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ONE

He sees her . . .

Tom Westonby’s life changed the moment he saw the woman.

She shouldn’t have been there. Certainly not at this time of night.

But there she was. Tom looked out of the window and watched the stranger walk across the lawn. Moonlight flooded the valley. That other-worldly radiance gave the white cotton dress she wore a spectral glow. While her pale, yellow hair had the appearance of a luminous mist that cascaded down around her shoulders.

She was beautiful. Uncannily beautiful. Somehow dangerously beautiful. As well as tingles of physical attraction, he felt the cold, tingling sensation of an inexplicable fear trickling down his spine.

So, what was this striking, yet ghostly figure doing gliding across his lawn at midnight? The question made him wonder if he’d fallen asleep on the sofa again. These fourteen-hour working days were exhausting. Maybe he was busily dreaming about the remarkable, luminous vision dressed in white?

‘My God,’ he breathed, ‘what on earth is she doing?’

The stranger lifted the skirts of her dress before stepping into the little pool in the garden that was fed by a natural spring. She took a deep breath as her bare feet entered the cool water. At the same time she raised her face to the moonlight, an expression of sheer bliss spread across her face. She closed her eyes, a smile touched her lips. Even from this distance, Tom could tell she loved the sensation of chilled liquid stroking her skin.

The expression on her face sang out: this is ecstasy!

He had two choices. Either turn away, forget he’d seen the woman, or go out there and find out what the hell she was doing on his lawn. Tom Westonby wasn’t one to back down from a challenge. He decided to learn more about the mysterious beauty dipping her bare toes in the spring pool.

The possibility that this was a dream vanished when his hip smacked into the table as he strode across the room to the patio door. The blow hurt. So maybe it was the pain that made him act out of character, because a dangerous, reckless spirit seized control. He decided to confront the woman. No, he’d do more than that. This was going to get physical. His heart pounded, his breath vented in gusts through gritted teeth. A wild excitement ignited his blood.

The moment he opened the patio door and stepped out into the night air he passed the point of no return. Something significant would happen tonight. No . . . More than significant. Tonight will be momentous.

He follows her . . .

Tom Westonby knew that in the next few minutes life as he’d lived it would die. Nothing would ever be the same again.

The sound of his feet on the patio immediately warned the woman that she wasn’t alone.

His midnight visitor turned towards him. Her eyes locked on his. There wasn’t any sense of fear, or even surprise. It was as if she’d expected all along that he’d come out of the house. If she’d stayed there, then what happened next would never have happened at all.

But even though she’d held his gaze for a moment without any sign of being frightened of him, she suddenly ran. Her bare feet splashed through the shallow pool. Moonlight caught the drops of water, turning them into glittering gems that flew up to speckle her white cotton dress. By the time she left the pool those sparkling drops of water were caught in her fair hair. Twinkling diamonds flung outwards as she quickly twisted her head to watch what he’d do next.

He followed.

No. Not followed.

Chased.

With a mixture of dread and excitement, Tom realized this was more than a chase. I’m hunting her, he thought. I’m actually hunting her, like she’s prey.

A small voice inside his head told him to stop. But it was the massive, roaring voice that erupted from some primeval hunting instinct that issued the orders now: CATCH HER. FORCE HER TO TELL YOU WHAT SHE WAS DOING IN THE WATER.

Sheer hunt-lust had its teeth in Tom Westonby. He focused hearing and sight on to the woman. He heard her bare feet whisper across the grass. He saw the searing white flash of her dress. Even when she’d darted out of the moonlight and into the deep, dark shadow of Thornwood Vale he still kept his eyes nailed on her. He was a wolf pursuing the vulnerable fawn. Instinct ruled his movements. Nothing else mattered. He was determined to catch the woman – seize her tightly by the arms, and . . .

. . . and then what? Rationally, he didn’t know what he’d do when he caught her.

Irrationally, though? Oh, the irrational side of his brain supplied him with vivid images. That ancient beast segment of brain told him EXACTLY what he must do to her, once he’d got his hands on her.

The chase took them deeper into the forest. Mull-Rigg Hall, the house he’d just raced from, was the only property for miles. Nobody else ventured into this remote English valley at midnight.

He and the woman were alone. Just the two of them. Nobody would see. No witnesses. No one to stop the madness of what would happen next.

His dangerous thoughts . . .

The chase took them by the river. These turbulent rapids gushed down from the surrounding hills. At this time of night the water was black. Tom Westonby caught a glimpse of an eager figure that seemed to be on a vital mission. To Tom’s surprise he realized that the eager figure, with the wide, staring eyes, was him. He’d seen his own reflection there in the dark waters.

What had come over him? Why was he driven to catch the woman that he’d watched dipping her bare toes into the spring pool?

As he ran through the forest he kept that blazing stare of his on the slender feminine shape. Yet other thoughts, which seemed strangely disconnected from the present, floated through his head. He remembered working long, fourteen-hour days to empty the big house of accumulated rubbish. All those heavy brown wood chairs that filled every room. His aunt must have been obsessed with them. Who knows? Maybe before she’d died she’d been planning to seize the world record for having the greatest number of uncomfortable, straight-backed chairs crammed into one house.

Yesterday, Chris Markham had phoned. Chris was his business partner – at least, he would be once they raised enough capital to open the scuba-diving school in Greece: something they’d been planning ever since they were at college together. After devoting weeks searching for suitable premises, Chris had discovered the perfect place just yards from the beach.

The big problem was this: the building’s owner had demanded seventeen thousand dollars in cash. Five thousand dollars bond, twelve thousand for a year’s rental in advance.

‘I don’t know why he wants dollars not euros,’ Chris had said over the phone. ‘He just does.’

‘Where are we going to get that kind of money?’ Tom had asked. ‘We don’t have anything like seventeen thousand dollars.’

‘Tom, we’ve got to have this place. It’s next to a whole bunch of hotels; think of the passing trade. It’s perfect.’

‘It’d be easier for us to raise the Titanic than raise seventeen thousand!’

Chris had begged Tom to somehow find the cash. What’s more, he must have it by the end of the week, otherwise the landlord would find other tenants. ‘Get that seventeen thou, Tom. We’ll never find another place as good as this.’

Before ending the call, Chris had reminded Tom that serious girlfriends were forbidden until they’d got the dive school up and running. DIVE SCHOOL FIRST. MARRY THE GIRL OF YOUR DREAMS LATER. That’s the rule they’d agreed upon back in their college days. Not that they’d taken a monastic vow of celibacy. Both had enjoyed casual dating; quite a few girls had featured in their lives.

Tom murmured the words, ‘Seventeen thousand,’ as he pursued the stranger . . . or was it his intended victim . . . down the forest path.

Seventeen thousand dollars. Where am I going to get seventeen grand by the end of the week? He’d thought about nothing else all day. Even tonight, when he’d been clearing the basement of yet more wooden chairs, he’d been so preoccupied with schemes for mustering the cash that he’d accidentally kicked over a big glass jar that contained a green spirit. Probably the kind of stuff used to clean paintbrushes, though there must have been half a gallon at least. In that confined place its stench had made him dizzy.

Come to think of it, he told himself, I might still be high on the fumes. That’s why I’m chasing some woman I saw in the garden pond.

He realized that the intoxicating vapour might leave his body, if he took deep enough breaths. But it was far too late. Tom Westonby sped around the trunk of a huge oak and found himself face-to-face with the mysterious creature he was hunting.

A sudden violence . . .

‘Are you following me?’ the bewitching stranger asked in a surprisingly soft voice. The tone suggested mild curiosity rather than terror at being pursued by a menacing figure at midnight.

Tom Westonby stood there panting. Not for a moment had he expected her to stop running. He’d thought he’d have to grab hold of her to prevent her escape. For a moment all he could do was stare in astonishment. Her pale blue eyes were as striking as the incredibly light blonde hair. It seemed more like a luminous mist than individual hairs. He judged her to be close to his age. Twenty-three or thereabouts. And she really is beautiful. Amazingly beautiful.

‘I asked if you were following me.’ Her words seemed more like a pleasant invitation to agree, rather than an accusation. The woman in the white dress didn’t even appear to be annoyed that she’d been pursued. ‘You were following me, weren’t you, Tom?’

‘You were on my property.’

‘Oh? Your property?’

‘My parents’ property. I’m clearing out the place before they move their stuff in. They’re planning—’ He stopped himself from saying more. The thing is, he wanted to say more. Her wide-eyed expression gently encouraged him to keep talking.

‘So you’re living there by yourself, Tom?’

‘Wait a minute, how do you know my name?’

‘Do you usually chase girls you’ve never met before in the dead of night?’

‘You were trespassing.’

‘And now you want to prove how tough you are?’

‘No . . .’ But he recalled the hot excitement pumping through his veins as he’d chased her. ‘I just wanted to know what you were doing in my pond.’

‘Your parents’ pond,’ she corrected.

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Well . . .’ Her eyes fixed on his. ‘Owning that big house, they must be rich.’

‘What’s it to you?’

‘Why don’t you ask your parents to give you the seventeen thousand dollars?’

Tom stared at her in surprise. ‘What seventeen thousand dollars?’

‘You need the rent money, don’t you?’ She gave a knowing smile. ‘And by the end of the week?’

‘Hey.’ His surprise ignited into anger. ‘How do you know about that?’

‘I just do.’

‘I’ve never even met you before.’

‘Well, you have now,’ she said as she turned away. ‘Goodnight, Tom.’

‘Wait! How the hell do you know about the seventeen thousand dollars?’

She silently darted away into the forest shadows.

Tom shouted, ‘I told you to wait!’

He became the hunter again – in furious pursuit of his prey. Dear God, he would put his hands on her this time. He imagined how her fragile arms would feel when he gripped them in his muscular fists. Even though the fumes from the green spirit still made him groggy, he ran faster. His heart pounded.

Just wait till I get my hands on you . . .

He’d only just lost sight of the woman when the branches crashed above his head. He heard twigs snapping. Then a heavy object slammed into his back. He yelled as he was flung upwards. For a moment, he flew through the air high above the ground. Pain tore through him.

I’m dying, he thought in surprise. I’m actually dying . . .

Moonlight pierced the leaves. Suddenly, there were faces. Dozens of faces. Eyes glared at him.

Then darkness fell. And nothing more.


TWO

Tom Westonby opened his eyes. The first words that entered his head were: I’ve killed her.

The sun blazed down from a clear blue sky. He was lying on the riverbank, and he was hurting all over.

‘I murdered the stranger.’ This time the horror of those words exploded inside his head. Tom lurched to his feet. The sudden movement ramped up the agony. But there were more important things to worry about than mere physical pain.

Because memories of the night before came hurtling back. The woman . . . He’d seen the woman on the lawn at midnight. Then, like a madman, he’d pursued her. He’d relentlessly chased her through the forest.

What was I thinking? His heart pounded as a growing sense of dread gripped him. It’s like I was determined to murder her.

His eyes swept over the riverbank. He absolutely expected to see the fair-haired woman in the white cotton dress. His imagination conjured visions of her lying there dead, her arms flung out, eyes staring. There’d be blood . . . Oh, yes, there’d be blood – great crimson pools of it. Blood would smear the grass. Her white dress would be drenched with a violent, screaming red.

Tom Westonby frantically searched amongst the trees.

I’ve murdered her . . . What have I done with the body?

Behind every rock and beneath every bush he expected to see the corpse. Tom’s chest heaved. Panic gripped him. As he hyperventilated, the forest leaves became a vivid green, like dazzling green fire. Desperately, he tried to make sense of the confusing memories of last night.

I caught the woman. We argued. When I realized she’d been spying on me and knew about the seventeen thousand dollars, I got angry, I grabbed hold of her. Then I murdered her.

Tom ran his fingers through his hair. ‘No,’ he hissed. ‘She ran off . . . then someone attacked me.’ This recollection brought a surge of relief. He sighed as his muscles began to relax. ‘Someone hit me from behind.’ The more he thought about what really did happen, the more he realized he’d been the victim. ‘Maybe that’s how they do muggings in this part of England.’ He found himself so relieved that he hadn’t slaughtered a stranger in cold blood, he started to smile. ‘It’s obvious. Muggers use a beautiful woman to lure the victim from the house – that’s when the accomplices pounce.’

He scanned the riverbank again. The forest appeared tranquil. There wouldn’t be a body to find. He’d murdered no one. No, he was the victim. A gang of rural muggers had made a fool of the city boy.

Tom’s back hurt most from the blow. The force of the impact had painfully wrenched the muscles. He didn’t think he’d been punched or kicked. Even so, he decided to check his reflection in the river for black eyes and busted lips.

He made his way down the bank where he crouched at the water’s edge. The melody of the river pouring over the stones had a calming effect. His usual sense of well-being returned. Once again he was the twenty-three-year-old easy-going guy with a plan to open a scuba-diving school in Greece – not a murderer facing prison.

Tom Westonby examined his reflection in the water. His dark hair stuck up in tufts. What else can you expect from sleeping outdoors? His brown eyes were clear. There were no signs of being punched. What there was, in massive abundance, were red blotches. Midges had made a meal of his face. Just the sight of them triggered a tide of itchiness. A rash of insect bites covered his bare arms, too. He scooped up handfuls of water to drench his skin. Its coldness helped counteract that hot itch of the bites. The sooner he grabbed a shower the better. Then get to work with the antiseptic ointment.

As he sluiced his face he noticed that the gold chain was still around his neck. He checked his watch. ‘Still there,’ he murmured in surprise.

Quickly, he stood up to yell into the forest. ‘You muggers are crap! In fact, you’ve got to be the crappiest muggers ever! You forgot to take this!’ He pointed at the diver’s watch on his wrist. ‘You are absolutely crapping useless!’

Even as images blazed inside his head of a gang of thugs comically blaming one another for not stealing the expensive watch, another explanation of last night’s events occurred to him. A more rational one.

The jar of green spirit he’d smashed in the basement? He’d been working in those pungent fumes for more than an hour. When he’d finally cleaned up the glass, and the pool of green stuff that reeked so powerfully, it felt as if his tonsils had caught fire; he’d gone upstairs to grab some fresh air at the window. That’s when he’d seen the beautiful barefoot stranger.

Or thought he’d seen her.

By the time Tom Westonby headed home along the woodland path, he found himself grinning. I haven’t killed anyone. I haven’t been attacked. There never were any muggers. No . . . I was high on fumes. I was like a glue-junkie after a monster sniffing-binge.

As he pushed open the back gate that lead to Mull-Rigg Hall he realized what had really happened last night. He’d been intoxicated by the spirit vapour – high as a solvent-junkie. All this about seeing the woman in the pond had been a bizarre vision generated by inhaling the chemical. After that, he’d gone on a crazy rampage through the forest – all the time, hallucinating like mad.

I must have fallen over one of the boulders down by the river, he told himself, and the grin got even bigger. Then I passed out. Just wait until Chris hears about this. He’ll be laughing for a week.

As Tom headed towards the house a stern, male voice rang out: ‘Mr Westonby? I have reason to believe that you have just returned from the scene of a crime.’


THREE

Tom Westonby’s heart nearly exploded when he heard those words: ‘. . . you have just returned from the scene of a crime.’

He spun round on the path to catch sight of a broad face grinning at him from over the fence.

‘Chester! Are you trying to blow a heart valve or something?’

Chester jerked an oily thumb back over his shoulder. ‘I brought the lawnmower that my dad said you’re renting. The van’s parked on the drive. When I couldn’t get you to answer the door I was just about to give up, then . . .’ He gave a knowing smile. ‘I saw you sneaking back from the scene of the crime.’

‘What scene of the crime?’ Spasms of guilt clenched up his muscles. For one disturbing moment he wondered if he really had killed the woman in white. ‘What the hell are you talking about, Chester?’

Chester vaulted over the fence; he couldn’t keep that big smile off his face. ‘You know what crime I’m talking about.’

‘Oh?’ Tom finally guessed what Chester was hinting.

‘Coming home at nine in the morning? Looking like you’ve been mauled by a she-tiger? You’ve had a night on the tiles, haven’t you?’

Tom smiled. ‘Something like that.’

‘Who is she?’

‘’Ah . . . that’s just for me to know, Chester.’

‘Enough said, Tom. Your love secrets are safe with me.’

Even though Chester’s talk about ‘scene of the crime’ was just a leg-pull, Tom still found himself changing the subject. ‘You say you brought the mower?’

‘Don’t worry, Tom. I won’t bug you about your girlfriend. But you could always bring her to the pub. Tomorrow’s quiz night.’

‘Cheers.’ Once more he changed the subject. ‘Did you bring the chainsaw as well?’

Chester said that he had. They followed the path round the house to where Chester had parked the van.

Tom had known Chester Kenyon for the past two months, ever since Tom had moved into Mull-Rigg Hall. Chester – or Cheery Chester as he was popularly known, on account of his happy nature – stood six foot six, had a mop of curly, blonde hair, and always wore a nigh-on impossibly broad smile. The man was clumsily playful, endearing, and nobody could ever actually bring themselves to be angry with him. He was in his early twenties, and he worked with his father at the village tool-hire store. Come to that, you could get anything repaired at the Kenyons’, from a computer to a combine harvester. The people in small, back-of-beyond communities like Danby-Mask tended to be versatile. Even to the point of being a little self-contained world all of their own.

Tom almost told Chester about accidentally getting high on fumes in the cellar and then hallucinating like crazy as he chased some non-existent woman through the woods. After a moment’s thought, though, Tom decided against sharing the anecdote. Chester would tease him relentlessly for months to come. Chester was a great guy. Tom liked him. However, Chester believed his mission in life was to keep all his friends laughing. And sometimes that would mean endless micky-taking. Chester might be the warmest-hearted guy in the world, yet sometimes he had the sensitivity of a charging bull.

Chester opened the back doors of the van. Tom helped the big man lift the mower on to the drive. After that, he hauled out the chainsaw while Chester unloaded a fuel can.

The gentle giant chatted in that amiable way of his as he dealt with the paperwork. ‘It’s the first time I’ve been back to the house since your aunt died.’

‘I’d never been here before, either,’ Tom confessed. ‘It amazed me how big the place is. It’s a proper mansion.’

‘Dad said your aunt was a good customer . . . always paid her bills early.’ As Chester wrote on the clipboard he glanced round the garden. ‘So you landed the job of getting the house ready for your parents to move in?’

‘It’s a full-time job, too. For some reason the house is full of chairs. You know, the straight-backed kind? I think my aunt must have been a bit nutty about them.’

‘She was a nice lady, Tom. She’d set out the chairs on the back lawn and invite local people to cream teas.’ He held out the clipboard for Tom to sign. The rental agreement was covered with Chester’s big oily fingerprints. ‘I’m glad somebody will be living here again. I’d hate to see the place fall apart.’

‘Lately, I’ve been concentrating on moving all those chairs into the garage, so there’ll be space for the new furniture.’

‘And cutting the grass.’ Chester nodded at the mower.

‘My mother wanted the garden tidying so Owen will have somewhere to play.’

‘Owen?’ Chester’s eyebrows rose in surprise. ‘Owen Gibson? Your aunt’s son?’

‘Yeah, my parents inherited a chunk of my aunt’s money. They also inherited her kid.’ Tom paused. ‘That sounds a bit brutal. I didn’t mean it to come out like that.’

Chester shrugged. ‘I’m always saying stuff that comes out wrong. Last week I told Grace Harrap that she didn’t look a day over forty.’

‘Chester. She’s twenty-six.’

‘I know.’ He gave a pained sigh. ‘Grace took the ice out of her drink and rammed it down my shirt.’

‘Maybe she’s flirting?’

‘Flirting? I fell over a chair and nearly smashed my head on the pub’s fireplace trying to get that flipping ice out.’

Tom handed the clipboard back. ‘Owen’s only ten. I’m not sure how to talk to him. Sometimes he doesn’t say a word for days.’

‘It’s going to be hard on him losing his mother at ten years old.’ Suddenly, the man that Tom thought of as being the giant toddler sounded so mature and wise. ‘Owen’s going to need a lot of love and patience. He found the body, didn’t he?’

‘The coroner said she’d died of a heart attack out here on the drive.’

After a pause, Chester was the one to change the subject this time. ‘How you doing with your diving school? Any sign of going to live in Greece yet, you lucky sod?’

‘We’re getting there. Chris found some premises next to the beach.’ He didn’t mention the worrying conundrum of how they’d claw together seventeen thousand dollars by the end of the week.

‘Your own diving school? It’ll be a dream come true, won’t it?’

‘Believe it or not, we started planning this three years ago. It’s taken eighteen months to save up enough money to get the ball rolling.’ And we’re still seventeen thou short.

‘You’ll be taking her?’

‘Taking who?’

‘The new girlfriend. The one you were tangling with last night.’

Tom decided he would keep that particular girl a secret. Especially as she was a product of hallucination. So he just shrugged, winked, and said, ‘Who knows?’

‘OK.’ Chester laughed. ‘I’ll keep my schnozz out of your biz. Right. I’ll show you how to use the chainsaw.’

‘I’m sure I can figure it out.’

‘No. I’ll give you a safety lesson. If you cut your legs off with that thing don’t come running to me, complaining that I didn’t teach you how to use it.’

‘If I cut my legs off, I won’t be running anywhere.’

‘Just my little joke, Tom, to put you at ease.’

A low roar came from the direction of the forest.

Chester nodded towards the trees. ‘Don’t worry about the sound. It’s only the local dragon clearing his throat.’

‘The local what?’

‘The dragon. Haven’t you heard of it? A dragon’s supposed to roam those woods.’

‘Sounded like a bus to me.’

‘When we were kids we were told a dragon lurked up here in the valley. A big, ugly monster that loves to suck out your blood.’

The sound of the bus grew closer.

‘I haven’t seen any dragons.’ Tom played along with the joke.

‘Neither did us kids. I reckon they made up the dragon story to keep us away from the river.’ He picked up the chainsaw. ‘See the D-ring? That’s how you start the motor.’

Tom wasn’t listening. He couldn’t take his eyes from the bus passing by.

‘Did you hear me, Tom? This starts the motor.’

Tom didn’t hear. He wasn’t thinking about the chainsaw. Or about the appetites of the neighbourhood dragon. He was watching the bus. Or, rather, a specific individual on the bus.

Because sitting in the middle of the vehicle was a woman dressed in a white blouse. The woman from the hallucination. The same woman he thought he’d chased through the forest last night.

She turned her head. He thought he saw her nod in his direction. Then the bus accelerated away into the distance.


FOUR

Cheery Chester drove away from Mull-Rigg Hall. He waved a happy goodbye from the van window and left Tom Westonby alone with the rented lawnmower, the chainsaw, and his thoughts.

Tom ate baked beans on toast for lunch. Nothing like beans, the boldly symphonic fruit, to inflate a wetsuit, or so the scuba fraternity insisted. The sense of humour shared by professional divers tended to be pretty unsophisticated at the best of times.

After he’d eaten his meal Tom prowled the grounds of Mull-Rigg Hall. He’d lived here alone for the past two months, ever since he’d agreed to get the place ready for his mother and father, and what amounted to a new brother. His late aunt’s son, Owen, was likeable. Tom was sure he’d get on well with the ten-year-old once he got to know him better. In truth, though, they’d spent very little time together. Before Tom had accepted the role of janitor here, along with the post of general fixer-upper, he’d taken a whole string of jobs in different parts of the country in order to raise money for the new dive school.

Today, Tom found himself preoccupied with how he’d find the seventeen thousand dollars for the premises in Greece. It didn’t help matters that he’d seemed to have a weird out-of-body experience last night after accidentally inhaling those fumes in the basement. By this morning he’d convinced himself he’d been in the grip of a bizarre hallucination: that he’d been chasing nothing more than a phantom of his own imagination through the forest.

However, just an hour ago there’d been another twist to that particular story. He’d actually seen the woman riding by on a bus. So who was she? The beautiful stranger with fair hair.

What really troubled Tom was that the woman must have been in the garden at midnight. Therefore, she really had been dipping her bare feet into the pond. So that meant he must have pursued her. Dear God, he’d been chasing her like he was going to attack her or something!

I don’t stalk women. It’s out of character for me to grab hold of a stranger like that. He kept telling himself this to avoid the guilty notion that he might have frightened someone who’d been innocently taking a midnight stroll. Though that’s a dangerous thing for a woman to do, even in the countryside. He decided the intoxicating effect of the spirit had briefly sent him . . . what? Crazy? Psychotic? Murderous?

Shivers ran down his back. His imagination conjured up big, bright pictures of what he might have done after the woman made him angry by revealing that she’d been spying on him. As he paced about the lawn he found himself, to his horror, picturing how he might have grabbed hold of the stranger before strangling the life out of her. Then what? Frantically returning to the house for a spade so he could dig a grave out in the woods? Or dumping the corpse in the river?

Those gruesome scenarios unsettled him so much that he couldn’t concentrate on any one job. He’d a long list of chores – rooms to be emptied of the army of chairs that his aunt had accumulated, walls to be painted, new curtain tracks to be fitted, fences to be repaired, lawns to be cut, dead wood to be lopped (the orchard was a spectacular jungle). Yet he couldn’t settle on any one task.

He mooched from one of the mansion’s ten bedrooms to the other. Started to remove plastic light-switch covers to replace them with the beautiful antique brass ones bought at auction, then found himself remembering – or was that obsessing? – about the woman in white. Eventually, he returned to the basement.

The fumes still caught at the back of his throat. Even after one lungful of vapour coming off the spirit that had soaked into the brick floor he felt light-headed. His lips started to tingle. Brick walls began to ripple strangely. It was a wonder he hadn’t choked to death last night. Tom quickly opened the hatch that once allowed delivery men to pour coal down into the cellar. With the hatch open, the air should start to circulate and dispel the evaporated spirit. He decided not to return to the basement until the fumes had gone.

In order to get some fresh air himself, he strolled around the garden. It wasn’t long before he found himself by the pond where she had walked barefoot.

Ponds tend to be slimy. At the bottom, there’s usually a disgustingly noxious black layer of mud and rotting leaves, which would be vile to actually walk on.

However, this pond, fed by a natural spring, contained beautifully clear water. In bright sunlight, the liquid looked deliciously sweet. A sparkling Perrier effect. There was no foul, black mulch at the bottom. On the contrary, the pond-bed was covered with light grey sand, speckled with tiny blue pebbles. He found himself thinking that on a warm, summer’s night, the pond would be pleasant to bathe hot, tired feet. Even a skinny-dip seemed a temptingly refreshing way to escape the heat.

Outdoors was definitely more attractive than cooping himself up inside and drilling holes in dusty plasterwork so he could install light switches. Now the chainsaw had arrived he could make a start on taming the orchard.

He headed back round the house towards the garage. At first sight, the mansion had seemed intimidating. Its size, its age, the imposing pillars at the front. The edifice had resembled a Victorian courthouse. The kind of place where hungry kids arrested for stealing bread would be sentenced to go to rat-infested jails.

However, he’d grown to like the building. The roof tiles were as red as sun-ripened tomatoes. The stonework had mellowed down to a soft, buttery yellow. A slate tablet over the front door boasted that Mull-Rigg Hall had been Raised From Ruin In The Year Of Our Lord 1866. That’s when the pillars and imposingly posh frontage had been added.

Tom collected the chainsaw from the garage. When you’re twenty-three, chopping down dead trees with a powerful, motor-driven saw is immensely appealing. Even Chester’s jokey warning of ‘if you cut your legs off with that thing, don’t come running to me’ did nothing to lessen his enthusiasm to start blasting tree trunks with the ferocious blade.

Tom Westonby had just returned to the driveway when he heard a familiar roar.

The bus was making its return journey. At that moment, he recalled a vivid image of the bus as it headed to the village a couple of hours ago. The stranger in white had been on board. The one he’d pursued through the forest at midnight.

Without a second’s hesitation, he dashed to the end of the drive. He was just in time to see the bus pass by the gates. There were a dozen passengers: mainly adults with bags of groceries. His heart pounded as he searched the faces.

Where was the woman in white? He scanned face after face. Where was that flow of pale, almost luminous blonde hair?

Twin girls were in the seat that his midnight stranger had occupied earlier. They were about eight years old; simultaneously, both stuck their tongues out at him.

The bus roared away.

His heart went from pounding with excitement to a plunge of disappointment.

Maybe I really did imagine her, he told himself as he headed back to the garage. Not that I want to see her again. He tried to rationalize away his confused swirl of feelings. After all, why on earth would I want to see her? If she’s prowling around the forest at midnight she must be a nut-job.

‘Hello.’

Catching a lungful of air, he spun round.

There at the end of the drive stood the stranger. His gaze swept over her, taking in the blue eyes, the beautiful face, and the mist of pale, blonde hair.

She took a step towards the gate, her head tilting slightly to the side as she studied his face; it seemed as if she was reading the thoughts inside his head.

‘I got off the bus around the corner.’ Her voice possessed a pleasant, light quality. ‘I wanted to pay you a visit.’

‘Oh?’ He knew his response was staggeringly inarticulate. Because at that moment he felt spectacularly inarticulate. What did you say to someone you’d hunted like a wild animal?

‘You were planning to kill me last night, weren’t you, Tom?’

All he could do at that moment was stare in shock. Once more he had a vision of being hauled away to jail. Surely, the woman will complain to the police. She’ll tell them that she’s been assaulted by the savage madman of Mull-Rigg Hall.

Her lips formed a ghost of a smile. ‘Well, Tom, here I am. Your helpless victim. The one you attacked last night. So . . .’ Her gaze turned to the chainsaw in his hand. ‘Aren’t you going to finish what you started?’
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Tom Westonby stood there on the drive and gawped at the stranger who had just had made that extraordinary suggestion: aren’t you going to finish what you started? The way her eyes had fixed on the chainsaw suggested she really believed he would attack her.

Tom’s patience vanished. He realized she was playing games with him, and that annoyed him so much that he put the chainsaw down, then rounded on the woman.

‘Don’t be so ridiculous!’ he snapped.

‘Ridiculous? I’m not the one who goes chasing after people they’ve never met before.’ Her blue eyes registered genuine shock at the abrupt way he’d spoken.

‘I’ve got every right to chase trespassers. You shouldn’t have been on this property. Were you seeing what you could steal from the house? Because I know you weren’t alone, were you? One of your friends clubbed me from behind.’ As he snarled the words, he still couldn’t prevent himself from giving her the kind of visual examination that many young males give females.

The part of his brain reserved for noting details about girls filed the following:

Breasts: Great breasts. Wonderful breasts.

Hair: Blonde.

Build: Slender. Delicate. Hands very delicate, too.

Breasts: Wait . . . breasts already noted. Don’t have to check those again.

Nevertheless: Breasts. Great breasts. The white cotton blouse shows them off nicely. Wonderfully.

Eyes: Pale blue.

Mouth: Small. Lips with character. The way the bottom lip pushes out slightly.

Breasts: You’ve done breasts. They’re already covered. Can you imagine them uncovered?

 

He realized his eyes had moved down her calf-length white cotton skirt to make mental notes about her delicate bare toes, which were revealed by a pair of sandals.

‘Listen. Whoever attacked me . . . whichever one of your friends . . . left me for dead by the river . . .’ Several million years of nature’s programming wouldn’t quit. Male instinct demanded he note the way she pushed her hair back from her shoulders. ‘I woke up this morning covered with insect bites. I ache so much I feel like I’ve been hit by a rhino.’

She didn’t raise her voice. Even so, she spoke firmly. ‘You attacked me, Tom. As for you being attacked, I haven’t a clue what you’re talking about.’

‘Someone hit me from behind.’ His voice wavered slightly. He’d been so high on those fumes he wasn’t exactly sure of the details. Other than that he’d found himself flying through the air. Meanwhile, an important question needed answering: ‘And how the hell do you know my name?’

‘I also know that you’re a nice person.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘You were acting out of character last night.’

‘You know nothing about me.’ He didn’t want her thinking she’d surprised him with this statement – but she had.

‘You feed the wild fox cubs in the orchard.’

‘How do you know about that?’

‘Their mother had died. You’re keeping those cubs alive.’

‘What’s all this about? I don’t even know your name.’

‘Do you want to know it?’

‘What I want to know is how you’ve found out private stuff about me.’

‘Like the seventeen thousand dollars you’re trying to raise?’

‘You better leave now, Miss Whoever-you-are.’ He felt his anger rising.

‘I came here to apologize.’

‘For what?’

She looked him in the eye. ‘For frightening you last night.’

‘Frightening me? Ha! You’re crazy.’

‘I’m also thirsty. It’s such a hot day. I hoped you’d invite me into your garden for a cold drink.’

She couldn’t have surprised him more if she’d suddenly clawed at his face.

‘A drink?’ he echoed. ‘The last thing I’m going to do is offer you a drink. Now for the last time: go away. Keep walking down that road. And don’t come back.’
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Tom Westonby stopped dead. For a moment this seemed so unreal. Why am I fetching the girl a drink? he asked himself. I’ve just told her to clear off, for goodness’ sake. I must be going mad. Then he shook his head before walking out of the house.

‘Here’s some lemonade.’ Tom didn’t want to seem like some pushover that she’d just taken control of so he added, ‘There’s no ice. You’ll just have to make do with it as is.’ He handed her the glass . . . and, yes, he absolutely felt every inch the pushover that the woman had just taken control of.

‘It’s fine.’ She took the drink. ‘Thanks.’

‘You already know I’m called Tom.’

‘Tom Westonby. Yes, I overheard people talking about you in the village.’

‘Oh.’

‘You’re already famous. The girls there are excited about the handsome guy that inherited Mull-Rigg Hall.’

‘My parents inherited it. Well, to be more accurate, my parents have it until my cousin takes full ownership when he’s eighteen.’

‘Village girls don’t quibble over those kind of details.’

‘And you are?’

‘Nicola Bekk.’ She held out her free hand.

Tom shook it. Her hand was small and delicate in his muscular paw. She seemed more like an artistic arrangement of deliciously light bones under that pale skin. Tom Westonby felt his earlier hostility melting away. Yes, OK, she trespassed last night. She’s got an odd sense of humour. She’s outspoken. But she’s extremely good to look at.

She possessed another quality too, which he couldn’t readily identify. Charisma? Self-confidence? No, more powerful than that. Almost a sense of being invincible. An aura of strength. Once, at school, a teacher had brought in a war hero to talk about his experiences. He’d survived being blown clean out of a building by an artillery shell. After that, a sniper shot him in the chest. The veteran had shrugged. ‘I’ve been blown up and I’ve been shot,’ he’d said. ‘If that didn’t kill me, then there must be a friendly saint taking care of me.’

Nicola Bekk had that same air about her. As if she had an all-powerful protector.

Even as they chatted she strode confidently into the garage.

‘I noticed the van,’ she said brightly, then read what was painted on its side out loud. ‘Markham & Westonby – Scuba School.’

‘I’m planning to drive that down to Greece later this year. Me and my business partner are starting a dive school.’

‘The “Scuba School” on the van suggested that’s the case.’

He saw from her expression that she was gently teasing him. Now the ice had been broken he didn’t mind. In fact, he’d started to feel lonely up here all by himself at Mull-Rigg Hall. He wondered if there was a chance that he and Nicola might . . .

‘And all this equipment.’ She seemed impressed.

He patted a shelf on which were stacked a dozen aqualung tanks. ‘We picked them up cheap at an auction. Most are in good condition.’ He pulled a cylinder from the shelf. ‘This one isn’t. See the scratches and the gouges?’

‘So, it’s no good?’

‘No good? It’s lethal. It’s a bomb waiting to go boom.’ He enjoyed her interest. ‘Just imagine, if you took all the air in a garage as big as this and squashed it down into a cylinder that’s not much bigger than a family-size carton of milk. The pressures are enormous.’

‘So that thing is likely to kill us?’

‘It’s empty. We’re perfectly safe.’ He put the cylinder back on the shelf. ‘Though this tank’s only fit for scrap metal.’

‘All that equipment must have been expensive?’

‘We’ve been saving for the last eighteen months.’ He shot her a look. ‘And you already know . . . somehow . . . that we need another seventeen thousand dollars.’

‘And by the end of the week.’

That flicker of anger returned. ‘How do you know so much about my private finances?’

‘I happened to be walking along the path at the other side of your fence. You were in the orchard when you were talking on the phone.’

‘And you eavesdropped?’

‘I could hardly throw myself in the river to stop hearing, could I?’

To his surprise he found himself laughing. ‘Point taken.’ That teasing way of hers suggested that she wanted to engage with him. This was playful sparring.

So, do you want to play, Nicola?

Nicola turned her attention to the straight-backed chairs that occupied three-quarters of the garage space. ‘I used to love your aunt’s garden parties.’

‘So you came, too?’

‘Only after the other villagers had gone.’

‘Oh?’

‘Your aunt gave me and my mother big bowls full of strawberries and cream.’ She smiled as she remembered happy times. ‘When I was a little girl your aunt let me paddle in the pond.’

‘You were paddling last night.’

‘I just wanted to find out if walking barefoot in the water was as nice as I remembered.’

‘And was it?’

She nodded. ‘Lovely. Like angels kissing your feet.’

‘Who attacked me last night, Nicola?’

‘Have you heard about our dragon?’

‘Coincidentally, Chester Kenyon was telling me about it this morning.’

‘Let’s say the dragon gave you a flick of his tail.’

That quirky sense of humour again – he liked it. ‘Chester said that the dragon was an invention of the adults to keep children away from the river.’

‘Don’t let my mother hear you saying that. She’s very particular about our dragon.’

Tom fixed her with a serious look. ‘I don’t believe in dragons, Nicola.’

‘Suit yourself.’

‘So who knocked me clean off my feet?’

‘Thanks for the drink, Tom.’ She handed him the glass, then walked smartly away.

‘Wait!’

‘I’m expected home.’

He followed her to the gate. When she started to run he ran, too. At that moment, he hated the idea of her slipping away.

‘Nicola. There’s a quiz at the George tomorrow. Do you want to come with me?’

‘The village pub isn’t for me.’

‘Oh.’ So there was the brush-off. He did what a twenty-three-year-old guy does with rejection. Tried to look cool about the snub. While feeling like crap inside.

Nicola ran along the road. Her white cotton skirt and blouse resembled a bright flame against the shade of the trees. At the entrance to the woodland path she stopped.

Then she sang out, ‘You could always come over to my house tomorrow?’

‘OK,’ he called back, trying to be nonchalant. Yet a fiery excitement flared up in his veins. Already, the erotic possibilities of Nicola flooded his mind. ‘How do I find your house?’

An intimate meal for two at Nicola’s? Result!

‘No, I’ll pick you up at six. My mother wants to meet you.’

She waved before vanishing into the wood.

Her mother’s going to be there? A chaperoned date wasn’t what he was hoping for.
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This would be an easy robbery. The cottage in the forest was so remote it was a joke. The two men passed the can of beer between themselves and laughed.

‘Shit. That dump should be called The Last Place On Earth.’

‘World’s End.’

‘Middle Of Bastard Nowhere.’

Zip Pearson lit a cigarette. This was going to be so bloody easy. They’d been staking out the cottage since early evening. The little crap-heap of stones that passed for a home was at the end of a path. There wasn’t so much as a frigging road. Even if the two bitches in the house could make a phone call it would take an hour for the police to reach here.

He pulled on the cigarette. Runty, the rat-faced guy he was with, squinted at the burning tip of the cigarette in the darkness.

‘Should you be smoking, Zip?’ he wheezed. ‘In a place like this you can spot a cigarette from miles away.’

‘Who’s out there to see, Runty? Who’d give a damn? This place is the end of the world, isn’t it?’

‘Yeah, but if someone saw . . .’

‘Scared, Runty?’

‘No.’

‘Then stop whining.’

‘I know I’ll end up back inside. I just don’t want it to be before my kid gets married.’

Zip pretended to play a violin. ‘You’re breaking my heart, Runty. Just look at these tears pouring down my face.’

‘Yeah, it’s OK for a psycho like you. You don’t care whether you do time or not.’

Zip and Runty were at the bottom of crime’s career ladder. They earned their cash by thieving copper cable from railway tracks or peeling lead off church roofs. The other easy picking for lowlifes like them was driving round the countryside, searching out remote farms and houses they could rob. What marked Zip out from the other rural burglary packs was that he liked to hit occupied houses. That way he could take the credit and debit cards. Of course, he had to get the pin numbers, too.

That’s where the entertainment started. After he’d tied up the homeowners, he enjoyed making them give him the pin codes. Sometimes he’d even push them hard enough to reveal where they’d hidden their cash. It was surprising how many people kept large amounts of banknotes at home these days.

‘OK, Runty.’ He sucked on the cigarette. ‘Let’s get ’em done.’

‘Go easy on the women.’

‘You’ve got to get rough. Otherwise they don’t give up the numbers.’

‘Shit, Zip, you nearly killed that old bitch last time.’

‘Stop whining and move your stinking backside.’

After Zip had lobbed the beer can into the bushes, he picked up the rucksack with his tools of the trade – hammers, screwdrivers, tough nylon string to tie up his victims, and gardeners’ secateurs. If he threatened to cut off fingers with the secateurs, that generally had pin numbers spilling from people’s lips in no time.

The two men headed through the dark.

Even Zip appreciated this was real darkness. Deep darkness. Total darkness. He had to switch on the flashlight otherwise they’d have both blundered into tree trunks.

‘Think about it, Zip,’ hissed Runty. ‘Don’t end up killing those women. I’m not going down for murder.’

‘They’re going to die one day, Runty.’ He laughed. ‘Didn’t your mammy tell you that everyone dies one day?’

‘Just threaten them, OK? No cutting off fingers.’

‘Sensitive soul, aren’t you?’

‘What you did to that guy at the pig farm made me puke.’

‘He wouldn’t cough the numbers, would he?’ Zip laughed again. He was getting excited about the thought of frightening the women in the cottage. ‘After I’d finished with pig guy he’d got nothing left to pick his nose with, had he?’

‘I’m not laughing, Zip. I’m not laughing.’

Zip shone the light in Runty’s face. A fear sweat bled from his forehead. Strange, that. Zip loved breaking into houses. He got a kick out of tying up the occupants. Runty, on the other hand, got scared. The man looked as if he’d pass out from sheer fright.

They headed towards an old stone archway. This was the most impressive part of the property. Even Zip could tell it must have been here before the cottage. Medieval? Roman? Who the frick knew. On the massive keystone at the top of the arch some kind of animal had been carved, though the shape was well weathered now.

‘See that, Runty? The carving might be worth something, if we could move it.’

Runty squinted up at the image. ‘What is it? A dinosaur?’

‘God knows. It’ll weigh a ton though, so we’ll have to forget it.’

‘Suits me.’

‘Come on, then. Let’s say hello to the girls.’

‘For God’s sake, go easy. Don’t kill anyone.’

‘I’ll do what it takes.’ He grinned. ‘After all, you’ll want enough cash to buy something decent for your kid’s wedding present, won’t you?’

They approached the cottage. Zip could see through the kitchen window. A pair of women sat at a table buttering bread. Yum yum. Supper-time. He was feeling hungry.

He got even hungrier, although in a different way, when he eyeballed the younger of the two. She was in her early twenties and downright beautiful. She had fair hair that came down her back in sexy waves. Zip’s heart beat faster. This is going to get interesting. The older woman would be the one he’d squeeze the pin numbers out of. He’d tickle her toes with the secateurs.

The thought made him laugh out loud.

‘What’s that?’ Runty froze.

‘Laughter, Runty. What do you think?’

‘No . . . over there – someone’s stood by the door!’

Zip was borderline insane. Prison psychiatrists diagnosed acute behavioural disorder in his psychological make-up. Or so they insisted. Bastards. Their tests showed that he suffered from an overinflated sense of his own importance. The stupid bastards. And sometimes, they insisted, he genuinely couldn’t tell the difference between reality and daydreams.

But what he saw standing just five feet from the cottage door was real and most definitely not a figment of his imagination. For Christ’s sake, Runty saw the thing, too; his eyes bulged as he stared at the strange creature. Zip’s eyes darted to the kitchen window. The women were still making sandwiches. They’d heard nothing from outside yet.

But what was this spook outside the door?

Zip pushed Runty aside so he could approach the pale creature. He shone the light full in its face.

Dear God.

Runty made stupid groaning noises. The idiot was scared half to death.

Borderline-psychotic Zip Pearson wasn’t scared. Once, when a skinhead had stabbed him in the neck he’d only laughed. Zip got ready to punch the monster.

That’s what it is, isn’t it? A bog-ugly monster. Zip wasn’t afraid. He was excited.

A man stood there. Shreds of fabric passed for clothes. They hung in strips from his shoulders. His skin held a peculiar blue-white tint. The veins in his neck revealed themselves as black lines, almost as if a bizarre road map had been tattooed there.

There wasn’t a single hair on the creature’s bald scalp. Most striking were the eyes. They were white. The same white as the flesh of a boiled egg. In the centre of each eye, a black pupil. A tiny black dot like a punctuation mark against a white page.

The man didn’t move. He simply stood there straight as a soldier, guarding the door. The pinpoint eyes did nothing but stare forwards.

‘No . . . no . . .’ Runty whimpered. He backed away along the path towards the stone archway. Runty wasn’t sticking around.

‘I like you,’ Zip murmured to the creature. ‘You look cool.’ His psychotic condition suddenly erupted. Zip pushed the figure. The bare chest felt as cold as raw beef taken from the fridge. The skin was wet.

‘You were born too beautiful.’ Zip grinned. ‘Want to take me on?’

There was no response from the stark, blue-white man. Zip pushed harder. The figure staggered backwards. Zip nearly whooped with excitement. He grabbed hold of the bony shoulders and threw the spook into the bushes.

‘Runty. Come back. It can’t hurt you.’ He chuckled. ‘The pasty bastard’s weak as gnat jizz.’

‘I’m not staying here,’ hissed Runty from the archway. ‘There’s something wrong with the place.’

Zip turned round. Two more figures stood on the path between him and the house.

Spooky buggers. They’d just appeared there.

So what . . .? They’re pushovers. Easy pushovers.

Zip approached the two figures, which were identical to one another. They were easy pushovers. He shoved them over into the bushes to prove it. There they lay like oversized Halloween dolls. Their white eyes, which were centred with the fierce black pupil, stared up at him.

‘Runty,’ he called, ‘they can’t hurt you.’

He shone the flashlight along the path, catching a glimpse of Runty’s feet. They seemed to flicker he was running so fast. Chicken-shit coward.

Quickly, he shot a glance at the kitchen window. The beautiful blonde stared out through the glass. So strange . . . it was one of those sleepwalk stares. A trance state. She didn’t move a muscle. The fact that there were intruders, and ghostly statue men, just outside her house didn’t attract her attention at all.

Somewhere in the distance Runty screamed. A full-blooded scream of pain, terror, despair . . .

Death was in that scream. Death ran through it like an electric current runs through a wire. Runty was gone.

‘Cool.’ Zip smiled; this place was more interesting than he anticipated. He walked purposefully towards the cottage. A plan took shape: kick in the door, tie up the women, and then let the good times rip.

Only, the path to the door had been blocked again. This time it wasn’t a white dummy spook. What blocked the way couldn’t be pushed over.

Zip shone the flashlight on the huge mound that rose out of the shadows.

A moving mound. A hissing mound.

And at that moment he wondered if the psychiatrists had been right all along. That he, Zip Pearson, couldn’t tell the difference between reality and dreams.

Because this was a living nightmare.

The mound’s surface undulated. There was a Mexican wave kind of ripple across the huge body.

Faces. Zip saw faces. Masses and masses and masses of faces. A wall of faces . . . an entire constellation of staring eyes . . .

‘Cool . . .’

Zip never backed off from a fight; eagerly, he threw himself at the mound. Abruptly, there was a sense of being enclosed . . . being swallowed.

The robber was held in a crushing grip. Teeth from dozens of jaws bit deep into his skin. The CRACKLE he heard was the sound of his ribs breaking. The GASP he heard erupted from his own mouth.

Nothing less than a tidal wave of agony broke over him – that’s when he really started to scream. This habitual torturer eventually understood what torture really felt like.

And the worst pain? That was still to come.
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