorably led me here.  My entire life has hurtled towards this point.  Good old destiny, reeling me in.

If this is the end then there will be no regrets, but I must do my very best to fight.

With a violent flurry, the whole world shakes.  My legs feebly kick out at nothing as I’m hauled from the floor towards the chair, but it’s an exhausting token gesture.  My eyes roll back into my head as oblivion descends once more, blotting everything out.


CHAPTER ONE: HELLO REALITY

 
 

I know I can do this.

I can do this.

Just need to pull myself together.  Stay positive.  This whole thing is about positivity, right?  It should be a joy from beginning to end.

I started the mission, I’ve orchestrated this whole thing, so must press on until it’s done.  I must stagger through the trenches, endure all that deafening gunfire and complete.  Yes, I must complete this novel.

Anything less would be doing the world’s children a grave disservice.

That said, I’ve typed nothing for the last – what – half an hour?  One hour?  Two?

The cursor blinks at the top of the empty computer screen, beneath the legend ‘CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX’.  That little flashing blob of whatever is steady, sure and certain, while I sit here stewing, trying to retain faith in my own abilities.

I’m going screen-blind.  Microscopic light-amoeba dance before my eyes.  I blink, stretch back in my chair and let my gaze wander around the study for a while.

The huge, floor-to-ceiling window has heavy curtains which I never think to close.  I suppose I like the view during the day, then forget that people can see in at night.

The countryside is so comprehensively dark at this hour that the window may as well be a black rectangle painted on the wall.  I can see neither the field nor the dense woods which frame it.  The neat little cottage which faces this house clearly remains unoccupied, so no illumination there.

Out here, there are none of London’s street lights.  No car lamps.  No moon.  Not even a cat to puncture the thick darkness with laser-beam eyes.

I turn my attention to the wall above the desk.  To the first of three large, ornate, golden picture frames.

The first frame contains a beautifully illustrated book cover.  I let my eyes dance over the words.

Jade Nexus And The Four-Headed Witch, by PT Sparks.  Sure enough, there on the cover is a witch with four heads.  A perfectly fine novel, I always thought.

Not so the next.  Its cover sits in the second frame: Jade Nexus And The Great Leveller, by PT Sparks.  I detest that one with every fibre of my being.  If I could delete it from the universe, like a single word demolished by a retreating cursor, I would gladly do so.

Still.  Too late now.  All I can do is write the next one.

The third and final book in the series is under my control.  Mine and mine only.  No matter what Maurice or the publisher might think.

The third picture frame is empty.  It hangs there, an open mouth, hungry, expectant.  Just like the ice-cold corporate world which will publish the book, caring about nothing except the money which rolls in.

My job here, my mission, is to finish this book in the way it deserves to be finished.  The way which will do the most good for the children who flock to absorb it.

I am determined that Jade Nexus And The Cathedral Of Screams will not make the same terrible mistakes as Jade Nexus And The Great Leveller.

Despite my strong resolve, however, there’s a voice in the back of my head.  A voice asking questions.  Questions like…

How much longer can I hold out here?  How much longer can I maintain, before someone unmasks me as a charlatan, a faker?  How long before I’m paraded through the streets by a rowdy mob, shackled, tarred and feathered?

I know all authors feel this way, and I do have confidence.  Yet deep down, I know the truth.

You can only live in a world of make-believe for so long, before reality comes calling.

It always does.

One question in particular, I try to keep locked behind a cast-iron — no, no, God no, don’t say that next word, don’t even think it.  The word must be banished forever.  Shred it now.

One question in particular, I try to keep locked in a secure chest, rammed against the back wall of my consciousness.

A question too unnerving to face.

What am I going to do about the Beast in the basement?
 
 

Yesterday afternoon, I printed the novel in its entirety.  All 32 chapters of the first draft.

I sat there by the printer, gulping wine like water and stared nervously at the pages which splurged all but soundlessly from that slick machine.

The pages mounted higher and higher.  I didn’t want the printing to end.  When it did, I would have to actually read the novel, which I knew would be a painful experience.

While waiting, I noticed that a couple of workmen had parked up beside the cottage across the field.  They were carrying a pane of glass.  Maybe someone was about to move in, but I gave this little thought as I watched pages ooze from the print-mouth.

I soon had that fat, warm manuscript on my lap, as I stretched out along the chaise longue.  I had already sunk the bottle and was opening another.  Of course, a bottle of wine has little effect on me these days.  In the three months since Jamie died, I’ve become so accustomed to drinking.  All too accustomed.  Wine barely touches the sides.  I’m not even sure the alcohol registers in my brain.

I drew in a deep, trepidatious breath and began to read.

To my surprise, I found myself enjoying it.  My drinking slowed.  I became embroiled in the world of Jade Nexus, as she strove to finally rid the Earth of The Great Bug Lord’s power.  Internally, maybe even externally, I cheered her on, while making red-pen notes, directly onto the manuscript, of things which didn’t work at all.  I would right these wrongs during my imminent final draft.

Hours later, as the story sped towards its climax, an uneasy lump materialised in the pit of my stomach.  That lump grew as brave Jade finally confronted The Bug Lord in his Opal Dream-Nest.

By the time I laid eyes on the words ‘The End’, I was seeing red.  I gathered together a wedge of the final pages – chapters 26 to 32 – and tore them in half, again and again.

“Wrong.  This is so wrong!”

I rolled my chair over to the shredder, switched it on and fed the fragments into the machine.  Watched with relief as tiny churning blades effortlessly mangled all those stupidly misjudged words.

Urgently pulling myself over to the desk, I booted up the PC.  Various whirrs and clicks signalled it coming to life.  I steadied myself on the desk, feeling like a man coming undone.

My angry tears exploded on the mouse mat.

This was so very deeply, unutterably wrong.

Jade Nexus must not die, even if she does save Earth in the process.

I tried to console myself with the fact that, at least, I had time to correct this fundamental error.  The rot had set into the story after Chapter 25, which meant I would need to rewrite the final seven sections in full.

This was achievable.  This could be done.  I told myself this again and again, like a mantra, until the panic and nausea subsided.

I opened up the Microsoft Word file entitled Jade Nexus And The Cathedral Of Screams – Draft 4.

I scrolled down to the end of Chapter 25.

I highlighted everything after that and hit delete.

I saved the file, then deleted all previous versions on hard drives both inside and out.

Yes.  Now we were in business.  I could get this story back on track.

Three storeys down, in the depths of the house, I could have sworn I heard The Beast gnash its teeth.
 
 

Come 3am, as I lie cocooned in soft silken sheets, I wonder when sleep will finally take me.

Maybe it won’t – and I know exactly why.  More than a whole day later, the new Chapter 26 still doesn’t exist.  Neither do any of the chapters which need to follow it.

Perhaps, if I catch a few hours’ rest, I can dream it into existence before dawn.  Perhaps I’ll awake refreshed and full of ideas.  Tactics.  I once read that the brain has a habit of doing most of its creative heavy-lifting while adrift on the REM Sleep Sea.

Maybe that’s true.  Maybe–

Smash.  Clatter.

The sound of glass breaking, followed by shards tinkling against tiles.

It came from downstairs.  Almost certainly the ground floor.

The kitchen?

I find myself unable to swallow.  I try again, then again, fearing I’m going to choke to death on nothingness, until finally I manage it – all the time listening attentively for further sounds.

What the hell’s going on?  Is The Beast somehow loose?  That cannot be.

You can only live in a world of make-believe for so long, before reality comes calling.

It always does.
 
 

Unlike the unshaven, malnourished mess which currently passes for me, the wooden baseball bat feels cool, smooth and reassuringly solid.

I’m standing at the top of the staircase which winds down to the second floor, staring down into all that gloom.

Here in the darkness, the house’s wooden beams and fixtures have become unnerving shadows.

I only moved in a few days ago, to finish the novel.  None of this is familiar.  For all I know, that upright thing down on the second floor could be a grandfather clock, or a phantom staring balefully up at me.

I’m pretty sure it’s a grandfather clock.  Or was that on the first floor?

The house is so painfully quiet.  I fear another sudden noise might kill me.

A sudden spike of indignance.  This is my house.  Why am I hesitating to turn on the damn light?

My left hand fumbles its way up the wall, searching for the switch.

Click.  The landing’s light bulbs flicker into action, illuminating the second floor and making me blink.  One of the bulbs continues to flicker, intermittent.  Must remember to change that thing, if I survive this night.

Might The Beast be at large?  Is this actually possible?

No.  Once again, no.  If The Beast is loose, then why did I hear a window break inwards?

This must be some other intruder.  One whose impudence I cannot, must not, accept.

Emboldened by the light, which allows me to see the grandfather clock in all its comforting glory, I muster the courage to speak.

My first attempt produces the driest of nondescript croaks.  I clear my throat and try again.

“Hello?  Who’s there?”

My voice comes out far softer, much more fearful, than I had intended.

I listen for a reply, straining in an attempt to catch the slightest sound.

Nothing comes.

Steeling myself, I descend.  Below, the first floor remains cloaked in night and I keep one hand clamped on the banister, unsure of my footing.  In my haste, back in the bedroom, I’d been unable to find my shoes.  Still, these socks lend me the advantage of silent movement.  Stealth socks.  Those aside, I’m wearing my badly creased trousers and a shirt, with only the lowest button secured.

As my foot lands on a new stair, the creak makes me freeze.

Jesus Christ.  What’s wrong with me?

Did fear get me this far?

No.  I’ve accomplished too much to let anyone scare me into submission.   Mentally vulnerable I might be, but I’m a 46-year-old man, not some frail fucking pensioner.

I make my way down the stairs faster, ignoring my heart as it pumps hard and hot.  I swear I can hear it thumping my ribs.

Arriving on the first floor, I scurry across the pitch-black landing to the light switch.

Click.  All is revealed.  I look hurriedly around, gripping the baseball bat so tightly.  Dreading a heart-stopping confrontation with a lurker.

Since Jamie died, I’ve believed in the afterlife.  Before that, I was a man of science who scoffed at ideas like heaven and angels.

We believe what we need to believe, don’t we?

The landing is empty.  Brooding.

If I believe in an afterlife, I must believe in ghosts.  Great – just when I needed a reassuring thought.

Could this be a ghost?

“Hello?  Who the hell is down there?”

This time, my voice does not yield.  It stays strong.

Again, no reply.

More angered than afraid now, I march down the final staircase to the ground floor.

A tremor, deep within, as the darkness swallows me up.
 
 

In the hallway, I can’t find the light switch.  It’s not in the place you’d intuitively expect to find it.

A shiver, as though a feather has been swiped across the nape of my neck.

I can at least dimly make out the shape, the layout, of the corridor.  I see open doors on either side.

Holding the baseball bat aloft, ready to strike man or ghost, I breathlessly creep.

The darkness and the silence encompass all.

I realise that I’m standing right beside the door to the basement.

Nervous, I snake a hand down to the round door-knob.

I twist it and test the door.

The wooden frame jolts as it meets with the lock’s resistance.

The Beast is secure.  A mercy.

Continuing along the corridor, I reach the first of the open doors.

I remember this one leads into the kitchen.  Peering in, I catch the glint of broken glass on the floor.  A sliver of moon has negotiated its way through cloud, subtly revealing the room in smeary monochrome.

I see a jagged hole, the shape of a deformed star, in the kitchen door’s upper pane.

I see that the door is ajar.

I step into the kitchen, my senses alive and keener than they’ve been in some time.

The room is still and empty.  I find the light switch and flick it, blinking as the room blossoms into sharp colour.

I turn back towards the dark corridor.

Whump.  Something lashes out of that darkness and hits me hard in the face.  Something cool, metallic, angular.

A sickening crunch as a tooth comes loose, pivoting back into my mouth.

Tasting blood, I blindly swing the baseball bat, but it whooshes through thin air, missing whoever I’m aiming for.  I lose my balance and am falling, like an idiot.

Somehow, the side of my face ends up slamming on the cold tiles.

Movement above.  A grunt.  Hasty breath.  Looking up, I see a boy-man, a long-haired teenager, a bulging blue rucksack clinging to him like a hump.  In both hands, he carries a metallic, silver machine – the thing which hit me.  I briefly catch his face, no doubt rendered all the more snub-nosed and thuggish by this low angle, before he darts behind me.

His boot very deliberately connects with the back of my head and I groan under its onslaught, a human football.  A white flash shoots through my eyes into my brain and sickness crashes over me like high tide.

There’s no need for that, I think.  No need for this final humiliation.

He’s running.  Struck dumb, I watch his lower legs as he wrenches that kitchen door fully open, then darts off into the night.

For what could be five minutes or fifty, I stay down here on the floor, recovering.  Trying to mentally regroup.  Trying to process what just happened.

Part of me feels powerless, a bullied child.  The rest, the majority, is blurred with anger.

Finally, I raise myself, ending up on all fours.

The room swims indistinctly.  I gag and retch onto those tiles.

Wiping my mouth, I force myself upright and stagger to the kitchen door.  I slam it shut so hard that the top pane’s remaining fragments come loose and shatter on the tiles, shrinking as they multiply.
 

*  *  *
 

Every filament in the house is ablaze.

I wander around the place, still disorientated, looking for missing things.  Not the easiest task in a house you barely know.

The thieved items are of little concern to me.  It’s the invasion of my space, my bubble, which brings the rawest pain.  Nevertheless, it’s easy enough to deduce that the DVD and Blu-Ray players are missing from beneath the flat screen TV.  The Boy Man must have been carrying one of those in his dirty little paws and smashed me with it.

My broken tooth dishes out a great deal of pain, bent at an angle but still attached.  How can something feel so alien, in the place where it belongs?  It seems to fill my entire mouth.

Machines aside, I dare say the Boy Man’s rucksack was stuffed with ornaments and such.  I couldn’t care less and so decide to abandon this vague survey.

Soon, I find myself sitting on a chair in the kitchen, facing the locked and bolted outer door.  I knock back some painkillers with wine – double the recommended dose, but so what?  I don’t have a dentist out here and, for all I know, there may not even be one in town.  So I’ll just have to self-medicate.  Sit it out.

And I do.  I sit in that chair, drinking straight from the bottle, wincing every time the smooth glass snags my wayward tooth.

I sit here and await the dawn.  By the time golden light enlivens the land, I find myself sobbing wildly, uncontrollably.

Yet again, trying to purge something which will never, ever be fully purged.

Once again, the bubble has burst.

Hello reality.  I was expecting you.


CHAPTER TWO: SECURITY

 
 

The Land Rover’s wheels grind gravel as I fire her up.

Pulling away from the house, I’m surprised to notice the four-by-four vehicle next to the cottage.  It’s a fair distance away, across the field, with an open boot.

As I drive past, I get a closer look.  A woman with lively jet-black hair is ferrying boxes to and fro, between car and cottage.  She’s about my age, nicely dressed.  She’s also very pretty, but I quickly reject that thought, feeling irrational guilt because of Sylvie, even though we’re separated forever.  I wonder if that guilt will ever fade.

Will any of this fade?  This weight, this burden?  Maybe a fraction of it, once the book’s written.   One can but hope.

The woman sees me.  She puts down a box and waves.  Looks like she’s smiling.

I give her nothing by way of response.  I turn my attention back to the road ahead and drive on.  This is the best, simplest and least dangerous thing to do.
 
 

Jerry’s Hardware Haven smells like sawdust and does not offer the greatest array of choice.

Among the many dusty aisles, one single shelf is dedicated to home security products.  I’m faced with just two types of security camera, both of which look like they were manufactured in the Nineties.

If I liked or understood the internet and knew how to make purchases on it, I’m sure I’d be faced by a whole bewildering variety of ‘cams’.  But no.  This is it and I can’t afford to wait for delivery.

It’s not the limited stock here which disheartens me, more the need for security itself.

What happened to the world?  To those years of legend, back when you could leave your kitchen door open and no-one would dare set foot inside because that simply wouldn’t be right?  Did those years ever really exist?  Old people swear they did – and those folk clearly struggle to adjust to the new world order.  They gape, astonished, as young people stroll blithely into their homes, then make off with the candlesticks.

That very thing happened to my late father.  He must have been 84 at the time.  Some kid broke into his house and eventually walked into the living room, his arms full of stuff.  A bemused Dad said “Hello” and the kid said “Hello” back before making a quick exit.  Afterwards, all Dad could talk about was how “well dressed” the “young man” was.

Even back in the Seventies, I don’t remember my parents worrying about Chubb locks and latches and spy cam systems.  Neither do I remember straggles of kids hanging around on street corners, giving anyone and everyone the evil eye.  In my day, kids were too busy scorching around dirt-tracks on BMX bikes and having TCP rubbed into grazed knees to even think of trespassing, stealing and – God forbid – assaulting.  How did those benign tearaways come to spawn this new batch of gremlins, their eyes alight with such resentment and entitlement?

As I contemplate which camera system to purchase, my peripheral vision is aware of just such a group of youths, hanging around outside the shop, near the Land Rover.  Little feels more threatening than kids with nothing to do.  Idle hands give rise to the Devil’s work.  You sense them simmering, like unattended pressure cookers waiting to blow.

Do pressure cookers really ‘blow’?  I have no idea.  I’m no sexist, but Sylvie used to handle that domestic stuff.  She genuinely enjoyed it.  Sylvie used to enjoy a lot of things.  She used to enjoy watching films, eating at good restaurants, going to the theatre, having sex with me.

My heart lurches as I contemplate what Sylvie might be doing at this very moment.  Is she sitting alone somewhere, bereft, soul-sore?  Has her painkiller habit worsened, as she finds it increasingly difficult to “take the edge off”?

I hate the thought of all that, it makes my head ache.  But if she won’t return my calls, what can I do?  I want to help her.  I want her to help me.

This whole thing has just torn us apart.

That one day destroyed everything.

What do you do when something’s just broken?  There is no glue for tragedy, not real tragedy.  All you can do, if you’re any kind of human being, is try to ensure it doesn’t happen again to others.

That’s what the mission is all about.

The cameras.  Back to the cameras.  This is how I’ve been coping, you see – by keeping busy.  Keeping my mind occupied.  Pieces of the past often rise from my subconscious cauldron and I just keep on batting them down beneath the surface.  A tiring battle, but one I’m determined to win.

Right now, Jade Nexus And The Cathedral Of Screams means everything to me.  Finishing it, the right way, is the only thing that matters.

The fact that thieves could be swarming over the house, as I stand here pondering security equipment, is a queasy irony not lost on me.

So hurry up.  Just choose some damn cameras and get out of here.

I sweep several boxes into my arms, on a random whim, and make for the counter.  En route, I grab a hammer and a box of nails.

The checkout girl is young, maybe 17, chubby, with an old-fashioned pink bow in her hair.  As I place the goods before her, she’s staring at her mobile phone and doesn’t react.  A few seconds later, she finishes what she’s doing and graces me with a fleeting half-smile.  She starts to scan the heavy cardboard boxes, one by one.

“That should do it, yeah?” she says, with a laugh.  “That should keep ‘em out”.

I just stare at her, with no idea what to say.

Yes.  Yes, it will keep them out.  Thanks.

She shrugs and keeps on scanning.

Beep.  Beep.  Beep.

I take a closer look, out through the window, at that posse of kids.  As the girl scans goods, I scan faces.  One after the other.

None of those kids match my thief, my Boy Man.  None of them have a blue rucksack either.  I feel simultaneous relief and disappointment.

Beep.  Beep.  Beep.

“You know… there’s a bit of blood on your mouth.”

The tooth.  I rub my lips with the back of one hand.  “Yes,” I tell her.  “I bit a cat this morning.”

Sadly, she’s not taken in.  Her eyes widen in mock amazement.  “Wow.  Okayyyy…”

Beep.  Beep.  Beep.

“Hold up,” she says, “There’s a four-for-three deal on these cameras.  Want to add another one, for nothing?”

I do.  The more the merrier.

As I walk back along the aisle to grab my freebie, a crippling image hits me, unbidden, like an ocean wave.

Jamie’s small skeleton, lying in his coffin.

My son.  Our son.  Forever dead.

Six years were all he got before something burst our bubble.

I try to shake it away, but the mind is a sadist.  That image stays put.  Crystal clear.

I hear the squeak of a letterbox.  Something forcing its way in, falling through.

The screech of car brakes.

The impact.

I hinge shut like a pen-knife, right there in the aisle.  My head swims madly, the world a gaudy kaleidoscope.

“You all right, mate?” comes the vague call from behind me.

I nod, hoping she’ll see the gesture.  I can’t speak.

I rarely speak, these days.  Why bother when there’s nothing left to say?

Straightening myself, still dizzy, I rush to that shelf, grab a box and head back to the counter.

Outside, as I make a bee-line for the Land Rover, I make no eye contact with the kids.  Two of them part ways, to let me through.  Feels like a small but qualified victory.
 
 

Ping!

Another little message appears in a pop-up box at the base of the computer screen.  Is that what you call them – pop-up boxes?

It’s from Maurice.

“Hi there, PT.  Just checking in.  How’s it going?”

Beneath this message are three similar missives, all received this morning while I’ve been out.  I realise it’s Monday.  Agents become restless while waiting for precious cargo.

I consider ignoring these messages, but I know he’ll just keep coming back.  Maybe he’d even visit the house.  There’s no way I’d have the energy to deal with that.  Have you seen me lately?  I’m like one of those skeletons from Jason And The Argonauts.  Only this morning, I mustered the courage to look in a bathroom mirror and was shocked by the taut angles of my face.  By the waxen pallor of my skin.

I have become unrecognisable as the old me, in flesh or in spirit.

I type a response, my fingers cautiously feeling out every word before committing.  Must try not to worry him.

“Hi Maurice.  All good here, thanks.”

A small animated quill signifies that Maurice is typing a response.

“Good, good.  We fine for the deadline, then?”

Ah.  Yes.  The deadline.  Oh God, the deadline.

“Absolutely,” I type.  “Can you remind me exactly when it is, again?”

I can practically hear Maurice gulp.  The quill quivers.

“Ha, u tease!  It’s Wednesday.  This Wednesday.  U knew that really, right?”

The mad kaleidoscope swings into action once again.  Bleary spots jig before my eyes.  It occurs to me that I should probably eat at some point.  Why didn’t I buy food while I was out?  You can’t eat SCART cables.

My fingers start typing, seemingly independently of my brain.

“Of course!  Don’t worry, I’m on it.  The book’s finished: I’ve just been letting it breathe before final draft.”

Is that convincing?  Hope so.

A quick waggle from the quill.  Then: “Phew!  I’ll leave you to it.”

I exhale heavily, leaning back in my chair, grasping the arms.  Seven long chapters to write in two days.

I’ll just have to buckle right down.

First things first, though.
 

*  *  *
 

The long nails taste of rust.  Sunlight streams onto my face.

I know I’m going to hit my thumb.  That’s a foregone conclusion.

It proves easy enough to affix the burglar alarm to one side of the front door.  I position another by the kitchen door, then set about repairing that gaping, jagged star-mouth in the glass.

I had hastily gaffer-taped a corkboard to the window as a makeshift barrier.  Tearing this down, I replace it with a panel of wood which covers the whole pane.  I take nails from between my teeth, one by one, and hammer them through the wood into the door frame.

I’m pleased to see this new arrangement holds firm.  I’m also pleased my mouth has become accustomed to its new dental configuration.  The tooth remains at a bad angle, but my tongue is less obsessed with poking and exploring it.  Regular Nurofen and paracetamol keep the pain at bay.  I can function, that’s all that matters.

Next, I concentrate on the cameras.  It takes a great deal of effort to decipher these instructions.  Seems the ‘cams’ all wirelessly link to a ‘hub’, allowing me to see live images from all around the house.  This greatly appeals, although I’m sceptical that it will actually happen.  Technology never works for me – it’s always defective in some way.

Teetering on a stool as wobbly as my tooth, I position one of the cameras above the front door next to the alarm, so that it films along the hallway, including the door to the basement.

Note to self: should also feed The Beast at some point.

The next camera goes on the wall by the basement door, facing into the kitchen.

I ensure the first-floor camera takes in as much of the landing as possible.  Same on the second floor.

The wireless hub, the centre of operations, is going in my study.  I lug that flat screen television upstairs, sweating from the exertion, and strategically position it beside my desk.  What follows is a whole load of tedious prep-work which relies heavily on that complex manual and intense concentration.

Once I seem to have the gist of what the hell I’m doing, I activate a boxy digital radio, craving a little background noise.  God knows why.  Big mistake.  Radio lets the outside world in.  It’s like removing your finger from that hole in the dam.

“… for which anticipation is becoming ever more intense, around the world,” says a newsreader, with all of the inflections and accentuations peculiar to her kind.  “Reclusive author Sparks is believed to be delivering the trilogy’s final novel, entitled Jade Nexus And The Cathedral Of Screams, to publisher Bloomsdale & Sons this week.”

Ah yes, great.  Thanks for the deadline reminder, thanks ever so much.  I fiddle with the hub, while staring at the blank flat screen, yearning for surveillance imagery.

“Come on, you bastard,” I tell it.  “Show me.”

“Rumours persist that the trilogy’s much-loved heroine, Jade Nexus, will die at the end of the epic tale, much to the potential dismay of millions of fans around the world.”

My stomach coils like a cobra.  “Well, you needn’t worry,” I mutter, punching the hub.  “The rumours are wrong.”

“Facebook groups and Twitter campaigns have already been created in protest at the demise of Jade Nexus.  A spokesperson for Bloomsdale & Sons has urged readers to wait and experience the novel before judging it, but fans remain worried.  We spoke to 12-year-old Marie Cooper, who wanted to urge PT Sparks not to bump off the heroine.”

Marie Cooper starts speaking, but I barely hear a word she says.  I’ve already darted across the room and am stabbing fingers at the radio, trying to work out how to turn the bloody thing off.

“… please don’t kill Jade”… click.

Once again, all I can hear is the birdsong outside.  Once again, the bubble is whole.  Or at least patched up.

But for how long?

I seize the radio and hurl it against a wall, where it smashes and falls to the ground in chunks with a jittery electrical fizz.
 

*  *  *
 

When it finally happens, it’s like magic.  Blessed magic from heaven.

One by one, the camera feeds blip into existence on the flat screen.   Four of them, neatly quartering the screen.  The footage is black and white, but that’s okay.  I’m not shooting a new Spielberg.

First, Camera One shows me the hallway, including the vital basement door.

Camera Two shows me the kitchen.

Camera Three gives me eyes on the first floor, and Camera Four on the second.

I stare at these images.  Despite being continuously updated, they resemble still frames, apart from that flickering light on the second floor.

A relieved sigh hurries out of me.  Security taken care of.  That’s one weight off my shoulders.

A weight which is quickly replaced by another, as I remember it.

That thing.  Down below, skulking in the darkness.

I remember The Beast.


CHAPTER THREE: FEEDING TIME

 
 

I put it off for quite some time.
 
I do anything, anything else at all.  Chores around the house which really don’t need to be done.  Whatever springs conveniently to mind.

I’m painfully aware that I’m delaying going into that basement, which in turn is delaying finishing that novel.

Sunlight wanes as I meander out through the kitchen door and around the side of the house.  I spy my new neighbour, watering plants outside her cottage.  She looks set to wave again, like some poor deluded fool who expects humanity from me, so I swiftly direct my gaze elsewhere.

The original plan was to walk to the front of the house, in order to test the burglar alarm.  This plan turns to ash when I notice the windows.

Down there, at ground level, there’s a whole row of them, filthy and cobwebbed.  I stand back for a moment, looking at the house and mentally putting two and two together.

These windows must lead down into the basement.  How had I not noticed them before?  Probably because dirt has rendered them practically opaque – and besides, I was otherwise occupied.

Lucky I noticed them now, since they’re almost big enough to squeeze in through.  Or out through.  Neither would be good.
 
 

The sun dies behind me as I kneel before the windows, hammering wooden boards over them.   It takes a while, because I’m doing this hurriedly and haphazardly.  I’m essentially ramming nails into ancient brick, which doesn’t always work.  Several attempts and much crumbling masonry later, the new panels are in place.

The whole thing just needs a few more taps and then–

“Looks like hard work!”  The perky voice comes from right behind me.

I strike my thumb with the hammer and cry out.  Riled by pain and fear, I corkscrew around, drawing back a fist to strike.

My new neighbour gasps and drops the flowerpot she’s holding.  It lands on the grass and spider-web cracks appear in the plastic.

Pulling myself together, I rest back on my haunches, sweat-snakes coursing down my back.  I let my fist splay back out.  Relax… relax…

“Sorry,” I stammer.  “You… you gave me a fright.”

She smiles, but I can still see fear in her eyes (those pretty, pretty eyes – no, stop it, forget about those.  File them next to the… no, don’t even think about that word.)  There’s the sense that I’m not the person she had cheerily imagined me to be.  In her mind, she’s probably gone from bidding a new neighbour good day, to humouring a lunatic.

“No,” she says.  “I’m sorry.  Didn’t mean to creep up.  Just wanted to say hello and give you… well…”

She looks down at the plant pot.  I deploy my finest genial, grateful face while scooping up the bundle of warm, wet soil and ruptured plastic.

“Thanks, that’s very kind.  This will go nicely alongside the azaleas.”

I know nothing whatsoever about gardening or flowers.  No idea where “azaleas” came from – maybe Sylvie once planted some – but it sounds right and convincing.  Good.

My new neighbour extends a hand to shake mine, then quickly withdraws it upon realising that both my hands are full of soil, smashed plastic and plant life.

“I’m Maddy,” she says.  “I just moved into the–”

“Cottage?”

“That’s the one.”

I don’t know why I interrupted her, just then.  Maybe it’s to speed the conversation along.  I don’t have all day.  For any other man, this might be a dream scenario.  Out in the middle of nowhere, my lonely existence has been punctured by an attractive 40-something woman who might well live alone in that cottage.   For me, though, if I was to become less focused, this could so easily work against the mission.  It could all fall apart.

I run an appraising eye over Maddy, while she does the same to the house.  She clearly looks after herself.  The active type, as evinced by the healthy complexion and the firm leg muscles on display beneath that thigh-high, polka-dot dress hem.  She probably began the day with a jog.  Last time I did that, the internet was merely spoken of in rumour.

“Amazing place,” she continues, filling the silence.  “How long have you lived here?”

I carefully place the plant pot remnants on a wall, then slap my hands together to rid them of the dirt.  Inevitably, some remains.

“You know,” I tell her, desperately trying to approximate a man with a sense of humour and a lighthearted outlook, “it’s funny.  I’m glad you saw me drive away from the house this morning, or you might have thought I was a burglar now.”

Clumsy.  And yet, she laughs.  “Hardly.  What kind of a burglar boards up windows?”

I feel myself loosening.  Maddy’s easy enough to talk to.  Light and unassuming.  Haven’t felt like this since Jamie was…

Since Jamie was…

“I’m Steve,” I say, finding the lie easy enough to pull off.  “No need to shake my hand.”

Clearly keen on the whole hand-shaking thing, she does anyway.  After all, her hands have soil on them too.  We exchange pleasantries for a while, mostly revolving around the weather and the lack of local attractions.  I bluff my way through most of it, as I’ve only been in the neighbourhood a short while and don’t want to have to talk too much.

I learn a lot about Maddy in the space of a few minutes.  A few weeks back, she was made redundant from a corporate firm in London.  I get the sense that maybe a romance ended too, but she doesn’t know me well enough to make that explicit.  After considering her options, she decided to spend a few months by herself, getting her head together.  She also fancied writing that romantic novel she’d so often thought about.  Of course, like most people who talk about things they’re going to write, she never will.

I expertly deflect any questions she has for me.  I become a psychiatrist, turning each and every enquiry around and firing it straight back.  Maddy perhaps senses my reluctance to speak in depth.  Probably catches me stealing glances back at the house in which I long to be.  All this socialising makes me itch.  She takes a step back, preparing to walk the short distance home.

“Well, very nice to meet you,” she says brightly, still amazingly undeterred by my weirdness.  “You’ll have to amble over for a glass of wine, so I can drag all the local gossip out of you.  Don’t worry – I’ll make sure you get a taxi home!”

My laugh sounds genuine enough, and yet the second she turns around to walk away, my face falls like rain.

I wonder what’s become of me.  An attractive, seemingly single woman, all but propositioning me in the back of beyond.  Her shapely backside bobs pleasingly to and fro as she heads for home, the sun catching her in a way which makes her physique all the more impressive through that thin dress.

“A glass of wine,” she’d said.  Unless I’m being presumptuous, that was a clear invitation to have more than a glass of wine.

In another world, with a different history, with another brain, I’d be taking her up on that.

Yet all I can think about is finishing this book.

Completing the mission.  Doing what’s right.  For the children.

Kneeling again, I check that the boards on the windows hold firm.

Then I head back inside.

It’s time.
 
 

In the kitchen, I toss some chicken and vegetables on a plate, resenting every moment.  I’m half tempted to poison the food.  Might there be poison in the house?  Perhaps I could improvise.  Some watered-down bleach?

In the end, I decide against the poisoning.  Behave like a beast and you become one.

I stop to think about that, for a moment, the thought troubling me.

I shake my head.  I’m no beast.

Spinning a tap, I fill an empty plastic bottle with cold water.  The bottle has a long nozzle poking out of the top.  Handy for Beast work.

I pop a chunk of raw broccoli into my mouth, then carry the plate and water bottle out of the room, chewing joylessly.
 

*  *  *
 

I’ve been keeping the basement door-key in the lock, so as not to misplace it.   Part of me would be happy to hurl it down the nearest well, but then The Beast would probably die.  It needs me, even though the feeling isn’t mutual.

I put the plate down by the door and grab the key, twisting it.

The door unlocks.

Ping!

It’s a distant and familiar noise.  The sound of another message arriving on the computer upstairs.  I had cranked up the desk speakers’ volume, so I’d be able to hear it.  If Maurice has further questions, I want to be able to deflect them quickly, so he’ll leave me alone.  I’ve had more than enough social interaction for one day.

I hesitate, looking from the basement door to the stairs and back.

Huffing, I grab the key again and lock the door.

Feeding time will have to wait.
 
 

Maurice is writing exactly what I dreaded he’d write.

“Just wanted to quickly check… Jade IS definitely dying, right?  It’s just that Bloomsdale are really sold on the idea.”

I stare at those words.  My blood simmers.

Rising from the chair, I pace around, frustrated, blowing off steam through sheer physical movement.

I pace like a demon.  Outside, it’s getting dark.  I see lights in Maddy’s cottage.  I see her silhouette, passing behind a curtain.

I fleetingly imagine that she’s naked.  It’s actually a pleasant distraction.

Ping!

Another infernal message.  I storm back over and sit down.

“… are u there?  Hope so.  I want u toiling away like the trooper u are.  :-)”

Fuck this.  I’m the author, I’m in control.

Before I know what’s happening, my fingers are stabbing at keys.  I hit Send.

“Hi Maurice.  Bloomsdale will have to UNsell themselves.  Jade Nexus isn’t going to die after all.  Changed my mind.”

A pause.  A very long pause, during which the animated quill is conspicuous by its absence.

I picture Maurice sitting in his fancy Soho office, gulping hard.  Considering his options.  Maybe eyeing a large bottle of gin, if he hasn’t started on it already.

For a while, it appears I’ve stunned him into submission.

The quill waggles anew.  It waggles for quite some time.

Ping!

“Really?  U sure, PT?  Don’t know what Bloomsdale will make of this.  Can we have quick chat on phone?”

I start typing back.  Really should suck in a few deep breaths and think about this some more, but I’ve built up far too much steam.  Pure infuriated momentum keeps me going, for better or worse.

“I’ve lost my mobile and the landline’s not working.  Sorry.”

Both are lies.  I just don’t want to talk to him.  Can’t.

I just want him to go away and let me finish this book, my way.

In fact, I’ll tell him as much.  As I type, his quill also waggles, but I get there first.

“Now sod off and let me work, would you?”

I hit Send.

I close my eyes as the image of Jamie’s small corpse returns.

I hear the letterbox open.

I hear the heavy package land on our hallway carpet.

I hear the screech of brakes.

I hear the impact.  Sylvie screaming.

By the time Maurice sends his apologetic reply, I’m in the bathroom, washing tears away with great handfuls of cold water.
 

*  *  *
 

The basement door really is straight out of a horror movie.

It’s wholly incapable of making a single movement without creaking like a broad oak in the wind.

Opening it triggers a dramatic ratcheting noise, like a whole series of creaks sewn together.

This irritates me, as it alerts The Beast that I’m coming.  I’m robbed of the advantage of surprise.

I’ve stuffed the water bottle into a trouser pocket.  This affords me a free hand with which to hold the wobbly banister.

These cracked wooden stairs wind down into nothing.  A thick blackness, rendered even blacker since I boarded up the windows.

As usual, I leave the basement door open, so that light from the hall filters down to guide my way.

I could easily replace the bulb in this room, but then I would have to lay eyes on The Beast, so I choose not to.  I must, however, remember to buy torch batteries.

Descending the staircase produces yet more noise.  Each step groans in protest beneath me.  These things are so old that any given slab of wood is liable to entirely give way.

I strengthen my grip on the banister.

Halfway down the stairs, I stop.  Bad smells combine to form an acrid gut-punch.

I cannot see The Beast, down there in the gloom.  Therefore, The Beast could be free.  Unlikely, granted, but possible.  By rights, I should have brought the baseball bat.

I listen, concentrating hard.  Then I discern it – The Beast’s breath.

I hear it breathe.

A loud, angry exclamation makes me jump.  I almost drop the plate.  Which would only have been The Beast’s own fault.

“Be quiet,” I tell it.  “I’m here to feed you.  I don’t want any trouble.”

The breathing continues – more ragged now.  I sense The Beast’s resentment drifting up to me like cancerous smoke rings.

Reaching the basement floor, I watch my step, mindful that it is strewn with junk.  From memory: old moth-worn suitcases, tatty rolls of wallpaper, water-damaged cardboard boxes, things like that.

The Beast’s breathing has me satisfied that it remains in its place, where it belongs, in that far corner.

As my eyes adjust to the darkness, I can just about make out its form.

Its legs, curled up, foetal.  The binds which keep it in place.

Its head.

Was that a glimpse of eye?

I crouch a mere couple of feet away from The Beast and put down the plate.

The china makes a scraping sound as I push it across the dappled concrete surface.  Beside it, I place the water bottle.

“Like I said: no trouble.  Be silent.  Okay?”

As far as I can tell, The Beast does not nod.  It just breathes.

I can clearly see that eye now.  It stares up at me, glinting.  Full of hate.

“Don’t look at me,” I tell it.

Yet it looks on.

Nevertheless, I allow The Beast to eat and drink.  It drains the bottle first, gulping the cool liquid with a greedy, glottal sound which makes my flesh suck at my bones.

Once feeding time is over, I make my way back across the floor and climb the stairs. Creakcreakcreakcreakcreakcreakcreakcreakcreak goes the door as I haul it shut, then twist the key, reassured as ever by the lock’s weighty clunk.

I try to get that image out of my head.

The eye.  Gazing up at me.  Blazing with spite.

I shiver, then turn back and double-check that the door is locked.

Half an hour later, I check it again.


CHAPTER FOUR: TRAPS & PHANTOMS

 
 

The death of a child seems to automatically trigger the death of your own past, present and future selves.  In one foul swoop, they are all taken away.

Three months later, if the whole thing wasn’t still entirely crushing and consuming, I might laugh at how naive I used to be.

I actually used to look at Jamie, back when he toddled around in nappies, and think that everything was going to be all right.  As if children came with protective forcefields, or the universe would make a special exception for them when it came to the bad stuff.

Of course, the dangers were the same for them as for anyone else.  The outside world was insidious and unstoppable.  It would eventually break through all cosy, imagined barriers and influence these kids.  Oh yes, it would find a way to send them spinning into oblivion.  There was nothing you could do to stop it.

When Jamie died, eternal walls rose up between All The Days Before and All The Days To Come.  In my mind’s eye, the days before now appeared violet in hue.  Pinkish.  Invested with a rosy nostalgia which I could no longer enjoy.  Those were the days of my life, back when I actually lived.  I didn’t grasp this at the time, but we never do.

I wish I’d savoured those days, rather than simply working on, on and on.

The days to come were shot through with grey.

On the actual day Jamie died, there was no colour at all.  The world became an old silent movie.  A hazy parade of images and sounds, with the volume dialled right down.  Looking back, I suppose it was the onset of a concussion which persists in me to this day.  I remember sitting in a hospital corridor, looking at walls, seeing nothing.  Sylvie was beside me, face contorted with worry, her voice faint and blurred.

More than anything, I remember looking at anyone who walked past – even those being hurriedly wheeled towards operating theatres with their lower intestines hanging out – and knowing that I’d give anything to trade souls.
 

*  *  *
 

As much as I still feel like a fraud and an impostor, writing this final Jade novel grants me a momentary respite from all those savage, hopeless memories.  Not just because I’m entering a fantasy realm, but because I feel like I’m doing something.  Something right.  Something with the best interests of all children at heart.

Sitting here at my desk, typing away, I barely notice the darkness rolling in outside.  The study’s lights remain off, allowing night’s sombre cloak to spread around me.

I hardly glance at the grainy live feeds on that flat screen TV.  Right now, I don’t care quite so much about infiltrators like the Boy Man.  Because for once in my life, I’m being truly pro-active.

I rarely sought work.  Work always found its way into my life.

When it came to romance, Sylvie, poor Sylvie, had to do all the chasing.

Until now, I had let life happen to me.  I was a leaf in a storm.

Now, I am that storm.  I am bending the world to my will and it pleases me.

Sadly, the writing itself is like pulling teeth.  I stop for long periods of time, agonising over individual word choices when I should be forging boldly ahead.

Damn it, this is bad work.

Drip by drip, tiredness seeps into my brain, behind my eyes.

I stop for a moment and remove my reading glasses, letting them hang on their cord.  I blink a few times.

Must be near midnight.  Out through the tall window, Maddy’s cottage is lit only by a pale moon.

The chaise longue calls to me, from across the room.  A sweet, sweet siren song.

I seize upon the idea that I’m writing badly because of fatigue.  If I have a power-nap, I can get right back up and keep writing, this time better.

It feels good to lie down.  So good.  I haven’t slept in… how long?  Truth be told, I’ve barely slept properly in these grey days.  Now that I’m accomplishing something, perhaps I can manage it.  Just 15 minutes will do…
 
 

I wake with a start, sprawled on the chaise longue.

I’m pretty sure that wasn’t just 15 minutes.  Maybe I needed more.  That’s okay.  I feel awake now, so I can start writing again.

In fact, I feel too awake.  My heart’s thumping fast, which makes me uneasy.  Why did I wake up?  Did something happen to make me stir?

I find my glasses on the floor beside me.  Must have fallen off my chest.  Strange, since they were attached to my neck by the cord.  Putting them back on, I pad back over to the desk, focusing on the glowing flat screen.

I freeze, chilled to the core.

There, on Camera One’s feed, is a shadowy, horned figure.

It’s three storeys below me, by the basement door which is wide open.

The Beast is loose.

How the hell did it manage that?

I checked the door.  I checked it twice.  I know I did this, because I had been reminded of Santa Claus checking his list twice.  This, in turn, had unlocked sweet and sour memories: Jamie turning four and being old enough to appreciate his first real, lucid Christmas, tearing excitedly at wrapping paper… followed by the cold, hard fact that he’d never open another gift.

My thoughts race along with my pulse.  Creaks from that basement door must have woken me up.  I mumble to myself: my voice sounding weirdly loud, distorted and warped, like my ears are blocked.

“Shit, shit, shit…”

Still half asleep, I glance around the room.  Is the baseball bat even here?

I look back at the screen.  That figure, The Beast, is no longer on Camera One.  The hallway is unoccupied.

My eyes flit across the screen to Camera Two’s feed.  No, it’s not in the kitchen.

With a terrible, flesh-crawling sense of inevitability, I look at Camera Three.

There it is.  The Beast, quite still on the first floor landing.  Can’t make out its face, but I sense it gazing up at the camera.  Gazing through the lens at me.

I picture that eye.  Malevolent, soul-scouring.

And I find myself howling down through the house, my voice deafening inside my head, fierce prickles dancing up and down my spine.  “Get back in there, or I’ll fucking kill you!”

Do I mean that?  I think I probably do.  But where’s the damn baseball bat?  I dart around the moonlit room, searching, desperate.

It’s not here.  The light switch is too far away and I’m afraid to go near the door.

I glance again at the flat screen.  Camera Three now shows the first floor’s empty landing.

I look to Camera Four.

The second floor’s landing is also empty.  Maybe it’s halfway up the stairs.  Maybe–

The breathing.

I hear the breathing.

I smell that terrible reek.

It’s all right behind me.

Every fibre of my being is on fire as I slowly turn around, knowing full well what I’ll see.

The Beast lurks in the shadows, mere feet away, facing me.

An obese, horrendous pause, as if it’s savouring this moment.

It jaw slowly drops, like a ventriloquist’s dummy.  When it speaks, it has the voice of a six-year-old boy.

My six-year-old boy.

“Daddy!  It’s here!”

The Beast bursts apart into shadowy snakes which leap for me, wrapping themselves around my throat and squeezing, maintaining an immense pressure until blood pisses from my eyes.  Everything turns red, accompanied by a deafening cacophony of screeching brakes and Sylvie’s screams and–
 
 

I wake up on the chaise longue, groggy, terrified, gasping for air.

I’m no longer wearing my glasses.  They’ve fallen off to one side, dangling, causing the cord to tighten around my neck.

I look around me.  No sign of The Beast.  Nothing at all.  The room is peaceful.

I pray that, this time, I’m truly awake.  I repeatedly slap my face.

This seems real enough.  Then again, so did the last fraudulent reality.  For safety’s sake, I stumble across the room and hammer at the wall-switch.

Only then, as I’m bathed in light, do I feel brave enough to slide my glasses back on and examine the evidence of the flat screen.

My skin feels hot all over as I look from one screen to the next.

Camera One: the hallway, empty.

Camera Two: the kitchen, empty.

Camera Three: the first floor landing, empty.

Camera Four: the second floor landing, empty.

I allow myself to breathe again, trying to keep it steady.  That was just a dream.  Just my fucked-up brain having fun at my expense.  Fears and memories surging forth like lava.

Then the thought strikes me.  What if the dream was my subconscious mind’s way of reminding me that I didn’t lock the basement door properly?
 

*  *  *
 

I can’t wait to get out of this house.

At every twist and turn, down all these flights of stairs, it feels like a trap is waiting to spring on me.

Every creak, bump and groan could be phantoms, waiting to strike.

Once the basement’s door-handle is in my grasp, an exploratory twist assures me that The Beast still cannot escape.

I head into the kitchen and fire up the kettle.  There’s no chance of any further sleep tonight and I don’t want any.  Sleep has become another threatening world, full of traps and phantoms.

There’s no escape from any of it.  Ever again.

Still, some caffeine can’t hurt.

The doorbell rings, ramming dread through me.

I stick my head out into the hallway, staring at the door as if hoping to magically see through it.

Behind me, the kettle tremors as steam gushes from its spout.

For a moment, I consider ignoring whoever has arrived in the middle of the night.  Let’s keep the bubble intact, shall we?  Yes, that’s best.

The doorbell rings again.

Whoever it is, they’re persistent.  I’ll have to face them.  God, please don’t let it be Maurice.

Moments later, I open the door to reveal Maddy, hurriedly dressed and using an iPhone as a torch.  She manages to appear both apologetic and worried.

“Sorry.  It’s just… I heard screaming and yells and things.  Is everything all right?”


CHAPTER FIVE: THE RED LOTUS

 
 

“Oh, it’s fine, don’t worry,” I tell Maddy.  “The kettle was boiling anyway.”

I could hardly turn the woman away when she showed such concern.

I’m not so much rusty at playing host, as downright useless.  In Britain, when death strikes, friends suddenly become reluctant to visit – and in fairness, Sylvie and I didn’t exactly send invites.  We were too busy dealing with the horror in our own very distinct ways.

Upon ushering Maddy in, I’d promised her a cup of tea, which she has now ended up making herself, along with strong black coffee for me.

We sit together at a table in a ground floor dining room into which I’ve rarely set foot.  She thankfully leads the conversation, as I’m still sluggish and all over the place.  I sip enthusiastically at the coffee, hoping it might glue what’s left of my brain back together.  The hot liquid aggravates my tooth and gums, reminding me that painkillers will be needed pretty damn soon.

“So you had a bad dream, eh?”  Maddy appears bemused.  Somehow endearingly, she’s also taking the mickey.  Testing my sense of humour.  Grown man, having a bad dream?

I could react to this in two different ways.  I could take offence and tell her she has no fucking idea what I’ve been through, and that if she’d experienced it, she’d sure as hell be having bad dreams too.

I decide to take the high road.  “Yes.  Silly, isn’t it?  No idea what came over me.  Do you… ever have bad dreams?”

The psychiatrist again.  Firing it all straight back.

Maddy places her cup back on the saucer with a soft clink.  It’s still dark outside.  A shame, as I’d previously enjoyed the sunlight dancing in her eyes (I told you to forget about those eyes, forget them.  Nothing can happen with this woman.)

“You know, I barely have dreams at all, these days.  I miss them.  I sometimes think my life has become so dull that my mind no longer has any… I don’t know… dream-fuel?”

“I envy you,” I say, suddenly unable to maintain a breezy delivery.  It’s just too tiring to hoist the corners of my mouth and make my eyes gleam.  I can tell Maddy notices the darkening of tone, which no doubt prompts her to change the subject.

“Sorry again, for coming over.  I’d just hate to think that someone had broken in, or something, and I’d done bugger all about it.”

“Funny you should say that.  I meant to warn you, yesterday – someone did break in here, two nights ago.”

Her eyebrows raise sharply.  “Oh, really?  Were you home?”

“It wasn’t pleasant.  You should really fix a burglar alarm.  There’s a hardware shop in town.  Can’t remember the name, but it’s on that main stretch, near Burger King.”

“Gosh,” she says.  I love ‘gosh’.  Haven’t heard a ‘gosh’ in a long time.  “I’d assumed it was so safe out here, away from city life.”

“You’re not making it easier on yourself, entering strange men’s homes.”

Oh dear God.  Am I flirting now?  I think I am.  The corners of my mouth have hoisted again and I probably have a rakish twinkle in my eye.  No, no, no, this is inappropriate on so many levels.

Maddy chuckles.  Incredibly, she seems to be flirting back.  “I suppose you are a trifle strange.  May I ask what you do for a living?”

I ponder this for a moment.  Do I lie?

“I’m a writer.”

“Ooh, now that is strange.  And exciting.  What kind of thing do you write?”

“Oh, nothing major yet.”

She seems genuinely enthralled.  “Brilliant!  I love novels.  Big fan of Lisa Jewell, Marian Keyes… oh, and my guilty pleasure is PT Sparks.  I know those books are supposed to be for kids, but…”

I keep my expression neutral.  At the same time, paranoid alarm bells chime.

Is Maddy testing me?  Does she know?  Could she?

I choose not to go down that fearful road.  Maddy knows nothing.  I keep it breezy.

“You like what you like.  No need to be ashamed of anything.  I’ve read some Sparks myself.  What did you think of the last book?”

“Let’s see… which was that… the second one?  Oh, I adored it.  So sad, though, what happened to Mr Grumbles.  Sparks had some front doing that.”

My right fist involuntarily tightens into a ball.  I take a large sip of coffee.

“Spoilers!” I tell her.  “I haven’t read any of them all the way through.”

Somehow, she manages to remain sexy, even while pulling an exaggeratedly apologetic face.  “Ah.  Sorry.”

“Don’t worry.   I’ll probably never get around to it.”

“Too busy writing your own books, eh?  Good for you.”

Maddy peers out through the window.  Dawn is here, the field shrouded with mist.

“Beautiful,” she breathes.  And sitting right there, as the light frames her, so is Maddy.  In a way, she reminds me of Sylvie.  A rather wistful, lost look about her.

“So you’re living alone over there?” I find myself asking.  She shoots me a playful look.  A “Who wants to know?” kind of look.  I try to keep my face innocent (what the hell are you playing at, anyway?  Remember the mission!  The book, remember that?  Let nothing and no-one distract you.)

“Certainly am,” she finally says.  Her eyes zero in on me as she drains the cup.  “Feels good right now.”

“Well…” I say, struggling to break eye contact, “just don’t forget the burglar alarms.”

She nods and gently places her empty cup back on that saucer.  “Right,” she says, “I’d better let you get back to bed, if you can sleep after that coffee.  Sorry again.”

“Not at all,” I say.  “I really appreciate the concern.”

I actually mean this.  It’s been a while since anyone gave a damn about me.  Sylvie stopped, right after Jamie passed, which was unfair, considering who really caused his passing.  And here’s this woman, scurrying over to the house in darkness to check up on me.  I can’t deny it feels… nice.

Nice.  Wow.  I’d thought nothing would feel nice ever again.

I follow Maddy along the hallway, back to the door.  I feel the need to repay her for giving that damn.  God, maybe it’s the caffeine.

“Are you actually any good with burglar alarms?” I blurt.  “If you like, I could nip over later and help.  I need to write today, but… later, maybe…”

Maddy’s smile lights up my life, just a touch.  A small lantern at the heart of fog.

“That would be great!  Thank you, I’m hopeless.  And you can have that wine.  Only fair.”

We pause in the open doorway, just long enough for me to hear the low ratcheting sound which emanates from behind me.

“Hope I haven’t babbled on for too long, Steve.”

I hardly hear.  I’m too busy glancing back, guts like a washing machine on high spin, alarmed to see that smooth, spherical door-knob twisting from one side to the other.

The Beast is testing it.

“No,” I tell Maddy, now dying to get rid of her.  “You’ve been fine.  Sleep well.”

Thump.

Oh God.  That was The Beast, throwing itself against the door.

Thump, thump, again.

A low rasp from behind the heavy wood makes me want to die, right there and then.

Maddy has heard the noise too.  She can’t help peering past me, back along the hallway, her face etched with curiosity.

“Just the wind,” I say.  “Bloody wind, drives me mad.”

Maddy glances around her.  At the trees, perfectly still in the dawn light.  Damn her intelligence.

Finally, mercifully, she flashes a politely warm smile.  One last sparkle of those eyes and she’s walking away.

I quickly close the door.

I lock all the locks and prime the burglar alarm once again.

Thump, thump.  I watch as the door jolts in its frame.

There are more thumps and increasingly fierce growls, as I stride towards it.

Bunching up a fist, I bang repeatedly on the door, furious that The Beast had the temerity to free itself and ruin the first feeling of niceness I’ve had in three months.

“Get back down those stairs,” I order it.  “There’s no way out.”

A long, heavy pause.

“Do it!  Or no more food and water.”

I wait until I hear the creak-creak-creaks, as that ungodly thing slithers back down into the darkness.

I stand with my back to the door, sucking oxygen.

Maddy’s perfume hangs in the hall.  Sweet, heady, fresh.

It’s so good to have a part of her, however fleeting and transitory, with me in this wretched house.
 

*  *  *
 

It takes time to regain my bearings.

I remind myself that it’s Tuesday.  By tomorrow morning, Jade Nexus And The Cathedral Of Screams needs to be e-mailed to Maurice.  A few days later, it must be with the printers.  And a few days after that, it will be with the world.  This is all happening so very close to the wire.

I’ll need to stay here until the book is in shops.  Who else would take care of The Beast?

First things first.  No more bad dreams.  No more visits from women.

Time to write.

Planting myself in front of that desk, I think I can still smell her perfume.  It must be on me.  Feels like an invigorating good-luck charm.

I write and write, immersing myself in Jade Nexus and her indomitable desire to save the world.

The morning hurtles past like oncoming traffic.  Time accelerates, my fingers a blur.   I construct the all-new chapters and make sweeping changes throughout the novel, using my red-pen edits on the printed manuscript for reference.

Midday sun blasts through the tall window, baking one side of my face.  I’m dimly aware of birds singing, as if cheerleading.  Everything feels good, positive, clear.

Every once in a while, I sneak a look at the flat screen, monitoring the house.  Camera One’s feed gets priority, followed by brief glances at the rest.

The house is calm, quiet, the bubble intact.

The universe proves that it’s capable of harmony as well as chaos.

Even The Beast behaves.

It’s all a blur.  Much later, somewhere in the evening, I find myself finishing Chapter Thirty-Two.  I’m astonished as I retype those two amazing, final words: ‘The End’.

Can’t believe I did it.  Jade Nexus lives.  The course of history has been changed.

All I need to do now is read back through everything and make the necessary edits.  One more read, to polish it up.

A really bad time, then, for exhaustion to catch up with me.

Sloth descends on my mind.  My eyelids grow heavy.

I’ve been working all day.  Can’t see or think straight.  Perhaps I need some air.  A stretch of the legs.

Perhaps I could visit Maddy.  Just for 10 minutes, yes?
 

*  *  *
 

It’s a few moments before I notice him.

Out here, the grass is wet, the air still heavy and moist.  I hadn’t even noticed rain during the afternoon.

Must be about eight o’clock.  The only sources of light out here come from my and Maddy’s homes.

Just the one light on in her cottage.  It casts a warm, inviting glow out across her front porch.

As I run my eyes across that porch… that’s when I see the silhouette.

The silhouette of a young man with a hunchback.  Or rather, a rucksack.  Long hair, now tied back in a ridiculous ponytail.

He’s creeping out of Maddy’s front door, carrying something.

Christ.  He’s back.  The Boy Man.

That’s him all right, no question.  Same rucksack, same everything.  Jesus Christ, has he attacked her?  How else has he managed to steal from such a small home without her realising?

My fatigue gives way to pulsing, pounding adrenaline.  My teeth grind.  There he is again – the very embodiment of reality, breaking into someone’s bubble.  The cowardly little bastard.

Options cascade through my mind.  Do I yell and scare him off?  Creep up on him?  Do nothing?

The last one isn’t an option.

I watch him scurry off the porch, heading off onto the grass in the direction of the woods.

I break into a run, the blood jetting through my veins.
 

*  *  *
 

The last time I ran this fast, it was down hospital corridors, Sylvie beside me.

Signs flashed past us, as we darted between patients, nurses, doctors, orderlies, God-knows-who.  Desperate to find the answer.  To be told what, deep down, we already knew.

A doctor, or someone official, stopped us, outside the operating theatre.  He was an Indian guy in his 30s, unshaven.  He had that face clipped on – the solemn, sympathetic mask reserved for conveying the worst possible news.

I remember his hand on my shoulder, but I can’t remember what he said to us.  I just stared into his eyes, hopeless, helpless.  I may have begged him to stop saying this and say something else.  Like that would halt reality’s relentless stampede.

Surgeons began to file out of the theatre, resigned, sombre.  Some had blood on their hands.   Jamie’s blood.

As far as I was concerned, of course, only one entity truly had our son’s blood on its hands.

The Beast.
 

*  *  *
 

The Boy Man sees me too soon.

I’m about halfway over to him when his head jerks in my direction.  He’s off like a rabbit, trebling his speed, heading for the woods.

To me, it doesn’t matter.  I’m going to catch this fucker, even if it means running for days, weeks, months, forever.

As I quicken my own pace, feet hammering grass, my arteries and eyeballs expand.  I seethe.

Ahead of me, near the edge of the woods, the kid slips over.  He’s barely on his arse before he picks himself straight back up and is running again.

I slice my arms through the air beside me.   Gaining ground.

He darts between the trees and melts into the shadow world.  I glance up, see the moon.  Some chance of light in these woods, at least.

Seconds later, I’m dashing between those same trees.

What if he’s waiting inside, ready to strike?  I know only too well that he’s prone to violence when cornered.

You know what?  I no longer care.  He can knock the rest of my teeth out.  Whatever.  This kid’s mine.

Darkness all around.  Dense trees, no clear path.  Thorns rip my clothes, my flesh.  I’m forced to slow down, holding my hands out to stop myself crashing into boughs and branches.

All the time, I’m staring ahead through the undergrowth, eyes fixed on the Boy Man.  He’s only a few feet ahead, but he’s faster.

The fucker’s getting away.

My skin burns with loathing.  I want to get my hands on him so badly, my face is actually wet with tears.  I feel unhinged: a mad dog off the leash.  Something fearsome is working its way up from my boiling guts and it wants out.

Up ahead, the trees are thinning.  I catch moonlight glinting on water.  Must be a river.

The thief loses his footing and tumbles out of view.

The breath catches in my throat.  This must be how a lion feels when it senses victory, out on the sun-baked savannah.  I hurry through the remaining trees and find myself standing at the top of a river bank.  The thief’s rolling down it, towards the water, out of control.

Charging down the bank towards him, I nearly lose balance and fall myself.

Just before he hits the water, I seize him, killing his momentum, pinning him down on his back.

“Fuck,” he says, gasping, “sorry man, I’m sorry I did your place.  I was just–”

I pulp his words with my fist.  One hand powerfully scrunches up his collar, choking him.   The other repeatedly crashes into his face.

Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t stop.  There’s no way on Earth.

This Boy Man represents too much.  Reality.  The Beast.  Intruders.  The united bubble-bursters of this godforsaken planet.

My words explode like shotgun blasts.  “How’d you like that?  How do you fucking like that?”

He struggles, trying to lash back at me, quite potently at first, but my onslaught is too much for him.  Too constant.  I’m above, he’s below.

My fist strikes him again and again, until it’s blood-wet.

I hear and feel the crack of bone.  The darkness doesn’t let me see his face, but the structure of his skull has changed.  He’s crying, burbling, gurgling.

One word escapes a mouth brimming with smashed teeth: “Please“.

But it’s too late for “please”.  My fucking life is over and I’m taking him with me.

I keep punching at the blood and the skull parts, yelling all the obscenities I can think of, until he spasms, then goes limp.

I tear the rucksack from his shoulders, then give him a shove.  He rolls heavily down what remains of the bank, hits the water with a splash, then seems to unfurl.  His body splays loose.  A lotus flower drifting lifeless.

Sitting on the bank with the rucksack beside me, I watch him gradually, soundlessly, sail away.

Only now do I realise exactly what I’ve done.  My flesh pinches and ripples.  A crushing weight presses down on me, as if the whole universe is closing in.  Oh God, maybe there really are in-built wrongs and rights.

I burst into tears, wringing my wet hands together.  All I can smell is blood and sweat.

A murderer.  This is what I’ve become.

A killer in the woods.  This is what The Beast has made of me.

I’ve never despised that thing more.

My sobs blend together and form one long, agonised howl, as I rock back and forth on the river bank.


CHAPTER SIX: A TASTE OF PERFECTION

 
 

You know, I used to be a respectable man with a job, a family and the utmost respect for life.  Just one year ago, on a rainswept North London pavement, I told Sylvie and Jamie to stop walking so that I could remove a snail from our path.

I remember tugging gently yet firmly on its shell as the creature stubbornly, perhaps fearfully, clung to the wet surface.  I was worried that the shell might come loose, leaving it exposed and vulnerable, but thankfully it surrendered with a barely audible ‘glop’ and I was able to give it a new chance at life among the bushes of someone’s garden.

“Isn’t Daddy nice?” Sylvie asked.

Jamie smiled back up at her.  “Daddy’s the best.”
 

*  *  *
 

What I can only imagine to be a full hour after the Boy Man drifted away, I have no more tears to give.  My throat is so ragged that I can barely make a sound, let alone express all this anguish.

That kid, that Boy Man, that thief… he’s no longer on this planet.  I take a moment to consider the enormity of that.  There will never be another Boy Man.  I’ve changed the course of history.  By erasing him, I’ve altered the future.  This makes me feel horribly powerful.  All too powerful.

Maybe I should have just beaten the hell out of the bastard.  But I was primed.  So intrinsically primed.  I was a hair-trigger, waiting for something to brush against me.  He just happened to be the one.

More moon leaks through the trees’ leafy canopy.  In this light, the blood on my hands looks jet-black.  I hurriedly wash them in the stream, scrubbing hard.

I remember the rucksack.  Numb, I grab the thing with dripping hands and tear it open.

Inside, there are only clothes.  T-shirts, tracksuit trousers.  Nothing that Maddy would even wear.  Contemptuous, I hurl it into the river.

My poor brain tries to piece it all together.  This guy must have initially thought there was no-one home.  I must have spied him just as he realised Maddy was in.  He’d had second thoughts – maybe even he didn’t want to assault a woman – and headed away.

He’d had a change of heart.  Still, he’d robbed and assaulted me.  That much was beyond question.

I urgently try to remember how that home invasion had felt, in order to cling to the twin comforts of righteousness and justification.  In some parts of the world they kill thieves, don’t they?  I’m not the first – not even here.  That’s true, isn’t it?

Isn’t it?

This was in proportion.
 

*  *  *
 

It’s raining as I emerge from between the trees, standing at the edge of the field.

The lights I left on in the big house seem to form a malevolent face, grinning at me.  Those windows glow like the hobs of Hell.

I stumble back towards the house, feeling wrecked.  An animated corpse beneath a full moon.

“Steve?”

No, please no.  I beg of you: just let me get back to the house and finish what I started.

“Steve, is that you?”

Maddy’s sitting on an easy-chair, out on her porch, a bottle of wine beside her.   I wonder what to say, but nothing springs to mind.  I just stand there, wondering if there’s any blood left on my hands.  Did I get any on my clothes?

“Are you all right?”  She’s craning her neck, trying to get a clearer look at me.

“Fine,” I manage. “Just came back from a walk.”

“Nice night for it,” she says, with a laugh.  “Still up for fitting my alarms?  I paid a visit to Jerry’s Hardware Haven.  Nice name.”

Ever-intuitive, she pounces on my hesitation.  “Don’t worry, maybe a bit late now.”

“Sorry.  I… got so wrapped up in work.”

She sits forward in her seat, full of enthusiasm.  “Great!  Fancy a quick drink anyway?  It would be awful of me to finish this bottle myself.”

I look at the house.  Back at Maddy.  I need to finish the book.  I need to finish everything.

It’s almost over.   All of it.

Before the end, then… why shouldn’t I enjoy one final slice of normality?  Just the one, with this ever-so-pretty lantern.

I plaster on a smile and lumber towards the cottage.  As Maddy unfolds a second easy-chair beside hers, the rain splashes on my face, washing away any trace of tears.  Hopefully blood too.
 
 

Maddy has expensive tastes.  This Rioja is so good.

We sit here, she and I, on that porch, watching the rain hammer grass, listening to it punish the porch roof.  The air is cool, moist, effortlessly breathable.  The wine effortlessly drinkable.

“Any time now,” she promises me, “there’ll be thunder and lightning.  The thunder scares me a little, but I love the lightning, don’t you?  It’s so powerful.  So very… out of our control.”

I don’t like things that are out of my control, but nevertheless nod into my glass, relishing the wine’s bouquet.  I wish Maddy and I had a bottle each, drinking from the necks like a couple of teenagers, but this will do.  Oh yes, this will do.

This is my last blast.  Without question the final thing I’ll ever enjoy.

I do my damndest to temporarily banish thoughts about anything and everything else.  About Jamie.  About The Beast.  About the bloodied lotus flower drifting along a river, destined to be the focus of a yellow-tape crime scene come morning, if not before.

About the g-word.  Jesus, no, don’t even let that thing anywhere near consciousness.  Move along, conscious mind, nothing to see here.

Yes, I just want to savour this moment.  Everything I’ve done has been caused by The Beast.  I deserve this brief respite.

Maddy’s looking at me, gently inquisitive.  Trying to read my mind.

“You okay?”

I nod.  “Yes.  Yes, actually I am.”  For perhaps the first time, I give her a real smile.

And I swear she knows this.  Shrewd Maddy’s been reading between the lines since we met.  There’s so much microscopic print that she could never guess everything, but there’s no denying that we have a connection.  It’s like we’ve known each other for a long time.

Her hand reaches over and gently rests on mine.  It’s calming, baby-soft.  The rest of the world slips into soft focus.

The naked pleasure of human touch makes me think crazy thoughts.  My perspective begins to shift on its axis.  It’s alarming and yet beguiling.

What if I could actually continue my life and be happy?  What if that were possible?

What if?

I could find the Boy Man’s body before anyone else, having traced it downstream.  I could bury it.  No-one might ever know.

I could talk to The Beast.  Make some kind of deal with it.  Some terrible bargain.

I could abandon the mission and be free.  Couldn’t I?

What if?

“Sorry,” says Maddy beside me.  “Bit forward for a stranger, aren’t I?  This just feels like… a nice moment.”

The rain splashes at our feet, but neither of us move an inch.  We’re too busy tingling with the anticipation of… more.

I turn my hand over, beneath hers, and our fingers entwine.

God, it feels incredible.  The rain, the wine, her skin.   It feels so perfect.

What if?

“Not that I’m trying to ruin the moment,” she says, “but… you are single, right?”

And she laughs: an adorable, melodious sound.  I manage a chuckle so faint, I’m unsure whether she’ll hear it over the rain.  “Separated.  Irreconcilable… differences and all that.  You?”

“Divorced, with a kid.”  I hear only the word “divorced”: a powerful green light.  Because I’ve eaten next-to-nothing today, the wine is making my head swim and I like it.  I lean away from her and place my glass on the porch floor.

The next thing I know, I’m kissing Maddy.

Her soft lips against mine.  Her breath blending with my own.  Her silken tongue in my mouth.

Hands touching, exploring.  The heat of urgent, brand new communion rises with every intoxicating second.

Her glass somehow tips over on its side, the wine gushing out, but we don’t care.

Somehow we’ve ended up on the floor of the porch.  Quickly, clumsily, more more more.  Maddy straddles me, kissing me, ravenous, her breasts hot and soft against my palms.

She unzips me.  I can’t wait for this.  It’s all becoming clear.

Yes, I really can be free.  Maddy is my saviour.

Then she whips her hand away and removes her lips from mine.  I open my eyes and see her, flustered, in the process of standing, lipstick smudged, hair even more tousled than usual.

“You tease,” I say, smiling up at her.

“I just realised where we are,” she says, breathless.  “We should go inside.”

I frown.  “We’re in the middle of nowhere.  This is perfect, isn’t it?”

“Yes, but… look, let’s just go inside.”

This interruption has broken the spell, like shattering a fake mirror image.  Now I’m thinking about the mission again.

What the hell am I doing?  Why did I ever think I could have an ordinary life?  I was insulting the memory of my son and forgetting the children.

I can either do right by the world’s children or live normally.  I can’t have both.

Back in the house, a novel is waiting to be finished.  This must happen tonight and here I am, rolling around on a porch like a horny kid.

Besides, I’m just using Maddy to replace Sylvie, aren’t I?  Pretty sure that’s the case.

“What’s wrong?” asks Maddy as I flash her an awkward half-smile, then walk off into the rain.

Shortly, I break into a run.  Water lashes my face, the force of it surprising.

All the sounds ring around me as I go.

All the sounds.  Merciless.  Looping.

The letterbox’s metal flap hinges open, to disgorge the heavy padded envelope onto our mat.

Jamie cries out, jubilant: “Daddy!  It’s here!”

Brakes screech.  Sylvie screams.

Myriad hospital sounds as she and I run together.  Holding hands so tightly, for the last time.

On that day, three months ago, The Beast sealed my fate.  It doomed me.

The Boy Man is dead.  The Beast must almost certainly die too.  There’s no going back.

It all ends tonight.  All of it.

Maddy’s questions, with their surprised, concerned tone, fade behind me, melting into the downpour.
 
 

I’m in the hallway, deactivating the burglar alarm with the special code.  I’m sodden, clothes clinging to me like a second skin, breath coming in fits and starts.

The basement door is shut.  The traditional handle-twist quickly ascertains that it’s locked and yet I’m uneasy.

I can’t remember if I’ve re-primed the front door’s burglar alarm.  Did I even lock the door behind me?  Such worries feel less urgent now, given that the Boy Man is dead.  More importantly, I’m distracted, so distracted…

There’s something wrong about the basement door.  I can’t put my finger on it, but don’t have time to worry about that.  My head’s in too much of a whirl, thinking of all the things I have to do in order to complete the mission.

I launch myself headlong up the stairs to the first floor.
 
 
		
In the study, as the computer boots up, I do my best to stay positive and focus.

You killed a man, then enjoyed a glass of wine on a porch.

I run my fingers through my dripping hair, take some deep breaths and wait for the computer screen to flicker back to life.

You punched a fellow human being until his whole face caved in.  And then you drank wine, like nothing had happened.

A glance at the flat screen TV.  At the four cam-feeds.  Was that a shadow moving quickly out of frame on the first floor?

The fear is fleeting and I bat it aside.  There’s no-one down there.  I locked the front door and primed the alarm, didn’t I?  Maybe I did, maybe I didn’t.  At least I know the basement door is secure (although there’s something wrong with it.)  All that matters now is getting out of here and taking my novel with me on that external drive.  Perhaps I can take it to a hotel.  I can use the credit card to buy a laptop with which to e-mail it to Maurice tomorrow, once I’ve had one last look over the text.  I just need to leave this place, right now.  Need to evade arrest until Jade Nexus And The Cathedral Of Screams is in young hands.

Do I slay The Beast before leaving?  Can I do that?  Premeditated murder, as opposed to an uncontrollable frenzy on a river bank?

Maybe I could just leave it to die, to starve.  I’d still be killing it, without having to get hands-on.

Good God.  Seriously, what have I become, to even consider that?  To consciously make the decision to kill?  I’m tumbling into the abyss.

The PC monitor’s Jade Nexus wallpaper fades into view.  As I search through folders to find the novel, that basement door keeps coming back to haunt me.
 
 

Something was wrong with it.  But what?  What was wrong with the bloody thing?  Focus, focus.  Find the novel.  Sling it on the external drive and get out.

But no.  Brain can’t do it.  Brain wants, needs to know about that basement door.

I turn back to the flat screen and peer at Camera One’s still, monochrome fuzz.  At that basement door.

Twisting a switch on the wireless hub, I zoom in on the image.  Too far at first, until it all becomes a blur.  I pull back out a little, until I can see the door close up.

Something’s wrong.

Remembering what I’m supposed to be doing up here, I press a button on the external drive and it glows red.

Now.  Just need to find and transfer the novel file.

I locate the document, then open it up to make sure it’s the right one.  My words fill the screen.  A small padlock symbol appears to remind me that I locked the file as ‘Read Only’.

The padlock.  A lock.

Jesus fucking Christ!  The key’s not in the basement door.  The key is missing.

Skin tingles.  Breath freezes.  Room spins.

What if The Beast employed that old trick of sliding a piece of paper – perhaps a sheet of old, yellowed wallpaper – out from under the door, poking the key down onto it, then sliding it back under?

What if I’ve underestimated The Beast’s cunning and gravely overestimated my own?

What if?

I become aware of a smell, tugging at my nostrils.  An all-too-familiar reek.

Please tell me this is another dream.

A large kitchen knife effortlessly punches down through my left hand, severing bone and continuing for a good few inches into the wood of the desk.

I yell in shock – probably more at the horrifying image than the pain, which I’m not feeling yet.  My own hand, my flesh and blood, skewered like a butterfly.

If I’m going to wake up, this would be the time.

I spin my chair around as far as I’m able, raising my free hand in self defence.

The baseball bat swings towards my face, hard.

It connects, harder.


CHAPTER SEVEN: IN DREAMS

 
 

Sometimes, dreams have been kind.

Sometimes, they have allowed me to break down the eternal wall.  To access those cordoned-off slices of sweet, pink-tint nostalgia.

Unaware I’m dreaming, I truly relive those moments.  It is time travel.  I forget that Jamie’s going to die, just like I had no idea at the time.  I believe that he, Sylvie and I will forever be safe and secure, our bubble fashioned from impenetrable magic.  In fact, I don’t even realise there’s a bubble here to burst.

I’m back as I was – a man who actually believed life began at 40.
 
 
				
I am soaked with blood, rain and what is almost certainly my own urine.

Consciousness ebbs and flows.

The ceiling seems to move.  I’m dimly aware of being dragged across the floorboards on my back, my arms stretched out behind my head, gripped firmly around the wrists.  My joints groan under the strain.

One of my palms is wet, oozing red.  The hole in its centre burns like napalm.

I know what’s happening but am too lost and nauseous to do anything about it.  Something has snapped inside my head.  My skull feels dented, cracked, all wrong, the brain inside awash with sludgy dread and hate.
 
 

In dreams, I have returned to The Basket Arms, a sprawling pub tucked away in a small Clapham side road.  I have re-experienced the awkwardness of standing amid a Singles Night throng at the age of 37.

Everyone wore name badges.  Everyone had their photograph taken and stuck to a corkboard, so that interested parties could leave messages for them.  Everyone had small padlocks around their necks, or keys in their hands, which might match up and earn them a free shot of something strong.  Everyone was drunk.

For the first few pints, I remained isolated and awkward.  Letting it all happen around me.  Kidding myself that appearing aloof and uninterested might work wonders.

By the fourth pint, I was more relaxed.  I chatted to a few women, trying my key in their lock.  God, could there be a less subtle metaphor?  Beyond initial chit-chat, I struggled to find common ground.  Shallow candyfloss conversations dissolved on our tongues.  Inevitably, either they or I made the classic excuse of going to the toilet, knowing that we’d never so much as make eye-contact again.

I kept spotting this one girl on the other side of the room.  Short little thing with a blonde bob, in a tartan mini skirt.  She didn’t seem all that bothered about mixing with the opposite sex.  She was with an inward-facing circle of friends, as if they’d wandered in here by mistake during a big girls’ night out.

The rest is a blur, even in dreams.  While reliving this night, I could probably rationalise and fill the gaps if I really wanted to.  But then it wouldn’t be real – it would be my creative mind making stuff up.

What I do remember, is taking part in some kind of speed-dating event towards the night’s end.  I remember the event finishing just before I got my five minutes with Blonde Bob Girl.  I remember her walking up to me afterwards, bold as brass, introducing herself as Sylvie and voicing her disappointment at being “robbed” because we didn’t get a date.  I remember her sitting on my lap on one of the pub’s sofas, just ten minutes later, kissing my face off, while her amused friends nudged each other.  I remember a barman coming over to remind us that we were “in a public, decent place.”  I remember kissing her some more in a taxi.  I remember her cluttered bedroom in the flat she shared with one of those friends – a tiny room perfectly in proportion with her.  I remember moans fluttering out of her, my face between her thighs.

After that, we went on a proper date, to the cinema.  That went well, so more dates followed.  As an unspoken understanding grew between us, dates stopped being dates.  They simply became what we did every day.  They became the days of our lives.  Sometimes, in dreams, I am allowed to relive them.
 
 

I snatch a glimpse of the glowing computer screen and it hurts my eyes.

Somewhere in the background: a constant liquid hammering.  Rain batters the big window pane as if attempting to mount a rescue.

Gazing at the blurred ceiling, I limply writhe.  Indignant, broken, fearful.

My voice splutters out, a wavering growl: “Let me go.”
 
 
			
In dreams, I have returned to Sylvie’s bedside, as she gives birth to our one and only son.

Not such a magical memory for her, perhaps, since she spent most of her time shrieking and drenched in so much sweat, I wondered whether dehydration might steal her from me.  Still, the midwife knew what she was doing.  An epidural, or something, helped with the pain.  After what felt like an eternity, I sat and watched as Jamie was eased out of Sylvie.

It was like a magic trick.  The box that can’t possibly fit into the other box.   A rabbit out of a hat.  The 4.1 kilogram boy, impossibly emerging from the 54 kilogram woman.  Roll up, roll up and see, if you’ve the stomach.

Sylvie held Jamie first, her drugged haze sharpening almost at once.  She stared intently at that small pink parcel, wonderment making tiny creases on her face.

When I held Jamie, it all came home to me.  The true purpose of my life.

I’d heard so many fathers say it before and had worried that I’d never feel the same.  I was too selfish, wasn’t I?  Could I really put someone else’s happiness before my own?  The fact was, I’d already been doing that with Sylvie for three years while barely realising it.

The real purpose of my life was to look after this child.  That had always been my destiny.  He just needed to be born, so that the new phase of my life could begin.

I looked at his hands, with their minuscule, flexing fingers.  Into his eyes, as they drank in their first sights.  And I knew, right there and then, that everything was going to be okay.  We would live happily ever after.
 
 

If this is the end then there will be no regrets, but I must do my very best to fight.

With a violent flurry, the whole world shakes.  My legs feebly kick out at nothing as I’m hauled from the floor towards the chair, but it’s an exhausting token gesture.  My eyes roll back into my head as oblivion’s dark descends once more, blotting everything out.
 
 

Dreams, as you know, are not always kind.

Sometimes, my revisitations to those pink-hued days suffer ugly collisions with reality.

I might be on the sofa of The Basket Arms, kissing Sylvie for all I’m worth, my hand creeping down her back to cup her backside, when suddenly she’s screaming.   Screaming right into my mouth and down my throat, screaming inside me, because Jamie looks so dead, there on the street.  It’s like abruptly changing channel from soft porn to horror.

I might be watching Sylvie give birth to Jamie, enraptured by nature’s sorcery playing out before me, when suddenly there’s the whump of an impact and the screech of brakes.  Jamie’s tiny form immediately stops moving, like a frozen frame of film.  Sylvie stares down her body at the newborn corpse and starts to scream all over again.

Sylvie’s screams, that day.  Oh my God.  Once you hear something, you can’t unhear it.  I’d give anything, truly I would, to wipe those screams from my mind.  The kind of screams which are born in the gut, shredding flesh and sinew on their way up out.  A slaughterhouse scream.

If only memories were like pages of a novel-in-progress.  One press of a button and, whoosh, they’re gone.  If only we could judiciously edit our lives.

A friend told me that, somewhere along the line, the rubbish bins on computer desktops became known as Recycle Bins.  This disturbed me.  If I want rid of something, I want it obliterated, for good.  I don’t want it to somehow lurk on as a ghost in the machine.

Sylvie’s screams, then, reside in my very own Recycle Bin.  Gone, but not forgotten.
 
 
				
When I awaken in the chair, The Beast is standing before me.  Waiting.

I haven’t seen this creature in days.  Not properly, not in light.

I have only glimpsed it in the darkness of its lair.

Short of screwing my eyes shut again, I’m now forced to look at it, so stark and vivid.  A nightmare made flesh.

The wild hair, matted with dry blood.

The big eyes, unblinking, blazing a trail through me.

Those bony shoulders, heaving through resentment and the exertion of having hauled my chair upright.

We stare at each other for a long moment, The Beast and I.

I have little to say to it.  I can tell, however, that it has plenty to say to me.  I sense that it barely knows where to begin.

The Beast opens its foul portcullis of a mouth for a second, but no words come out.

The portcullis creaks shut again.

I test the binds behind my back.  They’re tight.  Maybe not tight enough?  I begin to work on them.  Even the slightest movement sends pain rushing from nerve endings in my damaged hand to my brain.  I do my damndest not to let the hurt register on my face.

The Beast removes a cordless landline phone from its cradle.  God, if only the line really wasn’t working.

Perhaps it isn’t.  Perhaps the rain might’ve–

“Police,” says The Beast into the phone, courtesy of a throat seemingly caked with dry rust.

I hate the rain.  Why can’t it ruin phone lines?

The Beast unsteadily paces around, listening, the phone clasped to a blood-caked ear.

“Yes, I need urgent help, right away,” it finally says.  “I’ve been held hostage for days.”

My stomach does the dance.  It takes all of my effort not to throw up, there and then.

I know exactly what The Beast is going to say next.  It’s going to name itself and a whole layer of my carefully constructed world will fall to ash.

“Yes,” says the creature before me.  “My name’s Pauline Sparks.”

You can only live in a world of make-believe for so long, before reality comes calling.

It always does.


CHAPTER EIGHT: INQUISITION

 
 

I observed Pauline Tabitha Sparks for days before making my move.

It was a warm night when I arrived.  The field smelt of newly cut grass, the birds sang.  All of which somehow fuelled my fierce conviction that I was doing the right thing.

It took me a full day and night to ensure the cottage was uninhabited, let alone plan my attack on the house itself.

I watched that cottage from the safety of the woods, seeing no movement or light within.  Sparks, on the other hand, was clearly at home.  All of the lights were on, presumably because this millionaire could so easily foot the bill.  Once in a while, I would spot her passing by an ostentatiously tall window on the third floor – that must be her study, I thought – or busying herself in what might have been a kitchen at ground level.  Each and every time this happened, I would look down to see my fist tightly clenched.

The Beast doesn’t know I’m coming.  But it will feel my wrath.  Just need to do this right.  There can be no mistakes.

On that first night, I watched the cottage until what must have been three o’clock in the morning.  I knocked back whisky from a hip flask until exhaustion overcame me.  Next thing I knew, I was jolting awake as a car engine started up across the field with a demonstrative thrum.

It was morning.  Sparks was perched in her Land Rover, rolling across the gravel drive.  This was my first good look at her.  I was seeing the woman who most people had never laid eyes upon.  She had flitted among us, the great British public, like a phantom, while causing untold havoc.

While tearing my family to shreds.

As she drove past, I ducked further down into the bush, but caught a good glimpse of her side profile between the big green leaves.  She must have been in her mid 50s.  Head held high, hands on the wheel.  She looked like a woman who didn’t give a good damn what effect her work had on people.

Part of me had wondered whether, once I laid eyes on Sparks, I might see a harmless human being and change my mind.  The reality was the opposite.  It made me despise her all the more.  She resembled a peacock in dire need of clipping.

Once the Land Rover’s engine was distant, I stole out across the field.

I carefully circled the cottage for a while, peering in through the windows.  A few drawn blinds made it all the more of a challenge, but it didn’t take me long to realise no-one was home.  More than this – no-one lived here at all.  The furniture was bare bones, generic, the carpets clean.  No personal possessions scattered about.  No tell-tale plates of toast crumbs, no abandoned mugs.  This was a vacant show home.

One of the rear windows broke with ease.  I simply bundled my jumper around my arm and punched my way through.  I paused for a while, looking around.  There was no movement besides trees drifting slowly in light wind.

I had been prepared to stay in the woods if need be, observing from there, but a vacant cottage was too good an opportunity to pass up.  It was nobody’s home – an empty space in a state of flux.  This would be my shelter and base of operations.

In the living room, I unwrapped one of the sandwiches.  Cheese and bread, nothing fancy.  Food had long since ceased to be a pleasure for me.  It simply served to fuel my body.  To give me strength for what needed to be done.  For the mission.  Without the mission, I would probably just have lain down and allowed the life to drain from me weeks ago.

I took a bite and ate, while staring out through blinds at The Beasthouse.
 
 

For days after Sparks returned to the house, nobody arrived and nobody left.

Laden with bulging carrier bags, Sparks had disappeared back into what she imagined to be her sanctuary.  After that, she had spent most of her time on the third floor.

By day, I watched her from the cottage.  By night, when it was safer to roam, I watched her from various vantage points, mainly in the woods.  Sometimes I would climb a tree, in order to get a good view of her sitting at her desk, typing away.  Jade Nexus And The Cathedral Of Screams was being born as I watched.  It angered me.  So many times, I wanted to simply force my way into that house, right there and then.  I managed to stall myself with the reminder that I had to be sure about security, about potential issues.  If she had a husband, for instance, this would bring complications.  It wouldn’t affect the mission – I would just have to work harder.

Four nights later, I finally convinced myself that Sparks lived alone.

I was ready.  It was time.  The sandwiches had been eaten, my surveillance accomplished.  I had also long since stopped thinking of her as PT Sparks.  In my head, her transformation into The Beast was complete.
 
 

The front door just opened right up.  Amazing.  Hadn’t expected that for a moment.

I experience flashes of fear, but no guilt.  No nagging concerns about what I was doing.  I felt unrestrained by any moral framework.

I had the right to do this.  My response was wholly in proportion.

I entered The Beast’s home with the same carefree abandonment as that foul monster had entered mine.

As I strode along the hallway, The Beast walked right out of the kitchen in front of me, carrying its dinner on a plate.  I forget what kind of meal that was, even though I had to clean it up afterwards.  I dislike mess.

The creature didn’t make a sound.  Just stopped in its tracks and stared at me, as if I couldn’t possibly exist.  Its jaw slackened.

I cracked The Beast around the head with my baseball bat and it was out like a light.  Fell like a sack of potatoes, the plate smashing against a wall.

Working systematically, almost robotically, I stooped beside it.  Took the gaffer tape from my bag, cut off a strip, then placed it diagonally over its mouth.  A second strip formed a big black ‘X’ there.  I had rehearsed this so many times in my head that it barely felt real.

I used my rope to secure The Beast’s hands behind its back, tied its legs together, and considered my options.

I’d been wondering whether the house had a cellar, or a basement, or whatever you call them.  Testing a nearby door-handle, I soon found out.

I dragged The Beast down the creaky stairs into musty dead space.  My arms under its own, supporting its weight, its shoeless stockinged feet banging on every step.

I heaved it into a dark corner, left it there, came back up and locked the door.

It all happened so quickly, so easily.  In fewer than five minutes, The Beast had been tamed.
 
 

When I first entered The Beast’s study, an all-consuming sense of power made me giddy.  I had to lean against the doorway, then sit on the chaise longue for a while.

I gazed at the glowing computer screen.  At the words on them.  Knowing that those words, The Beast’s first draft, were now mine to sculpt.  I was the storm, not the leaf.

Again, I was untroubled by guilt or doubt.  If The Beast had been more responsible with its words, then none of this would have been necessary.

A surge of pride rippled through me.  I almost enjoyed it for a while, before remembering Jamie.  Remembering why I came here and what I had to do.  This was not a power trip: it was a noble crusade.

The next day, I planned to print out Sparks’ version of Jade Nexus And The Cathedral Of Screams in its entirety and see what a hash she’d made.  I selected a bottle of wine from a rack in the kitchen, in preparation for the big read, which would be followed by the big rewrite.

As I left the kitchen with the wine, I heard The Beast howling through its gaffer-tape ‘X’.  As if wondering how this happened and why it was down there.

Ha!  As if it didn’t know this day would come.

Some people really do have incredible powers of denial.
 
 
					
“It’s Number One, The Greyfields, Hollerton.”

The entity which I now grudgingly recognise as Pauline Tabitha Sparks listens intently to the phone.  When she speaks, it’s punctuated by attempts at clearing dust from her throat.

“Fifteen to 20 minutes?  You can do better than that.  Uh-hurkkk.  Yes, I have him tied up, but I need you here now, all right?”

She briefly listens to the reply, then deactivates the phone handset with a ‘beep’.  I would say she returns her attention to me, but in truth those eyes have been glued to mine throughout her conversation.

“It’s a funny thing,” she tells me.  “Uh-hurkkk.  When you’re lying in darkness on your own cellar floor, being fed like a dog and forced to wet yourself and worse… so many questions race through your head.”

I regard her with a neutral expression.  Trying my hardest to ignore the pain which results from struggling against those wrist-binds (and only now do I realise she used my own rope.)

Sparks begins to pace, limping slowly and deliberately to my left, like some Nazi commandant.  My heart sinks as I realise she’s set on describing a circle around me.  And sure enough, the moment she steps behind my chair, she sees that I’ve somewhat loosened those ties.  I grunt as she bends down behind me, her fetid breath all too close, and tightens those knots harder than ever before.  Feels like the blood supply to my hands has been severed.  Escaping from captivity is nothing like the movies.

“Don’t worry,” she says.  “It’ll act like a tourniquet.  Uh-hurkkk.  Stop your hand from bleeding.  Although why I should care about that, I really don’t know.”

“Let’s deal with your questions,” I tell her.  “Get them out of the way.  I have a few of my own.”

“Which rather leads me into one of mine,” says Sparks, her anger palpable as she reappears from behind me and to my right, walking back around to complete her full circle.  “Why didn’t you talk to me?  All that time in the darkness, when I asked you, even begged you, to tell me what was going on.  I just wanted to understand why the hell you were doing this to me.”  She’s working herself up into quite the rage, commencing another lap.  “But no.  I got nothing from you.  Just silent contempt while I ate and drank, before you taped my mouth shut again.  You looked at me like I was… like I was some kind of animal.  Is that really what I am to you?”

I take a deep breath, wondering if she’s finished.  She seems to be, for now.  So I nod.

“You were The Beast.  I suppose that made it all the easier.”

“Made what all the easier?  I want to know, right now, before the police get here: what has this all been about?  If you wanted to rob the place, why are still you here?”

Do I tell her?  I can’t think of a reason not to.  The mission is over.  I’ve failed.  (How did I manage that?  It all seemed so very simple.  Maybe I took too long to rewrite the book, but Maddy is ultimately to blame.  That temptress threw me way off course.)

Sparks reaches around from behind me, grabs the underside of my chin and yanks my head backwards, forcing me to look up at her.

“Well?  Come on, tell me.  Would you like a knife through the other hand?”

By way of an answer, I simply nod over towards the PC screen.  Sparks’ face slowly registers curiosity.  She limps over, sees the Word file.  She reads some, then grabs the mouse and scrolls back through the novel.  Reads some more.  Soaking it all in.

When she turns back to face me, her expression is both incredulous and mocking.

“You’ve been rewriting it?”

“Yes,” I say proudly, keeping my voice strong and even.  There’s nothing for her to mock here.

Laughter thunders out of the woman.  She’s shaking with the force of it, leaning on the desk, her pitch hysterical.

What the hell?  What’s so funny?

“You’re practically fucking dyslexic!  This reads like a children’s novel written by a child.  You seriously had the gall to think you could rewrite me?”

I bristle all over, as Sparks fans the flames of my resentment.  She’s wrong.  I can write.  Sylvie and so many friends all loved my short stories.  They all said I should write a novel one day.  And they meant it, I know they did.

Why would they lie?

“That’s the only version now,” I tell her.  “I’ve destroyed all trace of the original.”

Sparks swings around from her desk to glower at me.  Evidently unable to find the words for what I’ve done.

I’m surprised to find my voice wavering.  “The thing is… Jade Nexus can’t die.”

Sparks folds her arms.  She resembles a school teacher, holding me in detention.

“I think you’ll find Jade Nexus will do whatever the hell I want her to do.”

Suddenly I’m blurting.  Emotions well up, my glacial front melting fast.  “You don’t realise the power you have.  The consequences of what you do.  You can destroy lives, tear people apart!”

For a moment, I feel like some kind of… fanatic.

That’s not me, is it?  She’s the villain here, the destroyer.  I’m the hero, the crusader.

That’s right, isn’t it?  Of course it is.

Something about my new display of feeling is softening her, just a little.  Anger stabs through me again as I sense a flash of pity in that saggy face.

“Who are you?” she asks.

“Robert Coulter.”

She thinks for a moment, as the name sinks in.  She probably won’t even remember it from three months ago.

“All right,” she says, nodding.  “Now we’re getting somewhere.”  And again, that infuriating pity blooms.  “I remember you.”

I glare back.  “I’m surprised.  Our story was buried very nicely in the few ‘papers which ran it.  Wonder how much your publicists paid to have it all downplayed.”

“Jamie,” says Sparks, matter-of-factly.  “Your son’s name was Jamie.”

That name, from her mouth, jerks through me like an electric shock.  I rail hard against my binds, but they won’t budge.  Instead, the violence hisses out of me as low venom.

“Don’t you fucking say his name.  You’re not fit to say his name.”


CHAPTER NINE: BLOOD ON TARMAC

 
 

“Daddy!  It’s here!”

Jamie’s excited cry rang through the house.  I lowered the Daily Mail and idly wondered what “it” was.  I’d heard the metal letterbox flap opening, followed by the sound of something heavy landing on the mat.  What had we ordered?  I tried to remember.

I had no idea a fatal virus had just squeezed its way into our home.

“Daddy, come and see.”

I was midway through an article about 20 ordinary household objects which can give you cancer.

“Hold on, son,” I called out, urgently scanning through the rest of the piece.  “Be there in a minute.”

By now, my family and I were installed in the leafy suburbs.  Six months after Sylvie and I got together, she’d moved into my Finsbury Park flat.  Almost two years after that, she fell pregnant.

She had sat me down and broken the news with a worried look on her face, which quickly dissolved into happiness when I grinned back.

At some point during all of this, I was injured at the architects’ office where I worked.  A cleaner had left a floor wet without erecting a warning sign and I fell heavily out by the kitchen, fracturing my wrist.  I called a compensation lawyer and successfully took the company for £48,000, before finding a new job.

Pooling our resources into a mortgage, Sylvie and I hunted around London’s northern extremities and settled for this modest two-up, two-down in Stanmore.  I had a parking space outside, Sylvie had only a short walk to the Jubilee Line, which soon whizzed her to the Dollis Hill office where she worked as a PA.  The new house had a garden and plenty of space for the three of us.  It was ideal.

Most of the time, I was able to work from home and look after Jamie.  Sometimes Sylvie did it.  Sometimes we had a babysitter.  We juggled it all and managed well.

Almost seven years after we moved into the house, that’s when the virus arrived.

Jamie came charging into the living room, clutching a large padded envelope, and I folded the newspaper up on my lap.  Since I didn’t go to him, naturally he had come to me.  And I didn’t mind.  All things considered, I’d much rather give my son some time, than read about cancer.

Of course, nowadays, I’d rather give my son some time than do anything on Earth.  I’d give anything to have just ten seconds with him.

“What is it?” I asked, as Jamie crashed into my legs, all exuberance, big eyes and snot.

“It’s Jade,” he told me.  “Jade’s here!”

Ah!  Now I remembered.  Jamie had recently read the first Jade Nexus novel, Jade Nexus And The Four-Headed Witch.  He was incredibly excited by the prospect of reading the second, which had been out for almost a year, so we’d ordered it as a late sixth birthday present.  The release date had ended up being a week after his big day, so we’d placed it on pre-order.

I took the envelope from Jamie, carefully cut a slit along the top with scissors and handed it back to him.  He gleefully tore the packaging apart with such vigour that some of the inner padding-gunk fell to the floor.  Then he finally yanked the weighty hardback book free.

I studied his face as he stood there, transfixed by the dark cover of Jade Nexus And The Great Leveller.  It depicted Jade Nexus on the back of a flying horse in the midst of a fierce thunderstorm, pursuing a cloaked skeletal figure which rode another flying horse.

Jamie seemed to find the image scary, but his overriding response was joy.  He stared at it for a full 10 minutes, as I delighted in watching his reaction.  I couldn’t remember the last time I had looked at one solitary thing for that long.  Modern life seemed so very splintered.  Two thousand TV channels, more books and magazines than ever, an apparently infinite array of websites.

I envied Jamie that unwavering focus, that clarity, and I prayed he’d never lose it.
 
 

Over the next few days, we didn’t see too much of our son.  His time was mostly spent in his room, devouring that novel.  When he came downstairs to eat at the table with one of us during the day, or both of us in the evenings, all he could talk about were the exciting adventures of Jade Nexus.  He even brought the book down with him, complete with Spider-Man bookmark, to show us how much he’d read.

We were happy for him.  Taking to books so soon seemed healthy.  Jade Nexus And The Four-Headed Witch had been his first full read – a novel which must have been in excess of 140,000 words.  I was proud of him.  One day, I hoped he might want to read some of my short stories and enjoy those too.  Every now and again I would find time to write one and Sylvie would always be the first to read, giving me feedback with an honesty tempered by caution.  Sometimes I didn’t react so well to criticism.

Summer was coming.  The days seemed infuriatingly long when I was working and luxuriously so when I relaxed at home.  Jamie took to reading his book on a seat at one side of the front garden, while Sylvie pottered around tending to flowers.  When he was younger, we decided to install a special front– no, no, no, not that word.  Blot that word from your mind, Rob.  Forget about it.  Move on, it’s not important.

One fine Saturday, both Sylvie and I were at home.  She and Jamie were in the garden, as usual.  We needed some supplies, so I decided to run the car down to the shops.  Leaving the house, I looked over at Jamie and noticed he only had a few pages left to read.

“Almost there,” I called over to him.

He gave me a sad look.  “Don’t want it to end!”

“Maybe you can read the first book again afterwards,” I told him with a smile, while heading for the– no, no, no, what did I tell you?  Not that word!  Shut up.  Just shut the fuck up.

Our local shop was a simple mini-market, a five-minute drive away.  I could have walked, but it was a lazy day and the truth is, I couldn’t be bothered.  There was also the carrying of bags to consider.  The nearest supermarket would mean a much longer drive and this mini-market was fine for topping up on the basics.

Later, I dumped the bags in the back of the car and began the drive home.  I thought about how I couldn’t wait to get back – and how lucky I was that the pieces of my life had slotted together so beautifully.  I was blessed.

When I returned home after each car journey, I liked the car to end up facing the right way.  The best method with which to achieve this was to drive past the house, circle a roundabout, return and park.

That’s what I planned to do as I drove back towards the house.

As I prepared to pass it, I remember glancing over at the garden, at Jamie’s seat.

I remember the seat being empty.

I remember Sylvie yelling something high-pitched.

I looked back to the road and saw Jamie there.  Right there, in front of me, holding his little hands up in front of his face as this ton of metal sped towards him. 

I stamped on the brakes.  Their grinding screech mixed with Jamie’s own, so as to be indistinguishable.

There was a sickening whump of impact.

I watched my son fly through the air, away from the front bumper, then land awkwardly on the hot tarmac.

Blood pooled around him like the outline of a map.

Scrambling from the car, I saw Sylvie at the side of the road, looking like she was in suspended animation, goggling at Jamie as he lay there, bundled and broken.

That’s when the eternal screaming began.
 
 

“It sounded so awful at the time,” says Sparks.  “And now you describe it yourself, it sounds even more so.”

The baseball bat hangs by her side now, casually grasped in one hand.  She stands with her back to the tall window.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” she says mechanically, a token concession.  “But I still don’t understand what this has to do with me.”

As I shake my head, stars spin before my eyes.  I’m still dizzy.  Maybe something really did snap inside my skull when she smashed me.

“It has everything to do with you,” I say, strangely calmer for having told this monster my story.  “I’m not finished.  Later, when Sylvie could actually speak, she told me why Jamie had run out into the road.”

“Oh, I remember this from the newspapers.  From those articles in which you argued that the Jade Nexus novels should be banned.  Jamie had been–”

“I told you not to say his name.”

The baseball bat suddenly points in my direction, her voice firm.  “You’re no longer in a position to tell me what to do.  But I’ll respect your wishes here.  So.  Your son had been upset, because Mr Grumbles died in my novel.”

She pauses, presumably for emphasis.  “And that tenuous link,” she continues, unwisely mocking me again, “is why you’re sitting here now, is it?  Why I’ve spent several days rolling around in my own cellar, wondering if it’s the last thing I’ll ever do?”

Sometimes I genuinely believe other people belong to an alien species.  “Of course it is, you insane bitch.  If you hadn’t irresponsibly decided to kill such a well-loved character, Jamie would still be alive.”

“Please don’t think I have no sympathy for your son,” says Sparks.  “But given what you’ve brought to my life, I hope you’ll forgive me for being blunt.”

“What I’ve brought to your life?”

“You really want to talk about responsibility?  Let’s try the parental kind.  Starting with the fact that the Jade Nexus novels are not meant for the very young.  Children should start reading them at the ages of 10 or 12.”

I feel hot.  A single bead of sweat trickles down the length of my spine.  “Well how the hell was I supposed to know that?”

“By reading the back cover.  There’s a box, with suggestions of age suitability.  Many publishers do this now.  Bookshops and websites place the novels in age-appropriate sections.”  Her eyes bore into me.  “I deal frankly with themes which might… unsettle… very young minds.  Like death, for instance.  I believe in being straight with kids.”

I strain against my binds, an infernal rage bubbling up from deep within.

“Let me out of here,” I tell her.  “Let me out, or I swear I’ll kill you.”

“Mr Coulter, had you or your wife ever discussed death with your son?”

I thrash in the chair, making it roll around.  “Of course we fucking didn’t.  He was six.  Why did he need to know about–”

“So,” she cuts in, “why would you let him read a novel called Jade Nexus And The Great Leveller, which even had the Grim Reaper on the cover?”

I look her straight in the eye.  “I will kill you.  Do you understand me?”

“Yes,” she says, taking slow steps towards me with the bat.  “I understand.  Now, let’s talk about the speed at which you drove your car, shall we?”

My God, she’s enjoying this, like some lawyer for the prosecution.

“What about it?  My speed was fine.”

“You’re positive about that?  Surely other children lived along that road.  When you drive along it, don’t you go slow, in case anyone runs out?”

“My speed wasn’t the issue.  Jamie wouldn’t have run out in the first place if he hadn’t read your book.”

She steps closer.  “Yes.  My book.  The book which you bought him.  The book which you allowed him to read.”

I blink several times, to rid my eyes of sweat.  Sparks is only a couple of feet away.

Panic squeezes my insides as she searches for a new question to fire my way.  I feel like I’m standing on the edge of a precipice, a bottomless chasm beneath my feet.

“How did Jamie get out of the garden?” she says.  “Was there no¬–”

And that’s it.  That’s me, sailing right over the edge.

I full-force yell at her, hurling a shrapnel-blizzard of vicious, jagged words.  My voice is so loud, it rebounds around the room and earns itself an echo.  If I can’t smother her voice with my hands, I’ll do so with volume.  I’ll do so with primal aggression.

I sandblast Sparks.  Spittle flies from my mouth.  I brand her every name under the sun until my throat’s sore.  I promise her she’s going to die tonight and I tell her how it’s going to happen, in detail, with her eyes cut out and her guts on the floor.

I lose all control of myself.  I forfeit my humanity.

Anything to avoid the g-word.

“Do you have kids?” I holler, my words falling over each other.  “Tell me, just tell me now, do you have any fucking kids or not?”

The question takes the wind out of her sails.  It shunts her face.  There’s a sadness in those eyes, maybe regret.

This is good.  After trying a few combinations, I’ve cracked the safe.  I’ve shifted the rails, forcing her train onto a different track.

“That’s irrelevant,” she mutters.

“So you don’t have kids, right?”

She tightens her grip on the bat.  Steps closer.

“I said, that’s irrelevant.  Are you quite finished, with the abuse?”

I try to read her expression.  “You can’t have kids, is that it?”  Her eyes tell me this is true.  “You’re a barren spinster, aren’t you!  An ugly old witch who no-one could ever love.”

Sparks’ lips pull back, baring her teeth.  She raises the bat behind her, ready to swing it at my head.

“Shut your filthy mouth,” she yells.  “I’ve spent days, fantasising about bashing your brains in.”

I can see in her eyes that she doesn’t want to do this.  But Jesus Christ, she’s going to do it anyway.

Couldn’t stop if she wanted to.  There’s no way on Earth.

I screw my eyes shut, sad that I don’t fear death, but instead embrace the freedom it offers.

Except… something changes.  Staring past me, she’s distracted by… what?

Fast-moving footsteps rat-a-tat-tat across the floorboards, getting closer.

“Hey!” cries Sparks.  “Just wait a–”

Someone appears by my side, pivots and karate-kicks her in her stomach.

Sparks croaks and folds.  She drops the bat, ending up on all fours, struggling to breathe.

I look up and see Maddy, wide-eyed, confused, aghast at what she’s done.


CHAPTER TEN: THE G-WORD

 
 

One day, when Jamie was five years old, we drove to Aldenham Country Park and had a picnic.  We had a hamper and everything, which Sylvie had filled with goodness.

Sometimes, in dreams, I’m allowed to remember that afternoon.

I vividly recall Jamie at the edge of the clearing we’d adopted.  Cackling, he repeatedly stomped a small foot down on something in the grass.

“What’s he got there?” Sylvie idly wondered, as she spread thick, soft cheese on a cracker.

I got up and wandered over to see.

“It’s okay, I got it,” Jamie told me as I drew near.  “Look.”

He bent down to touch something in the grass, in order to pick it up.  In a flash, he was recoiling, crying out in pain, his face all shocked, tears erupting.

Jamie ran to me, gripping one of his hands with the other.  “Ow, ow, ow.”

“What’s wrong?” said Sylvie, standing up in the middle of the clearing.

I examined Jamie’s hand as he groaned.  There was a red patch on one of his palms, with a tiny stinger poking out.

Nestled in the grass below us was a dying, crushed bee.

My son shook with pain as he stared up at me, plaintive.  “Did I do bad?”

With a sweeping sense of generational déjà vu, I told Jamie exactly what my own father had told me in the early Seventies, when I hit a stray dog with a stick on a grassy wasteland.  After being bitten, I had asked him the same question on the way to hospital for a jab.

“No,” I told Jamie, with my father’s sure, certain tone.  “Of course you didn’t.  You’re not to blame.”

The insect twitched its last, as I stomped down my boot.

Later, at home, Sylvie and I argued about the whole thing, over and over, round and round.  Apparently, I was teaching Jamie “all wrong” and “back to front.”

Twelve months later, we’d have much the same argument about PT Sparks.
 
 

“Quick!  Untie me.  She’s insane!  She was going to kill me.  You saw her.”

As Maddy undoes my binds, Sparks gesticulates wildly, eyes bulging, mouth pointlessly opening and closing.

“Who is she?” says Maddy, her face flushed.  “I just came to see if you were okay.  I didn’t explain myself very well on the porch.  I was just worried that–”

“No need to explain anything,” I say, flexing bloodless fingers as Maddy loosens the rope.  Then she’s working on the ties around my waist and my feet.  Freedom beckons.

I see the baseball bat on the ground.  Sparks eyes it too.  She’s still on all fours, recovering, a single strand of bloody drool connecting her mouth to the floorboards.

With a sudden spurt of movement, Sparks scurries across the floor, grasping for the bat.

Maddy deftly kicks it aside, then scoops it up from the ground.

“What’s wrong with you?” she asks of Sparks.  “What’s Steve ever done to you?”

‘Steve’.  Oh, the web of lies I had to spin to make the mission work.  All for nothing.  Or is it?

What if?

I stagger over to the PC and open the e-mail program.

I find Maurice’s e-mail address, open a new message and attach my version of Jade Nexus And The Cathedral Of Screams to it.  All the time, behind me, Maddy fires questions at a wheezing, heaving Sparks which, thankfully, she’s physically unable to answer.

The novel needs another draft, sure, but that’s what proof readers are for, right?  They can sort it out.

Working fast, I type a quick note.  “Dear Maurice, here it is.  Early!  Wonders will never cease.  PT x”.

“What,” comes a wheezing croak from the floor, “are you doing?”

“Sending Maurice the novel,” I tell her.  “The right novel.”

“No…” she gasps.  Sparks looks broken.  I think she may be about to weep.

I stand and walk back over to Maddy, my blood like rocket fuel.  I feel righteous, victorious, as I prise the baseball bat from Maddy’s grasp.

Maddy finally sees the killer instinct lurking behind my eyes.

“Look, what’s this all about?” she says, less certain of the situation.

I ignore her.  I’m entirely focused on Sparks, who is now on her knees, trying to right herself, trying to breathe, eyes wet.

“I’ve won,” I tell her.  “I’ve done right by Jamie and the children of this world.  Jade Nexus lives…”

Maddy’s gaze burns into me.  So many questions, swirling in that head.

“And you,” I tell Sparks, “you die.”

I couldn’t stop, even if I wanted to.

I raise the bat high, then power it down at her skull.

I will pulp the brains which spawned Jade Nexus.

Maddy lunges in and seizes my wrists, dramatically slowing the bat’s descent and diverting it.  Sparks yelps in pain as it crunches into her left shoulder, making her contort.

Maddy’s eyes are wide and fearful as I wrestle with her for control of the bat.  She’s as strong as I’d feared.

“Don’t know what you’re doing, Steve, but that’s not the answer!”

The distant wail of police sirens, out there in the night.

“Give me the bat,” I tell Maddy.  “They’re coming!  I need to finish this.”

“I won’t let you,” she insists, keeping hold of the weapon as we tug to and fro.

“You make me sick,” says Sparks from beneath us.  “Everyone’s to blame but you.”

I let go of the bat, my mouth suddenly parched.  I look down at the broken, bloodied Beast, its fangs bared again as it stares up at me, so defiant, past caring.

“Answer my question,” she spits.  “How did your son get out of the garden?”

Oh God, no.  Don’t say it.  Please don’t say this.

She says it.  Pauline Tabitha Sparks says the very last word in the world that I wanted to hear.  The g-word which I’ve managed to ban from my own head for three whole months.

“Was there no gate?”
 
 

A massive rush of blood to the brain, as the room pinwheels around me.  I’m transported back to that day in Stanmore.

That lazy day, when I walked out of the front gate.  The gate with the latch which we’d specifically installed so that Jamie couldn’t reach it when he was a toddler.   The gate with the latch which he could actually reach these days and undo with a little effort, but was old enough to know not to.

As I revved the engine to leave, mentally running through my shopping list, I noticed that the gate was ajar.  Just by an inch or so.

For a moment, I thought about getting back out of the car.  I thought about closing the gate properly.  I knew I should.

One of those moments which seems so casually fleeting at the time, but in retrospect means everything in the whole wide world.

It was a lazy day.  And God help me, I surrendered to it.  I looked over the fence into the garden and saw Jamie stretched out on the garden seat, still and content, engrossed in the book.  I saw Sylvie nearby with the watering can.

So I left the gate as it was and drove away.

And I began to hum, abandoning all thoughts about the gate.

These memories have remained abandoned, ever since.  Banished.  This is the first time I’ve allowed myself to recall the mistake.  Because somewhere, deep down, in the seventh circle of my soul, I knew that if Jamie had been forced to stop for just a handful of seconds in order to open that latch, Sylvie would have caught up with him.  Even if she hadn’t, he would not have reached the road in time for the collision.

Whenever Sylvie began to broach the subject of how our son got out of the garden so quickly – in fact, whenever she looked set to start any conversation about the whole thing – I would shoot her a look which might freeze a desert.  In doing so, I drove the wedge even deeper between us.

I became obsessed with the book and with PT Sparks.  Without my consciously calculating it, they represented my salvation.  If they were guilty, I’d be innocent.

While Sylvie soldiered on with funeral arrangements, making phone calls, choosing wreaths, I read Jade Nexus And The Great Leveller, over and over, sweeping my mistake under its pages.

I followed in my son’s footsteps.  I felt his pain when Mr Grumbles toppled screaming into the Gulf Of Chaos.  Seeing red, I dove headlong into turbulent, vengeful oceans, convincing myself that Sparks was responsible for everything.  I read her magazine interviews again and again.  I stuck them on the wall then tore them down, screwed them up and threw them around, blind drunk, hollering like a maniac, as Sylvie cowered in other rooms.  Any room which didn’t contain me.  She had quickly and painfully learned not to challenge me on this subject.

One day, she finally made me sit down at a computer with her, as we scoured the internet for a holiday.  It felt like a means of constructing a bridge between us again.  Perhaps we could try to forget everything and escape.  We found a villa holiday in Menorca which we both liked the look of.  Then we started to book it.

The online booking form had a default setting: two adults and one child.

That was the end of the booking process.  I shut the machine down and we never spoke of the idea again.  Forgetting everything became forgotten.

I had begun to construct the plan.  The mission.  The big payback.  In my head, it all became so real.  By whatever means necessary, I would find Sparks in her hermit-hole.  I would use my compensation money to pay off informants and I would track her down, step by step, no matter how long it took.  I would complete this mission and prevent Sparks from causing more death.  Everything would be good and pure again.  I couldn’t save Jamie, but I could sure as hell save children like him.

Even when Sylvie finally left home for good, it spurred me on.  It felt like Sparks’ evil influence on our lives had only intensified.  She had even more for which to answer.

Some people really do have incredible powers of denial.

Hello reality.  I ran with the wolves for so long, locked into this mission, but all I was doing was running away from you.  Somewhere, deep down, I always knew you’d come calling.

You always do.

Pop.

So there it goes, the biggest bubble of all.  The big lie.

The real beast in my basement.
 
 

The police sirens draw closer.  Pale blue lights flash on the study walls.  Sparks sits on the floor, her back to a wall, now holding that kitchen knife by her side.  Just in case.

There’s no longer any need for her to worry.  I probably surrendered the baseball bat to Maddy a minute or so ago.  I’ve been adrift in my own head, my hands covering my face, as the red mists parted.  How I had loved that mist, which protected me from the agonising truth.

I turn to Sparks and my mouth flaps vacantly.  Words want to come out, but I’m unable to conjure up anything adequate.   How could “Sorry” cover all this, even if I were to say it for eternity?  “Sorry” won’t begin to fix what I’ve done to this woman, with word and deed.

Sparks stares coldly back.  There’s a tiny trace of the pity which once enraged me so, but mostly I think she wants me out of the house and into handcuffs.  Can’t say I blame her.

“There,” Maddy says, standing beside me, trying to smile through her immense anxiety.  “I knew you were no killer.  You haven’t got it in you.”

I see no more reason to lie to her, about anything.  I’m going to prison.  She’ll never see me again.  For a second or two, I enjoy those incredible eyes of hers, knowing that they’ll never look at me in the same way again.

I drink them in like wine.

“Maddy, I… I am a killer.  I killed someone tonight, in the woods.”  The rest of the confession exits me in one big breath: “He was hanging around your house looking to rob it and I lost my mind and I killed him with my bare hands then put him in the river.”

As I expected, shock creeps across Maddy’s face, taking control.

“I’m sorry,” I tell her.  “You never really knew me.”

But Maddy isn’t listening any more.  Because that shock has become something else.  It has toppled into panic.  It has become panic, horror and undiluted dread, which she’s trying so hard to rein in.  She trembles, speaking quietly and quickly.

“You’re kidding, right?  Tell me you’re kidding.”

“No, he’s definitely dead.”

Those eyes glass up, shining.  Her voice rises in pitch.  “Who’s dead?  Who did you kill?”

“A kid with long hair.  Like I said, he was hanging around your place with a backpack and…”

These words trail off, the rest of them stillborn in my head, as Maddy’s face crumples and her world implodes.

All of a sudden, she’s screaming.

Oh my God, she sounds just like Sylvie, that day.

The kind of scream that only a mother could unleash.

Maddy’s words tonight on the porch return to rattle my brain like a jackhammer.  This time, I pay most attention to the second part.

“Divorced, with a kid.”

Maddy frenziedly swings the bat at me.  I clumsily step backwards and it whooshes past my face.

Her son had paid her a visit.  He was only leaving.  She didn’t want us to have sex on the porch in case he came back.  Oh no.  Oh dear God, no.

Livid, possessed, destroyed, Maddy jerks the bat again.  This time it hammers into my left collar bone, cracking it, unleashing a titanic wave of pain.  Fighting the intensity of that damage, stuttering, flailing back, throat like sandpaper, I try to tell Maddy her son was a thief, as if that will undo everything, but it’s all lost in this maelstrom, in the blazing heat of the furnace which I myself stoked.

The saddest thing of all?  The fact that even I don’t know how she feels.   My son died in an accident.  He wasn’t beaten to death on a dirty riverbank, pleading for his life.

How did I not only become what I despised, but worse?  I became what I’d projected onto Pauline Tabitha Sparks, then leapt straight through that projector screen into the Devil’s waiting arms.

Maddy alternates between helpless retches and maniacally screeched words which I can no longer understand.  Sparks is by her side now, her face loaded with malice, as if this is finally the excuse, the tipping point that she needed.  She lashes out with the knife, plunging it deep through my right arm, white hot, sawing through skin, sinew and muscle, splitting bone.

I shove Sparks away with my other arm and the knife comes out dripping.

Maddy’s bat hammers into my right eye, shattering the socket, making the kaleidoscope return, fiercer and more disorientating than ever.

Vision starts to break down, agony swamps me.  Police sirens blare.

Sparks swings the blade at me in a wide arc, cutting right through something in my throat.  Hot blood gushes down my chest and my breath becomes tattered, wet, stop-start.

I turn and run.  Not for the door, but for the tall window.

I dash towards it as fast as I can, and yet everything seems to slow right down to a crawl.

The impact feels like an explosion as the pane gives way, a thousand razor-sharp edges ripping my flesh.

Slowly, so very slowly, I burst out into the cold night air.

For one frozen moment, as if gravity is happy to bide its time, bloodied glass-shards hang all around me like an airborne art installation, underlit by flashing blue.

I know, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that for the first time in three months I’m doing the right thing.

Hold on, son.  Be there in a minute.


EPILOGUE

 
 

AUTHOR SPARKS ABDUCTED BY MURDEROUS FAN
 

PT Sparks, the best-selling children’s author, is at the centre of an extraordinary murder investigation, after an obsessive killer invaded her country home and ended up dead.

Sparks was held captive for five days by 46-year-old Robert Coulter.  It is alleged that Sparks freed herself and was again brutally attacked by her captor, only to successfully fight back with the aid of an as-yet-unnamed local woman, whose own son is believed to have been murdered by Coulter.

Coulter harboured a grudge against Sparks and specifically her Jade Nexus novels, following the accidental death of his six-year-old son Jamie in June.  Blaming Sparks’ work for the accident, Coulter spoke to this newspaper in July, insisting that Sparks’ books should be banned.  “She is grossly irresponsible,” he told us, “and directly responsible for the death of my son.  I will not rest until she is brought to justice.”  Coulter went on to find strong support from many parental organisations, but clearly decided to seek his own twisted justice.

“This is a truly harrowing, disturbing and tragic case,” Police Commissioner Thomas Stone told a press conference last night.  “A celebrated author, who prizes her privacy so highly, was assaulted and abducted in her own home.  She was held captive in a filthy basement room for days and allowed only the most basic rations while Robert Coulter pursued his own misguided agenda.  We currently do not know why Coulter murdered a local teenager, whose body has been recovered from a nearby river, but our investigations are ongoing.  As a result, I cannot say too much about the charges, if any, that Ms Sparks or the local woman will face, but Ms Sparks’ lawyer is now representing them both.  He has indicated that they will be pleading self-defence.”

Last night, we managed to track down Robert Coulter’s estranged wife Sylvie Gardner.  She has lived in Edinburgh for the last two months, since abandoning the North London home she shared with Coulter in July.  An unnamed male “friend” informed us, on the front doorstep, that Mrs Coulter was “too upset” to speak to us.

When Coulter struck, on the morning of September 13, Sparks is thought to have been completing work on her latest novel, Jade Nexus And The Cathedral Of Screams.  This title was set to close the author’s phenomenally popular trilogy, on which film adaptation work has long been underway.

It is understood that the obsessive Coulter deleted and rewrote a large portion of the novel, while its author suffered a terrifying ordeal in the cellar.  We were unable to reach Sparks herself, who was being interviewed by police detectives at the time of going to press.  However, her agent Maurice Spence told us: “It is true that Coulter deleted all trace of the novel’s final chapters on my client’s computer itself.  Thankfully, she had the presence of mind to use an online back-up service, which automatically saves drafts in ‘the cloud’.  Shortly before his death, Coulter e-mailed me his own laughable version of the book, which has of course been discarded in favour of the work as originally intended.  This is the novel which will still be published by Bloomsdale & Sons on its release date of September 28, so her fans – and fans of free speech – have no cause for concern.”


AFTERWORD

 
 

Dear valued reader,

I very much hope you enjoyed this cheery, happy-go-lucky tale.  Thank you for buying an independently published book.

My thanks on this one go to JMR Higgs (whose own novella The Brandy Of The Damned really should be your next port of call if you haven’t yet had the pleasure and like disturbing stories of medium length), William Gallagher, Steven Hall, Jenny Colgan and Chuck Wendig for their reading and encouragement.  And extra special thanks to Caroline Fish, who created the beautiful cover.

If you enjoyed Beast In The Basement, I’d be really grateful if you’d spread the word.  Perhaps if you bought it on Amazon, you could write a review there, or just hit ‘Like’ (provided you liked, of course.)  And if you are kind enough to do that, I’d be insanely grateful if you did your best not to give away the story’s main twists and turns.

There’s the sticky problem, of course, of referring to the main character without giving away his true identity.  In the blurb for this book, I get around this by simply describing him as “a reclusive and unstable author”.  Robert Coulter is, after all, an author, even if he has only ever previously written short stories, so this isn’t dishonest.

I really don’t mean to tell you how to phrase any much-appreciated review you choose to write.  It’s just that this story partly hinges on surprise, so it would be a real shame to spoil them for other readers before they even open the book.

This plea obviously isn’t really aimed at you – I’m talking to all those others.  Yes.  Thanks again for your purchase in a crowded market.  Feel free to let me know your thoughts on the book on Twitter – maybe see you there.

Beast Wishes,

Jason Arnopp

September 2012
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As you can see, he is an expert at talking about himself in the third person.


BY THE SAME AUTHOR

 
 

A SINCERE WARNING ABOUT THE ENTITY IN YOUR HOME
 

“Dear friend,

This is no chain letter, hoax or prank.

It is a sincere warning about your home and the entity which dwells within.

Your home has been haunted for quite some time…”
 

A NEW CONCEPT IN FEAR…
 

Imagine a supernatural horror story in which the paranormal activity
happens within YOUR home.

The 10,000-word short story A SINCERE WARNING ABOUT THE ENTITY IN YOUR HOME is presented as an anonymous letter to YOU, which has been sent to YOUR address. It details the terrifying events which happened in your home and which continue to this day.

You have inherited a curse and are being preyed upon by a terrifying apparition. This letter from the previous resident advises you how to cope, while detailing the unthinkable ordeal they suffered before you.

A SINCERE WARNING ABOUT THE ENTITY IN YOUR HOME is the ultimate way to scare yourself at home, because it’s the only ghost story which takes place IN your home. Dare you read it?

This story is available in BOTH Ebook and Paper Editions.  The Paper Edition consists of a bespoke, physical letter mailed to your home address!  For full details, head to ScaryLetter.com
 

“This book ruined my night and got me out of bed an hour early.
Powerful stuff indeed! Jason Arnopp owes me sleep!” – Michael
Thompson, reader
 

“Superb stuff, little hooks and phrases keep popping into my forebrain at 3am to make me anxious. Brilliant read, and a steal at this price” – ‘Skippa’, Amazon UK reviewer
 

“The creepiest thing I have read in an age. I read half of it and woke up gasping for breath!” – reader Stuart Lemon, Oxfordshire, UK
 

“Highly original, chilling tale. I made the mistake of reading it alone, after dark, and couldn’t sleep afterwards… Thoroughly and terrifyingly enjoyable” – reader Marjorie Taylor, Wiltshire, UK
 

Head to ScaryLetter.com now!




 
 

HOW TO INTERVIEW DOCTOR WHO, OZZY OSBOURNE AND EVERYONE ELSE
 

“This guide to interviewing is tremendous fun, with some genuine insight into the whole process. Fascinating stuff, and properly amusing too. Brilliant!” – Tom Spilsbury, editor of Doctor Who Magazine

“With a great sense of humour and a sharp ear for the telling quote, Jason Arnopp is an interviewer who always gets the goods. Read and learn” – Andrew Harrison (The Word’s Editor-At-Large and former Editorial Director of Q, Mixmag and Smash Hits).

“Boy, I wish this book had been around when I started out. You can buy it as a PDF direct from the author for less than the cost of most magazines, and I’d advise new journalists to do so” – Catherine Bray

Want to learn how to interview people as a journalist? Or maybe you’re curious about exactly how journalists interview people? How To Interview Doctor Who, Ozzy Osbourne And Everyone Else will be your guide.

Drawing on 23 years of experience and with over 1000 interviews behind him, Jason Arnopp aims to tell you everything he knows about interrogating the great and good. While Arnopp has spent these decades interviewing celebrities and rock stars like Ozzy Osbourne and Doctor Who star Matt Smith for the likes of Heat, Doctor Who Magazine, Q, SFX and Kerrang!, the vast majority of the principles described here will also apply to quizzing a Marrow Of The Year winner for your local newspaper.

Written in a nuts ‘n’ bolts, conversational style, How To Interview… packs in over 28,000 words of practical wisdom. You’ll learn about the craft of interviewing, all the way from deciding how you’ll record your interviews, to devising questions, to dealing with various types of interviewee, to writing and editing your article. Beyond that, however, you’ll get a real feel for what it’s like out there on the front-line. The surprises which PR folk may spring on you when you arrive to conduct your interview. The challenge of getting a reluctant, or even downright angry, interviewee to warm to you and open up. Even what to do when you realise that your recording device has failed to record the interview!

Arnopp includes a few brief anecdotes from rock history, to provide examples and flavour. You’ll find out what happened when one magazine sent a work experience person to interview a rock legend. What happened when one journalist believed he’d become best mates with a pop-punk band. And what happened when the author faced off against hostile metal band Pantera in Baton Rouge, Louisiana.

Sections in the book include the following:

Five Qualities That Make For A Good Interviewer

Seven Ways To Set Your Interviewee At Ease

The Eight Types Of Interviewee

Fandom Vs Professionalism

The PR Establishes A No-Go Area

Can An Interviewee Ever Become Your Friend?

Underhand Tactics & Grey Areas

Becoming A Fly On The Wall

The Dreaded Roundtable Interview

Transcription: A Necessary Evil

How Verbatim Do You Need To Be With Those Quotes?

The Structure Of An Interview Article

Author Arnopp even throws in a personal guarantee: if you’re left with an unanswered question, you can ask it courtesy of a special Formspring account!

For more details, go to: www.HowToInterviewPeople.info

“Jason Arnopp is one of those ludicrous, funny people who manages to get the most reticent of stars to tell him things that they really shouldn’t. As a journalist, he is blessed with a remarkable bedside manner. He might be able to teach you a thing or two” – Phil Alexander (Mojo Editor-In-Chief and former Kerrang! Editor)

“It was my very happy experience to work with and read Jason Arnopp for a number of years on Kerrang!  Jason’s interviews were always funny, smart, passionate… blah, blah, blah. But one singular thing marked him apart in his field – he had the invaluable ability to ask the unexpected question that caught both subject and reader off guard, and unfailingly meant you found out something new about whomever he was interviewing” – Paul Rees (former Editor of Q and Kerrang!)
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