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To the memory of Jack Ramsay




 ‘There is no hunting like the hunting of man, and those who have hunted armed men long enough, and liked it, never really care for anything else.’


Ernest Hemingway




Chapter One


Thursday, 24th October: 10:23 p.m.


He watched her as she came outside. She couldn’t see him – he had made sure of that. He sat back in the dark and waited. It was the anticipation of what was about to follow that he savoured more than the event itself. He licked his bottom lip. The location was perfect. Rundown and deserted. If anyone heard anything they wouldn’t get involved. People here minded their own business. She couldn’t have chosen a better place for what was about to happen to her. If only she knew . . .


He smiled to himself. He clenched and unclenched his hands as mentally he walked through the various scenarios he had meticulously planned.


 


Trina McGuire pursed her bright red lips and sucked on her tab as her cold, hard eyes scanned the shadowy street corners. It was second nature for her. A silver saloon car turned slowly off Saville Street West down onto Borough Road, casting its harsh beam over her. Blowing out smoke seductively, she looked in the direction of the driver. The silver car was now parked directly opposite her with the engine idling. The driver’s face was in shadow but she knew he was watching her. Before she had a chance to walk over, he drove off. She was no fool. She was aware that the glare of his headlights had done her no favours. The roots of her long, straggly, bleached-blonde hair and the uneven fake-tan smears on her arms and legs would be all too visible.


‘Fuck you!’


She was getting too old for this game. And she was cold, despite it being mild for late October. She wrapped her thin, bare arms across her low-cut vest top in an attempt to keep warm.


She rested her back against the wall and listened to the dull thump of U2 on the jukebox inside as she smoked. Anything to calm her nerves. She had never known the streets to be so dark and quiet. Business was virtually non-existent. Even the Ballarat pub was empty apart from the hardcore regulars. She shivered again. She could feel the small, prickly hairs on the back of her neck standing up. She didn’t know what it was, but something felt wrong. Maybe it was just her nerves getting the better of her, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching her. She glanced up and down the badly lit street. She couldn’t see anyone. Or could she?


‘Fuck this!’ she muttered as she threw away what was left of her cigarette.


She turned on her three-inch red heels, about to go back in.


 


Before she had a chance to realise what was happening, he had already dragged her into the alley behind the pub where the rubbish bins were kept. A large leather-gloved hand covered her mouth, preventing her from screaming. Panicking, she struggled to get free but it was futile. He had the upper hand. He was at least six foot one and built like a Rottweiler on steroids.


Suddenly his other hand was tearing at her vest top. He found her breasts and started twisting and pulling at them roughly.


She felt physically sick. She wanted to vomit as his hand mauled her. But she knew that no matter what he did to her she had to keep focused. Her mind was racing. She was trying to process what was happening to her and at the same time trying to figure out how to get free.


Was he a punter? No . . . no. She’d been roughed up before but this was different. He was different . . .


Then it hit her. The news. It had been all over the news. There was a rapist in the area. Shit! Shit! Shit! How could she have been so stupid?


The police had put up photofits of the bloke throughout the local pubs. There was even one pinned by the toilets in the Ballarat. He had attacked three women in the past two months. And from what she’d read in the local paper that evening, the third one had been hurt pretty badly – enough for the poor cow to need reconstructive surgery.


Shit . . . shit . . . shit . . .


Tortured thoughts tore through her mind.


She was confused. She was sure he had only struck in Whitley Bay. She had been relaxed about the story because this was North Shields. How wrong could she have been?


She had to get away from him. Fight . . . Anything to stop him hurting her . . .


She used all her strength to prise his hand from over her mouth. Her long manicured nails snapped and split as she scratched and tore to no avail at the gloved hand. If she could scream it might be enough to scare him off. Desperate, she took her chance and bit as hard as she could through the leather to the flesh underneath.


His reaction was sudden and swift. He raised his knee and rammed it as hard as he could into the small of her back to make her let go.


It had the desired effect.


She was too winded to realise what was about to happen.


The first blow was a surprise. It split her nose clean open. She heard the sickening sound of snapping bones as his fist connected with her face, followed by the hissing of escaping air and blood. She was stunned. She had no chance of protecting herself against what was to follow.


The second punch was harder than the first. It smashed into her face with such force that her left eye socket imploded. Her head snapped violently backwards as her teeth ricocheted off her bottom lip, bursting it open like a swollen dam. Her legs gave way beneath her as everything went black.


Minutes passed as she lay on the ground, her body consumed with a blinding agony. Nothing made sense. All she knew was that she hurt so badly she was certain she would die. Slowly, the hazy fog started to lift. She remembered that she’d been attacked. He had dragged her into the perilously black alley behind the pub. She was aware that she was lying on something cold and hard – the ground. She must have collapsed after he’d punched her.


She could feel the panic overwhelming her.


She looked around in the darkness for him.


Where are you, you bastard? Where the fuck are you?


Her left eye had swollen shut and her right eye was nothing more than a slit. But it was enough to see the glow of a cigarette in the blackness by the large waste bins.


She realised with sickening clarity it was him. That he hadn’t finished with her – not yet.


‘Where is he?’ he asked, throwing his cigarette butt away.


His voice was seamless and flat, devoid of any emotion.


It was this that scared her. It was the voice of someone capable of murder.


Her mind spun as she tried to figure out who he was after.


Realising he wasn’t getting anywhere with her, he decided to jolt her memory. He walked over and bent down.


She waited, expecting him to hit her again, but he took her by surprise when he started caressing her bare thin legs with his gloved hand.


She trembled as he touched her gently. He slowly moved his hand further and further up her legs until it was under her skirt.


She tried to struggle, to get his hand away from between her legs. But he had her pinned down.


‘I said, where is he?’


He stopped caressing her. His hand had become a ball of tension, waiting to explode.


She attempted to shake her head.


It wasn’t the answer he wanted. He rammed his fist as hard as he could between her legs.


The pain was unbearable. She was certain she would pass out. Instead she retched.


He stood back and watched while she vomited, until eventually only bile was left. His stomach was turning at the sight of her. Vomit combined with blood trailed down the seeping, swollen mess that was her face.


‘Nick. Where is he, you fucking slag?’


He was starting to lose his patience.


The question jolted her.


‘What?’ she mumbled through swollen, bloodied lips.


But the word she uttered made no sense.


Irritated, he bent over her, bringing his face close to hers. She was terrified. The look in his eyes told him he wasn’t just going to rape her – he was going to kill her.


‘No . . . please . . . no . . .’


But the words were inaudible. The only sound was a gargling, hissing noise.


‘I said, where the fuck is NICK, you stupid bitch?’


He rammed a hand deep under her ribs to make sure that she was lucid.


She gasped in agony.


When she managed to breathe again, she mustered all the strength she had and spat at him.


Blood, vomit and spit hit his face. He took a tissue out of his jacket and wiped his cheek. He then took off the jacket and rolled up the sleeves of his shirt.


‘Maybe it’s time to teach you some manners,’ he suggested as he began to unzip his trousers.


She tried to get up but her body refused to move. She willed herself to make a run for it. But something was wrong. Her legs wouldn’t work.


Move . . . come on, Trina . . . Fucking move, girl! Move it before it’s too late!


Desperate, she tried shuffling backwards on her elbows, dragging herself towards the entrance of the alley.


He was more than ready. He had been anticipating this moment for some time. He took his time stretching a condom over himself. He knew he couldn’t take a chance with this disease-riddled bitch. He kneeled down and grabbed her by the legs as she tried in vain to scramble away from him. He leaned over and flipped her onto her stomach.


She groaned in pain at the sudden, violent movement.


Her reaction had the desired effect. It made him even more excited. He pulled up her faux leather skirt, exposing her black thong.


She attempted to struggle but was unable to move under the crushing weight of his body. She felt him yank her thong to one side before he forced himself into her. The pain was excruciating. But it was more the humiliation that hurt. Hot, furious tears slipped down her face as he succeeded in violently thrusting himself deep into her. One hand restrained her head, forcing her damaged face into the hard concrete, while the other held his phone as he filmed what he was doing to her.


She couldn’t breathe. Dirt filled her bloodied mouth as she choked and gasped, desperate for air.


She could feel her body beginning to convulse as the lack of oxygen took effect. She prayed for unconsciousness. She was lucky. She blacked out before he started to really lose control.


 


Once finished with her he felt nothing but disgust and contempt. He gave her lifeless body another hard kick. Nothing. Satisfied, he picked it up and dumped it into the pub’s industrial waste bins where it belonged.


Fucking bitch. Deserved everything she got. He had bigger problems than some has-been prostitute. He still had to find Nick Brady. And when he did . . .


He smiled at the prospect. He had what he wanted safe in a plastic bag: evidence that he had dealt with her. He felt no remorse. She was a used-up prostitute who was better off dead. No one would miss her.


He threw the business card with her name scrawled on the back into the alleyway before turning to walk back to his car. He doubted the police would be able to identify her. Not in the condition he had left her in. But he was more than happy to point them in the right direction. After all, he had a job to do and he had to be sure that the police didn’t fuck everything up.




Chapter Two


Six days earlier: Saturday, 19th October: 3:07 a.m.


Hidden in the shadows, he waited as she staggered on ahead of him. She made a sudden turn off the road into the alley behind the boarded-up Avenue pub, her body lurching from one side to another as she did so. She seemed oblivious to the fact that the streetlights were out in the alley. Too drunk and too intent on getting home to care. He followed, making sure he didn’t get too close.


She stopped.


He pushed his body flat against the wall, obscured by blackness as he held his breath and waited.


Had she seen him? No . . . He was sure of that. She had no idea that he was there. Or of what was about to happen.


‘Shit!’ she cursed, nearly falling over as she bent down to undo the straps on her black heels.


Successfully removing them, she yanked her dress up and crouched down.


He watched with stirring excitement as she relieved herself.


She was different. His tongue snaked slowly across his bottom lip as he thought about touching her. If he was honest, it was her tattoo that aroused him. It fascinated him.


Unlike with the others, he had waited for this moment – religiously following her movements on Facebook and Twitter. Even tonight she had updated her status:


‘Out to get as drunk as I can. Are you up for it?’


He was ‘up for it’ all right. And if it was trouble she was looking for, she was heading in the right direction.


He studied her with a predatory interest as she managed to somehow pull herself up without tumbling forward. She even managed to drag her dress back down. Not that she needed to do that; he would soon be ripping it off.


He double-checked his jacket for condoms. Two weeks of watching her. Fantasising. Planning. Now he was ready, he wanted to savour every detail.


He had his phone with him so he could film her. Not that she could object, given the state she was in. She was lucky he’d been keeping an eye on her. Her friends – if you could call them friends – had abandoned her. Left her dangerously drunk outside the Blue Lagoon nightclub while they went on somewhere else.


It couldn’t have worked out better for him when she decided to walk home – alone at 2:51 a.m. through the dark, empty streets of? Whitley Bay.


Had she not watched the news or read the papers? Obviously not.


The police hadn’t taken him as seriously as he wanted. But after tonight all that would change. She was the one. The one that was going to make the headlines. Her name – Chloe Winters – would soon have the following she craved. She wanted to be famous and he would be the one to give her that, and more.


He would make her newsworthy.


He playfully fingered the Stanley knife safely hidden in his jacket pocket for later. What he was going to do to her would take time. He would make sure it was slow and deliberate. The pain would be delicious. He could feel himself getting hard as he imagined the knife slicing neatly through her delicate, pale flesh.


He was ready to make a move.


He crept up behind her.


Hearing someone, she spun round. She froze for a second as she tried to register who was behind her – and why. Even through the hazy blur of drunkenness she could tell that something about him was wrong. She started to edge backwards, away from him. He scared her. It was his eyes. Something was wrong with the way he was staring at her.


Instinct took over.


She made a move and ran as hard and fast as she could.


But he was too quick. That, and she was too drunk to have ever stood a real chance of escaping him.


With no real effort he caught hold of her and rammed her hard up against the alley wall. He then used his body to pin her against it. He knew she could feel his hardness in the small of her back. He pushed it against her, wanting her to know how excited she made him.


He could hear her breathing – short, shallow gasps of air like a wounded animal. She was really scared now. He liked that.


He grabbed a fistful of hair and yanked her head back. He knew it hurt. He wanted it to hurt.


She cried out from the pain. Stinging tears blurred everything around her. She started whimpering.


He breathed in her fear. He could smell it on her skin, emanating from her pores.


‘Shhh . . .’ he whispered in her ear, enjoying every delectable whimpering sound she made.


Her eyes were desperate. Filled with terror at what was happening to her.


He knew that she couldn’t breathe. He could feel the panic rising up from within her pathetic body as she struggled desperately to prise his hand off her face. It was useless. He completely overpowered her.


He had trained for this – worked out at the gym for hours on end. Pumping weights and then working on his cardio. It wasn’t just his body he had taken care of – he also had a place prepared. He had thought of everything. He needed to be certain that nobody would find them. Let alone disturb him. What he had planned for her would take time. Lots and lots of time.




Chapter Three


Saturday, 19th October: 11:05 a.m.


When Chloe woke up, it was to more than just a hangover. She tentatively opened her swollen, bloodshot eyes. Her head was pounding as if it was going to explode. The searing pain was unbearable. She tried to remember how many tequilas she’d drunk. Simple answer – too many. She squinted at the dots of grey light dancing in front of her eyes.


FUCK! Oh fuck it hurts!


She quickly closed her eyes, unable to cope with the pain that the light caused. This had to be the worst hangover ever.


It took her a few more minutes before she realised that she was cold. Bitterly cold. She could feel an icy breeze caressing her goose-pimpled skin. Moaning in discomfort, she turned over. Her face hit something hard and wet. Shocked, she attempted to sit up.


Oh fuck . . . fuck . . . fuck . . .


The pain in her head exploded. She had no choice but to gingerly lie back down and wait for it to ease. Her breathing was shallow and erratic – her head objecting to even the slightest movement.


She didn’t know how much time passed as she drifted in and out of consciousness. When she eventually came round, it was to an unfamiliar reality.


Stunned, then panic-stricken, she held her breath as she realised that she had no idea where she’d spent the night. The shafts of light snaking through the boarded-up window barely penetrated the shadowy gloom of the room. But it was enough for her to make out that she was lying on a grim concrete floor covered in rats’ droppings. She looked around and saw that the room was littered with broken bottles amongst other debris. A filthy, urine- and blood-stained mattress lay next to her. It stank. As did the room. The smell was cloying – suffocating.


Shit! Shit! Shit! Where am I? Where the fuck am I?


She knew something bad had happened even before she caught sight of her body. She was naked. Her black dress and underwear were missing. But that was the least of her concerns. Someone had . . . someone had . . .


Oh God! What did he do to me?


She started sobbing as sordid images flashed through her mind.


No . . . God, no . . . Her tied up on the mattress – face down. Someone was watching her . . . filming her. Filming what he was doing to her.


She suddenly remembered him. His face. His smell. The knife . . .


No . . . please . . . no . . . Don’t let that be real . . .


She started to scream. Louder and louder. Anything to block out the horrific images flashing through her head.


She wanted to die long before she remembered the full extent of the sadistic injuries he had inflicted upon her.


Sunday, 20th October: 9:33 a.m.


He watched the film again on his desktop computer. It was his best work yet. She had been worth the trouble. He smiled to himself as he uploaded the sadistic, brutal rape onto YouTube. There was a group of them who followed one another’s work. He was certain they would appreciate this one as much as he did. He watched as it uploaded, already anticipating the comments it would elicit.


Suck my dick, you bastards!


He heard banging and clattering below him. Loud and intrusive.


Fucking keep quiet, you bitch!


He never once took his eyes off the computer screen. He refused to have her break his concentration. His dark, predatory eyes narrowed to slits as he tried to control his anger. His nostrils flared with irritation as the relentless noise continued below.


What the fuck was she doing down there?


He switched to another window on the computer screen.


It was a live-feed of a dark, gloomy room. He scanned the debris, searching for her. It did not take him long before he found her. She was chained to the floor in the corner of the room. Waiting . . . waiting for him.




Chapter Four


Friday, 25th October: 9:01 a.m.


Brady sighed. Regardless of how often he read the victims’ files, they still made no sense. His head was pounding. He had hoped that it would ease up, but instead it had intensified. He opened a drawer, took out some painkillers and swallowed them back with a mouthful of bitter black coffee. He grimaced in disgust. It was cold.


He checked his phone: 9:01 a.m. He had been sitting in his office, mulling over every nuance of the case for over an hour now, in the vain hope that he would have more to say to his team. He had scheduled a briefing for 9:30 a.m. Twenty-nine minutes left and he still had nothing.


Shit . . . shit . . . shit.


Brady knew he was missing something obvious.


But what? What couldn’t he see?


He ran his hand through his long dark hair.


He was tired. He’d hardly slept last night – tortured by the fact that they were no closer to catching the serial rapist. It was the rapist’s latest victim – Chloe Winters – that had really got to Brady. Ordinarily, he would have said that she’d got under his skin. But given the sadistic injuries she had suffered at the hands of her attacker, the irony made him feel physically sick.


Three young women had been raped in the last two months. With each victim the rapist’s violence had escalated. So much that Brady was certain that if they didn’t stop him, his next victim wouldn’t just be raped, she would be tortured to death.


His boss, DCI Gates, was breathing down his neck for results. It was understandable; Brady would be exactly the same if he was in Gates’s position. Not that he ever would be; he was under no illusions. Promotions always bypassed Brady. He was still surprised he’d succeeded in making it to the level of Detective Inspector.


But Brady knew who he was indebted to for his rise to DI. And it definitely wasn’t Gates. Despite Brady delivering against targets, albeit at times by the skin of his teeth, Gates had made it clear that he didn’t consider him anything more than some maverick cop from the wrong side of the tracks who would inevitably end up like his ex-colleague and friend, Jimmy Matthews. A bent copper who’d found himself in a segregated wing of a maximum security prison, doing time and being protected from the criminal element he’d once policed.


It was Gates’s boss, Detective Chief Superintendent O’Donnell, that Brady thanked for believing in him. O’Donnell had known Brady when he was a wayward teenager looking for trouble on the poverty-stricken and crime-infested streets of the Ridges estate in North Shields. Streets that O’Donnell policed when he joined the force as one of Northumbria’s first black coppers. It was O’Donnell’s perseverance with Brady that had steered the teenager away from a life of crime and into a job that was the antithesis of everything he had ever known. Brady owed everything to O’Donnell; without him, Brady would have ended up on the other side of the law. But he knew that he had earned his promotion the hard way. It wasn’t down to nepotism. It was down to sheer bloody hard work and doggedness. And, perhaps, a few unconventional methods thrown in for good measure. But he got results. Results that got noticed and finally rewarded. However, Brady knew that he had climbed as high as he could in the police force. There was only one direction he could move now, and that was down.


Brady irritably pushed his hair back from his weary face. He was wasting time. He was sitting musing about his dead-end career instead of coming up with something that would appease Gates and keep the scavenging rats from the door. In other words, the press: in particular, Brady’s personal snitch, the hardened hack Rubenfeld.


Someone had kindly left a copy of last night’s Northern Echo on Brady’s desk. It was now in the wastepaper bin where it belonged. Brady’s headache had kicked off as soon as he saw the vitriolic attack on the front page. Worse still, Rubenfeld had written it.


Rubenfeld sold papers; and lots of them. He was known for his scathing investigative articles, which typically dominated the front pages. And at the moment, Rubenfeld had his poisoned pen poised against the Northumbrian force. Or, to be more exact, Whitley Bay police station.


Rubenfeld was stirring up a public frenzy with the fact that the police – or Brady to be precise – had still not caught the serial rapist.


The problem was, the nature of the third victim’s attack made great headlines. It was gruesome, sadistic and worryingly original. The third rape had taken place less than a week ago, and Brady and his team had done everything in their power to withhold the nature of the victim’s injuries, just as they had with the first two victims. The less the public knew about the case, the better. However, someone, maybe a member of hospital staff or someone who knew the latest victim, had passed on details about the attack to Rubenfeld, who had wasted no time turning them into headline news. Money was a very persuasive tool to get people to talk. Rubenfeld knew it and abused it. But whether or not Rubenfeld had any idea how much he had compromised the investigation by publishing information that the police had held back from the public was a moot point: Rubenfeld had no loyalties, especially where Brady was concerned.


Now that the Northern Echo had published the extent of the victims’ injuries, there would be a public outcry against the police for not having apprehended such a dangerous criminal. But Brady, as Senior Investigating Officer, had done everything in his power to try to find him. All the relevant information they had on the rapist had been fed into HOLMES 2: the police computer intelligence database. Given the seriousness of the crimes, it was a crucial tool in the search for the rapist’s identity. It processed masses of information from police forces across the UK and cross-referenced it, making sure that no vital clues were overlooked. Gone were the days when it would take weeks, if not months, for an investigating team to collate information in a bid to track down a suspect.


The Major Incident Room, where the investigation was being coordinated, had been set up in the largest room available. Brady had a team of officers assembled there processing all the information they had on the three rapes, including whatever they had received from the public. Anything that Brady thought relevant was added into HOLMES 2. But as yet they had nothing. Nothing that would bring them closer to finding their man. The rapist had developed a style of his own, a modus operandi that Brady had never come across before. Nor had any of the other forces in the UK. It appeared this rapist was home-grown. Troublingly for the investigation, Brady was certain he was gaining confidence with each new victim, perfecting his inimitable trademark.


Brady was worried; worried that he might not be able to solve this case. It wouldn’t be the first offender to elude him, but that was no consolation. Gates wasn’t the only one who wanted results – Brady would give anything to put an end to the sick, twisted bastard who had raped and assaulted these young women. He had made a promise to the most recent victim, Chloe Winters. He had given her his word that he would get the man who damaged her so horrifically she would never be the same, let alone look the same, again. Brady did not want to break that promise but he wasn’t quite sure how he could fulfil it. That was his fear: that this man was one step ahead.


It was no real surprise to Brady that he was feeling low. This investigation had been going for two months and they were no further forward. It was what they called a ‘runner’ – never a good word in a Senior Investigating Officer’s book. The worst part of it was that they were waiting for the rapist to strike again. Anticipating when and who he would attack next.


Brady had already accepted that it would be impossible to replicate the high of intercepting an international sex-trafficking ring in the North-East of England. Since the success of that case, his superiors had expected him to deliver as quickly on this investigation. Six months ago Brady had managed to expose a lucrative business deal set up between two Eastern European brothers and a local North-East gangster. The Eastern Europeans, known to special intelligence as the Dabkunas brothers, had eluded the police. No trace of them had been reported in the UK since their illicit activity had been uncovered. It was now widely accepted that they had gone to ground in Europe. As for Ronnie Macmillan, the local gangster who had gone into business with the Dabkunas brothers, he’d found himself in Durham prison. Even Gates had been impressed with Brady. His exposure of the group had resulted in the Northumbrian force basking in media glory.


But the accolades had been short-lived. Very much yesterday’s news. Today was a radically different story.




Chapter Five


Suddenly, there was a loud knock at the office door.


Brady looked up. ‘Better be good,’ he called out.


He was not surprised when Conrad opened the door.


‘Sorry, sir, but I think you’ll want to know about this,’ Conrad said as he walked in.


‘Go on,’ instructed Brady.


‘A woman was admitted to Rake Lane hospital in the early hours of this morning, sir.’


‘And?’


Conrad cleared his throat. ‘She’s in a really bad condition from all accounts. She was beaten up last night and left for dead. She’s spent the past six hours in surgery. Internal bleeding, a punctured lung and emergency surgery to her face.’


‘Where?’ asked Brady, frowning. His head felt like it was going to explode.


‘Sir?’


‘Where was she attacked, Conrad?’


Brady put Conrad’s uncharacteristic obtuseness down to the fact he’d only just returned to work after a significant period of sick leave.


‘The lower part of North Shields leading down to the docks. She was found in an industrial bin at the back of the Ballarat pub. If it hadn’t been for the landlord’s two Rottweilers kicking up such a fuss when he let them out in the back alley before going to bed, she’d definitely be dead.’


Brady massaged his throbbing temples as he thought about it.


‘Ballarat pub isn’t a great area to be hanging around, is it? At least, not for a woman.’


Conrad knew exactly what his boss was insinuating.


‘We don’t know whether she was working or not, if you get my drift, sir.’


‘Look, I’m not being funny, but doesn’t North Shields have its own Area Command? This is clearly out of our jurisdiction. We’ve got a briefing in about twenty minutes and I have a hell of a headache from trying to figure out what I’m going to say to DCI Gates afterwards,’ Brady said.


As far as he was concerned the conversation was over.


It felt as if he had been sitting behind a desk for months now. Staring at files . . . whiteboards . . . witness statements . . . following false leads like the one Conrad had just brought to him. But, crucially, not out there running this bastard down. He stood and walked over to the large window. His leg had stiffened up and he found himself limping slightly from the old wound in his thigh. His office was on the first floor of the old Victorian building that was Whitley Bay police station. The room was large enough to have an old leather couch in front of the window for the odd occasion when Brady didn’t make it home. He prised the dusty Venetian blinds open and looked down at the street below. It led out to the centre of the small town. It was late October, which meant that it was typically overcast and grey. The rain and biting wind had been almost continuous now for six months. Spring had been a week of blazing sunshine at the beginning of May, and then the temperature had plummeted. It had remained that way since. Climate change had a lot to answer for when it came to the bleak drizzle that constituted seasonal change in the North-East. Gone were the scorching hot summers of the seventies. Now all they got were flash floods and hailstones. Brady wasn’t surprised that an estimated 5.5 million Brits permanently lived abroad. That was almost one in ten of the UK population. Not that he could blame them.


Brady scanned what he could of the street; it looked normal. Whatever ‘normal’ meant. However, at night it was a different story. The small, rundown seaside resort had a dark underbelly to it. And somewhere out there a sadistic rapist waited. He was upping his ante – the question was, why?


‘What day is it, Conrad?’ Brady asked, his back to Conrad.


‘Sir?’


‘Friday. The answer is Friday. Which means that we’re going to have another weekend of watching and waiting to see if he strikes again. It’s exactly seven days since he last attacked and given the fact that his cooling-off period is lessening, I would say he’ll be starting to look for another victim.’


Brady turned around.


Conrad was silent. He rarely spoke unless it was necessary, but Brady knew there was something wrong. He could read it in Conrad’s face. His narrowed eyes and tightly clenched jaw always gave him away.


‘What aren’t you telling me, Conrad?’


‘The victim was raped, sir.’


The news didn’t surprise Brady – sex workers were at high risk of sexual and physical assault purely by the nature of their job.


So far, the rapist had only ever attacked in Whitley Bay in the early hours of a Saturday or Sunday morning. And so far, he hadn’t attacked prostitutes.


‘And . . .’ Conrad faltered. He knew what would be going through his boss’s mind; that it couldn’t possibly be their suspect. But there was something about the injuries that this victim had sustained that leaped out when Conrad learned the details. He’d made quite a few friends during his police training days; one of them was stationed at North Shields. They still got together for drinks every other week – mainly to gripe about their bosses and the impossible tasks they were asked to perform. Conrad hadn’t needed to update her on the serial rape case. After the third victim, it had made national news. But Conrad had told her the gruesome details that had been held back from the press. His friend contacted Conrad as soon as she could after being called out to the new crime scene. The victim had suffered an unusual wound that was startlingly similar to the one found on the third rape victim. When she told Conrad, he knew it was something he couldn’t ignore.


‘Go on,’ Brady prompted.


‘From the update I received, it appears as if this new victim was hurt in the same way Chloe Winters was.’


‘You’re absolutely certain?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘So why didn’t you say so when you first walked in?’


‘I was trying to, but . . .’ Conrad faltered.


Brady wasn’t listening.


He grabbed his beat-up black leather jacket from the back of his chair and snatched his phone and car keys from the desk before turning to Conrad.


‘Come on. What are you waiting for?


Brady was worried that his deputy had returned to duty too soon after his injury. So he made a point of doing whatever driving was required. Conrad had been off for six months after being shot in the left shoulder during their last major investigation. Despite the months of sick leave, Brady was certain he shouldn’t be back at work. More so when he saw Conrad grimacing in pain when he thought no one was looking.


Brady hadn’t known whether Conrad was going to make it after he had been shot; let alone ever be fit enough to return to work. No one at the station had been more pleased than him when Conrad had reported for duty that Monday at 7:00 a.m. Conrad was irreplaceable. Something Brady had had no qualms in telling Gates when he tried to assign a replacement. But the last thing Brady wanted was Conrad causing long-lasting damage to himself because he’d returned to duty early. Conrad had an unfailing sense of loyalty to him, and Brady knew that Conrad would have felt obliged to return to work as soon as he could to help catch the serial rapist – especially once he found out what the sick bastard was doing to his victims.


‘You ring Harvey and tell him what’s happened. We need a copy of everything North Shields CID have on this case,’ Brady said as he opened the office door.


‘Do we have the authority to do that, sir?’ asked Conrad, following Brady out.


He was worried about protecting his friend. The last thing he wanted was her getting into trouble for disclosing information on one of their cases to another Area Command.


‘We do if this woman turns out to have been attacked by the suspect we’re looking for,’ Brady answered. ‘Tell the team we’ll reschedule the briefing for later.’


His mind was racing. Images of Chloe Winters’ injuries flashed through his head. He’d never seen injuries like that before . . . and he’d prayed he never would again.




Chapter Six


Nothing could have prepared Brady for this: nothing. He swallowed hard. He could feel the bile rising up from the back of his throat.


Conrad was standing by his side looking the way Brady felt. His face was ashen, drained of any blood.


A machine bleeped irritably in the corner by the patient’s bed. A constant reminder that death was still lingering behind the scenes, waiting. A plastic tube snaked out of the victim’s mouth, held in place by tape as the machine regulated her breathing. It was an understatement to say she was in a bad way.


Brady tried to hold his breath. He hated the smells in hospitals. Partly the benign antiseptic that clung to the air. But it was the smell of approaching death and festering wounds that made him want to gag.


Brady had already blagged his way past the uniform stationed at the door. He knew they didn’t have a lot of time before the detective in charge of the case turned up asking questions. He knew he shouldn’t be here. As did Conrad. At least, not without the appropriate authorisation. But Brady didn’t have time for such polite civilities. He just wanted to discreetly satisfy himself that this victim hadn’t been attacked by the rapist Brady’s team were trying their damnedest to hunt down. After Conrad had mentioned the nature of her injuries, Brady felt they had no choice but to pay a visit. The problem was, he hadn’t expected the victim to be in such a critical state.


‘Do they have an identity yet?’ Brady asked.


He was aware that Conrad had contacts in North Shields police station. Even though they all worked for the same force, each Area Command tended to look out for itself. They had targets to meet, which in effect meant they were in competition with one another. Not that anyone would ever admit it. But Brady knew that the Senior Investigating Officer in charge of this case wouldn’t be happy that he and Conrad were here poking around.


‘Not that I know of.’


Brady nodded.


He couldn’t take his eyes off the victim. Whoever had done this to her had wanted her dead. That much was clear. But why?


‘Do me a favour, Conrad, will you? Go and have a chat with the uniform on the door. I want to get a look at this wound to see whether it’s like Chloe Winters’ injuries. The last thing I need is someone walking in.’


‘Sir?’ Conrad asked, unsure whether they shouldn’t be getting a doctor or nurse to show them the wound.


Brady didn’t have to look at Conrad to know that his eyes would be narrowed and his jaw clenched as he struggled with the concept of breaking the rules. Conrad liked to play everything exactly by the book. Brady, on the other hand, was prepared to take risks if he felt the outcome justified it.


‘You heard what the doctor said. They don’t know whether or not she’ll regain consciousness, considering the trauma to her head. So, under these circumstances, I’m sure she won’t mind. I suggest we do exactly what we came here to do. To see if this is the same sick bastard we’re after. But looking at the state of her, I’m not so sure it is.’


‘I don’t understand, sir.’


‘This is overkill. Whoever did this to her was angry. Very angry. It smacks of something personal,’ Brady explained.


He forced himself to look at the swollen, distorted mess that had once been her face. The broken, weeping skin was discoloured, black and purple. It was hard to tell what she should look like. Her nose had been smashed beyond recognition. It was in a cast. As for her eyes, they were buried beneath engorged, weeping flesh that had been sewn together with ugly black stitches.


Her straw-like, bleached blonde hair was matted with clumps of rust-coloured blood and dirt.


Brady felt a pang of sadness as he looked at her.


She was once someone’s daughter . . . maybe still is . . .


He shook his head. Thoughts of the young women the Dabkunas brothers had held captive and tortured – some to death – suddenly consumed him.


‘Sir?’ Conrad’s face was etched with concern as he looked at his boss.


‘It’s nothing . . . just . . .’ Brady’s voice faltered. He swallowed. His throat was so dry it felt as if razors were lodged at the back.


Why the hell was it still affecting him like this?


But Brady knew the answer. It was simple. They were still out there – the Dabkunas brothers. And that meant they would be trafficking other young women. He couldn’t help making the comparison with this poor woman, fighting for her life because some punter or pimp had decided to get heavy with her. Used and abused by all around her, she hadn’t stood a chance. And Brady was well aware of the irony of two coppers standing in this small, private room without authorisation. It was out-and-out mercenary, and the fact that he acknowledged it did not make him feel better about it.


Brady had already made a judgement call. That was his job. He knew she was a sex worker. The clothes she had been found wearing, now in a Forensics laboratory, said as much. As did the area her body had been dumped in. It was a no-man’s land at night. A stone’s throw away from the Ridges, it was an area of dodgy, unlit street corners and flats above rundown shops. Anyone hanging around that area was looking for trouble. And if not, it sure as hell would find them.


But Brady had already noticed the tell-tale tracks from heroin or crack cocaine use up and down her badly bruised, stick-thin arms.


‘Take a closer look at her, Conrad. She’s a prostitute with a heavy drug addiction. You see her arms? And I don’t mean the fact that she’s severely underweight – I’m talking about the injection marks.’


It was hard not to be taken aback by the results of life on the streets. It was cruel, and Brady knew it. The evidence was there in front of him. The team had found it extremely difficult to come up with a ‘type’ that the rapist targeted. But Brady was absolutely certain that this woman in front of him would never have ticked whatever twisted boxes the rapist used. The first thing to strike him was that she was too old; the rapist liked his victims young. They were all in their early twenties and looked like ‘normal’ women, not some fashion designer’s idea of heroin chic. And right then, staring at a skeletal heroin addict, Brady had no understanding how something so sickening could be sold as desirable.


He breathed out slowly. He was absolutely certain that she hadn’t been attacked by the man they were after. But there was one question going through Brady’s mind: why would she have a similar wound to Chloe Winters? Brady knew the rapist was escalating with every new victim. Chloe Winters was testimony to that worrying fact. But Brady could not convince himself that the serial rapist they were looking for was responsible for the carnage suffered by this victim.


He stared at her, willing her to wake up and tell them who’d done this to her. But he knew it wasn’t going to happen any time soon, if at all.


‘Give me a few moments, will you?’ Brady asked. He wanted to get it over with as quickly as possible.


Conrad nodded, relieved to be dismissed.


Brady waited until Conrad had left the claustrophobic room before walking over to the victim. He felt like a predator. Yet another man on the take.


He steeled himself as he stood by the head of her bed. Her face was a bloody mess. Distorted beyond human recognition. Whoever had wanted to hurt her had done an excellent job.


Brady’s eyes drifted down her arm, ignoring the ugly tracks and bruising, towards the gauze dressing that covered the open wound. He knew that she was scheduled for more surgery. She needed a skin graft, but the doctors were waiting to see whether she was going to survive the attack. If not, surgery would be unnecessary.


Deciding he had no choice but to look, Brady gently pulled back the single sheet covering her lower left arm. He waited, half expecting her to wake up and ask him what the fuck he was doing – but she didn’t stir. He could see the thick wad of dressing covering the inside of her wrist. Preparing himself, he pulled the dressing back.


He tried not to react to the grisly sight. The entire skin on the inside of her wrist, running four inches up her inner arm, had been removed. Raw flesh, sinewy veins and muscle were left exposed. Brady took out his BlackBerry and photographed the wound. He was well aware that this was against protocol but he had no choice. He needed to make sure this wasn’t the handiwork of their serial rapist, who delighted in removing skin from his victims as keepsakes – or trophies.


The first rape victim had been lucky – if that was possible. She had been raped and stabbed repeatedly in both breasts. Nothing else. But it was enough. The rapist had grown more confident by the second victim and had removed the right nipple and the skin surrounding it before stabbing both breasts. Neither of the first two victims had tattoos, unlike the third victim. But it was the effects of his cruel, sadistic knife that had left the third victim’s skin looking like a patchwork quilt after the surgeon had cut and grafted skin over the extensive, open wound. Chloe Winters had had an elaborate tattoo, an intricate sketch of a wolf’s head. It had covered her right breast and chest leading up to her neck. This time he had taken time to peel off the entire skin from her breast and across her chest. After the removal of the tattoo he had then repeatedly stabbed what was left of her right breast and had then turned his attention to her left one.


Brady had seen enough before-and-after photographs of Chloe Winters’ breast for it to be permanently scarred on his mind. He had also paid a visit to Fusion, the tattoo studio she’d used. Brady knew as soon as he saw a picture of the tattoo who the artist was: it took someone highly skilled to design and then tattoo a piece of work as beautiful as the wolf’s head. The tattoo artist was the owner of Fusion – Dan Ridgewell. He was an imposing figure of a bloke, someone clients knew not to mess with – built like a brick shithouse, he kept himself fit by body-building and boxing. However, it was not just his muscle-bound body that would intimidate your average blue-rinse Sainsbury’s shopper, it was the fact that every inch, and that meant every inch, of his hard, muscled body was covered in tattoos. Some good, some not so good. But every one was a testament to life; his life, which by all accounts had been a damned difficult one.


Despite the flattened nose and inked skin, Dan Ridgewell was a good-looking bloke. Admittedly in a thuggish kind of way. But he had a charm about him that young women couldn’t resist. Whether it was his intense dark brown eyes, or his thick black hair, naturally tanned skin and roguishly handsome features, or his easy-going manner, something worked in his favour. And from the ex-wives and girlfriends dotted around the country, maybe a little too well.


Brady had soon found out that there was more to Dan Ridgewell than his threatening, tattooed body. That he actually had an A-Level in literature and a penchant for philosophy; an enthusiasm that he tended not to share with the majority of his clients, who were barely literate. Second and third generations on benefits with no hope of a job – at least not one that was legitimate. They were blighted by the location of their birth: North Shields. Home to high unemployment, teenage pregnancies, drugs and inevitably crime. Brady knew it well. After all, it was where he was born. But he’d been lucky. He’d managed to crawl out of the rat-infested alleys and had put as much distance as he could between himself and the crime-ridden streets he once called home.


Brady had asked Dan Ridgewell if he knew anyone who had a tattoo fetish to the extent of actually removing them. Dan had laughed, until he realised Brady was deadly serious. He reminded Brady that he was in the job of putting ink into someone’s skin, not removing it. But he did concede that ‘we get all kinds of dicks in here. It’s hard to know which ones really are nutters, like, compared to the ones who make out they are, if you get my drift.’


Brady had encountered some of Fusion’s clientele and at times found the hardcore misogynistic comments so easily thrown between the blokes shameful. But as Dan had pointed out when Brady raised this, it didn’t make them rapists.


Brady carefully replaced the gauze dressing over the ugly wound. He had seen enough. The serial rapist they were after had a breast fetish. However, this victim’s breasts had not been mutilated. Nor was the removal of the skin on her wrist as clean and professional as the damage suffered by the second and third rape victims. On Chloe Winters’ body, the assailant had shown the depths of his skill. What had surprised Brady and the team – one of the few details that hadn’t been disclosed in yesterday evening’s Northern Echo – was that her tattoo had been carefully cut out, leaving behind an odd, startling effect. It would have taken time for the rapist to do it. But from what Chloe Winters had told the police, she had spent forty-eight hours held hostage, chained to a concrete floor. She had no memory of being released. It was a taxi driver who had found the unconscious, naked girl lying in a back lane and called the ambulance and police. When Chloe came to, she had no idea how she’d ended up there, or, more crucially, where she had been raped and tortured.




Chapter Seven


A knock at the door startled Brady. It was swiftly followed by Conrad sticking his head from behind the door.


‘Sir? We’ve got to make a move.’


Brady nodded.


‘Yeah . . . I’m coming, Conrad.’


Just then something caught his eye. Something he had missed before. Brady bent down and gently swept her matted hair back out of the way. He could see it now. The two small, faded tear droplets that had been inked onto her neck below the left ear using good old-fashioned biro. Crude and lacking finesse, they had stood the test of time. She had ironically predicted her future – one filled with lousy decisions and painful repercussions.


Brady felt winded as he stared at her. He took time now to look at the horrific injuries she had sustained. Her face had been obliterated. Whether she would get some skilled plastic surgeon to put it back together again, Brady seriously doubted. After all, she was just some throwaway prostitute. Someone who had ended up with the wrong punter in the wrong alley, at the wrong time of night.


It all made sense now. The straw-like bleached blonde hair. The fake-tanned skin, the scrawny body covered in tracks – deep, permanent scarring from heavy needle usage.


‘Sir!’ Conrad hissed, his face strained with urgency.


Brady didn’t respond. He couldn’t look at Conrad until he got himself together. He needed to get a handle on the situation before he told Conrad and the SIO in charge of the investigation that he knew her. That he could formally identify her.


‘Sir? We’ve got to go!’ Conrad insisted, desperation creeping into his voice.


Brady gave her one last look, his dark, normally gentle eyes betraying him. They were filled with anger and a need for revenge.


Then it hit him. The wrist; the skin that had been cut out. He knew what had been there. It was a tattoo. But not any tattoo – this one meant something to him as much as it meant something to her. She had inked into her wrist four letters in large, black, gothic script – NICK.


Nick was Brady’s younger brother, and the woman lying fighting for her pathetic life had loved him once, and, Brady presumed, still did. Few people knew Nick in the North-East. After all, as a teenager he had relocated to London and assumed a new identity: rumoured to have killed a member of another rival street gang, he had disappeared, fast. Brady knew he hadn’t done it; that he had been framed. But it had given Nick no other alternative. He left two people behind that day: Brady and his girlfriend. She would go on to live a life pitted with misery, pain and disappointment. Never quite recovering from Nick’s decision to abandon her so easily, leaving her to rot in the very decay and futile existence that he had run from as hard as he could.


Shit . . . shit . . . shit.


Brady’s head was reeling. The facts sinking in.


It was her. But why? Why the fuck would someone do this to her?


Then Brady got it. He felt winded from the realisation.


Nick . . . This is connected to Nick.


Brady had seen assaults like this before. Henchmen hired to beat up someone close to the person they actually wanted, but for whatever reason could not track down. To prove that they were serious, the hired killer would take something identifiable from the victim. Such as a finger with a recognisable ring. Or an ear with an earring. But this assailant had taken the skin with Nick’s name on. What better way to show that you mean business than someone else’s skin.


One person came to mind and that was Johnny Slaughter. This was his style. An East End London gangster who had a score to settle with Nick.


There was one other person who would know what was going on and that was exactly where Brady was heading.


‘What’s wrong?’ Conrad asked as Brady walked past him.


Brady ignored him and carried on down the corridor. Conrad ran after him, shaken by the sudden change in his boss.


‘Did you recognise her?’ Conrad asked.


‘Look at the state she’s in, Conrad. Not even her own mother would be able to identify her. And before you ask, whoever tried to kill her is not our rapist.’


‘Why remove a piece of her skin then?’


‘Fuck knows! Maybe some crazy bastard read that article plastered all over the Northern Echo’s front page last night and decided to emulate the rapist. But it’s not him. It might have gone unnoticed by you, Conrad, but our serial rapist has a penchant for his victims’ breasts. That isn’t the case here. Also, the removal of the skin is too careless. Then there’s the fact she was attacked in a back alley behind the Ballarat.’


‘Just like the first two rape victims,’ argued Conrad.


Brady shook his head. Ordinarily he would have shot Conrad down for making such a glaring mistake. But he knew he wasn’t up to speed on the first two rape cases. This was his fifth day back on the job and to be fair he had walked straight into a major serial rape case. One where the latest victim had been abducted, raped and mutilated over a period of two days. She had been found on the same morning that Conrad had decided to come back off sick leave. If Conrad had returned hoping to gradually ease back into the job, he had been bitterly mistaken. The station had been thrown into pandemonium with the discovery of Chloe Winters and it had been Conrad’s misfortune to walk straight into it.
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