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Prologue 

 

Time: 00:00AM 

Location: The Amazon Rainforest  

 

The Amazon; it is home to over four thousand sea and airborne creatures alone and over fifty 

thousand species of plant. Here it seems as if even nature is at war, crying out at the great 

injustice being served.    

   Poisonous plants carpet the ground; the enticingly beautiful yet deadly Digitalis Purpurea 

and Convallaria Majalis scrape bare flesh at every opportunity. Mosquitoes claw and bite, 

sinking their fangs into vulnerable flesh, drawing blood…   

   Special Agent Jeffrey swatted at a mosquito, smiling as the tiny creature was squashed 

between his palms and its remains fell to join the general detritus he was treading on. 
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   He took in a deep breath but the humid air only provided him with half the oxygen needed. 

The atmosphere was thick and smothered him like an over-protective mother kissing her son 

goodbye. Leaning against a bamboo trunk, Jeffrey was horribly aware of a thick bead of 

sweat running down his forehead. It soaked into the camouflage cream that covered his 

tanned skin.  

   He swatted at another damned winged creature. Would they never leave him alone? It was 

difficult enough to keep sight of the target in pitch black without these pests buzzing around 

his face!       

   He could sense the presence of his unit behind him - ten people in all. The sound of their 

heavy boots was muffled by the dense foliage. Every now and again it proved a disadvantage, 

as one man would step on a twig and the noise would penetrate the heavy air.  

    But not Special Agent Jeffrey. He didn’t believe in making mistakes. To him, they served 

no purpose. No mistakes meant no regrets. Most importantly, it meant finishing the mission 

at hand. It meant keeping people alive.  

    The moon provided a milky glow to the heated atmosphere of the Amazon, bringing with it 

the nocturnal cries of The Vampire Bat, the most bloodthirsty of the microchiropterans. 

Jeffrey sensed black wings rustle past him. Looking up, he saw unrealistically sharp teeth, 

protruding from a mouth seemingly too small to home them and stretched wide in a twisted 

sneer. He knew that right now the bloodthirsty creature was sending out a scream too high-

pitched for the human ear, but that would locate its prey.  

   Were they its prey? Jeffrey shook his head, telling himself to focus. Right now he could 

learn a lesson from the microchiropterans.  

   Awareness.  

   His squad’s sight may have been considerably weakened by the lack of light and by the 

long leaves that shrouded them, but every other sense – touch, taste, smell, sound – had to be 
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heightened. They had no choice. If they weren’t alert, they wouldn’t make it out of the jungle 

alive.  

   And neither would the five men they had been assigned to rescue. 

   The Life Protection Agency did exactly what their name suggested. Based in the heart of 

London, they dealt with everything from threatened civilians to assassination plots, from 

kidnappings to terrorism. 

   The LPA worked both round the clock and under the radar with contacts in high and 

extremely unlikely places. Their work was often done with little or no recognition. Instead, 

the credit was always taken by England’s bigger and more renowned agencies. It was, as 

Jeffrey always said, ironic. You fought for global justice and the real injustice was carried out 

right beneath your nose. 

   Just four hours ago, the SAS had received an anonymous tip-off that five of their former 

agents had been kidnapped and brought to the very depths of the Amazon Rainforest. The 

caller had also very kindly warned them that unless they acted soon, all five agents would be 

dead. Immediately, the Secret Air Service had contacted the LPA for back-up. The sister 

agencies weren’t quite allies so much as mutual manipulators; they used each other whenever 

the opportunity arose.  

    It had been a hasty operation; the SAS-LPA forces combining and parachuting down by 

the Amazon River from two nondescript helicopters. It had been a near impossible feat; the 

helicopters had provided no lights for fear of alerting the enemy, and there was always the 

risk of falling into the second largest river in the world.  

    Not for the first time that night, Jeffrey ran over the possible suspects behind the 

kidnapping in his mind. Once again, he turned up nothing but the obvious culprits – The 

Secret Arms Force.  
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   The SAF had been founded by criminal Kadim Agha right along the borders of his 

homeland, Turkey. Much like the missiles placed there by the US in the early eighties, the 

foundation of this new group caused much alarm to both the citizens of Turkey and their 

neighbouring countries. Within ten years, the SAF had extended their influence and had more 

recruits than any other criminal organisation. Their motive was simple: Money. The SAF 

were a powerful force, fluctuating to wherever the biggest and most untraceable pay cheque 

sent them.  

   The Secret Air Service and Secret Arms Force had been mortal enemies for years. Neither 

organisation trusted the other, and with good reason.  

   Jeffrey frowned, contemplating the situation. Seeing as the men abducted were retired, the 

information their abductors wished to obtain had to concern an old operation.   

   Right now, the divisions were positive that the men were being held captive in the log 

cabin, just about visible through the dense undergrowth.  

    Jeffrey tried not to think about what was happening to those men. As tough as they had 

undoubtedly been during their years of service, almost everybody cracked under 

interrogation. And the Secret Arms Force weren’t going to stop at interrogation but progress 

right into the horrors of extreme mental and physical torture. Jeffrey himself had been under 

duress before but merely as a training exercise. If this was anything like what he’d been 

through, the agents would be screaming in agony. No doubt the SAF would dispose of them 

properly; the rushing waters of the Amazon River fast becoming watery graves. Jeffrey shook 

his head at the sheer audacity of it. Every sixty seconds, the River discharged almost three 

and a half million gallons of water into the Atlantic.  

    The bodies would never be found.  
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    Special Agent Jeffrey shifted, impatient. He hated not being fully in command of an 

operation. Sergeant O’Bryan was in charge today - a man whose name caused hatred to flow 

through Jeffrey, as strong and as powerful as the River itself.  

   He crouched lower. His whole body was tense and aching to run in, regardless of his own 

safety, and shoot the SAF bastards. His ears yearned for the sound of blood rushing through 

them, his feet were ready to pound the ground and his finger was itching to pull the trigger. 

Was it just him, or had the insects fallen quieter? It was as if they too were waiting for the 

first shot to be fired, the choppers to come whirring, for the blood to start spilling…  

   A macabre scream ripped through the air and chilled Jeffrey on the inside. His hands 

clasped his gun tighter.   

   What were they doing? Electric Chair? Almost immediately, Jeffrey mentally crossed out 

that idea. Even though it was a successful method and conveniently simple to execute, it 

wasn’t inventive enough. The organisation would be doing something worse, something 

much more twisted and evil. 

   “Lima to Sierra…”  

    A couple of seconds passed before he received O’Bryan’s response:  

   “Standing by.”  

   “What the hell are we doing ‘standing by’?” Jeffrey spat, his anger crackling through the 

trees like a bush fire. “You heard the scream…?” 

   “We have to wait till first light. That’s only another four hours.”  

   Jeffrey couldn’t believe what he was hearing.  

   “With all due respect Sergeant…”  

   “That’s my men, my team out there and I give the instructions. We’re waiting till first 

light.”  

   “By then, half your men could be dead.” Jeffrey said pointedly.  
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   There was a short pause.  

   “That’s the risk we have to take. Over and out.”     

   Jeffrey stared at the radio in disbelief as the last of the static crackling subsided. He 

pocketed it angrily. Part of him knew that O’Bryan was right. First light was their best chance 

they had to catch SAF. What could they really see in pitch black, after all? However, it was 

also against his better judgement to stand still for four hours while men that had defended 

their country, men just like him, were suffering less than three hundred metres away.  

   Did O’Bryan have no heart? 

   Jeffrey bit his lower lip. Hard enough to draw blood. It was often said that to be a good 

agent, one had to detach oneself from all emotions. In essence, one needed to become 

completely untouchable. Special Agent Jeffrey Davidson was nothing like that and he knew 

it. His emotions were what had raised him through the ranks to become leader of his own unit 

at the LPA.  

   Now he turned to his nine best men, lifting up five fingers to indicate that he only wanted 

the first five of them to go.  

   “Secure the area,” he muttered. “The rest are with me.”     

   Agent Joanna Ryans, the only woman in the LPA ever to make it to the frontline, knew 

exactly what he was thinking before he’d signed it.  

   “Boss…” she started.  

   There was another scream from the log cabin, followed almost immediately by a gunshot.  

There was something about it…something that let Jeffrey know it hadn’t been fired simply to 

invoke terror – not even to inflict pain.  

   It marked a finality; the end of an innocent man’s life. Had he a wife? Children? That didn’t 

matter now. He was gone.  

   “Don’t question me!” Jeffrey said harshly.  
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   “But O’Bryan…”  

   “Who do you work for? Me or O’Bryan? We can’t stand down any longer.”  

   Agent Ryans pursed her lips.  

   “I’m with you.”    

   Jeffrey’s lips stretched wide into a madman’s grin. His fingers flexed around his Berretta 

14. 

  This is what I live for, he thought.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

 

“Sure you don’t want to come to bed, honey?” A soft, semi-reproachful voice called from the 

bedroom and was met with a reluctant sigh.  

   “Darling, you know I can’t...woah,” Adam said as he entered the room. He raised his 

eyebrows, pleasantly surprised.  

   Rose had gone full out this time. She was sitting on the edge of their bed in nothing but red, 

lacy lingerie. Her hands smoothed the sheets beside her.  

   “You like?” she whispered.  

   Adam grinned.  

   “Of course I do.” Then he sighed, checking his wristwatch. “But Rose, I’ve got to leave for 

the airport in...”  

   “Shh.” Rose moved gracefully towards him, pressing her mouth against her husband’s 

while undoing the strap across his wrist. She flung it carelessly on the floor. 

   “Stop thinking about time,” she said, taking his hand and leading him towards the bed. “I 

miss you when you’re gone, you know.”  

   He sighed, tucking a strand of blonde hair behind her ears.  

   “I miss you too.”  

   “You work too much...” 

   “I work for us,” Adam said softly.  

   Rose nodded, holding his hand and dragging it to her lips, placing a gentle kiss on his warm 

skin.  

   “At least say goodbye properly...”  
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   And so he did. Adam, despite everything, was not one for simple greetings and goodbyes. 

Parting, he thought, as he left the house 40 minutes later, was such sweet, sweet sorrow.   

 

* 

 

“I love you, John.” 

   “I love you too. Listen, I know we’ve only been seeing each other for 6 months, but I’ve 

never met a person as amazing as you. I love everything about you; your smile, your laugh, 

the way you snuggle against the dent in my shoulders when you fall asleep. Diana...” John 

knelt on one knee and his fingers deftly popped open a small, velvet box. “Will you marry 

me?” 

   The reply was teary-eyed, breathless, and high-pitched with excitement.  

   “Yes! Yes. Of course I will!”  

   Diana dragged him to his feet and gave him a toe-curling, Hollywood style kiss, dragging 

away only for air.   

   She let him slip the ring onto her finger. It fit perfectly. John was always so concise, so 

thoughtful, and so...perfect! It had to be at least two carats.  

   “You must’ve been saving up for ages!”  

   John smiled and winked at her.  

   “Only the best for you.”  

   She flung her arms around his neck.  

   “I’ve never been so happy in my life.”  

   “Me neither,” he smiled. “Just think, soon you’ll be Mrs. Diana Black.” 

* 
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“Nice of you to come home, stranger,” Gina said sourly. She hadn’t looked up from her book. 

   She’s pissed off with me, her husband realised. 

   “Sorry I’m late; I got really caught in traffic,” Matt said wearily, taking off his jacket. “You 

didn’t stay up for me did you?” 

   “No, I just couldn’t sleep,” 

   “You’re a horrible liar.” Matt grinned, stripping down to his boxers and sliding into the bed 

beside her. He planted a kiss on her nose. “How was your day?” 

   Gina sighed and shut the book. She’d never been any good at keeping grudges. 

   “Not too bad; the business presentation went well. Janine says to say hi.”  

   “Ugh!” Matt shuddered. “What does she want?” 

   “Presumably for you to return similar salutations?”  

   Matt laughed. To say that he didn’t like Janine, Gina’s co-worker, would be an 

understatement. 

   “She invited us over for another roast dinner this Sunday.” 

   “I take it you said no?” 

   “I didn’t know how to get out of it...”  

   “Gi! You’re joking! Well we’re going to have to think of a good excuse – there’s only an 

acceptable amount of times you can claim there’s a ‘family crisis’ and I think we’ve 

exceeded it. Seriously, that woman is the most boring person I know; I don’t know how you 

put up with her.”  

   “She does make a good roast dinner though,”  

   “True, but yours is better. Besides, when it’s just us two, I don’t have to travel or listen to 

her moronic babble for hours,” Matt paused, his eyes twinkling mischievously. “And I get 

dessert.”   
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* 

 

Friedrich Hanson made his way across town the next day, lost deep in his thoughts. At first 

glance, he appeared to be your average charmer – tall, attractive, confident... 

   To women across the country – he meant everything.  

  He was the business-oriented Adam Larsson, the retired military officer John Black, the 

charming Matt Young.  

   In fact, Friedrich Hanson had no less than fifty aliases. Each of them was very important to 

him indeed.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

 

Jeffrey’s eyelids opened tentatively, blinking against the harsh artificial light. He had a 

headache worse than any hangover he’d ever experienced. A small moan escaped parched 

lips.  

   “Where am I?” he muttered.  

   “You’re in a private hospital.”  

   His eyes fluttered momentarily, trying to detect the source of information. He hadn’t really 

expected a response.  

   The room melted into focus as colours swirled and blended. Objects, as if made of a million 

megapixels, swam apart and regrouped to make one large picture.  

   The somewhat familiar voice hadn’t been lying. There was no mistaking the white walls 

and the lingering smell of antiseptic. 

   “What happened?”  

   His intent? An authoritative tone. The reality? Jeffrey’s voice came out as little more than a 

croak, each word grating painfully against his throat. He swallowed carefully and tried to sit 

up.  

   A hand placed itself on his shoulder.  

   “Doctor said you weren’t to…”  

   “Damn it,” Jeffrey muttered, as he recognised the voice to be Agent Joanna Ryans’. “I’m 

sitting up whether you help me or not so…”  

   Within a couple of seconds he was leaning against the headrest. His head was throbbing 

harder now. 

  “What happened?” 
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  “Boss…you don’t remember?” 

  “If I remembered I wouldn’t have…” His words were permeated by coughs that threatened 

to overtake him. Jo reached out, wanting to help but not wanting to hurt him either. 

“Wouldn’t…have…asked…”  

   “Shhh,” she said soothingly, pressing a cup of cold water to his face. He took it with 

shaking hands, troubled eyes peeking out from over the rim. Clearly he hated being told what 

to do by his subordinate.  

   The drink soothed his throat and he leant back against the pillows, shivering. He tried hard.  

   Tried to remember.  

   Amazon Jungle. The humid air. The insects buzzing and biting and… 

   Lima to Sierra. 

   L for LPA. 

   S for SAS. 

   Stand down! 

   No… 

   Commence attack.  

   Don’t do this… 

   Gunshots. 

   Pain and flashing lights. 

   A distorted figure. Hands, slippery with blood… 

 

    

He glanced at her and the message was clear: Tell me.  

“The SAF were armed far beyond our anticipation,” Jo prompted. “You took two of them out, 

but there were too many. You were caught in the crossfire.” 
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   Jeffrey nodded slowly.  

   “Go on.” 

   “I’m not sure if...”  

   “Please.” 

   Jo sighed.  

   “Sergeant O’Bryan was closest to you when you went down. I covered his back while he 

dragged you deeper into the undergrowth. He did his best to stop you bleeding. By the time 

the shooting had stopped and I joined him, you were unconscious. There was so much blood. 

I thought you were going to die. O’Bryan stayed by you the whole time...he saved your life.”  

   Jeffrey finished the rest of the water and exhaled slowly.   

   “They got any tequila?” he asked, his voice felt rough but not quite as painful.  

   “This is a hospital,” Jo admonished.  

   “Cigarettes?” Jeffrey shot her an apologetic look. “I could really do with one right now.”  

   Jo, who had never seen her boss look so vulnerable, or indeed, apologetic, sighed. 

   “One minute.” 

   A short while later, she returned with a packet of Marlboros. He took them gratefully. 

   “Three hundred and twenty,” he muttered. 

   “What?” 

   “That was three hundred and twenty seconds.”    

   Jo raised an eyebrow. 

   “You counted?”  

   “I just think your estimation of sixty seconds was misleading, that’s all. You don’t smoke 

do you?” 

   “No.” 

   He nodded.  
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   “That explains it.”  

   “Explains what?” 

   “That you don’t know that having to wait an extra 240 seconds when you’re expecting a 

smoke is...almost impossible.” Jeffrey’s fingers were shaking as he opened the packet. 

“Crap.” 

   “What is it?” 

   “Don’t have a lighter.” Jeffrey looked down; he was still wearing his khaki trousers from 

the mission, but his upper body was bare. Presumably the doctors had cut through the 

material of his shirt in a hurry. “Everything is at home.”  

   “Way ahead of you,” Jo held up a lighter. “I bought one.”  

   Jeffrey nodded his thanks. His expression was still furious but Jo knew that he was simply 

mulling over the past events, trying to fit everything together.  

   “Just hurry up before the nurse comes back...” Jo said, with a quick glance in the direction 

of the door. “That woman’s a beast.” 

   She lit the cigarette for him and watched uncomfortably as he took a shallow drag. Even 

now, with darkly ringed eyes and bed-tousled hair, she could see a hint of her old boss. His 

skin was still a healthy dark tan, his bruised body as muscular as ever and his eyes as 

piercingly blue as they had always been.  

   She watched as his uninjured hand trailed towards his lower abdomen, swathed in 

bandages. His face creased in pain. 

   “It was all my fault.” His voice broke.  “How long have I been here for?” 

   “Four days,” Jo said. Then, “Nothing was your fault.”  

   Memories of the operation came flooding back.  

   “It was a suicide mission Jeffrey. Stupid. Stupid!”  He muttered to himself. His hands 

continued to shake and he took another drag.    
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   “Boss?” 

   “How many of our men died?” 

   “You shouldn’t be getting yourself upset…”   

   “How many?!” 

   She looked down. “Four, sir. Another is in intensive care just down the corridor.”  

   Jeffrey brought his fist crashing down on the bedside table.  

   Jo studied him anxiously, wondering whether to call a doctor. She’d never seen him more 

unstable – hell, she’d never seen him unstable in her entire life. She’d never seen him beat 

himself up over anything, never seen him express guilt.  

   But now it was etched all over his face, along with anger and doubt.  

   All directed at himself.  

   When he next spoke, his voice was surprisingly quiet.  

   “Did we save any of those agents?” 

   “Yes, but the SAF got away.”  

   “Fucking hell.”  

   “We all make mistakes,” she said gently, pouring some more water out of the jug that stood 

on the table. She handed it to him.  

   “No,” he shook his head.  

   She misunderstood.  

   “Yes, we do.”  

   “No…” He gestured at the glass. “Not water. Tequila. Please.” 
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CHAPTER THREE  
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Jake 

 

I gasp loudly and sit up, my hands gripping the sides of the bed. I can smell the dark, rancid 

stench of sweat covering my entire body.  

   And fear.  

  Always the fear. Following me, taunting me, threatening to devour me. But it never does.  

  I always wake up before the dream ends. That’s when the Fear hisses, whisks its tail and 

slinks back into the shadows of my bedroom as if to say, ‘You’re free – for now.’  

   I sit for a minute, my eyes getting accustomed to the darkness. It’s four in the morning, or 

so my alarm clock says. I rub my face tiredly. I have a headache coming on but that’s the 

least of my problems.  

   My hand fumbles for the light. When I first moved here, I specifically positioned my bed 

against the left wall so that the light switch would only be an arm-length flick away.  

   I swing out of bed and the realisation that I have to struggle through the horror of another 

day hits me harder than any physical blow I’ve ever been dealt. And that’s pretty hard. I 

wobble slightly on my legs and then look at them loathingly. Why am I so skinny? 

   I grab a towel from my cupboard, wrap it round my neck and walk softly out of my room. 

  ‘Probably because you never eat,’ the voice of reason whispers.  

   I thought I’d abandoned any logical thoughts years ago, along with my childhood and 

optimism.  

   Once in the bathroom I cup crystal clear water from the tap and rinse my face, gasping at 

how cold it is.  

   The mirror doesn’t reflect me. It shows a ghost. Shockingly dark hair against pale skin and 

black, deadened eyes.  
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   I open the bathroom cabinet for something to combat my headache. I can’t find anything 

suitable other than paracetamol. I’m still shivering and I take four of the pills in a futile 

attempt to still the monster squatting in my head. But why stop at four? I don’t want to go on, 

I realise. I’ve got nothing more to live for.  

   Sometimes I seriously think about ending it all. About attempting to be truly happy.  

   I replace the medicine and rummage around for something stronger.  The paracetamol 

could be a placebo for all the good it’s doing.  

   There’s not much…no, wait. At the back, the small bottle that Uncle Wez uses…  

   Sleeping pills. They come in a small brown bottle and read: 

   Recommended dose: Up to two per night.  

 Do not exceed the recommended dose. These pills are designed 

to regulate sleeping patterns, combat insomnia and, on a more 

general level, promote sleep...  

  I tip ten into my palm. Then another ten to be sure.  

   Death is almost certain. The pain will be unbearable.  

   But it will to be the pain to end all pains.  

   It’s time for bed.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 
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Special Agent Jeffrey kept his face void of all emotion, and his hands clenched and 

unclenched by his sides. His eyes clouded over in anger, yet his face remained neutral. The 

morgue was large and cold as it always was. Ten large freezers lined the far wall, housing the 

bodies of those whose time had flown mockingly out of their grasp. 

   Seven gurneys stretched horizontally across the room, like beds in a hospital ward. Only the 

people who lay on them wouldn’t ever be able to stand up and leave. Again, Jeffrey found 

himself reflecting on the lesson he’d learnt the first time he’d ever stood in a morgue – there 

was no time in such a place. One could stand and stare at a loved one for minutes, hours, 

days, and never even know it.  

  ‘Another body, another day...’ wasn’t that the famous phrase heard in the LPA corridors? 

  Except for one little thing. Today, Jeffrey was on edge. He’d been on edge ever since 

Medical Examiner Kevin Roland had rung him and insisted he had something to show him. 

The man hadn’t said a word yet, but stretched across one of the gurneys was the body of a 

young girl. Whatever hands this victim had been subjected to, they had been merciless. 

Jeffrey snuck another look at Kevin. He was pacing beside the body, visibly distressed.  

   When he could trust his voice, Jeffrey spoke:   

   “Time of death, Kev?” 

   Kevin Roland was a short, balding man with a voice that strained, making him constantly 

sound like he was on helium. He was a kind man with owl-like eyes that shone through 

glasses too small for his head.  Now, he nodded his head thoughtfully. 

   “Two days ago.” He shifted the body slightly and Jeffrey noticed a distant, cracking noise, 

as if all the bones in the victim’s body were breaking. “Rigor mortis has already set in and the 

bones are now beginning to soften, ready for decomposition. The body was kept in quite 

pristine shape actually and for that, we are most fortunate.”  
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  “How did she die?” Jeffrey prompted, his eyes not once moving from the corpse’s own. 

They were wide in fright and covered with ashen film. The face was young and the skin pale 

and mottled. Like cold porridge. The body belonged to Kay Silver, a girl whose eighteenth 

birthday was only three weeks away. A birthday that she would never get to celebrate.  

   “Well, if you look here...” Kevin’s gloved finger hovered just above the collarbone. “You’ll 

see...”  

   “Contusions.” Jeffrey finished for him.  “Post mortem?”  

   “Precisely. However, this is not how Kay met her unfortunate demise...” Kevin turned to a 

small table, and held up a small evidence bag, containing something that resembled a towel 

of some sort. “A dishcloth.” Kevin said triumphantly. “My guess would be that the killer tried 

to strangle her, hence the abrasions. However, strangling takes time and is a lot more difficult 

than one anticipates...” He placed the transparent bag back into the evidence tray, which 

Jeffrey knew would contain her clothes, material possessions, and any other item found on 

her when the body was found.  “Asphyxia was an easier and quicker method. The dishcloth 

was shoved down her mouth, the corners blocking off her oesophagus. When I removed it, 

the dishcloth was covered in bile. She choked to death on her own vomit.”     

   Jeffrey nodded. It made sense. Killers often underestimated the time and strength it took to 

strangle a person. Especially a young girl with sharp nails who was ready and willing to fight 

for her life.  

   “Thanks, Kev. So what’s wrong?” 

   Kevin wrung his hands together anxiously.  

   “I’ve been up all night, checking and double-checking, hoping that I’m somehow wrong. I 

wanted to show you first before I presented my findings to the Director.” 

   “What is it?” Jeffrey asked abruptly.  



22 | P a g e                      A c q u a h          B l a c k  R o s e  B u t c h e r   

 

   Kevin lifted up the young girl’s hand from beneath the medical sheet.  “Her fourth finger 

has been cut off,” he said quietly. “Recently. With some sort of surgical equipment, it would 

appear. A clean and decisive cut. My guess is that you’re looking for somebody trained in the 

medical field.  Young Miss Silver had nothing like this in her medical history and the finger 

wasn’t found anywhere around the crime scene. Whoever murdered her may have kept it as a 

trophy...” Kevin trailed off.  

     Jeffrey’s eyes widened, looking at the young girl. She was pretty. Ridiculously so. She 

had brown curls, matching brown eyes and a soft face with slimming cheekbones. His eyes 

wandered; he took in the pale lips, the lacerations across her larynx, her shapely arms, then 

the hands... 

   The left hand...so close to perfection. Long and slender fingers, unbitten nails, not a 

blemish in sight...  

   But a missing finger. Jeffrey felt his heart quicken. It thudded so loudly he could barely 

hear himself as he choked out the words: 

   “The ring finger?” 

   “Yes.”  

   Something that sounded like a whimper forced its way through Jeffrey’s throat and out his 

half open lips. His eyes closed as he tried to orientate himself, find a grounding in the room 

that was slowly spinning around him.  

   “Not just...” he struggled, trying to swallow down whatever it was in his throat that was 

cutting off his oxygen supply “You said - not just anybody could have done that, could 

they?” 

   “That’s what’s so amazing. It would have to be somebody with a medical history. It 

reminds me way too much of a certain case over a decade ago. Don’t you think? I’ve never 

seen a cut that smooth before. Obviously I never had the opportunity to work on those 
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victims but I can remember the report I read almost word for word. The Acting Examiner 

said, and I quote – ‘A perfect, symmetrical cut into the flesh.’ And that’s what we’ve got here.  

It was done with something astronomically sharp. A bone saw, I’ll bet. And it was pre-

mortem. There would’ve been quite a lot of blood flow...Jeffrey?”  

   His vision was blurring. The room wasn’t spinning anymore but dimming. He reached out 

towards the gurney to steady himself, his hand accidentally brushing the victim’s body.  

   He withdrew, bile rising in his throat.  

   A cut so smooth, perfect, symmetrical...  

  The ring finger...  

   “Jeffrey? Are you listening? I have one more piece of information for you!” He reached 

into the evidence box, and pulled something out. He was holding it carefully to avoid being 

pricked. “This was found by the crime scene. It’s my main concern.” He raised the object for 

Jeffrey to get a better view of it.  

   It was a flower. Its petals were dark whorls, spiralling to its centre and giving off a scent 

like any other rose. Only its petals were charcoal-black.  

   Jeffrey closed his eyes, covered his ears, desperate to stop thinking, feeling. But it only 

made the nightmare clearer.  

   “Breathe!” Kevin shouted.  

   But he couldn’t.  

 

* 

 

Claudia Michelle was the worst person to hold an office job. She hated being interrupted 

from her thoughts. Especially by the phone ringing or the door knocking. She hated being 
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trapped behind a desk. She despised having to sign official documents.  In fact, the only 

reason she had secured the job as LPA’s Director was because of one thing... 

   Politics. 

   Director Michelle was colder than a miser’s house in the winter. She could wheel and she 

could seal a deal. In fact, she could do practically anything except lose. 

   Now she was interrupted from signing a document by a loud knock on her door. Sighing 

and choosing the lesser of two evils, she called out –  

   “Come in.”  

      The door swung open to reveal a man of just about 5”4, in a lab coat. Claudia Michelle 

gulped down her scalding hot coffee without so much as a flinch and fixed him with a cool 

stare. 

   “Ah, Mr. Roland. How may I help you?” 

   Kevin stepped into the office, closing the door behind him. It was very rare that the two 

people conversed. Even though Kevin was the official ME, it was hardly ever necessary for 

him to cross paths with Claudia. If any medical detail had to be reported to her, Jeffrey 

usually acted as the intercessor.  

   “Special Agent Jeffrey Davidson is missing,” Kevin said 

   Claudia made a face.  

   “What do you mean he’s missing?” 

   “He’s gone. Vanished into thin air. And the way he is at the moment, I don’t think...”  

   “Slow down!” Claudia leant back into her chair and folded her arms. “What are you going 

on about?”  Her purple-tinted contact lenses flashed sternly. 

   “I showed him a homicide – a young girl by the name of Kay Silver. Of course, those 

moments are horrific, for anyone. I also had reason to believe that there’s a notorious serial 
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killer on the loose. Still, he reacted in a most unusual way. His breathing became erratic and I 

noticed a clear vasodilatation of the blood vessels...”  

   “In English!” Claudia snapped.  

   “His heart rate quickened and he lost consciousness, Ma’m. He came to quite quickly, so of 

course I checked his irises and measured his pulse rate. I told him to stay put so I could give 

him a thorough medical examination. I returned in less than two minutes but he was gone.”  

   Claudia considered Kevin carefully, almost feeling sorry for him.  

   “It’s not your fault, Kevin.” She said gently. “Do you think perhaps he knows this victim?” 

   “It’s very possible,” Kevin nodded emphatically. “And more than that...” He took a couple 

of steps further forward, breaking her reverie and whispering conspiratorially. “I’m worried 

about his health. Now I’m not a profiler, but I do think something perhaps more 

psychological is haunting him. He’s a perfectionist. Not only does he hate mistakes, but the 

very thought of them terrify him. I thought perhaps that one mistake he made in the Amazon 

two months ago? Maybe he’s still feeling guilty about that? Jeffrey said that he was fine and 

simply overtired, but he did act most strangely...” Kevin removed his glasses and wiped them 

feverishly. “Most strangely indeed.”  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

 

Jake 

 

Do dark clothes hide the darkest of hearts? Does dark make-up cover the boldest of bruises? 

I hope so, because I’m a terrible liar. I peer into my bedroom mirror and apply the eyeliner, 

my hands shaking, a mixture of anger and fear.  

    I’ve never been able to lie, not even about the simple things such as ‘Where’s your 

homework? Hmm, Jake?’ I can’t spout things about my electricity cutting out, or a pen 

running out of ink. If I haven’t done it, I say so quite honestly, which always causes a stir 

with the teachers. It’s almost as if they want to be lied to. Whenever something like that 

happens they contact Uncle Wez, who gets angry. And when Uncle Wez gets angry...  

   My hands start to shake so much that the bottle drops and black liquid seeps into my 

carpet, staining it instantly. I sink to my hands and knees in despair. What am I going to do? 

If he sees... 

   I’ll admit it. It’s my fault.  

   I hear the footsteps too late.    

   I’m in the process of covering up the dark mess when my bedroom door crashes open and I 

look up to see Uncle Wez standing in the doorway. He’s swaying slightly, as if he’s still 

drunk. Hell, he probably is. Even from here I can smell the liquor on him. He staggers over, 

reminding me of a bulldog; thick-built, slavering, red-eyed.  

   Terrifying.  
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   “Jake!” He yells my name and I don’t mean to do it but I flinch away, cowering within 

myself. I recognise the fact that I’m a coward but ironically am too scared to do anything 

about it. “What have you done?”  

   He’s towering over me now. He raises a fist and I lift my arms to shield my face. I do it 

without even thinking about it. Instinctive behaviour, I think it’s called. Sometimes I wonder 

what it’s like to let your guard down. To be defenceless, if only for a second. For me, the idea 

is laughable. I guess that’s why I entertain it. Relaxing for even a moment in this house will 

get you killed. 

   He whacks me so hard that bright colours start to buzz and dance in front of my eyes. My 

fingers dig into the carpet, waiting for everything to shift back into focus. Bile rises inside of 

me but I force it down. I won’t humiliate myself again. Not today.  

   I should’ve done it. I know I should’ve. I should have just swallowed those damn pills and 

ended it. I can still end it. What’s stopping me? 

   My leg burns in agony as he kicks it twice for good measure. He’s wearing boots. I haven’t 

looked, but he’s kicked me many times before and I now recognise the varying levels of pain. 

The slightly cushioned impact belongs to his peeling trainers. The cruel sharp pain is from 

his normal elf-like shoes. The largest bruises belong to his steel-toed boots. Today it’s the 

Doc Martins; they dig in the most. 

   I feel something crash with astonishing force onto my backside. But it’s not his fist. I look 

up to see something large and black, with long matching shoulder straps.  

   My school bag? 

   “Get out of here,” he snaps, his voice rough.  

   Somehow I manage to scramble to my feet. Slowly, without drawing my eyes from him, I 

kneel, grab my bag and then straighten up. I stand there, rooted to the spot, terrified to obey 
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him. The second I walk past Uncle Wez, he’ll probably whack me again, and this time I won’t 

be able to get back up.  

   It’s happened before.  

   ‘Playing football,’ he’d said the last time he’d kicked me again and again and broken my 

leg. ‘Skiing on holiday in Vermont’ was the last excuse for my head fracture. Both times the 

nurses had laughed, called me ‘silly,’ patched me up and made me promise not to ‘play any 

more dangerous games’ like I was still a little kid.  And those were the times Uncle Wez 

actually took me to the hospital. Those were the better times.  

   But now he sneers; his dark hair plastered to his forehead with sweat, yellow teeth showing 

as he smirks.  

   I walk slowly, trying my hardest not to shake but failing miserably. As I pass him I recoil in 

disgust. He smells of last night’s sweat stained clothes and last night’s curry washed down 

with last night’s booze. He didn’t come home until late yesterday, thank goodness. I did my 

homework, fixed a meal and watched the TV, although throughout Scrubs I kept on checking 

behind me, terrified he’d come back home. 

   Terrified. I always am. Even at school. I hate school but I prefer it to Uncle Wez’s house.   

The teachers think I’m a nutcase. None of them get me. I wear skinny jeans and a big blazer 

to cover all the bruises so I stick out like a broken foot. And of course, I know what that feels 

like.  In P.E. I’m the fastest to get changed. Even in the summer. My speed doesn’t stop there 

though. I’m also the fastest in cross country. Mr. Franks offered me a place on the running 

team but Uncle Wez said no and that was that. Even old Frankie thinks I’m a nutcase now.  

   The students don’t get me either. Some of them tease me because my hair’s a little bit 

longer than ‘normal’ and I wear eyeliner and stare at everybody with the same mistrust.  
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   I almost made some friends last year. Josh and his little ‘gang’ were willing to accept me, 

but I messed that up. They wanted me to smoke crap and drink loads and I just couldn’t. I 

know what that does to you.    

   Sometimes though, I wonder if events have more to do with the person, rather than what 

they drink. Wez can be cruel when he’s sober. Some people drink loads but they’re never 

violent. Never. Life’s one big gamble I think. I pulled the short straw. 

    I shake my thoughts as I limp across the road and smile at Tony, the Lollipop Man. I do 

sometimes wonder how necessary they are in this day and age, but Tony is a lovely guy, so I 

make an exception for him.  

   “Hello lad!” His thick Scottish accent cuts across to me and makes me smile, if only 

slightly. “Problem with your leg?” 

   “Yeah....I...stretched a muscle in P.E.” Even this slight lie has me stammering and I huddle 

defensively into my blazer. I can feel the bruises forming already. It’ll be so much worse 

tomorrow. Tony, who knows when not to push it, waves me past and I continue to the dreaded 

destination.  

   I hate my school. It’s so bad that even OFSTED have wiped their hands clean of it. I wish I 

could wipe my hands clean of all responsibility. Life.  

   I am a nobody. A misfit. I don’t see what I have to live for and quite frankly, I have nobody. 

Why am I still here? 
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                                                               CHAPTER SIX 

 

 “No news from Special Agent Davidson?” Claudia Michelle asked.  

   “None Ma’m.” Agent Ryans murmured.  

   It was now 12pm and nobody had seen or heard from Jeffrey since he had disappeared from 

the morgue the previous day.  

   Jeffrey Davidson was a kaleidoscopic man; they all knew that. It wasn’t rare for him to 

disappear for a few hours to mull over a case. But now? When the case had barely begun? 

And straight after he had reacted so ‘strangely’? 

   Claudia Michelle’s eyebrows knotted over intensely purple contact lenses. If this had been 

a different agent, a ‘Be-On-Look-Out’ would have been sent out already. But this was 

Jeffrey, one of her most senior field agents...and he could look after himself.  

   “Give it a few more hours. If he’s not back by then - issue a BOLO.” 

   “Yes, Ma’m.” Jo nodded. She went to say something else but it was obvious her Director 

had forgotten she was even there. Her eyes were scanning over a different case. Another life. 

  Silently, she left the office, shutting the door behind her.   

 

* 

 

Claudia Michelle jumped as her office door was flung wide open. This, she decided, was 

even worse than knocking. 

   “Jeffrey!” she snapped. Her voice softened ever so slightly, but only enough to smooth its 

jagged-glass edge. “Where have you been?” 
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    Special Agent Jeffrey crossed the room and towered directly over her, causing a shadow to 

fall over the desk. From behind his back he brought forth a thick manila file and flung it in 

front of her.  

    “This,” he said slowly, drawing the word out and reigning in her curiosity with all the 

showmanship of market flogger, “Is the file we made on the Black Rose Butcher back in 

’98.”  

   She made no move to touch the file, refusing to take a part in his game. She surveyed him 

carefully instead. He didn’t look ill. His face, much like the rest of his body, was broad and 

tanned. There were only a few telltale lines along his forehead that gave away the fact that he 

was in his late thirties as opposed to twenties. His lips were velvet pink, his cheekbones 

smooth and clear-cut. His hair was cut short, slightly wavy and sun-kissed. Excluding his 

eyes, he was the very picture of a healthy, attractive, middle-aged man.  

    But the eyes.  

   These were dark, determined; focused to the point of being crazed. And something glinted 

in their darkness.  

   The clear image of triumph.  

   Claudia sighed. “Who is ‘we’?” 

   “The SAS.” 

   Claudia nodded to herself. Jeffrey had worked for the Special Air Service before he had 

joined the Life Protection Agency. He’d worked with them for the best part of a decade. 

   “What does this have to do with...?”  

   “The Black Rose Butcher!” Jeffrey exclaimed. “That’s who killed the girl lying in our 

morgue.”  
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   “Jeffrey...” She looked at the file now. It sat there, dark, thick and ominous as a plague 

waiting to be unleashed. “You said this was made in what – 1998? The ‘Butcher’ hasn’t 

killed for thirteen years! What makes you think...?” 

   “The M.O. is exactly the same,” Jeffrey hissed, smacking his hands onto the edges of her 

desk and leaning in with excitement. “Young, attractive girls, killed mercilessly. Found in 

remote areas and death no more recent than three days! Cuts with surgical precision...” 

Jeffrey swallowed. “The ring finger...chopped off. Furthermore, a black rose was found at the 

scene.”  

    “Copycat killer.” Claudia concluded. 

   Jeffrey shook his head.  

   “Only a person with past medical experience could ever hope to recreate such a cut. Roland 

was impressed...”  

   “Even so,” Claudia regarded him with a steely gaze. “This case belongs to SAS. You had 

no right to run off, take the file – I don’t even want to know how you managed that – and...”  

   “They gave it to me.”  

   “Sergeant O’Bryan doesn’t give,” Claudia interjected. “Especially not to you.”  

   “He did this time, Claudia.”   

    Director Claudia Michelle raised her eyebrows at her mis-title.  

   “Claudia,” Jeffrey repeated, making sure she knew it hadn’t been an innocent slip of the 

tongue. “Read the file...read the file and you’ll understand why he just handed it over.”  

    She nodded grimly.  

   “You need some rest – go home. The case can be continued tomorrow.”  

   “With all due respect, Director, if I go home I’ll simply work on the case.”  

   It took a lot of work to restrain the smile that was trying to curve its way onto the Directors’ 

lips. Stubborn and determined. She’d always known there was a reason she liked him.  
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   “That was not a request. That was an order. Do you read me?” 

   Jeffrey stared at her, sundry emotions flickering in his eyes like light from a waning lamp. 

Then the light faltered and faded.  

   “Yes, Ma’m.”   

   He turned and left, shutting the door with a whispered click.  

   She sighed and surveyed the folder.  

 

 CONFIDENTIAL. 

 PROPERTY OF THE SAS.  

 

 Without hesitation, she opened it.  

 Time for the plague to be unleashed.  

 

* 

 

Jeffrey lay gazing at his ceiling, his head propped up on interlocked hands. It was gone 

midnight but he couldn’t sleep. Instead he lay still, wondering why he’d decided to paint his 

bedroom red. Originally, he’d chosen it to symbolise excitement. Adventure. Now all it made 

him think of was blood. And the lives of the innocent being mercilessly robbed while people 

like him, people who were meant to lock away the bastards that inflicted such pain, were 

instead being sent home early to have a ‘rest’ and not come back until the morning.  

   Jeffrey grimaced and rolled his eyes, mentally scolding himself for making a scene at the 

morgue. Stupid, stupid, stupid.  

   Images – no, more like short grainy newsreels – haunted his mind. He could see her...She 

was smiling, laughing... 
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   She was happy. They were happy.  

   Jeffrey turned on his side and tried hard to think about something else. But all he could 

think about was how he missed her, if only she would come back... 

   Her face, so beautiful and beguiling, and her smile that came from within and brightened 

the entire room.  

   She’d trusted him... 

   The memories flooded the floor of his mind until he was submerged in a torrent of black 

and white photos; him cracking some stupid jokes only to be followed by her infectious 

laughter, her gripping his arm so tightly on a rollercoaster he’d thought it would fall off, and 

the tears in her eyes when he... 

   His telephone rang, abruptly startling him from his reverie.  

   Grateful, he swung his legs out of bed and moved quickly down the stairs and towards the 

living room.  

   “Hello?” It was nearly one in the morning.  

    “Special Agent Jeffrey Davidson.” The voice sent chills through his spine even though he 

didn’t recognise it. There was no way he could have because it had been electronically 

altered. It was deep and indistinct. As if the caller too had just been pulled out of bed by an 

untimely phone call.  

   “Who is this?” 

   “That is not important.” 

   Jeffrey took a deep breath.  

   “What do you want?” 

   “Walkers Creek. Thirty minutes.” 

   Jeffrey looked at his watch. Walkers Creek was at least a forty five minute drive away. 

He’d have to break a few road laws but that was the least of his problems. It was too much of 
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a coincidence to receive an anonymous caller so soon after Kay Silver’s suspicious murder. 

In the next three seconds, Jeffrey had thought of and discarded ten different plans. He settled 

for calling the caller’s bluff.  

   “You think I meet with pranksters? You’re out of your mind.”  

   The voice laughed. “You’re calling my bluff.”  

   “Oh, am I?” Jeffrey was furious. “I’m hanging up now. Goodbye...” 

   “You’ll never find the Black Rose Butcher this way,” the voice sighed.  

   Jeffrey froze.  

   “Are you him?” 

   “What do you think?”  

  “Why do you want to meet?” 

   “I don’t.”  

   “Then why Walker’s Creek? And why now? After all these years?”  

   “I wouldn’t waste time with questions if I were you. In half an hour the tide comes in, and 

you wouldn’t want that to ruin your evidence, would you?” 

   “Who are you?”  

   “Oh Jeffrey, you know I couldn’t possibly answer that question. Tut tut, you’re not playing 

by the rules. And it’s a game you know well.”  

   “I’m not playing by any rules,” Jeffrey snapped.  

   “Go on now. Contact your buddies at LPA. We’ll talk more when you’ve calmed down.”  

   “Wait...!”  

   The voice hung up.  

   Jeffrey inhaled sharply. How did this man know that he worked for LPA? His eyebrows 

creased in thought. The voice had been deep and husky, and more than a little indistinctive, 

coming through as though it were a bad signal from a radio channel. The speaker could easily 
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be a woman. In fact, Jeffrey realised, he had no idea. With a voice altered that well, the 

mysterious caller could be his own mother.  

   Jeffrey dialled another number and when Claudia picked up, she was less than friendly: 

“Who is it and what do you want?”  

   “It’s Jeffrey.” 

   Jeffrey could hear the bed sheets rustle as Claudia sat up.  

   “What’s wrong?  

   “You need to order our men to Walkers Creek.”  

   “What?” 

   “Now!” 

    There was a pause. “Okay, I’ll be there in half an hour.” 

   Jeffrey looked at his watch again. “Make that twenty. I’ll meet you there.” 

   “But…” 

   He hung up.  

 

* 

 

Location: Walker’s Creek  

Time: 00.32am  

 

The Creek by moonlight. 

      Here, the boundaries between light and darkness were unclear. Here, the two entities 

intermingled, blending to create distorted, milk-white images. The moon’s wide eye looked 

down, causing the sand to glow golden and the sea to shimmer as if its surface were made of 

thousands of tiny jewels. Out on the water (Jeffrey could just about see that far) boats rocked 
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gently, held loosely in position by rusty anchors that had probably been untouched for years. 

There was no pollution, no rubbish floating about in the breeze. The place seemed so 

magical. Jeffrey swept his gaze over the beach, his eyes becoming accustomed to the 

darkness.  

   What had the caller said? 

   A static laugh.  

  Oh, I’m not meeting you there... 

   Jeffrey heard the cool crunch of footsteps behind him. Before he could turn, a strong hand 

clamped over his mouth. 

   “Shh!” A voice whispered harshly. They let go and Jeffrey saw that it was Jo standing 

behind him. He breathed out, forcing his voice to sound natural.  

   “Find anything?” 

   “No…”  

    Jeffrey turned and scanned the area. Here and there, pinpricks of light were visible as the 

LPA’s torches scanned the pier for some sort of clue, the bright beams sweeping all 

perimeters. All of a sudden, the Creek didn’t look so romantic.  

   This was the Creek by torchlight.  

  “The tide!” Jeffrey exclaimed. He turned and ran onto the beach. The soles of his feet sunk 

into the sand with every stride he took.  

   Suddenly, his shoe caught on something and he tripped, landing on what should’ve been 

sand. It felt too soft...too fleshy.  

   With growing panic, he rolled himself off of the object and angled his torch downwards. 

Immediately, he felt sick.   

    “Guys!” he called, signalling to Tom and Jo. Thomas Edinburgh and Joanna Ryans, his 

two agents, came running. As they saw what Jeffrey’s attention was focused on, they stopped 
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in their tracks simultaneously.  

   It was the body of young woman in her late teens, perhaps early twenties at a push.  

   In an action borne from ritual, not hope, Jeffrey pressed his forefingers into the cold skin of 

her neck, shaking his head almost imperceptibly as he felt no pulse.  

   He peered closer. The girl’s honey coloured hair was long and startlingly vibrant against the 

pale of her skin. Her clothes, a simple t-shirt and shorts, were dirty and bloodied.  

   Claudia appeared behind him.  

   “The finger...” 

   The third finger from the thumb on the young woman’s hand was missing.  

   Their Jane Doe’s face was splattered with blood yet it had been done artistically, not rashly. 

It was almost as if the killer had taken a paintbrush and flicked the fluid across her face. It 

was sick, yet somehow professional. Impressive even. An aesthetically abstract murder.   

   Jeffrey’s eyes narrowed and he shone the torch directly into her face. There was 

something...something folded jutting out of her mouth.  

   Another dishcloth?  

   Jeffrey held his hand up expectantly without even glancing behind him. Someone, possibly 

Agent Thomas, placed latex gloves in his open palm. Snapping them on, Jeffrey carefully 

reached down and pulled out the material... 

   It was a piece of paper.  

   A strong gust of wind suddenly blew across the Creek, and Jeffrey unfolded the paper, 

forgetting that the others were even there.  

   It took a while for him to read the nondescript writing, which had been written carefully 

and signed in capital letters.  

 

Hello Jeffrey. Sorry I couldn’t wrap her up, but I hope you like the present. Just like old times, eh? 
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THE BLACK ROSE BUTCHER.  

 

   Jeffrey shook his head.  

   “Something’s not right,” he muttered. “Where’s the gurney?”  

   Kevin’s voice made itself heard through the darkness. “I’ll fetch it!”  

   Five minutes later, the body was stretchered down onto the gurney, and hoisted into the 

ME’s van.  

    There, pressed into the sand directly where the young girl’s body had been, was a black 

rose.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

 

Violet Barratt opened her eyes slowly. They were met with a searing pain as a light directly 

above her face shone into her irises, vulnerable after what must have been hours, perhaps 

even days, of being shut.  

   She was lying on her back. Her entire body felt stiff and sore, as if she hadn’t moved in 

days. She tried to sit up but found that her body was unresponsive.  

   That was when she panicked.  

   First, a few facts about Violet: 

   She was a master of her own body.  An ex-ballet dancer who practiced yoga every morning. 

She never discovered inner peace but at least she could stretch her toes over her head. Her 

body was a tool; the weapon she used to attract men before flinging them upon the pile of Old 

Property. She had been a fast developer and considerably well endowed from the age of 14. 

She had never really cared until she’d worn a tank top to a party one night and noticed how 

much attention she was getting from the opposite sex. Thus her illustrious career began: Belly 

rings to accentuate her navel, tight shorts to draw attention to the model-like legs and ass. 

None of the boys ever meant a single thing to her, but at least they made her feel wanted. Her 

body was the key to not only attention, but power.  

   So not being able to control it was more than a little unnerving.  

   Twisting her head to her side, she took in her surroundings. At first she thought she was in 

her bedroom– collapsed after another wild night out. The dark walls were covered with many 
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different posters, much like the collage of her favourite bands she had at home. Green Day, 

My Chemical Romance, Good Charlotte... 

   It was only when her eyes shifted into focus that she realised she wasn’t staring at Billie 

Joel, Gerard Way, or indeed the twins, Joel and Benji Madden from infamous American punk 

rock group. They weren’t even posters.  

   They were newspaper cuttings.  

   Several, at least fifty newspaper cuttings, were plastered to the wall she was facing. Some 

were minor articles but most were front pages.  

   The Black Rose Butcher strikes again...  

  Another body found... 

  Police baffled as... 

  She turned her head to the wall on her right. Similar headlines screamed at her. They 

covered every single wall from top to bottom.  

   With great effort, she raised her head. She could feel her neck burning in protest. From 

what she could make out, she was on a table. Metallic probably. Like a gurney.  

   She was dressed in her favourite t-shirt and jeans. Clothes that she recognised but couldn’t 

remember putting on.  

   Her wrists and ankles were shackled down onto the surface.  

   How long had she been like this? 

   She let her head collapse back, panting heavily from the effort. It didn’t seem as if the 

chains would’ve made a difference. Just summoning the strength to lift a limb was difficult 

enough.  

   She’d been drugged. She was sure of it. She felt drowsy and she could barely twitch a 

finger.  

   She closed her eyes. A bead of sweat trickled down her forehead.  
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   What have you gotten yourself into Vi?  

   “Do you like my articles?” A voice whispered plaintively from the corner of the room.  

   Violet gasped.  

   “Who...who’s there?”   

   She heard a gentle rustling from behind her and struggled again to sit up. A cold hand 

placed itself on her forehead and she shrank away.  

   “Shhh. Calm down Violet. It’s okay. You’re with me now.”  

   Violet felt sick. What had she done? How had she even gotten here? Why couldn’t she 

remember anything? 

   The shadow observed her quietly, taking in the panicked features and the sweat-streaked 

face.  

   “My, my. You’ve gotten yourself into a right state now, haven’t you? Calm down my petal. 

You’re here and you’re here to stay. But first do tell me, you do like my articles don’t you?” 

The shadow pointed at them with a sweeping arm. “I’m a star. The paparazzi love me.”  

    Violet struggled against the chains.  

   “Let me go!” She’d read about these psychopaths before – of course she had. They 

kidnapped people. Tortured them. Did unspeakable things to... 

   To girls just like her.  

   “Let me go!”  

   The shadow on the periphery of her view turned and gestured towards the wall as if she 

hadn’t spoken at all.  

   “That one’s my favourite.”  

   Violet stared, eyes wide, red, terror-stricken.  

   “Who are you?”  

   The dark figure turned towards her again and spoke in a soft voice. “The Butcher. And for 
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now, I will be your host. If you do as I say, you and I will get along really very well.”  

   “And then you’ll let me go?” 

   A throaty chuckle.  

   “Let’s just get along first, shall we? Violet. What a beautiful name. Have you heard Sweet 

Violets by Dinah Shore? No? Sweet Violets, sweeter than the roses...” The Butcher sang in a 

hushed voice.  

    The whispered lyrics reached Violet’s ears and she shrank back from the killer’s lullaby.  

   “Please,” Violet tried again, her voice strained with desperation. “Let me go. I won’t say 

anything to anyone...”  

   “Don’t be ridiculous!” The Butcher snapped. They breathed out and were instantly calm 

again. “Now Violet...”  

   But Violet Barratt was in no mood to be placated. She opened her mouth and from its depth 

came the loudest and most high-pitched scream. It reverberated off the walls and just 

continued, like the cry of a wounded animal or a wailing banshee.  

   “Shut up!” The Butcher backhanded her across the face but that only gained a short 

reprieve, then stunned and scared almost out of her wits, she started shrieking again.  

   The Butcher exited the room, sighing impatiently. Violet never stopped screaming and just 

watched, her stomach turning itself upside down and twisting in knots so violently she could 

barely breathe.   

   And that was when The Black Rose Butcher returned. Despite wearing some dark material 

– a balaclava – that hid the face, a malicious smile still broke its way through. The Butcher 

was holding something up. Something long and thin that gleamed in the dimmed light.  

   “Help...!”  

   Violet’s vision shifted and her world darkened.  

   The Butcher regarded her sadly.  
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   “So soon too,” The Butcher murmured, shrugging. “Ahh well.” The killer said with a 

tuneless melody drifting across the room. “Sweet Violets! Sweeter than the roses....”  

 

* 

 

Director Claudia Michelle observed the man in front of her, her expression giving absolutely 

nothing away. Minutes passed in complete silence; it was something that neither of them 

minded.  

   Finally, “I’m sorry about your wife.”  

   “You don’t mean that,” Jeffrey replied instantly. His voice reflected neither anger nor hurt. 

Not even a hint of accusation. It was a fact. In his line of work, it was difficult to be affected 

by every single loss – especially, he presumed, if you were the Director and didn’t personally 

know the victim...if you didn’t deal with those left behind day in and day out like he did.  

    The Director let that one slide. Another few minutes passed in silence and she stared at 

him, wondering how she could have possibly not known that he was a widower for all these 

years.  

   “The Butcher killed her?” she spoke finally.  

   Jeffrey nodded.  

   “And now he’s back.”  

   Another nod.  

   “Director-”  

   “And that is why...” Director Michelle sighed, “I am taking you off this case.”  

   Jeffrey nodded grimly.  

   “I had a feeling you’d say that. But you can’t do it.”  

   “I can do whatever I want. You know the rules – no personal involvement with a case. And 
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you are most inextricably involved with this one.”  

   Jeffrey shook his head. “It’s not just me, Director. There are partners, parents, friends 

whose lives have been ruined by The Black Rose Butcher. I was unable to catch this killer 

once and I’ll be damned if the Butcher slips past again.”  

    Claudia Michelle considered. He was never going to leave willingly, of course. She knew 

that.  

   “How many people know?” 

   “About Cherry?” Jeffrey asked, his voice taking a gentler tone at the mention of his dead 

wife. “Only you, Sergeant O’Bryan and my former colleagues at SAS.”  

  “Let’s keep it that way.” She passed him the manila folder. “Well, you’re going to need this 

to help work the case aren’t you?” 

   Jeffrey’s eyes flickered with gratitude and he took the folder. As he walked away, his boss 

called out. 

   “We’re tracking down this monster to bring him in, Jeffrey. O.K?”  

   There was no mistaking the warning in her voice. 

   Jeffrey froze with his hand on the door handle. He didn’t even bother to look back.  

   “We’re tracking down this monster and we’re going to find him.” He nodded in agreement. 

“Then I’m going to kill that bastard.”  

   The door slammed before Claudia could respond.  

 

* 

Jake 

 

Life is a journey. A long, slow, exceedingly tedious one. Death is...the termination of the 

tediousness. And I’ve got to say, I’m curious.  
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   I’m sitting in Religious Studies right now, ridiculously bored and in pain. Not a change 

from usual really. Each time I pick up the bottle of pills, I bottle out. Unintended pun there. 

Trust me. I’m not in any mood to make jokes.  

   Shame tinges my cheeks red and makes me look down at my desk, drumming my painted, 

bitten nails on the desk. Every way I think of going is too scary. I’m too afraid to live. Too 

afraid to die.  

   Pathetic.  

   The school gave me a councillor once. Back in year 7 when they thought I was being 

bullied. I was. In a way. I’ve never really been able to fit in. Irony is though, when my 

counselling sessions stopped (when I reached year 9) that was when the real bullying started. 

People don’t like change. They don’t like others to be different. I get that. 

   And I took it too. I still take it. I take all this crap they give me and just carry it, because its 

life and it’s all I’ve ever known.  

   I never knew either of my parents. I’m sure they would have told me all those helpful things 

parents tell their kids to get them through school. Like, ‘life’s not fair.’  Or ‘be who you want 

to be, honey.’ I was dumped on the doorstep of a Children’s Home when I was just one month 

old. You’d think things like that didn’t happen anymore, but they do. For all I know my 

parents could be dead. Not that it makes a difference to me anyway.  

   Okay, so I’m lying to myself. I seem to do that quite a lot. I care, I think, perhaps 

somewhere deep down. Somewhere within myself which has yet to be destroyed by apathy. 

Sometimes I can’t help thinking that if I could meet my parents things would be sorted out.  

   But then I guess if they wanted me, they’d have found me by now.  

   Forget it; they wouldn’t have dumped me in the first place.  

 

* 
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“Abigail Bradford. Nineteen years old. She was put on the ‘Missing Persons’ list three weeks 

ago.” Agent Tom debriefed Jeffrey, nodding at the large projection screen in the bullpen. It 

showed a picture of the young girl – Abigail- they had in the morgue. It was a passport 

photograph. She wasn’t smiling and her hair was scraped back in that unattractive way that 

was custom for such photos, but a beauty still radiated off the screen and into the room that 

caught Jeffrey for a moment. And Thomas too, from the look on his face. A post-mortem 

picture was also projected, making a gruesome ‘before-after’ mirage. “Parents are coming 

down to confirm the ID of the body within the hour.”  

   Jeffrey nodded and grabbed his coat from the back of his chair. 

   “Where you going, Boss?” Tom asked.  

    “St. George’s College then St. Andrew’s. It’s where the two girls went,” Jeffrey said. 

“Agent Jo – you’re with me.” 

   “What should I do?” Tom said.  

   “Go down with the parents when they get here. Log in their visit, and then check them out 

again. Question, don’t interrogate them,” Jeffrey said, shrugging his jacket on. “Then finish 

your paperwork.”  

   “Finished!” Tom grinned proudly.  

   Jeffrey picked a huge stack of papers from his desk and thumped them down on Tom’s. 

“Then do mine.”  

   “Wha...Boss? That’s not fair!” Tom sputtered. “Let Jo question the parents? She’s a woman 

– much better suited to being sympathetic and...”  

    Jeffrey shot him a look and Tom promptly shut up.  

   “Come on,” he said to Joanna Ryans, who grabbed her backpack and walked after him.  
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* 

 

“I just don’t understand why we had to wait this long to go see her,” Andrew said, his voice 

heavy with grief, gruff with contained rage.  

   “They rang earlier today when you were out,” Marie said listlessly, slender fingers picking 

at her flowered t-shirt. Her husband had lost his good looks over the years. She had gained 

them. Her full-volume hair fell across her face now. “They asked what time we’d like to be 

down there. I said 3pm.”  

   “We could have gone to see her three hours ago,” Andrew replied curtly.  

   “Yes. I just...” Maria’s lips trembled. “I didn’t think. Couldn’t think...”  

   Andrew lifted her face towards his. 

   “We do this together. You are not alone.”  

   Tears dribbled and she sniffed, nodding. 

   “Yes. I know. I’m just wishing it’s not her. But...” She burst into tears now, unable to hold 

back. “I just want this to be over. Does that make me a bad person?” 

    Andrew looked at his wife, compassion showing - as it always did with him - through his 

eyes but not his face. He knew exactly what his wife meant – he himself having thought it 

earlier.  

   “No, of course not. Now, let’s go.”  

   He watched her walk towards the door in grim silence, and he shut it behind them as they 

left the house to face the harsh sun, mocking them with its optimism.  

    It wasn’t fair to blame her, he thought.  

   After all, when was the right time to go and identify your daughter’s body? 

 

* 
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Mrs. Davies, Headmistress of St. George’s College, was an abnormally tall woman who 

insisted upon being addressed as Patricia. She had long hair the colour of rubies and eyes 

like emeralds. Her scarlet-lacquered fingernails curled around Jeffrey’s and Jo’s hands in 

lukewarm handshakes. Then she showed them to their seats as she took her position behind 

her desk. Pale hands interlaced and she regarded them with a curious intensity.     

   “How may I help you?” she smiled. It seemed a little false. Her voice was clipped and tired. 

Jeffrey realised that it was, after all, inspection season and perhaps OFSTED were already 

roaming around the school. A dead student and the presence of two cops were hardly going to 

raise the school’s political profile.  

   “I’m Special Agent Jeffrey and this is Agent Jo. We work with the LPA and would like to 

ask a few questions about Kay Silver.”  

   “My receptionist did mention that. I am not, however, familiar with the LPA?” 

   “Life Protection Agency,” Jo spoke abruptly. “We’re trying to find who abducted and 

murdered Miss Silver.”  

   The Headmistress sighed.  

   “Kay Silver was a lovely girl.” The scarlet nails uncrossed and she rose, opening a grey 

filing cabinet and thumbing through some files before pulling one out and flicking through 

quickly. “Not only that,” she continued, thrusting the folder in their faces. “She was an 

exemplary student.”  

    Jeffrey scanned the page, his eyebrows rising. Kay Silver had been a straight A student – 

all A*s and just one A in Spanish.  

   “Impressive,” Jo nodded. “Did she get along with the other students?” 

   “Yes,” Mrs. Davies said, “There were no problems as far as I was concerned. She was 

popular with the students and the teachers.”  
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    “Any close friends in particular?” 

   “Clara Blackman,” The Headmistress frowned. “If anybody knows anything, it’ll be Clara. 

Would you like me to call her in for you?” 

   Jeffrey shook his head, rising.  

   Jo stood as well and extended a card. “We have reason to believe this is a very serious case 

and that the killer may be a repeat offender.” 

   “Why?” Mrs. Davies asked. 

   Jo hesitated. Details of the murder – the initial suspicions, the rose at the scene – hadn’t 

been released to the public. She hedged: 

   “If you think of anything Mrs. Davies...”  

   “Patricia.”  

   Jo forced a smile. “Patricia – if you think of anything that could possibly help, please give 

us a ring.”  

   They left the office and started to walk around the school grounds. As they passed the 

cafeteria, Jo broke the silence.   

   “Schools give me the creeps.” 

   Jeffrey laughed. “They’re the happiest days of our lives, no?” 

   “Complete bull,” Jo rolled her eyes. She was just about to launch into a rant when she 

noticed what Jeffrey was doing. “You can’t smoke here!” 

   “Oh why not? I left college years ago, didn’t I?” 

   “Yes but...Oh I give up. Why didn’t you just get Patricia to call Clara Blackman for us? 

Would’ve been faster. Did I mention schools give me the creeps?” 

   Jeffrey shrugged. 

   “We can find her ourselves. A little walk won’t kill us. It’ll definitely help us get a better 

feel of the place...” Without warning, he veered to the right, leaving Jo to run after him.  
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    The teenager sitting on the brick wall didn’t see them coming until it was too late. He 

slammed the book in his hands shut and yanked the earphones from his ears, glaring at them 

defiantly.  

    “Hey – shouldn’t you be in class?” Jeffrey asked the young boy. He looked about eighteen, 

with long, dark hair and a skinny little body that recoiled further and further away from the 

two agents.  

   “Yeah. And?” he said sulkily.  

   “What are you doing?” 

   “Studying.” 

   Jeffrey looked down at the book that the boy gripped in his hands.  

   “Dracula Returns?” He raised his eyebrows. The boy just continued to look at them 

defiantly. “Alright kid, I’m not gonna question you. Or rather, I am, but about something 

quite different.” He raised his badge. “Special Agent Jeffrey, LPA.”  

   “Life Protection Agency. You’re here about Kay.”  

   “Correct. You knew her?” 

   “Just as well as I know anybody in this place.” The boy said sarcastically, his ringed eyes 

darkening. He was wearing smudged eyeliner, and since it wasn’t a sunny day and the boy 

didn’t look as if he’d attended any of his lessons, let alone P.E., Jeffrey deduced the boy had 

been crying.  

   “What’s your name?” 

   “Jake,” 

   “Jake...?” 

   “What’s it to you? 

   “Look, can you help me? A girl has been killed. Do you know anybody that would have 

wanted her dead?” 
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   Jake shook his head.  

   “No, officer.”  

   “Do you know where Clara Blackman is?” 

   “Where I should be now.” Jake shrugged, opening his book again. “Science Tower. Third 

Floor. Fourth door on your left.”  

   “Which one’s the...?”  

   Jake looked up again and pointed to a glass tower on their right.  

   “That one.”  

   “Okay; thanks.”  

   But the teenager had gotten back to reading his tattered version of Dracula Returns.  

 

* 

 

“Jeffrey? What is it?” Jo asked, looking at him worriedly as she put on her seatbelt. He 

looked distracted. His fingers tapped listlessly on the steering wheel of the dark blue sedan, 

the LPA’s customary ride.  

   “I’m looking for that kid – Jake.” He admitted, his blue eyes scanning the area past the 

school gates. 

   “Why? The entire thing was a waste of time; Patricia, Clara...and especially him.  Either 

people don’t know anything or they’re not talking.”  

    “You don’t get it.”  

   Jo’s face creased in confusion. “What do you mean?” 

   “I mean...” Jeffrey sighed. “I wonder if he’s alright.”  

   Jo smiled affectionately at her boss. He was two years older than her at thirty five but it 

seemed sometimes as if he was more of a child than Agent Tom Edinburgh. She placed a 
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hand on his arm without thinking.  

   “You worry too much.” She knew what she was saying was true. In a way, it made him a 

better agent than many could ever dream of becoming.  

   Jeffrey frowned, deep in thought, and looked down at her hand on his, barely noticing it. 

Instantly, Jo whipped her hand away, as instinctive as one might pull away when stepping on 

a pin, or a knee might jerk when whacked with a hammer. 

    Jeffrey coughed, changing the unspoken subject.  

   “You didn’t see...on his arms when he was sitting on that wall, reading.”  

   “What about it?” 

   “I was close enough. Bruises. Huge ones. Recent, too.”  

   “Okay, so he got a bit injured? He’s a teenage boy! He was probably playing football. Or 

rugby.”  

   “Mmm.”  

   “You’re not convinced.”  

   Jeffrey opened his mouth and then shut it again. With one last look at St. George’s College, 

he sighed. 

   “Let’s go,” he said, inserting the key into the ignition.  

   Jo bit her lip as they cruised out of the car park.  

   St. Andrew’s College was next on their list.  

 

  It was about a forty-five minute drive to St. Andrew’s and Jeffrey’s constantly grumbling 

stomach made Jo suggest they stop at a cafe for quick elevenses. But at 3pm.  

   They sat at a table in the corner, away from the general hubbub of Rickson’s! Cafe and 

munched on their hamburgers and chips.  

   Jeffrey took a sip of his coffee and observed Jo so closely that it caused her to raise her 
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voice indignantly.  

   “What?!”  

   He shook his head and unconsciously rubbed his forearm, where Jo had placed her hand on 

it earlier in the car.  

   “Just thinking,” he said. “You know, most other agents wouldn’t dare use that tone of voice 

with me.” 

  Jo’s response was quick.  

  “Well I guess I’m not like most other agents.”  

   Jeffrey stared at her, frowning. Jo wondered if she had gone too far, but slowly the frown 

on his face dissolved and he gave a low-throated chuckle. 

   “I guess not.”   

   “So, what were you thinking about?”  

   Jeffrey took his time replying, taking a sip from his mug first whilst never removing his 

eyes from hers. Jo realised now how the suspects in interrogation felt when faced with her 

boss. Vulnerable - as if all their emotions were laid out on the table.  

   “The case,” he swallowed, wiping his mouth carefully. “Now...if we find nothing at St. 

Andrew’s College, what’s our next move?”   

   “Go round the victim’s house and have another thorough search for any leads?” 

   Jeffrey nodded and decided to probe more.  

   “Then?” 

   “Err...re-read the files on The Butcher?”   

   Jeffrey shook his head. “The papers in those files have been thinned by a hundred pairs of 

eyes. I myself have read them at least fifty times. There’s nothing new to be found there, trust 

me.”  

   “But you’re always saying to examine the evidence, re-examine it, till you’re satisfied!” 
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Agent Jo cried.  

   For a moment, Jeffrey was silent, and then a smile flickered at his lips. 

   “And so the student becomes the teacher,” he murmured.  

   Jo laughed. “I’m simply regurgitating what I’ve been taught for the past three years?” she 

said.  

   “Touché.”  A hint of a smile, like the shadow of stubble on his chin, framed his face.  

Despite being in the middle of a serious case with a dangerous killer on the loose, and two 

innocents already slain, Jo couldn’t help smiling back.  

   “Wonder how Tom’s getting along with the parents?” Jeffrey said lightly.  

   She shrugged, “He’s probably enjoying getting in touch with his more effeminate side.”  

   Jeffrey laughed loudly. Was he missing something? He’d been Jo Ryans’ boss for three 

years now and they’d never sat down and just chatted. They’d talked, sure. About a case that 

needed to be addressed, a crime that needed to be solved. But they’d never talked. There had, 

he supposed, never been a need to.  

   Jeffrey relaxed into the chair, picking at the chips idly. When was the last time he’d talked? 

When was the last time he’d had a conversation with anyone outside of a work environment? 

Cherry... 

    As if reading his mind, Jo interrupted the silence.  

   “Your wife-” 

   He looked up sharply. Perhaps sharper than he had intended.   

   “What about her?” 

   Jo recoiled.  

   “Nothing; I…I’m sorry.”  

   He stared at her for a long time with a look that she couldn’t quite read. She squirmed, 

uncomfortable, like a schoolchild waiting anxiously outside the Head’s Office. As if she 
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hadn’t had enough school memories already. 

   Jeffrey stood abruptly. He collected his jacket, slung it in the crook of his arm and walked 

towards the cafe’s entrance. Jo squeezed her eyes tightly shut. It was another half an hour 

drive to the College from here.  

   Great.   

 

* 

 

Ten years ago... 

 

The doorbell rang. Immediately, Jeffrey stood, muting the TV so that the people on the screen 

became nothing more than pointless, voiceless figures.  

    Not that they had been much more beforehand. He found that he just couldn’t focus. His 

eyes kept drifting towards the picture of himself and Cherry on the fireplace. It was a quick 

holiday snap taken by a disposable camera. It hadn’t meant much at the time. It meant the 

world to him now.  

    

   “Smile, Jeffrey!” she insists, hanging lazily onto him with one arm, and angling the camera 

in their direction with the other. He smiles and blinks when the light flashes in his eyes. She 

laughs happily and pulls him down till they’re both sitting and watching the waves crash 

silver and white onto the sand.   

   They’re on a secluded part of an island for a picnic, where nobody will find them if they 

aren’t looking. He suggested it; he’s lived in England for years and knows every part of the 

beach.   

   Cherry? She’s only just returned to England, having lived in France for three years 
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studying art.   

   He turns to look at her now. She’s finishing the ice-cream he bought her, enjoying it, 

making it last, green mischievous eyes sparkling as they catch his own sea-blues.  

   When she’s done, he grabs her hand and drags her towards the sea. Cherry is squealing in 

exaggerated protest. It’s his one holiday from the SAS, the only day (apart from Christmas) 

he’s going to have like this, and dammit, he’s going to have fun!  

   He scoops up the cold water in his hands and splashes her. Squealing again, she flails out, 

hands pressing into his chest, eyes squeezed tightly shut, laughing loudly. She grabs his hand 

but tries to splash back at the same time, tripping in the sand, pulling him down with her.  

   He looks at her sincerely, suddenly serious.  

   “I love you.” But another giant wave crashes upon the rocks, taking his words out to sea 

and chilling them both. By the look in her eyes, she knows what he said anyway.  

    Then they’re kissing. She tastes of the summer they first met, strawberry ice-cream, fine 

salt-spray, and all the happiness wished upon the husband and wife to-be...  

 

   Jeffrey blinked, rubbing his face tiredly. Something that felt curiously like a tear was 

lodged in his eye. He tried to forget. 

   No, tried not to remember. For now he felt they were two very different things.   

   She’d been missing for two weeks. It might as well have been an eternity. It had been an 

entire fourteen days of agony, not knowing why, where, or how she had disappeared. On the 

one hand there was the horror, the immediate and paranoid thoughts – She’s been abducted. 

She’s being tortured. She fell into in a ditch and broke her neck. She’s dead. Then there was 

the confusion – She’s left me. I made her angry somehow. She thought she’d avoid a messy 

divorce and just leave. I did something wrong. She’s never coming back. She hates me.  

   But the doorbell had rung. Jeffrey’s heart couldn’t help skipping one or two beats. It was 
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her! She was back!  

   Reason tried to slow the automatic thought process. It could be anybody. But for once 

Reason was wrong. He rarely had visitors. He didn’t have many friends in his line of work. It 

was too far into the day for the postman or milkman. It was also November; too late for trick-

or-treaters and too early for carollers.  

   “Hello?” he called. There was no response but he still couldn’t clamp down the expectancy. 

He swung open the door. 

   It was nobody. Nobody was there. But he had definitely heard the doorbell ring. Just as he 

was about to lay the blame on knock-down-ginger, he looked down and saw a small brown 

parcel tied up with string. It had no postage stamp on it and must’ve been hand delivered.  

   Intrigued, he knelt and picked it up, still scanning the darkness for any clue as to who might 

have left him the present. Whoever it was hadn’t stuck around to see his reaction. 

   He closed the door and stood in the hallway, pressing down ever so slightly on the package. 

What if it was a trick? He had personally sent more than a dozen criminals to jail in his 

career. None of them would flinch away from the opportunity to send him a nice hand-

wrapped bomb.  

   He handled the thing more carefully now, leaning in slowly to see if he could hear 

anything.  

   No ticking.  

   Breathing a sigh of relief, he turned it over in his hands....there was nothing remarkable 

about it, except that with its brown paper and neatly tied string was so delightfully old 

school...something you’d only expect to hear Maria singing about in The Sound of Music.  

   He went to the living room and set the parcel down on the table, wondering if today would 

be the day when curiosity finally killed the cat. He undid the string slowly and watched the 

bow slide apart. Then came the wrapping. It took him five whole minutes to take off.  
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   It was a glass container. Translucent. There didn’t seem to be anything in it, apart from a 

mound of pink tissue paper. Again, Jeffrey wondered if this was some sort of joke.  

    But what sort? What kind of person got the kicks from playing knock-down-ginger with 

pretty tissue paper? 

   Opening the class lid, Jeffrey breathed out slowly to calm his nerves. His shaking fingers 

lifted the crinkled cerise paper. They brushed something cold and human. 

   Flesh.  

   The glass box fell from his hands, smashing against the wooden floor. The tissue paper was 

caught up in the fragments.  

   Lying in the middle, no less than two metres away from Jeffrey’s feet, was a human finger.  

   And on it, the diamond wedding ring he had given Cherry.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

 

Sweet violets, sweeter than roses, 

Covered from head to toe, 

Covered all over with sweet violets... 

 

“Morning, my flower,” The Butcher smiled encouragingly at Violet. “It’s a good job you 

woke up early too! We’ve got a busy day ahead of us – yes, I know. You will feel nauseous 

for a while – I injected you with a few pounds of Lidocaine. Or was it procaine? I forget. 

Anyhow, it’s a lethal drug; slows the senses, made you black out for quite a few hours...I 

hope we’ll get on from now on or I’m afraid I’ll have to inject you again. And surely you’d 

rather have a pleasant – or at least, as pleasant as possible – last few hours on this earth?” 

   Last few hours on this earth... 

   Violet moaned, terror sparking her eyes.  

   “Let me...”  

   “Shhh, we’ll have none of that. No more yelling, no more fighting. I am your captor, you 

understand? I am your god. You do what I say and when I say.” The Butcher leaned forward. 

“Okay?” 

   Violet squeezed her eyes shut and nodded. She felt as though she was burning up. Burning 
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with fear, anger and self-hatred.  

   Last few hours on this earth... 

  She knew now, with a certain dread, that this was the end. There would be no life – even 

after she had prepared for it for so long. There was nothing else apart from this room, this 

table, the chains, and this killer. The one who the newspapers called, ‘The Black Rose 

Butcher.’ 

   Regrets washed over her like a tidal wave. She would never see her friends again, or her 

family. The world was there, and she was here.  

   Then Violet prayed to God. The real God.  

   Not to be rescued. She knew there was no point in that.  

   Dear God, please make it quick... 

 

* 

 

Location: LPA HQ 

 

The incessant whirring of the coffee filter met with the consistent clicking of a faulty heating 

system, conjoined to make the general background music at the agency’s headquarters.  

   Jeffrey sipped coffee through a badly insulated paper cup, desensitised as the hot liquid 

burned its way through to his fingers. He watched Agent Tom with little interest as the officer 

proceeded to eat a huge Subway sandwich, accidentally missing his mouth and letting a piece 

of chicken slide onto the paperwork on his desk.  

   “Better not be my paperwork,” Jeffrey warned.  

   “No, I filed that for you this morning,” Tom said. The phone on his desk rang. “Yes....yes? 

Are you quite sure...? Okay, thanks Dee.” Tom looked up. “That was Brandy; I asked her to 
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call me as soon as the results for the killers’ note were ready.”  

   He was referring to Brandy Skywalker, their head forensic scientist.  

   “And?” Agent Jo asked, before Jeffrey could.  

   “Nothing. No fingerprints, no thumbprints, no nothing. Not a hint of DNA.”  

   “Unsurprising,” Jeffrey’s response was instantaneous. “There never has been and there 

never will be. The killer has never slipped up. Not even once...”  

   He was stopped midsentence by the arrival of a very small and jovial looking man. His 

black hair was slicked back and a small goatee protruded from his chin. The man strode into 

the bullpen directly up to Jeffrey and extended his hand.  

   “Vincent Donahue.” He looked like an amateur magician and spoke like a military sergeant. 

“You must be Special Agent Jeffrey.”  

   Jeffrey stood slowly.  

   “How can I help you?” 

   “Didn’t you hear me?” The man asked in astonishment. “Vincen-”  

   “I heard. What do you want?”  

   The man’s eyes, small and proud, flickered in slight annoyance. 

   “Jeffrey.”  

   Jeffrey turned around to see Director Claudia Michelle beckoning him over. He gave 

Vincent Donahue a once over, then a twice, and then looked over at Jo as if to say, ‘Keep an 

eye on him.’ 

   “Yes, Director?” he said when he reached her. They were standing beside the coffee 

machine, a few metres away from the bullpen. Far enough for his team not to hear what they 

were saying, but Jeffrey found himself whispering. “Let me guess – this guy’s to do with 

you?” 

   “Don’t be so negative. Professor Vincent...”  
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   “Professor?” Jeffrey raised his eyebrows in surprise.  

   “He has experience in many fields, Jeffrey. But the reason he is here, the reason he was 

contacted and flew all the way from Georgia, is because of his biggest skill – the reasoning of 

the mind.”  

   “He’s a psychologist?” 

   “A profiler.”  

   Jeffrey snorted. 

   “A psychologist under a fancy name.”  

   “He’s here to assist you with the investigation.”  

   Jeffrey stared at her hard for a moment.  

   “And you didn’t think of telling me beforehand?” 

   Claudia shrugged. “It makes no difference. He is supposed to be one of the best profilers in 

the land and he can definitely help you get into the mind of this killer.”  

   “With all due respect, Director...”  

   “Why start a sentence with that if what follows won’t be respectful at all?” Director 

Michelle shot back. “Why don’t you say it as it is?” 

   Jeffrey squared his shoulders.  

   “We don’t need an American telling us how to do our job...we get enough of that anyway,” 

Jeffrey muttered. “Politics; mind games...”  

   “I take care of that.”   

   “We don’t need some psychologist, Director.”  

   “He’s here and he stays. I want you to co-operate with him. Do you copy? Make him feel 

welcome, debrief him, share major evidence. He could produce some valuable Intel. A fresh 

pair of eyes is always needed.”  

   “How long is he here for?” 
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   “For as long as it takes,” the Director replied immediately, turning on her heels and walking 

smartly in the opposite direction.  

   After an inward sigh of frustration, Jeffrey made his way back to his team.  

   “Vincent Donahue.” he introduced, “He’s a new addition to this team.”  

   Tom looked at him in shock.  

   “But, boss, come on! I mean, you’re great...” 

   “Thanks.”  

   “No problem,” Tom continued, “And Jo...well, so she’s not so great but...”  

   Jo threw something that looked suspiciously like a paperweight in Tom’s direction, who 

dodged it, grinning. “And then there’s me, I’m the glue that holds us together...” He drifted 

off, thinking. “On the other hand...a newbie, huh? This could be fun.”  

    “I can hear you,” said Vincent, from his comfy position in Jeffrey’s seat.  

   Jeffrey towered over him. “I’ve been informed that you’re here until the case is solved.” 

   “Correct.” 

   “Well you stick to your mind game magic while I pursue real detective work.  If you stay 

out of my way I’m sure we’ll get along just fine Mr. Psychologist. Now if you’d like to get 

out of my chair...”  

   Vincent regarded him coolly.  

   “I’m not a psychologist. I’m a world renowned profiler.” 

   “What’s the difference?” 

   Vincent settled further back within the chair, much to Jeffrey’s annoyance.  

   “Well,” the profiler said slowly. “A psychologist would look at you right now; you’re 

trying to impose threat and authority by standing over me, body language suggests you’re not 

at all comfortable with change. You seem fussy and impatient. Standard Type A personality. 

You want to watch that...” 
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   “Why?” 

   “You might be more prone to diseases and mental illnesses. Anyway, you’re telling me to 

get out of your seat...protective and possessive, which makes you a hell of a lover, but 

absolute hell as a partner. Don’t look at me like that! You asked for what a psychologist 

would say.”  

   “And you’d say?” Jeffrey, despite himself, knew that he wanted to hear more. 

   “Me? I’d say you’re nothing more than a bastard. A bastard who’s grown tired of 

everything – most of all himself.” 

   A long, hard silence followed. Jeffrey was thankful when the phone on his desk took that 

moment to ring. He tore his gaze away from Vincent and answered it, gripping tightly onto 

the receiver.  

   “Yes? Where? ... Okay, we’ll be there in five.”  

   He slammed the phone down. “That was Officer Cromwell at the police station.”  

   “What’s happened?” Agent Jo asked, pulling her gun from her desk drawer and packing it 

into her hip holster.  

   “They’ve got a missing girl and he reckons it could be something to do with our case.” 

Jeffrey shrugged. “Worth a shot. Let’s go.”  

   Vincent Donahue started to stand. “Not you. You stay here...Tom, come on,” Jeffrey said, 

making his way towards the elevator.  

   “Oh, and Special Agent Jeffrey?” Vincent called after his disappearing back. 

   “Yes?” 

   “I flew from Georgia but I’m not American. In fact, I hate them as much as you do.”  

   “Damn him,” Jeffrey muttered under his breath, punching the ‘CLOSE’ button with a tight 

fist and watching as the lift doors slid together, slicing his view of the profiler.    
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* 

 

“Would you like some coffee, officers?” Marie Barratt asked politely, but her eyes were 

staring straight through them.  

   “Yes thank you,” Jeffrey replied, seeing instantly that the woman needed to do something 

to stop herself from going insane.  

   Mrs. Barratt stood slowly, slender fingers smoothing her skirt as she stood, eyes staring 

straight ahead languidly.  She moved gracefully; like she had been a gymnast or a ballerina in 

her younger years. She disappeared into the kitchen.  

   “Mr. Barratt, could you tell us how long your daughter has been missing?” Jeffrey asked as 

soon as the woman was gone.  

   “Three days. We reported it the first day she was missing...”  

   “Any special reason for that?”  

   “Violet was – is - a good girl. If she said she’d be back a certain time, then you could be 

damn sure she was speaking the truth.” The father’s eyes hardened with conviction. “She’d 

gone to see a film with a group of friends; said she’d be back by half ten. Ten came and 

passed. So did eleven and twelve. We rang Carol’s mother...”  

    “Who’s Carol?” Tom interjected, pausing from scribbling in a notepad.  

    “One of her close friends.”  

   “Full name? In fact, we’re going to need all the names of the girls she went out with.” 

   “Carol Langley, Jess Hull, Mary Whittingham,” The man nodded. “I think that was all. 

Where was I?” 

   “You rang Carol?” Jo prompted.  

   “Well I rang and was told Carol had just arrived back home after saying goodbye to her 

friends – Violet included. We had no idea how to contact the others, so we rang the police.”  
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   “And what did they say?”  

   “That she’d only been missing a few hours and it wasn’t a top priority case.” Mr. Barratt 

snorted in disgust. Then, just as quickly, the contempt turned to hurt. “Please find my 

daughter.” 

   Mrs. Barratt walked in, holding a tray laden with coffees. She laid them down on the coffee 

table.  

   Jeffrey drank half his coffee to be polite, then he sat it down carefully.  

   “Mr. and Mrs. Barratt – we’d like to look around your daughter’s room if that would be 

possible?”     

   Agent Tom stared at him in awe. His boss was the only person – excluding his Director – 

that could ask a question but make it sound so much more like a statement instead. But who 

had learnt it from whom? He tucked the question in the back of his mind to ask if the moment 

arose.  

   “Of course,” Mrs. Barratt nodded. Her voice was robotic; her movement automatic, but all 

in all, she seemed to be holding together a lot better than her husband. “I’ll show you to her 

room.”  

   Tom tucked away his notebook and started to follow Agent Jo and Jeffrey out of the room. 

Just as quickly he doubled back, grabbed his coffee and then followed after, sipping 

nonchalantly.   

  Mrs. Barratt led them to a room just at the top of the stairs. It was a medium-sized room, but 

still at least double the size of Jeffrey’s room when he had been a child, he reflected. The 

wallpaper was light blue and the carpet pale cream. A desk was propped up against a wall and 

facing them, a textbook lay on the desk, still opened.  

    “We haven’t moved anything,” Marie said. Then, “I’ll leave you alone.”  

   Immediately, Special Agent Jeffrey began moving around the room, looking in drawers, 
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leafing through papers.  

   “What are we looking for, boss?” Tom said, gulping down some more coffee.  

   “Her latest science homework,” Jeffrey said scathingly. “Or how about this - anything 

that’ll help us find her?” 

   Tom walked over to the desk and unearthed a small black laptop from beneath what looked 

like more homework. He sat behind it, set down the mug and flexed his fingers.  

   “Tom,” called Jeffrey, hearing the creaking of the chair behind him. “If you think you’re 

gonna just sit down while we...”  

   “Give him a break boss,” Jo laughed. “He’s found Violet’s laptop.”  

   “Hmm.” Jeffrey stretched up and joined his subordinates at the young girl’s desk. Tom had 

already opened up the laptop and was staring, perplexed at the screen.  

   “Password.” He muttered.  

   “Bag it,” Jo said, “Our techies will crack it before the day is over.” 

    Jeffrey shook his head, glancing around him. On one wall, none of the sapphire wallpaper 

was visible. It had been plastered over with pictures; some were holiday photos of Violet 

standing with her parents. Some were photos clearly taken at college – four girls with pretty 

faces and wide grins. Carol, Jess, Mary and Violet, he presumed. A few were posters.  

   He gestured at them now. “Try; I love The Wanted.”  

   Tom knew better than to question his boss and quickly typed in the suggestion.  

   Username or Password is incorrect.  

   “She’s eighteen boss!” exclaimed Tom. “Of course that couldn’t be her password – she 

could only be stupider if she’d put in her birth year.”  

   Jeffrey stood in silence for a few seconds. Then, “Try, ‘I heart The Wanted.’” 

   Tom typed quickly, and then leant back in amazement.   

   “We’re in!”  
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  The opened laptop now opened what appeared to be a Facebook page. In the left hand 

corner, there was a picture of Violet, auburn hair bursting in curls around her face, making a 

silly face at the camera.   

   “Reckon you can find anything of importance on there? And quickly?” Jeffrey asked.  

   “I reckon I can try,” Tom said, scooting the mouse down to the right hand side of the page.  

The profile was no different than the millions of other profiles that existed across the world. 

Along the top were the quotidian buttons – Status, Photo, Link, Video, Question with the 

expectant ‘What’s On Your Mind?’ urging you to update a status, of which Violet had last 

updated on Friday 22
nd

 – the day she had gone missing. It simply said: ‘Going out with the 

girls!’ and was posted at 17:52 which collaborated with her parents’ story, but proffered no 

real explanation for her sudden disappearance.  

   Scrolling down along the left hand side, Tom found a link that said events. Clicking on it, 

the page took its time to load before shifting onto another screen.  

   “It’s an invitation,” Jo said unnecessarily.  

 

Hey everyone!  

Just wanted to invite you all to my party I’m having to celebrate the end of the dreaded A-

levels! ;) It’ll be at Farthings nightclub from 7pm-12a.m on Friday 22
nd

 August.  

  The place isn’t too far away. Never been there but it’s apparently really awesome.  

  For any plus-ones, inbox or ring me :)  

  Hope everyone can come. Let me know ASAP if you can make it. There will be plenty of 

alcohol for those who want to drink in celebration or denial after results day so don’t forget 

your IDs! :P  

  Jack Fielding.  

 Xxx  
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   “Nightclub, eh?” Jeffrey couldn’t help smiling. “Reckon her parents knew about this?” 

   “Not a chance,” Jo said with raised eyebrows. “Good girl not so good after all...”  

   “And Farthing?” Tom added incredulously. “They could’ve at least picked a decent 

nightclub!”  
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CHAPTER NINE 

 

Special Agent Jeffrey sat behind the wheel in the stationary sedan parked within the shade of 

the trees, just opposite St. George’s College.  

   He was drumming his fingers on the steering wheel, piercing eyes scanning the school 

grounds.  

   Waiting.  

   Every now and again, he’d reach down to the cup-holder, grab his coffee, take a sip and 

then replace it, never once removing his eyes from the college gates.  

   It was precisely lunchtime when the boy walked out again; he had to be at least eighteen, 

but his frail structure, coupled with the innocent yet haunted eyes that had fixed Jeffrey with 

a quizzical stare when they’d met earlier, made him think of the boy as a little over fifteen.  

   He watched as the boy – Jake – took up the same position on the wall, inserted a small pair 

of headphones and started reading. Even from this distance Jeffrey could tell it wasn’t the 

same book they’d seen him reading the other day; the kid read fast.  

   But it seemed he had a lot of time to because he never made his way over to the café for 

lunch. Didn’t talk to anybody either. A stray football wondered over to him and he didn’t 

kick it back; he was too engrossed in his book. The owner of the football came along, picked 

it up, and said something that Jeffrey gathered wasn’t friendly. He was immediately joined by 

four other boys who deliberately kicked footballs in Jake’s way.  
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   A frown creased Jeffrey’s forehead. The boys were clearly picking on Jake but nothing was 

being done about it. Of course not – it was College, not primary school. Teachers didn’t 

prowl around the grounds ready to prevent a little scrap.    

   He watched as Jake closed his book, stood up wearily and turned to walk away into the 

Science Tower. Another football was kicked in his direction, this one making contact with his 

back. He flinched but didn’t turn around.  

   The four boys laughed as he entered the building. As Jeffrey watched the bullies turn and 

walk away, he checked his watch and swore under his breath. He was meant to meet Tom and 

Jo five minutes ago.  

   The bullies had disappeared now. The whole thing had lasted less than a minute, Jeffrey 

thought, as he put the key in the ignition and drove away, but he knew the whole thing would 

be branded in the kid’s mind for much longer.  

 

 

 

Jake 

 

The football crashes into the brick wall right beside my feet. I decide not to look up. I know 

who it will be; Bobby Moore and his mates. I force myself to concentrate on the book I’m 

reading.  

   If I can’t see you, you can’t see me. If I can’t see you, you can’t see me... 

  I hear footsteps and Bobby’s cruel voice cutting through the wind. I still don’t look up. Not 

even when his friends turn up or when they start saying hateful, hurtful things.   

   How long will it take for me to learn that ‘If I can’t see you...’ never reciprocated? I stand 

up, suddenly tired of everything.  
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   I can stay and fight, sure, but we all know who will lose. Even if it was just between Bobby 

and I. He’s got broad shoulders and what I suspect is a six pack underneath his baggy t-

shirts and hooded jumpers.  

   But it’s the arms that I’m most afraid of. His biceps are huge and his fists are probably the 

size of my head. I imagine them pummelling me again and again. I feel sick.  

   I walk away, forcing myself to walk at a normal pace so they won’t see my fear. I train my 

eyes down on the ground and watch my boots as they take one step in front of the other. The 

Science Tower shouldn’t be far away now.  

   I almost turn when I feel the football collide with my back. I almost cry. But I won’t allow 

them the satisfaction. 

   The wind whips my hair into my face so I can barely see where I’m going, but I make it to 

the tower alright.  

   I duck behind the door and watch them leave. Laughing. They’re always laughing. It’s as if 

they feed off pain. But I understand that. I’m different. I’m not one of those people who hear 

of the terrible things that go on in the world and think; ‘How could somebody do such 

horrible things?’ Human beings are vile creatures. We’re no better than the vultures that 

swoop the second they see the dead flesh; the minute they know someone has given up a fight.  

   That’s all they are waiting for really.  

   For me to give up a fight.  

   And I’ve been fighting for so long...not physically of course. That would be stupid. But 

mentally. Emotionally, I am on the verge of a breakdown.  

   Suddenly, across the college gates, I see a car start up and drive off.  

   But not before I catch a glimpse of who is behind the wheel.  

   How long has he been there? Now that I think about it, the car had already been parked 

there when I came out and sat down.  
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   Special Agent Jeffrey - that’s what he said his name was. But he was probably lying. He’s 

been sitting in the shadows waiting for me.  Or at least watching me.  

   Why? Why would I matter to him? I’m almost flattered; nobody ever pays me the slightest 

bit of attention. If he is an agent, why is he wasting time with me instead of working on the 

case? Unless...unless he thinks I had something to do with Kay’s death. No. That can’t be it. 

It’s too crazy. Maybe he’s not an agent. Fear knots in my stomach. What if he’s an abductor? 

A paedophile? What if it was him that took Kay? And if so, should I report him? What would 

I say?    

 

* 

 

Agent Jo looked at her watch and huffed impatiently.  

   “Where is he?” she wondered out loud.  

   “What did he say on the phone?” Tom asked.  

   “Jeffrey? Said he’d meet us here at six.” She looked at her watch again then back at the 

house they were standing outside – the address they’d salvaged from Andrew Barratt. It was 

where Jessica Hull lived with her parents.  

   “It’s only been fifteen minutes. Relax, you know the boss!”  

   “Unpredictable as hell,” Jo nodded, with a hint of affection in her voice. 

   “Who’s unpredictable as hell?” A voice interrupted and they turned and saw Jeffrey 

standing almost directly behind them. Tom jumped.  

   “Why would you do that?” he glared.  

   Just then, the front door opened. A girl in her late teens stormed out so fast she barely 

noticed the agents. Slamming the door behind her, she set off down the driveway.  

   “Hey...hey!”  
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   Jeffrey ran to catch up with her, quickly learning that no creature in the world moved faster 

than a livid teenage girl.  

   She tried to turn the other way, but Jo and Tom were standing there, ready. Rather than 

stop, she continued walking.  

   “Why’re you following me? What do you want?” 

   She was wearing a low cut vest top and a skimpy see-through cardigan that couldn’t have 

offered much warmth in the biting weather. Her shorts were denim, frayed, and didn’t even 

reach halfway down her bare thighs. 

    She torpedoed ahead, keeping surprisingly good balance on her ridiculous high heels.  

   “Jessica Hull?” Jeffrey tried. “Slow down; we’re Special Agents...where do you think 

you’re going?” 

   She barely looked at him.  

   “Jess,” she corrected. “Out.”   

   Where to? A brothel? Jeffrey bit back the remark. He could see placidity was going to have 

to be achieved if they were to get the chance to speak to this one.   

   He noticed that her hands were shaking. She reached into a shoulder bag and brought out a 

packet of cigarettes and a lighter the minute they turned round the bend in the road.  

   “Your parents know you smoke?” 

  She looked at Jeffrey for the first time and through the heavily made-up face he thought he 

detected a hint of vulnerability. Then it was gone.  

   “I’m eighteen.” She scoffed.  

   “That’s not what I asked,” he shot back. “How about you answer our questions, and we 

won’t say anything, okay?” 

   She stopped walking abruptly. “How do I know you’re agents?” 

   Jeffrey flashed his badge and she nodded, satisfied, as if she was an expert in identification. 
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She leant against the wall of a house and took a deep drag. She looked at Jeffrey again. Really 

looked at him. “What do you want to know?”  

   Jo, Tom and anybody else walking along the road were forgotten; melted into the boring 

brick background. Her eyes were now fixed on his.  

   “You were friends with Violet?” 

   “She’s one of my best friends.”  

   “And you were with her the night she disappeared. Can you tell me what happened?” 

   “Okay,” Jess nodded. “But you can’t tell any of this to her parents, okay? They would kill 

her.”  

   “I think right the now the priority should be finding her,” Jo put in.  

   Jess shot her a dirty look before turning back to Jeffrey. She took a step closer and placed a 

hand within the crook of his elbow.  

   “Promise?” 

   Jeffrey relaxed, his muscles unclenching at her touch.  

   “I’ll try my best.” 

   She nodded as if that was enough and then took another deep puff.  

   “Okay, so first off – we never went to see a movie,” she shrugged. “That was just some ruse 

Violet came up with.”   

   “So you could go to Jack’s party?” 

   Her eyes narrowed. “What’s that idiot been saying? Never mind. Vi...Violet really wanted 

to come along but her parents are all boring and old-fashioned and don’t approve of parties. 

So she just lied and said we were going to the movies. We all met at mine first, you know, to 

get ready and stuff. Vi said she could only stay for a couple of hours because she’d told her 

parents she’d be back at a certain time. Carol said she’d leave with her, ‘cause her and Steve 

were probably leaving early anyway – Steve is Carol’s boyfriend, “she added.  
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   “How did you get to the nightclub?”  

   “It’s not too far away. We got the train.”  

   “What happened then?” Jeffrey prompted. Jo noticed his voice had softened considerably.   

“Well, the party was pretty good, I suppose. As far as parties go.” Jess shook her head. “Carol 

started feeling ill pretty early on though. You would’ve thought it was the drink but she 

hadn’t drank that much.” 

   “Drunk,” Tom corrected.  

   Jessica frowned. “A little bit tipsy maybe, but as I said, she hadn’t drank that much.”  

   Tom sighed inwardly.  

   “I was correcting your...never mind, carry on.” 

  “She started going really pale and said she felt faint. Steve – he’s such a lovely guy – he was 

really worried about her and suggested they go home early. They looked around for Vi to ask 

if she wanted a lift instead – trains aren’t that great – especially at night-time.”  

   “And Vi said?” 

   “That was it. Nobody could find her! I’d been with her most of the night, but I left her 

talking with some guy and went off to find my own.” The first crack in the perfectly applied 

facade appeared, and her voice wobbled. “That was the last time I saw her.” 

   “What time was this?”  

   “Around ten. I remember ‘cause the guy I was dancing with, well, I accidentally poured a 

drink onto his watch and he got really moody. Completely vain.” She rolled her eyes. “But I 

remember seeing the time on the clock face. I was pretty far gone by then but I’m definite it 

was around ten.”  

   “Did you look for Violet?” 

   “Course! I spoke to the guy I’d left her with.” 

   “What’s his name?” 
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   Jess hesitated. 

   “I know what you’re thinking, but he had nothing to do with any of this. I know he didn’t.” 

    Jeffrey took a step closer towards her. They had already been standing close, but now the 

distance between them would be measured in centimetres, not inches. Jess’ wavering eyes 

met his – a mixture of intimidation and attraction.  

   “Jess, I can’t clear his name until I know it, now can I?”  

   She smiled back. 

   “You have really nice eyes,” 

   If Jeffrey was thrown by the sudden conversation change, he didn’t show it.  

   “So I’ve been told,” He raised his eyebrows. “Dashingly good looks too, although I fail to 

see it.” 

   “Well I do,” Jess said. Her hands cautiously reached out and fiddled with the lapels on his 

coat, reeling him in closer. “Okay, I’ll tell you. But only because you’re damn cute.” 

   “Well that’s as good a reason as any,” Jeffrey grinned. 

   “His name’s Rory. Rory Gray. He said that Violet had gone out the side door to get some 

air. He’d offered to go with her but she said she’d be fine. That’s all the detective work I did. 

I was pretty drunk and I know it seems stupid but at the time I thought I had wasted precious 

drinking time chasing some sort of wild goose story.” Tears appeared in her eyes. “I honestly 

thought she was fine. It was a while before we thought to ring her mobile. Nobody picked up. 

We rang her home number, thinking maybe she’d gone back without telling us. After all, she 

had said she would have to leave early. Her dad picked up on the first ring and said, 

‘Violet?!’ He sounded so worried. It was obvious she hadn’t returned home.”  

   “And you didn’t think to call the police?” Tom asked; clear frustration ringing through in 

his voice.  

   “I figured her parents already had. Plus, well, I thought she’d gone home with one of the 
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guys. Vi is really pretty. The sort of girl that guys chase but never get. I thought maybe, just 

this once...I’m not her mother, okay?! I can’t be held responsible for what she did or did not 

do.” Her eyes darkened and she ground the cigarette underneath a heel.  “But that’s not what 

my parents think!” 

   “Is that what you were arguing about?” Jeffrey asked. At the look of complete surprise on 

her face, he continued, “You walked out of that house pretty fast.”  

   She laughed then nodded, “Yeah...” The smile faded. “Please tell me she’s alright; tell me 

she’s going to be okay and that you’ll find her. Please.” 

   “We’re doing all we can.”  

   “Promise me you’ll find her.”  

   Jeffrey squeezed his eyes shut, suddenly tired, feeling as if a whole weight had just been 

placed on his shoulders.  

   “I promise.”    

   He turned to go, but she shot out her arm and hung onto his hand. 

   “What’s your number?” she said coyly.  “You know, so I can ring you if I think of any 

more information?” 

   Jeffrey handed it over his card. 

   “Ask for Jeffrey.” 

   She nodded and scrutinised the card. 

   “On second thought, I might just drop by your station. See you in action, y’know,” she 

fluttered her lashes. “Do you wear a uniform?” 

   “No.” 

   “Pity...” 

   “We’re not police agents,” Jeffrey laughed. “Now, if you remember anything, don’t hesitate 

to call.” 
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   “Oh, don’t worry about that.” 

   “This Rory Gray person. What does he looked like?” 

   Jess blinked.  

   “I swear, he had nothing to do with it. I’ve known that boy since he was a kid. A bit dopey 

really – I don’t know why Vi was hanging around with him. He doesn’t need to get into 

trouble though...” 

   “Jess, if he’s innocent, he won’t be in any trouble whatsoever,” Jo said simply.   

   “But...”  

    “Jess...please. Wouldn’t you do anything to have Vi back?” Jeffrey asked softly.  

   Jess nodded.  

   “He’s quite tall, heavy-set. He’s quite grungy looking too, like one of those band members 

from the eighties? He’s got long, greasy hair. Seriously, you could fry chips in it. You’ll 

know who I mean if you see him.”  

   Jessica gave him one last smile, complete with batted eyelids, before turning and walking 

away. Jeffrey turned to his team. Tom didn’t look interested although Jeffrey knew that he 

would have been making mental notes throughout the conversation. Both agents were staring 

at him, open-mouthed.  

   “What?”  

   Tom nudged him.  

   “You’ve still got it.”  

   “Got what?” Jeffrey frowned.  

   “Oh come on boss!”  

   “Please try to remember we have a brutal killer on our hands and a missing girl to protect,” 

Jeffrey interrupted coldly, “That is, if you’re quite done acting like a bunch of fraternity 

students.”  
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    He turned up the collar of his coat and stalked away, leaving Jo and Tom to trudge after 

him, sobered but still nonplussed.  
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CHAPTER TEN 

 

Location: LPA HQ  

 

“Bet you’re pretty pleased with yourself, aren’t you?” Jo said. 

   “Huh?” 

   “Jessica Hull.” 

   Jeffrey blinked. He had in all honesty forgotten about Jessica. There were important things 

to think of and his gut was telling him that she wasn’t one of them. 

   “What about her?” 

   “She was pretty hot.”  

   “She was eighteen.” 

   “You know what I mean,” 

   “I really don’t,” Jeffrey told her pointedly. 

   “It just doesn’t sit right with me. You always make out like you’ve got so many morals, that 

your faith lies with true old-fashioned investigative work and all that...” 

   “And?”   

   “And then you go flirt with a teenage girl for answers!” Jo exploded.  

   Jeffrey burst out laughing. 

   “I don’t see what’s so funny.” 
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   “I didn’t flirt with her,” Jeffrey shrugged.  

   “Oh yeah? Then what was with the charm and the laughing and the...?” 

   “I didn’t flirt with her,” Jeffrey repeated calmly. “I merely let her flirt with me.” 

   “There’s no difference,” 

   “Of course there is. I had no control over her feelings, did I?” 

   “You encouraged it!” 

   “I merely encouraged answers.” 

   And suddenly Jo saw. Different interrogation techniques worked for different people. And 

if turning on the charm was the only way that worked with an insecure teenager, then so be it. 

   “Besides, if you thought that’s how I flirt with the ladies then you must think very little of 

me,” he replied evenly. “I’m disappointed.” 

   For a moment she was tongue-tied. Then she caught the sparkle in his eyes and realised he 

was goading her. 

   “Oh really? Then how exactly do you flirt with the ladies?” she challenged.  

   “You really want to know?” 

   “Sure.” 

   A ghost of a smile brushed his lips. He was amused. 

   “You’re playing a game,” he told her. He closed the gap between them swiftly, until he was 

looking directly down at her. “A very dangerous game.” His body blocked the light and cast 

shadows onto his face. His eyes flickered, searching her almost desperately with an intensity 

reflected in her own gaze. His hand reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, 

brushed her cheek...  

   “And that usually works, does it?” Jo tried to laugh away the confusion but almost 

immediately her smile faded. There wasn’t a trace of humour on his face. His cheekbones 

were clear-cut. His mouth was sombre and beautiful.  
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   “Let’s get out of here,” he whispered.  

   Her breath caught. 

   “Okay. Where to?” 

   “The nightclub.” He broke away. The intense expression in his eyes faded. His hand 

dropped to his side.  He smirked.  “It’s where Violet was last seen, remember?” 

   He turned quickly and strode in the opposition direction.  

   Jo scowled. He was laughing at her. The bastard was laughing at her!   

   “Dickhead,” she muttered, shaking her head and following him.  

 

*       

 

Farthings.  

  The local nightclub. It was filled to overflowing with people; flashing lights; booze and the 

kind of loud music with the repetitive bass line that made Jeffrey want to kill himself.                     

Young people were queuing up outside, chatting happily and clearly oblivious to the cold 

weather.  

   “Excuse me.”  

   Special Agent Jeffrey, Jo and Tom pushed their way through the crowd to the front of the 

line.  

   The bouncer was dressed all in black, with a tell-tale wire trailing up to his right ear. He 

frowned when he saw the agents.  

   “You’re gonna have to wait in the queue, buddy.” He spoke with a Western drawl, as if he 

should have been sucking on barley wheat as he spoke.  

   “Do we look like we should be in the queue?” Jeffrey asked, removing his badge and 

flashing it at the bouncer. “Life Protection Agency – we need to speak to the manager.”  
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   The man surveyed them closely; dull eyes boring into their own. Then, without once 

removing his gaze, he reached down to his belt, unhooked a walkie-talkie, and spoke 

hurriedly into it.  

   A second later a burst of static energy made it through and he replaced the device. 

   “Well?” Jo said impatiently.  

   Almost immediately, a man appeared at their side. His skin was milk-white, his eyes bottle 

green. He was taller and less muscular than the first bouncer, but he regarded them with the 

same steely glare.  

   “Joseph will take you,” the first bouncer shrugged, turning back to the large line of young 

adults.  

   Joseph looked at them without a hint of a smile and jerked his head, insinuating that they 

should follow him.   

   He turned and led them around the back of the building, where he unlocked double doors 

and led them up a set of red carpeted stairs. When they reached the top, he knocked on a 

small door with a frosted glass window. From inside the room, the agents heard a grunt. 

Joseph turned to look at them.  

   “You can go in.” Surprisingly, he had a thick Arabian accent, and his eyes locked with 

Special Agent Jeffrey’s for a short while, before he went back down the stairs and left them 

to it.  

   The man sitting at his desk did not look happy. He was tall, thin and wiry, and looked as if 

he was very much in need of the heavyset bouncers that patrolled the nightclub. He didn’t 

look as if he’d be capable of breaking up a fight singlehandedly.  

   “What do you want?” he snapped. “We’re very busy.”  

   “Special Agents,” Jeffrey said, showing his badge briefly, before pocketing it again.  

   “I can see that,” The man said. The placard on his desk showed his name as ‘G. Blunt.’  
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   “Mr. Blunt,” Jeffrey started. “We have reason to believe a young girl was abducted from 

these premises just two days ago.”  

   “That’s impossible,” Mr. Blunt spluttered, rising. “I would like you to leave immediately.” 

   “That’s not happening,” Jeffrey took a step forward and towered over him imposingly. “But 

you know what I would like? I’d like to see the footage from that night.” 

   “The control room is downstairs,” Blunt forced a smile, “But I assure you, if anything 

suspicious did happen, my operators would have seen it on the cameras.”  

   “Well if we go with your theory, they saw the abduction and didn’t inform anybody about 

it. In that case, we’d like to speak with them too.” 

   Mr Blunt opened his mouth to speak but Jeffrey got there first. “Mr Blunt, if you don’t co-

operate, we can be back tomorrow with a warrant. We’ll shut down the club and go over the 

whole premises, not just the video room.”  

   Blunt sighed, knowing he was truly beaten.  

   “This way.”    

 

* 

 

The CCTV control room was about the size Jeffrey had imagined it. That was to say, not too 

large and not too small. And dark. The only light provided was that from the many screens 

lined up along the walls. Two men sat on swivel chairs behind the screens, talking and 

laughing. One was eating a burger and the other drinking coffee.  As they entered, the latter 

jumped and dropped the scalding liquid onto his lap.  

   “These are the people you leave in charge of this equipment?” Tom glanced at Mr. Blunt 

and then disapprovingly at the operator who had liquid spreading over an inappropriate part 

of his trousers. “I’m surprised this is the first abduction to have occurred here, to be honest.” 



88 | P a g e                      A c q u a h          B l a c k  R o s e  B u t c h e r   

 

  Mr. Blunt glared back and then spoke to the men sharply.  

  “Dig up the footage from two nights ago. These men...” He had barely gotten the words out, 

when he experienced a sudden and excruciating pain as the tip of a high heel dug into his 

foot. He bit back a yelp. “And lady,” he added hurriedly, smiling tightly at Jo, “Want to see 

the footage from two nights ago.”  

   Neither man queried the odd request; it was clear that they were intimidated by their boss. 

Instead, the shorter one with the coffee-stained trousers opened up the correct screen within a 

matter of minutes, and the larger one beckoned them over.     

   “Roll from half eight,” Jo commanded. In no time, the screen had flickered to life and 

showed what appeared to be a normal nightclub. The bar was fairly busy, and the dance floor 

was already taken up with people, their faces mainly hidden under the flashing strobe lights.  

   “Is it always so busy at this time?” Tom asked.  

   “No. But we had a special deal for the early birds that night – and it was the end of results 

day so the place was packed.” Blunt replied.  

   “There!” Jeffrey said, his finger jabbing at the screen.  

   The man with the now coffee-stained jeans paused the video. “That’s her. The one in the 

china trousers.” 

   “Where?” The operators were confused. 

   “Chinos, boss,” Tom corrected. 

   “That’s definitely her,” Jo nodded.  

   “Play it.” Jeffrey instructed.  

   The man pressed ‘forward’ on the video, and everybody moved at twice the normal speed. 

Two minutes later, a young boy with a long greasy fringe walked over to Violet and struck up 

a conversation. 

   “Rory Gray,” Jo murmured.  
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    Five minutes later Violet placed a hand on his shoulder, said something that the agents 

gathered was apologetic and headed towards a side door, just visible within the camera’s 

periphery.   

   Ten minutes flicked by on the screen and she didn’t return.  

   “Where does that door lead?” asked Jeffrey.  

   “The alley,” said Mr. Blunt, his face ashen. “The bouncers usually wait at the end of the 

alley, so only people that have already entered the club can go outside and then return. 

There’s no way somebody could kidnap a grown girl like that...past the bouncers.” Mr. Blunt 

shook his head, even though he was now paling at the possibility. Jeffrey glanced at him in 

disgust. He wasn’t the least bit concerned about the girl – he was concerned about the 

possible repercussions on his business. And himself.  

   “We’ll see about that,” Jeffrey said grimly. Turning to the larger of the operators, he asked, 

“Is there a camera in the alley?” 

   “Yes, not a brilliant one, and it would be dark but...”  

   “Do it.”  

   The screen instantly switched to a different location. Dark colours, grey pavement, a brick 

wall... 

   A shadow was leaning against that wall, holding what looked like the outline of a cigarette 

to their lips. They were about the right height and build to be Violet.  

   The timer in the right corner ticked unbearably slowly. One minute, two minutes. 

Something, a sound maybe, startled Violet, and she turned.  

   Another shadow seemed to appear out of nowhere, grabbing her from behind, covering 

Violet’s mouth. She scrambled, kicked, and then suddenly went limp. Something orange 

glowed on the floor.  

   She’d dropped the cigarette.  
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   Her body was dragged away by a taller, thicker-set silhouette, and both quickly disappeared 

into the inky blackness of the night.  

   “Oh my...” Mr. Blunt gulped.  

   Special Agent Tom Edinburgh turned to him. 

   “What was that you were saying about your state-of-the-art bodyguards?” 

 

* 

 

   Evening in the Good household. Ironic, as it seemed to Jake that no good ever occurred in 

that house. Evil that hung in the air, like the stale stench of the cigarettes that Uncle Wez was 

always smoking; or the coffee stains that blackened the carpet, thick and unpleasant like tar. 

Like the heavy scent of booze that always clung to his Uncle – old, sour, and ugly – as he 

beat him. Again and again and again. And this time, for nothing more than the simple fact 

Jake hadn’t finished washing the dishes.  

   Jake didn’t know Uncle Wez’s real name...not his full name, anyway. In fact, the alcoholic 

had been born under the name of William Harold Steinbeck Good, but everyone had referred 

to him as ‘Wez’ right from when he was a young boy. As a young boy, he’d been very 

sporty; enjoying racing, football, rugby...and now all that leftover muscle from his active 

days remained, except that he no longer used them for pumping iron, but for laying hands on 

his foster son. 

   A sporty lifestyle had only given way to excessive drinking in his late 30s. What had 

crippled him so suddenly, nobody really knew. Perhaps it was the strain of living alone, being 

ignored by the world...but whatever it was, it had dug in its claws and shaken the sense out of 

him. Now, in his early 40s, he was Jake’s legal guardian and doing a miserable job of it.  

   Today he wasn’t letting up. Punching, kicking, pulling, spitting and cussing at the top of his 
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voice. It was as if something had happened to make him extra mad and he just let Jake have 

it. Of course Jake tried to fight back, crawled away, did his best to shield himself but as 

always, Wez was too strong for him. At one point, Jake put a dining chair between him and 

the drunken man, but it was quickly knocked from his hands and then simply used as another 

object to hit him with. 

   Jake had gotten used to taking the beatings, keeping his head down, and pretending nothing 

happened. So had the neighbours apparently. Nobody called 999. Nobody even queried the 

wellbeing of 12 Sterling Way’s inhabitants. 

   Turning a blind eye was one thing, yes, but a deaf ear? How could law-abiding people 

ignore the terror in the screams that resounded around their neighbourhood? From a beaten, 

bloodied boy who was giving up the fight?  

   It didn’t matter anyway. Word had gotten around to members of the law – not in the 

conventional way, but it had, nonetheless, and now Special Agent Jeffrey sat parked across 

the road from the house, downing his third cup of coffee and waiting for the right moment.  

   Presently, a large middle-aged man came staggering out of the house, slamming the door 

behind him and making his way down the road in the direction of The Queen’s Arm pub. 

   Jeffrey quickly placed Styrofoam cup in its holder and slid out from behind the wheel. If 

he’d had any doubts, they were gone now. That man would’ve made Heath Ledger look 

clean.  

   He walked briskly towards the front door and knocked three times.  

   “Jake?”  

   No reply. Jeffrey forced himself to calm down. Maybe the kid just hadn’t heard him. There 

was no reason to think the worst... 

  He knocked again. Louder this time.  

  “Jake? Jake, I know you’re in there!...It’s Special Agent Jeffrey from the other day. I just 
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want to talk...”  

  Still silence, although Jeffrey thought he detected the curtains from the upstairs window 

twitch slightly.  

   “Jake, it’s okay – you’re safe now, I promise. Listen, if you don’t open the door right now, 

I’ll have to burst my way in...”  

   “Alright, alright, man!” A voice piped up. A minute later the front door swung slowly open 

to reveal Jake grasping onto the door frame to support his shaking legs. “What do you want?” 

   Jeffrey felt sick. A whack with some form of blunt object had left a small but gaping wound 

in Jake’s head and the blood was seeping down his face and soaking his clothes. His arms and 

legs were covered in bruises and cuts but it was in a brave voice the boy continued, managing 

to sound somewhat irritated. “Well?” 

   “We need to get you to a hospital.”  

   “For this?” Jake reached up to touch his head, wincing as he did so. “No, trust me. He’s 

done a lot worse than this before.”  

   Jeffrey shook his head sadly. 

   “Can I come in?” 

 

* 

 

  Jeffrey left the house forty minutes later, Jake’s pleas still ringing in him head.  

  Don’t tell anyone...don’t say anything...please don’t...it’ll only get worse...you don’t 

understand... 

  Then the pleas had turned into accusations that Jeffrey knew the boy needed to get off his 

chest.  

   Who are you anyway?...What do you care?...This is just your job... 
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   Then back to pleas again: 

   Just go before he gets back...he’ll think I called you...please just go!  

   He’d become hysterical then, pushing Jeffrey out of the house, and there was nothing he 

could do to stop him. The pain emanating off the young boy matched Jeffrey’s own when he 

had been that age, and try as he might, he couldn’t get rid of the complete and overwhelming 

sense of de ja vu that threatened to overtake him completely.  

   Uncle Wez didn’t return until eleven that night. He was swaying from side to side, drunk as 

always. He slipped a key into the door and pushed it open, staggering through. This time, 

Jeffrey was waiting.  

   Two minutes later, he was knocking on the door again. It swung open to meet him, and 

Jeffrey saw the bloodshot eyes of the guardian and, just a little way behind him, the wide and 

shocked white’s of Jake’s own eyes. Reflected in them was the pure fury on his own face.  

   Jeffrey barely heard Jake’s gasp as his fist went smashing into the older man’s face, 

flooring him within a second. Blood dripped from his nose as Jeffrey decided he wasn’t 

finished yet, straddled the man, grabbed him by the collar and shook him violently.  

   “You know what makes me sick? People like you. Bullies. You’re nothing more than a big 

coward hiding behind his liquor.” Jeffrey punched him again, hearing a sickening noise as his 

fist connected the man’s jaw, and yet he still kept punching. Images kept flashing behind his 

eyelids, images he wanted to beat away. He wasn’t punching for Jake anymore but for the 

teenager inside of him. 

   Then Jake was pulling at his hands, screaming. 

   “Stop it! You’ll kill him!”  

   A dazed look crossed Jeffrey’s eyes as he was snapped back into reality.  

   “You’re under arrest,” he spat, turning the man onto his front, pinning his wrists behind his 

back and handcuffing them tightly. When he slurred a complaint, Jeffrey just hauled him up 
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and slammed him into the wall. 

   Jake just stood there and stared, tears streaking his face.  

   “You’ve made things worse...”  

   “Jake, go pack your things,” Jeffrey interrupted.  

   “You’ve made things...”  

   “I promise you; you’ll never have to come back here again. I will personally make sure this 

scumbag goes to jail for the things he’s done...and throw away the key too. Hurry  up – I’ll 

make sure you have a proper place to live.”  

    “Yeah,” Jake scoffed. “Like a Children’s Home.”  

    Jeffrey ignored the rebuttal and dug around in his pocket for his mobile. He punched a 

number quickly into the phone, supporting the lolling Uncle Wez with his spare arm.  

   “What are you doing?” The truth dawned in Jake’s eyes. “You’re ringing them. You’re 

really ringing the Social, aren’t you?” 

   “Jake, they’ll come for you sooner or later. Once I take your uncle to the police station, 

they’ll ring the Social to look after you anyway.” 

   “You should’ve just left me,” Jake said bitterly.  He turned and walked slowly upstairs. 

   “Lydia?” Jeffrey spoke into the phone. “Yes, it’s me – Jeffrey. Sorry it’s so late. Yes, 

everything’s fine. Well, not really...”  

   Lydia Barwick arrived fifteen minutes later. It was nearly eleven at night, yet her hair was 

immaculate and her face looked young and fresh, although Jake guessed she was in her mid 

fifties. The two adults embraced before Lydia looked from Wez to Jake and back again. 

    “Hello.” She spoke cheerfully, as if she were simply enjoying a meal at a restaurant, not 

observing a case of domestic abuse.  

   “Thank you for getting here at such short notice,” Jeffrey smiled wearily.  

   “Don’t be silly, Jeffrey! Now, what’s the problem then?” 
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    He took her aside and explained the situation in hushed tones. She listened patiently, never 

interrupting. When he’d finished, she regarded him sadly.  

   “Poor Jake.” 

   “I know. He’s terrified of going back into care.”  

    “I can imagine. Sometimes the system messes up, Jeffrey. I try my best to ensure that it 

doesn’t happen but...” she sighed. 

   “I know,” Jeffrey nodded.  

   “Well tonight all I can do is drive him to a place of temporary care. You’re taking the Uncle 

to the police station, I presume?” 

   “Yes, my car’s parked outside. I’ll need to make a formal statement...” Jeffrey hesitated. 

   “What?” 

   He shook his head. “Come on Jeffrey. You and I both know you could never lie to me.” 

   “I just don’t feel right handing Jake over. As far as he’s concerned, I’m delivering him 

straight from one nightmare and into another.” 

   “Alright Jeffrey, what are you proposing?” said Lydia, who knew well that he would never 

present problems without some sort of solution.  

   “Let him stay with me,” Jeffrey shrugged. “It’s late. Finding temporary care now will be 

hell – especially for him.” 

   “Jeffrey...” 

   “He’s putting up a front but I can tell you now – the slightest bump and he’s going to break. 

If only we could track down another family member...” 

  “I understand why you’re doing this but you’ve done more than enough to help your 

community.” 

   “No I haven’t,” he hissed. “My job...it’s not enough. Thousands of children are abused, 

abandoned, every day. I know I can’t help every single one of them but I also know what’s 



96 | P a g e                      A c q u a h          B l a c k  R o s e  B u t c h e r   

 

best for some of them. You know I do. A Home isn’t best for this kid. Not now.”  

   She sighed heavily. 

   “You want me to forge documents.” 

   “Can’t you waive them? He needs to be eased back into the system, Lydia. What good is it 

going to do shoving him somewhere overnight?” 

   “It’s good that you care so much. That was always your weakness.” Her strength seemed to 

ebb and she looked a hundred years old. “I’ll see what I can do, but I’ll need to pick him up 

tomorrow. Nine o clock. Your place. No excuses.”  

   “Thank you. I owe you one!” Jeffery shook her hand enthusiastically but she pulled him 

into another hug.  

   “Actually, you owe me about twenty. Goodbye Jeffrey...” She walked towards the door, 

where she stopped and turned briefly. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”  

    When the door closed, Jake stared at Jeffrey in stunned silence. 

   “What just happened?” 

   “You’re not going to a Home tonight.” 

   A slow grin spread across the teenage boy’s face. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

 

 

Jo sat on her bed, barelegged. The TV in front of her was on but muted. It was something she 

always did when thinking. She found that looking at silent images helped her focus. And 

right now, she couldn’t help thinking about the case. It was past eleven at night but the case 

was bothering her. Every time she attempted to get to sleep, horror images invaded her mind; 

mutilated teenagers, bloodied skin and hair, dead, milky eyes…  

   And, if she was honest, she couldn’t help thinking about Jeffrey. For some reason the man 

was on her mind more than usual. For some reason, she just couldn’t shake his face from her 

mind. It was there when she closed her eyes and when she opened them too. Although she 

would never admit it to anyone – she was having a hard time thinking about it herself – she 

sometimes wondered whether there was anything between them. Sometimes it felt like there 

was everything between them and nothing at the same time. There were moments which felt 

like genuine, emotion-filled moments. But this was Jeffrey and it was difficult to tell where 

the stoic agent stopped and the real man began. If he ever did. Jo wondered if she should give 

up trying to dig beneath the surface. What if there was nothing there? And yet…There were 

times when he looked at her and it was almost like a mask slipping. There were times when 

surely she wasn’t imagining a chemistry?  

   Jo frowned, mentally reprimanding herself. Even if there was something there – there was 

no point in dwelling on it. Inter-office relationships were strictly forbidden and Jo had always 
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put her work before her feelings. Undoubtedly, so did Jeffrey. Besides, there was a very slim 

chance that he was interested in her. He obviously still thought about his wife every day. 

Cherry had probably been an accomplished businesswoman; a lawyer or a well-established 

doctor. Headstrong, smart, gorgeous. Why would Jeffrey settle for Jo, a woman who 

pathetically sat home alone and daydreamed about him? In fact, maybe there wasn’t even any 

attraction there. Jo got the feeling sometimes that he was merely goading her. Without 

thinking, she reached for her phone which she kept on her bedside table and dialled Jeffrey’s 

number.  

   “Hello.”  

   He answered almost immediately. He sounded neither happy nor displeased to hear from 

her. He didn’t even sound surprised even though it was late at night. Jo realised this was 

another thing about him that pissed her off but yet drew her towards him more than any man 

she’d ever known. She could never read into anything he said or did. What the hell was real 

with this man? 

   “Jeffrey.” She stopped. She realised she didn’t actually know why she’d rung him.  

   “Yes.”  

  “I…I was just thinking about the case,” she ad libbed. “Wouldn’t it be wise to call all the 

bodyguards in for questioning? I find it difficult to believe that nobody saw or heard 

anything…” 

   “Way ahead of you,” Jeffrey admitted. “I got them to give me some extra footage. All the 

guards have a pretty good alibi – they’re all working at the time Violet was taken.” 

   “It’s still strange that nobody heard anything.”  

   “Well, it was dark and it was noisy. The Butcher picked a pretty good location. Violet was 

drugged too. It would have looked like a sober friend giving a drunk friend a hand.” 

   “Of course.”  
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   There was a silence. Jo heard a noise in the background. Muffled speaking. A masculine 

voice. She gripped the phone tighter and couldn’t help a rueful grin. It would explain so, so 

much if Jeffrey was actually gay.  

   “You alright there?” she asked.  

   “Yeah sure.”  

   Something told Jo he was lying.  

   “What is it?”  

   “You know that boy Jake we saw at the college? The one I was worried about? And you 

said not to get involved?” 

   “Let me guess – you got involved?”  

   “Yes. He’s at mine as we speak.” 

   “Why?!”  

   “I’m doing some overnight fostering till he gets thrown back into a Home.”  

   Another silence. Jo didn’t know what to say.  

   “You sure you know what you’re doing?”  

   A pause.  

   “I think you should come round. Now.” 

   Woah. She hadn’t been expecting that. She waited for an explanation but none came.  

   “Oh?”  

   “Well, clearly neither of us are going to get any sleep until we’ve mulled over the case 

awhile. Two heads are better than one. Besides, a woman’s intuition might be kind of helpful 

with Jake.”  

   Jo hesitated.  

   “I’ll be over in twenty.”  

* 
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Jo had only ever seen the interior of Jeffrey’s house once before. It hadn’t changed much. 

The place was still as immaculate as before. Only subtle signs revealed that a person lived 

there; a the towel slung over the cross-training machine in the corner of the living room, a 

stained ring on the coffee table where no coaster had been used, the lingering smell of Pizza 

Hut. Presumably Jeffrey had just ordered some for himself and Jake.  

   “You’re too late for pizza,” he said simply, “But I can get you a drink?” 

   “That would be great, thanks. What do you have?” 

   “I have coffee, and possibly tea if you fancy it. Do you want something stronger? I do 

believe I have a bottle of wine somewhere. I keep promising to offer it when I have visitors 

round – which I very rarely do.”  

   Jo contemplated but she knew full well what she was going to say even as she pretended to 

think.  

   “Wine would be lovely.”  

   She sat down on the sofa and wondered again about how impersonal Jeffrey’s living space 

was. The fireplace held no warm memories of Cherry, no snapshots of his friends. In fact, 

there weren’t even any pictures of his family. Jo realised how little she knew about her boss. 

Did he have a brother? A sister? Was he a cat or a dog person?  What did he do to unwind at 

the end of a stressful day at the agency? Was he a tighty-whitey or a boxers kind of guy...? 

   “Here you are,” Jeffrey had walked in through the door holding two filled wine glasses. 

One glass was extended to her and he staring at her expectantly. She jumped guiltily.  She 

hoped she wasn’t blushing although she had felt her face heat. This had been a terrible, 

terrible mistake. It was too late to be round here and she couldn’t have felt less out of place if 

she’d tried. Her own place was a tip – miles apart from Jeffrey’s immaculate surroundings.  

   Jeffrey sat down on the sofa beside her. Jo noticed that he was merely wearing a t-shirt and 
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knee-length shorts. Although Jo wouldn’t have been surprised if he wore a suit to bed. Jeffrey 

was always smartly presented but strangely, Jo thought he looked much better dressed 

casually. The t-shirt clung tightly to his body and the shorts revealed the tanned, muscular 

calves. Jeffrey brushed-up well but he brushed-down even better, Jo thought, trying to 

suppress the grin that threatened to break its way onto her face.  

   Jo realised she hadn’t thanked him for the drink.  

   “Thanks,”  

   He gave her a weird look which told her that she had waited much too long – the moment 

was gone. She took a sip, willing herself to concentrate on why she was here.  

   “Jake’s upstairs?”  

   Jeffrey nodded.  

   “He’s in the spare room. I told him to get some rest.”  

   “So…what’s the deal with him?”  

   “His foster father was beating him senseless every day.  I arrested the guy. Jake’s going 

with social services in the morning but I offered him somewhere to stay overnight. I don’t 

know if it will make much difference,” Jeffrey sighed, leaning back onto the sofa, “But I’m 

worried about the boy – he’s been pretty messed up. Sort of kid you couldn’t trust with a 

kitchen knife you know? Harmless to others, lethal to himself.”  

   Jo nodded.  

   “I told you to stay away from the case…” 

   “I know his case seems…completely irrelevant placed against the monster we’re up against 

right now.” 

   “…but I was wrong.” 

   Jeffrey raised his eyebrows.   

   “You did what was right. It’s so easy to be blinded by doing ‘good’ that you ignore the 
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smaller cases of injustice. You’re the one agent I know that doesn’t let that happen; that 

doesn’t let the cynic inside him control his actions.”  

   Jeffrey didn’t say anything. Instead, he took a sip from his glass and scratched his chin 

thoughtfully.  

   “The Butcher is running circles around us,” he muttered. “It’s been 48 hours since Violet 

went missing…” 

   Jo didn’t say anything but she knew what he was thinking. The first 48 hours of any 

kidnapping investigation was crucial. The chances of finding the person – alive, anyway- 

after 48 hours of them missing was extremely slim.  

   “We’ll find The Butcher,” she said.  

   “But at what price?!” he snapped. Involuntarily, she jumped. Jeffrey lowered his voice. 

“Let’s face it – this is a waiting game. We’re waiting for him to feel the urge again. We’re 

waiting for him to stalk, abduct, maim and kill another innocent girl on the slight chance that 

he might slip up this time…And what if he doesn’t?” 

   “They always do.”  

   “What if we have to wait ten more tries for that, huh? That’s ten more families whose lives 

are going to be ripped apart.”  

    “Jeffrey, we can’t work miracles.” 

   He laughed bitterly.  

   “Oh believe me, I know that. I just want something... tangible to grasp onto.” 

   Jo nodded. Not only did she understand Jeffrey’s frustration, but she felt it too. Even when 

– if – they found something, it was difficult to make it stick. A good lawyer could often get 

the wiggling bastard worm off the hook. The client’s fingerprints were found on the golf club 

used to brutally bludgeon the wife? Ahh yes, but the client was particularly fond of golf – 

even though he’d only been to golf once that year. The client threatened to kill the girlfriend a 
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week before her suspicious death? Ahh but that was provoked and a threat without intent. The 

client who had already spent 6 years in prison for assaulting a minor, was found in the area 

where they found a raped teenager, with seminal fluid on his clothes? Ahh yes, but the client 

had transformed in the years in jail.  Unless the killer became so careless he left a fingerprint 

on the body – there was very little they could pin the perpetrator with. She decided to change 

tack.  

   “How would the killer have gotten away from the nightclub?” 

   “It’s got to be somebody with their own vehicle. A car, most likely. Or a van. Probably 

something nondescript and difficult to spot in the dark – black, grey or brown.”  

   “And he’d take her to…” 

   “Anywhere quiet and unsuspected. A disused building, the back of a van, his basement…” 

Jeffrey shook his head. “This is the best part for him. This is where he toys with his victims, 

slowly drains their strength and courage, when he cuts the fingers.” 

   “It makes me sick,” Jo said.  

   Jeffrey simply nodded.  

   “Killers are usually meticulous when stalking their next victim. They get to know them as 

well as they know their own mother. They learn their routines; some even manage to speak to 

the victim beforehand; as an innocent passerby in a street or the man serving her in the 

grocery store. That is what we call the ‘Honeymoon phase.’ But the phase we’re in now – this 

is the phase in which he is most likely to slip up. This is his ‘high.’ He has the girl. He may 

get cocky, he may rush things...”  

   “And we just need to make sure we’re looking in the right place,” Jo finished.  

   “Exactly.”  

   “I think the kills must all be random; there is nothing that connects these women other than 

the fact that they all lived in London. I spoke to Kevin today and he confirmed this. The 
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wounds inflicted on the victims don’t seem like they are driven by some personal emotion; 

rage, jealousy, revenge and so on. We’re either missing a link between the women or we are 

simply dealing with a killer who likes to...kill.  Nothing more, nothing less.” 

   Jeffrey was staring at her. Pensive.  

   “You disagree with something I said. What was it?” Jo asked.  

   “I just...” he shifted position on the couch and leaned forward into the conversation. “But 

why cut the wedding fingers?” His chin was rested on his palms and he stared at her with 

solemnity but also with curiosity.  Butterflies settled in the base of Jo’s stomach and she 

looked down as she mumbled –  

   “Most serial killers take a trophy. Why not this one?” 

   “I know. Perhaps I’m grasping at loose straws. But why not take a lock of hair? Or a piece 

of jewellery? Cutting a finger seems like a lot of unnecessary hassle. Besides, it’s not just any 

finger. By killing the victims, he is distinguishing all hope of life and happiness. Yet by 

cutting the wedding finger he is extinguishing...hope of a future. Romance.  We’ve never 

witnessed evidence of sexual assault on any of our victims. Perhaps because the killer is not 

lust-driven.” 

   Jo looked up.  

   “Go on.”  

   “He hates the idea of romance, of sentiment – he wants to extinguish it altogether. It’s 

confusing. Unpredictable. A far cry from the cool, calculable field of science. Immeasurable. 

Perhaps he’s never experienced love. Perhaps he was bullied because of it and this is his 

revenge.  I know it’s a far-fetch but I think this is a bit more than just the urge to kill. He’s 

trying to say something; do something; even feel something.”  

   “This is a lot to take on at midnight. But I think you might be onto something.” Jo admitted.  

   “The only problem with my theory is that our killer could be on either side of the spectrum. 
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Obsessed with love or disgusted by the idea.” 

   “Or both,” 

   “Or both,” Jeffrey conceded.  

   “Of course,” Jo teased, “Your theory could be wrong.”  

   Jeffrey raised his eyebrows and a smile tugged at his lips.  

   “Special Agent Joanna Ryans,” His voice held a reprimanding tone. “I am very rarely 

wrong.”  

   “First time for everything.”  

   There was a pause as the words hung in the air between them. Jeffrey’s eyes flickered with 

some unnamed emotion. Possibly amusement. Possibly irritation. Then he smiled.  

   “Indeed.”  

   “Your house is very strange,” Jo blurted. She wondered if her tiredness was making her say 

and do stupid things.  

   “How so?” 

   “It’s just...pretty empty. No photos or paintings or anything.”  

   “There’s nobody I want any photos of,” Jeffrey shrugged. “And as for paintings...I don’t 

know. I’ve never really thought about that.”  

   “Nobody at all? What about your family?”  

   Jeffrey’s facial expression didn’t change but Jo felt the atmosphere shift between them.  

   “There’s nobody I want any photos of,” Jeffrey repeated quietly.  

   “Okay,” Jo responded.  

   “I’m going to bed,” Jeffrey rose abruptly.  

   “Okay, I’d best be going.”  

   “Don’t be stupid, you’ve been drinking.”  

   “Hardly. I’ll be fine,” Jo stood and faced him, scowling. She didn’t like to be called stupid.  
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   “You might not be.” He sounded concerned. “Look, I’ll sleep down on the sofa and...”  

   “No. I’m not putting you out. If I stay, then I’ll sleep down here.” 

   “That’s fine,” Jeffrey shrugged. “Wait, hang on a minute...”  

   He returned five minutes later holding a blanket and a bundle of clothes. He tossed the 

blanket onto the sofa.  

   “Pyjamas. Hopefully they’ll fit you alright.” 

   “Thanks,” Jo took the bundle of clothes and surveyed them. A shirt with buttons that felt 

soft in her hands. Flannel shorts. They were clearly women’s clothes. Why would Jeffrey 

have women’s clothes?  Either he had women staying around all the time or...could these 

possibly be Cherry’s? Of course, Jo mused, he could be a cross-dresser.  

   “The kitchen is just through there in case you fancy a drink of water,” Jeffrey gestured 

behind him. “And the bathroom is upstairs – just be quiet if you use it in the middle of the 

night ‘cause Jake’s room is next to it. Goodnight.”  

   “Night,” Jo called after his retreating back. She changed quickly. Her head was spinning 

and she doubted it was from the wine. It was late. She was tired. And confused. Speaking 

about the killer had shed new light on the investigation but it had also shrouded it with more 

shadows.  

   She slipped under the blanket, tired, but somehow unable to close her eyes. Instead, she 

stared at the unfamiliar surroundings. She was back to square one; unable to sleep because 

one way or another, she was either thinking about Jeffrey or about the killer. Speaking with 

Jeffrey about the killer had done nothing to change that apparently. What a surprise.  

   She groaned as she realised she needed the loo but was too comfortable to get up. She 

swung her legs out of the sofa, yawned and made her way quietly up the stairs in order not to 

wake Jake. Jeffrey was probably still up thinking about the case too.  

   As she reached the landing, she tried to recall whether Jeffrey had specified which door 
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belonged to the bathroom. There were four doors in front of her, each of them painted white 

and shut. Deciding he hadn’t, she opted for the first one on her right. The first door usually 

belonged to the bathroom. Still, not wanting to disturb Jake she pushed the door very slowly 

and quietly. 

   The second she stepped in she knew she had made a mistake. It was a bedroom. Large with 

a double bed and large windows at the other side. Fortunately it was empty. Perhaps the guest 

bedroom? At the same time she heard the sound of a toilet flushing. She turned to leave but 

heard footsteps making their way across the landing. The door handle turned. Panicking, Jo 

did the only thing she could think of doing. She hid behind the door.  

   Jeffrey walked into the room, sighing wearily. The door swung shut behind her, leaving her 

exposed. Jo shrank further back into the shadows. He yawned and tugged down his shorts. Jo 

couldn’t help but make a mental note of the underwear – so that was the answer to her earlier 

question! Next he took hold of his shirt and pulled it over his head.  

   Behind the door, Jo’s heart was thudding. It was too late to reveal herself now. It didn’t 

exactly paint her in the best light. She’d have to stay here until he fell asleep.   

   “Jo?”  Jeffrey had spotted her and was staring at her in disbelief, although thankfully not 

anger.  

   “I am so sorry,” she whispered. “I thought this was the bathroom.”  

   “It’s not.”  

   “I can see that now.”  

   He continued staring at her with an unrecognisable expression. He wasn’t angry, that much 

was clear, but his gaze had darkened.  

   “I’m sorry,” Jo felt her gaze drifted from his face down towards his perfectly sculpted abs. 

She looked away quickly before he could catch her. “Sorry...”  

   She turned towards the door, feeling his eyes on her back. The door wouldn’t open. She 
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could feel herself turning bright red. She wanted nothing more than to leave her boss’ 

bedroom and door wouldn’t bloody open. She was making a fool of herself. She wished the 

ground would just open and take her somewhere, anywhere but here.  

   “Here.”  

   Jeffrey’s voice was impossibly close. She turned to see his face no more than a few 

centimetres away from her. Aware that she was turning impossibly red, she turned back 

round. This was ridiculous. The Life Protection Agency was a predominantly male work 

environment. She’d heard several things, been in several situations that could have made her 

feel uncertain, made her blush. But she’d always managed to keep level-headed. Why was 

that all crumbling away when all Jeffrey was doing was stand close? Topless.  

   And he was standing really close too. So close she could feel the pressure from his body, so 

close his breath was tickling her neck. His hand closed over hers on the door handle, turning 

it to open it.  

   Jo swallowed, turning suddenly to look at him. She needed confirmation that it wasn’t just 

her. Surely it wasn’t just her that had felt something – a delicious yet searing heat that had 

shot through her the second his hand had met hers? That was still shooting through her, 

making it very difficult to think straight?  

   Jo felt his hand leave hers. Instead, his hands travelled downwards, holding her waist and 

drawing her closer towards him as he angled his head lower to kiss her.  

   Jo relaxed against him, her hands trailing upwards to encircle his neck. She couldn’t let 

herself think about what was happening – she wouldn’t. Kissing him wasn’t how she’d ever 

imagined it to be – she wondered how she could’ve got it all wrong. It was as if Jeffrey was 

no longer her boss. The domineering and volatile side of him was gone, only to be replaced 

with somebody for more caring. His kiss was deep and sincere, his tongue caressing hers with 

uncommon tenderness. She heard him moan, a deep guttural sound and felt herself weaken at 
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the sound of his core emotion. Her hands began to wander. Down his neck, across his chest, 

trailing along his stomach and down to his waist, his back… 

   She pulled away abruptly, staring at him. The skin on his back wasn’t smooth like the rest 

of him. It was raised, sharp, scratchy.  

   Jeffrey reached down and removed her hands, putting them back around his neck. She 

opened her mouth but he shook her head, willing her with his eyes to keep quiet. He leant 

down again to kiss her. Jo knew there was nothing in the world she wanted more than for this 

moment; to feel his kisses, his hands…  

   But if there was one thing she knew about herself; it was her unrelenting curiosity. It was a 

part of her she knew she couldn’t switch off, couldn’t just leave outside the bedroom. 

Instinctively, her hands trailed down again to his back. She had to be sure. Her breath hitched 

as she confirmed; scars crisscrossed across the entirety of Jeffrey’s back. Deep scars. The 

kind of scars that never disappeared.  

   “Jeffrey…” 

   “Don’t,” Jeffrey shook his head. His voice was tight, pained. His eyes were dark and 

clouded, and not from attraction anymore. Jo could tell how rigid his chest was. He was 

holding his breath.  

   “Who did this to you?”  

   Jeffrey removed her hands again and closed his eyes. He wasn’t going to answer her but Jo 

realised she didn’t want to know. Whoever had done this had inflicted memories that clearly 

haunted him today. She wondered just how much and whether it was really a wise idea to get 

involved with a man who was clearly hurting so much he’d held his breath for the past twenty 

seconds. “Jeffrey?” 

   He opened his eyes again.  

   “Sorry,” he murmured. “It’s just…I…”  
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   “It’s alright,”  

   He stared at her for a while but she could tell his thoughts were still far, far away. Jo 

shifted, suddenly feeling awkward. Without thinking, she reached out. Jeffrey tensed but 

didn’t pull away as she held his hand in hers, circling his palm with her thumb. It was an 

instinctive action. She didn’t know why she was doing it or even what it was meant to 

achieve. Slowly, Jeffrey’s jaw unclenched and he closed his eyes again.  

   “Shit,” he mumbled. “I’m sorry…” He struggled for the words. His face was tinged red, 

embarrassed.  

   “You don’t have to apologise,”  

   It was as if her words had the most palliative effect of them all. Jeffrey finally released his 

breath, his chest inflating out and then caving in a successive series of painful gasps. Jo 

continued to circle her thumb across his palm. Unexpectedly, he buried his head against her 

shoulder, his breath warm against her neck. Slowly, she felt his breathing stabilise, felt the 

internal panic subside, felt his heartbeat slow against hers.  

   “It’s okay,” she whispered. “It’s okay.”  

  

* 

    

   Jeffrey stared at Agent Jo Ryans who was sleeping peacefully under the covers, legs tucked 

up in the foetal position and snoring slightly. Up till now, Jeffrey had never been a fan of 

those unnecessary noises that people made in their sleep, but right now he found it endearing.  

   The sudden and unwelcome face of Vincent Donahue popped into his head, and he 

wondered fleetingly what the ‘profiler’ would say about Jo’s sleeping position. That she’d 

had some extreme issues as a child, probably.  

    The events of last night didn’t come flooding back. Instead, they trickled through his brain 
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like the last drops of water from a rusty tap, which was good because he wasn’t sure he had 

the strength to handle thinking yet.  

   Jeffrey hadn’t been able to sleep the entire night. He’d sent Jo from his room shortly after 

his embarrassing panic attack. She had been reluctant to leave him at first, and when she’d 

left she made him promise that Jeffrey would wake her if he wanted anything. Whilst she was 

asleep, he’d made himself several cups of coffee and sat awake, berating himself for all the 

stupid decisions he’d made in the past 24 hours.  

1) Saving Jake. He’d gotten himself involved in a mere case of domestic violence, when 

there was a serial killer on the loose. Not just any mundane killer – but the person 

who had murdered his own wife. They were still around, and for all he knew, they 

could be after him next.  

2) Inviting Jo round. The last time he’d had a woman in his house...in his life; things 

hadn’t turned out too well.  

3) Kissing Jo. 

The last one was the most confusing. It was possibly the stupidest decision out of the three 

but also one of the most enjoyable mistakes of his life. Shit.  

   Jeffrey shook his head, forcing himself to think about something else. Once again, he 

racked his brain as to who could have done this. He’d locked many criminals away, many 

dangerous ones who would have a vendetta against him, sure, but this had been going on for 

a long time. It seemed personal. Somebody out there was either angry enough or obsessed 

enough to kill his wife, to send him her dismembered body, and to write to him about it ten 

years later. He remembered the words from the previous note and fought a surge of rising 

panic.  

   Just like old times, eh? 

   Yeah, with a twist.  



112 | P a g e                      A c q u a h          B l a c k  R o s e  B u t c h e r   

 

   This time Jeffrey wouldn’t let them get away. 

   Suddenly, Jo sighed loudly, stretched, and sat up on the sofa. Not having time to walk 

away, Jeffrey stood there and smiled in what he hoped was a nonchalant way.  

   “Morning,”  

   “Have you been watching me sleep?!” Jo asked cynically. 

   “And good morning to you too!” Jeffrey laughed. “Sleep well? Sorry it was only the sofa 

bed...”  

   “No, it was fine. I couldn’t kick you out of your room, could I? And it was only right for 

Jake to have the spare room. Is he...?” 

   “Still asleep.”  

   “Oh.”  

   Jeffrey made his way over and sat down next to her.  

   “Thanks for helping, y’know, last night, with Jake.”  

   “That’s alright.” Jo looked slightly puzzled.  

   We’re not going to speak about what almost happened last night then? Her eyes said.  

   No. We’re not. His eyes replied.  

   “What am I going to do with him?” 

   “He’s going to have to go back to the Children’s Home.” 

   “It doesn’t seem right.” 

   “I know,” Jo sighed.  

   “It’s them that got him into this mess in the first place!” 

   “I know. But what are you going to do? He can’t just stay here while we go to work,” 

   “Why not?” 

   “The services don’t even know where he is! In their eyes this is kidnap,” 

   “Better than grievous bodily harm.” 
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   “Point taken. What time is it?” 

   “Half five in the morning,”  

   “Work in an hour,” she said. 

   “Yep.” Then he laughed.  

   “What?”  

   “Just thinking about how this will look,” he admitted. “You and I turning up to work 

together...” 

   Her response surprised him. 

  “Do you really care about what people will think?” 

   “No, of course not. Though Claudia might have a word or two to say about it!”  

   “More than one or two.” She directed a serious look at him.  

   “What’s that supposed to mean?” He asked, instantly picking up on the sombre atmosphere.  

   “Are you kidding me? You mean you haven’t noticed?” 

   “Haven’t noticed what?” 

   “The way she looks at you,”  

    Now he was genuinely confused.  

   “How does she look at me?” 

   “Flirtatiously. She sips from that annoying coffee mug of hers and eyes you flirtatiously 

over it, enticing you with those bright, purple contact lenses...”  

    Jeffrey burst out laughing.  

   “You’re having me on, aren’t you?” 

   “Maybe slightly,” she grinned, standing and stretching. “But seriously, you haven’t noticed 

the way she acts around you?” 

   “Like a Dictator rather than a Director? Sure,” Jeffrey said bitterly.  

   “You’re blind,” she muttered. 
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   “Joanna Ryans, if I didn’t know you better I’d say it bothered you,” Jeffrey teased. 

   “Forget it,” Jo said. She stood and stretched. She had turned up to Jeffrey’s house in a 

casual dark t-shirt and jeans, which were now flung lazily over the arm of a chair in the 

corner of the room. Now she was wearing a light top, pink stripy flannel shorts, and a long 

flowing dressing gown. All three items of clothing had belonged to his late wife. 

   He looked at her now – really looked at her. Cherry had been a little skinnier than her, and 

as a result, the shorts clung to her thighs, defining their tanned and healthily muscled 

physique. The waistband, supported by a subtle crimson bow, accentuated the curved 

delicacy of her waist. Suddenly, she laughed self-consciously and drew the dressing gown 

closer round her body.  

   Jeffrey looked down hastily. “Well, if she does have any feelings for me, she conceals them 

pretty well – Claudia, I mean,” he said gruffly, thinking back to the last conversation they’d 

had.  

   “Why start a sentence with that if what follows won’t be respectful at all?” It seemed to 

him as though Claudia neither liked nor disliked him – that she simply regarded him as an 

Agent who was good at his job and one that she’d have to tolerate. If Jo was correct...if he 

misjudged women that badly, perhaps it was no wonder that there’d been no one else since 

Cherry had died... 

   He looked back up at Jo, who was walking out of the door and was suddenly unsure of what 

to say.  

   “What have you got for breakfast then?” she asked. “Boss?” 

   “We’re not at work yet!” he pointed out. “Jeffrey will be fine.”  

   “Mm, but it feels wrong. You know, like that teacher you’ll never stop calling ‘Sir’ even 

though he no longer teaches you.”  

   “I know what you mean,”  
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   “Besides, I kind of like calling you ‘Boss.’ Now...breakfast?” 

 

* 

 

   Breakfast was a colourful affair; toast, eggs, bacon, sausages, strong coffee and orange 

juice. Soon the aroma woke Jake and he came downstairs and joined them at the table. 

    Jeffrey sipped his coffee and marvelled at how ‘normal’ a situation this was. Usually, he 

gulped coffee alone and headed off to work. Now, to an outsider, it would seem as though he 

was enjoying a continental breakfast with his family. Jo and Jake were talking – Jo being 

outgoing as she was, with Jake looking at her a little shyly and picking at his food. Still, the 

conversation wasn’t stilted, and really, if nobody had known they would have looked like an 

ordinary family. The boy even had Jo’s slight nose...and Jeffrey’s tanned skin.  

   He shook his head in bewilderment as the last of the coffee slipped down his throat and 

finally one or two brain cells began working.  

   “Lydia will be here in half an hour.” At the look of confusion on Jake’s face he continued: 

“The social worker from last night? Don’t worry; I’ve known her for a long time and she’s 

trustworthy. She’ll make sure you have a good place to stay, alright? As for your uncle, I 

don’t think you’ll be seeing much of him. I’ve warned him not to even bother requesting 

bail...he’s safer inside than out if I have anything to do with it.” 

   Jake smiled and muttered a ‘thank you’ before ducking behind his long fringe, though 

Jeffrey hadn’t missed the brief flash of desolation in his eyes, and by the look of sympathy 

she was shooting him, Jo hadn’t either.  

   Poor kid, was what she was thinking. He clearly didn’t want another placement, and who 

could blame him when the last one had beaten him up to within an inch of his life? Jeffrey 

could still see the bruises on Jake’s face and the lacerations on his arms that jumped out over 
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his pale skin like blood-red train tracks.  

   It was then that the doorbell rang, loud, brash and unexpected. Jeffrey frowned and stood 

quickly.  

   “Who is it?” Jo asked. 

   “Hang on; I’ll just use my extendible eyes, shall I? They can see around the corridor and 

through the front door too,” Jeffrey muttered.  

   “Damn. Somebody’s grumpy when they haven’t had their morning coffee,” Jo grumbled. 

“What I meant was – expecting anybody?” 

   “No,” he replied. “Lydia’s not due for another thirty minutes and the postman never knocks 

unless I’ve ordered something that needs to be signed. Which I haven’t.”  

   He walked down the corridor and flung open the door.  

   “Who is it?” Jo repeated.  

   Jeffrey bent and picked something up, before straightening and turning round to her, 

slightly pale.  

   “No one,” he said. “Look.”  

   In his hand, he held a large bouquet of black roses.  
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CHAPTER TWELVE 

 

   It took just five seconds, but what seemed like an hour, for Jeffrey to drop the bundle of 

flowers and head out the door, sprinting at a speed that would have left Usain Bolt 

speechless.  

    They rang the doorbell – they’ve got to be here somewhere! Jeffrey thought. He had no 

idea where they could have gone, but his instinct told him to turn right and just keep running.  

    There! No. Just two women chatting, a kid walking a dog, a man on his phone looking 

suitably indignant as Jeffrey ran into him. No time to apologise. Over there, a postman on his 

daily round, a kid on his way to school, a taxi cruised along the street.  

   “Steve!” Jeffrey approached the postman. “I’ve just had a package delivered on my 

doorstep,” he gasped, trying unsuccessfully to catch his breath. 

   “Wasn’t me mate,” Steve shrugged. “I had no package for you today, but...”  

   “What?” Jeffrey stressed.  

   “I thought I saw someone approaching your doorstep – yes, a young man...”  

   “Who? Where?” 

   The postman scanned the road thoughtfully, then pointed to the back of a disappearing 

figure.  
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   “There! Over there!”  

   Jeffrey nodded his thanks and then sprinted down the road after the figure. It didn’t take 

him long. He grabbed the person by the back of their blazer and slammed him against the 

wall.  

   “What are you doing?!” A young voice cried.  

   Jeffrey took a closer look at his catch and loosened his grip. It was just a schoolboy.  

   “You put the flowers on my doorstep.” It was a statement, yet a hint of doubt made its way 

through his voice. 

    “No,” the boy said, avoiding Jeffrey’s eyes and suddenly, all doubt faded away.  

    “You did!” Jeffrey said angrily. “Why?” 

    “She gave me 20 quid for it, alright? Look here...” The boy fished in his pocket and thrust 

the crisp cash into his hands. “Have it,”  

   “I don’t want it...who gave you that?” 

    “Some woman on the street! She said she’d pay me to deliver some flowers that she 

couldn’t do herself,”  

   “What did she look like?” 

   “I don’t know...I mean, she offered me money and I took it. Tall?” 

    “White? Black? Asian? Fat? Long hair?” Jeffrey spoke desperately. 

    “White. She was wearing a yellow top, gloves and a hat...her hair could’ve been blonde...or 

brown...I don’t know.”  

   Jeffrey shook his head and released the kid. It was obvious the boy was telling the truth – 

he was too scared to lie.  

   “What direction did she go in?” 

   He pointed with a shaky finger in the opposite direction. 

   “Wait here. You leave and I’ll charge you for impeding the course of justice.” Jeffrey ran 
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back up the road. It had been five minutes since he’d opened his front door and seen the 

flowers. Neither did he know exactly how long ago this woman had approached the school 

kid. She’d gone in the other direction and she would most probably have had a car waiting for 

her...  

  Still, he was scanning the road when he saw Jo run up to him breathlessly.  

  “Find anything?” 

  “A school kid dropped those flowers off. A woman told him to apparently. Yellow top and a 

hat,” Jeffrey briefed her quickly.   

   “So the killer’s a woman?” 

   “Or she could be an accomplice,” Jeffrey muttered.  

    Ten minutes later, they gave up the hunt and went back into the house. The school kid’s 

address and gave him a reprimand about involving himself in things he shouldn’t.  Jo was 

shivering, still only wearing flannel shorts and a light t-shirt.  

    Jake was waiting at the front door for them. He thrust something in Jeffrey’s hands.  

   “This was attached to the back of the petals,” he spoke excitedly. “What does it mean?” 

   Jeffrey took the thin piece of card from the boy. It resembled a business card; the kind you 

get given by lawyers or estate agents. Except there was no name on it. And unsurprisingly, 

there was no number or address which they could use to contact the killer with.  

   There were just three letters, written in bold, but with the same scrawled handwriting as the 

other note.  

   BRB.  

   

 

* 
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“So let me get this straight, the killer dropped flowers off at your door?” Tom asked 

incredulously. “Why would they compromise the ingenuity of their anonymity like that? For 

years they’ve kept a ridiculously tight hold over their identity, to the extent that we know so 

little about them – gender, age, ethnicity – and now they blow it just like that?”  

   “It does seem very out of character. Although the woman that spoke to the kid could’ve 

been an accomplice; just another pawn in the master plan.” Jeffrey added.  

   “Exactly, that would make more sense.” Agent Tom nodded thoughtfully.  

   “Let me have a look at that note.”  

   It was the profiler. Grudgingly, Jeffrey nodded and Jo passed the evidence box over to 

Professor Donahue.  

   “BRB...”  

   “Black Rose Butcher?” Jeffrey suggested sarcastically. 

   “Unless he’s trying to send a message within a message,” Vincent mused. “That’s a 

standard acronym used by millions around the world today. Be Right Back. The killer wants 

you to know that they’re back; back from wherever they’ve been hiding these past ten years. 

Back for you. It’s one of his sick jokes.”  

   “Be right back...” Jeffrey repeated. They were just three words but written by The Butcher 

they were just as ominous as ‘Slit your throat.’  

   He swivelled on his chair trying to think clearly, aware that they were all staring at him, 

waiting for a gem of wisdom. 

   As much as he hated to admit it – even to himself – the Black Rose Butcher was a name 

that terrified him. It was the same entity that had caused him nightmare after nightmare years 

back, and the very same one that had taken away the only person he’d ever loved. And the 

only person to have given her back. Even now, Jeffrey could feel the horror he’d felt that day 

when his hands had touched the cold and clammy flesh of her wedding finger, wrapped 
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delicately in pink paper among several shattered pieces of glass on the floor. He’d felt as 

though he was going crazy. He couldn’t breathe... 

   “Boss? Boss, are you alright?” Jo was shaking his shoulder lightly.  

   “I’m fine.”  

   “You were shaking,”  

   “I’m fine,” he snapped, brushing her off and pretending not to notice the hurt look on her 

face.  

   He blinked twice, forcing the room to shift into focus. He realised that he must have been 

holding his breath, and he tried to slow it down, even though his heart was hammering 

against his ribcage. All he could feel was pain all over, but he couldn’t let them see it.  

   Don’t think about the past...focus on the bastard that killed her, he told himself strictly  

   He attempted to say something coherent but his mouth was so dry it felt like his lips were 

taped together.  

   “May I suggest something?” Vincent piped up.  

   Jeffrey shot daggers at him. This was just what he needed.  

   “Sure. Go ahead.”  

   “Well, we know that men account for just over 90% of documented serial killers,” Vincent 

started thoughtfully, “So despite the woman you’ve seen, let’s assume for now that The Black 

Rose Butcher is your average killer. Tall, male, Caucasian, abused as a child and perhaps in 

between jobs. He would also likely be above average build and strength to capture all these 

women.”  

   “Which leaves us with practically 80% of the population alone,” Jeffrey pointed out.  

   “We’ve got to think as if we’re the killer. Why does he cut off the wedding finger and keep 

it as a trophy? Why does he leave black roses?” 

   “Cause he’s a sick freak?” Tom suggested.  
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   Jo nodded. “I see what you’re getting at. Maybe an ex fiancé, or wife pissed him off? That 

coupled with mental instability would be cause enough for murder. It would also explain why 

he chops off specifically the engagement finger. Maybe he was married or engaged to his first 

victim.”  

   “Who was his first victim?” Tom asked.  

  “Amanda Foreman...” Jeffrey shook his head grimly. “She was in her early twenties...and 

she was single. This theory doesn’t work.”  

   “Maybe the killer was a past boyfriend of hers?” Vincent suggested.  

   “Nope. She was very big on chastity apparently. I followed her case – and all the others – 

excessively for years and I remember her well. Pretty girl, very innocent...everybody was 

devastated by her death. No past or current boyfriends, relationships or even flings. She was 

the Butcher’s first kill.”  

   Agent Tom’s stomach rumbled from across the bullpen and Jeffrey looked up at the clock. 

It was nearing half one.  

   “Right, quick lunch break guys. We’ll meet back here in an hour.”  

 

* 

 

“So it’s a safe assumption that our killer chops off his victim’s fingers because he wants to 

get back at an ex-lover...but his first kill had never been in a relationship before. So where 

does that leave us?” 

   “Here.”  

   Vincent stood suddenly and passed a dark folder to Jeffrey. It was so slim that he could 

hold it with minute space between his thumb and forefinger. It hard no markings on it except 

the numbers and letters for the British National Security: MI5.  
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   “Friedrich Hanson,” Vincent continued, ignoring the curious stares everybody was 

directing at him. “He was born and raised in England, although his parents immigrated to 

England in ’37.” He hesitated.  

   “No, go on,” said Jeffrey, opening the file and scanning the contents.  

   “He’s about fifty now and he disappeared completely off the radar precisely ten years ago.”  

   “When the killings started,” Tom murmured. “But who is he?”  

   “Friedrich’s parents died when he was in his late teens...deaths that were of a suspicious 

nature.”  

   “How suspicious?” Jeffrey asked.  

   “His dad fell down some stairs and his mother accidentally drank some form of poison.”  

   “Pretty suspicious,” Jeffrey conceded.  

   “Right, that’s what I thought. Anyhow, Friedrich was pretty bright. He was a straight A 

student, he was good looking and a right charmer...”  

    “Are these your observations?” Tom said.  

   “Based on the file, yes,” Vincent said seriously. “Anyhow, all of this led to a great deal of 

interest from women...”  

   “Interest that he took full advantage of,” Jeffrey muttered. “Says here he was married to 

five women at the same time...” 

   “That would be correct. Do you recognise any of those women?” 

   Jeffery scanned the file. Each woman’s name was placed next to a photograph and an 

extensive historical background check. None of the names rang a bell. 

    “No. Should I?” 

    “I didn’t think you would,” Vincent was triumphant. “But what’s interesting is...those 

women that are listed there...I forget their names...?”  

   “Diana Black, Gina Young, Joanna Bradford, Lisa Hemingway, and June Browning.”   
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   “Yes. Well believe it or not, Amanda Foreman wasn’t The Black Rose Butcher’s first kill.” 

   “What are you talking about?” Jeffrey snapped. “Foreman was the first body found, the 

very first link we have to this killer. Her case has been documented and re-examined one 

hundred times since...” 

   Vincent held up a hand. 

   “Please. If you doubt me, continue reading. The young girl in that file –Diana Black– was 

The Black Rose Butcher’s first kill.”  
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

 

The silence in the room was heavy and pressed down on all three agents and the profiler for a 

long time. Jeffrey’s mind was turning somersaults. If Vincent was speaking the truth and the 

LPA had been looking at the wrong first victim, it could affect the entire investigation.  

   “What do you mean?”  

   “Diana was his first wife, although all of these women were happily married to him-” 

   “I’m sure he wasn’t too unhappy about the situation either,” Tom commented.  

   “Exactly. But picture this; after years of happy marriage, all five women are killed – 

stabbed brutally within the confines of their homes. All on the same day. Despite being 

married, all these women basically lived alone. MI5 believe Hanson told each of them he was 

abroad doing work, or maybe even a member of the army, which is how they never found out 

he was disappearing to spend time with his other women.”  

   “What do MI5 have to do with this?” Jo frowned.  

   “I’ll get to that bit in a minute. So Diana and the other women are found one day in their 

homes by local police officers, stabbed to death and their wedding fingers cut off.”  

   “Let me guess – this is when Hanson disappears?”  

  “Exactly. And it’s after his disappearance that the killings are extended to people past his 
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family. That’s when we get the murder of Amanda Forman, etcetera. All the victims you’ve 

heard of.”  

   Agent Jeffrey flipped through the file furiously  

  “This is ridiculous. Where did you...how did you get this?”  

  “I called in a few favours.”  

   Jeffrey slammed the file down on the table, eyes flashing. 

   “Why did I not hear of this before?” His voice was tense and his shoulders square. It looked 

as if slight provocation would cause him to punch the nearest person. Vincent, who was 

standing closest, took a careful step back.  

   “This is where it gets interesting...”  

   “Interesting? No. Interesting is a word psychologists like you use when a new killer props 

up. ‘Let’s find out what’s going on in their mind,’ you say. ‘What’s causing them to behave 

like this?’ To you it’s just another study. Let me tell you something – I didn’t find it very 

interesting that my wife was killed, nor do I find it ‘fascinating’ that other people have been 

through similar experiences. So you’d better hurry up and tell me exactly why I haven’t been 

told any of this damn information before today or believe me when I say you’re not going to 

like the result.”  

   “Look, I understand you’re pissed...”  

   “The hell I’m pissed!”  

  “...But if you’re looking for a fight, you’ve got to pick one with MI5. They’re the ones 

who’ve been sitting on this information for ten years.”  

   “Why?” 

   Vincent picked up an identical file to the one on Hanson and passed it to Jeffrey.  

   “Because of her.” He opened a page and tapped a grainy black and white photograph. A 

woman stared back up at him.  
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   “Who is she? Damnit, am I going to have to ask you everything?!”  

   “Sorry. Her name’s Rose Larsson.” 

   “I recognise the name?”  

   “She worked with MI5 – logistics, intelligence and covert operations. She was their Head 

Techie.” Tom surmised quickly.  

   “Right. So get this – Rose was Hanson’s sixth wife.”  

   “So his sixth victim?” 

   “Nope, she’s still alive. Somehow – I don’t know how – she found out about Hanson’s 

other wives and saw that they were all killed the same way. She realised it was too much to 

be a coincidence so she informed her boss of the situation. Can you imagine how much that 

would embarrass an agency? Their top worker being married to a serial killer and being a 

threat to national security?” 

   “Now that’s irony,” Tom muttered.  

   “They didn’t take it to the press then?” Jo said grimly. 

   “You got it. They did what they do best. They covered everything up. I don’t know all the 

details but you can imagine them flipping through their phone books, calling in favours. It’s 

almost laughable! Cheques were probably bouncing all around the country – it’s difficult to 

put a price on silence. Anybody who tried to go to the press was fired, jailed, deported – you 

name it.” 

  Jeffrey shook his head at the sheer audacity of it. Of course, hitting a brick wall in an 

investigation was never accidental. Another agency had usually placed it there.  

   “What happened next?”  

   “They sent her to a safe house. She’s been hiding from The Black Rose Butcher – Hanson, 

for years now. A short while later, the other killings started. MI5 justified sitting on the 

information as none of the ‘newer’ victims were married to Hanson, and therefore they said 
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there was no relation between those murders and The Butcher’s. Besides, protecting one of 

their best workers was their priority. As I said, I had to call in a favour to uncover this but it’s 

clear the two are one and the same thing. One killer. And it all leads to Hanson.”  

   “That’s unbelievable...” Tom whispered. “They’ve jeopardised chain upon chain of 

evidence and ruined years’ worth of investigation! What do we do now boss?” 

   “Now...we find Rose Larsson,” Jeffrey said.   

   

* 

 

The safe house was located within Ashwurst Woods and appeared to be nothing more than a 

cottage. The walls were whitewashed and the windows and doors placed in a way that made 

the building resemble a friendly face.  

   “This is the safe house?” Tom frowned. “Really?” 

   “Well it would hardly be a disguise if it looked like a technological fortress,” Jo reminded 

him. 

   The agents made their way down a pebbled path before finally reaching the front door.  

   “Special Agents! Open up!”  

   “Keyword,” barked a strong voice.  

   “Operation Butcher,” Jeffrey replied.  

   Immediately they heard what sounded like a million bolts and chains being unfastened and 

the door swung open. A woman stood in its frame. She had blonde hair and an impossibly 

skinny form. She presumably hadn’t left the house very often since she went into hiding, but 

she was dressed to kill in smart business clothes – a black blazer, black trousers and sleek 

high heels. A tortoiseshell hairclip scraped her hair ridiculously tight against her scalp.   

   “You must be Rose,” Jeffrey said.  
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   “Yes, and you must be the Special Agents I was told about. Come in,” she smiled brightly.  

 

* 

 

“You’ll have to excuse me for being so paranoid,” Rose said, waving carelessly at the many 

bolts on the door.  

   Inside, the cottage was a completely different story. In fact, it resembled a hi-tech bunker 

rather than a home. Computers whirred in almost every corner and covered all the walls. The 

floor was polished silver. 

   “I work from home, if you like,” she smiled gently, seeing their reaction. “Security’s had to 

be pretty tight since I moved here.” She picked up a remote control lying on a table beside 

them and pressed one of its many buttons. “This is what I was watching when you arrived.”  

   The screen flickered and fizzed for a few seconds before changing suddenly to show them 

the pebbled path they’d just walked up. 

   Jeffrey shrugged.  

   “You believe your life is in danger. It’s understandable.”  

   “Why Agent Jeffrey...you say that as if you don’t believe it is!” She studied him carefully.  

   “I don’t know, is it? That’s why we’re here.” Jeffrey walked into another room, and Rose 

followed him worriedly. Finding a seat, he took it. “Convince us.”  

   “Yes...well...” Rose seemed thrown. She laughed wildly and used her hand to tuck away 

and loose strand of her hair. “Tea? Coffee?”  

   She took their orders and walked quickly away. The agents exchanged glances. It was 

obvious the woman wasn’t completely ‘there.’ Her eyes were a little too wide, her 

movements a little too sharp and her gestures erratic.  

   “She’s been locked up for years,” Jo whispered. “Is it any wonder she’s...?”  
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   “She’s what?” 

   Rose stood behind them, glaring angrily. “You think I’m nuts don’t you? That’s what my 

bosses at MI5 said. They told me this was a safe house but I knew they’d given up on this 

protection scheme when the round-the-clock bodyguards starting disappearing years ago. I 

may be lonely but I’m not insane.” Her hands started wobbling and she almost dropped the 

tray she was holding.  

   “Let me,” Tom quickly took the tray, set it down and lead her to a seat.  

   “Thank you,” she sniffed, wiping away a single tear. Nobody had seen it fall from her eyes. 

It was as if it had just crystallised on her cheek. Nothing about the woman seemed quite right.  

   Tom took her hands and forced them to be still.  

  “Calm down, “ 

   She laughed through her tears.  

   “You’re a real charmer aren’t you? I bet you’re a proper ladies’ man,” she told him.  

   “Like you wouldn’t believe,” Jo rolled her eyes. “He can’t even be trusted to interview 

female witnesses, that’s how bad he is. He’d get done for harassment.” 

   “Persistence is not harassment,” Tom argued.  

   Rose laughed out loud.  

   “I guess you would like to hear about Friedrich now,” she said. At the utterance of his 

name, her face clouded over and her eyes flashed with the intensity and electricity of a storm 

about to hit.  

 

   * 

 

   “I was married to that man for 3 and a half years. He told me he did accountancy overseas. 

Actually, then I believed his name was Adam West...we rarely saw each other because of his 
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job, but when we did it was wonderful. I felt as though Adam was the only person who truly 

got me. We told each other everything. He told me things...things that I now know to be a 

lie.”  

   “You loved him?” Jeffrey asked.  

   “You tell me. I mean, would you stay with someone – someone you saw only three times a 

year, and only for weekends at a time – for three and a half years if you didn’t love them? 

   Jeffrey nodded thoughtfully. 

   “Go on,” 

   “After a while, things just weren’t adding up. When we first started going out, I’d promised 

myself never to use the privileges that came with my job to check up on him. Being head of 

Special Operations, I knew it would be easy to check what he was up to in his absences. I 

thought that maybe he was cheating. I didn’t expect to find...what I did.”  

   “What was that?” 

   She seemed to consider before speaking slowly.  

   “Friedrich and I were happily married. Do you want to see a picture?” 

   “Sure.”  

   Reaching into her back pocket, she pulled out a worn photograph and laid it reverently 

before them.  

   “That’s us when we first met.”  

   The agents peered closer. The man in the photo was a little on the short side. He had sandy 

hair, an even tan and eyes as blue as the sea. He looked as though he had stepped straight out 

of a surfing catalogue; as if he had been born and raised on the beach all his life.  

  “Gorgeous isn’t he?” 

   “Yeah, if you like that sort,” Tom said.  

   “What? Good looking?” Jo teased.  
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   “What you want is kind and humorous,” Tom pointed out.  

   “Well I was instantly attracted to him,” Rose said. “We were married pretty quickly. It took 

months to gather enough information but when I did, it was irrefutable.  Adam West didn’t 

exist. Friedrich Hanson did. And Hanson was married to four other women. I was going to 

confront him but the next thing I know, all four of these women turned up dead and he was 

nowhere to be seen. I panicked that I was going to be next...”  

    “And MI5 have been sitting on this information for all these years,” Jeffrey whistled. 

“Unbelievable.”  

   “I’m sorry...the killer...they took someone important from you.”  

   “How do you know?” 

   “It’s in your voice,” she said simply.  

   Jeffrey stared at her for a while, and Jo jumped in.  

   “Do you know where we can find Hanson?” 

   She seemed to think deeply for a moment, but when she spoke it was delivered with all the 

spontaneity of a cashier’s monotonous – Do you have a clubcard? - and gave the awkward 

impression that she’d rehearsed what she was going to say many times.  

   “When I started researching, I discovered that his ancestors were from Mexico. Adam had 

told me his work required him to work abroad to Spain, Italy...he never mentioned Mexico. 

Then again, he never mentioned his three other wives either.”  

   Tom smiled wryly.  

   “Perhaps he was just a man of few words...”  

   “Yes,” Rose raised her eyebrows. “But not enough women.”  
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

 

The doorbell rang and Jeffrey gave a long-suffering sigh. It was half nine and he’d just gotten 

back in from the office. Not that he’d been about to sleep. His brain was too wired for that 

but he had been relishing a few seconds to himself. He thought about not answering but 

whoever it was insistent.  

   “I’m coming!” He growled, making his way to the front door. He flung it open and raised 

his eyebrows in shock.  

   Lydia stood in the doorway. Jake stood beside her.  

   “Oh...hello?” He said. He held onto the door jamb, feeling suddenly out of his depth. “Is 

something the matter?” 

   “No, could we come in?” 

   “Yes, yes, course.” He moved aside to allow them in and closed the door after them. “Do 

you guys want anything? Tea? Coffee?” 

   “Tea would be marvellous, thanks.”  

   Jeffrey nodded.  

   “How about you, Jake?” 

   “No thanks,” Jake mumbled.  
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   Lydia smiled brightly.  

   “I’ll give you a hand, Jeff.” She turned to Jake. “Why don’t you just...watch some TV or 

something, yes? I won’t be long.”  

   Jake raised his eyebrows and the two adults made their way over to the kitchen.  

   “He’s not a child you know,” Jeffrey spoke without thinking.  

   “I’ve spent all day supervising kids under the age of ten – it’s difficult to switch of the 

‘patronising’ sometimes.” 

   “Oh trust me, I know,” Jeffrey grinned, filling the kettle and flicking the switch. He looked 

at her carefully, trying to gauge the reason for her appearance. He decided Jake must’ve left 

something the last time he’d been round – over a week ago. Which was strange, because 

surely it would’ve turned up by now. And why the personal visit? With Jake? He could’ve 

sent it round in the post.  Or Lydia could’ve come by herself. “I told Jake to make sure he 

packed everything when he left here,” Jeffrey told her. “He missed something, didn’t he?”  

   “Yes.”  

   “What was it?” 

   “You.” 

   Jeffrey stared.  

   “What?” 

   “I don’t know how to say this but...Jake’s depressed. They haven’t diagnosed him with 

anything yet – you know how they are with diagnosing teenagers but I think he’s in serious 

trouble.” 

   “And this has to do with me...how?”  

   “Jeffrey, you’re the only person he trusts. You saved him from his Uncle, even when you 

didn’t have to. Nobody’s ever shown him that sort of kindness before.  Hell, nobody’s ever 

noticed him before. He’s even bullied at school – did you know that?” 
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   Jeffrey looked away. “He’s having to be home tutored. I’m finding things on him all the 

time – flick lighters, scissors, knives...He’s going to hurt himself or someone else pretty soon. 

He needs stability.”  

   The kettle had finished boiling. The kitchen suddenly seemed silent. Jeffery moved slowly 

and opened his cupboards, taking out the mugs.  

   “I thought the home provided that.” 

   “He knows nobody Jeffrey. He despises it there and –” She lowered her voice. “The boy is 

a complete wreck. We found a bunch of pills on him this morning. He admitted he was 

planning on swallowing them – on ending it. He needs somebody to talk to and I think he 

sees you as some sort of role model.”  

   Jeffrey nodded thoughtfully. He handed her a mug of tea and then took a sip of his own.  

   “Okay, what do you want me to do?” 

   “I thought you could talk to him. You know, mention what happened; how you turned your 

life around.”  

   Jeffrey protested, “I don’t think I can do that.” 

   “It would mean so much to him. Perhaps if I dropped him off here once a week or 

something? You two could head out or you could just stay here and chat. I think he just needs 

interaction.” 

   Jeffrey nodded his consent and then he laughed. 

   “What?” 

   “I feel like some sort of father being granted visitation rights.”  

   “Well, you’ve always been good with kids,” Lydia smiled back. Her tone softened. “You 

and Cherry – you ever think of having kids?” 

   Jeffrey took a moment to think. He stared at the mug in his hands. Lydia thought he wasn’t 

going to respond then,  
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   “We were trying.” He nodded, remembering. “It didn’t work...not for a long time anyway.” 

He took a sip.  

   “For a long time?” Lydia had a feeling she was going to hear something she didn’t like, but 

she couldn’t help asking.  

   “Yeah. One day I got home from work and she was all excited – told me she thought that 

she was pregnant.” 

   “How’d you feel?” Lydia asked, mainly to sidetrack him. She knew now that she didn’t 

want to hear the end of the story. Jeffrey’s eyes were dark and murderous.  

   “Bloody delirious,” Jeffrey admitted. “I don’t think I’d been happier in my life. She told me 

that she wasn’t definite but we were both very hopeful.”  

   Lydia held her breath.  

   “And then?” 

   “She was murdered two weeks later,” Jeffrey said. His voice was emotionless but his eyes 

were flashing with intense fury. “He cut her up so it was difficult to tell but they did some tox 

screens and a whole bunch of science-y analytical stuff; measured body hormones and all 

that.” He took another gulp. “The report came back positive. She was pregnant. I would’ve 

been a father. My own little child. My son. Or my daughter...” He shook his head and looked 

away, suddenly wishing Lydia wasn’t there. She’d seen him weak in his adolescence; she 

didn’t need to see him weak now.  

   “Oh Jeffrey...I’m sorry. I never realised.” 

   “How could you? I didn’t publicise the details.” He tried a smile but he couldn’t quite make 

it. “Guess I’d better go talk to Jake.”  

    

* 

Location: Mexico  
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Mexico City. Known as ‘Distrito Federal’ it is the capital of the heated, cultural spitball that 

is Mexico. 

   It was also 150 miles directly below them.  

   “We’ve picked a good time to come,” Jeffrey muttered, looking out of the helicopter’s 

windows at the large city below.  

   “Why’s that?” Jo asked, sensing there was something amiss.  

   “Dia de los muertos,” Tom said.  

   “Which is?” Jo shouted to be heard above the choppers’ blades.  

   A thick Mexican accent spoke jovially.  

   “Day of the dead! Signora, did you not learn Spanish at school?”  

   Eru Alvarez Alonso had introduced himself as their translator for the journey. Born in 

Mexico but spending the last five years in England, he had a strong accent and the weather-

beaten skin typical of those who live in Latin America. It was puckered in places and as 

brown as the cocoa beans his aboriginal homeland had discovered and introduced to other 

nations. He was wearing a white, puffy, open-collared shirt, dark trousers that wrinkled at the 

ankles and leather moccasins.  

   “No, I was never very fond of languages,” Jo said honestly. 

   “No hay un problema. It is not a problem. I will tell you all you need to know, huh?” 

   Jo grinned.  

   “Thanks.”  

   “De nada. We are almost there now. Gloria del Senor Temple, si? It was built, so they say, 

for ‘the glory of God.’ They’re one of the few temples in Mexico that believe in Mormon 

fundamentalism.”  

   “Polygamy,” Jeffrey surmised.  
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   “Exactly, signor. It was the very reason that the Fundamentalists broke away from the 

Latter Day Saints in the early twentieth century. The Latter Days decided to excommunicate 

members who practiced plural marriage, thus starting a group called the fundamentalists.” 

Eru spoke emphatically. His arms waved around his head in quick gesture and his friendly 

eyes never left the agents’. Obviously he was deeply passionate about his country’s history 

and culture. When he spoke, he elongated his vowels, so that ‘in’ sounded like ‘een.’  Jo 

noticed that, typical of the Mexican accent, he added unnecessary letters, so that ‘starting’ 

became ‘estarting.’  

   “Anyway, I was telling you about Dia de los Muertos, si? It’s a holiday where Mexicans 

can get together to pray for the souls of the dead. It started over 500 years ago, when the 

Spanish came over here and discovered the ancient Aztec ritual. The Aztec’s didn’t see death 

as the end, but rather as the continuation of life. Personally, I think it’s loco. But the 

celebration of death is now tradition. Welcome to my country.” He grinned. “The streets will 

probably be decorated with calacas – wooden skulls.”  

   “Oh I don’t know, it sounds interesting,” Jo grinned.  

   “Interesting, yes. Downright loco? Definitely. I suppose the closest English comparison I 

could find would be noche de brujas.”  

   “Halloween,” Jeffrey told Jo.  

   “Ahh,” she nodded.  

   The helicopter dipped slightly. Jo paled and reached out a hand to steady herself, finding 

Jeffrey’s arm. She felt the biceps tense beneath the fabric of his cotton shirt, and then they 

relaxed as he glanced at her in amusement.  

   “Where’s all this from? You’ve been in a helicopter before?” 

   “Only once,” Jo shrugged. “That time in the Amazon...”  
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   Jeffrey nodded quickly. The thought of the Rainforest, the mistake he’d made, and the 

resulting weeks in hospital still made him flinch.  

   “Really? Never been a helicopter before that?” 

   “Never needed to,” Jo shrugged. “At least I’m faring better than Tom.”  

   They looked over to where Agent Tom was holding a brown paper bag and turning pale 

green.     

   Jeffrey laughed.  

   “Planes I can deal with,” Jo continued. “Choppers are too inconsistent. You seem pretty 

comfortable with it though.”  

   “My days with the SAS were filled with missions that involved helicopters, tanks, planes, 

submarines...You name it.”  

   “Must’ve been pretty exciting.”  

   “I didn’t exactly have the best years of my life at the SAS,” Jeffrey reminded softly.  

   It was at that moment Jo realised her hand was still placed on his arm. She made no attempt 

to move it.   

   “I’m sorry for bringing it up,” she said.  

   “It’s not your fault,” Jeffrey smiled falteringly. “The only thing we can do now is catch the 

bastard.”  

   There was a short silence as Jo searched for the right words.  

   “Boss...” 

   The helicopter dipped again and she flailed. “Sorry...” 

   This time he supported her, placing his hands on her shoulders and drawing her upright.  

“Relax, we’re almost there.”  

 

* 
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Gloria del Senor Temple.   

   The large and quickly decaying edifice was made out of mud-brown stone and cement, 

nestled in the hilly slopes and verdures which overlooked a busy city. Despite the mould that 

was setting inside the outer walls, the cracked pillars, and the bleakness of its desolation, the 

Temple still managed to convey the grandeur it had boasted of during the early 19
th

 Century.  

  The Mormon stood still and looked up at it. Beneath his dark habit, he wore the traditional 

Mormon attire – a white body suit with special engravings on the collar.  

   The wind had stilled, and the sun beat down heavily upon all those unfortunate to be 

outside. The Monk parted his dry lips and breathed in slightly, as if scared that the intake of 

too much oxygen would burn his lungs.  

   “Hola!”  

   The body that accompanied the large voice was abnormally small. The face was honest, 

wide and friendly. Skinny arms poked out from the refines of a dark cloak.  

   “Tu habla espana?”  

   “A little,” The Monk replied in faltering Spanish.  

   “English? I know not much English...” The other man replied. “My name Isdor. Head monk 

of this Temple. No matter – us monks know much, speak little.” He laughed. “You know 

that, no? Where did you come from?” 

    “The Temple further south. I felt as though I had been called to ‘broaden my horizons.’”  

   “Ahh si. God tests us in strange ways.” The man smiled, and The Monk wondered if he saw 

a hint of coldness in those hooded eyes. Before he had time to think anything else, he was 

being led into the Temple. 

 

* 
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   Once he had been shown inside his room, The Monk removed the dark hood and surveyed 

the surroundings with steely blue eyes.  It’s amazing how much a simple piece of fabric can 

disguise a man. Now, The Monk was no longer a respectable man of religion relocating to a 

new place of worship, but an English agent present to track down a serial killer.  

   Special Agent Jeffrey searched his room for any cameras or bugs. Nothing. The walls were 

bare, the bed was made, and the bedside drawer only housed a tattered Book of Mormon. 

Then again, why would there be? Who would want to watch monks sit for hours, hands 

clasped, kneeling on the wooden floors and praying?  

   Jeffrey sat down on the bed, hearing the mattress creak beneath him. It was now 10am, and 

all the monks were expected to stay within their rooms until lunch was ready.  Jeffrey 

debated sneaking outside the room and searching for Friedrich Hanson, but quickly decided 

against it. No point is raising suspicion on his first day, besides; learning how things were run 

around here would probably come in handy later on.  

   There was a knock on the door. Quickly, Jeffrey reached across to the drawer of the bedside 

table, and pulled out the small, yellowing book. Opening it on a random page, he didn’t look 

up as he said:  

   “Come in.”  

   It was another monk. Balding, as far as Jeffrey could tell; the overhead light reflected off a 

patch of skin on his head that wasn’t quite hidden by his hood.  

   “My name is Fernando Ruez,” he said. “I help Master Isdor run this place. Just checking 

you are settling in well?” The words were delivered in a very thick Mexican accent, and 

painfully slowly, as if Fernando had to mull over every single word before he said it.  

   Jeffrey nodded.  

   “Yes, I’m settling in well, thank you. It’s good to be here.”  
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   Fernando Ruez smiled liltingly.  

   “You will get to know everyone here. It is a happy and loving place.”  

   Jeffrey smiled and nodded again.  

   “Not Mexican, are you?” 

   Jeffrey bit back a sarcastic response.  

   “No, I’ve lived here for a few months, but the other Temple just wasn’t working out. I’m 

hoping to find my enlightenment here,” he said politely.  

   “Ahh, and I can assure you that you will,” The Monk bowed his head and shuffled out of 

the room. Jeffrey sighed and lay back on the bed. He hated this feeling of uselessness. There 

had to be something he could do within the confines of these four walls. He had no idea just 

how many monks were within the Temple, but at least he could cross two off his mental list. 

Monk Isdor and Fernando Ruez had definitely not been Friedrich Hanson. Neither of them 

even faintly resembled the picture Rose Larsson had shown them in the safe house. Of 

course, Hanson could have employed disguises; gained weight, learned the accent...  

   Jeffrey sighed again. The fact of the matter was that he wasn’t going to find anything 

conclusive until he could examine each and every single monk closely.     

 

* 

 

Dinner was a quite affair. Worse than that, it was silent. A sign on a bronze plaque read: In a 

Closed Mouth, Flies Do Not Enter. Special Agent Jeffrey was tempted to ask Isdor about it, 

but the silence engulfing him made it impossible. Instead, he set about to attack the meal in 

front of him.  

   It had taken long enough before he had received ‘permission’ to start eating. First of all, 

three of the elder monks (among them was Isdor) had delivered prayers in Mexican. It 
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seemed to Jeffrey as if they were competing to see who could pray the loudest and longest. 

The food had been laid out at 12pm, but it was nearing half past before the prayers finally 

finished and they were allowed to eat. Jeffrey stared at the wooden bowls before him. One 

contained pancakes floating in a dark soup. Another contained something that looked suspiciously 

like dried crickets on flatbread. They couldn’t expect him to eat that surely? 

   Through his research on the plane over, he believed the ‘pancakes’ to be tostadas, and the 

latter to be pozole – a thick soup made with pork, garlic, chilli peppers and broth. The 

portions were small, but that was only to be expected. After all, living life as a monk was 

meant to be about fullness of the mind, not fullness of the stomach. Nevertheless, Jeffrey’s 

stomach growled as he ate. Thankfully, nobody seemed to notice. While he sat down, he took 

the opportunity to observe the men seated around him. They, like him, were wearing the 

customary temple garment, which were white to symbolise purity. On top of this, they each 

wore dark cloaks, with the hoods pulled up to shroud the face. They were sitting around a 

very long, rectangular table, and Jeffrey counted forty-eight of them in all. None of which he 

could identify as Friedrich Hanson. Each of the men huddled around their meals and ate 

slowly, seemingly unfazed by the spiciness of the food. The man that sat opposite him was 

old. Jeffrey could see his white hair peeking out from behind the dark fabric, and as if 

imitating the hood, his eyebrows drooped across his eyes. Definitely not Hanson. Ruling the 

elderly man and Isdor out left forty six men. Of course, Hanson could have changed a lot 

since his disappearance. The picture had shown him to be vivacious and good-looking. But he 

could have dyed his hair, and on this strict diet and significant lack of dumbbells, he would 

have had no choice but to wither slowly away.  

   One of the monks looked up to reach for a glass of water, and for a moment, Jeffrey 

unintentionally locked eyes with him. The eyes were cold and green, not at all like the 

charming blue in the photo, but for some reason Jeffrey felt an involuntary shiver run through 



144 | P a g e                      A c q u a h          B l a c k  R o s e  B u t c h e r   

 

his body. The man was the first to look away and return to his food. The whole encounter had 

lasted just about 3 seconds, but for some reason Jeffrey couldn’t shake that uneasy feeling, 

which had apparently already been forgotten by the green-eyed man. He surveyed the rest of 

the men. The trouble was, it was difficult to distinguish one from the other.  They were all 

seemingly of the same gender, age and culture. Three of men looked as though the time spent 

in Mexico had birthed tans that made them look almost Latino, but Jeffrey suspected they had 

been born somewhere cold and wet – England, perhaps. 

   The second lunch was finished, the monks were dismissed. Isdor informed him that he 

could either make his way to the chapel or to his room for prayer. Some of the members were 

making their way outside to do charity work. 

   Jeffrey, looking around hastily saw that the man with green eyes was shuffling slowly in 

the direction of the outside chapel. He made up his mind almost instinctively.  

   “The chapel,” he said.  

   “Of course,” nodded Isdor. “We are performing the Sacrament today.”  

   Jeffrey, who had been highly unreligious for his entire life and not even attended Sunday 

school when he was young, racked his mind back to his early RE studies in primary school. A 

sacrament was something like a holy ritual. Like, communion, for example. Was that was 

Isdor meant? Would he be made to partake in bread and wine? He inwardly shrugged. Any 

extra food would be highly welcomed – as well as any chance to find out what the green-eyed 

monk was up to. 

   The chapel was much unlike what Jeffrey had expected to see. Upon leaving the Temple, 

there was a long and winding path covered in white pebbles, leading to a chapel with white 

washed stone that stood nearly as high as the Temple itself. However, the inside was much 

sparser. There were no seats, and already the Mormons were kneeling on the floor in neat 

rows.  Isdor made his way directly to the front, and stood on a small platform. Jeffrey thought 
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that maybe he’d stepped into the wrong place. There were no stained glass windows, no 

crucifixes or crosses, no ornate candles, no pews...He’d only set foot in a Church once in his 

entire life. He remembered weeping, black uniforms, and a priest...nothing like this.  

   “Let us begin,” said Isdor gravely, and Jeffrey kneeled slowly. The monk with the cold eyes 

had entered just before them, and he now knelt simply a metre away from Jeffrey, and 

removed his cloak hood. Jeffrey did the same.  

   “Jesus, our Father in Heaven, we thank you that we are gathered here in Your Presence. We 

thank You for the lives of each and every one of us; we thank You for your everlasting grace 

and for helping us to grow in faith every day. We ask You that today, you will reveal 

Yourself to us through your covenant, and that Your work will continue to be seen 

throughout the world. Help us, Lord Jesus, to help those around us, and to spread the message 

of truth.  We pray that You will help us to overcome any troubles in our lives, and to remain 

rooted firmly on the rock of faith. In Jesus’ name, Amen.”  

   Jeffrey mumbled a quick, “Amen” with the rest of the monks. Truth was, his parents had 

been the least religious people you could ever meet. His Dad had been an abusive alcoholic, 

and looked no deeper than a bottle of beer for the explanation of the world. His mother had 

consequently been somebody who easily averted her eyes, and so held a strong belief that 

there was no point in looking too deeply into things. As a result, Jeffrey had grown up 

looking to physical, rather than spiritual or psychological explanations of matters; probably 

why he had become so fixated in solving crime, and relying on forensic evidence to back up 

his theories.  He liked tangible methods and theories. If he was honest, just listening to the 

prayer based on complete faith, was unnerving.  

   There was a long silence, and then, as if out of nowhere, all the monks started to hum 

quietly. Or rather, it sounded almost like incessant chanting to Jeffrey. Presently, he realised 

that they were singing a hymn. A hymn, which, murmured in the deep voices of the men, 
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sounded like the buzzing of a fly trapped in a glass bottle. It reverberated unpleasantly in his 

cranium, making him feel nauseous:  

 

The King of Kings,  

Left worlds of light,  

Became the meek and lowly One,  

In the brightest day or darkest night,  

He said, “Thy will, O Lord, be done.”   

    

Jeffrey quickly picked up the song; each verse ended with: “Thy will, O Lord, be done,” 

while sneaking glances at the monk who sat merely a metre from him. His eyes were closed 

and his hands pressed together as he sung. The display of worship was so genuine that Jeffrey 

found himself doubting his first thoughts. How could a man so seemingly holy in one 

country, be a vicious killer in another? 

   As the hymn drew to an end, Isdor and the elders (four of them in total) made their way 

round the kneeling members and offered them bread and water, which was consecrated 

before they could eat. The bread came in the form of small, powdery wafers, paper thin. The 

water was in a small chalice that was passed around, and Jeffrey closed his eyes as if in deep 

prayer, before swallowing both. In truth, he was angry. Friedrich Hanson could be anywhere 

– who was to say he was even at this monastery? And if he wasn’t, all Jeffrey was doing was 

kneeling on a wooden floor and eating food that both looked and tasted like cardboard. Still, 

he kept up the pretence until the service was over, and finally, large bells rang. He made his 

way back to his room the size of a cupboard, and sat down on his bed.  

   He had to think. When would he get a chance to observe the monk? He could be any of the 

seventeen men, or none at all. In the garments and hooded cloaks, each one was practically 
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indistinguishable from the next. Jeffrey smiled wryly to himself; of course, it was a perfect 

place to hide.  

   By the end of the day, Jeffrey had decided that the best way would be to sneak into each of 

the monks’ rooms and thoroughly search them. If Hanson was here, perhaps there would be a 

tell-tale sign. But until that was sorted, none of them were safe. There was a vicious killer 

among each of these peaceful men. He took out his phone from its hidden place beneath the 

bed, and dialled a number.  

   “It’s me.”  

   “Boss! Is everything okay?” 

   “I can’t talk for long. Don’t want to wake anybody up...”  

   “Pardon?” 

   “I can’t talk too loudly either. I can’t risk blowing my cover. I have a good feeling about 

this place.” 

   “Good as in, ‘it’s lovely, there’s no way Hanson can be here’ or good as in, ‘My gut is 

telling me something’?’” 

   “The latter,” he confirmed.  

   “Okay well...be careful. You know Back-up is here if you need it. Although try not to need 

it, this is actually turning out to be a great holiday. Tom’s driving me crazy though.”  

   “Uh huh, well I think...”  

   A sort of scuffling noise outside his door made Jeffrey stop short. It had sounded like the 

rustling of a cloak, as if somebody had been kneeling next to his door then gathered the hem 

of their garment and tried to move quietly away.  

  “I’ll ring you back.”  

   Leaping across the room, he flung open the door.  

   He glanced across the vast corridor made from rich mahogany. Cone -shaped holders for 
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fiery lanterns lined the walls, illuminating the corridor but also the doors of each of the men. 

Every single one was closed. There was nobody there. 

   “Problem?” 

  Jeffrey jumped. It seemed as though Isdor had appeared from nowhere. His face was 

shrouded in shadows from the flickering candles.  

  “No.” 

  “Good, because sometimes when I have trouble getting to sleep, it helps me to read The 

Book of Mormon. Have you tried that?” 

   “No.”  

   “Well, good night. God bless.”  

   “Yeah...umm, God bless.” Jeffrey muttered, swinging his door shut.  
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

 

It was time. All the other monks were making their way to the chapel, and Jeffrey knew he 

would only have about ten minutes – maybe fifteen if he was fortunate – before Isdor began 

to wonder about the whereabouts of their latest addition.  

   He made his way quickly down the corridor, stopping at the first door and pushing it open 

slowly. It was a room almost identical to his own. A small bed was shoved up in the corner 

up against an equally small window, a paraffin lamp flickered in the corner, and cobwebs 

lightly dusted the floorboards. Flinging open a small bedside drawer, Jeffrey found a copy of 

‘The Book of Mormon’ alongside a small black and white photograph of a young woman that 

Jeffrey didn’t recognise.  

   Shuffle. Shuffle. Shuffle.  

   As quickly as he had opened it, Jeffrey slammed the drawer shut and did the only thing he 

could think of doing – he dived underneath the bed just as the brass handle turned and 

somebody entered the room.  

   From where he was lying, Jeffrey could just about make out white socks and sandals, 

poking out beneath a long cloak.  

   He heard a slight whoosh as the monk made his way over to the bed and knelt beside the 

drawer. If he decided to look down right now, Jeffrey would be in a lot of trouble. He held his 

breath, unable to take his eyes off the monk, but also unable to identify him.  

   “There you are!” The man muttered. Jeffrey saw the man stand, and once again he was 
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level with the socks and sandals. Then the monk shuffled out again.  

   A fully twenty seconds passed before Jeffrey rolled out from underneath the mattress and 

checked the drawer. The Book of Mormon had gone. The monk must have forgotten it on his 

way to the chapel. Nothing suspicious there.  

   Cautiously he opened the door and slipped out. The whole escapade had taken around five 

minutes, and there were still over a dozen rooms left to investigate.  

   Again, the clear green-eyes popped into Jeffrey’s head, and another involuntary shudder 

made it way down his body. This couldn’t be just clear coincidence. Those eyes knew 

something.  

   The next door on the left swung open to reveal another identical room. Already Jeffrey was 

contemplating giving up and making his way to the chapel. Surely he didn’t have much time 

before Isdor came looking for him? 

   Again, a small drawer beside the bed housed a copy of ‘The Book of Mormon.’ The walls 

were the same dull grey and the floorboards a dusty brown.  

    Without thinking, he moved across the room, knocking on each of the walls in turn, 

checking behind the door, and examining the drawers again. Nothing.  

   Next he checked underneath the quilt and the mattresses. Nothing was there, but as he 

moved the mattress, he thought he heard a faint rustle, like the crinkling of paper. Frowning, 

he turned it over and examined it. The mattress was dark blue, [more description] but along 

the bottom, someone had sown it up together with a thread that didn’t quite match the rest. 

He had to double check but...yes, he was sure that it didn’t quite fit the pattern. There was no 

time to find some scissors, so Jeffrey grabbed hold of the stitching with both hands and 

proceeded the rip apart the design. Five minutes later, there was a sizeable hole, revealing the 

white cushion and springs within. Delving in with one hand, he reached until his hands found 

something smooth. 
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   It was many sheets of newspaper rolled into a cylinder and secured with an elastic band. 

Quickly, Jeffrey slid away the band and uncurled the paper.  

   The headlines screamed at him and a cold fear settled at the base of his throat and lined his 

forehead with sweat. 

   The Engagement Killings: Police have no clue...  

  The Engagement Killer strikes again...  

  Beneath each of the headlines was a picture of women who, until a few days ago, Jeffrey 

had known little about.  Caitlyn Adams, the young woman in her twenties who had just left 

university.  

 Amanda White, the young nurse with bright future prospects.  Joanna Bradford, older than 

the others and just about to receive a promotion. Lisa Hemingway, a banker and a part-time 

actress.  June Browning – a huge question mark still stood next to her name as nobody 

seemed to know much about her.  HOW DID JEFFREY NOT KNOW ABOUT THESE 

GIRS/THE ENGAGEMENT KILLER? 

   All these women that had never been linked to the Black Rose Butcher until now.  

   Quickly, Jeffrey stuffed the newspapers back into the mattress and stood slowly. Back-up 

was needed to be called and fast. He could probably take out the killer by himself, but this 

was no longer between him and the bastard that had killed his wife. Jeffrey felt anger rise 

within him like bile and fought it back down. He had to think rationally – other lives were at 

stake here.  

  He quickly crossed the room and swung open the door.  

  In the frame stood the green-eyed monk. But now, under the light, there was no doubt about 

it. The wrinkles around that mouth, the short stocky build and the dark skin were easy to 

recognise. 

  It was Friedrich Hanson.  
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

 

“What are you doing here?” 

   Jeffrey thought fast.  

  “Pardon,” he bowed his head apologetically. “I’m new here. My name is Josef...I, I thought 

this was my room.”  

   “It’s not.” Hanson growled.  

   “I’m so, so sorry.” 

  “Please leave.”  

   “Of course,” Jeffrey shuffled out, his head bowed. He could feel Hanson’s eyes boring into 

his back. As soon as the door shut behind him, he made his way swiftly to the correct room 

and pulled out his mobile, dialling quickly.  

   “Jo. It’s me. I’ve found Hanson and a lot more evidence. He’s definitely the Engagement 

Killer, and by default, the Butcher.”  

   “Back-up arriving in ten minutes Boss.”  

  Ten minutes was far too long to sit and do nothing. Besides, Hanson had looked 

considerably suspicious. Maybe his cover was already blown? Removing his gun from its 

secret pouch within the undergarments, Jeffrey stalked through the corridor and back outside 

Hanson’s room.  

   A strange sound met his ears. Gurgling. Hissing. muffled cries. He waited for several 

minutes but the noises didn’t stop. Instead, they became more plaintive, more high-pitched. 

There was nothing for it – anything could be happening.  



154 | P a g e                      A c q u a h          B l a c k  R o s e  B u t c h e r   

 

   “Secret Agent! Put your hands up where I can see them...” He kicked the door down and 

stepped into the room, brandishing the weapon; a Beretta 95. SAME GUN 

  The room was pretty much how he had left it. Except that the window was wide open and 

the hot Mexican air blowing in. Hanson was lying on the floor, a blood-soaked cloth gagging 

his mouth. Most likely his own blood – he was surrounded by the stuff, and it was seeping 

into his clothes and the floorboards.  

   A figure dressed in black was crouching over Hanson, a mask covering the face, a scalpel 

in one hand. And a gun in the other.  
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

 

“Move and I’ll shoot him,” The black-clad figure spat, pressing the gun into Hanson’s 

forehead. “And you wouldn’t want that would you, Special Agent Jeffrey?” 

   Jeffrey tightened his grip around the gun.  

   “How do you know my name?” 

   The figure laughed viscously.  

   “Don’t be a fool, Jeffrey.  Release the gun.”  

   “Release yours or I’ll kill you.  That’s an order and a promise, and I don’t take either 

lightly.”  

   “Do you take killing an innocent lightly? You pull that trigger...” The figure cocked their 

own pistol, pushing it harder into Hanson’s skull, causing him to whimper. “...And I pull 

mine.”  

   Jeffrey considered.  

   “So where does that leave us?” 

   The person turned to look deeply at Hanson, as if considering Jeffrey’s question seriously.  

   “I suppose...”  

   The movement was fast; almost so fast that he didn’t see it. He felt it though – the searing 

pain in his upper torso. The gun fell from his hand and was snatched up by the anonymous 

figure.  

   “I must admit...” The person walked over to Jeffrey’s slump body and gave it a little kick. 

“I’m impressed you’re over here – I’m impressed you’ve come so far. I’m almost sorry I had 
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to shoot you, but certain precautions must be taken.”  

   “Asshole,” Jeffrey spat through gritted teeth, face contorted in pain. He hands, slippery with 

blood, slid over the gaping wound in his stomach, and the smooth and deadly metal 

embedded deep within.  

   “Can’t have you moving, now can I?”  The voice was sickly sweet. “I have business to 

finish.”  

   They went and stood back over Hanson. In one swift motion, the scalpel was dragged 

across his throat. There was more of the gurgling sound...then silence as his head lolled to the 

side and more blood flowed.  

   “Why...why are you doing this?”Jeffrey gasped. Sweat lined his forehead and his breathing 

was getting shallower by the minute. “Who...are...you?” 

   The killer shrugged and gestured at the dead body. 

   “You should’ve asked him. He knew.” 

   Through blurred vision, Jeffrey could see the scalpel being raised.  

   “Stop...the rest of the LPA knows where I am. You’ll be caught.”  

   “You think I’m scared of being caught now?” The killer looked triumphantly at the bloody 

mess that was Hanson. “And shut up or you’ll join him.” 

   “Hanson? Look – I understand, alright? He hurt you.”  

   Something flickered in the killer’s eyes.  

   “I found documents. All about the killings. In his room. He hoarded them, like the sick man 

he was. Who are you? One of the victims’ sisters? He was the Black Rose Butcher and a 

merciless killer. Trust me; there isn’t one judge who wouldn’t sympathise with your position. 

Hell, half the police force will be congratulating you. But what you need to do now if drop 

the gun...”  

   Raucous laughter interrupted him.  
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   “You really are stupid, aren’t you? I am The Black Rose Butcher. And I don’t much like 

others taking credit for my work.” The gun was raised again and this time, Jeffrey saw and 

heard the bullet as it exploded from the gun and slammed into his thigh. “Much less do I 

approve of those who accredit them.”  

   Jeffrey swore under his breath, clutching his leg in agony. His mind was spinning. Hanson 

wasn’t the killer? Then what  was his connection to the person that had just shot him? It 

seemed as though Hanson was only guilty of polygamy. He must’ve been keeping those 

newspapers to track his wives.  

  “Your gun is silenced,” he breathed shakily. “But if I were to yell...?” 

   “This carries twelve rounds, Mr Davidson. I’d shoot you and anybody else who ventured in. 

Deal with that scenario Mr. Civilian,” came the mocking reply. Again, the scalpel came 

crashing through the air, brutally but precisely chiselling away Hanson’s engagement finger.  

   “You killed my wife.”  

   “I did. And you know, it’s funny...most people get over such grievances within a year or 

two. You, you’ve been fixated, sadly obsessed, with catching me for over ten years now.”  

   “Why her?” 

   The killer examined the finger they had cut off carefully, nodded as if satisfied, and then 

placed it into a plastic bag, shoving it into their pocket.  

   “I pity you. You finally find the one you’ve been chasing for years...many officers would 

kill to be in your position; you’re in the presence of a mastermind! Yet you ask such trivial 

questions. Does it matter why?” The killer searched Jeffrey’s face, and then nodded. “You 

really think you’re so special don’t you? I have no interest in you – although once I learned 

what really makes you tick, it was irresistible. Your wife was just another one in the long line 

of women I killed. Beautiful, yes. But just another one. I’m not sorry I took her from you, but 

I am sorry that you’ve dedicated your whole life to trying to track me down.  Move on. Find 
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someone else...you and that other agent, Special Agent Jo? I think you’d make a good 

couple.”  

   “You sick...” Jeffrey struggled to get up. The pain of the wounds made him stumble 

backwards, faint.  

   “Anyway, my work here is done. And if you weren’t lying about your Battalion Squad,” the 

killer laughed, “I’d best be on my way, hadn’t I?” 

   The world tilted and blurred and Jeffrey fought waves of nausea that were boiling up within 

him. He thought he saw the figure jump out the window, but he couldn’t be sure. 

Unconsciousness was vast and comforting, like a big, black pillow, and he succumbed and 

allowed it to cushion his head.  

   A swarm of agents burst through the door.  

   “Special Agent Jeffrey? Can you hear me...?” 

   One of the LPA officers was clicking his fingers in front of his face. The words alternated 

between faint and too loud, almost as if he were drowning and then resurfacing every five 

seconds.  

   “...awake...need oxygen...esta ambulanca...call an ambulance... Special Agent Jeffrey? Can 

you...? Stay with us...” 
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

 

The next week was a blur. A flight back to England. The smell of antiseptic. Plastic gloves. 

Oxygen masks. Blood. Lights. Scalpels. More of them. Doctors. Worried faces. They all 

merged into one horrific montage.  

   Visitors were few and far between. Jake came to see him, although the teenage boy didn’t 

say much before leaving. Claudia arrived and offered condolences in a perfunctory manner. 

Jo arrived too...although he kept slipping in and out of consciousness. All he could remember 

from her visit was a whiff of perfume, soft hands feeling his forehead for a temperature, a 

slight pressure on his lips...but that didn’t make sense and could have been the anaesthetic.  

   Although his stay in the hospital was briefer than the period after the Rainforest Project, 

Jeffrey fought every single day to be released. But orders had come from high up to contain 

him until he was on his way to complete recovery, and because of that, he wasn’t allowed to 

set foot out of the hospital grounds.  

   “This is ridiculous. Have you seen the state of him?” Jeffrey heard one of the guards mutter 

to the other as they stood outside his door. “There’s no way he’s going anywhere. This is a 

waste of our time.”  

   “I agree. Besides, if he wants to leave, let him leave! Not our problem.” A sigh. A clicking 

of the teeth. “But we have our orders. He’s a pretty valuable asset to have, apparently. Not a 

conventional agent, but brilliant.”  

   The other guard snorted. “Apparently he’s ‘noted for giving others the slip and 

disappearing.’ Seriously? He’s nothing special.”  
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   They laughed.  

   “Ahhh well. Orders are orders.”  

   Jeffrey had, in fact, noticed several occasions during which he could have effectively 

‘escaped.’ One of the guards left his post for ten minutes each day to have a quick smoke. 

Another would always answer a phone call from his girlfriend at any given time. The guard 

that had criticised him usually had the night posts, and, unlike the others, never fell asleep. 

Jeffrey assumed this meant that he drank a lot of stimulant beverages – probably the coffee 

from the vending machine. And since the closest vending machine was two floors down, that 

would give him at least ten minutes to leave the hospital whenever the guard was feeling an 

energy boost.  

   But there was no point really. The orders from ‘high up’ had probably come from Claudia, 

who would be furious and send him straight back. At the very least she would refuse to let 

him work on the case.  

   And most importantly, he needed time to think.  

   He had finally come face to face with the person that had murdered his wife.  The person 

that had sent Cherry back to him in numerous small pieces, wrapped and posted to his door 

like some sick party trick. And what had he felt? Anger, yes. But not enough. Not as much 

anger as he had thought he would feel, and he despised himself for it.   

   A month passed before he was given crutches and escorted back to the LPA offices. Jeffrey 

refused them before he realised he would literally fall flat on his face if he wasn’t supported 

by the metal crutch.  

   Still, he hobbled painfully up the stairs instead of using the lift. He hadn’t been able to do 

much exercise in the past few weeks, being too weak to use the LPA’s private hospital gym. 

The slow and painful crawl up the stairs lifted his mood – pain was what he needed now. 

Pain, work, and a whole load of tequila. He was used to these things. He could deal with 
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them.  

   “Boss!” Agent Thomas Edinburgh ran up to him, extending his arms for a hug, and then 

thinking better of it, pulled out Jeffrey’s chair for him. “How was the hospital?” 

   Jeffrey shot him a look.  

   “Stupid question, I know,” Agent Tom sighed. “Want me to bring you up to speed?” 

   “Please,” Jeffrey winced as he lowered himself into the chair.  

   “Right, well...forensics had a look at the room in Mexican monastery. They weren’t very 

helpful. The killer didn’t leave any traces, apart from a snag of material where they scaled the 

wall and entered through the window to murder Hanson. They identified the blood on the 

floor to be Hanson’s...”  

   “No kidding,” Jeffrey muttered.  

   “I know. As I said, they weren’t very helpful at all.”  

   “Ballistics?”  

   Jo interjected, “The bullets pulled from your torso and thigh were from a 9mm automatic. It 

was registered to a Mr Marcus Hamilton. He’d reported the weapon missing last month.”  

   “She’s brilliant...unidentifiable.”  

   “She?” Tom repeated.  

   “Oh yes. Should have mentioned before...” Jeffrey shifted his position in his chair, biting 

his lip as he did so. The ache in his side had reappeared and begun to attack him with 

vengeance, almost as if the stitches hadn’t been put in place and there was still a gaping hole 

in his stomach. “The killer,” he forced himself to continue, turning pale in the process. “Is a 

woman.”  

   “Are you sure?” Jo asked.  

   “What do you think? I spoke to her – face to face. She told me about all the others she had 

killed. She called herself a mastermind...It’s not an impersonator either. The way she uses 
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that scalpel...Whenever there’s a body, what does Kevin say? He always comments on how 

the cuts that sever the finger from the knuckles are precise, skilled! Well, she certainly knew 

her way around those instruments of torture. As Kevin said, she must be a medic, or at least 

ex-medical student...” 

   “A woman,” Jo breathed. “Why didn’t we guess this before?” 

   “There was no reason to.” A voice piped up. Jeffrey grimaced and swung around in his 

chair to face Vincent Donahue.  

   “Vincent. Still here, I see.”  

   “Of course. I’ve just been assisting your team, as of late.”  

   “Naturally,” Jeffrey muttered through gritted teeth. “Come up with anything useful?” 

   Vincent looked down.  

   “Didn’t think so. Got anything useful now?” 

   “No. I’m just as shocked as you are that it’s a woman. I mean, statistically...this is good 

though! I can build a whole new different profile. The gender helps astounding amounts to 

study the processes of her mind and the patterns of her behaviour.”  

   “Okay,” Jeffrey nodded. “Do that. The rest of us need to get thinking too. We can’t afford 

to slip up again; we can’t afford to miss the Butcher one more time. The longer she is not in 

custody, the more people are going to be killed. Let’s go from the beginning – everything we 

know. Tom – you start.”  

   “Okay. So we now know the killer is a woman. Quite different to our earlier assumptions. 

We know that she has a medical background, and most probably a degree.”  

   “It takes six years to get a medical degree. Assuming she was in her mid-twenties when she 

started the kills, we can infer that she gained her degree at around 24 years of age in 1993.” 

Jeffrey thought aloud. “The killings started in ’97 with Amanda Foreman and the rest of 

Hanson’s wives. ’98 was when she branched out...my wife being one of her first 
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‘experiments.’ And here we are, ten years down the line, meaning she must be in her late 

thirties or early forties, give or take a few years.”  

   Tom nodded thoughtfully. “It works. So we’re looking for a medical expert – a doctor, 

somebody with a PhD perhaps, not a nurse, who graduated in the early 90s...”  

   “Send out a search,” Jeffrey said quickly. “I want a list of females who graduated in 1992, 

1993 or 1994, are in their late 30s or early 40s, and are or at least were, in the top of their 

fields. Now.”  

   “On it,” Tom said, moving to his laptop and typing furiously.  

   “Okay. So who is this woman? What is her motive?” continued Jo.  

   “Money.” Tom suggested.  

  “Maybe they’re a psychopath. Maybe they just enjoy killing.” Jo said.  

   “Revenge!” Jeffrey stood up suddenly, leaning on his crutch and pacing up and down the 

office excitedly.  

   “What?” 

   “Of course...that’s it! The killings are different- so different!” 

   “I thought we said they were performed by the same person.”  

   “Yes, of course, of course!” Jeffrey muttered dismissively. “But for very different reasons. 

Think about it; why did she decide to branch out and kill people who weren’t relatives? And 

why are the killings in ’97 so different from the ones in ’98?”  

   “Practice,” Jo concluded.  

   Donahue nodded. “It’s very common for killers to first practice on minor victims before 

extending their killing field.”  

   Jeffrey shook his head. “Then why kill those who are related to Hanson? I understand the 

need to practice, but the whole point of a killer’s experimental period is to lay low. Picture 

this; you’re a first-timer, a little scared, paranoid about being caught. You’d pick people off 
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slowly, one by one...those who are likely to fall beneath the police’s radar. Prostitutes, 

homeless people, problem children. Would you target people who are related in a successive 

series of deaths? In such an identifiable way – mutilation- your first time? No. Of course not. 

You’d lay low. You’d scope your opportunities!”  

   “So what are you saying?” Vincent asked.  

   “We’re looking at it all wrong. These deaths weren’t a ‘practice period.’ No, they were 

much more significant than that – in fact, I’m convinced that if we’re going to find the killer, 

we have to look at those first deaths first. They’re the most important. They were done with a 

personal motive in mind – anger, hatred, revenge. All the ones since were done simply 

because the killer realised, in a sick and twisted way, that they enjoyed it.”  

   “Humans all have an innate tendency to cause pain; we crave power and control over 

others. A simple act of violence can awaken these dormant urges. It’s been seen in studies 

into the guards at concentration camps in World War Two,” Vincent nodded, thoughtfully. 

“So perhaps the first killings were personal, but the killer realised they enjoyed hurting others 

too much to stop?” 

   “Exactly. All we have to do is find out what links these women together, and we have 

them.”  

   “Hanson links them together.”  

   “But he’s dead. Besides, I’ve been thinking about it...It wouldn’t make sense for him to be 

the one removing the wedding fingers,” Tom frowned. “And now that you say it’s a 

woman...”  

   “Go on.”  

   “Well, what if it was another wife of Hanson’s? One who survived? Ready for some more 

mental imagery? Imagine you’re a woman who has fallen in love for the first time; you trust 

him, you look up to him, you think he’s the one. Then one day, you find out he’s married or 
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engaged to a whole string of women. You’d feel angry, right? You might want some sort of 

revenge. It would explain why the wedding finger was cut off. The ring is meant to be 

symbolic of never ending love; perhaps the dissection symbolises the hatred and loss of trust, 

as well as sending a warning to Hanson? It would also explain why Hanson was killed – and 

perhaps savoured till last. A personal kill.”  

   “Why Tom!” Jo grinned. “I believe you’ve just found your feminine side!”  

   Tom glanced at her indignantly.  

   “It makes sense. But if what we said is correct, the killings won’t just stop with Hanson. 

She’s developed a taste for it and she will never stop.”  

  Tom nodded grimly.  

  “And there’s no other person this woman could be. The one who, as you say, ‘survived.’ 

The one who fell in love with Hanson so completely that the truth drove her over the edge 

and into a chasm of outrage and violence...”  

   “Rose Larsson.” Jo breathed.  
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CHAPTER NINETEEN 

 

“Please. Please just kill me,” Violet whimpered. She had grown delirious. She had long since 

soiled her clothes; her jeans stained dark and her shirt damp with sweat. “Please. Just do it 

quickly.”  

   “That’s better,” the killer smiled maliciously. “Finally. Complete humility. But before I kill 

you, allow me to tell you a little story.”  

   “Allow me to explain why you’re lying here tonight with The Butcher, why you only have 

9 fingers left, and why I shall cut you into small pieces slowly once I’ve finished. 

   I was once young like you. Young and innocent with the world before me. Tell me, Violet, 

do you have a boyfriend? You won’t reply? No matter. I know that you don’t. I followed you 

for weeks before I took the opportunity to bring you here. You were so happy; so innocent. 

Let me tell you now – I’m about to do you a favour. Life is not worth living. Not once you’ve 

had your heart broken. You see, I fell in love with a man when I was slightly older than you. 

College sweethearts. I was stupid though – I fell pregnant with his baby. I wanted to become 

a doctor, and I knew it would interfere with my career, so I had to give him up. I don’t know 

where he is today, and to be honest, I don’t really care. I never told my boyfriend – told him I 

lost the baby. Then I went to medical school for a few years. The second I got out, him and 

me were married. His name was Hanson. We married in a church, with a just a small family 

and friends ceremony. I was happy. Thought I would be forever. Then came the catch – he 

was already with six other women. Six women. Most of them younger, and prettier than 

me...just like you. I was suspicious about how long he would spend away from home, so one 

day I followed him. I actually saw him propose and slip a wedding ring onto another woman. 
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I couldn’t contain my anger so...” The killer’s voice softened and they reached down, 

stroking the puckered skin where Violet’s finger had once been. “...I decided to hunt every 

single one of them down. Chopping away the fingers just seemed so appropriate, a simple 

incision so perfect, so right. And then...well...I just acquired a taste for it, I guess. I think my 

medical career was just a sham, a sublimation. Really, what I was interested in wasn’t 

operating on people to make them better, but the slicing open of the flesh, cutting and 

hacking away at their bodies...Effectively; I am now a freelance surgeon. Only it’s so much 

more fun without the anaesthetic.”  

   Violet moaned and spoke again, coldly.  

   “Just kill me.”  

   “Oh, I have a plan for you, my sweet. All in good time.”  

 

* 

 

“Impossible.” Sergeant Anne Brozynski shook her head ferociously. “There’s no way a  

member of our team committed those atrocities.”  

   “Ex-member,” Jo reminded the women in head of the Technology Department at MI5. She 

was a broad and stocky woman; with pencil thin eyebrows that made her look constantly 

sympathetic. She wore glasses with thick lenses, and her skin looked clammy and spotty, as if 

she were still a teenager. “We’d like to take a look at the footage.”  

   “No. No way. That would breach protocol and confidentiality of the subject.”  

   “Who could be a killer,” Jo reminded.  

   “Sorry. Now, if that’ll be all...” Brozynski turned on her heels.  

   “Tom, do something. You know how difficult it’ll be to get a warrant...”  Jo whispered.  

   “What do you expect me to do?”  
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   “I don’t really want to go back to the boss empty-handed. Do you?” 

   “Course not.”  

   “So do something?” 

   “Like what?!” 

   “Are you kidding me?” Jo raised her eyebrows and smirked. “You know...” 

   “What...?” Tom realised. “No! No no! I don’t think so.”  

   “Come on. Shouldn’t be too difficult; she looks pretty single and desperate.”  

   “No!” 

   “You got a better idea?”  

   Tom sighed.  

   “You owe me big time.”  

   “Anything.”  

   “I’ll hold you to that,” Tom shot back. “Wait!” he called to Brozynski’s fast retreating 

backside. She turned, impatient.  

   “Yes?” 

   “I apologise for my colleague’s behaviour,” Tom was all smiles. “She’s my subordinate and 

she gets a bit ahead of herself sometimes, you know what they can be like,” he winked.  

   Brozynski softened immediately. A hint of red circled her cheeks.  

   “Of course.”  

  “I err...couldn’t help but notice how invested you are in your job. Reckon you could tell me 

a bit about computers?”  

   “You’re interested in computers?” she asked in disbelief.  

   “Oh come on now Anne – may I call you that?” Tom flashed a smile. “Don’t judge a book 

by its cover. It’s not true that all people interested in technology are boring, unattractive 

geeks. Take yourself for instance; charming, beautiful...”  
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   “Oh!” Brozynski touched her hand to her hair and patted it gently. “Why thank you...”  

   Thirty minutes later Special Agent Jo and Tom walked out with the footage of Larsson’s 

safe house over the past two weeks. 

 

* 

 

“That was quick,” Jeffrey raised his eyebrows. “Will I be getting a call from MI5 about stolen 

footage by any chance?” 

   “No actually,” Jo said, sitting down at her desk. “Tom might be getting a call from his new 

girlfriend though.”  

   “Don’t!” Tom shuddered. “You owe me. Twenty minutes she spoke to me about the damn 

computers. And I didn’t understand a word.”  

   “You don’t need to understand a woman,” Jeffrey laughed. “You just need to listen. Gonna 

give her a ring then?” He winked Jo and she suppressed laughter. Winding Tom up was even 

better when it was a joint effort.  

   “Not in any sense of the word!” Tom growled.  

   “Although, she’s a techno-whizz right? Probably planted a bug on you. She’ll probably 

trace down your phone and the next thing you know she’ll turn up here and...” Jo teased.  

   Tom looked from Jo to his boss in amazement.  

  “You are cruel, cruel people,” he shuddered. “Now, if you’ll excuse me...” 

  “Where are you off to?” 

   “To take a shower!” he yelled back.  

   Jo giggled.  

   “Was I too cruel?” she asked.  

   “Never,” Jeffrey shook his head, grinning.  
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   “Shame. I’ll just have to try harder then.”  

   Jo stared at him, her thoughts deviating from the case. She thought about how rare it was to 

see a look of genuine childish joy on Jeffrey’s face, and deep down, how much of a child he 

really was. She thought how positively radiant he looked when he allowed a smile to light up 

his face and she thought how glad she was to have played a part in putting it there. She 

thought of the other night, of the absolute look of sorrow in his eyes, and how strange yet 

welcome his body had felt pressed against hers…  

   Jeffrey coughed pointedly and Jo was brought back to reality. A long, pregnant silence 

filled the air between them. Jo looked away first, biting her lip. Had he read her mind? 

“Anyway, boss, there are the tapes. MI5 have kept video archives of the safehouse ever since 

the bodyguards stopped surveying the place. If Larsson left at any point over the last two 

weeks, we’ll know.”  
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CHAPTER TWENTY 

 

 

 “It doesn’t make sense. She has the perfect motive.”  

   The agents had watched and re-watched the footage at least eight times. Larsson hadn’t set 

foot out of the house once, apart from to look after her garden. She was losing her wits, yes, 

but there was no way she could be the killer. She was watering tulips in England at the same 

time Hanson was being brutally murdered in Mexico.  

   “Can’t believe my flirting was for nothing,” Tom grumbled, instantly receiving death glares 

from the other two.  

   “Tom. Get me a list of all women who travelled alone from London to Mexico last week,” 

Jeffrey said.  

   “On it boss.”  

   “Good. We know she’s most probably working alone, female, and from my encounter with 

her, I know that she is slim but athletically built. Roughly 5”7. From that list we should be 

able to narrow down all medics.”  

   Jo nodded. “It’s a start.”  

   “Got it,” Tom muttered. “Three hundred and five women in total travelled on their own to 

Mexico.” 

   “Would they have returned by now? Or stayed? What do you think Vincent?” Jeffrey asked 

the man who was just walking into the bullpen.  

   “Well...” Vincent looked surprised; this was the first time Jeffrey had actually consulted his 

advice. “I’m in the process of fully profiling the killer given the new information. But they’re 

somebody who likes to take risks. My guess is that she would’ve made her way back to 

England, most likely disguised, eager to start or finish a new project.” 
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   “More death,” Jeffrey muttered. “You’re right; my gut instinct is telling me she’s back here 

too. Okay Tom, how many of those women have returned so far?”  

   “Two hundred and fifty nine,” Tom murmured.  

   “Narrow it down all those who match the description; 5”7’ slender, single...Find out why 

they were in Mexico. Research the families. Research where they went to school, medical 

degrees. We’re looking for Science A levels, university courses, med school, noble prize 

winners, the lot.” Jeffrey stood up, slamming his hand on the desk. “I want this bastard 

caught by the end of this week.”  

 

* 

 

It had been a long day. The other agents had packed up and gone home. The lights were 

dimmed. Connor and Brandy in forensics had left for the night, and Medical Examiner Kevin 

had zipped the last body bag.   

   “Hello?” He answered his phone. “Jake! Hey, I’m sorry alright? Completely swamped at 

work today.” 

   “I understand. Can I head out?” 

  “Where?” 

   “There’s this new girl at school – Janine. She invited me out with a couple of her friends...” 

  “Go for it,” Jeffrey lowered his voice. “I’m not your Dad, Jake. You can do what you want 

as long as it’s...legal.” 

   Jake laughed hollowly. “Sorry. I’m just so used to asking permission even to use the toilet 

at home.” 

   Jeffrey felt the words strike a nerve. 

   “I’m nothing like your uncle Jake; you’ve got nothing to worry about. You have the spare 
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house keys, yeah?” 

   “Yeah.” 

   “Then go have fun. In fact, I don’t expect you back until 2 in the morning. Got it?” 

  Jeffrey could almost see him smile. 

  “Yes sir!” 

   He hung up. 

  “Jake,” he said, by means of explanation. Jo nodded. “You can leave, Jo. Get some rest.”  

   She looked tired, Jeffrey thought, taking in the droopy eyelids and her slouched posture. 

Who could blame her? It was near midnight and they had been trying to narrow down the list 

of women for seven hours straight.   Jo rubbed her eyes and shook her head.  

   “No. If you stay, I stay.” She looked at him curiously. “Do you always stay in this late? 

You send Tom and I off at six every evening, but I never see you leave.”  

   “Sometimes. If it’s a particularly trying case I stay the night,” Jeffrey shrugged. “I’ve pretty 

much camped here for the past few months.”  

   “You’re insane.”  

   Jeffrey grinned.  

   “I prefer passionate.” Then, as quickly as it had appeared, the smile was wiped off his face. 

“Jo, just leave. Go sleep. We’re gonna need to whole team awake and alert to catch this killer 

tomorrow...”  

  “If you can manage it, I’m pretty sure I can,” Jo teased. “You are older than me, after all.”  

  “Watch it!” Jeffrey couldn’t help smiling. “You head on out; I’ll just clear up.”  

   Jo angled her head at him, standing up slowly and looking around her.  

   “Why are you so intent on me leaving, huh? Meeting someone?” 

   “What...? Oh, don’t be ridiculous.” Jeffrey rubbed his face tiredly.  

   “You didn’t answer the question.”  
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   “Look; I’m severely lacking in both cigarettes and coffee over here. I would advise you 

don’t push my buttons. Just go.”   

   “No,” Jo stood directly in front of his desk and crossed her arms. “What is it with you, huh? 

One minute you’re all happy and charismatic, the next you’re cold and rejecting. We should 

get Donahue to profile you.”  

   Jeffrey leaned back in his chair, smirking.  

   “Charismatic?” 

   “You know; pleasant, charming...” Jo went on, flustered.  

   “I know what it means...”  

   Jo wished she could slap that infuriating smirk off his face.  

   “Don’t look at me like that! I just don’t get you, that’s all.” 

   “What do you want from me?” 

   “An explanation?” Jo lowered her voice and stepped closer. “We never talked about what 

happened the other night. At yours.”  

   “I’m not listening to this.” 

   “We can’t keep avoiding it. We can’t…I can’t keep working like this.” 

   “Like what?”  

   “Like there’s this huge, unspoken conversation between us every time I see you! Why can’t 

you tell me what you’re thinking? What you want? What happened to that man who broke 

down and almost cried in my arms and…?”  

   Jeffrey stood quickly and the temperature thawed by several degrees.   

   “Jo, I am telling you as your boss – go home!”  

   “It’s afterhours. I don’t have to listen to what you say.”  

   “No? But I can sure as hell fire you...” 

   “I think the lack of sleep has gotten to your brain, Jeffrey.”  
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   “I can’t be dealing with this right now.” 

   “Dealing with what?!” 

   “You! This case...you’re not making anything easier.”  

   “Look, I know about Cherry. I know. And I am so, so sorry. I can’t imagine what it would 

be like...but that doesn’t give you the right to treat me like...Crap. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean 

to...that was so insensitive of me...”  

   Jeffrey sank slowly into his seat, eyes lifeless. “I shouldn’t have brought her up. I didn’t 

mean...”  

   “No, no. You’re right. Sorry. I don’t mean to treat people like that. Least of all you.”  

   “Jeffrey, people are worried about you. Even Claudia, despite the fact that she works you to 

the bone. I’ve heard Donahue is as interested in helping you with yourself, as he is with 

helping with the case.”  

  Jeffrey shook his head.  

  “Let’s just leave it.”  

  “But...”  

  “Sometimes you’ve just got to ignore certain things. Now, if you don’t mind? Just leave.”  

   “There you go again. What’s your problem? What is it that you think I won’t understand? Is 

it because I’m a woman? Because I’m your subordinate? Because believe it or not, I’ve got 

my psychology degree and it’s not difficult to tell that something is bothering you. In fact, 

you’ve been acting pretty strangely around me for a while now. If we can’t sit down and sort 

this out, I can easily be transferred to another group...”  

   “No!”  

   Jo stared at him. He had seemed too panicked, so upset.  

   “No,” Jeffrey lowered his voice. “You want to know the real reason I’m asking you to 

leave?” 
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  “Yes.”  

   “Okay. Look around you – it’s dark, right? Nobody’s here. Just you and me.”  

   “Yes...?” 

   “People have been suggesting lately that I ‘get over’ the death of my late wife.” Jeffrey held 

up his hand for silence. “No. It’s okay. I know that’s what you meant but I’m not angry. 

Thing is, I’m at a stage of real self-loathing. People say ‘move on’ but they don’t consider 

that sometimes moving on is an even more painful process than holding on. Moving on 

means giving up, doesn’t it? It means...finding someone new. And what nobody ever 

considers is...perhaps I am moving on. In here.” Jeffrey tapped his skull. “And in here.” His 

hand trailed down over his heart. “When I first started investigating this case years ago...it 

hurt. She was the love of my life and I was fuelled by anger and pain. Now...now it’s become 

a dull ache. And I feel bad because I thought that pain would last forever. In some weird sort 

of way, I wanted it to. And then I meet someone, and I start to fall for this person but all the 

while I’m disgusted with myself because I’m breaking that loyalty. I haven’t found Cherry’s 

killer and yet I’m already looking at another woman. That’s wrong.” 

   Jo licked her lips nervously.  She stared at him, not sure what to say; too scared to say 

anything in case it was the wrong thing to say. How could she have got it so wrong? She had 

never imagined that all of Jeffrey’s anger wasn’t directed at her, but rather at himself. That 

whenever he was being a bastard it stemmed from his own personal insecurities. 

   “I’m sorry. It was none of my business...” 

   “No. It wasn’t.” Jeffrey said harshly. Then he sighed. It was like the final breaking of a 

faulty tap. All the words came gushing out and he couldn’t control it. “Jo, the reason I asked 

you to leave was because...can’t you see? Picture this; a funny, lovely and beautiful woman 

in the office afterhours with her boss who is starting to have feelings for her. Strong feelings 

that even terrify him. There are rules against this kind of thing and the woman’s reluctance to 
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leave is almost like she wants something to happen.”  

   Jo opened and closed her mouth, shocked.  

   “Me...?” 

   “Who else? And despite everything, the man is thinking...maybe it is time to move on. 

Maybe, it’s time to ask this woman out...say, 7pm for dinner tomorrow?” 

   “Special Agent Jeffrey Davidson, are you asking me out?” Jo tried to stop a smile from 

spreading across her face.  

 “Of course not. I am your boss. That would be totally inappropriate. The hypothetical man in 

this story is though...”  Jeffrey grinned.  

   “Well, I am a sucker for hypothetical romances. I’d love to.” 

   “Great. And at this point...” Jeffrey stood up and shrugged his coat on. “The gentleman 

drives the lady home, if she wouldn’t mind?” 

   Together, they made their way to the lifts. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 

  

Jeffrey almost felt embarrassed about the lengths he’d gone into to prepare for that night. He 

was almost like a teenage boy on a first date. Trouble was, being out of the dating game for 

so long; he wasn’t sure how to play it. He’d had a shower first, slapped on some Lynx 

aftershave – chocolate, she’d once commented on how good it smelt – then took four 

attempts in dressing up. In the end he settled on an open-necked shirt, trousers, shoes, and a 

black suit jacket. He decided not to gel his hair, going with the ‘bed-tousled’ look – the 

finishing touch to the smart-casual theme he was aiming for.  

   He drew up outside her house at precisely ten to seven, but thought he would wait outside – 

didn’t want to seem too eager. He contemplated lighting a cigarette, but decided that she 

might not appreciate the smell. Instead, he tapped his finger nervously against the steering 

wheel, a by-product of not enough nicotine in his bloodstream.  

   “Hello?” Jo pressed the mobile to her ear as she peeked through her living room curtains. 

“Tom! Hey, you alright? ... Yeah, lunch tomorrow sounds great!”  

   Jo smiled to herself distractedly. Tom and her had always been close. She’d always seen the 

two of them like the bickering brother and sister; he enjoyed teasing her, and she loved 

getting one on top of him. She couldn’t fail to laugh when she was around him. Plus, it had 

been too long since they had met outside of work.  

   “You sound happy,” Tom commented.  

   “Wha...me? Course I am. We haven’t been to lunch for months, remember?” It was true. 

The BRB case was completely wiping the whole team out, and recreation was a luxury.  

    In the silence that followed, she could almost see him raising his eyebrows at her.  

   “What?!” she said indignantly. 
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   “You’re lying to me.”  

   “Tom, I’ll see you tomorrow. Bella Italia, yes? Normal time?” 

   “Why are you in such a rush to go?” 

   “Believe it or not, I have plans,” she said, instantly regretting sounding so pissed.   

   “Ooooh!” Tom said. “Do I get a name?” 

   “You’ll get the finger when I next see you.”  

   “Oh come on, a description at least? I tell you about all my dates.”  

   “Yes, in far too much detail,” Jo cringed.  

   “Well?” 

   Jo hesitated. On one hand, she trusted Tom with her life. She had to, it came with the job. 

On the other hand, the whole thing was very hush-hush, and could result in her losing her job 

if they were caught. “Tom, I’ve got to go now.”  

   “Fine. I’ll see you tomorrow.”  

   Jo hung up, frowning.  Tom hadn’t sounded his usual cheery self. Even his mocking 

‘Oooh!’ had seemed slightly forced. She shook her head, pushing her anxieties to the back of 

her mind. Nothing was going to ruin tonight.  

   The front doorbell rang and Jeffrey stood in its frame.  

   “You look very nice,” Jo commented.  

   “Right back at you,” Jeffrey said. Upon reaching the car, he opened the passenger door. 

“What?” he asked. She was staring at him, a cheeky smile spreading across her face.  

   “Can I drive?” 

   “You are kidding.”  

   “No.” Jo circled the car slowly, like a small kid trying to decide which angle to open their 

Christmas present from. “I’ve always wanted to take a spin in this thing.  ACURA ZDX. 

They have surprising power. A sort of presence that tells the others on the road to move the 
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hell out of the way.”  

   Jeffrey raised his eyebrows.  

   “You know about this stuff?” 

   “My dad’s a car salesman,” Jo grinned. “So, can I?” 

   Jeffrey laughed and chucked the keys at her. As they shut their doors, she murmured,   “I 

was wondering how long you were going to wait before you knocked on my door.”  

   She slipped the key into the ignition.  

   Jeffrey looked sheepish.  

   “You saw me, huh?”  

    “I’ve had worse; I’ve known guys to park directly in front of my house, yet still knock 

fifteen minutes late, trying to be casual. But at least you were early, and you’re never early 

anywhere. Means a lot.”  

   The key turned, the engine purred to life and they were off.  

    

* 

 

   The Deep Dish Restaurant was almost completely full. Couples sat at tables, complimenting 

each other and delicately slicing their lemon-drizzled, butter-soaked lobster, or dabbing at the 

corner of their mouths to remove the remnants of the tender honey-glazed steak. The chatter 

was loose an easy, flowing as smoothly as the age-old wine into the crystal glasses.  

   “So,” Jeffrey said, peering at Jo from behind his glass.  “Tell me about yourself.”  

   Jo considered. It was a question she’d been asked on numerous dates, and with good 

reason.  But today was different. Today that question seemed futile.  

   “C’mon Jeffrey,” she laughed. “The LPA has countless files on each of the workers, 

including me. Files that you, as my boss, have been obliged to read at least twice...”  
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   “Kill a man for trying, won’t you?”  

   “Sorry,” Jo laughed. “It’s really nice here.”  

   “It is, isn’t it? I’ve been here a couple of times, but never with someone like you.”  

   Jo smiled and looked down.  

   “And you were right, by the way.”  

   “About what?”  

   “Your file. I’m going to admit – I did read it again before heading out tonight. You have 

eight siblings!”  

   “Yep, five brothers and three sisters.” 

   “Remind me to always stay on your good side...” Jeffrey joked. He clasped the cool metal 

cutlery between his hands and brought another piece of steak to his mouth, allowing the 

warm juices to roll over his tongue. He felt himself relax more into his chair; this wasn’t as 

nerve-wracking as he’d thought it would be. He stole another glance at his date.  

   Her hair wasn’t tied back as it usually was at the office. Instead, its dark brown waves 

curled around her shoulders. She was wearing a strapless red dress which plunged into a 

sophisticated “V” shape between her breasts.  

   “Quit staring.”  

   “I wasn’t...Not like that. You just...I mean...you’re wearing a dress.”  

   “Nice spot, Sherlock,”  

   “I just meant...looks nice.”  

   Jo giggled. “What about you? What’s your family like?” 

   “I’ve got a younger sister.”  

   “Close?” 

   “Well, we were. Haven’t spoken to her in a long time.  My parents...It’s a crazy family, 

really.”  
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   “Tell me about it! Families are so weird, but you’ve got to love them. I remember this one 

time...”  

   Jeffrey watched her in fascination as she proceeded to tell him a funny story about when 

her family had travelled to Amsterdam. She seemed so happy, so relaxed, and so completely 

unaware that she was on a date with her boss... 

   “It really bugs me when people do that.” Jo had finished her story and was staring critically 

at another couple to their right.  

   “When people do what?”  

   “Sit next to each other at restaurants, when they aren’t meeting anybody else. Surely that’s 

what two sides of the table are meant for? It’s stupid and looks awkward at hell!” 

  Jeffrey burst out laughing. “Oh I agree. There’s nothing more annoying than a couple who 

are almost literally joined at the hip. It’s pretty pathetic...”  

  The couple in question turned to glare at the two of them, which sparked even more 

laughter.  

   “You’re funny,” Jo grinned. She looked at him seriously, “I’m really enjoying tonight.”  

   “Same,” Jeffrey said before he could stop himself. “I’ve only scoped out possible exits 

twice.” 

   Anybody else might have been offended by that statement, but Jo had been working in law 

enforcement long enough to know that scoping exits was a skill that more or less came with 

the job.  

   “Me too! Fire exit at three o’clock...”  

   “Main Entrance. Double doors.” 

   “Kitchen 60 degrees to your right.”  

   “Window behind you, 6 metres from the floor. Slim, but a small built person could 

probably squeeze through. The kitchen a couple of metres to our right –leading to the back 
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entrance.” 

   “Male and female toilets around the corner.” Jo surmised. “Do you think it ever goes away? 

Feeling like an agent? Always being, even unconsciously, on your guard?” 

   “Probably not,” Jeffrey shrugged. “Does it bother you?” 

  “Nahh not at all. I like to feel safe. I feel safe with you though. As I said, I only looked for 

exits twice. It’s strange. I know so little about you.”  

   “I guess I’m just a man of mystery,” Jeffery smiled, raising his glass and taking a sip, 

deliberately avoiding eye contact. 

   “No, seriously though...You can talk to me, you know that?” She touched his hand lightly. 

Jeffrey felt his heart stop at the feel of her fingertips against his skin. “Although maybe not 

right now. I don’t think either of us is in the mood for just a friendly chat. Do you want to get 

out of here?” 

   “You don’t want desert?”  

   She raised her eyebrows coyly. “Now when did I say that?” 

   A waiter made his way over to their table.  

   “Sorry, Miss Ryans?” 

   Jo looked up, frowning.  

   “That’s right.” 

   “There’s a phone call for you. Some sort of family emergency?” 

   Jo’s eyes widened with worry.  

   “I’ll just be a moment,” she told Jeffrey.  

   “Follow me,” instructed the waiter politely.  

   The telephone was round the corner and near the restaurant’s back door. It had been 

connected to the wall, and was dangling off the hook. Jo picked it up quickly.  

   “Hello?” 
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  “Special Agent Jo Ryans.” It wasn’t a question. The voice had been electronically altered. 

   “Who is this?” Jo spoke sharply.  

   “I think you know. Now listen, immediately to your right is The Deep Dish exit. You have 

two minutes to leave the restaurant, make your way to the front and get into a dark blue 

Chevy. Its registration number is XO3 R2Z. You’ll receive further instructions there.”  

   Jo tried to slow down her breathing, to rationalise her thoughts, but it wasn’t easy. Whoever 

this was – presumably it was The Black Rose Butcher – knew exactly where she was. 

   “Wait...”  

   “Your time starts now, Miss Ryans...”  

   Jo bit her lip and looked around her. Nobody else was in the corridor with her. She could 

make a quick dash for it; tell Jeffrey what was going on... 

   “I can see your every move. Try to tell anybody and I promise, both you and Jeffrey will be 

killed. You have one minute and forty seconds. Hurry.”  

   The phone line went dead.  
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 

 

Jeffrey sat still, rigid. It had probably only been a minute since Jo had gone to receive the 

phone call, but he couldn’t help the gnawing doubt he felt in the pit of his stomach.  

   The call wasn’t some elaborate attempt to get out of the date, he was sure of it. As clueless 

as he was about the dating procedure, he knew people didn’t throatily suggest a rendezvous 

and then dash out the next minute. No. He crossed that off his mental list.  

   The other possibility, of course, was an actual family emergency. It made sense. She had 

eight siblings and two parents. Any one of them could have been injured, or in need of help. 

Nothing suspicious there.  

   He thought about going to check if she was okay, but wouldn’t that be a little too paranoid? 

She hadn’t been gone long, and besides, family emergencies were private affairs. She 

probably didn’t want him to know what was going on.  

   He decided he would sit still.  

 

* 

  There was nothing for it. Pinpricks of sweat appeared on Jo’s forehead and she dashed out 

the back entrance and into the night’s darkness. Trusting her instinct, she made it to the front 

of the Restaurant. She could see the car not too far away. The Chevy looked black in this 

darkness, but it was the correct registration number. She risked one quick look back. Through 
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the window she could see Jeffrey. He was sitting down, tapping the edge of the table with his 

forefinger. A stab of pain jolted through her.  When she didn’t come back, he’d assume she 

had stood him up. Of course he would.  

   When she didn’t come back...  

   It had started raining now, and Jo hugged her shoulders, wishing she had taken her shawl 

out of the restaurant with her. How much time did she have? Not much.  

   Try to tell anybody and I promise, both you and Jeffrey will be killed. You have one minute 

and forty seconds. Hurry... 

   She ran to the car. The door was unlocked and she slammed it shut behind her.   

   Checking the back seats quickly, she discovered they were dark and vacant and allowed 

herself a breath of air. She closed her eyes and listened to the pounding of her heart, and the 

thump, thump, thump of the rain against the car’s rooftop. Now what? 

   Her phone rang.  

   “Agent Ryans.”  

   “Listen, I don’t know who you think you are but...” 

   “I am the Butcher. I am responsible for over sixty deaths around the world, and you will 

join the list if you don’t shut up and listen.”  

   “I’m listening,” she muttered.  

   “Good, because you don’t have much time. As we speak, you are sitting on over 150 tonnes 

of explosive, timed to detonate within three quarters of an hour.”  

   Jo couldn’t help it. She gasped. The fingers clutching the phone turned bone-white.  

   The voice laughed.  

   “Now listen carefully to what I say. Try very hard not to shift your weight too much. The 

bomb is pressurised; a sudden shift in weight will pulverise you immediately. I am the only 

person who can stop the bomb going off in time. The mechanism took 100 hours to design 
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and make, and I promise you it will take much longer for anybody else to figure out how to 

dismantle it.” 

  “Why are you doing this?” Jo squeezed her eyes shut, trying to force herself not to think 

about what her body was sitting on.  

   “We’ll get to the pleasantries later, shall we? Time is of the essence. I want you to pull out 

and start driving along the A40. Your phone has been bugged, and I will hear if you dial 

anyone. I will also not hesitate to blow you sky high. Understand?” 

   “Yes. One more question...how do I know you’re not lying?” 

   “You don’t. The key is in the compartment. Get moving.”   

 

* 

 

Jeffrey began to waver. What if she had just been stringing him along? What if she had just 

made a dash for it? He looked out the restaurant window. It had begun to rain now. He saw 

the fat droplets splash against the glass, and saw a car door slam on the periphery of his 

vision.  

   Again, he tried to reassure himself. It was a family emergency, it had to be. What else could 

it be? After all, if somebody was trying to hurt her... 

   Suddenly, what had been bugging Jeffrey the whole time shifted into focus. After all, what 

was the best way to abduct secret agents in a public place? Secret agents who, as sure as they 

knew the palm of their hand, would check and double-check all the exits and entrances, 

making it almost impossible to reach them?  

   So what did you do? You got them to come to you.  

   Besides, how had the person on the phone known about their whereabouts? He hadn’t told 

anybody, and he presumed Jo wouldn’t have either, wanting to actually keep her job at the 
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LPA and not be accused of ‘sleeping her way to the top.’ Nobody could have known...   

   Even as he was thinking these thoughts, Jeffrey felt fear grip him and he stood up 

immediately.  

   “Is everything okay sir?” It was the waiter.  

   “Who rang? Who rang for Miss Ryans?” he demanded.  

   “They just said it was a family emergency.” The waiter was baffled.  

   Jeffrey pushed him out of the way and made for the telephone stand.  

   Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the dark Chevy start up and pull out of the car park.  
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 

 

She had to think. She had to figure out a way out of this mess. Jo gripped the steering wheel 

tightly as she made her way towards the A40; turning what little information she had been 

given over in her mind.  

  The Butcher was behind this, of course. For now, the killer wanted her alive or she 

would’ve been blown up the second she had sat down.  Despite this, the BRB had made it 

more than clear they had no qualms about killing her if need be.  

   She had just 45 minutes to reach the destination which was, so far, unknown. If she rang or 

even tried to contact anyone, she would be killed.  

   The mechanism took 100 hours to design and make, and I promise you it will take much 

longer for anybody else to figure out how to dismantle it.” 

   What would be the point in trying to get help? It was timed to go off in less than an hour – 

even the LPA’s best bomb squadron wouldn’t be able to diffuse such a complex piece of 

machinery in so little time. She’d be putting everyone in danger.  

   For a split second, Jo contemplated opening the door and throwing herself out of the car. It 

had been her first thought when she had been told about the explosives, but she was well 

aware it was her most irrational. 150 tonnes. There was no way she would be able to roll far 

away enough from the car to shield herself from the blast. The car would be a fireball and 

would take her with it. And would she even make it out of the car alive? Who knew how fast 
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the explosive worked? It could explode and kill her mere milliseconds after she rose.  

   Of course, the killer could be lying. It wouldn’t be the first time a serial killer had called her 

bluff. There could be no explosives underneath the seat. The killer could simply be relying on 

Jo’s own fear to propel her forward. And it was working. Jo found it ironic how a person so 

afraid of death could have chosen her career path.  

   She kept on moving. The further away she was from Jeffrey, the safer he would be. By 

now, he must have realised that she was missing, surely. She stared at the phone in her lap. If 

only she could call him, let him know that she hadn’t left him on purpose, that she... 

   The time on the car radio read 20:27. If she didn’t reach the destination in half an hour she 

would be dead.  

   Quickly, Jo picked up her mobile with her left hand and typed in a number. Silence. Heart 

pounding, she put up the volume on the music channel as loud as it would go. No electronic 

bug in the world would be able to hear her conversation now. She pressed DIAL.  

   Two rings was all it took.  

   “LPA. State your reason for calling.”  

  “My name is Special Agent Jo Ryans,” Jo said in a loud whisper. “I need help. Duress code: 

DEADIRD. I’m being kidnapped. I need hel-” 

   She heard it before she felt it. A loud explosion followed by searing heat. The smell of 

burnt leather and plastic. Her vision was blurred and she dropped the phone as she struggled 

to keep the car moving in a straight line. She could hear loud ringing in her ears which she 

finally recognised to be her mobile. Lowering the music channel, she answered it shakily.  

   “Agent Ryans, this is your last warning. Try anything like that and this time, it won’t be the 

passenger seat that erupts.”  

   Jo looked to her left. The passenger seat was nothing more but a few springs and tats of 

burnt fabric.  



193 | P a g e                      A c q u a h          B l a c k  R o s e  B u t c h e r   

 

   “There were 15 tonnes of explosive underneath that chair,” the voice whispered. “Just 15. 

Imagine one hundred times that force. That’s what will happen if you try to be clever again.”  

   “Okay.” She didn’t trust herself to say anymore.  

   “You’re coming up to a roundabout. Take the left turn and keep driving.”  

   “Okay.”  

   As the killer hung up, Jo forced back the burning tears. She had got a message out. The 

LPA would have received her call and would be validating her duress code. Even now, agents 

would be on the lookout... 

   On the lookout for what? She could’ve kicked herself.  XO3 R2Z. She hadn’t given them 

the number plate! 

   Maybe they could track the call. She was still alive, that was the important thing. And, with 

any luck, the killer hadn’t heard a word of the conversation. Perhaps they were simply 

paranoid because she had turned the radio volume up. Jo smiled to herself.  

   Perhaps she could call some bluff of her own.  

 

* 

    

Her mobile rang again.  

   “Hello?” she answered.  

   “Jo. Is everything alright?” 

   It was Jeffrey. She almost broke down at the sound of his voice. Then she remembered 

what the killer had said. They could hear every word she spoke.  

   “Of course I am,” she forced herself to sound cheerful. “You?” 

   “Well, not really. You sort of just...left?” 

   “Yeah I know. Family emergency, I had to go. Sorry.”  
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   There was a long pause, then, “I’m sorry to hear that. Is everyone alright?” 

   “I’ve got to drive home for a while. I don’t want them to get hurt,” Jo’s voice caught. 

“Think it might be important. I probably won’t be at work for a little while.”  

   “Take all the time you want. Oh! By the way, you left your...err...your...wrap-around 

thing.” 

   Despite herself, Jo couldn’t help laughing.  

  “It’s called a shawl. Honestly, you’re terrible. You’re a forty year old man who doesn’t 

know what a shawl is?” 

   “Never needed to! Okay, so you’re sure you’re okay? Wanna give me the address? I could 

follow you up there?” 

   “No. No I’m fine. It’s just...my Dad!” Jo gabbled.  

  “Nothing too serious, I hope.”  

   “Well he’s in hospital...”  

   Jo turned left at the roundabout. “And he’s a seventy year old man; let’s just put it like 

that.”  

   “Point taken. Okay, well you know my number if you need to call me.” 

  “Uh huh.”  

   Jeffrey heard the screeching of wheels.  

   “Shit!” Jo exclaimed.  

   “Alright?” 

   “It’s fine. A fox just ran across my path.”  

   “A fox?” 

   “Yeah, stupid thing. Carrying a dead bird in its mouth and it ran straight into the road. 

Anyway, I’ll speak to you later. Bye.”  

   “Okay...bye.” 
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   Jeffrey hung up. He had been so sure that Jo was under duress, yet...a family emergency 

was a perfectly plausible reason. He was probably being paranoid.  

   He thought back to the conversation. She hadn’t sounded fully like herself. She had 

sounded a bit on edge. But again, this was only to be expected if her father was dying, given 

how close they were.  

   Then why had she gotten his age wrong? From his quick leaf through her files, Jeffrey 

knew her father to be sixty-three years old, not seventy. It seemed unlikely that she would’ve 

made such a mistake, and definitely not by seven years.  

   Quickly, he dialled another number.  

  “Tom, it’s Jeffrey. I need you to find me Jo’s duress code.”  

   “It’s DEADBIRD boss.”  

   “You definite?” – shouldn’t he know her duress code?  

   “Positive.” 

   Jeffrey thought back to the conversation.  

    Yeah, stupid thing. Carrying a DEADBIRD in its mouth and it ran straight into the road... 

   She had been trying to send him a message!  

   “Can you track Jo’s mobile?” 

   “If it’s on I can trace her co-ordinates and find out exactly where she is Boss. What’s going 

on?” 

   “I think she’s is in danger.” 

   “From what?” 

   “Not what. Who. I think the Butcher has her.”  
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CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR 

 

“Get rid of the phone,” 

   The voice came out of nowhere and Jo willed herself not to jump in fear of releasing the 

bomb.  

   “Wha...?” 

   “Turn the mobile off and throw it out the window. I can communicate with you this way.”  

   The voice was unrecognisable, but easily identifiable. The alteration gave the voice a 

sinister tone, and Jo realised with horror that the car speakers were projecting the killer’s 

voice.  

   “What if Jeffrey calls again? He’ll get suspicious...” 

   “Do as I say. Now.”  

   Shaking, Jo turned her phone off and then flung it out of the passenger window. She forced 

herself to breathe slowly. Breathe in, breathe out. Turning the phone off meant that the LPA 

wouldn’t be able to track it. It meant that she was entirely at the Butcher’s mercy.  

   “It’s done.”  

   “Good girl.”  

   She couldn’t resist a cold shiver. There was something scary about the fact that the killer 
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seemed to be able to hear her, communicate with her...but was nowhere to be seen. The 

killer’s voice filled the whole car. The puppet master was controlling every element of her 

journey. She checked the radio clock.  

   She had just 15 minutes. 15 minutes before the bomb detonated and took her with it.  

   “Look, I know what your deal is. From one woman to another, tell me...How do you do it? 

How do you take lives just like that? How can’t it make you feel repulsed at yourself?” 

  “Careful,” the voice crackled back. “It’s in your best interest to not ask too many 

questions...” 

  “How do you do it, huh? Jeffrey’s wife – Cherry. He loved her. He loved her so much. If 

you could see...what you do...I know why, okay? Hanson. That’s it, isn’t it? Well he’s dead 

now. You can stop.”  

   “No. No!” The killer screamed. The scream was reverberated back multiple times through 

the speakers. “Stop talking, or the next time you open your mouth, you’ll be dead.” 

   Jo looked frantically at the radio clock. 12 minutes.  

 

* 

 

“What? How?” 

   “I was with her. We were...I was with her,” Jeffrey repeated. “Then she left after receiving 

a phone call and drove away. I rang her and she sounded on edge; she dropped in her duress 

code subtly. I don’t think it’s a coincidence.”  

   “I can’t trace her phone; it’s been turned off. Where did she get the telephone call though? I 

may be able to track the caller’s co-ordinates.”  

   “The Deep Dish Restaurant.”  

   “The one off the A40...?” There was a pause. “Wait a minute, were you her date?! Never 
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mind. Not important. I’ll ring you back in five, Boss.”  

   Jeffrey hung up. Five minutes. Five minutes shouldn’t have seemed such a long time, yet it 

was almost as if every second was painful. Tick, tick, tick.  

   He could call Jo again, but what would he say? Two phone calls in a couple of minutes 

would alert the serial killer they were onto them, and they might even be extra careful.  

   He shook his head. Something wasn’t right. Jo was a top-class agent; one of the reasons he 

admired her. She must’ve put in some sort of clue as to her whereabouts, or what was going 

on other than the duress code. Frantically, he tried to piece together the fragments of her 

nervous voice:  

    I’ve got to drive home for a while. I don’t want them to get hurt... 

   You’re a forty year old man who doesn’t know what a shawl is? 

   Well he’s in hospital... 

   And he’s a seventy year old man; let’s just put it like that. 

   Yeah, stupid thing. Carrying a dead bird in its mouth and it ran straight into the road. 

Anyway, I’ll speak to you later. Bye... 

 

Jeffrey’s frown intensified. Apart from the casual mention of ‘dead bird’ there was nothing 

that suggested panic or made her sound as though she was being forced to talk.   

   Then how had she left? They had driven here in his car... 

   He turned and saw his silver Acura still parked in the driveway. His keys were in his 

pocket. Surely if anything had happened she would’ve asked for a lift? It was late – the buses 

would only be running every half hour. Taxis didn’t generally drive around here.  

   He was in the process of ringing Tom when his phone buzzed again.  

   “Black Chevy,” he said immediately.  

   “What?” 
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   “There was a black Chevy that left the car park! It was the only one. Black...or dark blue...”  

   “Number plate?” 

   Jeffrey deflated. “Too dark to see it.”  

   “Okay. I’ll put out a BOLO for the dark-coloured Chevy’s along the A40 in the past twenty 

minutes.” The resignation was evident in his voice and Jeffrey understood.  

   “The chances of the search turning up anything substantial are slim,” Jeffrey sighed. 

   “Slimmer than an anorexic model,” Tom agreed, “And it gets worse. The call to the 

restaurant was made from a burn phone, Jeffrey. I can’t track the number. The phone has 

either been thrown away or destroyed. If this is the killer, they didn’t want to leave any 

tracks.”  

   “Shit.” 

   “Boss...” 

   “Contact Claudia,” Jeffrey said, running his hands through his hair worriedly. “We need the 

LPA sub-teams on high alert. Keep agents standing by the phones in case she tries to make 

contact. What could BRB possibly want with her?” 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 

 

The road was nothing more than an old dirt-track that Jo hadn’t even known existed. In fact, 

she doubted that anybody knew it existed. Except the killer of course.  

   The clock let her know she had a mere ten minutes. She drove slowly, trying to avoid the 

potholes on the gravel pavement. Too big a jolt could kill her instantly.  

   At the end of a road was a large and seemingly abandoned warehouse. A bent aerial stuck 

out at an odd angle from the tin rooftop. The windows were either smashed in or badly 

boarded up. Weeds grew around the door; poison ivy and other poisonous plants, making the 

dilapidated building, in its own way, a gothic fortress.  

   “It may surprise you to know I’ve been in control of this situation from the beginning,” The 

killer’s voice cut across her reverie. “That is to say; I could have killed you at any moment 

along this journey, but I didn’t. Consider yourself lucky. Now, there’s a small pocket directly 

behind your chair. Reach around. There should be an object in it.”  

   Jo reached round and pulled out something circular and metallic. It was an electronic 

monitoring ankle bracelet. The kind the police gave juveniles when they were on bail and 

didn’t want them to ‘skip the country.’ In fact, the LPA had given one or two of those out in 

their time.  
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   This one didn’t look normal though. A rectangular tube containing a dull yellow liquid was 

built into the side. Jo tipped the ankle bracelet slightly. The yellow liquid tilted too.  

   “What is this?” Her voice shook slightly.  

   “Never you mind. But I’ll put it this way; unlike the bomb under your chair that will 

explode in five minutes, this won’t kill you. I want you to put it around your ankle. It will act 

as a tracking device.”  

    Jo hesitated. She had to bide her time. She knew – and of this she was certain – that there 

was always an opportunity to escape. And when she did, there had to be 101 ways to destroy 

the device. If it came down to breaking her own foot in the process, she’d do it. She knew 

now that there was no way she was going to allow that bastard to get the better of her.  

   Decision made, she clipped the tracking device into her foot. The prick was so small she 

barely felt it. NEEDS TO GET RID OF IT BEFORE SHE ESCAPES? 

   “Directly under your seat is a red button. It is to your right. Press it and it will deactivate the 

bomb.”  

   Jo obeyed.  

   “Now don’t get any ideas. I have activated further bombs up the dirt-track behind you. 

These mines are also activated by pressure. Not quite as powerful as the one in the car, but 

still enough to blow you to pieces. Or at the very least, blow off a few limbs before I finish 

you off. Step outside the car and make your way to the warehouse. I am watching your every 

move.”  

    Again she obeyed. She shut the door and looked around her. It was eerily quiet. She was 

surrounded by trees on either side. Behind her, the dirt-track stretched out for miles. She 

thought about making a run for it, but decided it was too risky. One false move, one 

accidental step, and she would be dead before she could ever let Jeffrey know she hadn’t 

blown him off...  
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   She walked slowly towards the warehouse, aware of the chilliness of the night and of the 

oppressive monitor around her ankle.  

   The door swung open slowly with a horrible squeaking noise. She hugged her arms to 

herself, taking one last look about the area. She couldn’t help feeling more scared than she 

had ever felt in her life. In her day to day job, she always carried at least one gun. However, it 

hadn’t seemed like normal procedure to take a pistol to her evening date, so she’d left them at 

home.  

   Now, out in the middle of nowhere, with nobody on call for back-up, she felt naked without 

some sort of weapon.  

   “The best weapon is your mind...”   

   Jeffrey had told her that once during a training session. That despite the firearms and the 

knives, and the martial arts, everything depending on a person’s individual belief that they 

could overcome the situation they were in.  

    Jo felt a new surge of energy flow through her veins and she stepped confidently, but 

cautiously through the door.  

   Rows and rows of aisles faced her. Aisles filled pre-packed boxes that were probably left 

behind when the owners went broke. It reminded her of the aisles in any major DIY store. It 

was quite possibly a forgotten B&Qs. The once shiny floors had been stripped, leaving 

behind dusty, sand-coloured earth. The cemented walls were covered with moss and some 

other unrecognisable slime. The skylights were intact and surrounded by planks of wood that 

looked as though they could cave in at any minute.  

   Through one of the aisles, all the way across the warehouse, Jo could see a solitary door. 

Closed. There were about 20 aisles in total. Ten to either side of her.  

   An involuntary shiver took hold of her entire body. The killer could be behind any of those 

aisles, and she was just standing there...defenceless.  
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   Jo had never understood why people in horror movies shouted, “Hello?” but now it seemed 

like a viable option. A confirmation of what was to come lessened the fear.  

   She took a step forward, still horribly aware of the ankle bracelet. Nothing happened. She 

continued to walk through the middle aisle.  

   Boxes upon boxes were stacked upon every level surrounding her. They were marked 

simplistically with crude labels such as, “Tape” “Shift” “Board” “Cutlery” and “Paint” 

    “To your immediate right, on the floor, is a small box darker than the rest.”  

    Jo gasped and whizzed around. There was nobody there. The voice was being projected on 

an old Customer Announcement Voice Amplifier.   

   “In it you will find a blindfold and handcuffs. You know what to do.”  

    Jo saw it instantly. A small box that seemed to be a shade darker than the others. Kneeling, 

she opened it, finding a black strip of material and silver handcuffs.  

   She couldn’t explain what happened next, except that a feeling of extreme faintness took 

hold of her. Had she not already been on her knees, she would have collapsed. She tried to 

find some sort of leverage on the ground and force herself to stand. She tottered, reaching out 

to grab hold of one of the shelves. 

   The Voice Amplifier cracked to life.  

   “I feel you should know that the tag around your ankle contained a certain amount of 

Pentothal; a barbiturate that can cause unconsciousness within mere minutes. It is also known 

as sodium thiopental, or thiopentone sodium. A handy little drug that...”  

   “Why are you doing this...?” 

   Jo’s voice sounded far away, even to her. Almost as if her head was disconnected from her 

body. She tried to take a step forward and stumbled.  

   “It has many uses...” the voice continued, “Which is why it’s a favourite of mine. Overdose 

can induce comas or even death. It can also double up as a truth serum. We could have fun 
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with that.” Raucous laughter. But still, so far, far away. “Do you know how barbiturates 

work? Like sedatives, they activate relaxing effects in the body. They produce similar effects 

to alcohol; slurred speech, dizziness, dependency...I know the LPA have been busy trying to 

track me down. I wonder if any of you have figured out by now that I am a doctor?  Right 

now, your body should be shutting down. Your nervous central system getting weaker and 

weaker; sections of your brain being shut down...I can alleviate these effects, but I want you 

to listen to me first. Put on the blindfold.”  

   Jo felt her eyelids drooping, but fought to keep them up.  

   Stay awake! She had no idea whether she screamed the words out loud or if her mind was 

yelling them at her. She felt sick, as if at any moment she might turn and puke her guts up.  

   Everything was...so... 

   Stay awake!  

   She could feel it. Feel her body shutting down, one organ at a time.  

   With extreme force, she reached for the blindfold. Anything to alleviate the symptoms. Her 

hands were sweaty and it took three attempts to get the material tightened around her eyes.  

   “Now the handcuffs.”  

   Jo’s body was screaming in protest. Willing her to lie down. To give up. Her head was 

swimming.  

`   “Damn...you...” she gasped, taking in a shaky breath which felt as though she were 

dragging jagged glass through her lungs.  

   She found the handcuffs and clipped them on, not even caring about her loss of freedom. 

Bile rose in her mouth and she swallowed it down again, feeling her stomach twist and turn in 

disgust.  

   “At the end of this aisle is a door. Walk through it.”  

   But she couldn’t. Slowly, painfully, she crawled across the aisle. It must’ve taken her just 
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mere minutes, but it felt as though she was travelling for miles. Finally, her hand found the 

door and pushed it open.  

   Something grabbed her arm and dragged her up. Suddenly the killer’s voice was no longer 

on the overhead system, but in her ear:  

   “Joanna Ryans. I am the Butcher. Glad to finally meet you.” 

   She was faintly aware of being in a chair. Or a bed. Something was supporting her anyhow. 

Something that she no longer had the will to escape.  

  “The best weapon is your mind...”   

   But how could that be true when her mind was no longer obeying her? When she was no 

longer in control? 

   ‘Run!’ she told herself. ‘Get away from here!’ 

   But the instructions might as well have been in Swahili for all her brain seemed to 

understand.   Before she knew it, she was unconscious.  
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 

 

      Special Agent Tom joined his boss at his desk, glancing at him worriedly. Jeffrey had just 

finished giving a briefing to all agents in the building.  

   “This is Special Agent Joanna Ryans,” he had said, gesturing at a passport picture of Jo 

projected up on a screen for all to see. “She has been missing for exactly forty minutes. LPA 

received her duress signal twenty minutes ago and her phone cannot be traced. In short, she 

has gone completely off grid....”  

   Now, Jeffrey seemed deflated, almost defeated. But not quite.  

   “Boss?” Tom asked, shaking him from his reverie.  

   “Yes?”  

   “What now?” 

   Jeffrey nodded thoughtfully. “I want you to...”  

   The telephone on his desk rang and quickly, like a thunderbolt, Jeffrey’s hand brought the 

receiver to his ear.  

   “Jo?” 

   A cold cackle.  

   “This is the Butcher.”  



208 | P a g e                      A c q u a h          B l a c k  R o s e  B u t c h e r   

 

   “You little bitch!” Jeffrey said, rising, his fist whacking his desk. “Where is she? What 

have you done with her?”  

   “Calm down, calm down.”  

    “Let me talk to her,” he demanded, waving a hand and mouthing ‘trace the call’ to Tom.  

   “I’m afraid Jo isn’t quite in the position to be doing any talking.”  

   “You’d better not have hurt her. Or I swear...”  

   “You swear what? You can’t even catch me. Even though at this very moment you’re 

trying to trace my call. Good luck with that.”  

   “Let me talk to her.”  

   “Oh you’ll be hearing from her very soon, don’t you worry. I’ll give you a chance to say 

your goodbyes.”  

   “Listen...”  

   The line had been cut.  

   Jeffrey looked at Tom, who shrugged helplessly.  

   “It was too short. I couldn’t trace it.”  

   “Damnit!” His fist went smashing into the wall behind him this time.  

   “Woah, somebody needs some anger management.” A smarmy voice came from behind 

him. Donahue. Without thinking, driven by pure anger, Jeffrey marched forward and seized 

the smaller man by the collar.  

   “Boss!” Tom hauled Jeffrey off the shorter man, who was visibly shaken but trying to 

appear indignant; glaring at Jeffrey and straightening his jacket. 

   “What’s going on here?” Vincent demanded angrily.  

   “You don’t know,” Tom said flatly.  

   “Know what?”  

   “Jo. She’s been abducted. The Butcher.” 
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   Vincent’s eyes widened.  

   “No.” He whispered.  

   Jeffrey sunk back into his seat again, his eyes glazed.  

   “We’ve got to find her,” he muttered to himself. Images flashed across his mind of the last 

woman he’d ever been with.  

    A box.  

   Shattered glass.  

   Pink paper.  

   A finger. The ring. The ghastly horror of it all.  

   “We’ve got to find her.” 

 

* 

 

Flashing lights. Ululating pain. A whirlpool of thoughts. Tentative Eyelids vs. Harsh Light. 

And fear. Always the fear.  

   “Wake up sweetheart. I have somebody to introduce you to,”  

   Jo turned, moaned, opened her eyes and – threw up.  

   “Oh silly. You’ve gone and made a right mess of yourself now, haven’t you? Well, I don’t 

have any spare clothes at the moment so you’ll have to deal. Mind you, they all do that in the 

end. They all go on themselves,” the voice said, as if human nature was unsavoury and 

personally offensive. “Take your friend for instance. Just two days and she crapped all over 

herself...”  

   The Butcher knelt over Jo’s body and shone a penlight into her eyes.  

   “You don’t seem to be concussed. Your pupils are nice and healthy.”  

   Jo uttered an obscene word and spat in the killer’s face.  
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   The slap was sudden and vicious and blood spilled down her face.  

   “Try anything else and I’ll kill you straight away.”  

   Jo looked at the Butcher, squinting against the light. They were wearing a black mask so 

none of their features were on show, but it was clearly a woman. It was clear from the long 

brown hair and the slim facial features and the abundant chest visible beneath the dark t-shirt. 

   “Let me go.”  

   “You really think I’d go through all this effort just to let you go? Oh no,” The Butcher 

shook her head. “Don’t you want to see your friend?” 

   Jo tried to sit up but she could only raise her head. The rest of her body was strapped 

horizontally to what felt like a cold metal table. Loops of rope were wrapped around her 

ankles and her wrists. The ropes then fed down into four circular holes in the table and were 

bolted firmly to the ground.  

  “If you’ve harmed Jeffrey...” 

 Using her upper body strength, almost as if she was performing a sit-up, Jo propelled herself 

until she was sitting upright. It wasn’t possible to move any further. The ropes which fed to 

the floor were strong and stiff.  

   She looked to her right. 

   It was Violet Barratt, the missing girl. She was still alive! [isn’t she dead?]  

   She was also tied in the same way and was watching Jo with scared, teary eyes.  

   “Hey, it’s okay hunny,” Jo found her voice was croaky. How long had she been here? She 

was both thirsty and hungry. “We’ll get out of here, I promise.”  

   “You shouldn’t make promises you can’t keep. Isn’t that the first rule of Law 

Enforcement?” 

   “No. The first rule is Justice. And I can tell you now that I will not rest until you are behind 

bars for life in a secure prison, rotting away...”  
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   “Tut. Am I going to have to gag you? You have a nasty mouth.” The killer laughed harshly. 

“What do you think Jeffrey is doing back there? I reckon he’s slowly going mad. I gave him a 

buzz you know. He wanted to talk to you. He couldn’t, of course.”  

   Jo struggled against the rope holding her down but it was no use. Nauseous, she collapsed 

backwards onto the table.  

   “When he finds you...” Jo’s compassionate side won over and she turned to Violet. “Don’t 

be scared, okay? I work with Law Enforcement and...”  

   “Yes, you’re a brilliant poster girl for that, aren’t you? Tied down. Struggling. No hope for 

yourself but trying to instil encouragement in others. The picture of hypocrisy that is so often 

painted around your kind,” said the killer. “You make me laugh. You make me laugh so 

much it’s sickening. You go on about right and wrong, and justice and all that crap, yet you 

have no hearts yourselves. Haven’t you ever been hurt? By a family member. By...by a 

man?”  

   “Of course I have been. Everybody has. But it doesn’t turn them into sick freaks like you.”  

   “But that’s where you’re wrong. It does. Maybe not on such a large scale as I have done, 

but they harbour their anger, let it fester away inside of them. Is that not man’s own 

downfall? Our own destruction? Just because a person hides their twisted feelings, doesn’t 

mean they don’t have them. Hell, you’re no better than me. How many people have you 

murdered, hmmm? On the job, or however you justify it.”  

   Jo looked down.  

   “Come on!”  

   “It’s not murder....”  

   “How many!”  

   “Five.”  

   “And yet the death of merely three makes one a serial killer. See what sick and twisted 
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world we live in?” 

   “It was in self defence! Or for the good of a much larger number...” 

   “So it’s fine to kill as long as you’re paid for it, yes?  Come on. Admit it. You’re not like 

other women; growing up you were probably more into action men than dolls. As a child you 

went for Judo lessons, not board game club. Face it. You’ve harboured a few dark tendencies 

of your own. It’s just the way that you deal with it that‘s different. You choose to get rid of 

those you don’t like in the eye of the law, I just make up my own. In fact, every police 

officer, every agent, is merely acting on their sadistic predispositions in a way the world 

thinks is okay. But we’re not that different, you and I.”  

   “I’m nothing like you,” Jo whispered. “You’re a monster.”  

   “Oh haven’t I heard that one before! A monster? Me? Even from this one here...” The killer 

angled her head down towards Violet. “Of course, that was before I chopped her finger off. 

Then she figured she was probably better off listening to me.”  

   Jo looked down. A stump was where Violet’s fourth finger should have been.  

   “So, you get your kicks from chopping off limbs. Why?”  

   “You haven’t figured it out yet?” 

   “Oh we have some theories.”  

   “I just enjoy it. I used to be like you once – put my fascination with dissection into a 

socially acceptable medium - medical treatment. But I had to be brutally honest with myself. 

I was getting kicks from the actual surgery, not the helping of people. Besides, what’s not to 

like? It’s my own private hospital. If you want to go really deep I suppose I like cutting off 

that specific finger because it’s the finger my ex betrayed me with several times over. Bloody 

pig. But I won’t even blame him anymore. He’s dead and out of the way.”  
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 

 

“Hey boss, I’ve finished drawing up a list of women who have returned from flights to 

Mexico. Only 26 of them were or are medical students and fit the description. We can rule 

out Sophia Darlington – she was taken into custody for robbery, and wouldn’t have been able 

to make a phone call. Another committed suicide yesterday. Only ten of them are old enough 

to have been killing ten years ago.” 

   “Check for spouses,” Jeffrey said suddenly, “We think she was married to Hanson right? It 

should be registered...”  

   “...in the UK Marriage Records Database,” muttered Tom, the keyboards clicking away 

furiously beneath his fingers. “Okay, I’ll run a search.”  

   A sharp voice pierced his ears from behind.  

   “Jeffrey. A word.”  

   Jeffrey joined Director Claudia Michelle in her office, shutting the door behind him.  

   “Yes?” 

   “A press conference is being called in half an hour.  As the leading investigator in this case, 

your appearance is mandatory, of course.” 

   “What? Agent Jo is missing. I don’t have time for the political bull.”  
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   “I know the timing isn’t the best, but we can’t hold off any longer. The journalists are 

already aware that a serial killer is on the loose, all sorts of rumours are flying, and before 

you know it the general public will be panicking. We need to set them straight. Please tell me 

there’s something we can go on.”  

   “We know the killer is female, was in Mexico last week, and has a medical history. We can 

assume that she was one of Hanson’s wives.”  

    “Okay. Perfect. That’s enough to feed that hungry pack of wolves.”  

   “Charmed, I’m sure.”  

   An unfamiliar voice and an equally unfamiliar face turned up at the office door. “Claudia, 

I’m surprised to hear you speak such vulgarities about my people.” The voice came from a 

tall man with dark hair and contained something of a tease.  

   “Darren!” A smile started but never quite made its way to Claudia’s face. Instead she fixed 

the newcomer with a disapproving glare, “You’re never going to learn how to knock, are 

you?” 

   Jeffrey raised his eyebrows.  

   “Darren Michelle-Daniels,” The stranger extended a hand and shook Jeffrey’s. It was the 

perfect handshake; not too long or short, not too cold or clammy. Jeffrey was immediately 

suspicious.  

   “This is my kid brother...” Claudia said with some reluctance.  

   “Special Agent Davidson,” Jeffrey said crisply.  

  It was as if he wasn’t in the room anymore. Claudia locked eyes with Darren for a long 

while before continuing, “...My long lost brother.”   

   The man spread his arms wide and grinned. 

   “Where’s my fatted calf?” He had one of those creamy, full-texture voices that was just 

filled to the brim with charisma and the power to captivate audiences. He was wearing a navy 
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blue suit with silver cufflinks. His hair was brown and cropped short.  Slight stubble 

scratched his chin and Jeffrey deduced the guy was still pretty young – late twenties at the 

most. He had a face that most women would have been crazy about; the kind of face that got 

stuck on the front of magazines and captioned – Looking for the perfect guy?   

   He continued, seeing that Jeffrey was puzzled, “She exaggerates. I’m the press conference 

organiser for today.”  

   “Oh.”  

   Jeffrey could’ve kicked himself for being so inarticulate. Thankfully, Claudia spoke:  

   “Darren’s also a world class journalist, so he can manipulate anything we say. Anyway 

Jeffrey, I was thinking...is there a particular message you want to send to the killer? This 

conference would be the best time. Reporters from the BBC are coming and whatever you 

say will be broadcasted today at 10pm. You can bet the killer will be watching.”  

   Jeffrey nodded.  

   “We can use this to our advantage. She wants to play a game? Okay fine; but the rules 

changed when she messed with one of us.” 

 

* 

 

   “So...long lost brother huh?” Jeffrey asked as they walked through the corridor.  

   “Yeah, I’ve been covering stories in Iraq. You might have seen my face on TV actually. 

Thankfully the soldiers over there spared it...I was only shot twice, and both times below my 

neck.”  

   “Oh really?”    

“Sure. Once in my torso. The other just shy of the longfella, if you know what I mean. 

Figured it was safer over here and came back.  I tell you, one bad story and they ship you 
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overseas...Claudia exaggerates sometimes. She’s not too hard on you, is she? She’s a lovely 

girl really.” 

   Jeffrey, who had never heard his Director be called anything along a term of endearment, 

let alone a lovely girl, was momentarily speechless.  

   “Oh? Wait. You’re not that Darren Daniels, are you?” 

  Jeffrey thought back to when all the tabloids seemed to have been written by a Mr. Daniels. 

Then, a few months later, all the tabloids featured the man. A bogus story.  An angry client 

and a lawsuit had stripped the journalist of half a million pounds and had been enough to 

send him from high-rise glory to dodging bullets in Iraq. 

  “Yep,” the man nodded. “Right, I should probably brief you on what’s happening. Simple 

really; it’ll take place in the MediLink Briefing Room. And there’ll be the screen to project 

the images you prepared earlier on. There’ll be quite a few reporters but it’s up to you if you 

want to stay after the initial questioning and be interviewed with a more one-on-one 

approach. You’ve done one of these, yeah?”  

   “Of course.”  

   “Okay, so normal procedure. Get in, send messages to the killer, get out. Public happy, 

journalists happy, we’re all happy.”  

   “Simple,” Jeffrey nodded. Although he’d been in his line of work long enough to know that 

‘simple’ were rarely the case.  

 

* 

 

Time: 10:01AM 

Location: MedLink Sector, Life Protection Agency   
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   “Good morning ladies and gentlemen. On behalf of the Life Protection Agency, I’d like to 

thank the media for your cooperation with this particularly sensitive case. We are now 

conducting a Serial Murder investigation. We believe the killer to have killed over five young 

girls, whose family and friends are in our hearts...”  

   Jeffrey trailed off. The Director’s introduction was always long and peppered with insincere 

condolences. At the back of the room he could see Darren making notes and whispering to 

one of the guards by the door.  

   “...And now I’ll pass you over to Special Agent Jeffrey.”  

   “Thank you,” Jeffrey stood in front of the podium and look briefly down at the sheet of 

paper, even though he knew exactly what he was going to say. Appearance was key. “We 

have traced the Butcher killings back to a series of killings ten years ago. Some of you may 

remember the Engagement Killings. We believe the killer to be one and the same. We also 

know that the killer is female, and has recently enjoyed a trip to Mexico. She has a thorough 

knowledge of medical science and recently killed her ex-lover, Friedrich Hanson, a man who 

employed several aliases over the years. We have strong leads and are in the process of 

tracking her down. Any questions?” Jeffrey looked up nonchalantly.     

   There was a long and shocked silence, followed by some frantic whispers. Suddenly, like 

the outpouring of a flood, the questions flowed thick and furious.  

   ‘How do you know the killer’s gender....?’ 

  ‘Is it really possible these killings are related to the Engagement Killings?’  

   ‘What makes you think she had a medical degree...?’  

   ‘How do you know...?’  

   ‘What evidence...?’  

  Jeffrey allowed himself a small smile. This was exactly what he had hoped for. Of course 

his speech hadn’t been delivered conventionally – it had been delivered with the intent to 
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shock and throw off guard, not just the journalists, but most importantly the killer who would 

no doubt be watching the BBC coverage. 

   ‘You mentioned Mexico. What’s that all about?’ 

   “Her husband, Friedrich Hanson...” Jeffrey nodded at the screen behind him. Instantly the 

photo switched to a large image of Hanson’s passport photo. “-Also known as Adam West, 

and several other aliases - relocated to Mexico when the Engagement Killings started, but 

was tracked down the Butcher merely last week.”  

  ‘Do you have any solid leads to go on?’  

  “Of course.”  

  ‘Any predicted time of when the LPA could catch this killer?’ 

  “I would not like to make any estimates at this point in time.”  

   ‘A source of mine tells me that this killer murdered a certain Cherry Davidson. Your wife. 

Is this true?’ 

   Jeffrey froze and stared at the man who had asked him the question. It was a cheap-looking 

reporter clutching a stubby pencil in one hand and a notepad in the other. His eyebrows were 

shaped oddly and he had a challenging sneer upon his face.  

   ‘Is it true? Doesn’t it break protocol to be working on a personal case?’  

   A long time passed before Jeffrey leant into the microphone.  

   “No.”  

  ‘I have a source that says it is.’  

   “Well then I strongly suggest you re-evaluate your sources,” Jeffrey said coldly. “Any other 

questions?” 

   ‘Who does the killer target?’  

   “Young and single girls.”  

   ‘Any sign of forced sexual relations?’  
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   “No. We maintain our belief that this is serial murderer, not a serial rapist.”   

   ‘How did you find the girls...?’  

   “The bodies are often left out in the open. People stumbled across the body of Kay Silver-” 

A picture of Kay appeared on the screen, “and called it in. She was wearing full attire and 

there was no sign of any sexual assault. However, her finger had been dissected. Many serial 

killers keep similar ‘trophies’ as mementos of their sick exploits, and we believe that this is 

the case...”  

   ‘So what will be your next move?’  

  On and on and on. An endless tirade of questions.  

  A pack of wolves are never full. You throw them some meat and they’ll rip apart the one 

who delivered it.  

   Eventually every question was answered with, “No comment,” and Claudia delivered some 

more fake appreciative comments. Then it was over.  

 

* 

“...We also know that the killer is female, and has recently enjoyed a trip to Mexico...has a 

thorough knowledge in medical science and recently killed her ex-lover, Friedrich 

Hanson...We have strong leads and are in the process of tracking her down.” 

  The Butcher’s face twitched with anger.  

 There was a slight pause before the two words were delivered. The final blow:  

   “Any questions?”  

   “Asshole!” she spat, switching off the radio. “Dirty stinking asshole. How dare he?” 

   A fist went crashing into the wall and blood trickled down her knuckles.  

   Violet Barratt gasped and then whimpered,  

   “Please...”  
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  Jo swivelled her head painfully to face the killer.  

  “I told you. The only way to save yourself is to turn yourself in. They’re narrowing down 

your identity even now, and soon...”  

  “Shut up!” The killer screamed. “Let me think. Just let me think.” Her eyes gleamed. 

“There’s no way they’ll ever find me. No way. Fine. So Jeffrey wants to step it up, does he? 

Well two can play at this game.”  

  She turned swiftly and stalked out the room.  

   “Shh, don’t worry. Didn’t you hear? They’ll catch her soon,” Jo said to the terrified girl.  

  “But what is she going to do with us?” Tears and snot had dribbled down Violet’s face, 

leaving snail slime marks down her cheeks and chin.  

   “Everything will be okay...”  

   Jo knew that she was lying.  

   Even before The Butcher returned to the room wielding a large chainsaw.  
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CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT 

 

   The Butcher was muttering to herself as she crossed the room and over to Violet.  

   “No. Leave her alone. Kill me instead!” Jo wasn’t quite sure where the bravery had come 

from. Again, she tried to free herself from the restraints. “Let her go!”  

  “I’m sorry, but you’re too valuable to me right now. You, on the other hand...” The killer 

turned to Violet.  

   “Please, please don’t...” Violet begged. But her words contradicted her actions. She lay 

limply on the table as if she had already accepted her fate. A lamb brought to the slaughter.  

   “It has to be done. Unfortunately for you, it won’t be painless. It was either the chainsaw or 

the pistol. But the chainsaw is a lot more fun, don’t you think?” 

   “If you touch one hair on her head...” Jo fumed.  

   “You can turn away if you want,” The Butcher shrugged. She raised the chainsaw.  

   Jo struggled to sit up and tugged desperately at the restraints. The rope cut into her flesh, it 

rubbed and burned. Blood trickled down her arms. If she dug in any further she would cut an 

artery and then she would bleed to death.  

   She tried to bring her head down to gnaw at the rope, but just couldn’t reach.  

   Brrrrrrrrrrrrr-chukchuk-brrrrrrrrr.... 
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   The chainsaw had started up. Jo felt as though the ropes were around her chest, around her 

neck, stopping her from breathing.  

   In desperation, she did the only thing she could do. She swung her head with all her power. 

The head butt connected with the killer’s back.  

   The woman yelled out in pain. The chainsaw was switched off and lowered.  

   “You little bitch!” A backhanded slap across the face and a punch to the stomach.  

   Jo couldn’t even reach across to hold her stomach. Saliva and blood dribbled down her 

mouth as she coughed painfully. Her head was reeling from the impact. If the pain was 

anything to go by, she was pretty sure she’d smashed her cranium.  

    Brrrrrrrrrrrrr-chukchuk-brrrrrrrrr.... 

   The chainsaw started again. This time there was pleading and struggling. The chainsaw was 

lowered once more.    

   “Violet Barratt – I’m so glad you’ve come to me today for your check-up,” the Butcher 

smiled sweetly. “We’ll just have to check inside to see what’s wrong, okay petal? Now first, 

say ‘ahhh.’” 

   The Black Rose Butcher lowered the saw and was impressed at how long it took before the 

young woman opened her mouth and screamed.  

   Violet’s blood splattered across Jo’s face, clinging to her hair, decorating her clothes.  

 

* 

   

 “Try and stunt like that again and I’ll burn you alive. Come on, sit up. Sit up!” 

   Jo looked fearfully over to the table where Violet had once been. Or rather, where Violet 

still was.  Her blood-soaked flesh remained on the table. Each piece had been wrapped up 

thoroughly with strips of plastic sheets. The blood trickled down them like raindrops against 



223 | P a g e                      A c q u a h          B l a c k  R o s e  B u t c h e r   

 

a car window.  

   Moaning slightly, Jo sat up and allowed the serial killer to untie her ankles.  

   “Now I’m going to untie your hands and you’d better do as I say. Do you hear me?” 

   She nodded faintly.  

   Her hands were untied and immediately she swung a punch, catching the woman in the 

stomach.  She swung her legs off the table and dashed across the room to the door. It was 

locked.  

   “Nice try,” the Butcher laughed hysterically. She advanced.  

   Jo looked around for anything that she could use as a weapon. The room was empty, apart 

from the rope still bolted to the floor, the tables, a wooden chair, and the 125pounds of 

human flesh.  

  The Butcher pointed the chainsaw at her.  

   “Sit down. Don’t make me kill you before the time is right. It will be a lot more painful for 

you, trust me.” 

   As soon as Jo sat down, more ropes were looped around her torso and her legs. The chair 

was also bolted to the floor.  

   “What are you going to do?” Jo asked.  

   The Butcher said nothing and simply walked out the room. 

   Two minutes later she had returned with a small recording camera which she placed on one 

of the tables.  

   “We’re going to send a message to your lover boy.” The Butcher smiled coolly.  
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 

 

The boy’s name was Lucas Bradley. He was ten years old. A little bit of a goody-goody-two-

shoe. Eager to please everyone. School had just finished, and he was on his way home.  

   “Hey kid,” The Butcher called out. 

   “Yes?” Lucas squinted up at the woman. She had a nice, trustworthy face and an apologetic 

smile.  

   “You seem like a smart young man. Reckon you could do me a favour? I’ll give you a 

tenner for your work.” 

   At the mention of the money, his eyes gleamed. His parents had told him not to talk to 

strangers, but this one was going to pay him!  

   “Yeah sure,” he said eagerly.  

   “Okay well, I’ve put myself in a bit of a pickle. I need to deliver a present to a building a 

couple of blocks away, but I need to go in the opposite direction around...” She made a great 

show of looking at her watch, “…now, actually. I don’t want to be late for my nephew’s 

birthday party.” 

   “Oh?”  

   “Do you reckon you could deliver the parcel for me? I’ve marked it and everything; I just 
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don’t have time to...”  

   “Yeah, yeah, sure!”  

   The Butcher passed over a cardboard box. The address had been handwritten onto a white 

label.  

  C/O - Jeffrey Davidson 

  64 Turnecker Street 

   The little boy waited expectantly.  

   “Oh, how could I forget? Here.” The Butcher handed over the ten pound note. “Now you’ll 

be careful with that, yeah? It’s a really special present.”  

   “Yep. I will. Promise!”  

   The little boy walked quickly away, holding the parcel in both hands. It only occurred to 

him later on that he hadn’t thanked the kind stranger. He turned around, but the woman was 

gone.  

 

* 

 

“Parcel for Special Agent Jeffrey,” The delivery man placed a cardboard box on Jeffrey’s 

desk.  

   “Was it sent to me or the LPA?” 

   The man tapped the label on the box.  

   “Directly to you, sir.” 

   Jeffrey recognised the label and cold fear ran through him.  

   “Who delivered it? When...?” 

   The urgency in his voice took the man by surprise. 

   “A...a little boy, sir...said someone had told him to deliver it...I assumed it was files for the 
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case sir? Or...”  

   Jeffrey wasn’t listening. He was running across the room and slamming the elevator 

buttons.  

   “Tom! Don’t touch it.” 

   He pulled a lever and immediately alarms rang throughout the whole building.  

   “Evacuate the premises!” He spoke urgently, making giant sweeping gestures with his 

hands, motioning them to move towards the fire exit. “Everybody leave!”    

 

Location: LIFE PROTECTION AGENCY, HQ, (LONDON) 

Time: 1 HOUR AND 47 MINUTES LATER  

 

    

   “The package has been X-rayed, and every possible rayed the radiologists could think of. It 

doesn’t contain any radioactive substance. Nor does it contain, to the best of our knowledge, 

anything explosive.” Claudia said.  

   Jeffrey, Tom, Claudia and Vincent were staring at the box. 

   “I’ve been sent one of her packages before,” Jeffrey murmured. “They’re not pretty.”  

   “Well whatever it is, it’s neither alive nor actively harmful,” Claudia shrugged. “I’ll open it, 

shall I? Settle this serial killer’s Schrodinger’s Cat once and for all.” 

   The tape securing the flaps of the box were cut. Claudia opened the box slowly, much like a 

child wanting to savour the unwrapping of their Christmas present.   

   She looked inside the cardboard box first, before lifting the rectangular object and placing 

the table beside the box.”  

   “It’s a video,” Tom said unnecessarily, nodding at the black rectangular device. 

   Scrawled across the body of the video were the words – WATCH ME IF YOU DARE.  
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   Tom perforated the silence. “Who still uses video?”  

   “Tom...the killer’s preferred mode of projection isn’t really the important thing...”  

   “It might be,” Jeffrey shrugged. “If it’s a recently bought video, we could try and track 

down the shop she bought it from.”  

   Tom nodded. “So...do we dare?”  

   Jeffrey snatched up the video and turned it over in his hands. It felt cold and course, and 

was lighter than expected.  

   “Well I for one am not about to lose a game of chicken. Now...do we have a VCR in this 

building?” 

 

* 

 

The screen crackles to life.  

   Slowly.  

  Pixels fizz and whizz and sparkle and flash like fireworks. The grey dots become colour. 

They begin to take form.  

  A room. Black walls and a light source just off the periphery of the camera. Probably a 

single light bulb.  

   A woman chained to a chair, a gag choking the air out of her. She is struggling to escape, 

desperate to say something.  

   “Jo!” Tom can’t help himself. He is shocked, scared, indignant.  

   Jeffrey stands still, his hands dangling by his sides helplessly, anger flashing in his eyes.  

   “Special Agent Jeffrey.”  

   A voice off-screen is talking. “I feel I should congratulate you on your press conference. 

Wise move. Now, allow me? It’s my turn to make a move and I think we should step it up a 
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bit, don’t you?”  

    A body shifts in front of the screen. It is dressed all in black and the face is covered. 

    They are wielding a knife.  

    The killer walks slowly, each footstep pronounced, until she is standing behind Jo. Her 

arms snake out quickly, one pinning Jo in a deathly headlock, the other pressing the knife to 

her neck.  

   The killer looks right at the camera, eyes sparkling. It’s as if she can see through it. See the 

panic.  

   “What? You didn’t honestly think you could step up the game and not face the next level?” 

The knife is pressed harder. A bead of blood drips down Jo’s neck. Her eyes widen, she 

struggles but it is no use. She is shaking her head frantically at the camera. Trying to tell 

them something.  

   “What did it feel like when you lost her, Jeffrey?” The killer continues. “We’re not that 

different, you know. What did it feel like, huh? Cherry? Losing your world? Well, you’ve 

been given another chance. Jo has exactly 24 hours to live. If you don’t find her, I will kill 

her. Slowly, painfully. Excruciatingly painfully, I promise you that. And what’s more...” The 

killer walks off-screen again, behind the camera. “You’ll be made to watch.” 

   A watch is dangled in front of the lens. The long hand on the 12. The short hand on the 

number 3.    

  Jo shakes her head frantically.  

   Pixels fizz.  

  The show is over.  
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CHAPTER THIRTY 

 

   “Oh...hey Boss,” Tom stopped short in the doorway of the men’s room, briefly considering 

turning back. There was nothing more awkward than peeing with your boss.  

   He carefully stood one urinal away and winced at how loud his zipper sounded in the 

silence of the room.  

   He trained his eyes on the clinically white tiles in front of him, sneaking a glance at Jeffrey 

every now and again. The man’s eyes were squeezed tightly shut.  

   “Boss?” Tom pulled up the zipper and eyed the man worriedly. “Boss!” 

  Jeffrey’s eyes flew open. He looked dazed. Sweat was breaking out on his forehead.  

  “What?” he snapped.  

   “Looked like you were falling asleep there.”  

   “Do you think any of us have time to fall asleep?! We have 24 hours, and if we don’t find 

her then she’ll...she’ll...” he shook his head.  

    “I know. You don’t think I know? Trust me, nobody wants to find her more than I do. I just 

wish...” Tom trailed off.  

   “What?” 

   “Nothing. C’mon,” Tom made a move for the door. “The Director’s back there with 
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Vincent trying to analyse the video. We need to help...”  

   Jeffrey grabbed the flesh of Tom’s arm and spun him around.  

   “She’s more than a work colleague to you, isn’t she?” he demanded.  

   “Of course she is...she’s a friend,” J looked down and wriggled his arm out of the hold.  

   A long silence followed.  

   “What?!” 

   “But you want her to be more than that. That’s what you meant by nobody wants to find her 

more than you do. I can see it. Tom...you don’t love her, don’t you?” 

   “Of course not. We don’t have time for this. Come on!” He looked away, briefly. It was 

enough.  

   “You do. What’s it to you, eh? At least I never made any formal advances. Claudia hasn’t 

put two and two together yet, but when she takes your official statement, she’ll realise you 

two were dating. And you’ll be screwed.”  

   “Don’t talk to me like that. I am your boss!” 

   “Sorry,” Tom straightened his jacket. “Sorry. I guess I’m a little bit on edge. We both...we 

both care for her though.”  

   “Yes,” Jeffrey said gruffly.  

   “Okay, well let’s show that by finding her.”  

   “Agreed. We can flesh this out another time.”  

    When they rejoined the group, Vincent was staring hard at the screen. The message from 

the killer had been looped several times to allow constant analysis.  

    I feel I should congratulate you on your press conference... 

   Wise move. 

   Now, allow me? It’s my turn to make a move and I think we should step it up a bit, don’t 

you....? 
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  “She makes me sick,” Tom said. “How can a woman do that to another woman?” 

   “She’s mentally ill,” Vincent murmured.  

   “Thanks Mr. Big Shot Profiler. Got any other gems of wisdom to share with us? Was Jack 

the Ripper slightly demented too? Wonderful insight. I thought they were all completely sane 

individuals!” Tom spat.  

   “Tom. Cool it. This isn’t helping anyone,” Claudia whispered in his ear.  

   “Have you discovered anything?” Jeffrey asked.  

   “Nothing more than what we originally assumed. This video is up to date – she mentions 

your press conference. So we’re going to have to assume the killer is true to their word. If so, 

we have until 3pm tomorrow to find her.”  

   “I should’ve suspected something,” Jeffrey said. “The moment the waiter came out and...” 

he laughed bitterly. “There’s not even time to retrospect.”  

  “Where do we move from here?” Tom demanded.  

   “You said you rang her straight after she disappeared – what you two were doing, we will 

have to discuss later – didn’t she give you a clue?”  

   “She mentioned DEADBIRD, her duress code.”  

  “Nothing else?” Claudia asked. “Not the name of a person, a shop, a street? Think hard.”  

   Hello?   

   Laughter.  

   It’s called a shawl! Honestly... 

   Family emergency. It’s...my Dad.  

  Well he’s in hospital... 

   Shit! 

   Anyway, I’ll speak to you later. Bye.  
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     Jeffrey frowned. “She mentioned her Dad. Made up a long cover story about leaving 

because her dad was in the hospital...The killer must have been with her once she got in the 

car, or at the very least listening.” 

   “The Chevy? Nobody has seen a black Chevy nearby The Deep Dish,” Claudia said. 

“Nobody saw the car drawing up or leaving.” 

   “It was dark. I barely noticed it myself. She sounded slightly panicked, but other than 

that...I suppose there was one thing that struck me as weird.”  

   “What?” 

   Jeffrey jumped up, his eyes dancing like flames.  

  “Of course, I was so stupid!” 

   “What are you talking about?” 

   “I was wondering...why so many references to age? How could she say the wrong age?” 

   He looked at them all, Michelle, Tom, and Vincent, all staring at him confused.  

   “She mentioned something about me being a forty year old man. Soon after, she said her 

dad was a seventy year old man – a piece of information inaccurate by seven years.  And 

why? Why mention it at all?” 

   At their blank faces, he continued,  

   “Don’t you get it? A forty year old...where is The Deep Dish? It’s situated along the...” 

    “A40 motorway,” Tom muttered. “Of course.” 

   “It must have been a clue. Next she mentioned her dad...” 

   “The A70! That’s where she was headed!” Claudia crossed the bullpen to the phone. “I’ll 

alert people to be on the look-out for a Chevy along the A70.” 

   “If she’s still even there. That motorway opens up to a lot of roads – she could’ve taken 

loads by now.”    

    “Can you pull up a map?” 
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   “There,” Tom tapped a few buttons on the keyboard and pointed to the screen. Five roads 

open up from the A70, all heading in very different directions. She could be heading to any of 

them.” 

   Claudia hung up the phone.  

   “I’ve alerted all the local police stations. They’re on the lookout for any black Chevys.” 

  “Okay, good.” Jeffrey nodded. “Can we also get information fliers handed out to 

shopkeepers, faxed to office workers and bank workers.  This entire city needs to BOLO.” 

 

 

LOCATION: LIFE PROTECTION AGENCY 

TIME: MIDNIGHT 

 

“Okay, it’s been a long night everyone. I know it might seem impossible but go home; get 

some rest. You’re no help to Jo if you’re too tired to think straight.” 

   Everybody stayed put.  

   “That’s an order. I want everyone back here at six.”  

   People shifted. Jeffrey and Tom were the last to leave, slowly shrugging on their jackets 

and moving, like apparitions, to the lift. 

   Darren turned to his sister.  

   “What are you still doing here, then?” 

  “I’ve got to put the files away; make sure my office is locked; review today’s progress...” 

  “Sis, it’s almost one in the morning! Let me do it.”  

  “But...” 

   “No arguments!” Darren picked her coat up from her chair and held it up for her.  

   She shrugged into it. 
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  “Thanks Darren. I know I’ve given you a hard time recently, but...” 

  His silver eyes flashed. .  

  “Hard time? You’ve given me a place to stay! Who knows what I would’ve done?!” He 

kissed her on the cheek. “I’ve got the spare keys. Don’t wait up for me.” 

  “Thanks.” She took the necklace from around her neck and placed it in his hands. Dangling 

off the end was a singular key. “To my office,” she explained. “Just replace the files in the 

cabinet, shut it, turn off the lights and lock the door?” 

  “Okie dokie,” 

  “Cheers,” 

  Darren waited until the elevator doors had hidden his sister’s face from his sight, before 

moving.  

  Gaining the keys to the Director’s office hadn’t been too difficult after all.   

  Darren made his way up another flight of stairs to the fifth floor, and along the main 

corridor, carefully scanning the periphery. He met no-one. It was hardly surprising given the 

time.  

   Still, he walked slowly and cautiously, each foot tread filled with paranoia.  

   He reached the office door and slid the silver key in. It turned silently and smoothly. Just 

like that, he was in.  

  “Too easy,” he muttered to himself, shutting the door behind him.  

   He had a quick look around. A large desk stood ahead of him, on which were numerous 

documents, a photo frame, and a Snoopy mug.  

   Curiosity overtook him first and he crossed to the table, spinning around the photograph. 

   His breath caught.  

   It was a picture of the Director and three other people. It had been taken on the beach; a 

fishing trip. Darren remembered the day well. In the photo he was no more than thirteen, with 
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unruly spiky hair. He and his half-sister were pointing at something behind the cameraman 

(who had taken the picture?) and his step-mother and his Dad were huddled together, 

happiness emanating from their frozen eyes. 

   Such a long time ago. It had been a long time since Darren had been rejected from the 

family, outcast and disowned.  

   Darren forced his eyes from the photo, scowling. There was no point in contemplating the 

past. No good ever came from it.  

   Still, he couldn’t help but wonder what Michelle and Daniel must think of him now- now 

that he was a failure copping out on his younger sister’s couch .Now that he had been rejected 

not only from the family, but from the world of journalism- they must’ve heard what had 

happened; how he had been exiled to dodge bullets in Iraq. 

   All he needed was a chance to redeem himself. 

   Making his way to the corner of the office, he opened the folder, thumbing his way through 

the files.  

  Butcher, 89 

  Butcher,  

  David, J. 

  They would do for now. 

  As he slipped out into the inky darkness, the shadows of the night were the perfect cover. 

The moon’s eye twinkled mischievously, as if to say, ‘Your secret’s safe with me.’  

   Then would come the storm. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 

 

Jeffrey was woken up by a strange commotion outside his front door. At first he thought he 

was dreaming, but slowly his brain shifted between the unconscious and the terrible reality. 

   There was some kind of rabble, rally, or protest going on outside his front door.  

   He risked a peek outside his bedroom window, suddenly very grateful for the fact that he 

lived in a bungalow.  

  No less than fifty people were standing outside his house. As far as he could tell, nobody 

was holding any weapons or wielding any picket signs. It wasn’t a protest.  

   The crowd were mainly female and they were dressed too smart to be part of an 

unorganised rabble anyway.  

   Journalists. 

   The realisation came too late; one of the women noticed him and pointed. There was an 

even bigger surge of energy, and louder thumping on the front door. 

   His mobile rung,  

   “Hello?” 

  “Boss? What’s going on? I got up half an hour ago and there’s practically an army outside 

my doorstep. Claudia’s not picking up her mobile, and they’re looking pretty relentless. Now 

don’t get me wrong, I love a bunch of fiery women – pretty hot if you ask me, but...” 
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  “Tom...Tom! Yeah I know,” Jeffrey interrupted. “I was wondering the same thing. If they’re 

outside your house too, it’s got to be related to the case.” 

  “What should I do?” 

  “Just power through them. Keep your head down.  Head straight to the LPA.” 

   “You want me to barrel through this crowd?” Tom said in disbelief.  

   “Hey...you love fiery women, remember?”  

   Jeffrey hung up. 

   Twenty minutes later he was ready to leave the house. He’d never felt more uncertain when 

leaving his own home, other than driving over to pick Jo up for a date. 

  Jo... 

  If they ever found her again there was no way she was going to agree to go on a second 

date! 

   For a second, Jeffrey’s audacity shocked even himself. How could he even think about 

second dates when she might be living her last moments even now...? 

   “Mr. Davidson...” 

  “...shed some light on the situation?” 

  “What do you...?” 

  “Live footage...”  

   “The killer...” 

   “What can you...?” 

   “Would you like to...?” 

   For Jeffrey, it was as if he had surfaced; as if he had broken through the surface of a 

swimming pool. The noise and action all hit at once. He took a deep breath and stepped into 

the mêlée, almost immediately carried away by the strong current of questions.  

    “No comment,”  
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   Lights flashed in his face, mikes were flung at him, elbows jostled to get a slice.  

   “No comment,” he repeated.  

   He slid into his car, instantly reaching for the packet of cigarettes he kept in the driver’s 

compartment and rolling down the window before lighting one. 

   “Mr. Davidson...”  

   It was a young and particularly pushy journalist, directly at the side of the car.  

  “Do you mind?” Jeffrey puffed.  

  “One question?” 

   Jeffrey almost flipped. He had a mere 12 hours left. Didn’t these idiots understand that? For 

a crazy second, he wondered what would happen if he were to make a jab at her with the 

lighted cigarette.  

   “What’s the question?” 

   “Is it true that you are currently dating the woman -Joanna Ryans- who went missing, and 

that your wife was captured by the same person? How are you coping with all this? How do 

you feel?” 

   Jeffrey took in a sharp breath, jarred by the severity of the question. Cameras clicked and 

whirred, and yet he stayed. Frozen like a deer in headlights. 

    “I...”  

   “Don’t you find it strange that the killer has already targeted two women related to you?” 

   “What are you saying?” 

   “Nothing. It’s just strange, that’s all.  A good 25% of criminals nowadays have some sort of 

connection with law enforcement...” 

   Jeffrey pursed his lips. 

  “No comment,”  

   His foot pressed the pedal so hard that in seconds he had beaten every single speed limit in 



242 | P a g e                      A c q u a h          B l a c k  R o s e  B u t c h e r   

 

the country.  

 

* 

 

“Would anybody like to explain to me why the hell I had over fifty reporters outside my door 

this morning? Jeffrey marched straight up to Claudia. Then he glanced around at the shocked 

faces of the other workers. “Would anybody like to explain how they had information – 

inside information – that we ourselves only learnt about last night? Is there something I 

should know?!” 

   “It seems there was a security breach,” Claudia murmured.  

   “No kidding.” 

   Claudia bit her lip worriedly.  

   “They know a lot. Look,”  

   She pressed a button on a miniature remote, and immediately the Morning News flashed 

onto the screen. The speaker was Amelia Hughes; blonde, pristine, and wooden, the woman 

was practically a Barbie doll. The only reason Jeffrey could think as to why the newbie had 

been hired, was because the woman was very well endowed and looked good in her navy 

blue suites.  

   “...Special Agent Joanna Ryans was captured two nights ago by the Black Rose Butcher, 

seemingly in retaliation to Agent Davidson’s confident speech at a recent press conference. 

The killer has demanded for nothing other than that LPA put all their resources into finding 

this woman, or else she will be killed by 7pm EST.” Amelia’s monotone voice made the 

news seem even worse. “Reporters interviewed Jeffrey Davidson, lead on the case, to see if 

he could shed any extra light on the situation....” 

   New footage rolled in. Jeffrey recognised the young woman who had interviewed him 
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earlier. 

  “Is it true that you are currently dating the woman -Joanna Ryans- who went missing, and 

that your wife was captured by the same person? How are you coping with all this?” 

   Then came the hesitation, followed by the indignation of the insinuation.  

  Jeffrey could’ve kicked himself for showing that amount of emotion. The quick getaway 

just made him look guilty. 

  And back to Amelia Hughes. Would the torture never end? 

   “Special Agent Jeffrey Davidson has captured many killers in his time, but has never come 

close to cornering Britain’s Black Rose Butcher, a killer who has terrorised the country in 

over ten years. A man who has been involved in the case, Mr. Daniels, is willing to be 

interviewed. We will now return to the studio...” 

   “Mr. Daniels?” Tom muttered.  

   Claudia didn’t say anything, but her mouth opened to the perfect ‘O’ when her brother’s 

face materialised onto the screen.  

  “Mr Daniels...” 

   “Call me Darren.”  

   “Very well, Darren. Pleasure to meet you again. Of course, most people will know you as 

the journalist who wrote witty freelance articles. Could you explain how you come to be 

involved in a case such as this?” 

    “By chance really. I organised the press conference Mr. Davidson attended a few days ago. 

Claudia Michelle, Director of LPA is my half-sister. I can’t really say any more than has been 

released; the killer is a woman, which is something we are unused to working with. By ‘we’ I 

mean British forces in general. This is a completely different and therefore more intriguing 

case.” 

   “Do you believe Jeffrey to be implicated in any way?” 



244 | P a g e                      A c q u a h          B l a c k  R o s e  B u t c h e r   

 

   “Certainly not. I believe the killer may have some sort of fascination with him but Jeffrey is 

certainly not the culprit. As of now, they have mere hours to...” 

   Claudia switched off the TV. Silence engulfed the room. Nobody wanted to voice the 

obvious; that her good-for-nothing half brother had sold them out for thirty pieces of silver – 

or thousands of pounds and the chance to regain his popularity. Not only that, but he had 

probably endangered Jo’s life in the process. All eyes were on the Director, but Claudia 

seemed frozen in time. She was staring blankly ahead, an unreadable expression on her face.  

    “Right everyone,” Jeffrey took a step forward and faced the room, absentmindedly stroking 

his chin. He needed a shave. “You heard Robot Hughes. We have until 7pm. Jo is... a good 

woman...” He cleared his throat. There was no point in showing emotion. No point in adding 

even more fuel to the rumours. “...a brilliant worker, so we need to find her. We don’t have 

time to be figuring out solutions at 7pm, okay? She needs to be away from that maniac by 

that time or she will...be...killed.” Jeffrey said slowly. “Got it?” 

   Nods.   

   “Okay, technical people, I want you trying to trace her call. She rang this mobile-” he took 

his mobile out of his pocket, “Two days ago in the evening. So far we’ve been unable to trace 

Jo’s call or any call by the killer,” He tossed the phone to a young man in a lab coat – a man 

he knew to be nothing short of a technical genius at the tender age of twenty-eight. “Fix it.” 

He ordered.  

   “We were also sent a video in a box. Forensics, I want to know every single thing about 

that box. I want the handwriting on it analysed, I want to know where the killer purchased the 

box, and if she left a trace of DNA we can run through the database. I want a copy of the 

video to watch, and I want others to be watching it too; looking for anything new. Likewise, I 

want to know if the video was recently purchased, at which store, the pricing, etcetera. I want 

old evidence to be re-examined. Every single clue we’ve ever been left to be re-evaluated. 
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You’ve read the files ten times? Read it ten times more. Don’t stop going over everything 

until you find something new. I don’t want anybody coming back to me empty handed. And 

let’s get one thing straight – nobody is to leave the building until she is safe. Tom – I need 

you to show me that list of women on the flight back from Mexico. Well? What are you all 

standing there for? Get moving!” 

   Once everybody had dispersed, Claudia shot Jeffrey a look of gratitude that he 

acknowledged with a simple nod. 

   11 hours. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 

 

“Well, well, isn’t that something? People are beginning to suspect Jeffrey for all of this. 

Interesting, but mildly insulting.” The Butcher gestured at the TV, where Amelia the Robot 

was rigidly presenting the news. “Isn’t she an awful TV personality? She’s the real criminal 

here – the murderer of brain cells.” 

  Jo forced herself not to smile. Tom was always poking jokes at Amelia Hughes.  

  “See? Almost made you laugh there. I’m no monster.” 

   “Then let me go!” 

   “No. It’s all about the chase. It’s the best bit. For your sake I hope they find you. For my 

sake, I hope they do. It’s rather boring otherwise. I’ll just have to kill you, and then move 

onto others, and where’s the fun in that? He’s got to come close at least.”  

   “You’re sick,” 

   “I’m a doctor. I believe that would be an oxymoron,” the woman chuckled. 

   “So what? If they find me you’ll just let me go?” 

  “Perhaps...How much do you reckon Jeffrey really wants to save you? Enough to exchange 

his own life?” 

   The suggestion took a while to set in.  
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   “Don’t you dare touch him.” 

   “But a minute ago you were only concerned with yourself,” the Butcher smiled. “If Jeffrey 

exchanges his life for yours, then I really will let you go...” 

   Jo fought to push down the rising panic. She had known all along there would be a catch, 

only...nothing this terrible. Because of course, Jeffrey being the masculine hero he prided 

himself in being, of course he would sacrifice himself. He wouldn’t even hesitate. 

   “...and then the real game begins.” 

 

* 

 

“What do you think?” Claudia asked Vincent Donahue. They were both watching Jeffrey 

pacing up and down the office, muttering to himself.  

   “He’s under extreme stress, but nothing too serious...yet. Best remedy for him would be, 

quite obviously, finding her. If that doesn’t happen soon, I’m pretty sure he’s going to snap.” 

   “Thanks,”  

   “Always a pleasure. Now listen, I’ve been doing some more profiling based on the new 

information; gender, personality issues, occupation, you name it. I have a theory...” 

   “So, the killer is egotistical and sentimental. That’s the important thing to remember.  A 

little bit like you, actually,” Vincent nodded at Tom, who raised his middle finger in reply. 

“The killer believes she is the best; that you can’t catch her. She is also sentimental; that is to 

say, she was originally driven by her anger and her need to kill Hanson. Now that’s over, she 

is changing her tactics. Although, I dare say that has made her even more predictable. In 

some strange sort of way, she has transferred her obsession onto you. Probably because 

you’re the only one who makes her feel special.”  

   “Cut the crap, will you?  How do I make her feel special?” Jeffrey folded his arms. 
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   “Because you’re obsessed with her! You’ve spent many years of your life putting her first. 

Now, with Hanson out of the way, I believe her thoughts and feelings have been transferred 

to you. It often happens in psychoanalysis; the client transfers intense feelings of love, 

jealousy, affection, and so forth, onto somebody else. That means she’s intent on finding you, 

hunting you down, probably killing you.” 

   “Then why kidnap Jo?” Jeffrey frowned. “Why not go straight for me?” 

   “That would be too difficult. Kidnapping Jo gives her away to lure you straight in. Don’t 

you see?  Finding Jo is just what she wants you to do – it’s just a means for her to get you.” 

   “Well I’m not giving up.”  

  “No, I guess not...” Vincent sighed. “It’s the first part, her ego, which we can use against 

her. Remember, trophies are generally a sign of a killer’s ego. They remind the killer of their 

accomplishments. Just like trophies in a school cabinet, the killer’s trophies are a decoration. 

And so are the bodies.”  

   “What do you mean?” 

   “Gloating. Why do you think she rings you, and sends you the videos? To gloat. For that 

same reason, a killer may mock a victim’s family for years, to reawaken how they felt when 

they killed, to relive that moment. Think about Cherry...” 

   “Black Rose Butcher sent her back to me in several different parts. You mean that wasn’t 

just to taunt me, but to relive her fantasy?” 

   “Exactly. And for that reason I think you need to be checking the graves. She’s egotistical; 

she wants to see where the bodies were buried, think back to that moment...even, sickeningly 

enough, lay flowers on the grave. I’ve heard to a few instances where killers have even 

attended the funerals of their victims – it’s all one and the same to them...Where are you 

going?” 

    Jeffrey tucked a gun into his holster. A Berretta M9A1.  
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   “To the graves of course. I’ll take back-up.”  

   “Don’t go alone! It’s what she wants!” Vincent called after him. He turned to Claudia, but 

she was already speaking furiously into her mobile, ordering back-up to follow him. “You’re 

just putty in her hands,” he muttered. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 

 

 It was 10am when Claudia received the much expected call.  

   “Bloody hell Claudia, can you explain to me why LPA is splashed all over the tabloids? 

Everywhere I turn. What happened to keeping it on the DL?” 

   It was Kingsley. Overall director of the British Intelligence Agencies. Usually the only 

person she had to answer to... 

   “Boss. It wasn’t done intentionally. There was a leak.” 

   “Don’t be so bloody stupid. This isn’t any time for mistakes. The country is in uproar. 

You’ve given away more clues to what’s going on than in an episode of Poirot!” 

   “Sir...” 

  “And what’s your brother doing all over the news?” 

  “I...” Claudia sighed. “I gave him the go ahead, sir.” 

   “Bloody hell, why?!” 

   “I don’t know. It was a stupid decision.”  

   “You are the Director. There isn’t room for stupid decisions. You’d better watch yourself – 

there are a tonne of people who want your job, I can tell you that. I put my neck on the line 

for you anyway, remember. A woman, who would’ve thought it?!” 

  Claudia gritted her teeth.  
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   “It won’t happen again,”  

   “Good. Now, I’ve got to go and sort out this mess...” 

   Kingsley slammed the phone and Claudia whacked a fist on her desk in frustration. She 

mulled over telling Kingsley the truth – that her brother had leaked the information, not her. 

But what difference would it make? What was done was done. Besides, she should have 

never trusted Darren with the files and her office keys. 

  The phone rang again. 

   “Hello?” Claudia sighed.  

   “Sis.”  

   “Darren, you lying little...” 

   “Look, I’m sorry...” 

   “Wait till I get my hands on you. You know who I just got off the phone to?” 

   “Who?” 

  “The overall Director of the British Intelligence. I took the responsibility and he wasn’t 

pleased. I’ve basically been threatened with the sack.”  

   “I’m sorry. I just...I saw a good story and I took it.” 

  “Well it wasn’t yours to take. And, in the process, you’ve incriminated Jeffrey and at the 

very least angered the killer. Do you ever think?” 

    “I’m...” 

   “Sorry isn’t good enough. You really are a waste of space aren’t you? Look, I don’t have 

time for this. In case you’ve forgotten, one of my best agents is in danger. And Darren...I 

don’t want to see you again. You’ve got the keys – if you’ve lost them I’m sure you could 

steal a copy and break in like you’re so good at doing. By the time I get home, your stuff had 

better be off my couch.”  

   “...Okay,” The voice was quiet and subdued. 
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  Claudia almost regretted her harshness once she’d hung up the phone. Darren wasn’t always 

a bad brother; not really, but he had too much charm and too much attitude than was really 

necessary. His quick actions, coupled with his insistence to never learn from lessons was 

what had earned him the status as the ‘black sheep’ of the family.  

   Claudia winced as she pocketed her mobile. Had she been too harsh on him? No. What 

Darren had done was characteristically selfish and stupid. And why was it that she was 

always the one left to pick up the pieces? Even when they were younger, she was the one 

who’d have to stay up and let her brother in after a night out, handing him pills and water in 

the morning to combat his hangovers. She was the one who had helped lie to their parents 

about Darren’s long string of one night stands. She was the one who had to deal with the 

stress he put on their parents when he took up drugs and became violent. She would still 

never forget that one time he’d sent a glass vase smashing through her bedroom window.  

   Claudia smiled wryly to herself. Vincent was probably itching to profile her too.  

   But not now. Right now, they had a killer to catch. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 

 

Riverside Cemetery was easily visible through the allotment of trees and shrubs that grew 

along the almost vacant roadside. The headstones were not lined up, nor did they seem to 

have been organised in any sort of way. Instead, the whitewashed stone memorials sprouted 

out of the overgrown grass every now and again, as though the loved ones were, quite 

literally, pushing up daisies. 

   At the front entrance stood All Saints Church, a large brick edifice blocking off the public 

from the private. To enter the cemetery, there was a black iron-studded door within the 

church itself, or a person could simply enter through the side gate; as if to take a quick look at 

‘The Other Side.’ 

   It suddenly struck Jeffrey how varied the epitaphs were. Some were large, some were small. 

Some were clean, some were mouldering. Some were surrounded with flesh flowers, others 

stood crooked and lonely.  

  He shivered and took a sip from his cup of coffee. It  was the vastness of cemeteries that got 

him. Just how many people had lost their loved ones.  

   Only a few people were paying their respects. Of course, most people would’ve been at 
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work. A teenage girl was kneeling by an epitaph, crying. An old man walked slowly on a 

walking stick and bowed his head next to another.  

   Jeffrey downed the drink while trying not to think about the question that had been 

bothering him ever since he’d left LPA. What if this was just another wild goose chase? Fair 

enough, maybe the killer did visit the graves from time to time, but who was to say The 

Butcher would appear now? Or even today? It was already lunchtime and there were only 

seven hours left? If the killer didn’t show and he wasted the rest of the day waiting here, Jo 

would be killed.  

   Wheels spun slowly into the gravel beside him. Jeffrey recognised the car model – a Range 

Rover Discovery 3 TDV6 HSE – the standard LPA unmarked vehicle. He recognised the man 

behind the wheel too – Agent Croner, a man he had dealt with on several occasions; a man 

who had amazingly earned his trust.  

   “On your six.” Croner salted Jeffrey by  joining his fore and middle finger and tapping his 

forehead. The black service car continued down the path before stopping to park a little way 

up the road.  

   The windows had been tinted but Jeffrey  knew the Rover would be carrying at least 

another five people in the back seats – each with their own weapon and communications 

device.  

   He allowed himself a small smile as he tapped out a cigarette from the packet and lit it. At 

least now that back-up had arrived, he was free to leave whenever he liked.  He decided to 

give it another forty minutes. If nothing suspicious happened, he’d head back to the office.  

   The sky was clear and sporting a relentlessly hot sun; a strange yet  almost deserved 

juxtaposition to the graveyard.  

   Images flashed unbidden into Jeffrey’s mind.  

  Jo’s panicked face. Jo screaming, trying to break free.  
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  The watch dangled in front of the camera... 

   He lit another cigarette. He tapped against the steering wheel. He lowered his window to let 

the air in and swabbed at the sweat on his forehead. 

   Jo has exactly 24 hours to live. If you don’t find her, I will kill her. Slowly, painfully... 

  Suddenly he had a banging headache. He flicked the cigarette ash onto the gravel, then 

threw that out the window. Using his free hand, he rooted through the car’s pocket for some 

aspirin. 

  You’ll be made to watch it... 

  What did that even mean? Probably that the killer would send another video of Jo being 

sliced apart. Or maybe even a live link via webcam. 

   Excruciatingly painfully, I promise you that... 

   Finding the aspirin, he checked the recommended dose and swallowed an extra two pills. 

The guided directions had taken into account ‘allergies’ and ‘pregnancy’ but not ‘prospective 

lover kidnapped by sadistic serial killer.’  Under the circumstances, he felt the overdose was 

justified.  

  Something was strange though, and it wasn’t just the drugs. Jeffrey could feel it instantly. 

Slowly, he turned his head to the left, peering through the foliage at the graveyard. 

   Nothing had changed. It was slightly windier, maybe. In the breeze, the branches of the 

trees were moving two-and-fro and the grass was rippling different shades of green. 

   But something was in the wind. He could feel it in that infamous gut feeling. Something 

was wrong, something was dangerous.  

   There.  

   A lone figure was walking through the cemetery. The figure was wearing a long dark coat 

and their head was bowed. They were carrying a bunch of flowers. Nothing suspicious.  

   So why was it that Jeffrey felt himself holding his breath? Why was it that the fingers 
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around the steering wheel were turning milk-bottle white? 

   The figure stopped beside a gravestone, and knelt down slowly. It was the gravestone of the 

fist victim – Caitlyn Adams.  

   Without hesitating, Jeffrey opened the car door and jumped out. Immediately, the window 

of the Rover slid down.  

   “Jeffrey!” Croner whispered. “Everything okay?” 

 Jeffrey pressed a finger to his lips.  

  “Just need to check something out. Stay put.”  

  “Be careful.”  

  Jeffrey nodded, struggling to remember the last time he had been warned about ‘being 

careful’ on a case. But everybody knew this wasn’t an ordinary case. 

   He entered the graveyard at an angle, so that he would approach the figure from behind. 

They were still kneeling beside the grave, with the flowers beside them. Long dark hair was 

visible beneath a grey cap. 

   “Excuse me,”  

   The figure whipped around, obviously startled. It was a woman. Her face was tear-streaked 

and dirty. The cap was stained. The coat she wore was clean but threadbare. She squinted up 

at him.  

   “Yes?” 

   Jeffrey surveyed her closely. The killer he’d seen in Mexico had also had the same colour 

hair, but other than that there was no resemblance. He hadn’t been able to see the killer’s 

face. Besides, this woman’s eyes looked scared and humble. Her shoulders were hunched and 

her hands dug deep inside her pockets. 

   “I was just...hi, my name is Jeffrey,” Jeffrey extended his hand.  

   “Fran,” The woman took his hand limply, a questioning and vacant look on her face. If she 
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recognised him, she hid it well.  

   “Visiting Cat, huh?”  

   “Yes. I’m sorry, who are you?” 

   She was either hiding it well, or she was a relative genuinely mourning the young girl’s 

death.  

  “Jeffrey. A friend of the family. I went to Caitlyn’s school – Earl’s Comp. When I heard 

what had happened...I mean, what kind of person could do that?” 

   No emotion crossed across the woman’s face.  

   “It’s terrible.”  

   “So how did you know her?” 

   “Oh, I’m her cousin.” 

   “Awesome. Mum or dad’s side?”  

   “Dad.” 

   Now he knew. He stepped forward, a warning tone in his voice.  

   “Caitlyn’s dad didn’t have any siblings.” 

   The pretence was gone. The mask fell away, or rather, the killing mask was replaced and 

Jeffrey was transported to the murder of Hanson in Mexico.  

   “Well done, Jeffrey. What now?” 

   “Now, I take you down to headquarters. Or maybe...” he took another step forward. “I kill 

you right here on the spot.” 

  “And you’ll never see Jo again. Face it – you need me. “ 

  Jeffrey pulled the Beretta out of the holster and gripped it firmly between his hands, 

pointing it at her chest.  

   “Where...is...she?” 

   To his shock, The Butcher started laughing. 
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  “You amuse me, Jeffrey. You think I didn’t know you’d be here today? You think I just 

came alone, vulnerable?” 

   He spoke through gritted teeth.  

   “That’s exactly what I think.” 

   The killer’s eyes darted slightly to the left, directly behind his head. By reflex, Jeffrey 

turned his head to the left. He realised he was making a mistake, falling for the oldest trick in 

the book, but it was too late.  A split second was all it took.  

   He felt his wrist being twisted and the gun fell from his numb fingers.  

   There was a gunshot, a pain in his chest, two more gunshots.  

   He reached out for her, blindly, but she spun away and sprinted towards the exit at the far 

end of the cemetery. 

 

* 

 

   He was on the floor, the damp grass cushioning his head.  

   She was already gone. 

   Fighting the feeling of dejection; the knowledge that he had messed everything up, was the 

first challenge. The second was sitting up.  

   He was lying flat on his back, next to Caitlyn’s grave. The forgotten flowers were turned on 

their side and their sweet fragrance made him even more bitter. He could water droplets 

trickling down the back of his neck and teasing his spine. 

   She must’ve kicked him, he realised. He stood up a little too quickly and red dots flashed in 

front of his eyes.  

   “She got away.” A breathless voice informed him. Agent Croner. “Are you okay?” He 

placed a steadying arm of Jeffrey’s shoulder.  
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   “Fine,” Jeffrey muttered, shrugging off the hand. The sudden movement caused his head to 

spin and he reached out again, holding onto Croner’s arm.  

   “She got away?” he blinked.  

   “Yeah, we took a few shots and she returned fire. She was too fast. We lost sight of 

her...Come on, we need to get you to the doctor.”  

  “No! There’s no time,” Jeffrey  shook his head, immediately wincing as a sharp pain went 

shooting down his spine.  

   “You can’t continue like this. You can barely walk.”  

   “Honestly, I’m fine.”  

  “Let me at least drive you back to HQ. You took a severe fall; I don’t think you should 

drive.” 

   Jeffrey assented, and managed to walk towards the rover. Everything from his shoulders 

above was in severe pain, but at least the red dots had disappeared.  
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE 

 

   Jo was unaware of how much time had passed since The Black Rose Butcher had left the 

warehouse. She was unaware of what time the killer would be back. She was only horribly 

aware of the rotting flesh in the same room as her, and of the unbearable pain of the rope as it 

cut through her wrists, leaving them raw and red.  

   Her entire arm felt as though it had been set alight, and she tried not to look as the blood 

dripped down them, and the rope burned and tweaked the nerves in her wrist. 

   Her only hope was survival. Her only motivation was the fact that a chainsaw would do 

more damage. So she continued to wriggle her wrists, trying to get them free. Amazingly, she 

was glad to have the gag. It stopped her from screaming out, and biting down on the bit of 

material helped to keep her mind alert and stopped her from passing out.  

   “No. No. No!” The Butcher’s voice caught Jo unawares. There was no way she could hide 

what she was doing. The rope was almost broken. It was now or never. Desperately, she 

continued to jiggle her hands, moaning now because of the pain, squeezing her eyes shut.  

   A key twisted in the lock and Jo heard the door swing open behind her.  

   “Stupid! Stupid! You idiot!” The killer muttered to herself. “How could you let that 

happen? Don’t panic...” 

   One of Jo’s hands came free. She took a deep breath in, trying to steady her dizzy brain. No 
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use. She felt frantically for the remaining rope and pulled it off her left hand. She was free! 

   She stood slowly. The killer was too wrapped up in her own thoughts to notice. Her back 

was facing Jo and she was busy reprimanding herself.  

   It took all of Jo’s self-will not to sprint out of the room immediately. Instead, she tiptoed 

quickly out of the room.  

   The second she was out, she darted forward. A row of aisles faced her. The memories 

clicked into place – she was in an abandoned warehouse. The car was most likely still parked 

outside. If she could just make it to the car... 

   “Hey!”  

    She jumped and quickly veered to her right into one of the farther aisles. Just as she ducked 

down behind a pyramid of paint tins, she heard footsteps leave the room.  

   “Don’t think you can run and hide, because you can’t! Come out now, and I’ll make your 

death painless...” 

   Tears sprung to Jo’s eyes and panic rose in her chest. She clamped it down and willed 

herself to breath slowly. Oxygen in, carbon dioxide out...Come on. You can do this. 

   She glanced down at her arms; bloodied and numb. No. She hadn’t gone through all this to 

be captured again. Slowly, silently, she flipped herself onto her hands and knees and started 

crawling in the direction of what she remembered to be the exit. 

   “Come out, come out, wherever  you are!” A sweet voice sang. The voice carried down the 

aisles. Jo fought back a gasp of fear and continued forward.  

   Her hands were shaking and they crossed the cold floor, the skin on her knees burning 

against the tiles. She could see the blood dripping down her arms, making her path slippery. 

Any moment... 

   Now! She’d reached the door. Silently, she straightened up and turned the large bolts in the 

door.  
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   Sunlight, fresh and harsh, hit her. But there wasn’t time to adjust. She had to make it to the 

car... 

    She almost cried when she saw it. The car was no longer there. The killer must’ve moved 

it. The dirt-path was long and she was weak. The Butcher would catch up with her. The only 

chance of survival was the thick foliage surrounding the dirt track. Instinctively, she veered to 

her right, just as the footsteps behind her drew closer.  

    Crouching down behind a large bush, she wiped at her knees and then at her face. Crying 

wasn’t going to help her now.  

   Through the leaves she could see a figure exiting the warehouse. She was aware of the 

sweat that stained her forehead; of the shadows that the mild protection of the leaves flung 

upon her.  

   The Butcher started walking down the dirt-path, and Jo felt indignation rise in her. When 

she had first arrived, the killer had told her that there were explosives all along the road. 

Explosives that were detonated by footsteps, but it had been a lie all along. Unless...unless 

The Butcher had managed to deactivate them. It would make sense. After all, she had showed 

Jo the button to switch off the car bomb, and she had watched her every move. It would make 

sense if she could control each and every explosive with the push of a button. 

   There was a twist in the air; a sudden cold breeze. The blood was drying on her hands. Jo 

was just about to turn and run deeper into the forest when The Butcher turned suddenly, and 

strode to within half a metre away from her.  

   Jo willed herself to slow her breathing; to slow the fast beat of her heart which was beating 

like the wings of an entrapped bird.  

   Another footstep closer. Jo peered through half-open eyes and saw thick Doc Martins 

grinding into the gravel. Another step to the right and the killer would be treading on her feet, 

but Jo didn’t dare to move them. She knew that if she gave any hint that she was there, she 
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would suffer the same fate as Violet Barratt, and all the other young women The Butcher had 

tortured.  

    The boots moved. This time, to their left. A few seconds later, Jo saw The Butcher run into 

the forest on the other side of the road. No doubt in search for her.  

   She knew she should be moving. Her brain screamed at her to run deeper into the forest, to 

get as far away as possible but her body wouldn’t listen. Two minutes ticked by as Jo allowed 

her muscles to relax and finally expelled the breath she had been holding. Two whole 

minutes. Then she turned and, stooping low, ran deeper into the forest.  

   What was she running for? She couldn’t help but ask herself. Nobody knew where she was, 

and she had nothing which she could contact anybody with. Eventually the killer would catch 

up with her and then...  

   Shaking her head, she continued to run.  

 

* 

 

“I know you suffered a deep blow to the head but you’re going to have to try really hard to 

concentrate Jeffrey,” Brandy smiled sympathetically. “We’re going to pair the two most 

powerful brains in the world – your brain and that of this computer here.” She tapped the 

computer whose keyboard she sat behind. “All you have to do is tell me what the woman 

looked like, alright?” 

   “I’m aware of the procedure.”  

   “Sorry.” 

   “Don’t apologise. I’m pissed with myself, not you. Pissed that I let her get away, pissed that 

I don’t remember...When Tom showed me those pictures of the women who returned from 

Mexico I couldn’t match any of them to the woman in the graveyard, yet I’m definite she was 
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one of them.” 

  “Well of course you couldn’t; she’s a master of deceit and disguise. Besides, is 

computerised facial recognition is a more accurate form of identification. It should help to 

identify the small facial features that people don’t normally recall consciously. Ready?”  

   Jeffrey sat back in the chair, horribly aware of its pressure on his back. 

   “Yeah,”  

   “Okay, to start off we have the template of an ‘average face’” Brandy laughed. “Two eyes, 

a nose, etc...” 

   Jeffrey looked at the image the screen was projecting. The face was a little too perfectly 

constructed. All the facial features were at an equal distance from one another and nicely 

proportioned.  

   “Shall we start with the hair?” 

   “Okay. So when I saw her from a distance I thought she had short hair. It turned out that 

she had shoulder-length hair tucked into a cap. It was dark.” 

   Brandy nodded, typing what seemed to Jeffrey as numbers into the software imaging 

device. 

   “This dark?” 

  “Darker. Like really fine dark chocola...yeah, like that. Exactly.” 

   “What about her eyes?” 

   Jeffrey closed his own. “Green? Blue? Greeny-blue?” he hesitated.  

   “You’ve got to pick one!” 

   “I honestly don’t remember. They were sort of squinted up at me, and they were cold.” 

   “Jeffrey, ‘cold eyes’ are not going to help identify the suspect!” 

   “I’m sorry, that’s all I remember. Squinty cold eyes. Damnit! We’ve got a few hours left. 

We’re never going to be able to accurately reconstruct her face.” 
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   “Don’t you believe it! This software has helped us on numerous occasions, hasn’t it? It’s 

funny, you know. When interviewing women, they’re all too good at describing the man’s 

physique, his eyes and his hair. When it comes to men, I swear the only thing they’re 

completely confident about is predicting her bra size.” 

   Despite himself, Jeffrey laughed.  

   “For once I wasn’t actually paying attention to that.” 

   “Why don’t you tell me exactly what happened? It might trigger something.”  

   “Alright. I was in the car when a woman walked up to the grave holding some flowers. I’d 

say she was about 5”7’?” 

   Brandy said nothing but Jeffrey knew she was mentally encouraging him. Go on.  

   “So I got out the car. Agent Croner was parked ahead of me and I told him to stay put. I 

walked over to her. She looked as though she had been crying and her clothes were a bit 

ragged. She was really skinny. Not skinny enough to see her collarbones or anything, but still 

pretty petite. She introduced herself as ‘Fran.’ If Tom was here now he’d be telling me that 

was my first mistake – Who calls themselves Fran?! I was questioning her about how she 

knew Cat. I was watching her pretty closely as she was talking. Okay, I admit, I remember 

thinking she was vaguely attractive.  She had a long thin nose.” 

   “Like a witch?” Brandy interjected. 

   “Not pointy. Just...long and thin. I’m sorry.” 

   “No. Keep going, this is good.” 

   “Her lips were peach-coloured. Natural. Her face was dirty and she wasn’t wearing any 

make-up, lipstick or anything like that. They were thin lips too. Thin lips with a small mouth 

in a cruel face. And then, she looked to her left...and in that instant I saw...” Jeffrey spoke 

triumphantly. “Dark green eyes.” 

   “Definite?” 
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   “100%.” 

  “Okay you can look up now. Did she look like this?” 

   Jeffrey looked up and made a face.  

   “Kind of. The eyes were a little bit lighter though, and brighter.  They were closer together, 

too. In fact, her entire face was a little skinner.” Jeffrey looked down at his hands and spread 

them across his lap, moving his fingers as though moulding imaginary clay. “Move her 

mouth and the bottom of her nose a bit closer together. Pronounced cheekbones. A slightly 

more rounded chin.” 

   “Like this?” 

   Jeffrey looked up and caught his breath at the likeness. 

   “Yes?” Brandy probed.  

   Jeffrey nodded.  

   “The eyes were colder though.” 

   Brandy rolled her eyes.  

   “Basically the software uses numbers to match up the facial features. Shall I run it against 

our list of Mexican women?” 

   “Si signore.” 

   “It might take a while,” Brandy explained. “Because...” 

    There was a ting! And a flashing banner appeared across the screen. MATCH FOUND.  

   “Oh, that was super speedy.  The picture we generated is a 79% feature match with a 

woman called Samantha Kerner.” 

   “Is that good?” 

   “Jeffrey, with pure recollection a 50% chance is good! This is practically perfect.”  

   Jeffrey checked his watch hurriedly. 

   5 hours and 45 minutes remaining. 
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* 

 

Time: 1:15pm 

Location: LPA, HQ, BULLPEN  

 

“Boss! I’ve figured out who The Butcher is!” 

   “Samantha Kerner,” they said at the same time.  

   “How did you know?” Tom asked. 

   “Facial recognition,” Jeffrey waved a hand. “How did you...?” 

   “I was doing some further research as to who she might be. I’d already looked into current 

partners, but it turns out that Samantha had been divorced three times. I saw the names of the 

exes but didn’t give it too much thought as I was busy narrowing down the others. Anyway, 

Samantha’s ex-husband goes by the name of Lars Lloyd.” 

   “Who’s Lars Lloyd?” 

   “That’s it; no one!” Tom said excitedly. “Look! Lars Lloyd is...” Tom clicked and enlarged 

a picture.  

   It was Friedrich Hanson.  
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX 

 

Time: 1:37pm 

Location: Nightingale Hospital, London 

 

“Hi, we need to know if Samantha Kerner has checked in for work today,” Jeffrey spoke 

quickly.  

   If the man at the desk was surprised to see five men in suits march up towards him, he hid it 

pretty well.  

   “Why?” he asked.  

   “She’s an employee. It’s urgent,” Jeffrey flashed his badge. 

   “Life Protection Agency...” The man read slowly. “Hang on a minute.” He took out a 

walkie-talkie. “Lisa. They’re some guys at the desk demanding to see check-ins? Work for 

some agency...?” 

   Within two minutes, Lisa arrived. She was a short, stocky woman shaped like a toffee-

apple.  

   “Yes?” She wasn’t rude but she wasn’t pleasant either.  

   “Jeffrey David; Life Protection Agency. I need to know if Samantha Kerner is in the 

hospital right now. It’s a matter of life and death.” 
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   Lisa looked him up and down. She softened and shot him a smile.  

   “Samantha? I can take you to the Jupiter Ward. That’s where she works.” 

   “Thanks.” 

    As they walked through, Jeffrey tried to ignore the smell of antiseptic that often soaked 

hospital corridors. The last time he’d been in a hospital it had been after the Amazon 

Rainforest Operation; he wasn’t about to forget that in a hurry.  

    He and the other five agents he had brought with him, including Tom, were having to walk 

quickly to keep up with Lisa. Jeffrey could feel a burning pain rushing to his upper shoulders.  

   “You alright?” Lisa noticed Jeffrey’s face. 

  “Yeah, I...had an accident this morning.” 

   “You should get it checked out,” Lisa said. She placed a hand on his shoulder and kneaded 

it gently. Jeffrey winced.  

   “I moonlight at West Street GP on Tuesdays,” she said. “Come along; I’ll give you a free 

body check-up.” 

   “I bet you would,” Jeffrey muttered.  

   “Pardon?” 

   “You betcha I will,” he forced a smile. Beside him, Tom stifled a laugh.  

   They entered through a set of double doors and Lisa walked up to a young woman behind 

another desk.  

   “Has Samantha turned up for work today?” Lisa asked.  

   “Oh, hey Lisa...” The young intern was clearly distracted by the five heavy set men 

standing in front of the desk. She smiled at Jeffrey and her cheeks turned bright red. 

“Umm...no. I haven’t seen her today.” 

   “Check the logs...oit! Here,” Lisa clicked her fingers in front of the girl’s face. She jumped 

and checked a clipboard beside her. “Nope...she hasn’t been in since Monday...four days 
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ago.” 

   “Is that usual?” Jeffrey asked.  

   “Nope. I only work on Thursdays but generally there’s a cross next to somebody’s name if 

they’re too ill or something. There’s a question mark next to her name. Hang on a second...” 

The girl stood up and walked away. 

  Two minutes later she returned with another woman. Older. With hair the colour of 

strawberries scraped back into a bun. 

   “Heard you’ve been looking for Samantha? Wish I could help you there, but nobody has a 

clue where she is. She stopped appearing for work four days ago and I haven’t heard from her 

since. The ward has tried ringing her but there’s been no response. Is she in trouble?” 

   “I guess you could say that,” Jeffrey said grimly. 

   “Aren’t you the guy from the TV? That detective? You don’t think Samantha is involved 

with...any of that do you?” 

   “What matters now is that we find her. If she does turn up, give me a ring. This is my card,” 

he handed it over.  

   “Okay, will do,” The woman tucked the card into her breast pocket. “Officer...” 

    Jeffrey turned around. 

   “She is...alright isn’t she? I can’t even imagine what...she’s a lovely person; hardworking, 

cheerful...” 

   “I’m sure she’s fine,” Jeffrey nodded, turning on his heels.  

  As they walk out, Tom heard him mutter- “Can’t say the same for when I find her.” 

   The fleet of service cars were waiting outside the hospital. One of the car doors slammed 

and a man stood out.  

   “What happened?” It was Croner. 

   “She hasn’t turned up to work this week. We need to get to her house immediately,” Jeffrey 



274 | P a g e                      A c q u a h          B l a c k  R o s e  B u t c h e r   

 

said. “It’s possible she just upped and left once she realised we were closing in – after the 

press release. But she might have left some clue in her house at the very least.”  

   “Men and woman,” Jeffrey turned to the surrounding eight officers. There was Agent 

Hardy, a man so large and strong that he’d been hired as an official bouncer at rowdy London 

nightclubs from the mere age of seventeen. Agent Baptista joined the ranks; a man with 

muscles like steel, it was reported that he had once killed the MAFIA leaders’ brother and 

lived to tell the tale. Agent Lawrence was a quiet man with a skinny moustache to match his 

skinny build. His eyes were small and hard, and it was difficult to tell where the agent trailed 

off and the person began. Agent Foster was the only female within the back-up squad. Fire-

arms were her forte and passion. Among them were Agent Smith, Agent Mathews, Agent 

Smyth and Agent Ford, all trusted members of the Life Protection Agency. 

   “We all know how crazy but clever this killer is. Let’s not underestimate her. Remember, 

Agent Ryans is our main priority. You only take a shot if absolutely necessary and only if 

there is zero risk of Agent Ryans being hurt. Understand?” 

   “Yes sir.”  

   “Let’s go.”  

 

* 

 

The car drive to Samantha Kerner’s listed address was one of the longest either man had ever 

experienced in their lives. In Jeffrey’s top ten was being driven home by the local sheriff to 

face his Dad after shoplifting. His stomach had heaved and swayed at the mere thought of his 

Dad’s reaction, and by the time they pulled up at his own house, he was half-dead. 

    This was ten times worse. Unspoken questions floated between them. The mutual fear was 

so strong that it mirrored some strange sort of telepathy; they both knew what the other was 
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thinking, yet they were too afraid to voice it.  

   On one hand, if Samantha Kerner was in the house they could question her. They could find 

Jo. They could lock Kerner away until she rotted in jail. On the other hand, what if she was 

there but Jo was already dead? Then what? They would have failed.  

   “That killed you,” Tom said finally.  

   “What did?” 

    “What you said to the officers. It killed you to give them commands to shoot only if 

necessary...I can tell it did. You want this whore shot and killed like the rest of us.” 

   Jeffrey considered for a while. He checked his watch again. When he spoke it was quiet, 

contemplative.  

   “She killed my wife Tom. My own wife. To you, she’s only taken your current 

crush...Wouldn’t you want to kill her too?”  

   “Yes boss.”  

   “In the most painful way possible?” 

   “Of course.” 

  “Okay.”  

   Jeffrey’s eyes clouded with worry. Tell me I’m not a bad person for wanting to do that, he 

wanted to say. For wanting back-up to leave the Butcher alone so I can strangle her myself. 

“Look at us. We’re meant to be officers of the law and yet we don’t hesitate to want others 

killed mercilessly. What does that make us?” 

   Tom’s reply was instantaneous. 

  “Human.”  

   They drove the rest of the way in silence. 

 

* 
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“Is this it?”  

   Jeffrey immediately understood his tone of voice. After all the left flowers, the calls, the 

videos, the body count, Samantha Kerner lived in a pretty normal semi-detached house 

surrounded by a lively neighbourhood. 

   “The monsters really are amongst us.” Jeffrey murmured. “Ready?”  

   “Yes.”  

   The two men got out of the car, closely followed by Agent Croner.  

   The showdown was about to begin. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



277 | P a g e                      A c q u a h          B l a c k  R o s e  B u t c h e r   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN 

 

   “Miss Kerner?” Tom called out. “Miss Kerner.  Open up. It’s Agent Davidson, Edinburgh 

and Cromer from the LPA.” 

   He pressed his ear against the door. 

  “No movement boss.” 

  “Kick it down,” 

  Tom gripped his gun, leaned backwards and placed a well-aimed kick at the door hinges. It 

immediately swung open so fast that it hit the back wall with a loud bang. 

   Jeffrey entered first. 

   “Special Agents!” 

   He was followed closely by Tom, Croner, Foster and Lawrence. The others surrounded the 

building.  

   Like animal instinct, they split up. Tom took the door on the left, Croner took the door on 

the right. Foster and Lawrence took the door straight ahead. Jeffrey looked down the barrel of 

the gun and took the stairs ahead. 

   Tom found himself in the living room. It was of average size. A piano was propped up 

against the far wall and a large mirror faced him. For a second, it scared him how skeletal and 

pale he looked. He walked over to a glass table which balanced a vase and an ashtray. No 
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smoke trailed upwards. The cigarettes lay lonely in the glass, bent in the middle like foetus. 

Tom touched them tentatively with the back of his palm. They were cold. It didn’t look as 

though anybody had been there recently. 

   “Clear!” he shouted.  

 

* 

   The second door lead to a bathroom with a silver design; the toilet seat was silver, the sink 

glowed silver and the tiles were silver-grey. A combination of fear and paranoia overtook 

Croner and he checked behind the door before inching towards the shower curtain and 

yanking it away.  

   “Clear!”  

 

* 

 

Agent Foster and Lawrence moved together as though they were members of one body. 

Foster was a step ahead; the eyes of the pair. Lawrence watched his back.  

   In the kitchen there was nothing to suggest a person had ever lived there, let alone left in a 

hurry. The worktops were spotless and the floor was gleaming.  

  “Here,” Foster angled his head. Lawrence saw what he was talking about. Ahead of them 

was another set of stairs, this time leading downwards. 

   “Basement,” Lawrence said unnecessarily.  

   They descended the steps. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT 

 

   Once climbing the stairs, the first two doors had led Jeffrey nowhere – a bathroom, an 

empty guest room. Now, tightening his grip on the gun, he kicked open the other door.  

   The second he took a step in, he regretted it. There was a low groaning noise and the door 

swung shut behind him. Instinctively, he reached out the door handle and pulled.  

   It wouldn’t budge.  

   Stepping further into the room, Jeffrey was surprised to see that it was all decorated in pink 

– pink duvet with a heart-shaped headboard. Pink lights around the dressing mirror. In fact, 

the only clue that the room didn’t belong to a young child was the framed photograph of 

Samantha Kerner on the mantelpiece.  

   “Jeffrey.”  

   That was when he noticed the voice recorder in the middle of the dressing table. The voice 

crept through the corners of the room, seeped through the carpets and Jeffrey’s mind. It 

must’ve been motion censored; wired to start once somebody stepped into the room. 

    “You’ll notice I’ve stopped using the voice filter. This is my reasoning; if you’ve come this 

far, you know my name. You know who I am. Congratulations on getting this far. 

Unfortunately for you, this is where it ends...” 

   Jeffrey ran back to the door and pulled harder. It was in vain – it was bolted fast. 
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  He took a run at the door and staggered backwards as pain shot through his shoulder blade. 

He remembered entering the room by pushing it outwards. If anything, running at the door 

would be pushing it in the wrong direction. 

   “There is no use trying to escape. The second you entered, this room started to fill with a 

poisonous gas called Hydrogen Sulphide. It works by entering the lungs and, soon after, the 

bloodstream. There is no way out. The door is firmly bolted and covered with a thick layer of 

Kryon – a material stronger than the Kevlar you are well acquainted with. Hydrogen Sulphide 

is measured in parts per million or ppm...” 

   “I don’t give a crap!” Jeffrey screamed. “Open the door!” 

   “...each minute you spend in here, the gas will be rising in terms of ppm. Around now, you 

are experiencing 0.13ppm. You will begin to smell an unpleasant odour of...” 

    Jeffrey knew what she was going to say before she said it. It was filling his nostrils. His 

chest tightened.  

   “Rotten eggs,” he muttered.  

  “...rotten eggs. This itself is not harmful. Within ten minutes, the gas will rise to 1000 ppm, 

which is instantaneously fatal.” 

   “Croner!” Jeffrey banged on the door. “Tom!! TOM!” He started coughing and scratched at 

his throat. It felt as though there was an itch in the very base of his throat. His eyes tore up. 

   “You should now be feeling the symptoms of 20ppm,” the voice continued. 

   “Shut up. Shut up!!” Jeffrey yelled through choking breaths. “Tom!” 

   He pressed his ear against the door. The door must be soundproof, he concluded. He 

continued to knock on the door, but the knocks finally gave way into exhaustion and he 

slumped against it, curling his knees under himself, coughing weakly.  
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   His head was spinning and he couldn’t tell if it was from the earlier head injury of the gas. 

What had she said? He was currently experiencing 20ppm but within ten minutes it would be 

1000. How much worse could the symptoms get? 

   He was very shortly answered. A swirling sensation made its way to his stomach. He 

clutched it, desperately forcing himself not to hurl. He grabbed the door handle and dragged 

himself to feet, doubled over, retching. 

  He took a step forward and stumbled. If he could just make it to the far window, maybe he 

could pry it open and jump out... 

   As he leant against the wall, panting, a new smell invaded his senses. A sickeningly sweet 

smell that triggered the sense of nausea. He felt vomit rise in his throat and swallowed it 

down. Saliva filled his mouth.  

   “You are now experiencing 100 ppm and have roughly 7 minutes to survive. You were a 

worthy foe, but you will not die alone. Rest assured I am watching.” 

   Jeffrey looked up. In the corner of the room he spotted the winking eye of a webcam. 

Determination lit him up and he staggered onto the bed and stood on wobbly feet. Drawing 

his arm back, he sprung it forward and punched the webcam with the remainder of his 

strength. The glass shattered. He collapsed onto the quilt drawing shallow breaths.  

   “Symptoms at this point include dizziness, fatigue...” 

   Jeffrey forced himself not to break the voice recorder too. It was feeding him information, 

and any information he could get now was going to help him. Perhaps it could keep him 

alive.  

   One moment there was weakness, discomfort. The next moment there was pain. All Jeffrey 

knew was that his eyes went from watering to stinging, as if a needle had gone straight 

through them. The painful buzzing went straight through his skull and stayed there, rattling 

unbearably in his cranium. The itchiness in his throat increased to the point where he had to 
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dig his nails into the flesh, anything to relieve the pain. He could feel himself peeling away at 

the skin but he couldn’t stop. 

   “Kill me,” he gasped. “But leave her. Please.” 

   “Jeffrey?” Through the sea of nausea, he could hear his name. “Jeffrey? Are you in there? 

It’s us.” It was Tom.  

  “I think he’s in there.” Another voice sounded concerned.  

   “Shoot it down.”  

   Jeffrey’s vision was blurring, but at least the heady aroma had gone.  

   “You have now reached 300ppm. You may experience muscle cramps and low blood 

pressure...” 

   Jeffrey hugged his arms around himself, his leaky eyes squeezed tightly shut. There were 

700ppm more before immediate death. If the symptoms didn’t kill him first. He prayed they 

would kill him. 

   He heard gunshots and a yell. More knocking on the door.  

   His eyelids were growing heavier by the minute. 

   The last thing he noticed before he fell asleep was the smell of burning... 

 

* 

    

  

 In the end they had to call a physicist. 

   “He seems alright to me other than a slight wheeze in the chest, but I’d recommend running 

him to the hospital to check for any liquid in his lungs or any lasting damage. Hydrogen 

Sulphide can shut down the entire respiratory system.” 

   “You heard what the doctor said,” Croner shrugged his shoulders. 
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   “Yes. I’ve always admired their ability to diagnose a person without actually directly 

speaking to them. Did anybody hear a word I said?! I feel fine.” Jeffrey stood, swaying 

slightly. “Now, seeing as my lungs are clearly in perfect condition, shall we all get on with 

our jobs?” His eyes were mean slits as he glared around the group. 

   Croner looked doubtful but he was there to take direct orders. 

   “Yes.”    

   “Good, we have four hours to find Jo. She could be anywhere; she could even be out of the 

country by now. The clues start in that house,” Jeffrey nodded back to Samantha’s house.  

   “Woah, hang on a minute,” Croner pulled him back. 

   “Boss, forensics need to sweep through there first. There could still be toxins floating 

around...” Tom said. 

   “Or worse, another booby trap,” Croner said. 

   Jeffrey shook his head. 

  “You’re no use to her dead,” Croner said softly. 

   Jeffrey sat back down. 

   The next half an hour would feel like a century. 

    

* 

 

Frustration had given way to desperation. 

   “How long has he been like that for?” Claudia asked. 

   “Ever since no clue was found in that house,” Tom said.  

   Jeffrey was crouching down, surrounded by old documents, biting his nails feverishly. 

   “The clock’s ticking,” Tom said grimly, eyeing his watch. 

   “Anything else is out of our hands,” Claudia admitted. “The entire country is on the look-
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out,” 

   “Somebody must’ve seen something,” Tom sounded doubtful.  

   “Director Michelle.” It was a man’s voice. Grave and official. And rushed. The type that 

delivered bad news and then disappeared. 

   Jeffrey recognised the tone and immediately stood up.  

   “Mr. Hall,” Claudia nodded. “What is it?” 

   “A body has been found.” 

   A strangled cry boxed its way through Tom’s throat. He turned away. 

  “Identified?” 

   “Not ID’d yet,” The man continued. His voice remained level, giving the impression he’d 

delivered similar news before. “Caucasian, female,” 

   “Where is she now?” Claudia asked slowly. “Pictures were taken, I presume?” 

   “Pictures won’t be of any use...not for identification purposes.” For the first time, the man 

showed discomfort. 

   “What is it?” 

   “Ma’am, may I speak to you in private?” Mr. Hall spoke to Claudia but he eyed Jeffrey and 

Tom sympathetically. 

   The two of them stepped aside. 

   “What do you think they’re talking about?” Tom asked quickly. 

   Jeffrey was too far away. He was gazing into the distance, suspended in the painfully slow 

present, trying to do anything to forget the past. Not even daring to think about the future.  

   “Boss?” 

   Jeffrey turned. 

  “Are you alright?” 

   Jeffrey turned away and continued to gaze. 
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   Tom occupied the time by tapping his foot and focusing on his breathing. Damn his boss, 

why wouldn’t he talk?! Talking was the best way to deal with things. It kept you focused on 

something else, it disguised your fears. Apparently Jeffrey didn’t hold the same beliefs. 

   “Thank you,” Claudia returned to the men. “There’s no easy way to say this – the body is in 

several pieces. Cut by some form of medical appliance.  Chainsaw I suspect, now...” Claudia 

faltered. She’d heard the expression ‘blood drained’ but she had never seen it in her life. In 

mere seconds she saw Jeffrey’s face lose all colour and melt away to a sickening white.  

   He stood shakily, and then collapsed. He shook his head and stood again. Then he turned 

and walked away. 

   “It might not be her!” Claudia called out. 

   “It’s her,” Tom sank down into a chair. Keep talking, keep talking, he told himself. But 

even he knew that wasn’t going to help now. “It’s her.”  

   “It could be anybody...” 

   “No,” Tom spoke furiously. “You know how Jeffrey’s wife was killed? Chopped into 

pieces with a chainsaw and then sent to his house. Can you imagine...? This is the same 

thing...” Tom swallowed down a lump in his throat like liquid-hot tears.  

   “Tom...” 

   “One thing,” Tom said. “Just one thing...?” 

   Claudia nodded. 

  “When the body gets here...I need to...I need to see.” 

   Claudia nodded. 

   “I’ll ring you,” 

   “Thanks. I’ll go find him.” 

    

* 
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Jeffrey was out at the front, sitting against the bonnet of his car, smoking. 

   Tom joined him silently, head down, hands in his pockets. For a while they stayed like that. 

   “You liked her a lot,” Tom said. 

   “Who didn’t? Brilliant agent.” 

   “You know what I mean.” 

   “What do you want? A confession? I was only just discovering it myself. How stupid is 

that? I loved her alright?!” Jeffrey pushed himself off the bonnet and walked up and down the 

car park. “You hear that?! I love Joanna Ryans,” He laughed hysterically and made his way 

back to Tom. “It doesn’t make a difference. But you should know. You loved her too.” 

   “Nahh,” Tom shrugged his shoulders. “Not really. You know me. It was a little crush that’s 

all. Besides, we were too close to have a one-night stand so my feelings were practically 

pointless.” 

  “Don’t you ever wish for something more than one-nighters?” 

   “Nahh. No commitment. It’s easier that way.” 

   “I feel for you.” 

   “I envy you. I can’t even...feel. How stupid does that sound?” Tom rubbed his neck tiredly. 

“I can’t even...I don’t believe it. I won’t believe it. It might not be her you know. The killer 

said we had until evening.” 

  “Yeah well, she also killed my wife. She’s not the most trustworthy of people, Tom.” 

   “True, but if the whole point was to lure you in, why get rid of Jo?” 

   “Because she already lured me in at the house. I smashed the webcam. She must have 

assumed I was dead and gotten rid of Jo because she had no use for her any longer.” Jeffrey 

passed him the cigarette. “Want a puff?” 

   “No thanks. She hated that, you know.” 
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   There was no need to ask who Tom meant. 

   “How’d you know?” 

   “Her face whenever you lit one up.” 

   “Ahh Tom,” Jeffrey shook his head pityingly. 

   “What?” 

  “You said it was only a crush.” 

   “It doesn’t make a difference, remember?” 

   Tom’s mobile rung. 

   “Hello? Yes...Okay.” He hung up. “The body’s here.” 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE 

 

  Jeffrey had never noticed before how cold the morgue was. It seemed a ridiculous thought; 

even more ridiculous to be having now...But he thought it anyhow.  

   The cold punched its way through the air and attacked the agents’ faces. Jeffrey snuck a 

glance at the other two. For once, Tom’s face was absolutely sombre and Claudia’s matched.  

   “Ma’am.” Kevin nodded. The blinking eyes behind his glasses seemed blurry.  Or was that 

just how they appeared through his own vision? 

   “Kevin.” 

   Kevin shuffled towards the gurney on the far side of the room and Jeffrey couldn’t help but 

feel a pang of sympathy. He’d always been on the receiving end. It mustn’t be too pleasant 

having to deliver bad news and unveil a fellow co-worker.  

   “I haven’t yet had a chance to have a go at identification,” Kevin’s voice was breaking. 

He’d been close to Jo. “Do you still want to...?” 

   “Yes,” Tom’s voice didn’t sound like his own. All four of them stared at the gurney 

covered with a white sheet for an insufferable amount of time.  

   Kevin coughed uncomfortably and reached down. His eyes stayed glued to the operating 

table as he slowly pulled the sheet away. He couldn’t bear to see their reactions.  

   There were no gasps, no strangled chokes, no words. It was as if a bomb had been dropped 

in the small room and all that was left was a destructive silence.  



290 | P a g e                      A c q u a h          B l a c k  R o s e  B u t c h e r   

 

   On the metal table were several chunks of what looked like butcher’s meat, but was what 

they knew to be the Butcher’s handiwork. Human flesh. The cuts were clean. It was still 

possible to see the jutting edges of bone surrounded by bloodied fat and tissue. That had been 

a living, breathing human being no more than twenty-four hours ago.  

   “I can generally tell by the pelvic structure how old the victim is,” Kevin swallowed. “But 

here, quite frankly, it’s impossible. Any matching will have to be done by DNA testing. The 

killer removed any form of clothing either after the murder or beforehand, meaning...” 

   Jeffrey turned his back to the table.  

   “Write it up.” 

   The unspoken words were obvious: I don’t want to hear this. I can’t hear this.   

   “And normal procedures don’t apply. Skip the initial reports. Just find out who she is,” 

Jeffrey said.  

   Kevin glanced nervously at the Director, who nodded.  

   “The second you find anything...” 

   “You’ll be the first to know.”  

 

* 

 

“Hey Doc.” 

   Kevin turned around and rubbed his eyes with gloved hands.  

   “Jeffrey.” A forced smile.  

  “How are you getting on?” 

   “I’ll have the answer soon. It’s just...I work here day to day, and I’ve worked on hundreds 

of bodies. I just never thought it would be one of our own, you know?” 

   “I know, Kev,” Jeffrey said. “Brought you this,” He nodded at the piece of material he 
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cradled in his arms. “Jo was wearing it right before she...” 

   “Oh?” 

   “Thought it might help. With the DNA,” Jeffrey handed it over.  

   “Yes that would...thanks,” Kev took it carefully. “So, word on the corridor was right?”       

   “What have you heard?” 

   “You were together when she was kidnapped and you weren’t going over case files if you 

know what I mean.” 

   “What I do is none of anybody’s business,” Jeffrey said coldly. “It’s certainly not yours.”  

   “I didn’t mean...I wasn’t judging you.” Kevin said. “I was just...” 

   “Well don’t. Don’t talk about her like that. Especially when those could be her remains.” 

   “Jeffrey, nobody believes it was your fault. What happened, happened. You couldn’t stop 

it.” 

   Jeffrey’s eyes flashed angrily.  

   “One last time – let it alone.”  

   “Jeffrey...” Kevin tried to appeal with his rapidly disappearing back but it was no use.  
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CHAPTER FORTY 

 

It’s not her.  

  Tom had turned the words over in his brain several times, searching for every hidden 

meaning, analysing every possible interpretation of the three words. Whichever way he 

looked at it, if it was the truth, it was good news.  

   It’s not her.  

  “What do you mean?” Claudia asked.  

   “Deoxyribonucleic acid!” Kevin said triumphantly. “DNA never lies. Her hair doesn’t 

match the DNA found on this body.” 

   “Violet,” Jeffrey said immediately. “The girl that went missing last month. It must be her.” 

   “Perhaps. It’s not Jo though.”  

   Jeffrey allowed himself a breath of relief. No more. A young girl was still dead, an innocent 

woman was missing and a sick killer was free. 

   “Okay great. Panic over. That only leaves us with 3 hours to find Jo.”  

   The doors slid open with a hiss of air. A middle-aged woman stepped through.  

   “Ahh Agent Jeffrey. There you are.”  

   It was Fenella Landry from the B Unit downstairs.  

   “Yes?” 

  “Our team headed up to the warehouse where the body was found. We interviewed a 

passerby who noticed a van pull up and leave the area this afternoon. The van looked pretty 
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suspicious and so he – a man called Charlie Mann – checked out the warehouse and found the 

body. He’s an ex-service man. He gave us the van’s registration number.”  

   A break at last.   

 

Time: 5pm  

Location: Rudy’s Removal Company 

 

   

The banner fluttered in the breeze above the name of the company: 

 

 “Can we find you your desired vehicle in under 10 hours?” 

   “Yes we Van!”  

 

  “Punny,” Tom muttered as they exited the car.  

   “Jeffrey, my man!” An Indian accent whistled through the air and landed at their feet. 

“Long time, no see!”  

   “Fraheesh,” Jeffrey managed a smile. The two men met each other under the awful banner 

and embraced. 

  “How are you?” The man asked. 

   “I’ve been better.” 

   “I’ve seen the news.” 

   “Yeah, we need your help.” 

   “Anything.”  

   Fraheesh and Jeffrey had been friends in college, before moving out to the same area. They 

still met up from time to time. 

   “Well, these are them,” Fraheesh waved his arm proudly at a long row of removal vans.  
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“These what you’re looking for, huh?” 

   Tom told him the registration number.  

   “Ahh, hang on a sec,” Fraheesh disappeared through a sidedoor in the building, and then 

appeared holding a yellow clipboard. He muttered to himself as he scanned the list. “Ahh yes. 

That was taken out yesterday...” 

   “Who by?” 

  “She signed her name as Samantha Kerner.” 

   Tom and Jeffrey glanced at each other.  

   “When is it being returned?” 

  “Tomorrow.” 

   “We don’t have that much time. Did she leave a contact number or anything?” 

   “No. I’m sorry...” 

   “It’s okay. Well you ring me the second she returns alright?” 

   “Of course.” 

 

   * 

 

“ARRRGHH!”  

   There had been a spare wheel by Jeffrey’s feet. It was now ten metres away, wrapped 

around a lamppost. 

   He stood still, eyeing the damage with his mouth wide open. Another shout of frustration 

left the perfect ‘O.’ His right hand made a fist which slowly opened up and ran through his 

hair.  

   “For all we know, she could be...” He trailed off. He was shaking. But whether it was from 

anger or from the wretched cries of the human soul, Tom couldn’t tell.  
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   “We found Violet’s body but not hers. That’s good news, right?” 

   Jeffery clenched his fist. 

   “I promised her,” he spat. He thumped a fist against the shop wall. “I promised Jessica Hull 

I’d find her friend.” 

   “What do we do now?” Tom asked quietly. 

   “We press on. No point staying here.” 

    Passersby were staring at them. In the distance, a policewoman who’d heard the noise was 

running towards them. 

   “Definitely no point in staying here,” Tom agreed, ducking into the car. 

   “I’ll send you a cheque!” Jeffrey shouted out the window to a shocked Fraheesh. 

 

* 

 

 

Time: 5:25pm  

Location: BBC Studios 

 

Grishem Wilson walked on a three-foot crutch. The way it worked was simple but fascinating 

to watch. In one hand he held a flat piece of plastic that resembled the back of a chair. Drilled 

through the plastic, from top to bottom, were three holes which secured three metal crutches. 

The crutches crossed over one another so that they seemed to be different lengths. As 

Grishem walked, he leaned on the first, then second and finally third crutch as they acted like 

a wheel and propelled him on his difficult journey from desk to coffee machine.  

   “Mr. Wilson?” 

   “Eh?” 

    Owner of the BBC and sole sponsor of thousands of media outlets across the world, 
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Grishem was a powerful man despite his appearance. He was wearing a suit and his hair was 

sparse, grey and windswept. He peered through his glasses suspiciously at the man who had 

just entered; Harlan Jacobs, a newbie. He looked frantic, excited...and spotty. Damn kids 

always looked spotty. Grishem grimaced. He didn’t know why he’d hired the kid; he disliked 

him thoroughly. 

   “Mr. Wilson...err...sir?” 

  “Get on with it.” 

   “Mr. Clark said to call you, sir. There’s been a...big outbreak, um...” 

   The kid was clearly too excited to spit the words out. He was pointing back the way he’d 

come from, eyes wide.  

   “Without punctuating every single word with a linguistic disfluency, could you tell me 

what’s going on?” Grishem started pouring the coffee. 

    “We’ve been sent a video link to broadcast on the 6oclock news!” 

    “A video link? What sort of video link?” 

   “You’d best see for yourself Mr. Wilson.” 

   “Now Harlan...” 

   “A video link. From The Black Rose Butcher.” 

   Coffee splashed to the floor like hot paint, splattering Wilson’s trousers. 

   “Quickly sir.” 

   Tap, tap, tap. The three foot crutch had never moved so speedily. 

    It came to rest inside the Broadcast News Room, beside Clark, his deputy and ten other 

high ranking employees. 

   “The question is...do we show it?” 

    “Of course we show it!” Grishem spat. “What else would we do with it?” 

   “It could be vital police evidence,” Frank Clark pointed out. 
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   “Once those bastards get their hands on this, we’ll never see it again. No. Act first, 

apologise later.” Grishem said. “Don’t wait till six o’clock. Broadcast it now...an emergency 

special!” He said emphatically. The crutch waved in the air.  

   “Now sir?”  

   “Now!” 

 

* 

 

“We interrupt this programme to bring you a special news feature. The killer known as The 

Black Rose Butcher has sent in disturbing footage of what appears to be Joanna Ryans, the 

agent that went missing just yesterday. The Life Protection Agency have reportedly been 

given just two more hours to find her location.” Even Robot Hughes couldn’t make this news 

sound boring. People from all across the world were glued to the television screen. 

    The screen went black and white words flashed.  

 

 

VIEWERS ARE WARNED THAT WHAT FOLLOWS NEXT IS CONSIDERED TO BE 

DISTURBING AND NOT FIT FOR CHILDREN’S VIEWING. 

VIEWING IS UP TO THE RESPONSIBILITY AND DISCRETION OF THE PARENT 

FOR CHILDREN 16YEARS AND ABOVE.... 

 

The footages flashes grey and streaked-white like an old black and white movie. Only this 

isn’t old. This is now. And it isn’t fiction. 

   It is very, very real. 

   A woman sits tied down to a chair bolted in the middle of a room. There’s blood staining 
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her hands and fear staining her eyes. The room is empty and unidentifiable. Sweat pours 

down her face and her lips are parted and parched. 

   “Help!” She says. But her voice is cracked, sore.  

   Behind her is a copy of today’s newspaper. 

   High above her head, positioned behind the newspaper is a large digital clock. As people 

watch, the hands peel away to reveal the time – 5:38pm. 

   “Help!” she says again. But she is little more than a pawn in a game of chess; a freak of 

the show; something for people to pity and marvel at. She is stranded behind the glass screen. 

   She is dead in less than two hours.  

 

* 

 

Director Claudia Michelle, Professor Vincent Donahue and Special Agent Thomas watched 

the TV screen in silence. 

“Shit,” Claudia breathed.  
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CHAPTER FORTY-ONE 

 

As he drove, Jeffrey couldn’t quite shake off the overwhelming sense of panic and 

vulnerability that was brewing up inside of him.  

   One hour, one hour, one hour... His brain screamed out him, yet it couldn’t seem to come 

up with any worthwhile plan of action other than driving along the motorway Jo’s clues had 

led him to. Driving fast and smoking had always been his two methods of dealing with stress, 

and now he did both – pushing 90 on the roads and dragging furiously.  

   Presently Jeffrey look down to light another cigarette and gave a low groan of irritation 

upon finding the box was empty. 20 in four hours. He made a mental note to himself to buy 

more once this case was all wrapped up...If it ever was.  

   He’d promised himself that he wouldn’t let The Butcher get away with it again. Not after 

what had happened with Cherry... 

   Again, and not for the last time either, Jeffrey felt his chest thump with pain. It never failed 

to amaze him how human grief could result in actual physical pain – that the heart had more 

involvement with the body other than pumping blood. Of course, it didn’t hurt any less.  

   In the end it was serendipity. A case of ‘being in the right place at the right time.’ Ironically 

enough, Jeffrey was so wrapped up in the case that he almost didn’t notice the large white 

van overtake him in the next lane.  

   It took a while for the vehicle to register in his mind. Of course, it could be any van, but he 

was too desperate to listen to the voice of reason. Besides, for the van to have overtaken him, 
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it would have to be driving at least 95kmph and that was as good as any reason to get a closer 

look at the driver. He pressed the pedal down and was thrown back into the seat by the car’s 

propelling force.  

   The van had already gained a head start and was a few good metres away. Jeffrey leaned in, 

squinting, but it was no use – the registration number was nothing but a blur or black and 

white.  

   His mobile rang and he flipped it open.  

  “Claudia,” he recognised the number.  

   “Where are you? Have you seen the news?” The questions were spoken so fast they 

blended one into the other.  

   “My car, no,” Jeffrey responded similarly.  

   “Turn on the damn radio then!” 

   He pressed down harder on the pedal and used his free hand to flip the switch.  The radio 

crackled to life. 

   “We were initially baffled as to where the video had come from but it seems as though the 

killer managed to gain access to one of our main servers. We’re doing all we can to resolve 

the issue, but you must understand...” 

   Gritted teeth. Glazed eyes.  

   “What video?” Jeffrey muttered.  

   “The Butcher has broadcasted life footage of Jo in a room. She’s alive; she doesn’t seem to 

be too hurt. But there’s a clock directly behind her, counting down...”  

   Jeffrey checked his watch.  

   “Fifty five minutes,”  

   “Exactly.”  

   “So what, she hacked into the biggest broadcasting company in the UK?” 
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   “Seems so. And nobody has any idea where she is or how she did it.”  

   The gap was closing between his car and the van, any moment now... 

   “I do.”  

   “What?” 

   “I’ll call you back.”  

   Jeffrey flung his phone down on the seat and returned both hands to the wheel. Squinting, 

he could just about make out the plate... 

   2AHD AH9 

  It was her. There was no doubt about it.  

   Suddenly, the car sped up and roared down the motorway. Something had startled the 

driver, Jeffrey realised. She’d probably noticed that she had a tail.  

   Cursing, Jeffrey swerved into the next lane and roared after the car. An avalanche of car 

horns and flashing lights welcomed his bonnet. It was times like these that Jeffrey wished he 

was a police officer for a local station rather than a Special Agent for a practically 

anonymous organization. Red and blue flashing lights would certainly allow him to travel 

faster. He bit down his annoyance.  His cover had been blown; there was no way the driver of 

the van wouldn’t realise they were being chased. The entire motorway was in uproar. In fact, 

people were slowing down and enjoying the race as if it was the Grand Prix.  

   Still, he had an advantage. The lorry was large and cumbersome. His car on the other hand, 

although old and weather-beaten, was considerably faster. With every metre, he was gaining 

ground.  

   They were leaving the motorway behind and opening up to a roundabout. The van veered to 

its left. Jeffrey saw a flash of orange sparks rise as the van’s wheels scraped against the 

metallic divider by the side of the road. Ten seconds  later, he veered the same corner.  

   It was completely unexpected.   
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   Jeffrey had been going at full speed, expecting the lorry to be a while ahead of him, eager 

to get away. Instead, the lorry had parked just out of sight around the corner. It was a cleverly 

dirty trick.  

   Jeffrey only had time to shout out before his car went hurtling full pelt into the back of the 

lorry.  

   There was the screech of tyres, a flash of light, an almost deafening crash and then... 

    Silence. 
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CHAPTER FORTY-TWO 

 

   “He’s unconscious! Call 999!” A frantic voice cried out, then it faded and dipped down to 

join the hysteria around him.  

   His sight was blurred but there was also smoke drifting up from the bonnet and encircling 

the window. It was mostly shattered, he noticed. Jagged ends of glass jutted outwards from 

the corners of the window frame and a cold breeze rushed at his face, ruffled his hair and 

whispered into his scalp.  

   He shivered and felt his head. Blood stained his fingers. In the distance he could hear 

sirens. Around the corner he could see the van making a getaway.  

   The engine was still running and he sat up carefully. The impact hadn’t been as bad as he’d 

thought it would be. Immediately he realised the air bag had exploded and protected his body 

like a merciful cushion.  

    There was the familiar metallic taste of blood in his mouth. He spat it out. Something see-

through and hard floated in the saliva. Broken glass. 

   “He’s awake!”  

  There was only one thing he could do – to stay would be to wait for an ambulance and 

possibly the authorities. By the time he’d proved to the ambulance people that he felt 

absolutely fine and by the time he’d shown the police his ID and told them what was going 

on, the van would be long gone. And with it, his last chance of finding the new face on the 

BBC News.  

   Once again, his foot pressed down on the pedal. The rubber spun against the pavement, 

leaving tens of shocked people covered in black ash and smoke.  
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* 

It was too late. Again, Jeffrey felt the weight of depression weighing him down. There were 

too many roads she could’ve gone down! Instinctively, Jeffrey took the road directly ahead of 

him, his stomach twisting in anxiety.  

    Riiing.  

    “Claudia.”  

    “Just heard reports of a man who crashed into the back of a lorry and drove off without a 

word. It could only be you.”  

   “I’m fine thanks,” Jeffrey muttered.  

   “Where are you?” 

   “I don’t even know any more. Listen, I saw The Black Rose Butcher’s van. She was 

speeding down the motorway but she’s managed to get away...”  

   “We’ll track down your phone and send back up,” Claudia barked down the phone. “I take 

it you’re not going to wait?” 

   “When have I ever waited?” 

   “Good point. Be careful, okay?” 

   “I’ll do whatever it takes,” Jeffrey said pointedly.  

   “Very well.”  

   He hung up and took a proper look around him. The road he was on wasn’t too busy, which 

immediately worried him. If the van was along here, he would’ve spotted it by now, surely? 

How much of a head start did she have on him? To him it had only seemed like seconds had 

passed before he took off after her, but his mind was spinning and the fog has entered his 

brain. It was possible that minutes had passed without his realisation.  
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   There was no point in turning back anyway. By the time he doubled on himself and turned 

onto another road, the van would definitely be gone. The only thing he could do was trust his 

instinct, which was feeling insecure at best.  

   He was wondering why cars were slowing down and hooting at him until he realised the 

car, with its trailing fender and nonexistent window stuck out like a sore thumb. 

   Another tide of hopelessness washed over him. Ahead, he could see another roundabout. 

Which way would he turn then? 

   It was then that he saw a little opening in the foliage beside him. Surrounding the roadside 

were clumps of forest, and directly to his right he could see a dirt-track. It was at a strange 

angle and slightly hidden from the road. Before he could change his mind, Jeffrey indicted 

left and curved onto the road. Sticking his head out of the window, he noticed tyre tracks 

ground into the dirt. They were large enough to belong to the van, but it was impossible to 

tell how old they were.  

   For a split second, Jeffrey hesitated. Waiting for back-up would be the recommended thing 

to do.  

   He checked his watch again.  

   Well you’ve been given another chance. Jo has exactly 24 hours to live. If you don’t find 

her, I will kill her...  

   Half an hour left. The sky was darkening and the clouds were growing round-bellied. Any 

moment now the night sky would appear and the rain would provide the perfect cover for The 

Butcher and she would’ve gotten away again. He couldn’t take the chance.  

   Reaching into the back of his car, he pulled out the spare waterproof jacket he always kept 

there. The letters ‘LPA’ were emblazoned across the front. He put up the hood and tightened 

it. Finally, he double-checked his gun was in its holster.  

   There was just one round left. 
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   He decided it would be better to explore the dirt-track on foot, instead of alerting The 

Butcher that he was near.  

   Jumping out of the car and shrugging the waterproof jacket closer around his body, he 

allowed himself the first smile in a long time. 

   This was it. There was no turning back. 

  “I’m ready,” he whispered. His boots crunched on the gravel as he made his way up the 

track. 

   Ready to kill.  

   Ready to die.  
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CHAPTER FORTY-THREE 

 

   He saw the van first. It was parked directly in front of a large building – a warehouse. 

Crumbling brick and chipped paint and smashed windows.  He allowed himself to feel the 

bitter satisfaction in the knowledge that the van was even more wrecked than his car.  

   The van was empty and the door was locked. There were only two options – the killer was 

in the forest that surrounded him, watching his every move with constant unblinking eyes. 

   Or they were already in the warehouse, unaware that he’d managed to track them down. 

Alone. Vulnerable. 

   Or with Jo. 

   He hadn’t seen the footage but Claudia had said Jo had been alone in a room. And this 

place made sense. He had found it quite by accident. Not many people were likely to divert 

off a busy road, travel up the extremely long pathway and search the strange building.  

   He gripped the Beretta and noticed his hands were sweating and shaking. A deep, cold, fear 

had gripped him entirely. 

   It propelled him onward.  

   

* 

 

His footsteps seemed scarily loud within the silent warehouse. Boxes and crates were stacked 

up on either side of him. One box had crashed onto the ground. Glass was spilled onto the 

floor. It seemed as though there had been a struggle exactly where he was standing now. 

   His eye caught something glittering on the floor and he crouched down to get a closer look. 
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   Blood. Deep red and shimmering in the reflected light of the fading sun as it peeped 

through the skylights. 

   There had definitely been a struggle here. Jeffrey fought down the sense of panic – it wasn’t 

much blood. Just a drop here and there. 

   He straightened up and scanned the area. 

   There! A few metres ahead of him were more drops of blood. Perhaps the killer had been 

more injured by the crash than he’d thought. Securing his hold on the gun, he followed the 

blood-trail. 

   It took him to a door at the back of the warehouse. The handle was stained red. 

   Without a second’s thought, he kicked the door down. 
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CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR 

 

Sometimes love really is blind. And that is the only reason that can explain why Jeffrey, weak 

with relief, for the first few seconds noticed only Jo. Not the giant clock behind her head that 

was still ticking down. Not the chainsaw that lay alone on the table near her. 

   And not The Butcher.  

   “Jeffrey!”  

   “Jo!” He took a step forward. 

   “A loving reunion, really,” A voice chilled the room by about20 degrees. The Butcher 

stepped out her cover in the corner of the room. “And how I do love having guests round.”  

   That’s when everything shifted into focus. The clock that was slowly crawling its way 

towards the cut off point, the blood red numbers dripping 6:53pm. Also, the rope tying Jo to 

the bolted chair and forcing her upright, the deadly weapon upon a bloodied table, the killer 

grinning maliciously behind a piece of velvet material – a balaclava. 

   “Bravo Jeffrey.” Gloved hands were brought together in a dry, too loud applause. “Bravo 

indeed. I was beginning to worry you wouldn’t make it in time- but with seven minutes to 

spare! I’m impressed. This, however, is where it ends.” 

   As if out of nowhere, the killer produced a small remote with a singular red button. Her 

finger hovered over the button. 

   “Press it and I kill you,” Jeffrey brought the gun up a little higher. 

    The killer paused for a moment, as if considering. Then she laughed. 

   “This isn’t what you think it is. This isn’t an explosive that will blow us all sky high. This 

won’t injure you, or your precious prize over here,” Her spare hand gestured at Jo. 
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   “Put it down.” 

   “Or what? You’ll shoot me? Don’t try to pull my bluff here, Jeffrey. We both know you 

want information.” 

    “I don’t want-” 

   “Come now, you’ve not forgotten already? Your wife? How old was she now? 24...25?” A 

smile curled on her lips. “Ahh yes. I remember. Mid-twenties. Tall, pretty. A hell of a 

screamer, I’ll give you that one.” 

   “Don’t.” 

  “You want to know what her last words were? Your name. Jeffrey! She yelled one final time 

until the blade came slicing down again and again. She truly believed you could save her, and 

you let her down.”  

  “You sick son of a bitch,” He cocked the gun. He could feel the weighted pressure of it in 

his hands, but even more, the weight of every single pair of eyes in the world watching him. 

They would be glued to their screens, unable to move as if his life – Jo’s life – was just 

another character in a reality show.  

   “She was a strong woman too, your wife. She gave me a helluva hard time. The Waiting 

Period was fun. Almost as fun as killing her. The problem with using a chainsaw, of course, 

is that it’s over in a mere number of seconds. But The Waiting Period is the best bit. Leaving 

them there to starve, messing with them, watching each and every one of the filthy pigs lose 

control and soil themselves like children. That’s when they know I’m in charge; that there’s 

no going back. I humiliated her, Jeffrey. And she suffered much more than you ever did 

collecting all her body parts. How did you even do it? Take the boxes to work with you? 

Then again, you never did know the line between work and family life. She used to complain 

about it all the time. See, I paid more attention to her than you ever did...” 

   “Don’t you dare...” 
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   “Men are all the same. They treat us like shit and expect to make a clean getaway. Well not 

this time. She left you. How did it feel? Poor Cherry. Waiting for you, trusting in you, only to 

realise that you didn’t care enough to find her.” 

   “How could you say that?” Jeffrey was still pointing the gun at the killer’s head, but his 

energy had gone. His voice came out low, lifeless. 

   “You managed to find this one all right.” 

   Jeffrey glanced at Jo’s terrified face and then dragged his eyes back to the killer. 

   “That’s different.” 

   “Oh really? How? You love this one more?” 

   “No. I...Cherry was my life,” Jeffrey swayed on his feet, almost toppling over. His eyes 

were gazed and distant. “I derailed completely when she left. There’s still parts of me I don’t 

think I’ll ever get back...” 

    “Pity you didn’t have the time to tell her this. Pity she died thinking you couldn’t care less. 

She died alone, in so much pain, and you weren’t even there to...” 

    “No!” Jeffrey tightened his grip. “She was pregnant. You killed her. You killed my baby.”   

   “Don’t play her game Jeffrey. She wants you to kill her,” Jo said. “That’s why she’s not 

resisting. Then your crime will be broadcast all over the world. It’s the final punishment!” 

   Behind her head, the clock numbers switched.  

   7pm. 

   Too late, Jeffrey saw the killer raise the remote control and press the red button.  

   There was a gunshot. 

   A scream. 

   And the glare of the world’s eyes.    
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CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE 

 

The door swung shut behind them. 

   With great effort, Jeffrey hauled himself off the floor. He was shaking visibly, but inside he 

felt worse. Inside he felt as if he was actually crumbling away. He looked up to where the 

bullet had left his gun and smashed into the roof above, leaving a small crack in the ceiling. 

   He barely noticed the tears as they left his eyes and travelled down his face. 

   “I loved her...and you took her away.” 

   The Black Rose Butcher smiled again, crinkles appearing on the material. 

   “Take the mask off, Samantha.”    

   A shake of the head and an even bigger grin.  

   With horror, Jeffrey remembered the remote control and the large button. 

   “What have you...?” 

   He spun around just as a small explosion erupted in the corner of room. Jeffrey blinked. 

Mere metres away from him, sparks flew and fizzed. A medium-sized fireball was spitting 

and growing slowly closer towards him. 

   “Open the door now,” Jeffrey said. 

   “No can do. The second I pressed the button, the door swung shut and it activated the loose 

wires connected to the simple bomb structure. There’s no stop button; no way to open the 

door.” 

   “Are you crazy?! You’ll kill us all!” 

   The killer’s eyes blazed, matching the intensity of the fire. 

   “If I go; you go. We go down together!”  

   Jeffrey clamped his mouth shut. There was no talking to this woman. And he was going to 

need all the breath he could muster. Already the smoke was rising and filling the room. He 
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scanned the walls. How much heat and pressure could they take? He estimated he had eight 

minutes, tops, before the entire structure came crashing down around them. 

   Quickly, he ran over to Jo. She was bent over her lap, retching. 

   “I’ll get you out of here,” he said. 

   “How?” 

   Her hands were manacled behind her back and the chair was bolted down.  

   Hurriedly, Jeffrey made his way over to the door and pushed against it with all his strength. 

   “The door is the only reinforced thing in the building,” Samantha Kerner piped up. She was 

sitting in the corner, her hands wrapped around her knees, looking amused at his efforts. “I 

did it myself. It’s made of the same material that door was – Kryon. Only bullets can shoot it 

down. Pity you wasted yours on the ceiling, eh?” 

   Ignoring her, Jeffrey ran at the door three times. It didn’t even show a dent, but he was 

pretty sure he’d cracked his shoulder. 

   The chainsaw lay on the table between him and Jo. He picked it up now. 

   “What’s to stop me from killing you, as you’ve done many times before? Now. Slowly, 

painfully, into little pieces.” 

   “That’s the difference between me and you,” Samantha said defiantly. “I’m not scared of 

dying.” 

   Jeffrey started up the chainsaw and knelt, cutting through the chains that held Jo’s arms and 

legs. She jumped up and went to fling her arms around his neck, but then stopped. 

   “What is it?” he spluttered. The temperature in the room was steadily rising. Soon it would 

become unbearable.  

   She shook her head and backed away. 

   “Stay back!” she said. 
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   It was then that he noticed the slimy, oily look to her skin and the pungent smell on her 

clothes. 

   Petrol. From head to toe she was doused in the deadly substance. If the flames went 

anywhere near her or her clothes, she would kill them all.  

   And the fire was already licking it’s way towards them, filling up half the room. The smoke 

pressed down on them like a deadly fog.  

    “Get down!” 

   He sank to his belly. Smoke rose. Crawling around would save them some precious time. 

And oxygen. But there was no way he could make his way towards the door now. It was too 

hot. His skin would melt before he made it even halfway there. 

    Jeffrey found Jo lying on her stomach. Tears streaked her face. 

  “I’m sorry.” 

   Water streamed down his face too. He couldn’t tell if it was from the earlier burst of 

emotion or if the flames were making them smoulder. 

   “This isn’t time for apologies!” 

   “Then what is it time for?” She looked at him hopelessly. 

   “I don’t know.” 

    There was a large groaning noise, much larger and more horrible than anything they had 

ever heard before. Instinctively, they rose to their feet. It was human nature to want to be 

ready and fighting. 

   “The ceiling!” Jeffrey yelled, but his words were smothered by the smoke. And he’d made 

a deadly mistake. It entered his lungs and stayed there, choking him.  

   Jo looked up. To her left she could see Samantha doing the same. The ceiling was 

supported by two large and apparently wooden rafters. One rafter was slowly cracking and 

melting. There was another horrible groan and a snap. 
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    The rafter plummeted down. Samantha screamed. Then she disappeared underneath thirty 

tonnes of burning wood.  

   There was another groan. One rafter already gone, there was no way the remaining plank of 

wood could support the entire ceiling.  

   In pure terror, Jeffrey realised the room was about to collapse and engulf them in flame; 

crush them under blazing wood and metal. 

   Almost instantly, the rafter snapped. 

   “Move!” Jeffrey yelled, but it was too late. Jo hadn’t seen it. Even if the weight of the rafter 

didn’t kill Jo, the connection between the flames and fuel certainly would. 

  It’s amazing how fast the human mind can think, and the body spring into action  

   In a split second Jeffrey dragged her down, covering his body with hers. 

   The warehouse crumpled on top of them.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-SIX 
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   For a long time, she didn’t move. Her eyes were squeezed tightly shut but she could hear 

the ambulance shrieks, and endless stream of water and it splashed over the remains of the 

building, as it soaked her even more.  

   She couldn’t move; she could feel a heavy weight forcing her down and she wasn’t strong 

enough to roll away. 

   Presently, the weight was moved aside and she stood, choking and coughing. A fireman 

stared at her. His face was black from the ashes and he was smiling. 

   “We’ve got two here! One’s alive...” he knelt down beside the second body.  

   Down his face ran rivulets of water. It was raining. The clouds had finally ripped and torn, 

drenching them all.  

   It was then that Jo looked down at the body. Then that the strangest and most inhuman 

sound left her mouth. It was so full of strangled grief that even the fireman took a step back. 

   “Let’s get this one in the ambulance....” 

    Jo collapsed beside Jeffrey’s body. His eyes were closed and his leg was twisted at an odd 

angle. There was a terrible smell about him where his clothes, skin and hair had been singed. 

His mouth was open and blood was trickling out. 

   “Jeffrey, please...” 

   “Ma’m...” 

   She couldn’t hear what the fireman was saying. She couldn’t even think... 

   “Ma’m, is there anyone else...?” 

   Finally, it registered. 

   “No...no, yes. A woman. She got hit by a r-r-after,” Her teeth clinked against each other and 

she knelt beside Jeffrey again. A second later paramedics arrived with a stretcher. 
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   “He’s breathing,” she whispered. “He’s going to be okay, right? He s-saved my life. If he 

hadn’t...” She lifted his clothes and exposed his back. 

  “Oh my...” Just visible were deep purple bruises from the impact of the rafter.  His skin was 

red and blistering; peeling away like pencil shavings and puckered.  

   She rocked on her knees as they carried him away. 

   “He’ll be alright. Tell me he’ll be alright!” 

   But there were no words of consolation as the first fireman helped her up, put a blanket 

around her shoulders, and guided her towards the vehicle. 

    “Jo!” It was Tom. He ran at her and flung his arms around her. “You’re alright. You’re 

alright!” 

    She looked at him with deadened eyes, her face void of all colour. 

   “Jeffrey,” was all she could say. 

    Somewhere, she was aware of Claudia presence; shaken but authoritative. Somewhere she 

was aware that the sky was turning inky blue, that the moon was rising, and that the 

punctured clouds were still letting loose their punishment. 

    But she couldn’t breathe; only strange, sob-like noises escaped. Gasping and wailing at the 

same time. 

   She was put in a separate ambulance and given drugs to calm her down. Even as she closed 

her eyes and succumbed thankfully to the restfulness of sleep, only one name was on her lips.  
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CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN 

 

 

Three weeks later 

 

Jessica Hull opened the front door in pyjamas and a dressing gown wrapped tightly around 

her. She had no make-up on and her hair was fluffy and uncombed. She looked a lot younger 

than the last time Jeffrey had seen her. Well, he looked different too. His frame was 

supported by two crutches and his foot in a cast. His skin was lobster-red, as if he’d 

sunbathed for an extra four or five hours. The side of his face was swollen. 

   “Remember me?”  

   Jess helped him inside the house and made him a cup of tea while he waited on the sofa. 

When she returned, he looked at her sadly. 

   “I thought you were dead,” she whispered. “I was watching the news that day...the camera 

broke when the warehouse started collapsing...Nothing was released about you or that other 

agent. The world thinks you’re both dead.” 

   “It was kept very hush-hush by my Director,” Jeffrey explained. “Even now I’m meant to 

be in a private hospital, but the guards were easy to escape and I needed to speak to you. I 

take it your parents aren’t in?” 

   “No.” 

   “I won’t take up too much of your time. I’m sure I’m the last person you want to see. I 

don’t even deserve your hospitality.” 

    Tears sprung to her eyes. 

   “Violet’s dead.” 



322 | P a g e                      A c q u a h          B l a c k  R o s e  B u t c h e r   

 

   “I know. I broke my promise to you and I’m sorry. I thought I could...There’s no excuse. I 

should’ve never promised. All I’ve done is caused you pain.” 

   “I trusted you. I thought I’d see her again.” 

   “I’m so sorry. I know it’s difficult to believe, but I really am. I don’t expect you to forgive 

me; I’ll never forgive myself.” 

   “What happened to her? The Butcher?” 

   “She burnt to death.” 

   “Good,” Jess spoke fiercely. 

   “I’m sorry I couldn’t save Violet.” 

  “I know,” Jess said softly. “Please just leave.” 

   Jeffrey reached for his crutches and struggled to his feet. Slowly he made his way to the 

door. 
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CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT 

 

“Hello Jeffrey.”  

Jeffrey blinked, leaning against his doorway in disbelief.  

   “Vincent.”  

   “Can I come in?” 

   “Er...yeah, sure, sure.”  

Vincent shut the door behind him and followed Jeffrey’s slow shuffle towards the living 

room.  

   “I thought you’d have left...what with the case being over.” 

   The two men sat down. “Thanks for all your help.” 

   “I never thought I’d hear you say that!” Vincent laughed. 

   “I can take it back,” Jeffrey said gruffly. 

   “No, no, I’m willing to accept the compliment! How have you been? I apologise for not 

visiting while you were in hospital. Something told me you wouldn’t want grapes or flowers. 

So I thought I’d drop by to offer something more practical.”  

   “What’s that?” 

   “Advice.”  

   “What makes you think I need advice?” 

   “Because you’re depressed.”  

   Jeffrey laughed.  

   “Unbelievable. You stopped by to psychoanalyse me?” 

   “I came to advise you Jeffrey...as a friend, no psycho stuff applied. I was meant to fly back 

to America today, but I cancelled the flight.” 

   “Why?” 
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   “I don’t want you living an unhappy life.”  

   “Well thanks for your concern,” Jeffrey said. “But I’m perfectly fine.”  

   “How’s Jo?” 

   “She’s...fine. She was barely injured in the fire.” 

   “You know that’s not what I mean. Have you seen her since the incident?” 

   “Our lives are none of your damn business.” 

   “Okay,” Vincent nodded, rising slowly. “But at least talk to her? After all that’s 

happened...for goodness sake Jeffrey, stop pushing everybody away and move on!” 

   Jeffrey rose.  

   “How dare you come into my house and...?” 

   “And what? Tell you the truth?”  

   “I’m too tired for this. I’ve just been hospitalised.”  

   “You’re tired of yourself.” Vincent spat back. “Physical injuries aren’t your problem 

anymore. Emotional ones are.”  

   “You’re telling me I’m imagining my pain?” Jeffrey said scathingly. He lifted the sleeve 

from his arm and revealed an ugly swollen scar. “Is this a figment of my psychology, huh?” 

   “No, but have you ever experienced heartache? Emotional pain that triggered an actual ache 

within the chest? The two are more linked than you could imagine. And if you push everyone 

away – if you forever deny yourself a chance of finding true love and friendship – your pain 

is going to consume you.”  

   “I don’t want to hear this.”  

   “I know you don’t, but listen to me.”  

   “No...” 

   “Listen! Don’t you remember what it was like with your wife? Before everything was 

ruined? Don’t you want that again?” 
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   “Of course I do, but I can’t just go back in time.”  

   “No but you can move forward.” 

   “I tried that. Jo and I dated...” 

   “But the second Jo’s life was threatened you got scared. You’re throwing away what you 

have with her because you’re scared.”   

   “I’m not scared.”  

   “What are you then?”  

   “I’m... terrified. You saw what happened – Jo almost died. Because of me. What about next 

time, huh?” Jeffrey asked. “What if I’m a bad omen? What if it goes wrong again?” 

   “That’s just a risk you have to take. You work in law enforcement Jeffrey – risks are part of 

your everyday life. Think of the amount of lives you’ve saved. You’re a hero, not a bad 

omen.”  

   “I hear you.”  

   Vincent smiled.  

   “I’ll show myself out. Think about it. Have a good life Jeffrey.”  

   As soon as the front door slammed shut, Jeffrey pulled out his mobile from his pocket. 

He’d had several missed calls and voicemails from Jo. None of which he’d replied to. He 

stared at the screen helplessly.  

   To ring or not to ring? That was the question.  

 

Two months later  

 

“Jake, we need to talk.” 
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   Uh oh. Jake looked at the two people in front of him. They were glancing at each other and 

smiling. It was never good when adults smiled. It was never good when adults were involved 

in anything. 

    “Yeah?”  

   Jeffrey nodded at Jo.  

    “You tell him.” 

   Jake started to build up his defences. He folded his arms and sat back. Inwardly he shut 

down. His defence mechanisms were the equivalent of a metal sheet descending over a closed 

shop. Nothing would be let in, and nothing out. They’re chucking me out... 

   Jake had been staying at Jeffrey’s house for the past two weeks. And ever since the incident 

with The Black Rose Butcher, Jo had been visiting the house more and more frequently. 

According to them, nothing was ‘official’ but Jake wasn’t stupid. They spent the majority of 

their time together, either going out for meals or staying in. Jo was impressed to find that 

Jeffrey was an amazing cook, and he often cooked the three of them dinner. Twice the three 

of them had dined out. ‘My treat’ Jeffrey had said.  

    Claudia had seemed happy enough to overlook the rule breaking, probably because she 

was glad she had her agents back. 

   But best of all, Samantha Kerner was dead. 

   Neither agent was back at work. Jeffrey still had trouble getting about due to his second 

degree burns. The rafter and lighted debris had landed on his back which the doctors said 

would probably be marred forever. As for Jo, she owed him his life. If he hadn’t covered her, 

she would’ve been toast. Literally.  

   “Jeffrey and I have been thinking,” Jo said tentatively. “A lot of things have happened in 

the past few months...” 
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   “Especially the past three weeks,” Jeffrey winked. “In which Jo ended our date in possibly 

the worst way ever. What happened to climbing out the bathroom window?” 

   Jo laughed. “Anyway, we’ve decided...to move in together.” 

   Jake sat up. Was that what all the fuss was about? 

   “You’ve already practically moved in anyway,” he shrugged. “No biggie.” 

   “Yes biggie,” Jo laughed. “It’s important we move in together because we want to show 

how committed to each other we are. We love each other and maybe, one day, we’re going to 

think about marriage...” 

   Jeffrey placed his hands on hers. 

   “Wow...isn’t that a bit sudden?” 

   “No, I think we’ve both known how we felt about each other for a long time,” Jeffrey 

shrugged. He admitted quietly, “Samantha’s death gave me the closure that I desperately 

needed.” 

   “So there won’t be room for me in this house? So I’m getting chucked out?” Jake stood. 

“That’s fine. Couldn’t have lasted anyway.” 

   Jeffrey and Jo burst out laughing. 

   “That’s not what we mean.” 

   “It isn’t?” 

  “No. Jake, Jeffrey and I were thinking about adopting you – if you’d like of course. It makes 

sense, really. You’ve had some time to get to know us and we like having you around. We 

reckon all the procedures would go really fast too; you’re in such a unique position. What, 

with both of us being Special Agents, entrusted by law and so on, it shouldn’t be too 

complicated. Now remember, this is only if you want...” 

    “Yes, yes, yes!” Jake said. “A million times yes!” Then he reassumed a serious facial 

expression and flicked his dark hair over his eyes. “Yeah...that’d be cool.” 
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   Jeffrey eyed Jo mischievously.  

   “That’s as approved as we’re ever going to get. We’ll have to contact the services of 

course, which might mean you’ll be taken into temporary care while all the paperwork gets 

sorted out. Temporary, Jake, I promise. It was easy enough to strike a deal with the police 

officers when Wez was arrested, but I have a feeling the social may not be too impressed with 

our proposed living arrangements. Everything has to be sorted out officially.”  

“So when does this all start? When are you going to contact social services? When are you 

going to move in together? When...?” 

  “Woah, woah, woah! Calm down,” Jeffrey grinned. “Besides, first things first. I don’t 

think we’re quite ready for Jo to move in yet...” 

  “Why not?” Jo and Jake asked. 

  “Well, usually before people move in with each other, they’ve been dating for quite a 

while. I seem to recall that we didn’t even finish our first date!” 

   Jo giggled. 

   “Tonight? I promise not to disappear on you this time!” She snuggled against him and he 

wrapped an arm around her waist. 

    “I’m not letting you out of my sight!”  

   Jake rolled his eyes.  

   “You too are so cringy,” 

   “We’re like a family already,” Jeffrey said. 

   “A family?” A familiar voice called. “Who am I then?” 

   They all turned as Tom entered the room.  

  “I told him the news,” Jo said happily. “And I think you’d be the uncle.” 

   “Awesome. I brought lunch,” Tom dumped a plastic bag on the sofa. He made it his duty to 

check up on them every now and again, seeing as the two of them were meant to be resting. 
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“Dig in. Guys, any idea of when you’ll be returning to work? I was hoping they’d call in 

some hot brunette to replace you, but I’ve only got Claudia in my ear. She’s driving me up 

the office walls, I tell you!” 

    “Sounds brilliant,” Jo said, her mouth full.  

   “Agreed. Besides, the hot brunette has got another three weeks before she can come back to 

work. Doctor’s orders,” Jeffrey winked at Jo. 

   “So cringy!” Jake complained. 

    Tom took a moment to let the bittersweet scene sink in. His boss, the woman he loved and 

the teenage misfit gathered eating his food together. No matter what he did, he would always 

be sidelined. He realised that now. 

   “I’d better be off now,” he smiled sorrowfully. 

   “Are you sure? We were about to...” Jo said. 

   “Yeah, I’ve really got to go...” 

   Tom and Jeffrey locked eyes with each other. 

   I won’t say anything; I won’t come between you, Tom seemed to say. 

   Jeffrey nodded. 

  “See you later Tom.” 

   “Bye...Boss.” 

   The wind was raging outside. It was the beginnings of winter now, and the streets were 

filled with fog. 

   Tom huddled his jumper closer to him and took one last look at the three of them.  

   Jeffrey’s arm was around Jo, who was laughing and pointing at something on the TV 

screen. Jake was sitting beside them and rolling his eyes. 

   Tom shut the door on the picture-perfect scene.  
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-THE END-  
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