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      Kim knew that her left leg was broken.

      She pulled herself along the path on her hands as the stone bit into her palms, shards of gravel embedding beneath her fingernails.

      A cry escaped her lips as her ankle turned and pain shot around her body.

      Sweat beads were forming on her forehead as the agony intensified.

      Finally, she saw the light from the building as three familiar shapes hurtled out of the doorway.

      All three of them headed towards the bell tower.

      ‘Nooo…’ she cried, as loudly as she could.

      No one turned.

      Don’t go up there, she willed silently, trying to pull herself towards them.

      ‘Stop,’ she shouted out as they entered the metal doorway at the base of the tower.

      Kim tried to still the panic as they disappeared from view.

      ‘Damn it,’ she screamed with frustration, unable to reach them in time.

      She gathered all her strength and pushed herself up to a standing position, trying to drag her broken leg behind her as though it didn’t exist.

      Two steps forward and the pain radiated through her body like a tidal wave and brought her back down to the ground. She gagged as the nausea rose from her stomach and her head began to swim.

      She shouted again but the figures had disappeared from view and were now in the belly of the tower, behind solid brick, mounting the stone steps to the top.

      ‘Please, someone help,’ she screamed, but there was no one to hear. She was a good eighty metres away from the school, and she had never felt so helpless in her life.

      She glanced at her wrist and saw that it was three minutes to eight.

      The bell was due to be rung bang on the hour.

      The fear started in the pit of her stomach and grew like a cloud to fill her entire body.

      She struggled forward another agonising step, dragging her useless leg behind her.

      Torchlight illuminated the top of the tower.

      Damn it, they were already there.

      ‘Stop,’ she cried again, praying that one of them would hear her even though she knew her voice wouldn’t carry that distance.

      The shafts of light moved furtively around the tower balcony ninety feet up in the air.

      She saw a fourth figure amongst the three that were familiar to her.

      The watch on her wrist vibrated the top of the hour. The bell didn’t ring.

      Please God, let them get down.

      Her prayer was cut off as she heard a loud scream.

      Two people were hanging from the bell rope, swinging back and forth, in and out of the torchlight that darted around the small space.

      Kim squinted, trying to identify the two silhouettes, but they were too far away.

      She tried to regulate her breathing in order to shout again, even though she knew no kind of warning would help them now.

      Her worst fears had been realised.

      ‘Please, please…’ Kim whispered as she saw the bell rope swing back and forth once more.

      One figure was snatched from the bell rope as the second continued to swing.

      ‘No,’ Kim screamed, trying to carry herself forward towards them.

      The fear inside had turned ice cold, freezing her solid.

      For a few seconds time stood still. The saliva in her mouth had gone leaving her unable to speak or shout.

      Kim felt the ache that started in her heart when the remaining figure and the swinging bell rope disappeared from view.

      Her ears suddenly filled with a blood-curdling, tortured scream.

      But no one else was around.

      The scream came from her.
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      Sadie Winters ducked around the side of the kitchen entrance, dropped her backpack to the ground and took the single cigarette from her jacket pocket. Once used as the servants’ entrance it was a spot on the campus that she’d discovered two months ago. Not one school classroom faced the west side of the catering wing.

      Just a minute, she thought, as she tried to straighten the slight curve of the cigarette that had bent in her pocket. A few moments of peace were all she wanted before she hurtled towards her next lesson apologising for her lateness. Just a rest from the chaos in her head.

      She shielded the lighter from the late March wind and vowed it would be the last cigarette she smoked. She’d overheard one of the older girls in the dinner line saying she couldn’t face the thought of maths class until she’d had a smoke. Said it relaxed her. So, a few days ago Sadie had pinched one from the girl’s school bag and tried it for herself. She knew it didn’t really relax her. She knew that she was inhaling carbon monoxide which decreased the amount of blood being delivered to her muscles. But for a brief time it felt like relaxation.

      She drew heavily on the cigarette allowing the smoke to fill her thirteen-year-old lungs, remembering her first attempt and the coughing fit that had followed. She pictured it swirling around like fog in a clean jar. She didn’t want to smoke. She didn’t want to be dependent on cigarettes or anything, but the tablets were no longer having any effect. At first, they had numbed her, deadened her and quietened the destructive thoughts. The shards of anger had been softened as though covered in bubble wrap. Still there but less harmful. But not any more. The sharp edges were piercing the fog and the blackness had returned worse than ever.

      And now being forced to sit in a room and talk to a bloody counsellor about her ‘problems’ because her parents thought that would be a good idea. They wanted to hope she didn’t suddenly unburden herself to someone outside the family. She’d listened to his soft, sympathetic voice assuring her of his discretion. His repeated instruction that she could tell him anything. Like that was ever going to happen. Especially once he’d produced the piece of paper that had shown her she could trust no one.

      Damn it, she thought, throwing the cigarette to the ground. She would not let them do this to her. It had been bottled up inside her for far too long.

      She knew she wasn’t supposed to know what had happened. She wasn’t supposed to know anything. They thought they’d hidden it, but they hadn’t. Another mile added to the distance that separated her from her family. Something else they all knew that she didn’t. Another exhibit in the catalogue of proof that she didn’t belong with the rest of them.

      She had always felt it, known it. She was nothing like her sister; bright, adorable, pretty Saffie whose light shone into rooms like an angelic glow. She did not have her effortless grace or winning smile. And of course Saffie would always be perfect, always be the favourite, no matter what she did wrong.

      Sadie swiped at the angry tears that had formed in her eyes. She would not cry. She would not give them the satisfaction. She would do what she always did. Retract her head into her hardened outer shell and pretend she didn’t care.

      They hadn’t come to her aid. She had begged and pleaded with them to remove her from Heathcrest and allow her to attend a school closer to home. She hated the stuffy elitism and tradition that frowned upon individuality, stifled creativity and personal expression and promoted conformity. The place was a prison. But no, they had refused her request. No child of theirs would attend the local comprehensive. Heathcrest would build her character. She would form connections that would serve her for the rest of her life. Allies on whom she would be able to rely. But she didn’t want connections and allies. She wanted friends. Normal friends.

      The injustice of them both jumping to the aid of Saffie bit deeply into her soul. Her parents always managed to find new ways to make her feel inferior and oftentimes they didn’t even know it.

      Well, no more, she thought with determination. Tonight she would phone them, and she would make sure she was heard. And she had just the right weapon to use in her favour. Knowledge was power.

      She stepped around the brick wall as a familiar shape appeared before her.

      She frowned. ‘What are you doing—?’

      The words were cut off as a fist crashed into her left temple. Her vision blurred as she felt herself falling to the ground.

      What was happening? What had she done?

      There was no reason.

      A second blow landed to the back of her head but this came from a foot. More blows continued to land along the left side of her body as she tried to shield herself. Her stunned brain tried to connect dots in her head as a blow to her kidney sent explosions of pain surging around her body. She tried to defend herself as her mind tried to hang on to a question. There had to be some kind of mistake, her brain screamed, as the blows continued to land.

      She tried to turn on the ground but another kick to her left side brought a metallic taste into her mouth. She spat out the liquid that threatened to slide back down her throat. A small pool of red landed an inch away.

      Her vision was beginning to fade on the left side.

      Fear coursed through her as fists and feet continued to pummel at her flesh and the agony spread so that her entire body was on fire. All confusion had disappeared leaving only the terror and pain.

      She cried out as the agony in her stomach turned into knives, hacking and slicing at her organs, white hot bolts of pain that took away her breath. The vision in her left eye had completely gone and darkness was coming at her from the right.

      ‘Pl-please…’ she begged, trying to hang on to the light.

      A final blow to the head and the world disappeared from her view.
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      ‘Bryant, are you having a giraffe?’ Kim asked, incredulously, as she turned to him in the driver’s seat. They had just finished interviewing a woman who had changed her mind about testifying in court against her abusive husband. To Kim’s dismay, no amount of cajoling could persuade her to change her mind back again.

      They’d spent weeks reassuring her that she was doing the right thing; that her evidence would put the bastard away, but one visit from his mother had undone all their hard work.

      Her husband would be returned to her within a few hours, and Kim was betting Mrs Worley would be counting new bruises before the night was out. Thankfully there were no children involved or Kim wouldn’t have hesitated in contacting Child Services. As it was she could do nothing more than register as urgent any future calls of disturbances to the address.

      She knew she had done everything within her power and yet still she wanted to drive back to the end terrace and try again. Damn, the ones that got away.

      ‘I’m assuming you mean laugh, and no, I’m not.’

      ‘We may be the closest but I’m not sure we’re—’

      ‘Look, guv, there’s a thirteen-year-old girl on top of the school building threatening to jump. Pretty sure they just want someone on the scene as quickly as possible.’

      ‘Yeah, but have they met me?’ she asked, increasing her speed towards Hagley.

      Heathcrest Academy was a co-ed private school responsible for shaping the hearts and minds of the wealthy, privileged kids from the Black Country and surrounding areas from the age of five right through to university.

      Lodged between the dormitory village of West Hagley and the Clent Hills the school was placed at the picturesque edge of the urban conurbation of Stourbridge.

      Kim had never met anyone schooled at the boarding facility. Graduates of Heathcrest didn’t seem to filter into the police force.

      If she took the dual carriageway along Manor Way and turned off Hagley Wood Lane she guessed that she could make it in just a few minutes. What exactly she’d say when she got there was another matter entirely. Not renowned for her tact, diplomacy or sensitivity she realised that dispatch really must be desperate.

      On a scale of suitability for the task trained negotiators sat right at the top. Then there were people training to be negotiators. Below that were kids who aspired to the role. There were counsellors, there were normal people and somewhere way below that line was her.

      ‘I’ll hold your handbag while you go and talk to her,’ she said, crossing the black and white sign into freedom of speed.

      She crunched the gears into submission as she bullied the car up to sixty in three seconds.

      ‘She’ll probably be down by the time we get there,’ Bryant observed. ‘I’m sure that place has qualified people on site.’

      Oh yeah, Kim thought, as she slowed for a bend followed by a small traffic island. She’d read an article a few months ago about a planned multimillion pound extension for a medical wing. It had sounded like the school had better facilities than most of the local town centres.

      ‘Next left,’ Bryant said, just as she hit the indicator stick.

      The road turned into a single-track tarmac path that wound its way beneath arching willow trees with leafless branches that reached across the distance to intertwine.

      At the end, the tarmac tapered into a gravel driveway that straightened. Kim ignored the sound of bricks hitting the side of Bryant’s car as she sped along the track towards the Tudor-cum-Jacobean-style house.

      ‘Time?’ Kim asked.

      ‘Four minutes,’ he said, having timed from call to arrival.

      An imposing bell tower stood to the right of the building.

      ‘Bryant…’ Kim said, as they neared the building.

      ‘I can’t see anyone up there, either,’ he said, as she brought the car to a screeching halt, just yards away from a crowd of people, all looking down at the ground.

      ‘Looks like you were right, Bryant,’ she said, approaching the sea of horrified faces.

      The girl had made it down after all.
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      ‘Police officer, move aside,’ Kim commanded as she pushed her way through the circle of people formed of both adults and students.

      Horrified gasps had been muted into silence, but the open mouths told Kim it hadn’t been long. Damn, if she’d just broken the speed limit she might have been here in time.

      ‘There’s an ambulance on the way,’ said a shaky female voice somewhere behind her.

      Kim ignored it. An ambulance was no good to them now.

      ‘Get everyone away from here,’ she growled to a smartly dressed man leaning down towards the figure on the ground.

      He hesitated for a second before springing into action.

      She could hear Bryant’s booming voice already moving students away.

      Too late, probably, as they would never un-see the sight before them. It would play over and over in their minds and revisit them in their dreams. It never ceased to amaze Kim that people were so eager to give their minds something traumatic to grab and hold for ever.

      ‘Damn it,’ she said to herself, taking a closer look at the diminutive figure on the ground.

      The girl was dressed in the school colours. Her yellow shirt was crumpled and falling out of the brown skirt that had curled over and exposed her bottom. Despite the dark tights covering her skin, Kim leaned down and gently folded it back.

      She lay face down, her left cheek against the gravel, a pool of blood staining the white stones from the impact wound of her head hitting the ground. Her right eye stared along the path. Her left arm was flailed out as though reaching while her right lay close to her side. Both legs were straight and pointed to the metal grating that bordered a single row of daffodils close to the building. Her feet were encased in flat, black shoes. A grey smudge was visible on the sole of the right pump.

      Kim guessed her to be early teens.

      ‘What’s her name?’ she asked as the smartly dressed male reappeared beside her.

      ‘Sadie Winters,’ he replied, quietly. ‘She’s thirteen years old,’ he added.

      Jesus Christ, Kim thought.

      He offered his hand across the body. ‘Brendan Thorpe, Principal of Heathcrest.’

      Kim ignored the hand and simply nodded.

      ‘You saw her on the roof?’ she asked.

      He shook his head. ‘I heard someone shouting in the corridor that a student was on the roof threatening to jump. I immediately called the police but by the time I got out here…’

      ‘She’d already jumped?’ Kim asked.

      He nodded and swallowed.

      Kim had to wonder what could have caused a thirteen-year-old to take her own life. How bad could her life have been?

      ‘Just a child,’ Brendan Thorpe whispered.

      A child’s problems were no less important or intense than the worries of an adult, she reasoned. It was all relative. A break-up with a boyfriend could mean the end of the world. Feelings of despair were not the sole property of adults.

      The sound of tyres on gravel prompted her to turn towards the road. Two squad cars followed by an ambulance pulled to a stop behind Bryant’s Astra.

      She recognised Inspector Plant, a pleasant, permanently tanned officer with white hair and beard that contrasted with his skin tone.

      He came towards her as Bryant reappeared.

      ‘Apparent suicide,’ she advised, beginning the handover. Although first on the scene they would not take the case. CID had no remit in a suicide, except to agree that was the cause of death with the pathologist, which they would do following the post-mortem.

      In the meantime there were parents to inform, witnesses to be questioned, statements to be taken – but that would not be done by either herself or her team.

      ‘Her name is Sadie Winters, thirteen-years-old,’ she advised Plant.

      A quiet shake of the head demonstrated his regret.

      ‘Brendan Thorpe over there is the principal, who made the call to us, but she’d jumped by the time we got here.’

      Inspector Plant nodded. ‘Thanks, guys, we’ll take it—’

      His words were cut short by a female voice emanating towards them.

      ‘Is it her?’ cried the voice.

      They all turned as a blonde girl dressed in the school uniform dodged the principal and barrelled towards them.

      ‘Let me through,’ she cried. ‘I have to see if it’s her.’

      Kim lined herself up in front of the victim and tensed her body ready for the impact. This kid was hurtling towards her like a rugby player; stopping for no one.

      ‘Got ya,’ Kim said, planting her feet firmly and holding her so she couldn’t pass.

      The girl, only an inch shorter than Kim, strained to look beyond, but Bryant and Plant had moved into position and blocked her view.

      ‘Please, let me past,’ she shouted right into Kim’s ear.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Kim said, trying to hold her.

      ‘I just want to make sure,’ she cried.

      ‘Who are—’

      ‘Please, just let me past. My name is Saffron, and Sadie Winters is my sister.’
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      ‘Bloody hell, that was intense,’ Bryant said as they headed back towards the car.

      Oh yeah, her ribs were still smarting from the girl barging her to get past. Luckily the school counsellor had appeared and with the help of the principal had managed to drag the girl towards the bell tower.

      They reached the car and turned. Inspector Plant and his team were scattered among the melee of students and adults as well as guarding the body for the arrival of Keats.

      Sadie Winters’s sister sat against the bell tower with her head down. The counsellor, a thin, wiry man with ginger hair and bushy beard sat beside her, while Principal Thorpe paced and talked to someone on his mobile phone.

      And at the centre of it all was the body of a thirteen-year-old child.

      Despite her limitations in the sympathy department Kim found herself wishing she’d at least had a chance to speak to the girl, understand what had been going through her head, reassure her that it wasn’t all as bad as she thought. Emotional connection with other people did not lie at the top of her skill set but she couldn’t have done any worse than this.

      ‘Jesus, Bryant, maybe if we’d just…’

      ‘Four minutes, guv,’ he said, reminding her of how long it had taken them to get there.

      ‘But she’s so bloody young,’ Kim said, opening the car door. She was sure that many teenagers had contemplated ending it all but that was a long way from actually doing it. How bad must things have been for her to actually jump to certain death?

      She paused and turned, taking a good look at the building.

      ‘What’s up?’ Bryant asked.

      ‘Dunno,’ she answered honestly, as her gaze travelled up from the location of the body to the roof.

      Her brain was already sorting through the cases on her desk and the explanation to both Woody and the CPS about the collapsed case of Mrs Worley. Her mind had left this place and was already heading back to the office. It was only her gut that remained.

      And something didn’t feel right to her.

      ‘Troubled, I heard the counsellor say to Inspector Plant,’ Bryant prompted.

      ‘Jeez, weren’t we all at thirteen?’ she said.

      At that age she had just lost Keith and Erica, the only two adults that had ever loved her.

      ‘Guv, you’ve got that Ghostbuster look on your face.’

      ‘That what?’ she asked as her eyes reached the top of the building.

      ‘The expression that says you’re looking for something that’s just not there.’

      ‘Hmm…’ she said, absently.

      Her eyes travelled over the grand three-storey building, taking in the high windows, the rounded arcade at the centre, the flat roof with stone balustrade that linked the two arched roofs that topped the ivy-covered wings standing proud of the recessed centre.

      ‘Guv, time to go,’ Bryant prompted. ‘We’ve got plenty of our own cases back at the station.’

      He was right, as usual. The major cases that landed on her desk did nothing to stem the flow of lesser cases. It wasn’t a card game where a murder cancelled out sexual assault, robbery and gang-related violence. They were still playing catch-up from the incidents that had mounted up during the recent murder of night workers on Tavistock Road.

      And yet just because something looked like a duck and sounded like a duck. Didn’t mean it really was a duck.

      She slammed the car door shut.

      ‘Guv…’ her colleague warned.

      ‘Yeah, in a minute, Bryant,’ she said, walking back towards the building.
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      ‘Is this the only way up to the roof?’ Kim asked, as they mounted stone steps from the third floor via a corridor that ran behind a row of bedrooms.

      Brendan Thorpe shook his head. ‘There’s a fire escape in the West wing but that’s been closed off to the roof for more than a year now,’ he said, taking a set of keys from his pocket that hung lower than it would have done if his trouser belt had been working more effectively rather than sitting beneath the middle-aged paunch.

      He tried the door first to find it locked.

      ‘Could Sadie have got a spare key from anywhere?’

      Thorpe looked puzzled. ‘I don’t see how,’ he said, frowning.

      ‘Well, she got up here somehow,’ Kim observed, in case he’d forgotten there was a dead teenager on the ground. The girl’s purloining of the key was about to be the least of his problems.

      ‘I’m sorry, Inspector, you’ll have to bear with me, I’m still in a little bit of shock,’ he said, trying the wrong key.

      ‘I understand that, Mr Thorpe, but it would be useful to know how many roof keys are in existence.’

      ‘Of, course,’ he said, as they stepped outside.

      ‘There is one on my master set, the deputy principal has an identical set to mine. The janitor, the maintenance crew, each housemistress or master has a reduced set of keys, which includes a roof key.’

      ‘So, that makes?’ Kim prodded.

      ‘A total of fourteen roof keys,’ he answered.

      Kim glanced at Bryant who took out his notebook.

      She stepped outside onto the flat roof and looked around assessing the scale of the buildings joined together by walkways and ladders. From where she stood Kim could make out four clear wings, each the size of a couple of football pitches. Navigating the area from up here would be challenging enough, but downstairs, spread over three floors, she’d need a decent satnav to get her around the school.

      She stepped over a roof light and around an air conditioning unit to head towards the area she thought was the side of the building.

      Thorpe’s phone began to ring. ‘Please, excuse me,’ he said, edging back towards the stairwell.

      Bryant joined her on a patch of recently repaired bitumen.

      ‘My apologies, Inspector. I have to go,’ Thorpe said, gravely. ‘Sadie’s parents are at the police cordon.’

      ‘Do they know?’ Bryant asked.

      He shook his head. ‘Only that there’s been an incident.’

      Kim understood. Delivering such news over the phone was only done as a last resort. She did not envy him his next job.

      ‘We’ll let you know when we’re done,’ she advised as he re-entered the building.

      Bryant shoved his hands into his trouser pockets as he stood beside her.

      She narrowed her eyes at him when he started humming the Ghostbusters theme.

      ‘Just look down there,’ she said.

      ‘Must I?’ he asked, taking a tentative step forward.

      Three storeys below lay the body of Sadie Winters, guarded by uniform officers while others worked to take details and clear the area. Keats had arrived, accompanied by his team of crime scene techs, who were changing into white protective suits.

      ‘You think she jumped from here?’ Kim asked, lining herself up with the body on the ground.

      Bryant nodded and stepped back. ‘Yeah, seems about right.’

      ‘Hmm…’ she said, taking five steps to the left.

      ‘Was that the wrong answer?’ he asked.

      ‘How about here?’ she asked, ignoring his question.

      Again, he took a cautious step forward and shook his head. ‘Too far away.’

      She walked past him and headed to the right.

      ‘How about here?’ she asked.

      ‘Guv, are you trying to make me throw up?’

      ‘I haven’t cooked for you in ages, now just look,’ she urged.

      He looked down and shook his head. ‘Much too far away from where she landed,’ he said.

      She returned to her first position which was directly in line with the body. She frowned as she looked down.

      ‘Who you gonna c— aah, I think I see what you’re looking at,’ he said.

      ‘The railings,’ she clarified.

      A row of black wrought-iron spikes, about four feet high, surrounded a narrow-planted area she’d noticed on the ground. Four steps either way and there were no railings.

      ‘It’s obstructive,’ Kim said. ‘You look down and picture your body landing on those spikes.’

      ‘Ugh,’ Bryant said, looking away.

      ‘Exactly,’ Kim said. ‘And you’re a fully grown adult… allegedly.’

      ‘But if I’m killing myself anyway I’m expecting a broken neck or a fractured skull?’ he argued.

      ‘But do you really want to picture yourself impaled on those spikes?’ she asked.

      ‘Not really but I’m not a troubled thirteen-year-old girl,’ he offered.

      ‘Yeah, but I was, and I can tell you that I would have noticed those spikes.’

      People wanted to die painlessly and that was no different for suicides. Fast and painless. Logically, it didn’t make sense to her. She recalled the grey mark on the bottom of Sadie’s shoe as she took another look around the surface of the roof.

      ‘Hmmm…’ she said, not finding what she sought.

      ‘What now?’ he asked, wearily.

      ‘The cigarette,’ she answered. ‘Sadie had recently ground out a smoke with her shoe but there’s no cigarette butt here,’ she observed.

      ‘Guv, what exactly are you thinking?’ he asked, with a note of fear in his voice.

      ‘I’m thinking we might just have a chat with our good friend Keats before we leave.’
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      Kim stepped back outside into what appeared to be chaos.

      Plant and his team had succeeded in clearing the area close to the body but were still trying to corral students and adults into some kind of order. Word had clearly travelled, and the number of spectators had increased tenfold. A third squad car had just pulled in and officers were trying to guide everyone back into the main building.

      Kim ignored it all and focused her attention on the ground. ‘There’s one,’ she said, pointing. ‘And another…’

      ‘Secret smoking spot,’ Bryant said, looking around.

      Kim frowned. ‘That ash mark wouldn’t still be on the sole of her shoe if she’d had her smoke all the way down here,’ she observed.

      ‘The butt could have blown anywhere up there, guv,’ Bryant said, nodding towards the roof.

      ‘Get ’em all collected,’ Kim said, moving towards the focus of the forensic activity. She was pleased to see that a modesty blind had been placed around the victim.

      ‘Can you not do something about all these people?’ Keats asked, bypassing any form of greeting.

      ‘Not really my case,’ she answered, with a shrug.

      ‘Then don’t speak to me,’ he said, pushing his glasses back on to the bridge of his nose.

      ‘Bloody hell, Keats, who pissed on your chips so soon?’ she asked. ‘I’ve only just got here.’

      ‘All these folks with smartphones trying to get a damn photo of this poor soul to plaster all over social media.’

      Kim understood that just about the only person Keats cared about right now was the one that was no longer breathing. She gave him a moment of silence as he worked through his initial examination.

      ‘Are you still here?’ he asked, looking up.

      ‘Time of death was between one fifteen and one thirty,’ she offered.

      He scowled at her and then pointed. ‘And that guy standing over by the wall with the red hair is a potential serial killer.’

      Kim confined her smile. ‘I wasn’t telling you how to do your job, Keats,’ she said.

      He stood up straight. ‘No, really, why are you here?’

      She raised an eyebrow. ‘Just passing.’

      ‘The word “passing” is indicative of continuous movement, so I’d suggest you carry on…’

      ‘Anything suspicious?’ she asked, ignoring his outburst.

      ‘Do you mean other than the fact she’s a thirteen-year-old girl that decided to end her own life?’

      ‘Yeah, apart from that. Anything physical?’

      He shook his head. ‘Nothing yet but I’d like to take a better look at her first. And with that in mind, I’m not happy continuing here,’ he said, glancing up towards the windows with faces crammed against the glass. ‘I’ll know more once I get her cleaned up.’

      ‘You’ll let me know?’ she asked.

      ‘Of course, Inspector, as I often have little else to do,’ he said, turning to one of the techs. ‘William, if you’d be so kind.’

      William stood at the feet while Keats stood at her head.

      They bent down in unison and gently turned her onto her back and onto the stretcher. Kim saw her whole face for the first time. She didn’t look older than her years. There was no make-up, eye shadow or mascara.

      She looked exactly what she was. A child.

      ‘Come on, guv, we need to get back to the—’

      ‘I know, Bryant, I’m coming,’ she answered, beginning to turn away.

      And then she turned back and took another look at her face. She noticed Keats doing the same thing with a puzzled expression.

      She took a step closer and peered at the left cheek, where a red mark stretched up and over her temple. A gash around her ear had been responsible for the pooling of blood beneath her head. But there was something not quite right with what she was seeing. She would have expected to see a portion of the head caved in where the skull had met the ground and gravel embedded in the soft skin of her cheek.

      Kim realised this did not look like a face that had just been smashed into the ground from three-storeys high.
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      Kim had not been surprised to see she had a missed call from Woody by the time she got back into the car.

      Her conversation with Inspector Plant had been pleasant enough, and he’d been only too happy to accept her assessment of suspicious circumstances. He had graciously agreed to leave his team to continue taking witness statements which he promised would be on her desk by the following morning.

      Her request to the coroner for a post-mortem on the body of Sadie Winters would not have gone unnoticed by her boss. Requests were made by police officers or doctors if the death was unexpected, violent, unnatural or suspicious. The main aim was to find out how someone had died and if an inquest was required.

      The Winters family would probably not thank her but permission from the parents was not necessary regardless of Sadie’s age. Her gut told her she was doing the right thing by looking more closely at the death of the young girl and yet she felt a moment of trepidation before she knocked on Woody’s door. She guessed it was coming from the doubt she saw in the eyes of her colleague every time Sadie’s name was mentioned.

      ‘Sir?’ she asked, popping in just her head and leaving her body on the other side of the door. She lived in hope that was enough of her and that the conversation would be short.

      ‘Come in, Stone,’ he said, taking his reading glasses from his head and placing them on the desk beside the photo of his granddaughter, Lissy.

      Or not.

      He pointed to the top right edge of his desk. ‘Do you see that empty space there, Stone?’ he asked.

      She nodded, knowing what was coming next.

      ‘It’s been empty for the last two weeks. Around the time I asked for a copy of your staff appraisals, which I feel sure you have carried out, and copies of which you have simply forgotten to let me have,’ he said, raising one eyebrow.

      She held in the groan that was desperate to escape. Appraising the performance of her team members each year was not an activity that came naturally to her.

      ‘The expression that you’re trying to hide tells me that you have not yet completed them,’ he observed. ‘Please tell me that you’ve at least given them the forms to complete?’ he asked.

      ‘Absolutely, sir,’ she said, nodding. About that she didn’t need to find some imaginative way to hide the truth. And she’d had them back too. She just couldn’t quite remember what she’d done with them. A fact she felt was unnecessary to share with her boss.

      ‘You’ll have them by the end of the week, sir,’ she said, edging towards the door.

      Now if she could just reach the handle before…

      ‘The parents of Sadie Winters are not happy.’

      ‘They know already?’ she asked. It had been less than an hour since she’d left the site.

      ‘Yes, they know.’

      ‘Sir, who informed them?’ she asked, frowning.

      ‘That’s not important right now. They have to face the thought of their daughter being butchered when it’s going to do nothing to bring her back,’ he said.

      ‘Neither is ignoring the suspicious circumstances surrounding her death,’ she countered. ‘But I’m gonna do it anyway.’

      ‘And you’re sure the circumstances are suspicious, and this has nothing to do with the fact you didn’t get to her in time?’

      Kim frowned. ‘Is that what you think?’

      ‘More importantly, is it what you think?’

      She shook her head. She couldn’t have made it to the school any quicker, but she was stung by his words.

      ‘Do you really think I would prolong the pain of the family to soothe my own guilt, sir?’ she asked.

      ‘Do I think that your failure to change Mrs Worley’s mind in testifying against her husband was still on your mind when you got to the school? Do I think that you assume guilt for every victim you can’t save and thereby bury yourself in responsibility and personal determination to right any wrong?’ he asked, and then gave her no time to answer. ‘Yes, on a personal level, I do. From a professional point of view there are going to be a great many influential people watching you closely on this one, Stone,’ he said, meaningfully. ‘They are also going to be hoping that you do find her death to be suicide.’

      She nodded her understanding. Many rich and powerful people had been manufactured at Heathcrest Academy. The reputation of the facility was exemplary. And she was sure they wanted to keep it that way. Suicide as a manner of death was not the greatest recommendation for the school and was unlikely to appear on their marketing brochures, but it was better than other potential scenarios.

      Influential people would be watching her every move and would not hesitate to take her down if she put a foot wrong. By following her instinct back to Heathcrest she could be risking her job, her career, the respect of her team and the good faith of her boss.

      And none of these things bothered her one little bit when stacked against the death of a thirteen-year-old girl.

      ‘So, I ask you again, Stone. Are you sure you know what you’re doing?’

      She met his gaze with stubborn determination.

      ‘Yes, sir. I am.’
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      Kim carried her coffee through to the general office to begin the morning briefing.

      ‘Okay folks,’ she said, looking towards the empty board. ‘Let’s get started.’

      Silence met her ears for a few seconds as her team glanced at each other but not at her.

      ‘On what?’ Bryant asked, finally, voicing the thoughts of the rest of her team.

      ‘Not one of you thinks there’s something here?’ she asked, surprised.

      Dawson shook his head. ‘Poor little rich girl probably couldn’t get her own way, tried to get some attention up on that roof and lost her balance,’ he offered.

      Stacey shrugged. ‘Or her boyfriend finished with her and she was distraught.’

      ‘Or she was pressured by the workload and it all got a bit much for her,’ Bryant offered.

      ‘So, we have three different theories but none of you think Sadie Winters belongs on our board? And of course this has nothing to do with the fact that she went to a private school?’

      They looked from one to the other, and Dawson spoke first. ‘Boss, I’ve got two serious assaults and a string of burglary offences.’

      Stacey looked up. ‘And I’m working on a list of armed robberies in Wolverhampton to see if there’s any—’

      ‘Hey, this isn’t a bloody prove your worth competition,’ she said, holding up her hands. ‘But would someone like to show me where it says on their job description that we care less about suspicious circumstances surrounding the death of wealthy people?’

      Dawson coloured. ‘It’s got nothing to do—’

      ‘Of course it has,’ she argued. ‘You’ve already assumed she’s a poor little rich girl who was seeking attention or that she had problems that you would class as inconsequential. What if this had happened at the school down the road from Hollytree, or the academy that’s at the end of your road, Stacey? Would you still assume the same things?’ she asked.

      ‘Just doesn’t look suspicious,’ Dawson said.

      ‘Looks like a suicide,’ Bryant replied.

      Yes, they were all right, she conceded and yet there were a few things she couldn’t get out of her mind. Things that had accompanied her and Barney on their late-night walk and which had still been there when she’d opened her eyes that morning.

      The first unnatural thing that churned her stomach was a thirteen-year-old girl taking her own life. Kim knew it happened but there had to be a big question why. You didn’t just accept it and move on.

      Physically she couldn’t comprehend the spot Sadie had chosen to jump from. A quick look down and all she would have seen was those vicious black spikes staring up at her. She would have needed to leap forward to miss them instead of taking a few steps to the right or left where she would have had a clear fall.

      The absence of a cigarette butt on the roof bothered her, too, but not as much as the lack of gravel marks on her skin. Individually these inconsistencies meant little, but together they mattered. Clearly less to her team than they did to her.

      ‘What exactly do you think we’re looking for, guv?’ Bryant asked.

      She shrugged. She really had no idea. She saw the collective sigh of relief as her team thought her admission signalled defeat. Not one of them thought there was anything suspicious about this tragic situation.

      So, it was a good job this was not a democracy and that she was the boss.

      ‘Dawson, write Sadie’s name on the board, now,’ she said as her phone began to ring.
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      ‘So, why exactly does Keats want to see us?’ Bryant asked, as he parked the car at Russells Hall Hospital.

      ‘Sadie’s parents have identified the body and are asking for a speedy resolution, which is understandable,’ she acknowledged.

      No parent wanted to think of their child being kept in cold storage in a morgue. They would want her body transferred to a funeral director where they could go and visit her and begin making plans for her burial.

      ‘Just a formality then?’ Bryant asked.

      ‘Hmm…’ she responded absently.

      Once she and Keats had agreed it was suicide with no suspicious circumstances the body could then be released.

      She was about to enter the hospital when something caught her eye. Just along the pavement on a wooden bench sat two figures huddled together. The man’s arm was fixed tightly around the woman’s shoulders as though holding her together.

      Kim knew instinctively who they were. Their grief-laden shoulders and hunched backs told her she was looking at Sadie’s parents. She stepped away from the doors and headed towards them.

      ‘Mr and Mrs Winters?’ she asked, standing before them.

      They both looked up, startled.

      She introduced herself and Bryant, who was now standing beside her.

      Mr Winters made to stand but Kim shook her head.

      ‘Please, stay seated. I’m sure what you’ve just seen has been quite a shock for you.’

      This time yesterday they’d had two daughters and now they had one. On the face of it their youngest had chosen to end her own life. Their questions would never end. Their guilt would never end.

      ‘She looked so peaceful,’ Mrs Winters said, as the tears filled her reddened eyes. She turned back into the embrace of her husband, who pulled her tightly to him.

      Both were dressed in casual but well-cut jeans. He wore a sweatshirt beneath a sports jacket, and she wore a chunky cable-knit cardigan over a pastel shirt.

      ‘We are so sorry for your loss,’ Bryant offered.

      Mr Winters nodded and blinked his green eyes furiously to ward off his own threatening tears.

      ‘Thank you,’ he said, looking towards the door. ‘I can’t stomach the thought of her in there amongst…’

      His words trailed away leaving Kim to wonder exactly what it was he feared. That she was amongst other dead bodies? No harm could come to her now.

      ‘We were first on the scene, yesterday,’ Kim said.

      Mrs Winters’s head snapped around.

      ‘Did you see her? Was she alive? Did you speak to her?’

      Kim shook her head. ‘My understanding is that it all happened very quickly,’ she said gently.

      Mrs Winters nodded and cast her eyes down. ‘That’s what Principal Thorpe told us.’

      Kim took a step away and then reconsidered. ‘May I ask you a couple of questions?’ She understood that they’d just identified Sadie’s body, but they looked as though they could bear a question or two.

      Mr Winters hesitated before nodding, and Kim understood that she needed to go easy.

      ‘Had Sadie been having any problems you know of?’ she asked.

      There was no hesitation before Mr Winters nodded.

      ‘Sadie has been troubled for a while now,’ he admitted. ‘She’s been withdrawn, hostile at times. We’ve been struggling to reach her. We assumed it was a phase, but she must have been unhappier than we thought,’ he said, looking away.

      Kim wished she had some comfort to offer but she suspected it was considerably harder to monitor your child’s psychological state closely when they were away at boarding school.

      ‘We just want to make arrangements to take her home,’ he said, quietly. ‘Sorry, you know what I mean.’

      Kim did know what he meant, and she would want the same thing.

      He continued: ‘That man in there, the pathologist, explained that he was waiting on the attendance of a detective.’

      Thanks Keats, she thought, for throwing the responsibility and landing it firmly at her feet.

      ‘So, you’ll release her to us?’

      ‘As soon as we can,’ Kim said, making it clear that she could not answer him right now. ‘We’ll inform you as soon as we can but there are just a few formalities first.’

      ‘But surely—’

      ‘Mr Winters,’ Bryant interjected. ‘Don’t concern yourself. Just take care of your wife,’ he said, looking towards Mrs Winters who was sobbing quietly into his shoulder.

      He nodded and stood, guiding his wife towards a Bentley parked on double yellow lines.

      

      ‘I hope we can give them some peace soon,’ Bryant said, as they headed towards the morgue.

      Kim nodded her agreement as the automatic doors slid open.

      ‘What you got, Keats?’ she asked.

      ‘More friends than you,’ he responded without turning.

      She shrugged. That was hardly an achievement.

      ‘Just saw Sadie’s parents outside. Cheers for throwing me under the bus,’ she said.

      ‘Is that really a viable option?’ he asked, turning to Bryant, who shrugged in response.

      Three responses curled around her tongue until she saw that his face was tighter than usual. The lines at the corner of his eyes appeared deeper, the dark circles duskier. He was unlikely to have slept well under the cloud of cutting open a child.

      She watched Bryant’s customary shudder whenever they entered the morgue. For some reason the cold, stark sterility of the surroundings unnerved him. Her, not so much. Kind of reminded her of her first studio flat.

      ‘Obviously they want her back as soon as possible,’ she said.

      ‘They’re hoping for a swift resolution,’ he said, meeting her gaze.

      Kim leaned back against a bed-sized metal dish. She thought about the distraught parents who were desperate to remove their child from this cold, sterile environment. She even considered the subtle urging she could feel coming from her colleague beside her. And then she thought about the railings and the ash mark on her shoe and the absence of gravel embedded in her skin.

      ‘Shall we get started, then?’ she asked.

      ‘Already done,’ he answered with a long sigh.

      ‘You’ve done the post-mortem already?’ she asked. Over the years she had begged, cajoled, attempted to bribe and used threats of violence but never had he performed a post-mortem so quickly.

      ‘I have bosses too, Stone,’ he said, meeting her gaze.

      Bloody hell, this family did have friends in high places.

      ‘Pressuring you for a suicide call?’ she asked.

      ‘Not pressuring exactly. Let’s just say it would be preferable.’

      ‘And?’ she asked.

      He reached for his clipboard. ‘I can confirm that this girl did not take very good care of herself. All her major organs were healthy and apparently functioning fine; however neither her stomach, intestines or bowels held anything even remotely resembling a proper meal. Sadie Winters seemed to exist on a diet of energy drinks and breakfast bars, and as such was considerably underweight.’

      Kim couldn’t help wondering if the girl had harboured weight issues or if her intake of food and drink had been some form of control.

      ‘Any evidence of an eating disorder?’ she asked.

      He shook his head. ‘Nothing obvious but may have been too early to tell.’

      Kim realised that the troubled expression she’d seen on the pathologist’s face when she’d entered had not yet left it.

      ‘Keats, despite the fact we’re both under pressure to return this girl speedily to her parents, I’m guessing we’re not going to be calling a suicide.’

      The pathologist peered at her over his glasses. ‘Very perceptive, Inspector. You are correct, and I’m now going to tell you the reasons why.’
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      She resisted the urge to turn to Bryant with her ‘I told you so’ expression. Instead she kept her focus on Keats.

      ‘Go on,’ she urged.

      He lifted and rolled the sheet slowly from the tip of her toes, over her knees and stopped at her upper thighs. He gently pinched the skin between his thumb and forefinger and pulled it towards him.

      ‘Bloody hell,’ Bryant said, as her own eyes widened.

      She was looking at twenty or more thin scars and scratches criss-crossing each other. Some were white and some red, healed by congealed blood and more recent than the others.

      Bryant shook his head. ‘What the hell is that?’

      ‘Self-harming?’ Kim asked, looking to Keats.

      He nodded. ‘There are a few on the right leg but she seemed to favour the left.’

      Kim had encountered a few self-harmers during her childhood. Some chose places on the body more readily visible with the subconscious hope of the wounds being seen, a cry for help. The inner thigh was a common spot for the most serious self-harmers. So close to the intimate area was unlikely to be seen by anyone. Sadie had not been trying to get noticed.

      ‘Jesus, this poor kid,’ Kim said. Whatever had been going on it had been too much for a thirteen-year-old girl to deal with.

      In life, there were younger thirteen-year-olds and older thirteen-year-olds. Some had discovered boys, make-up, sexuality and could pass for much older. Some had not. But in death, scrubbed clean, it made no difference. It was a thirteen-year-old kid lying here on the table.

      ‘But, doesn’t that just strengthen the suicide theory?’ Bryant asked.

      ‘Only if you ignore the anomalies,’ Keats answered, reaching for a pile of X-rays. ‘Do you recall the position of Sadie’s body at the scene?’

      ‘Of course,’ she answered. The vision of the broken child was imprinted on her memory.

      ‘Care to adopt the position for me, in the interests of my detailed explanation?’ he asked.

      She rolled her eyes as she began to lower herself to the ground.

      ‘Not down there,’ he snapped.

      She looked to the metal workbench that was covered in X-rays.

      ‘Just get on here,’ Keats said, impatiently, pointing to the metal dish next to Sadie.

      ‘Keats…’ she warned.

      ‘Oh, stop being such a baby,’ he growled.

      She shook her head before easing herself onto the side and then into the dish, trying hard not to think of the occupants that had filled the space before her. As she got into position she caught a glimpse of Sadie’s left hand peeping out from beneath the sheet. She fought the instinct to reach out and hold it across the space that separated them.

      ‘Okay, perfect, except your left leg needs to be a bit higher.’

      She moved it as Bryant hid a chuckle behind a cough. She caught the wink that Keats sent his way.

      ‘Err… guys,’ she growled.

      ‘Okay, imagine that’s how you’ve landed.’

      Kim closed her eyes and imagined that she had just thudded to the ground in this position. She felt the contact on the ground to her ankle, along the side of her lower leg, the edge of the knee and up to her hip, along the side of her ribcage and up through her shoulder.

      ‘Areas of greatest impact?’ Keats asked.

      Kim didn’t open her eyes as she answered.

      ‘Ankle, knee, hip and shoulder.’

      ‘All intact,’ he said, causing her to open her eyes and sit up.

      ‘But that makes no sense at—’

      ‘Back down,’ he instructed, as he put two X-rays onto the wall and switched on the light. He reached for a wand and came to stand beside her while pointing to the first X-ray. ‘That broken bone is in her other knee, and it has snapped inwards as though being trod on.’ He pointed to the spot on her own knee which wouldn’t have made any contact with the ground. ‘And the second broken bone is her right rib,’ he said, again using the wand to show her exactly where.

      The rib was nowhere near the ground.

      ‘And lastly, how about right here?’ he asked touching the top of her head.

      She shook her head. ‘Nothing.’

      He moved to the X-rays and replaced the one on the first light board.

      ‘Bloody hell,’ Bryant said, as she sat up.

      Kim found herself touching her own head at the point where Sadie’s had quite clearly been injured.

      The spot had been nowhere near the ground.

      Kim climbed out of the tray and took a closer look.

      ‘This makes absolutely no sense,’ she said.

      Keats nodded his agreement. ‘I suspect that some of the broken bones were inflicted after death, but the cause of death was most definitely the blow to the top of the head.’

      ‘Murder staged to look like a suicide,’ Bryant said.

      Keats sighed heavily. ‘Indeed, Bryant. In my opinion, this poor girl was beaten to death.’

      Kim’s brain had already digested that fact and was now processing other anomalies.

      It explained many things that had been nibbling at her gut. The absence of the cigarette butt up on the roof, the location of the jump point, the lack of gravel rash and the fact that they hadn’t yet identified anyone who had seen Sadie Winters on the roof.

      Because she’d never been up there in the first place.

    




This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/dying-truth.jpg
H‘T

D.I. KIM STONE
BOOK EIGHT *

A completely gripping crime thriller_





OEBPS/images/logo-ebook-conversions.jpg
bookguture





