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Where am I? I’m frightened. They hurt me. They really, really hurt me!

What’s your name?

My name? I... I can’t remember. Fiona, I think. I think it’s Fiona. It’s so hard to remember. They hurt me so very bad.

Who hurt you Fiona? Who was it?

Men. Men, and ladies too. There were so many of them... so many. They hurt me. They did things... things they shouldn’t, and they hurt me! Who are you? I don’t know you. Are you one of them? Please... please, no more. I did everything you wanted me to. I didn’t scream too much did I? After you hit me the first few times, I didn’t scream much then did I? And when you told me to... you know... do things, I did them didn’t I? Was it right, what I did? Was it what you wanted? You said you wouldn’t hurt me any more if I did it. You said if I did it good, if I did just what you told me when you told me then you wouldn’t hurt me any more, and I did, didn’t I? But you still hurt me. You still hurt me so very bad! Please, please don’t do it any more. It hurts. I feel sick. Oh please, please, no more!

No. Don’t go. Don’t run away. I’m not going to do anything. Please believe me. I’m not one of them. My name is Raymond, Raymond Shaw, and I work in an office. I’m a computer programmer, that’s all. I would never hurt you. I want to help you.

Do... do you... promise you won’t... you know... do things?

I promise. I just want to help you.

I... I want to... believe you. You seem nice. I’m so frightened. Where am I? Do you know? Please, tell me where I am. It’s so dark. I want to go home. My mother will be worried. I’ve been out so long. Please take me home.

How old are you Fiona? Can you remember?

I, I think I’m... yes... twelve... but I’ll be thirteen in two weeks, on the 28th... I’ll be thirteen on the 28th... I’m going to have a party and everything. Why am I so cold? Where am I? They’ve ruined my clothes.

Your clothes?

Yes, they ripped them, pulled them, when they tied me to that thing... you know... like in church on a Sunday...

An altar?

Yes, an altar, that’s it. They tied something round my wrists, my ankles, even my neck. It hurt, it really hurt... so tight! And then they... my blouse, my new blouse. My mother will be furious. It’s ripped. They’ve ruined it. It’s my fault, it’s all my fault. Daddy always says I shouldn’t wear such short skirts. He says it’s wrong, but mother always says I’m only twelve, just a child she says... she’s always saying that... I hate it when she says that.

It wasn’t your fault. What they did, it wasn’t your fault.

But maybe I... you know... like they say in the papers... led them on? If only I’d worn longer skirts, or jeans like daddy always says I should. If only I’d got home early like my mother always tells me to. If only...

Don’t blame yourself. What these people did was wrong. It’s not your fault. Now, tell me where you live.

I... I can’t remember. I’m so frightened. Please help me? I don’t know where I live! Please... please help me get out of here... Is that you?

Is what me?

Over there, in the dark. Have you come to save me... to take me home? Is that you? I’m so glad to see you. I’m over here... yes, here... that’s right... Quickly, please...

Fiona... FIONA! It’s not me, do you understand? I’m not there. I can’t be there... IT’S NOT ME!

But... I can see you... who else could it be? Who else knows I’m here? Please, don’t mess around. I’m frightened. I’m so frightened... please come and get me...

NO! Run Fiona! Run away, NOW! Get away from it... run away... I can’t help you... I can’t reach you... you’re too far away, too far on the other side for me... Oh God, please Fiona, please run... I wish I could help but... Fiona?... Fiona?... FIONA!
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A cold, wet October morning.

It was not the time of day nor the time of year that Detective Inspector Frank Giles would have chosen to be driving at speed along the winding, unlit road known locally as The Heswall Stretch, running between Heswall and Thurstaston. He liked the North West of England, he liked the Wirral in particular, but the cold fog rolling across the open fields, reflecting the car headlights like an ever-moving solid wall ahead of him, did not improve his already morose personality.

The call had woken him from a less than restful sleep. His back had been paining him for some weeks now, a lingering complaint aggravated, he felt, by the damp weather. He had been half awake when the telephone rang, had fallen out of bed, stumbled down the stairs without bothering to grab the dressing gown off the back of the door, and answered wearily.

There were other detectives based at the Heswall police station, but he was on call that night. Under-staffing made it impossible to always have a senior detective at the station. At times like this he thought 52 was old enough for early retirement.

He glanced at his watch, barely visible by the lights from the dashboard. 5.25am. It was too early and too cold to be dealing with the brutality he had heard about in that early morning telephone call.

The flashing lights of police cars blinked eerily through the trees as he drove through Thurstaston crossroads, lighting the sky and sparking reflections in the windows of the Cottage Loaf pub on the corner. Beams of flashlights flickered in the woods and further up on the hill. The search for evidence was well under way.

He slowed the car, forcing himself to concentrate through the muggy mist of weariness, switched off the full beam, indicated and pulled into the Thurstaston Hill car park.

“Hell of a way to spend a morning!”

Sergeant Watson, almost slipping on wet leaves, pushed his way through the whip-like branches that latticed the pathways between the trees and hurried to meet Frank as he pulled himself from the car.

Watson had only moved into the area from London six months ago, but already the young man had proved his worth with a quick analytical mind that detectives twice his age, with twice as many years on the force, would, and did, envy. Frank had no delusions about his own abilities, and Watson’s fast, often inspirational thinking had complimented his own plodding, methodical methods many times since his arrival.

“Sorry about the call Frank, but I feel better with you here to take control of this. It’s nasty.”

“Scene of Crimes...”

“Already here.”

Frank nodded as he shrugged into his heavy overcoat. If S.O.C. had not already attended he would have preferred to stay clear, especially in a location like this where evidence could easily be stepped on, hidden beneath leaves and rotting humus. He shivered, already feeling the damp soaking into his bones.

“Show me what you’ve got then.”

The beam from Watson’s flashlight stroked back and forth across the ground as they trudged along a narrow path into the trees. Frank cursed as he stumbled over a raised tree root, regaining his balance with the help of Watson’s outstretched hand. He tried to ignore the stabbing pain every time he put weight on his ankle.

The tent was already up under the glare of spotlights. Uniformed police officers were on their hands and knees, prodding at the ground, searching for anything out of the ordinary.  One uniformed officer stood solemnly outside the flap of the tent, barring entry, even though it was too early for anyone but the police to be there. Flashlights twinkled through the trees and the damp clinging mist as the search spread outward from the scene

Frank glanced at a nearby picnic table, with a collection of evidence bags, sealed and tagged, lined up on the cracked top.

“What have we found so far?”

Watson played his light over the items.

“A few empty cans, sweet wrappers, two used condoms, some women’s underwear, too big to belong to the victim, and a syringe.”

“Used?”

“Used. We’ll get it checked to see what was in it. I don’t think any of this is relevant though. I don’t believe this murder was drug related.”

“You’re so certain even before the forensic report?” Frank took a deep breath and let it out slowly, watching it steam from his mouth and dissipate in the watery pre-dawn light. “Show me.”

Watson led the way into the tent, holding the flap back for Frank, who covered his eyes for a moment against the harsh light of the lamps that illuminated the interior.

The smell hit him immediately. The sickly, cloying smell of violent death. Even before he looked he knew this was going to be no clean strangulation or single knife wound through the heart. This was messy. The smell was messy.

The girl lay on her back, half covered by wet fallen leaves. She couldn’t have been more than 12 or 13 years old. She was naked, her left arm twisted behind her, her right leg folded underneath. Her face, what could be seen of it through the tangle of long black hair, was bruised and cut. It might have been pretty when she was alive, now it was frozen in the ugly violence of her death.

Frank fought down the bile that rose in this throat.

The girl had been split up the middle like a piece of meat on a butcher’s hook. A gaping wound ran from her vagina, up through her belly, separated her slight breasts and stopped in the soft flesh under her chin. Animals had torn at her insides, dragging her intestines, stomach, lungs and other unrecognisable organs out so that they lay, half eaten, around and over her body. Ants and spiders crawled through the bloody mess. A cobweb was strung across the wound in her throat, moisture glinting almost prettily in the artificial light.

Frank glanced towards Watson.

“I still don’t see what makes you so sure this isn’t some frenzied, drug-induced attack? It looks pretty frenzied to me.”

“The wrists, ankles and neck. What do you see?”

Frank looked back to the body, suppressing the wave of sickness that threatened. He peered closer at the wrist and ankle that showed, and at the neck either side of the bloody wound.

There were marks, lines, chafing. Evidence of bindings, rope or wire, that had cut, on her right wrist, almost through to the bone.

“She was tied up.” Frank’s voice was flat, emotionless, but his mind had returned home briefly, to his 13-year-old daughter safely asleep in her bed. Somewhere there was a father and mother about to wake up to their worst nightmare.

“Clear evidence, I would suggest, that the murder was premeditated, even ritualistic.”

“Sexual motive?”

Watson shrugged. “Can’t tell at this moment, but I’d be surprised if there wasn’t some sexual assault associated with this.”

“Ritualistic.” Frank rolled the word around his mouth as if tasting a particularly bitter pill. A memory pushed into his mind, a frightening nightmare of a memory. He forced it back into his subconscious. He didn’t want to think of it now, not here.

“I want to know about any missing persons report on a girl in her late pre or early teens. And make sure the forensic report comes through to me as soon as possible. I want to know the detail about this. Is she local? Do you recognise her at all?”

Watson shook his head. “Difficult to tell, but she doesn’t seem familiar.”

“Nor to me. Make sure you look at missing persons countrywide.”

Frank rubbed a hand over his tired eyes and yawned.

“I think I’ll stay around here for a while before heading in to the Station.”

Stepping out of the tent, he stopped and spoke to the uniformed officer standing outside.

“Do me a favour Constable? Pop along to the Cottage Loaf and see if you can get some tea or coffee will you? I doubt they’ll be asleep with all this going on next door. I’ll be in my car.”

He turned back to Watson.

“Go back to the Station and get on the phone to the lab. Push them for an early preliminary on this. I want something we can work on as soon as possible.”

Watson hurried off while Frank followed at a more leisurely pace, wincing as his ankle jolted on the uneven ground. He should have taken Watson's flashlight. All he needed to make it a perfect morning was to trip and break something.

He thought of his wife and daughter back home and hoped no one saw him wipe away the tears from his eyes.

Margaret Giles squinted at the kitchen wall clock, wishing she hadn’t left her glasses on the bedside cabinet. Around 6am, she couldn’t be sure whether the digital display was showing two zeros or 20 or some other such number, but she was sure the hour was 6. It was still dark outside. Dark and damp and cold. She thought of her husband, out there somewhere, shivering at another murder scene, and she pressed her hands over her face and struggled to hold back the tears.

Frank had already been in the force when they met. She had been told until she was sick of it about the dangers, about the uncertainty of marrying a policeman. She had been a policeman’s wife for over twenty years and she had seen the dangers and experienced the uncertainty, and she had coped with it without the breakdown, without the alcohol or drugs that so many of Frank’s colleagues’ wives had resorted to. She was a strong woman. She had learnt to be. Still, she never quite got used to it.

The telephone had woken her as it had Frank. She had watched through half closed eyes as he shuffled out of the room, and she had listened as he spoke to the caller. There was nothing she could say as he came back up, dressed, kissed her goodbye and left the house. There was never anything she could think to say that would not either make it worse or sound so banal as to be better not said.

She looked in the small mirror standing by the microwave. The hair was turning grey and untidy from sleep, the eyes heavy with weariness and sadness, the lines deeply gouged into her face. The years had left their mark on her 48-year-old body, and at moments like this she felt every second of them.

Her husband was out there, facing another dead body, another murder, perhaps even another murderer. A person who could kill another human being would not hesitate at killing an investigating policeman, and the thought terrified her. She was sorry that someone had lost their life. She was sorry that her husband would once again come home weighed down with fatigue and that strange controlled grief that had never quite left him with all his years on the force. But, even more, it frightened her that he might not come home at all.

She heard the creaking of the stairs and turned to see her daughter standing half way down, her Mickey Mouse night-dress, bought as a present by a well-meaning aunt, crumpled from her bed, pink socks rolled down around her ankles, long brown hair tied back in a pony tail, one strand hanging free over her right eye and cheek.

“It’s very early Sally. Go back to bed. You have to go to school later.”

Sally ignored her mother and descended the last few stairs to the hall and into the kitchen.

“I heard a noise, saw the light. Why are you up? Where’s dad?”

“Your father’s gone out on business and I couldn’t sleep.”

Margaret watched her 13-year-old daughter slump into the chair across the kitchen table and wondered whether Frank’s job ever affected Sally the way it did her. Did the thought that her father might not come home one day ever enter a teenage mind so full of pop music, video games, fashions and boys?

“Do you want some tea? I could make a pot.”

Sally shook her head slowly and looked at her mother. Margaret thought she could see the reflection of a tear in her daughter’s eye.

“Mum?”

“Yes dear?”

“Will dad be OK?”

Margaret fought to hold back the tears that welled in her own eyes.
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The steady beeping of the travel alarm clock on the bedside cabinet only half woke Raymond Shaw from his troubled sleep. He was dimly aware that it had to be gone 6.40am for the alarm to be nagging him. He didn’t care.

Vague flashes of a dream sparked across his mind, pulling him away from consciousness, tempting him back into the world of his imagination.

There had been a girl, a young girl. He couldn’t remember her name, but he remembered she had been frightened, very frightened, and she had been asking for help.

A sharp knife of pain stabbed behind his eyes and he rolled onto his side, moaning softly. Why was it so hard to remember? Why was it so painful to recall a dream?

The girl had been in danger. He was sure of that. He remembered the feeling of panic. Someone, or something, had taken her. What was her name? Did it really matter? Surely it was just a dream, a flight, however believable, of his not inconsiderable imagination? The girl wasn’t real. Her fear wasn’t real. So why did the thought of her alone in the dark so turn his stomach? It couldn’t have been real!

Raymond was dimly aware of Susan’s arm reaching across him to flick the alarm off. Her body rolled against his and he felt the slight prickle of her pubic hair against his buttocks. It aroused nothing in him but a mild irritation at the interruption to his thoughts. It had been a long time since his wife had aroused anything more.

He kept his eyes closed as her long fingers stroked down his chest, over his belly, and closed around his flaccid penis. There had been a time when that touch would have rushed him straight towards orgasm, now he contrived to turn a little in his ‘sleep’ and her fingers were pulled from him. He heard her sigh deeply and felt the angry bounce of the bed as she swung her legs over the side and padded barefoot out of the bedroom, across the landing to the bathroom.

As he opened his eyes, a rapidly fading memory of the dream surfaced and a cold shiver rattled down his spine. But already what small detail he had been able to recall was gone and all he could truly remember was that it had seemed unnervingly real.

He pushed it from his mind. It was morning now. The dream had passed along with the night. Everyone had the occasional bad dream. And that was surely all it had been. A bad dream.

He heard the toilet flush and his wife returning along the landing. He sat up as she entered the bedroom and forced a smile onto his tired face.

“I’ll go down and make breakfast,” she said as she reached for her clothes without returning the smile.

Raymond watched her dressing, the way her shoulder length brown hair, the tangles of sleep brushed out in the bathroom, bobbed and glistened in the sunlight that struggled through the thin curtains. He had promised that they would buy thicker curtains out of the next monthly wage. He had promised that six months ago.

As he watched her pull on an old pair of jeans and fasten up her pale blue blouse, he knew that he still loved her, but it was the kind of love he would feel for a friend, a companion. Not a lover. Every night he slept alongside her, both of them naked. Occasionally they would make love. She passionately, he mechanically, going through the actions he felt it his duty to perform, his erection drawn out of him by sheer hard work and perseverance. Invariably she would orgasm. Sometimes he would too, although those times were growing increasingly rare. And afterwards she would snuggle up to him and fall asleep and he would lie on his back, staring at the ceiling, trying to remember how good it had been when they first started their lives together.

The sound of her feet treading the stairs down to the kitchen reminded him that breakfast would soon be ready and his tedious routine must begin.

He reached over to the bedside cabinet and took the disposable syringe and two small bottles from the drawer. As he prepared to draw up he reflected on how tiresome this became. He had been insulin dependent diabetic since he was twelve and the routine had quickly become an irritation, but it was an irritation he could not afford to ignore.

He quickly injected 30 units into his arm, closed up the syringe and reached for his clothes.

“Who’s Fiona?”

Susan finally asked the question that had been nagging at her since early morning, when Raymond had woken her with his restlessness and the same name, repeated over and over.

“Fiona?” He looked up from the tea he was pouring as the name sent a shudder through his body, fragments of the nightmare returning momentarily, sharp and clear.

“You were calling her name in your sleep.” Her voice was calm, quiet even, but he was acutely aware of the suspicion, the jealousy, the despair that she barely held in check.

Raymond hesitated, unsure whether he could tell her the truth about his dream, about how he knew that, however much he tried to convince himself otherwise, it was so much more than just another dream. He was unsure whether he could tell her how scared he was just thinking about it.

“I had a bad dream.” He couldn’t tell her everything. “There was a girl called Fiona in it. And no, before you ask, I don’t know anyone called Fiona.”

Susan took another bite of toast, slowly, thoughtfully, her eyes never leaving Raymond.

He could sense the anger, his resentment rising. Susan’s jealousy was just one of the reasons they had drifted apart.

“What happened in the dream?” She had tried hard to make the question sound offhand, unimportant, but they both sensed the argument lurking beneath its surface.

“I can’t remember.” Lying came so easily to him in their marriage now. It was a depressing realisation. “I’m never any good at remembering dreams. I hadn’t even remembered the name until you mentioned it.”

The silence in the kitchen was uncomfortable and Raymond had no idea whether she believed him or not. A quick glance at the clock gave him his chance to escape.

“I’ve got to go or I’ll be late for work. See you tonight.”

He moved towards her to deliver the customary goodbye kiss but she dropped her eyes to the table-top, her face turned slightly away from him. He understood the message. He left the kitchen and the house without another word.

Susan waited until she heard the car pull away from the drive, then she relaxed her control and the tears came.

Her marriage was falling apart. She no longer felt Raymond loved her. She suspected he was having an affair, or soon would, although she had no idea who with. This Fiona? He said he didn’t know a Fiona, but he had called her name in his sleep and she didn’t believe him.

“I can’t stay in the house today.”

She spoke the words out loud, hoping that would help calm her. Instead, the sound of her voice echoing in the empty kitchen, the empty house, made her feel more alone, more abandoned than before. She had to get out, to meet with people who were her friends. People she could talk to. People who would understand her as her husband obviously no longer did.
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Cold dawn slithered through the trees and painted a grey wash over the blue Rover parked at an odd angle in the car park. The noise of traffic from the nearby road had been growing steadily over the last forty minutes and was now almost constant. Ordinary people going about their ordinary lives on yet another Wednesday. Midweek, and the weekend to look forward to.

Frank finished a cup of coffee and envied those drivers hurrying towards a day at work. He wished his life were so straightforward. He wished his job was as tedious as most people found theirs.

He jumped as the ring tone on his phone beeped to life, pulled it from his pocket and answered it.

The signal was weak and Sergeant Watson’s voice broke up several times, but the message got through on the third try. A preliminary report from the forensic lab had arrived.

“I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

The drive back along the Heswall Stretch took longer than he would have liked, hampered by other drivers.

Sod’s law. In any sort of a hurry and you can bet you get stuck behind the slowest driver on the road, the pensioner in his flat cap chugging sedately along, wandering between the kerb and the middle line, just enough to make it difficult to overtake.

By the time he drove past Tesco and down to the traffic lights in the centre of Heswall he was edgy. He wanted to see that report. Sitting in the car had been frustrating. Nothing new had been found, no sudden flashes of inspiration had lightened his thoughts as he went back again and again over what he had seen in the tent. Twice he had returned to the scene in case he had missed something, and twice he had come away more frustrated and more nauseous than before. The body had been taken for autopsy and further forensic examination some time ago, but the bloodied ground, the visual reminders and the stench were still there. As was the frustration.

He could go no further in this investigation without the forensic report and, hopefully, something from the missing persons check.

He got through the lights just as they changed, drove past the bus station, through a second set of lights, over the hill, and turned into the Police Station car park. He acknowledged the wave from the driver of a patrol car just heading out and hurried through the side door into the Station.

The light was dim inside, weakly reflected by the off-white walls of the narrow corridor he strode through. He could hear phones ringing somewhere distant and the Desk Sergeant arguing with some angry motorist about why he should have produced his licence when asked to, not two days later. He nodded to a group of uniformed officers before trudging up the stairs to the first floor.

Watson met him at the top and they walked into Frank’s small office. The Sergeant pushed the door closed as Frank dropped into his worn and creaking office chair.

“It’s in your In-Tray. I thought it best to leave it there until you arrived.”

Frank picked up the slim folder.

“How preliminary is this? Will the lab stand by what it says here?”

“They don’t guarantee the findings at this point, obviously, but they seem pretty confident about what they say. They’ll know more after the autopsy's finished, but their initial findings seem pretty clear.”

“I take it you’ve read it then?”

Watson shrugged and smiled.

“I glanced through it, just in case you were delayed and there was something urgent in there.”

Frank tossed the report back into the In-Tray.

“Why don’t you give me a quick run down on what’s in there and I’ll read the detail later.”

“They estimate the girl was probably in her early teens and has probably been dead for about two days. She had been tied up, probably with some kind of wire, around the neck, wrists and ankles and there are signs that she struggled.”

“So she was alive when she was tied up?”

“Yes.”

“And the sexual assault?”

“Almost certainly. The lab found what it believes to be traces of semen in the girl’s mouth, vagina and anus and the anus also shows signs of tearing they would associate with forced entry. She had been severely beaten and would probably have died of those wounds if untreated, had she not been sliced open by some very sharp implement. They can’t say for certain at the moment whether she was alive or already dead when the major wounds were inflicted.”

Frank sighed.

“So it’s a fairly safe assumption that she was tied up, beaten, raped and sliced open like an animal. No attempt was made to hide the body, so whoever is behind this wanted it found, or at least was not worried about it being found. They either think we’re complete fools or they’re convinced that they’ve covered their tracks.”

“They could just be stark raving mad.”

“I almost wish they were. But I think this was planned, organised by someone thinking very clearly, if twisted. It may not even be the first. Start checking back through the files for anything similar in the last couple of years.”

“Ok. Anything else?”

“Missing persons?”

“A few possibilities. They’re being checked on now. We should have something soon.”

“Let me know as soon as you find anything resembling a match. I want to look at it myself before we put some poor parent through the hell of identifying the body.”

Watson nodded and left the office.

Frank watched him go and turned wearily back to his desk. He lifted the folder from his In-Tray again and opened it to the first page. He’d heard the headlines and they had been depressing enough. Now he had to face the point-by-point, emotionless detail. The words could have been about anything, but he could never forget they were about a human being, a young girl about the same age as his daughter, Sally.

He sighed deeply and began to read.
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Her name was Amanda Johnson. She was five foot four inches tall. Her hair was brown and she wore it in a shoulder length bob. Her figure was slim but her breasts were large, not so large that they would attract notoriety but large enough to give her a slight, but nevertheless unfortunate, top heavy look.

Raymond Shaw was in love with her and he didn’t know why.

Her face, although pretty, was not in any way beautiful and he could pick out maybe half a dozen women he would see in any one day who were prettier. She seemed to smile constantly and her personality was, indeed, pleasant, but so were many of the people he dealt with each day. She worked closely alongside him and maybe, in that camaraderie and familiarity, there was the germ that had flourished to change their professional relationship into, at least for Raymond, love.

He didn’t know why. He wasn’t sure that he cared why. All that he really cared about was that, as she sat down at the adjacent desk and turned that smile on him, he felt the fluttering in his stomach that said he wanted to kiss her and the aching in his groin that said he wanted to do so much more.

“And how has your morning been?”

Her voice was soft, pleasing to his ears, high pitched without being irritating, feminine without the falsity of so many women he met as they tried to exude a sexuality that Amanda left in her wake almost nonchalantly.

“Morning?”

Raymond looked to the clock that hung alongside the board showing who was in the building and who was out on call. It was five minutes to twelve. He smiled. It seemed only moments ago that he had sat himself in front of his computer and started programming the next procedure following the shit-awful spec from some big local company. Then it had been nine-fifteen. Now it was almost lunchtime.

Amanda laughed.

“You programmers are all the same. Once you get your head into the machine the real world just passes you by.”

He laughed as well, feeling warm and comfortable with her. A part of his mind was telling him this was how he should feel with his wife, not with his work colleague, but he ignored it. He was too happy to feel guilty.

“A few of us are going over to the pub for lunch. You want to join us?”

Just for a moment there was a flash of concern in her brown eyes but then the happy smiling face was back and Raymond all but convinced himself that he had imagined it.

“No. Thanks, but I have some things I need to get from the shops. And I need the fresh air of a walk.”

“It’s cold and it’s wet out there.”

He looked away from her, unwilling to let her see the discomfort he felt must be obvious, dragging his eyes down to the keyboard of his computer.

“The walk will do me good after sitting here all morning.”

He couldn’t tell her the real reason. He couldn’t admit to that weakness. He couldn’t confess to the feelings of panic and claustrophobia that smothered him whenever he found himself part of a crowd.

Other people frightened and oppressed him, seemed to highlight his uniqueness, his otherness and his loneliness. He had seen and done and experienced things that they would only ever read about in the cheapest and most sensational of horror novels. He could never truly feel part of their normal world, never feel comfortable with the calm and reasoned logic of it all.

He supposed that was one of the things that had attracted him to computer programming. The utter logic and saneness. In some small way it helped him deal with his past, although he would never be able to forget it. He felt he could deal with it, as long as he kept to certain self-imposed rules. And one of those rules was not to dwell too long on his essential difference to those people around him. Avoiding crowds was an integral part of that.

He couldn’t tell her the real reason, any more than he had ever been able to tell his wife. But something inside him, a hopeful part of him that he was unfamiliar with, wondered if perhaps Amanda would be the one he could finally tell everything to.

If only she loved him as he loved her.

“Amanda, are you coming?”

The shout came from Andrew Smedley, who also worked in the open plan office.

Amanda raised her hand in acknowledgement and rose to leave. She paused to make once last attempt.

“Are you sure you don’t want to come over? It’d do you good to relax, have a drink and a chat.”

Raymond forced himself to raise his eyes to her face and smiled.

“I’m sure. But thanks for the offer.”

She turned that smile on once again and Raymond felt his heart jump. It was as if all his problems, past and present, were momentarily lifted from him.

“I’ll see you later.”

She grabbed up her bag from the floor alongside her chair and hurried for the door.

Raymond watched her go, his eyes devouring the flash of her legs, naked from where her skirt finished, just above her knees, to the sensible shoes on her feet.

He looked once more to the clock. Twelve. Just time to check his amendments to the program before breaking for his own lunch.

“Raymond.”

He looked over to the door at the sound of his name, expecting to see Amanda there, although the voice had been a little too child-like for her.

There was no one, just the suggestion of the swish of a skirt, the trailing of long hair and the strange lingering impression that a child had just run through the office. A young girl.

He glanced quickly around the rest of the small room, but he was alone. The others had already gone to lunch, or were in meetings, or on-site with customers. And there was no sound save the whirring of the computer fans.

“Raymond.”

Again the voice, child-like and trembling with fear or rage. It was impossible to tell which.

This time it was behind him and he span in his chair.

No one. But for one chilling moment he thought he saw a reflection in the window. The reflection of a young girl’s face, tear streaked and bloodied, the eyes pleading, the mouth opening to a crimson cascade of blood. Then there was nothing.

His programmer’s logic argued that he could not have seen any reflection in the window at this distance and in daylight, but he knew what he had seen, and no amount of logic could take the fear from his heart.

He turned, trembling, back to his computer. He could hide himself in his work, as he had done for years. There was nothing to fear from the cold electronics of the computer.

He was reaching for the keyboard when his eyes glazed over.

The room blurred and he grasped the edge of the desk in his fists to hold his balance. The words on the screen melted, ran in rivers of white pixels down the black screen and seemed to pool at the bottom. Everything was a blur except for the words that formed as he watched, tears streaking his cheeks from eyes that stung almost unbearably.

He couldn’t look away.

He couldn’t close his eyes.

He watched in terrified fascination as the letters grew on the screen until they seemed to shout at him. So simple, so straightforward, and yet they sent such a shudder of fear through him that it was all he could do to stop himself urinating in animal reflex.

YOU DIDN’T HELP ME. NOW I’M DEAD!

And then, as suddenly as they had started, the pain and the blurring were gone.

His body relaxed. His fingers, aching from the strength with which he had gripped the table, wiped at his face, removing the lines of tears. He let out the breath he had unconsciously been holding and, trying to calm the trembling in his muscles, forced himself to look at the screen.

Everything was normal. Just the words he had programmed in. He almost started crying again, but this time with relief.

The full memory of his dream came back to him with startling vividness and he shuddered once more.

The girl. Fiona. Her fear. Her suffering. Her belief that he was there with her, there to save her, when all along it had been something else. Something terrible. Something harmful.

But it remained a dream, surely just a nightmare, no different from thousands of others experienced by thousands of people every night. And the computer screen? Perhaps the result of low blood sugar, something he would need to check. He didn’t want to go hypo when there was no one around to help, should he need it.

Each experience had its rational explanation just as, logically, there was no connection between them. But, however hard he might have tried over the years to deny it, his life held little rationality or logic. He knew with an unerring instinct that the two incidents were connected, and that sent a flame of terror searing through his body that kept him fixed in his chair for the rest of the afternoon, all thoughts of fresh air and the shops forgotten.

He was too afraid that if he stood up he would simply collapse on legs that were shaking too much to be reliable.
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CHAPTER 5
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Frank Giles stood motionless on the russet sandstone of Thurstaston Hill, looking silently out over the River Dee towards Wales, almost invisible in the slight mist that had persisted through into the afternoon. Behind and on either side the hill stretched away in gentle slopes, a myriad of twisting paths meandering through the rock and the gorse and, a little further off, the trees. Before him, the hill fell away in a steep drop down towards the car park, down towards the picnic areas, down towards the white tent that was invisible to his eyes but never out of his mind.

He had spent much of the day at the Station, poring over the preliminary report from the lab, scrutinising missing persons reports but finding none that matched, meeting frustration at every turn and hating it. Finally, towards late afternoon, he had headed back to the hill, hoping for some sudden inspirational thought but knowing it was unlikely. Inspiration had never been his strong point.

A small crowd of morbid local people and equally morbid, but far more intrusive, reporters had gathered around the tape barriers, and Heswall Station had drafted in extra Constables from surrounding areas to help control the situation. Up here, however, it was quiet, peaceful. He had returned for that very reason.

An old man walking his dog nodded and grumbled “afternoon” as he walked past as if it were just like any other day. Frank shivered and pulled his overcoat tighter around him. The cold was biting, but he was even colder inside.

Ritualistic.

The word would not leave his thoughts.

The killing was ritualistic. She had been bound at the wrists, ankles and neck. She had been raped and assaulted, humiliated and degraded, beaten close to death and then sliced open in a way that Frank could not accept was random, mindless violence, any more than he could accept that this was the act of one person.

He had no proof, other than a preliminary forensic report that merely suggested he might be thinking along the right lines, but he knew. There was a familiarity to this, an echo from his past, a long suppressed memory that was probing at his mind’s defences, insinuating its way into his consciousness. Not that he had ever truly forgotten, but he had chosen to pretend the memory was no longer the source of so many nightmares.

Excited, animated voices to his right interrupted his thoughts and he watched as two men clambered up the steep path from the car park below. He recognised one as a reporter from the Daily Post. The other was unfamiliar, but had a camera slung around his neck, so it was a relatively easy deduction to presume he was a photographer, perhaps freelance, working with the reporter. They had broken away from the pack, presumably to get some shots of the area surrounding the murder. Unless they were looking for him? Either way, he had no desire to speak to them.

He turned and headed down to his left where the thick foliage would soon hide him from sight. He took the path down towards School Lane, where he had parked his car when he returned, away from the official vehicles in the hill’s main car park. Despite the time of day, he could not face the thought of food, but a hot drink was too tempting to resist.

A short time later he sat at a small circular table in a back corner of Gerrard’s cafe and tried to be invisible.

He had avoided the Heswall Stretch on the drive back, preferring instead to detour through the nearby small village of Irby. He did not want some eager reporter spotting him and following.

His drive had taken him through Pensby and past the two local High Schools, one for Boys and one for Girls, both side by side. Sally would be in there, and he couldn’t help wondering what threat this murder might pose to her.

He always worried when she stayed out late with friends. He would sit up in his favourite armchair, watching television that didn’t interest him, or reading a book he had picked almost at random from the shelves, and wait for her to come in the front door. He would mumble something about not realising the time and head up to bed, satisfied that she was home safely. He never told her to come home earlier, he wanted her to grow up independent and strong, but still he always waited up until she was home.

Margaret thought he was crazy and over-protective. She would go to bed when she was ready, regardless of whether Sally was home or not. She would invariably be asleep by the time he climbed in alongside her.

As he had driven past the school he had almost turned in, just to see Sally, just to know that she had got to school safely, but his common sense prevailed. He knew she would not thank him for such a show of parental concern.

He had parked in the ‘Pay and Display’ car park at the back of the bus station, again to avoid any reporters that might be waiting at the Station. When he had his statement prepared he would be happy to speak to them, or at least let Watson speak to them as the Sergeant seemed to enjoy the limelight, but until then he wanted to think uninterrupted thoughts.

Through the windows of the cafe he could see Heswall bustling with life. The village, and it still called itself a village despite its growth, was quickly passing busy and approaching hectic. The traffic on Telegraph Road, running straight through the centre, had all but slowed to a stop, the daily congestion no lighter on a Wednesday than on, say, a Saturday.

He looked steadily down into his coffee cup, aware that if he looked outside hard enough he would see faces he recognised, people he knew, and he couldn’t handle the strain of exchanging banal pleasantries.

A chattering group of four schoolgirls, Frank guessed them to be early or pre-teens, blustered into the cafe, presumably on their lunch break or perhaps just skiving. As he watched them buying cakes he thought again of the murdered girl, and he found himself scrutinising the other customers seated around him.

His eyes fell on a young man, smartly dressed in a dark grey suit, who sat at a table near the door, a small pot of tea in front of him and a morning paper spread over the top. But his eyes were not on the news. His eyes were on the schoolgirls as they talked and laughed, the backs of their short skirts almost brushing the edge of his table.

Frank was suddenly, chillingly aware of how short the skirt of his own daughter’s school uniform was and of the terrible temptation that might present to the sick twisted bastards that lay in wait out there in the world. Perhaps even the same sick twisted bastards who had butchered that nameless young girl. He should challenge the young man. Question the pervert. Beat the shit out of him if necessary!

He had almost risen from his seat before common sense prevailed.

Christ, what am I doing?

There was nothing necessarily wrong in the man looking at the schoolgirls. He supposed when he was younger he had done much the same thing, although it was difficult to remember now. Funny how being the father of a young girl of school age changed your way of thinking.

“More coffee Frank?”

Frank was startled. He hadn’t even seen the middle aged waitress approaching.

“No. No thanks Mary. I’ll stick with what I’ve got.”

Mary smiled and walked away.

Frank watched her go. He had known Mary for almost thirty years. He had known her back when he was just a young Constable, not long in the force. He had even taken her out for a drink once, not long after that investigation broke. The investigation that still haunted his nights when sleep was troubled and the pills didn’t seem to do any good. The investigation that was, even now, pushing its way to the front of his mind.

Ritualistic.

The memories would not be denied.

It hadn’t been his investigation of course. Back then he had just made plainclothes. A Detective Constable still learning the trade. But he had been taken along as one of the ‘soldiers’, one of the rank and file enlisted to support those senior detectives whose case it truly was.

He didn’t need the nightmares to remember.

He didn’t think he’d ever forget...

There were twenty of them, mostly uniforms, but a small group of plainclothes detectives stood huddled in a group to one side.

The young Frank Giles stood slightly apart, unsure and uneasy about joining either group. His move into plainclothes had distanced him from his old colleagues in uniform, but he had not yet been a detective long enough to earn the respect of his new colleagues. He knew it would take time.
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