
  
    [image: Evil Games]
  


  
    
      Evil Games

      A gripping, heart-stopping thriller

    

    
      
        Angela Marsons

      

    

    
      
        [image: Bookouture]
      

    

  


  
    
      This book is dedicated to my nan, Winifred Walford.  My best friend and with whom no time would ever have been enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

        

      

    

    
      Black Country – March 2015

      Three minutes to go.

      Dawn raids didn’t come bigger than this.  The case had taken months to build.  And now Kim Stone and her team were ready.  The social workers were positioned across the road and would be given a signal to enter.  Two little girls would not be sleeping here tonight.

      Two minutes to go.

      She keyed the radio.  ‘Everyone in position?’

      ‘Awaiting your command, Guv,’ replied Hawkins.  His team, parked two streets away, was poised to secure the rear of the property.

      ‘Good to go, Guv,’ said Hammond from the car behind.  He had possession of the ‘big key’ that would gain a fast and deafening entrance.

      One minute to go.

      Kim’s hand rested above the door handle.  Her muscles tensed, an adrenaline rush borne of impending danger; her body making the choice between fight or flight.  As if flight had ever been an option.

      She turned to look at Bryant, her partner, who had the most important thing: the warrant.

      ‘Bryant, you ready?’

      He nodded.

      Kim watched the second hand hit twelve.  ‘Go, go, go,’ she called over the radio.

      Eight pairs of boots thundered on the pavement and converged at the front door.  Kim got there first.  She stood aside as Hammond swung the enforcer at the door.  The cheap wooden frame collapsed against three tonnes of kinetic energy.

      As per the briefing, Bryant and a constable ran straight up the stairs towards the master bedroom to serve the warrant.

      ‘Brown, Griff, take the lounge and kitchen.  Strip the place bare if you need to.   Dawson, Rudge, Hammond, you’re with me.’

      Immediately the house was filled with the sound of cupboard doors being swung open and drawers crashing shut.

      Floorboards above her creaked and a woman wailed hysterically.  Kim ignored it and gave the signal for the two social workers to enter the property.

      She stood before the cellar door.  A padlock secured the handle.

      ‘Hammond, bolt cutters,’ she called.

      The officer materialised beside her and expertly snapped the metal.

      Dawson stepped ahead of her, feeling along the wall for a switch.

      A funnel of light from the hallway lit the stone steps.  Dawson carried on down and powered up his torch, lighting the walkway beneath her feet.  The smell of stale smoke and damp permeated the air.

      Hammond headed over to the corner which held a spotlamp.  He switched it on.  The beam was aimed at the square gym mat that dominated the middle of the room.  A tripod stood just beyond.

      In the opposite corner was a wardrobe.  Kim opened it to find a number of outfits including a school uniform and bathing costumes.  On the floor of the wardrobe were toys: a rubber ring, beach ball, dolls.

      Kim fought back the nausea.

      ‘Rudge, take photos,’ she instructed.

      Hammond knocked on each of the walls, checking for any secret spaces.

      In the furthest corner, in an alcove, sat a desk with a computer.  Above it were three shelves.  The top one was filled with magazines.  The thin spines offered no clue to their content but Kim knew what they were.  The middle shelf held a selection of digital cameras, mini discs and cleaning equipment.  On the lowest shelf, she counted seventeen DVDs.

      Dawson took the first one labelled Daisy Goes Swimming and put it into the disc drive.  The high-powered machine quickly sprang into life.

      Daisy, the eight-year-old, appeared on the screen in a yellow bathing costume.  The rubber ring encircled her tiny waist.  Her thin arms hugged her upper body but did nothing to stop the trembling.

      Emotion gripped Kim’s throat.  She wanted to tear her eyes away, but couldn’t.  She pretended to herself that she could prevent what was about to happen – but of course she couldn’t, because it already had.

      ‘Wh— what now, Daddy?’ Daisy’s tremulous voice asked.

      All activity stopped.  The cellar stood still.  Not a sound came from four hardened officers paralysed by the little girl’s voice.

      ‘We’re just going to play a little game, sweetheart,’ Daddy said, coming into camera view.

      Kim swallowed and broke the spell.  ‘Turn it off, Dawson,’ she whispered.  They all knew what happened next.

      ‘Bastard,’ Dawson said.  His fingers shook as he replaced the disc.

      Hammond stared into the corner and Rudge slowly cleaned his camera lens.

      Kim pulled herself together.  ‘Guys, we are gonna make this piece of shit pay for what he’s done.  I promise you that.’

      Dawson took out the paperwork to itemise every piece of evidence.  He had a long night ahead.

      Kim heard a commotion upstairs.  A female screamed hysterically.

      ‘Guv, can you come up here?’ Griff called.

      Kim took one last look around.  ‘Rip the place apart, guys.’

      She met the officer at the top of the cellar steps.  ‘What?’

      ‘Wife is demanding some answers.’

      Kim strode to the front door, where a woman in her mid-forties stood clutching a dressing gown to her gaunt frame.  Social workers placed her two shivering daughters into a Fiat Panda.

      Sensing Kim behind her, Wendy Dunn turned.  Her eyes were red against a colourless face.  ‘Where are they taking my children?’

      Kim controlled the urge to knock her out.  ‘Away from your sick, perverted husband.’

      The wife clutched the garment at her throat.  Her head shook from side to side.  ‘I didn’t know, I swear I didn’t know.  I want my children.  I didn’t know.’

      Kim tipped her head.  ‘Really?  The wife tends to disbelieve it until she’s shown proof.  You haven’t seen any proof yet, have you, Mrs Dunn?’

      Her eyes darted everywhere but back at Kim.  ‘I swear to you, I didn’t know.’

      Kim leaned forward, the image of Daisy fresh in her mind.  ‘You’re a lying bitch.  You knew.  You’re their mother and you allowed them to be damaged forever.  I hope you never know a moment’s peace for the rest of your miserable damn life.’

      Bryant appeared beside her.  ‘Guv … ’

      Kim dragged her gaze away from the trembling woman and turned round.

      She looked over Bryant’s shoulder, straight into the eyes of the man responsible for ensuring that two young girls would never view the world as they should.  Everything else in the house faded away and for a few seconds it was just the two of them.

      She stared hard, noting the flaccid, excess skin that hung from his jaws like melting wax.  His breathing was fast and laboured, his forty-stone body exhausted by any type of movement.

      ‘You can’t … fucking … come in here … and just do what … the hell you want.’

      She walked towards him.  Her entire being recoiled at closing the space between them.  ‘I’ve got a warrant that says I can.’

      He shook his head.  ‘Get out of … my house … before I call my … solicitor.’

      She removed the handcuffs from her back pocket.  ‘Leonard Dunn, I am arresting you on suspicion of assault of a child under thirteen by penetration, sexual assault of a child under thirteen and causing a child under thirteen to engage in sexual activity.’

      Her eyes bored into his.  She saw only panic.

      She opened the handcuffs as Bryant grabbed Dunn’s forearms in preparation.

      ‘You do not have to say anything.  But it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court.  Anything you do say may be given in evidence.’

      She closed the handcuffs, taking care not to touch the hairy, white flesh.  She threw his arms away from her and looked at her partner.

      ‘Bryant, get this foul, sick bastard out of my sight before I do something that we’ll both regret.’
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      Kim smelled the aftershave before the wearer came into view.

      ‘Piss off, Bryant, I’m not home.’

      His six-foot frame bent under the half-raised garage shutter door.

      She muted her iPod, silencing the silvery notes of Vivaldi’s Winter Concerto.

      Snatching up a stray rag, she wiped her hands, and using every inch of her five-foot-nine height, she faced him squarely.  Her right hand instinctively ran through her short shock of black hair.  Bryant knew that was her pre-battle habit.  She placed the errant hand on her hip.

      ‘What do you want?’

      He carefully stepped around the explosion of motorcycle parts that littered the garage floor.

      ‘Jesus, what does this want to be when it grows up?’

      Kim followed his gaze around the space.  To him it looked like a small corner of a scrapyard.  To her it was forgotten treasure.  It had taken almost a year to track down every part to build this motorbike and she couldn’t wait.

      ‘It’s a 1954 BSA Goldstar.’

      His right eyebrow lifted.  ‘I’m gonna take your word on that one.’

      She met his gaze and waited.  This wasn’t the reason for his visit and they both knew it.

      ‘You weren’t there last night,’ he said, retrieving the exhaust manifold from the floor.

      ‘Well deduced, Sherlock.  You should consider becoming a detective.’

      He smiled and then sobered.  ‘It was a celebration, Guv.’

      She narrowed her gaze.  Here, in her home, she was not Detective Inspector and he was not Detective Sergeant.  She was Kim and he was Bryant; her work partner and the closest thing to a friend she had.

      ‘Yeah, whatever.  Where were you?’  His voice softened.  It wasn’t the accusation she’d been expecting.

      She took the exhaust from him and placed it onto the workbench.  ‘It wasn’t a celebration for me.’

      ‘But we got him, Kim.’

      And now he was talking to her as a friend.

      ‘Yes, but we didn’t get her.’

      She reached for the pliers.  Some idiot had secured the manifold to the housing with a screw a quarter-inch too big.

      ‘Not enough evidence to charge her.  She claims she knew nothing about it and CPS can’t find otherwise.’

      ‘Then they should get their heads out from their arses and look harder.’

      She clipped the pliers around the end of the bolt and began to turn gently.

      ‘We did our best, Kim.’

      ‘It’s not enough, Bryant.  That woman is their mother.  She gave birth to those two little girls and then allowed them to be used in the worst possible way by their own father.  Those kids will never lead a normal life.’

      ‘Because of him, Kim.’

      Her eyes bored into his.  ‘He’s a sick bastard. What’s her excuse?’

      He shrugged.  ‘She insists she didn’t know, that there were no signs.’

      Kim looked away.  ‘There are always signs.’

      She turned the pliers gently, trying to tease the bolt free without causing any damage to the manifold.

      ‘We can’t shake her.  She’s sticking to it.’

      ‘You’re telling me she never wondered why the door to the cellar was locked, or that there wasn’t one time, just one, that she came home early and felt something wasn’t quite right?’

      ‘We can’t prove it, though.  We all did our best.’

      ‘Well it wasn’t good enough, Bryant.  Not even close.  She was their mother.  She should have protected them.’

      She applied extra force and turned the pliers anti-clockwise.

      The fixing collapsed into the manifold.

      She threw the pliers against the wall.  ‘Damn, it took almost four months to track down that bloody exhaust.’

      Bryant shook his head.  ‘Not the first set of nuts you’ve broken is it, Kim?’

      Despite her anger, a smile tugged at her lips.

      ‘And I’m sure it won’t be the last.’  She shook her head.  ‘Pass me those pliers back, will you?’

      ‘A please would be nice.  Didn’t your parents teach you any manners, young lady?’

      Kim said nothing.  She’d learned plenty from all seven sets of foster parents and not much of it had been good.

      ‘The team appreciated the tab you left behind the bar, though.’

      She nodded and sighed.  Her team deserved the celebration.  They had worked hard to build the case.  Leonard Dunn would not see the outside world for a very long time.

      ‘If you’re staying, make yourself useful and pour the coffee … please.’

      He shook his head, walking through the door that led into the kitchen.  ‘Is there a pot on?’

      Kim didn’t bother answering.  If she was home there was a pot on.

      As he fussed around the kitchen, Kim was again struck by the fact that there was no animosity from him that she had risen through the ranks at a much faster pace than he had.  At forty-six, Bryant had no problem with taking instruction from a woman who was twelve years his junior.

      Bryant handed her a mug and leaned back against the bench.  ‘I see you’ve been cooking again.’

      ‘Did you try one?’

      He guffawed.  ‘Nah, it’s okay.  I wanna live, and I don’t eat anything I can’t put a name to.  They look like Afghan landmines.’

      ‘They’re biscuits.’

      He shook his head.  ‘Why do you put yourself through it?’

      ‘Because I’m crap at it.’

      ‘Oh yeah, of course. Got distracted again, did you?  Saw a bit of chrome that needed polishing or a screw that needed …’

      ‘Have you really got nothing better to do on a Saturday morning than this?’

      He shook his head.  ‘Nope, the ladies in my life are having their nails done.  So, no, I really don’t have anything better to do than bug the hell out of you.’

      ‘Okay then, but can I ask you a personal question?’

      ‘Look, I’m happily married and you’re my boss, so the answer is no.’

      Kim groaned.  ‘Good to know.  But more importantly, why can’t you find the backbone to tell your missus you don’t want to smell like the dressing room of a boy band?’

      He shook his head and looked to the ground.  ‘I can’t.  I haven’t spoken to her for three weeks.’

      Kim turned, alarmed.  ‘Why not?’

      He lifted his head and grinned.  ‘’Cos I don’t like to interrupt.’

      Kim shook her head and checked her watch.  ‘Okay, finish your coffee and naff off.’

      He drained his mug.  ‘Loving your subtlety, Kim,’ he said, heading towards the garage door.  He turned.  His expression asked her if she was okay.

      She grunted in response.

      As his car pulled away, Kim sighed deeply.  She had to let the case go.  The fact that Wendy Dunn had allowed her children to be sexually abused made her jaws ache.  The knowledge that those two little girls would be returned to their mother sickened her.  That they would again be in the care of the one person who was supposed to protect them would haunt her.

      Kim threw the used rag onto the bench and lowered the roller shutter door.  She had family to visit.
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      Kim placed the white roses in front of the gravestone that bore her twin brother’s name.  The tip of the tallest petal fell just below the dates that marked the duration of his life.  Six short years.

      The flower shop had been aglow with buckets of daffodils; the flower synonymous with Mother’s Day.  Kim hated daffodils, hated Mother’s Day, but above all, she hated her mother.  What flower did one buy for an evil, murdering bitch?

      She stood upright and gazed down at the freshly mown grass.  It was hard not to visualise the frail, emaciated body that had been ripped from her arms twenty-eight years earlier.

      She ached to recall a memory of his sweet, trusting face, full of innocent joy and laughter; of childhood.  But she could not.

      No matter how many years passed, the rage never left her.  That his short life had been filled with such sadness, such fear, haunted her every day.

      Kim unclenched her right fist and stroked the cold marble as though she was smoothing his short black hair, so like her own.  She desperately wanted to tell him she was sorry.  Sorry that she couldn’t protect him and so sorry that she couldn’t keep him alive.

      ‘Mikey, I love you and miss you every day.’  She kissed her fingers and transferred the kiss to the stone.  ‘Sleep tight, my little angel.’

      With one last look she turned and headed away.

      The Kawasaki Ninja waited for her outside the cemetery gates.  Some days the motorbike was 600cc of pure power that transported her from place to place.  Today it would be her salvation.

      She put on her helmet and pulled away from the curb.  Today she needed to escape.

      

      She rode the bike through Old Hill and Cradley Heath, Black Country towns that had once thrived with Saturday shoppers hopping from the stores to the market and then the cafe for a weekly catch-up.  But now the brand names had moved to out-of-town retail parks, taking the shoppers and the lively buzz with them.

      Unemployment in the Black Country was the third highest in the country and had never recovered from the decline of the coal and steel industry which had boomed in Victorian times.

      The foundries and steelworks had been demolished to make way for trading estates and flats.

      But today Kim didn’t want to tour the Black Country.  She wanted to ride the bike, hard.

      She headed out of Stourbridge towards Stourton and an eighteen-mile stretch of road that wound its way to the picturesque town of Bridgnorth.  She had no interest in the riverside shops or cafes.  What she wanted was the ride.

      At the black and white sign she accelerated the bike.  The anticipated shot of adrenaline ripped through her veins as the engine came to life beneath her.  She leaned into the machine, her breasts against the fuel tank.

      Once unleashed, the power of the bike challenged every muscle in her body.  She could feel its impatience and agitation in wanting to explode.  And at times she was tempted to let it.

      Come on, get me, she thought as her right knee kissed the ground on a sudden, sharp turn.  I’m waiting, you bastards, I’m waiting.

      Just now and again she liked to taunt the demons.  She liked to goad the fates that had been denied when she hadn’t died beside her brother.

      And one of these days they would get her.  It was just a matter of when.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Doctor Alexandra Thorne circled the consultation room for the third time, as was her custom prior to a meeting with an important client.  To Alex’s knowledge, her first patient of the day had achieved nothing remarkable in the twenty-four years of her existence.  Ruth Willis had not saved anyone’s life.  She had not discovered a miracle drug, or even been a particularly productive member of society.  No, the significance of Ruth’s existence was for Alex’s benefit only.  A fact of which the subject herself was blissfully unaware.

      Alex continued her inspection with a critical eye and lowered herself into the chair reserved for her patients; and for good reason.  It was crafted of brain-tanned Italian leather which gently caressed her back and offered reassuring comfort and warmth.

      The chair was angled away from the distraction of the sash window, instead offering the patient a view of the certificates adorning the wall behind the reproduction Regency writing table.

      On top of the desk sat a photograph turned slightly so the patient could see a handsome, athletic man with two young boys, all smiling for the camera.  A reassuring photograph of a beautiful family.

      Most important for this particular session was the eyeline view of the letter opener with its carved wooden handle and thin long blade that graced the front of her desk.

      The sound of the doorbell sent a shiver of anticipation through her body.  Perfect, Ruth was right on time.

      Alex paused briefly to check her own appearance from toe to head.  Three-inch heels added to her natural height of five foot six.  Her long, slim legs were encased in navy, tailored trousers with a wide leather belt.  A simple silk shirt enhanced the illusion of understated elegance.  Her dark auburn hair curled at the ends in a sleek, tidy bob.  She reached for the spectacles in the drawer and fixed them on the bridge of her nose to complete the ensemble.  The prop was unnecessary for her vision but imperative for her image.

      ‘Good morning, Ruth,’ Alex said, opening the door.

      Ruth entered, personifying the dreary day outside.  Her face was lifeless, shoulders drooped and depressed.

      ‘How have you been?’

      ‘Not too good,’ Ruth answered, taking her seat.

      Alex stood at the coffee maker.  ‘Have you seen him again?’

      Ruth shook her head, but Alex could tell she was lying.

      ‘Did you go back?’

      Ruth looked away guiltily, unaware that she’d done exactly what Alex had wanted her to do.

      Ruth had been nineteen and a promising student of Law when she’d been brutally raped, beaten and left for dead two hundred yards from her home.

      The fingerprints from the leather rucksack that had been torn from her back had revealed the rapist to be thirty-eight-year-old Allan Harris, whose details had been in the system for petty theft in his late twenties.

      Ruth had faced an arduous trial that had seen the perpetrator sent to prison for twelve years.

      The girl had done her best to put her life together but the event completely changed her personality.  She became withdrawn, left university and lost touch with her friends.  The subsequent counselling had been ineffective in returning her to any semblance of a normal life.  Her existence consisted of going through the motions.  And even that frail façade had been destroyed three months earlier when she’d passed a pub on the Thorns Road and seen her attacker leaving with a dog by his side.

      A couple of phone calls had confirmed that Allan Harris had been released on good behaviour after serving less than half his sentence.  This news had driven the girl to a suicide attempt and the resulting court order had brought her to Alex.

      During their last session, Ruth had admitted to spending every night outside the pub, in the shadows, just to see him.

      ‘If you recall, I did advise against going back when we last met.’  This was not a total lie.  Alex had advised her not to go back, but not as strongly as she could have done.

      ‘I know, but I had to see.’

      ‘But what, Ruth?’ Alex forced tenderness into her tone.  ‘What were you hoping to see?’

      Ruth gripped the arm of the chair.  ‘I want to know why he did what he did.  I want to see in his face if he’s sorry, if he’s got any guilt for destroying my life.  For destroying me.’

      Alex nodded sympathetically but she had to move this along.  There was much to achieve in a short time.

      ‘Do you remember what we talked about last session?’

      Ruth’s pinched face became anxious.  She nodded.

      ‘I know how hard this will be for you but it is integral to the healing process.  Do you trust me?’

      Ruth nodded without hesitation.

      Alex smiled.  ‘Good, I’ll be here with you.  Take me through it from the beginning.  Tell me what happened that night.’

      Ruth took several deep breaths and fixed her eyes above the desk in the corner.  Perfect.

      ‘It was Friday the seventeenth of February.  I’d been to two lectures and had a mountain of study to get through.  A few friends were going for drinks in Stourbridge to celebrate something, as students do.

      ‘We went to a small pub in the town centre.  When we left I made my excuses and started home ’cos I didn’t want a hangover.

      ‘I missed my bus by about five minutes.  I tried to get a taxi but it was peak clubbing time on a Friday night.  It was a twenty-minute wait and I was only going a mile and a half to Lye so I started walking.’

      Ruth paused and took a sip of coffee with a trembling hand.  Alex wondered how many times in the years since she wished she’d just waited for the taxi.

      Alex nodded for her to continue.

      ‘I left the taxi rank in the bus station and put my iPod on.  It was freezing so I walked quickly and got to Lye High Street in about fifteen minutes.  I went into the Spar and grabbed a sandwich because I hadn’t eaten since lunch time.’

      Ruth’s breathing quickened and her gaze was unblinking as she recalled what happened next.

      ‘I kept walking while trying to open the damn plastic container.  I never heard a thing, nothing.  At first I thought a car had run into the back of me and then I realised that I was being dragged backwards by my backpack.  By the time I understood what was going on there was a huge hand covering my mouth.  He was behind me so I couldn’t hit him.  I kept thrashing but I couldn’t reach him.

      ‘I felt like I’d been dragged miles but it was only about fifty yards into the darkness of the graveyard at the top of the High Street.’

      Alex noted that Ruth’s voice had become distant, clinical, as though reciting an event that had happened to someone else.

      ‘He stuffed a rag into my mouth and threw me to the ground.  My head hit the side of a gravestone and blood ran down my cheek.  At the time, he was reaching underneath me to unzip my jeans and all I could think about was the blood.  There was so much of it.  My jeans had been pulled down to my ankles.  He put his foot onto my calf and put his weight on it.  I tried to ignore the pain and push myself up.  He kicked the right side of my head and then I heard his zip being pulled down and the rustle of his trousers.’

      Ruth took a deep breath.  ‘It was only then that I realised he was going to rape me.  I tried to scream but the rag in my mouth muffled the sound.

      ‘He ripped off my backpack and then used his knee to spread my legs apart.  He lowered himself onto me and thrust himself into my back passage.  The pain was so horrendous I couldn’t breathe and the screams couldn’t get past the rag in my mouth.  I lost consciousness a couple of times and each time I came back I prayed for death.’

      Tears had started to roll down Ruth’s cheeks.

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘It seemed to go on for hours and then he was spent.  He stood quickly, zipped himself up and bent down.  He whispered into my ear, ‘Hope that was good for you, darlin’.’  He kicked me again in the head and was gone.  I blacked out and only came to as I was being lifted into the ambulance.’

      Alex reached across and squeezed Ruth’s hand.  It was ice cold and trembling.  Alex hadn’t been listening too closely.  This needed to be moved on.

      ‘How long were you in hospital?’

      ‘Almost two weeks.  The head injuries healed first; apparently head wounds bleed a lot.  It was the other thing.’

      Ruth was uncomfortable speaking about the other injury, but Alex needed Ruth to feel the pain and humiliation of it all.

      ‘How many stitches again?’

      Ruth winced.  ‘Eleven.’

      Alex watched Ruth’s jaw grow firm as she recalled the horror in her own private hell.

      ‘Ruth, I can’t even begin to understand what you’ve been through and I’m sorry for causing you to have to relive it but it’s necessary for your long-term healing.’

      Ruth nodded and fixed her with a look of total trust.

      ‘So, in your own words, what did this monster take from you?’

      Ruth thought for a moment.  ‘Light.’

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘Nothing is light anymore.  I have this idea that before that night I viewed everything with light.  The world was light, even a dull, thundery day was light, but now it seems that my vision has a filter, making everything darker.

      ‘Summer days are not as bright, jokes are not as funny, no motives are without agenda.  My view of the world and everyone in it, even people I love, is changed for good.’

      ‘What prompted the suicide attempt?’

      Ruth uncrossed and re-crossed her legs.  ‘When I saw him I was in shock, initially.  I couldn’t believe that he was out so soon, that justice had failed me so miserably, but it was more than that,’ she said, as though finally realising something she hadn’t explored before.  ‘It was the realisation that I will never be free of the rage that’s inside me.  Pure hatred runs in my veins – and it’s exhausting.  I realised that he would always have that hold over me, and that there’s nothing I can do about it.  It will only end when one of us dies.’

      ‘But why should that be you and not him?’

      Ruth pondered.  ‘Because there’s only one of those options I can control.’

      Alex stared at her for a few seconds and then closed her notepad and placed it on the table.  ‘Maybe not,’ she said thoughtfully, as though an idea had just occurred to her, when really it was what she’d been heading towards for their entire time together.  ‘Would you be prepared to indulge me in an experiment?’

      Ruth looked hesitant.

      ‘Do you trust me?’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘I’d like to try something that I think might help.  I think we can give you some light back.’

      ‘Really?’ Ruth asked, pathetically, hoping for a damn miracle.

      ‘Absolutely.’  Alex sat forward, her elbows on her knees.  ‘Before we start, I need you to understand that this is a visualisation and symbolic exercise.’

      Ruth nodded.

      ‘Okay then, just stare forward and we’ll take a journey together.  Put yourself outside the pub where he drinks, but you’re not a victim.  You feel strong, confident, righteous.  You are not dreading him leaving the pub, you are anticipating it.  You have been waiting for this opportunity.  You are not skulking in the shadows and you are not frightened.’

      Ruth’s back straightened and her jaw inched forward slightly.

      ‘He exits the pub and you walk a few metres behind.  You are not threatened, you are a lone female behind a grown man and you are not afraid.  Your hand is wrapped around a knife in your coat pocket.  You are confident and in control.’

      Alex saw Ruth’s eyes drop to the letter opener, where they stayed.  Perfect.

      ‘At the end of the road he turns into the alley.  You wait for the perfect moment when there is no one else around and you speed up.  You get within a couple of feet and you say, ‘Excuse me.’ He turns with a surprised expression and you ask if he has the right time.’

      Ruth’s breathing had quickened at the thought of coming face to face with her attacker, even in the role play, but she swallowed hard and nodded.

      ‘As he lifts his wrist to check his watch you drive the knife into his stomach as hard as you can.  Again you feel his flesh against yours but this time it is on your terms.  He looks down in shock as you step backwards.  He stares into your face and recognition dawns.  Finally, he knows who you are.  He recalls briefly that night as he falls to the ground.  Blood stains his shirt and pools all around him.  You step further away and watch the blood leaving his body and as it flows it takes with it any hold he has over you.  You watch the blood puddle and you know that his control over you is gone.  You reach down and take the knife.  You take back your own control, your own destiny, your light.’

      Ruth’s face was slack.  Alex was tempted to offer her a cigarette.

      She allowed a couple of minutes to pass before speaking.

      ‘Are you okay?’

      Ruth nodded and tore her gaze away from the letter opener.

      ‘Do you feel any better?’

      ‘Surprisingly, yes.’

      ‘It’s a symbolic exercise that gives you a visual representation of taking back control of your own life.’

      ‘It felt good, almost like I feel cleansed,’ Ruth admitted with a wry smile.  ‘Thank you.’

      Alex patted Ruth’s hand.  ‘I think that’s enough for today.  Same time next week?’

      Ruth nodded, thanked her again and left.

      Alex closed the door behind her and laughed out loud.
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      Kim strode into the station, her mind whirring from the phone call.  There was a suspicion nagging at her stomach but she hoped she was wrong.  Surely no one would be that stupid.

      With more than 11,000 employees, West Midlands Police rated as the second largest in the country, second only to the Metropolitan Police in London.  The force was responsible for Birmingham, Coventry, Wolverhampton and the Black Country.

      Divided into ten Local Policing Units, Halesowen came under the Dudley LPU and was one of four police stations under the supervision of Chief Superintendent Young.

      Halesowen wasn’t the largest station in the pack but Kim preferred it to any of the others.

      ‘What the hell happened?’ she asked the Custody Sergeant.  He coloured instantly.

      ‘It’s Dunn.  He’s had a little ummm … accident.’

      Her suspicion had been correct – clearly someone was that stupid.

      ‘How bad an accident?’

      ‘Broken nose.’

      ‘Jesus, Frank, please tell me you’re testing the theory that I can’t take a joke?’

      ‘Certainly not, Marm.’

      She swore under her breath.  ‘Who?’

      ‘Two constables.  Whiley and Jenks.’

      She knew them both.  They lived at opposite ends of the police force age range.  Whiley had been a police officer for thirty-two years and Jenks for just three.

      ‘Where are they?’

      ‘Locker room, M—’

      ‘Call me Marm once more Frank and I swear …’

      Kim left the words unsaid as she keyed herself into the station and turned left.  Two PCSOs walked towards her.  On seeing her expression, they parted like the Red Sea to let her through.

      She stormed into the male locker room without knocking and followed the maze-like direction of the cabinets until she found her targets.

      Whiley stood against an open locker, hands in his pockets.  Jenks sat on the bench clutching his head.

      ‘What the hell were you two thinking?’ Kim cried.

      Jenks looked up at Whiley before he looked at her.  Whiley shrugged and looked away.  The kid was on his own.

      ‘I’m sorry … I just couldn’t … I have a daughter … I just …’

      Kim turned her full attention on Jenks.  ‘So has half the damn team that worked night and day to catch the bastard.’  She took a step closer and leaned down, bringing her face closer to his.  ‘Do you have any clue what you’ve done, what you’ve jeopardized?’ she spat.

      Again he glanced at Whiley, who looked pained but did not meet Jenks’s gaze.

      ‘It happened so quickly.  I don’t … oh God …’

      ‘Well, I hope it was bloody well worth it ’cos when his clever barrister gets him off due to police brutality it’s the only punishment he’s ever gonna get.’

      Jenks’s hands cupped a shaking head.

      ‘He just fell …’ Whiley said, without conviction.

      ‘How many times?’

      He closed the locker and looked away.

      A vision of Leonard Dunn came to her.  Him waving goodbye with a smile as he walked away from the courtroom.  Free to abuse again.

      Kim considered the hours of work her team had sunk into the case.  None of them had needed to be told to disregard the rota.  Even Dawson had been first to his desk on occasion.

      As a group they worked on a variety of cases ranging from assault to sexual crimes to murder and every case became personal to one of them.  But these two little girls had become personal to them all.

      Dawson was father to a baby girl that had somehow wheedled herself into his limited affections.  Bryant had a daughter in her late teens, and Kim herself … well, seven foster homes didn’t leave anyone without scars.

      The case had never left them for a minute; in or out of work.  Off-duty, the mind wandered to the fact that the girls were still trapped in that house with their so-called father, that every minute spent away from the office was a minute prolonged for two innocent lives.  That had been more than enough incentive for the long hours.

      Kim thought of the young teacher who had summoned the courage to report her suspicions to the authorities.  She had risked her professional reputation and the derision of everyone around her but she’d been brave enough to do it anyway.

      The possibility that it had all been for nothing was a wrecking ball to her stomach.

      Kim looked from one constable to the other.  Neither looked back.

      ‘Don’t either of you have anything to say for yourselves?’

      Even to her own ears she sounded like a headmistress chastising a pair of schoolboys for putting a frog in her desk drawer.

      Kim opened her mouth to say more, but even she couldn’t continue to shout in the face of such abject despair.

      She gave them one last glowering look before turning on her heel and leaving the room.

      ‘Marm, marm … hang on a minute.’

      She turned to see Whiley rushing towards her.  Each one of his short grey hairs and inch to his waist had been accrued throughout his career in the police force.

      She stopped and folded her arms.

      ‘I … I just wanted to explain.’  He nodded back towards the locker room.  ‘He just couldn’t help himself, I tried to stop him but he was too quick.  See, we went there once … a while back.  It was a domestic disturbance and he’s beating himself up ’cos we saw ’em, you see.  The little girls … huddled up on the sofa.  I tried to explain that there’s no way we could’ve known … stopped it …’

      Kim understood the frustration.  But damn it, they’d had him.

      ‘What’ll happen to Jenks now?  He’s a good officer.’

      ‘Good officers don’t beat up suspects, Whiley.’

      Although she’d been tempted herself once or twice.

      There was a part of her that wished every courtroom was fitted with a trapdoor that opened and released child abusers to a special place in hell.

      Whiley dug his hands deeper into his pockets.

      ‘See … and I’ve got one week to retirement and …’

      Aah, now she got it.  What he really wanted to know was how the whole episode was going to affect him.

      Kim thought about Dawson’s face when they had entered the cellar in Leonard Dunn’s house and the first DVD had paralysed them all.  She pictured Bryant ringing his missus to cancel a trip to the theatre because he couldn’t leave his desk.  She was reminded of Stacey’s frequent sniffing and trips to the bathroom.  As the newest member of her team, the bright, young detective constable had been determined not to show the depth of her feelings to the rest of the team.

      And now the case might not even get to bloody court.

      She offered Whiley a shake of the head.  ‘You know something, Constable; I really couldn’t care less.’
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      Satisfied after her session with Ruth, Alex stood before the framed certificates that her patients found so reassuring.  The MBBS from the UCL Medical School, the MRCPsych, ST-4 and Certificate of Completion of Specialist Training represented the most arduous years of her education, not because of the hard work – her IQ of 131 had breezed her through that – it had been the tedium of the study and the sheer effort of not exposing the stupidity of her peers and professors.

      By far the easiest qualification she’d achieved was the PhD in Psychiatry.  The only certificate on her wall that her clients really understood.

      Alex felt no pride in her paper achievements.  There had been no doubt in her mind that she would reach her goals.  Her qualifications were displayed for one reason only: trust.

      Following her education, Alex had embarked on the second part of her master plan.  She had spent two years building a history; writing papers and case studies within the stymied boundaries of the mental health profession that would earn respect.  The opinion of her peers couldn’t have been less important to her – the only motivation had been to construct a reputation that would be unquestionable in later years.  For when she was ready to begin her real work.  For now.

      During those years she’d been forced to whore out her expertise to the court system, providing psychological assessments on the great unwashed embroiled within the judicial process.

      A distasteful necessity, but one that had brought her into contact with Tim; a teenage victim of a broken home.  He’d been an angry, mean-spirited individual, but a skilful pyromaniac.  Her assessment had held the power to commit him to a lengthy sentence in an adult prison or a short-term stay in a psychiatric unit.

      Always resourceful in using the skills available to her, Alex had forged a partnership with Tim that had benefitted them both.  He spent four months in Forrest Hills Psychiatric Unit, after which he started a fire that had produced two fatalities and an inheritance to set up the private practice she still enjoyed now.  Where she could pick and choose the subjects she wished to see.  Thanks, Mummy and Daddy.

      Tim’s eventual suicide ensured that he had tied up his own loose ends quite fortuitously on her part.

      Nothing in those years had been wasted.  Every patient had served a purpose in building a better perspective of people driven by emotions; their strengths, their motivations and most importantly, their weaknesses.

      At times she had been tormented by her desire to commence the research, but the timeliness had been governed by two crucial factors.

      The first was the construction of safety nets.  The impeccable reputation she’d built would throw doubt on any later accusation of misconduct levelled at her.

      Additionally, she’d waited patiently for suitable candidates to present themselves.  Her experiment required individuals easily guided and with a subconscious desire to commit unforgivable acts.  The sanity of the subject needed to be intact but with the potential to be unhinged if she so chose that extra layer of insurance.

      Alex had known that Ruth Willis would be perfect for the study from their very first meeting.  Alex had felt the desperation within the woman to take back control of her life.  Poor little Ruth wasn’t even aware herself just how much she needed that closure.  But Alex knew – and that was all that mattered.  Months of patience had led to this moment.  The finale.

      She had chosen a subject whose allegations would, should anything go wrong, be dismissed.  She had taken the time to ensure that she would not fail.  There had been other prospects along the way, individuals courted for the privilege of being chosen, but ultimately Ruth had been the one.

      Her other patients were irrelevant, a means to an end.  They had the pleasure of underwriting her enviable lifestyle whilst she conducted her real work.

      Alex had spent many hours nodding, soothing and reassuring her patients whilst mentally preparing her shopping list or developing the next part of her plan; all at a cost of £300 per hour.

      The payment for the BMW Z4 was funded by the wife of a Chief Constable suffering from stress-induced kleptomania.  Alex enjoyed the car, therefore it was unlikely that that particular patient would be recovering any time soon.

      The £2,000 per month rent for the three-storey Victorian property in Hagley was paid for by the owner of a chain of estate agents whose son was experiencing paranoid persecution complex and came to see her three times per week.  A few well-chosen words, dropped casually into conversation and yet subconsciously reinforcing his beliefs, dictated that his recovery would also be slow.

      

      She stood before the portrait that took pride of place above the fireplace.  She liked to look into the depths of his cold, unfeeling eyes and wonder if he would have understood her.

      It was a rich oil painting that she had commissioned from a grainy black and white photograph of the only ancestor Alex could trace in whom she had any pride.

      Uncle Jack, as she liked to call him, had been a ‘Higgler’, better known as a hangman in the 1870s.  Unlike the town of Bolton, which had the Billingtons, and Huddersfield, which had the Pierrepoints, the Black Country had no family dynasty that performed the gruesome task and Uncle Jack had stumbled upon the trade by accident.

      Jailed for not supporting his family, Uncle Jack had been incarcerated in Stafford Prison during a visit from William Calcraft, the longest-serving executioner, with a record of around 450 hangings of men and women to his name.

      On this particular day, Calcraft arrived to perform a double hanging and so needed a volunteer.  Uncle Jack was the only inmate to offer.  Calcraft favoured a short drop which produced a slow, agonising death, requiring the assistant to swing on the legs of the convicted to speed up death.

      Uncle Jack had found his forte and thereafter travelled the country as an executioner.

      Standing before his portrait always gave Alex a sense of belonging, an affinity with a member of her distant family.

      She smiled up into his harsh, emotionless face.  ‘Oh, if only things were as simple as in your day, Uncle Jack.’

      Alex seated herself at the desk in the corner.  Finally, her magnum opus was underway.  Her journey to find the answers to questions that had puzzled her for years had begun.

      She let out a long, satisfied breath and reached into the top drawer for the Clairefontaine paper and the Mont Blanc pen.

      It was time for her own form of recreation.

      Dearest Sarah, she began.
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      Ruth Willis stood in the shadows of the shop doorway, her eyes trained on the park.  The cold seeped from the ground up through her feet and into her legs like a metal stake.  The odour of urine surrounded her.  The plastic bin to her right overflowed with rubbish.  Crisp packets and fag ends had spilled onto the tarmac.

      The visualisation exercise was crystal clear in her mind.  Alex was beside her.

      ‘You are not skulking in the shadows and you are not frightened.’

      She had no fear; only nervous anticipation last experienced right before her A-level results.  Back when she was a real person.

      ‘You are not dreading him leaving the pub, you are anticipating it.’

      Had he felt this way on the night he’d taken her light?  Had he shivered with excitement as he’d watched her walk out of the supermarket?  Had he felt the sense of righteousness that coursed through her body right now?

      A figure exited the lower park gate and stood at the crossing.  The light from the street lamp illuminated a man and his dog.  There was a lull in the passing traffic but the dog walker waited for the crossing to beep before traversing the dual carriageway.  Following the rules.

      ‘You are not a victim.  You feel strong, confident, righteous.’

      As the figure levelled with her, he paused.  Ruth stilled.  Ten feet away he leaned down and placed the handle of the dog lead beneath his left foot as he retied the lace on his right shoe.  So close.  The dog glanced in her direction.  Could he see her?  She didn’t know.

      ‘You are confident and in control.’

      For the briefest of seconds she was tempted to rush forward, to drive the kitchen knife into his arched back and watch him fall face first to the ground, but she resisted.  The visualisation had climaxed in the alley.  She must stick to her plan.  Only then would she be free.  Only then would she retrieve her light.

      ‘You are a lone female behind a grown man and you are not afraid.’

      She exited the shadows and fell into step a few paces behind him.  Her trainers made little sound against two cars racing along the stretch of road.

      In the alleyway, the sound of her footsteps was exposed.  His body tensed, sensing a presence behind him, but he didn’t turn.  He slowed slightly, as though hoping the pedestrian would pass by.  She would not.

      ‘Your hand is wrapped around a knife in your coat pocket.’

      Halfway into the alley, at the exact spot she’d visualised, her heartbeat quickened with her step.

      ‘Excuse me,’ she said, surprised by the calmness of her tone as she repeated the words Alex had given her.

      His body relaxed at the sound of a female voice and he turned with a smile on his face.  Big mistake.

      ‘Do you have the right time?’ she asked.

      Her expression remained open when confronted with his face.  He had raped her from behind and his facial features meant nothing to her.  It was the sound that transported her back.  His breathing was laboured from walking the dog.  It was a sound she remembered well in her ear as he had split her insides open.

      He used his right hand to uncover the watch beneath the elasticated cuff of his jacket.

      ‘I make it half past …’

      The knife plunged into his abdomen with ease, traversing its journey through flesh, muscle and throbbing organs.  The blade turned north and met bone as she thrust upwards.  She turned the knife slowly, mincing anything in its path, like a kitchen blender.  Her hand rested briefly against his stomach and could travel no further.

      ‘Feel his flesh against yours but this time on your terms.’

      A sense of achievement washed over her as she withdrew the blade from his stomach.  The thrust and turn needed to overcome resistance had been satisfying.

      ‘You watch the blood puddle and you know that his control over you is gone.’

      His legs wobbled as his right hand clutched the wound.  Blood ran over his splayed fingers.  He clutched harder.  He looked down, bewildered, and then into her eyes and back down as though unable to comprehend the unrelated incidents: her presence and a knife wound.

      ‘You take back your own control, your destiny, your light.’

      He blinked rapidly and for a second his vision cleared and he stilled.

      Every sense she had charged into life; a truck thundered past at the end of the alley.  The sound lit her ears on fire.  Her stomach heaved as a thick metallic smell filled her nostrils. The dog whimpered but did not run.

      ‘You take back your own control, your destiny, your light.’

      Ruth drew back the knife and plunged it in again.  The second penetration was not as deep but the momentum forced him backwards.  A sickening thud sounded as the back of his skull met the concrete.

      ‘You take back your own control, your destiny, your light.’

      Something hadn’t gone quite right.  She’d missed a crucial detail.  In the visualisation her body was suffused with peace, calm.

      She towered over his writhing body and thrust the knife into his flesh again.  He groaned, so she stabbed him again.

      She kicked at his left leg.  ‘Get up, get up, get up,’ she screamed but the leg lay inert like the rest of him.

      ‘You take back your own control, your destiny, your light.’

      ‘Get the fuck up,’ she aimed a kick to his ribs.  Blood spurted from his open mouth.  His eyes rolled back in his head as he squirmed like a demented mammal.  The dog ran around his head, seemingly unsure what to do.

      The tears rolled over her cheeks and fell.  ‘Give it to me, you fucker.  Just give it back to me,’ she ordered.

      The body went still and the alley silenced.

      Ruth drew herself back to her full height.

      As the blood pooled like a paint spill beneath the lifeless body, Ruth waited.

      Where was her relief?

      Where was her salvation?

      Where the hell was her light?

      The dog barked.

      Ruth Willis turned and ran for her life.
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      It started with a body, Kim thought, getting out of the Golf GTI.

      ‘Nearly got him there, Guv,’ Bryant said of the uniformed officer who had jumped out of the way to avoid the bonnet of her car.

      ‘I was miles away from him.’

      She ducked under the barrier tape and headed for the bunch of fluorescent jackets milling around the white tent.  The Thorns Road, a dual carriageway, formed part of the main link from Lye to Dudley town.

      One side of the road was primarily made up of a park and houses.  The other side was dominated by a gym, a school, and The Thorns pub.

      The mid-March day temperature had almost broken double figures but the darkness had sent the mercury plummeting all the way back to February.

      While Bryant confirmed their credentials, Kim ignored everyone and headed for the body.  A dark gulley ran along the side of an end terrace that stretched up towards Amblecote, one of the finer parts of Brierley Hill.

      To the left of the pathway was a plot of land overgrown with weeds, grass and dog shit, currently being trampled by crime scene officers or car body shop workers.

      She entered the white privacy tent and groaned.

      Keats, her favourite pathologist, was bent over the body.

      ‘Aah, Detective Inspector Stone.  It’s been too long,’ he said, without looking at her.

      ‘I saw you last week, Keats.  Post mortem of a female suicide.’

      He looked up and then shook his head.  ‘No, I must have blocked it out.  People do that with traumatic events, you see.  It’s a self-preservation mechanism.  In fact, what’s your name again?’

      ‘Bryant, please tell Keats he’s not funny.’

      ‘Can’t lie to the man’s face, Guv.’

      Kim shook her head as a smirk passed between them.

      Keats was a diminutive figure with a smooth head and a pointy beard.  Some months earlier his wife of thirty years had died unexpectedly, leaving the man far more bereft than he would ever admit.

      Occasionally she would allow him a little fun at her expense.  Just now and again.

      She turned to where a Border collie cross sat patiently beside its prostrate master.

      ‘Why’s the dog still here?’

      ‘Witness, Guv,’ Bryant said smartly.

      ‘Bryant, I’m not in the mood for …’

      ‘Blood spatter on the fur,’ Keats added.

      Kim looked closer and saw a few spots on its front leg.

      She blocked out the peripheral activity and focussed on the most important part of the crime scene: the body.  She saw a white male, early to mid-forties, overweight, wearing Tesco jeans and a white T-shirt that had been washed so many times it was the colour of cigarette ash.  A stain of crimson coloured the front of the garment, which was littered with slash marks.  A pool of blood had seeped from beneath.  Looking at the ground, he had fallen backwards.

      His jacket was a new, medium-quality leather bomber that clearly didn’t stretch across his stomach.  Fastening the two sides of the zipper was nothing more than a pipe dream.  A Christmas present from someone who loved him and was blind to his increasing girth, probably his mother.  The garment had offered no protection against the penetration of a sharp object.

      His hair was peppered with grey and too long.  His face was clean-shaven and still bore a look of surprise.

      ‘Murder weapon?’

      ‘Nothing yet,’ Keats said, turning away.

      Kim leaned down and made eye contact with the forensic photographer.  He nodded, indicating that he’d taken the shots he needed of the body.  He turned his attention to the dog.

      She carefully lifted up the sodden T-shirt.  One stab wound would have been responsible for most of the blood.

      ‘I’m guessing the top one is the fatal wound,’ Keats added.  ‘And before you ask I’d say kitchen knife, five to six inches.’

      ‘It won’t be far away,’ she said to no one in particular.

      ‘How do you figure?  It could be anywhere.  He could have taken it with him.’

      Kim shook her head.  ‘The attack may have been planned: late night, dark alley, but there was frenzy involved.  There was emotion in this attack.  The first injury did the job but there are three “stay dead” wounds.’

      She continued to stare down at the corpse, feeling the fury that had accompanied the attack as though it had been captured in the air around her.

      She lifted her head.  ‘The killer was blinded by rage while committing the act, but once it’s finished that adrenaline recedes and then what?’

      Bryant followed her logic.  ‘You see what you’ve done and what’s still in your hand and you want to discard the connection as quickly as possible.’

      ‘Stabbing is very personal, Bryant.  It requires a closeness that is almost intimate.’

      ‘Or it could be a mugging gone wrong.  There isn’t any wallet on him.’

      Kim ignored his last comment and lowered herself to the ground to the left of the body.  She lay on her side and placed her feet right next to the victim’s.  The cold gravel path bit straight through her clothes.

      Keats looked on, shaking his head.  ‘Oh Bryant, every day must be a challenge.’

      ‘Keats, you really have no idea.’

      Kim ignored them both.  She pulled back her arm and then lunged it forward in a stabbing motion.  The trajectory put the wound at the centre of the breast bone.  She tried to match a swipe from her arm to the wound but the momentum wasn’t there.

      She shuffled along the floor and did it again.  Once more the trajectory was off by an inch or more.

      She shuffled just a touch lower, closed her eyes and blocked out the curious gazes around her.  She didn’t care what they thought.

      She thought of Daisy Dunn standing in the middle of that seedy basement.  She pictured that frightened, shivering child dressed in an outfit of her father’s choosing.

      This time she swung her arm with anger.  With the rage of someone who was ready to kill.  She opened her eyes and leaned over.  Her index finger was right on the wound.

      She looked down and their feet were no longer level.  She had dropped by a good four to five inches to achieve a comfortable, natural stabbing position that matched the trajectory of the wound.

      She pushed herself to her feet and dusted off her jeans.

      She subtracted the difference from her own height.  ‘Murderer will be no taller than five three or five four.’

      Keats smiled and stroked his beard.  ‘You know, Bryant, if Carlsberg made detectives …’

      ‘Is there anything else I should know?’ Kim said, moving towards the exit flap of the tent.

      ‘Not until I get him home for a proper look,’ Keats said.

      Kim took a moment to survey the scene.  Crime scene officers were searching the area for evidence, constables were going door to door, statements were being taken and the ambulance was awaiting the release of the body.  Her presence was no longer required.  She had everything she needed.  It was now up to her to pull it all together and establish what had taken place.

      Without speaking, she exited the tent and walked past the two officers guarding the end of the alley.

      She was ten feet away when she heard the mutterings between them.  She stopped short, causing Bryant to almost crash into the back of her.  She turned and headed back.
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