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Jasper Smithe was an increasingly popular crime 

writer. Having recently celebrated turning 40, 

many described him as entering his prime. His 

novels were well received both critically and 

commercially thanks to his ability to vividly 

portray the emotions, thoughts and responses 

of his victims as well as the much praised 

passages which communicated the true and final 

emptiness that consumes a person as they die.

Morag Devillers on the other hand was an author 

clutching at the vague, lingering notions of 

critical recognition and commercial success. 

In her youth she'd won awards, acclaim and 

adoration for her punchy short stories and 

her unpredictable twists, but now, late into 

her 50's, she struggled to get any new works 

published at all. She feared that her most 

recent submission had been returned to her by 

the publishers unread and unwanted. 
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Jasper first met Morag some 12 years ago, 

introduced to by a common editor. The intention 

was to have Morag mentor the emerging talent, 

to guide him as he crafted his first stories 

and to sharpen his rough edges. How little 

resemblance reality bore to that intent. It was 

immediately obvious to Morag that it was she 

who stood to learn from the young apprentice. 

How charmed she had initially been at the idea 

that she was so prized, so well regarded by 

her publishers that it was into her hands they 

entrusted this raw talent. How humiliated she 

had felt when she realised just how little she 

had to impart.

When at last the publishers came to the same 

conclusion they asked that she continue to 

meet with Jasper but no longer as a mentor, 

now rather a muse, a sounding board, as someone 

off whom he could bounce ideas. Dutifully she 

obliged for little over a decade, meeting 

nearly once a week, slowly watching the skill 

and fame of her protege rise as her own stock, 

her own abilities even, began to ebb away. 
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Jasper Smithe was an increasingly popular crime 

writer. Now he was simply an empty vessel, 

motionless, surrounded by books on the cold, 

hard stone of his hall floor beneath an empty 

bookcase. The postman recoiled as he spotted 

Jasper's corpse through the lightly frosted 

glass of the front door. Immediately he raised 

the alarm.

 

Empty. Motionless. Dead.

How he came to be so dead, so motionless, so 

empty would make for a fitting final instalment 

in the Jasper Smithe crime collection. He 

wasn't simply dead, he was murdered. 

 

As his vacant body lay perfectly still on the 

bare floor there was a frenzy of activity, of 

life, all around as both detectives and crime 

scene investigators moved through the house 

searching for clues as to how Jasper had come 
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to such an unfortunate end. Jasper's diary 

yielded little to their investigation. The 

number of appointments and meetings it recorded 

demonstrated that Jasper was meticulous in 

keeping records yet the night before was empty. 

He hadn't met anyone...or at least he hadn't 

planned to meet anyone. 

 

18 hours earlier Jasper had been disturbed in 

his study by the dull thud of someone slamming 

the heavy knocker against his door. Glancing at 

his desk clock he noted that it was later than 

you might expect a caller announced. He moved 

quickly yet with an air of caution through the 

long hallway lined on each side with bookcases 

bursting with works from all genres and peered 

through the spy hole. A familiar face was 

staring back at him. It was Morag and she was 

carrying a large cooking dish.

It had been 2 weeks since he had last seen 

her, slightly longer than usual. The pair had 

fallen out over a pre-release review of his 
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latest book, "The Devil Next Door." Morag was 

incensed that a basic plot line she'd written 

nearly 10 years earlier was being ‘recycled’ 

by her publishers, albeit having had new life 

breathed into it by Jasper. The review gushed 

over the expressive characterisation and 

breathtaking descriptiveness that set it apart 

from the vast majority of crime fiction. Jasper 

was enraged that yet again Morag’s bitterness 

had blinded her to the fact that the positive 

reception wasn't as a result of the slightly 

formulaic storyline but rather the quality of 

the writing. His writing. 

 

And now, unexpectedly, here on Jasper's 

doorstep stood Morag. Uninvited, unannounced, 

with a peace offering in her hands. Of course 

Jasper welcomed both Morag and the lamb 

casserole warmly into his home. He understood 

how difficult writing had become for her, how 

unfashionable her tried and tested style now 

was. Indeed he feared for a time when his own 

star would fade in much the same vain that hers 
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had. He feared a time when another, younger, 

more talented writer would fill his place in 

the bestseller lists. 

It was past supper time and Jasper had yet 

to eat, Morag knew that. In fact he hadn’t 

even thought about dinner so the delivery of 

this home cooked favourite was most welcome. 

He settled into his comfortable dining room 

and set about devouring the casserole while 

silently awaiting Morag’s apology. Even a half 

hearted one would have satisfied him. But Morag 

wasn't here to be half hearted. Instead she 

began to bare all to her pupil turned peer 

turned superior. Simultaneously gushing with 

admiration for his craft and self loathing for 

her own meager efforts. She spoke of her envy 

at Jasper's ability to capture and convey the 

criminal mind and to set down in simple prose 

the enormity of the taking another's life. She 

confessed how she had contemplated giving up on 

crime fiction and turning instead to something 

simpler, something like trashy romance. Yet she 

felt with the right life experience she could 
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make one final stab at murder mystery. 

 

Suddenly Jasper was acutely aware that his 

heart was racing. His head pounded and 

breathing was becoming increasingly difficult. 

Morag's gaze was fixed on his and she studied 

every movement, every expression, she read his 

every thought. 

 

"One final go at writing something so real, 

so raw, so vivid that people will wonder how 

I know what it's like to watch someone die. I 

think it'll be about a poisoning..." 

 

Jasper clutched at his own throat, he could 

feel it tightening. Staggering from his chair 

he brushed Morag aside before bumping into the 

ladder he used to reach the loftier shelves in 

his vast library. Heading towards the front 

door he stopped deliberately yet desperately 

at a particular bookcase. His collection was 
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immaculately alphabetised and he sent a section 

from 'Daniels' to 'Dickens' sprawling across 

the floor.

Finally,  Jasper slumped to his knees. His 

killer stood nonchalantly in the doorway 

watching, taking detailed mental notes of his 

last dying moments. Jasper collapsed, a heap 

upon a heap, and let out one final, throttled 

groan.

 

Empty. Motionless. Dead.

Morag stood as still as Jasper lay. Perhaps 

20 minutes passed before she coolly turned to 

collect her dish. Scraping the remainder of the 

peace offering back into the pot, she removed 

all traces of her having been there. Then 

striding down the hallway she barely cast a 

glance at her victim. It was no longer Jasper, 

she'd witnessed all the life, all the person 

leave his body. All that remained was an empty, 

motionless, dead shell.
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