

        

            

                

            

        


    





 


Danielle Ramsay


 


Danielle Ramsay is a proud Scot living in a small seaside town in the North-East of England. Always a storyteller, it was only after initially following an academic career in literature that she found her place in life and began to write creatively full-time after being shortlisted for the CWA Debut Dagger in 2009 and 2010. She is the author of five novels in the Jack Brady series, The Puppet Maker, Blood Reckoning, Blind Alley, Vanishing Point and Broken Silence. 


 


Always on the go, always passionate in what she is doing, Danielle fills her days with horse-riding, running and murder by proxy. An advocate against domestic violence for personal and political reasons, Danielle Ramsay is a patron for the charity SomeOne Cares, which counsels survivors of childhood abuse, rape and domestic violence.


 


 


 


Also by Danielle Ramsay


 


Broken Silence


Vanishing Point


Blind Alley


Blood Reckoning


The Puppet Maker










The Last Cut


 


 


Danielle Ramsay


 


 


[image: Mulholland_PB]


 


 


www.mulhollandbooks.co.uk










First published in Great Britain in 2017 by Mulholland Books


An imprint of Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


 


Copyright © Danielle Ramsay 2017


 


The right of Danielle Ramsay to be identified as the Author of the


Work has been asserted by her in accordance with


the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,


stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any


means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be


otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that


in which it is published and without a similar condition being


imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance


to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


 


Paperback ISBN 978 1 473 61150 4


eBook ISBN 978 1 473 61149 8


 


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


 


www.hodder.co.uk










To Elizabeth (Betty) Dand - for always believing.










Evil is always unspectacular and always human,


And shares our bed and eats at our own table.


W.H. Auden










CUT


Verb: make an opening, incision, or wound in (something) with a sharp-edged tool or object.


Synonyms: gash, slash, slit, pierce, penetrate, wound, injure, scratch, graze, nick. Snick, notch, incise, score, lance.










The Day Before


The scalpel lay on the stainless steel autopsy table next to the waiting body. It glinted with a hint of malice under the harsh overhead spotlight. The bulb spared nothing. Every small detail and imperfection on the body was laid bare below it.


The skin . . .


She felt a wave of nausea hit her. She breathed in. Steadied herself. Forced herself to look at something else. She noted the identification tag tied to one of the toes. It documented the body as ‘Subject A’; cause and time of death had been left blank.


She could feel her eyes starting to sting at the realisation of what had happened to her – to ‘Subject A’.


Come on . . . Pull yourself together. You can do this. If you don’t, then . . .


The waiting was making her uneasy. But it was a game. She had no choice. But he was making it difficult for her – intentionally so. She knew he would get a kick out of her being forced to remain down here alone.


Her eyes flitted from one shadowy corner of the damp basement room to another; anything to distract her from the naked body lying on the gleaming metal slab.


But she couldn’t help it. Like the frantic fluttering of a doomed moth compelled to destroy itself against an electric light, her gaze returned to the table and its contents: the scalpel, the body and the ID tag.


She forced her attention away. It was the first time she had been down here. The high iron-barred windows had been blacked out so she couldn’t tell whether it was day or night. She reminded herself that it was mid-afternoon, despite feeling as if it were the dead of night.


Compelled, she stared again at the body. At what had happened to it – to her. Fuck! Who would recognise her now? That skin . . .


She tried not to react. Not to allow herself to gag. She was here as a witness – nothing more. But she felt sickened by what she was looking at; the disgust overwhelming her. He had done that to her. How? How could he do that to her? He had damaged her beyond recognition. Her mouth was too dry to swallow when she caught sight of the needle and the black nylon that would be used to bind the skin together.


She focused on the ID tag again. The soles of the feet were cracked, discoloured with ingrained dirt. The yellowish nails were overgrown and split. She knew that the body on the table had been imprisoned against her will; subject to unspeakable acts of terror. Her skin hung in sagging folds from her starved body, spreading out over the edge of the metal table.


Why you? What attracted you to him? She stared hard at the gaunt, unresponsive face. At the bluish lips pulled back in a grimace, exposing teeth. The victim’s mottled eyelids were closed against the intrusive glare of the spotlight. Her aquiline nose misshapen after being broken.


She noted the victim’s long, straggly, over-bleached hair. An overwhelming sadness consumed her.


Again . . . why you?


 


Heavy, deliberate footsteps bled into her dark thoughts. Readying herself, she looked across at the door and held her breath as it swung open, bringing with it a rush of cool air. It slapped her in the face; a sudden, cruel reminder of what lay beyond these impenetrable walls. Tense, she watched him as he walked purposefully towards the immobile body lying illuminated in the centre of the room. She waited for him to acknowledge her. For his eyes to turn in her direction. They didn’t. Instead, he acted as if she did not exist.


She swallowed the anger and resentment she felt.


The white mask that covered his face accentuated his dark, intense eyes as they scrutinised what lay before him. There was a coldness within them; more than just a sense of professional detachment. She studied him with a sickened fascination as his gloved hands pulled the spotlight down, closer towards the body.


What is it that you see?


She watched with a feeling of dread as he picked up the victim’s skin and stretched it out from the skeletal body. Satisfied, he turned his attention to the scalpel, scrutinising the blade under the light before bending over the body. Then in one decisive move, he stretched the skin on the inside of the victim’s left arm taut before slicing the scalpel cleanly through the tissue. Blood seeped out, pooling on the metal table.


Fuck . . . FUCK! She hadn’t expected that.


Then something odd caught her attention. She frowned, narrowing her eyes, unsure whether it had actually happened. Maybe she was wrong? Maybe she had imagined it? Oh fuck! The body had moved again. There was no disputing it this time.


She tried to get his attention. To stop him. But it was futile. He was too focused on the body lying on the cutting slab to even notice that she was present. She attempted to shout out. Anything to get him to stop. But nothing happened. After all, her mouth had been sealed with duct tape and her body securely strapped to an old wooden wheelchair.


 


The kid was fourteen years old. Old enough to know better. He was scrawny and notably small for his age but despite his size, there was a dangerous, unpredictable edge to him. His chewed fingernails were encrusted with a lifetime of filth. She resisted the urge to tell him to stop gnawing on what was left of his raw and bleeding thumbnail. His flat, joyless eyes twitched from one corner of the room to the other like a cornered animal. There was a reason for his edginess – he was a murder suspect.


DS Harri Jacobs sat back, folded her arms and waited. One of them would break and it sure as hell wouldn’t be her. She could feel her colleague, DC Robertson, bristling beside her. He, like the suspect, struggled in small, enclosed spaces. She knew that Robertson wanted to beat the crap out of the little scrote. Anything to move the stalemate on. But that would not bring forth a confession.


‘Sarge?’


Harri simply responded by shaking her head. Her eyes were locked on the kid.


Suddenly, the stand-off was broken.


‘What you waiting for, slit?’ he asked, his rough voice heavy with disdain. After all, she was a copper – worse, she was a female copper. He made a point of eyeing her up. The look filled with a lustful malevolence.


Harri didn’t drop her gaze. She knew his sort. She had looked long enough for him and his mates; had spent the past few days hunting them. She had found them hiding like rats in Elswick; an estate where the council tended to discard problem families. Poor education, poor role models and poverty resulted in a life of limited choices. She looked at the suspect. He was the product of his environment. Not that she felt sorry for him. No. She had seen what he had done to his victim – the smell of burnt flesh had still not left her.


Jason Tanner’s vengeful gaze was locked on Harri. He looked more than ready to stick a knife in her. Or his cock. The leer in his eyes was enough to know that he was more than capable of sexual assault. The alcohol that she could smell on his sour breath would not have been the first time either. She knew of kids who had an alcohol addiction at the age of eight. Kids forgotten about on estates like Elswick or worse, Benwell; once referred to by a journalist as ‘mini Beirut’. Kids with no choice but to grow up fast in a dystopian world of survival of the fittest.


However, Harri was not interested in Jason Tanner’s background. It wasn’t her job to give a shit about the reasons why this fourteen-year-old boy had murdered for sport. No; she would leave the social workers and psychologists to figure out what had gone wrong. As far as she was concerned, he was an evil little shit who needed to be locked up indefinitely. She was under no illusions; no amount of intervention or good intentions would alter this kid’s psyche. Whatever naïve beliefs she’d had when she first started out had soon waned. The reality of the job had kicked them out of her. Her role now was to charge him. But first, she wanted a confession.


His clothes had been removed for forensic evaluation. She was certain that his expensive trainers would match the prints they had found at the crime scene. Then there was the evidence left by repeatedly stamping on the victim’s head. Traces of blood could be seen on the sole, despite his attempt to bleach it out. However, Harri wanted more; she wanted an admission of guilt from Tanner’s sneering lips – some kind of acknowledgement that what he had done was reprehensible.


‘You know Darren Hodgson?’


He looked at her, eyes narrowing further as a flicker of unease flashed across them.


Harri dropped her gaze to the closed file in front of her. She shifted forward, opened it and took a moment to deliberate over its blank contents.


She could smell his discomfort. Stale and nauseating. The stench of his sweating body filled the room. Despite the hard act, she had rattled him. And she knew why. Darren was the weakest member of the gang and Jason had just confirmed it; he wasn’t as smart as the rest of them, which meant he was a liability.


Harri looked at him and waited.


‘Fuck you, slit!’


‘From what Darren said, you’re the one that likes to be fucked.’


He turned to his social worker by his side. ‘You gonna let her get away with that shit?’


Harri didn’t take her eyes off him, but she could feel the social worker’s unease. She was new to the job. Consequently, she was out of her depth with the likes of Jason Tanner.


‘Did you hear what I said or what, you frigid cunt?’


Flustered, the social worker turned first to DC Robertson and then to Harri. She found no support from either of them.


‘Are you a mong or what? She can’t talk to me like that!’ Jason protested. ‘I’m just a kid!’


‘Shut the fuck up!’ Harri said before the social worker had a meltdown. It worked; she now had his attention. ‘Darren gave us a full statement. He said that you were the one who instigated the attack and it was you, and you alone, who assaulted the victim. You kicked him to the ground and then stamped on his head until he was unconscious.’ Harri paused to fully appreciate his reaction. It was clear that he wasn’t used to being spoken to in this manner – at least not by people in authority. But Harri knew what kind of teenager she was dealing with: one who had respect for no one, not even his own mother, whom he had assaulted – often. This was a repeat young offender who had escalated from tying fireworks to cats’ tails, to petty theft, followed by arson and finally, forcing a homeless man’s beaten, unconscious body into a wheelie bin, dousing his body in petrol, setting him on fire and then watching as the victim burned to death.


‘Do you have anything to say?’ Harri asked.


‘Yeah, fuck you! I did nowt. You know it. I know it and Darren fucking knows it! So why don’t you do us both a favour and let me go?’


There was a loud rap at the door. Harri pushed her chair back and stood up. She had been waiting for this update. She nodded at Robertson and then over at the flushed social worker. ‘Five minutes.’


‘Hey, bitch? Get me a Coke and a Mars bar while you’re at it!’


 


Harri replayed the film that had been posted on Darren Hodgson’s Facebook page. Once the police had started asking questions he’d taken it down; exactly as she had expected. However, the post had already been shared repeatedly.


There had been a recent spate of gang members uploading mobile footage of their mates or themselves assaulting rival gangs or members of the public. Most were too narcissistic or stupid to realise that it could be incriminating. It had made Harri wonder whether the suspects had shared the murder on social media.


It hadn’t taken long for Stuart, one of their forensic computer analysts, to trace it. It was even more than she had hoped for – conclusive evidence that Jason had assaulted the victim before setting him on fire. It was just as she had assumed. Not that she had found anything out from his friend Darren – he had refused to talk, as had the other four members of the group. It seemed they feared Jason more than the threat of spending time inside a secure children’s home.


When the emergency services had been called out to the smouldering wheelie bin and its charred contents, no one on the Elswick estate would even answer their doors to uniform, let alone make a statement. Once the police presence had dispersed, an elderly resident had approached one of the SOCOs working the crime scene. He said that the attackers had been teenagers – well-known troublemakers who terrorised the residents. He hadn’t named the culprits but it was enough for Harri to follow her hunch that Jason Tanner would be involved; his name was syn-onymous with trouble in the west end of the city. Then she had looked at his and his friends’ social media accounts.


 


She checked the date and time on her phone: Thursday 31 March, 4:33 p.m. Ready, she walked back into the small interview room and sat down. The air felt stale and suffocating. She could feel Jason Tanner’s hateful eyes on her.


‘Where the fuck’s my Coke?’


Harri resisted the urge to lean across the table and give him a good smack; attempting to teach him manners at this late stage would be futile. ‘Were you aware that your friend, Darren Hodgson, filmed you assaulting the victim? The footage shows you and your mates throwing his body into the wheelie bin and then you setting him alight. You were then clearly filmed shouting obscenities about the victim as he burned to death.’


She could see his surprise, followed by rage, that the deleted film had been traced by the police.


‘It was a post you “liked” and even commented on.’


‘Naw! Wasn’t like that! You’ve got your facts wrong! The bloke was coming at me, like. It was fucking self-defence.’


Harri nodded. ‘Perhaps I need to watch the film again. I didn’t quite catch that part.’


‘Yeah? Maybe you fucking should!’


Harri stared at him – hard. ‘So the petrol?’


His eyes shot towards the social worker for some kind of intervention. Her reaction was one of nervousness. He turned his glare back on Harri. ‘What about it?’


‘Was it coincidental that you had it at hand to pour over the victim?’


‘Naw! Me and me mate had been like messing around on his dirt bike.’


‘So it wasn’t premeditated? You hadn’t set out to assault a homeless person and set them on fire? It was, as you described, “self-defence”?’


‘You thick or what, bitch? I already said that, didn’t I?’


Harri studied him silently. His eyes glinted at her with menacing disdain. She was certain that they would cross paths again. He would be older, angrier and inevitably more dangerous. Locking him up with his own kind would only benefit him, not rehabilitate him. He was a kid with a psychopathic personality – someone whose amoral and antisocial behaviour would only escalate.


‘Bit of advice, son, next time you murder someone, don’t paste your intentions all over social media first.’ Before he had a chance to come up with a retort, Harri turned to Robertson: ‘Charge him.’ She couldn’t be bothered to waste any more energy.


‘With what? I did you all a fucking favour! He was some homeless pisshead cunt that no one gave a fuck about!’


‘He was ex-services, suffering from post-traumatic stress. He had a wife who reported him missing four months ago. He also had two young kids. You want to tell them how you poured petrol over their dad and set him alight? You going to tell them how the plastic from the bin melted into his flesh? After all the crap he had seen in the forces, he ends up dying at the hands of a pathetic little shit like you!’


Harri had expected to see a flicker of something other than coldness in the fourteen-year-old’s eyes. But there was nothing. No surprise . . . or regret. Just an impenetrable blackness.


She stood up. She had had enough.


‘You fucking bitch! You wanna watch your back. Whoever slit you didn’t do a good enough job.’ His cold eyes lingered on the thick scar that disfigured her throat.


She didn’t react. She was used to people staring. Some with pity, others with curiosity – most with repulsion.


 


Harri breathed out, relieved to be alone. The double doors of The Bacchus Bar on High Bridge in the city centre swung closed behind her, silencing the revelry; primarily Robertson’s drunken booming voice as he regaled the rest of the team with another infamous anecdote. Harri had heard most of them before – they all had. She had decided to call it a night. No one had noticed her leave, which was her plan. She wanted to let the team enjoy themselves. After all, they had nailed the investigation. Jason Tanner had been charged late that afternoon with the murder of the ex-services father of two. But Harri still had a bitter taste in her mouth. Maybe it was the suspect’s attitude towards the charges. She might have caught the perpetrator but it didn’t lessen the horror of what had been done to the victim; a man who had fought for his country and survived, only to be so pointlessly murdered. Life was arbitrary – no one knew that more than her.


‘You got a light?’


Harri turned to see that Stuart, the computer analyst, had followed her. She didn’t remember inviting him and assumed someone else on the team must have suggested it. Not that she could complain; it was Stuart’s forensic IT skills that had found the deleted mobile phone footage.


It had been an impromptu celebratory drink at the end of their shift. Harri had felt the need to go – just for a couple – to show team solidarity. Not that she felt any; not yet. Nor did she feel much like celebrating. She had simply forced herself to go through the motions.


She looked at Stuart’s expectant face. ‘Gave up,’ she replied, realising he thought she’d come out for a cigarette.


‘I keep promising myself that I will and then shit happens and . . .’ He shrugged, patting down his jacket in search of a light. Eventually finding it, he lit up.


Harri watched, envying him that first exhilarating drag. Nothing compared to that heady feeling of intoxication. Nothing.


Comparatively relaxed, he smiled at her. ‘Want one? Promise I won’t tell.’


She shook her head.


He shot her a look that suggested it was her loss.


She shivered as she pulled her jacket collar up. ‘Right. I’m off.’


‘Really?’


Harri heard the disappointment in his voice. It took her by surprise. She had been single for so long that she had forgotten how to tell if someone was into her. She suddenly felt awkward. Stuart was late twenties, tall, with dark hair twisted back in a bun. Physically, he was her type. Or at least used to be.


As if reading her thoughts, he smiled at her. Relaxed, suggestive even.


She had forgotten what it was like . . .


‘Anyway,’ her tone was suddenly cool. Professional. ‘Thanks for all your help.’ She could see his flicker of surprise at her abruptness. She didn’t give him a chance to reply. Instead, she turned and started walking away. As she did so she heard another member of the team come out and join him. Then laughter. It cut through her like a knife. But it was the words that followed that hit her – hard.


You’ve got no chance, mate! Not with her. She’s seriously off-limits. You know what happened to her, right?


 


Restless, Harri sighed and turned over. The words were still replaying in her head. Minutes passed before she started to drift off again. Then she heard it. Something creaked. Her eyes shot open. But she couldn’t make anything out. The room was filled with shadows. Some familiar. Some not so familiar. She cursed herself for not leaving the hall light on, held her breath and listened. Nothing; apart from the reassuring whir of the refrigerator in the kitchen. It was then that she realised that her bedroom door was partially open. She was sure she had closed it. Hadn’t she?


She lay perfectly still, every sense in her body screaming at her that something was wrong. Then she realised why. It took her a moment to register it. Breathing. Raspy. Adrenalin surged.


Someone was in her bedroom. Waiting . . . Watching her.


He came out of nowhere. Forcibly holding her down. A gloved hand covered her nose and mouth. She struggled. Tried to bite. To scream. But it was futile. He retaliated by pushing down so hard she couldn’t breathe. Before she had a chance to react, he flipped her over, ramming her head deep into the pillow. He grabbed her arms and pinned them against her back. There was an explosion of pain.


Fuck . . . Fuck . . .


She suddenly felt light-headed.


‘Scream and I slice your throat open. Understand?’


She froze. The agonising pain was drowned out by his words.


He’s going to kill you . . .


‘Do you understand me?’


She didn’t answer. Her only thought was that she didn’t want to die. Not like this.


He kneed her in the back, hard. ‘Do you understand?’


The pain jolted her. If she wanted to survive this, she needed to play along. She attempted to nod.


‘Good girl. You keep quiet and do as I say and then maybe . . . just maybe, I will let you live.’


She felt him snap handcuffs around her wrists.


Think. Come on . . . think!


But panic had overwhelmed her. She didn’t know what she could do.


He grabbed a fistful of her hair while his other hand forced her head back. ‘You like to play games, don’t you?’


She didn’t respond. Couldn’t.


Her mind was racing.


‘Let’s see how you like me fucking with you for a change.’


He suddenly released her hair. But the other hand still held her head. She felt something touch her neck. It took a second for her to understand there was a knife pressed against her throat. The tip of the blade, ice cold. Teasing. Threatening. Her mind filled with images of what was about to happen. She, better than anyone, knew how this would end.


‘You like this?’


She felt the knife trail up her cheek until it reached the soft skin below her right eye. He pressed the tip of the blade into the flesh. Terror exploded inside her. She struggled, but his weight on her back pinned her down. She attempted to scream. To beg. Nothing. His hand muffled any protest she tried to make.


DON’T! Please don’t do it . . .


Her body was rigid. She squeezed her eyes shut as she waited for the knife to cut in. It didn’t. He didn’t.


Relief flooded. Then she felt the lick of the blade caress its way back down her neck. It stopped. He deliberated for a moment before digging the edge of the blade against her throat. Hard. Cold.


She didn’t feel anything at first. Too adrenalised for pain to register as the blade sliced across her neck.


Surprise, followed by panic, coursed through her like an electric shock. She didn’t want to die. She knew that if she didn’t do something – anything – he was going to kill her. But she was paralysed. Terrified, she remained still as he bent down close to her ear; savouring her fear. Breathing in her pain. Her horror.


She didn’t need to see his lips to know that he was smiling; enjoying the power he had over her. Nor did she need to see his eyes to know that they would be filled with contempt.


‘You’re so fucking perfect.’ His voice muffled. ‘But you know it, don’t you?’


He pressed his own face against hers. Held it there for a moment. ‘You know how much I have wanted you, Harri . . . wanted this. I have waited so long to touch you . . .’


He knew her name. How the fuck did he know her name?


Her mind struggled to find a connection. She didn’t recognise his voice. Or did she? She couldn’t be sure. But he knew her . . . How?


The voice was distorted too much for her to be certain. Fear snaked its way through her body, coiling itself in a tight knot in her stomach.


‘I’ve watched you. Watched you fucking around. Watched you with other men. Flaunting yourself. You’ll never fuck around again after I’m done with you. Will you? WILL YOU?’


She tried to shake her head. Couldn’t. She tried to recognise him. His voice. The weight of his body. His height. She felt sick. Fuck, no . . . Not you . . . NO!


She attempted to struggle. To fight back. But he had her completely. She couldn’t breathe . . . couldn’t scream . . . couldn’t think.


Then she felt him . . . felt his hardness against her. She knew what was coming next.


‘Did you really think you could tease me and get away with it? You fucking owe me this,’ he hissed.


No . . . NO!


 


Gasping for breath, Harri sat bolt upright. Drenched in sweat, her T-shirt clung to her body. She was deafened by pounding blood as her heart beat furiously. It took her a moment to realise that she was awake and alone. She tried to breathe. Short gasps of air at first. Then deeper breaths. Slower, less frantic. Less . . . terrified.


It’s over with . . . it’s over . . .


She clenched her hands in resistance. Bit her lip. Hard. Fought the tears spilling down her face. In that moment she hated herself. Hated feeling pathetic. Feeling weak.


Stop crying! You hear? You’re fucking done crying!


She was done being a victim. She had survived. She had moved on. It was over. All she had to do was keep telling herself that. Until eventually she believed it.


It’s over. It’s over . . . He can’t get you now . . .


She rubbed the truculent tears away, then looked at the radio alarm clock. It was only 11:51 p.m. Still shaken, she switched on the lamp on the floor next to her. Just in case. She looked around the vault-like space. There was nowhere to hide. No other adjacent rooms. It was one sparse, open-plan room. The kitchen and the bathroom were less than basic. But it was hers and she knew every inch of it.


She fought the urge to check that no one was in the empty building below – paranoia wasn’t her thing. Instead, she turned angrily onto her side and tried to block out the recurring nightmare by looking across at the windows opposite. She stared blankly out at the zig-zagging headlights of cars as they passed across the Tyne Bridge. Her eyes drifted away from the River Tyne towards Gateshead. The embankment was shrouded in blackness. Oppressive. She shivered involuntarily. It felt as if someone was watching her apartment.


Don’t be ridiculous!


She rolled over on the double mattress, turning away. She had positioned it opposite one of the four original windows that dominated the sixty foot by sixty foot space. When she went to bed she would lie watching the yellow and orange lights that danced and flashed across the river. It gave her a sense of security. That she was not alone.


She had used the money she had made from the sale of her flat in London to buy this space on the fifth floor of a derelict building just off the Quayside. As soon as she had seen it, she knew it would suit her. It had been sold as a ‘project’ – but even that description was too optimistic. There were no commodities to speak of – nothing that made it habitable. Most of the wood flooring had been infected by woodworm and needed to be renewed. The exposed brickwork, shabby and partially covered in lead paint, needed sandblasting and repointing. The original beams required treating and, in some cases, replacing.


But she still bought it. The reason was simple: no one could enter it without her knowing. She was on the top floor with one way in. One way out. The windows that flooded the space with light during the day could not be opened. Which was exactly what she wanted. She had made herself a prison – a box where she could shut herself away from the outside world.


It was simply a place to eat, sleep and shower. That was all she needed – a safe room where she could lock everything else out.


To lock out people like Stuart . . .


The words that she had overheard earlier stung her. After what happened to her, she had accepted that life would never be the same again.


She stared over at her kitchen space, trying to distract herself. She had made the best use possible of the space. On the wall opposite the windows, a Sixties-style fridge stood beside a wooden table with drawers that functioned as a kitchen worktop; on it were a kettle, microwave and a dish rack filled with some china and utensils. Next to the table was a chipped and stained Belfast sink that had seen better days, but it was one of the original fittings that had come with the apartment.


The bathroom was as basic as the kitchen space, housing only a white enamel sink and toilet. Both had been hidden behind a stud wall at one end of the room. As soon as she had bought the apartment, she had knocked the wall down, wanting every part of the space exposed. She had then plumbed in a basic shower cubicle – her only luxury. It had taken her two days to assemble and connect it. Not that she had any hot water. But at least she could shower. And while she showered, she would be able to see every part of the flat; most importantly, the door.


She scanned the large room, looking for a hint that something was out of place. The room was spartan. She could see into every corner. There was no place to hide here. No shadows for a rapist to lurk in.


A vintage leather tan couch sat underneath a window, opposite the kitchen space. An old wooden tea chest, covered in newspapers and books, was in front of it. A threadbare Persian rug lay under the tea chest. Beside the couch were the only possessions she had allowed herself to bring from her old life; a record player and an eclectic vinyl collection. If she had to disappear again, they were the only things she would take – the only tangible thing she had left of her father.


She refused to think about her life then. It had gone and there was nothing else to show for it. Her eyes drifted up to the exposed beams overhead. She had wired and positioned four speakers at each corner of the room. Since she was the only resident in the building, she could blast music as loud as she wanted. For now. At some point the floors beneath her would be sold off and turned into luxury apartments or offices.


Hanging from the rafters in the middle of the room was an old red punching bag. She had taken kickboxing lessons after her assault and had trained every day since.


Harri looked towards the large metal door. She was checking that it was still bolted. That no one had managed to break in while she was asleep. She knew she was being ridiculous. It was impossible. There was no way in from the outside – no fire escape. The only way up to the fifth floor was either by the stairs or the decrepit Thirties lift, which made more noise than actual movement.


She remained lying on her side, rigid, willing herself back to sleep. But she couldn’t relax. She held the baseball bat that she kept under the patchwork quilt to her body. She had spent time planning. Psyching herself up for his return. Next time she would be ready. Next time, she would kill him.


She waited to unwind. But she was too wired. Annoyed, she resigned herself to getting up. She needed to burn off the adrenalin coursing through her body.


She pulled her T-shirt off and looked for her running clothes. As she did so she caught sight of herself in the mirror that leaned against the wall next to her clothes rail. She instinctively recoiled at the ugly crisscross scar on her left breast and the jagged line that ran across her neck. Both scars were still raw – the flesh not quite healed.


She turned away, sickened by the image. She tried not to look at herself naked – too much a reminder of what had happened. Soon it would be exactly a year to the hour of her attack. She had survived. What angered her was the way he had marked her. She would live every day of her life with permanent reminders.


But she was fooling herself if she thought the scars were only physical. He had left her with the promise that he would come when she least expected it; finish what he had started.


For what he wanted was to kill her.










DAY ONE


FRIDAY: 1st APRIL










Chapter One


The chemicals he had used stung her eyes. But she couldn’t close them. She was too scared of what would happen. He had left her strapped in the old-fashioned wheelchair down in the basement – alone – staring at the cutting slab in the centre of the room.


Her body . . . Oh God . . .


Tears slipped silently down her pale cheeks, seeping over the black duct tape. She was terrified by what she had seen. It was beyond anything she could ever have imagined. There was no logic behind what he had done to ‘Subject A’.


Or maybe in his head it made sense? For he never hesitated . . . Not once. He just concentrated on . . . on altering her.


He had left her lying there, bleeding, barely alive, for hours and hours before returning to complete his transformation.


He was gone now – with her.


Where did he take you?


He was a perfectionist. She knew that; had witnessed it first-hand. It burned like a raging fever in his eyes.


She stared hard at what was left on the metal autopsy table. The skin, blood and— She did not want to think about the rest.


No . . . don’t think about what he did to her afterwards . . .


Her face felt cold. Her tears were filled with remorse – though there was nothing that she could have done to help. There were only three of them left now.


He had promised her – them – that he would find a cure for their ailments. He said that they were all infected with the same disease; a disorder of structure that he was charged with curing. It was his obsession. His life role. And he had selected them individually – had sought them out from so many potential candidates. His intention was to physically change them. To make them unrecognisable. She understood that now. He had bleached Subject A’s dark brown hair blonde, covered her eyes with bright green contact lenses, altered her body and finally her face.


The thought of the end result terrified her. He terrified her.


She strained to hear something – anything. But all she could hear was a deathly silence that bounced back at her off the thick stone walls. She was scared. But she couldn’t call out for help.


Then she heard the music. It was faint but she could still make out the crackling and static from the old vinyl on the gramophone. It was the third movement from Debussy’s Suite Bergamasque. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up as a feeling of disquiet unfurled itself in the pit of her stomach. She knew that something was wrong. That one of the other patients must have been distressed. The music was only played to help induce a state of calm in the sanatorium. That was what he called it – the sanatorium. He had told her that the old building was built to accommodate tuberculosis patients. It had all made sense to her then – the rows of old-fashioned wrought-iron beds, the large, white-washed ward and the countless empty wheelchairs lined up sinisterly in the hallways.


She thought about what could have upset the patient – or patients; for there were two of them left up there. No . . . He wouldn’t have?


Paralysed, she had watched as he had wheeled ‘Subject A’ out of the basement room. He had never once looked at her. It was as if he had forgotten that she even existed. She tried to ignore the panic that was starting to build. Sometimes he would be gone for what felt like days at a time as they lay in their hospital beds, unable to move. Waiting. Always waiting for him to come back. Sometimes he left them in their wheelchairs facing the windows; all in a regimented line. He said it was good for their constitution – the biting fresh air. He would forget that the cold and rain could drive through the large open windows, burrowing into their sickly flesh as it clung to their protruding bones. He would forget that they were immobile; unable to move or speak until he returned. All they could do was watch and wait. Prisoners in their own bodies.


She wondered whether he had taken ‘Subject A’s’ body upstairs to the ward.


Oh my God . . . Has he put her back in her bed? NO . . . Surely not like that . . . Not after he had altered her . . .


She blinked back the tears as the music seeped into the basement. It was loud now. Too loud. This was atypical. She knew something was wrong. That someone was very distressed.


She tried to swallow down the bile that had risen to the back of her throat. She didn’t want to choke to death. Not alone. Not like this. She could feel her body begin to spasm. Shock was starting to set in. The reality of her situation too horrific. She now knew what he planned to do to her. After all, she had witnessed ‘Subject A’s’ transformation first-hand.


But whatever he had attempted to do had not worked. That was what he had said. That ‘Subject A’ was not nearly as perfect as ‘her’. She had wondered who he was referring to. All she knew was that this woman – his obsession – had long blonde hair and bright green eyes. He had attempted to alter ‘Subject A’ to look like her – and failed.










Chapter Two


Her breathing was hard and fast. Her head hurt. A dull throb waiting to explode. But she refused to stop. Too angry, too defiant to give in. Her eyes filled with dogged determination as she forced herself to continue.


Fuck it!


A New England Patriots baseball cap was pulled down low over her face, giving her the anonymity she needed. Her hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail. She pulverised the dark pavement as she pushed every muscle in her to keep running.


She could feel the pain of the past catching up; feeding off the injustice she felt.


Stop it, Harri! Stop being a fucking victim!


Filled with pent-up fury, she sprinted past the warm glow of the Pitcher and Piano as the bar started to close. Midnight and the place was surprisingly full of revellers spilling out onto the Quayside, taking in the hypnotic blue lights of the Millennium Bridge as it arched over the River Tyne – a poetic feat of balance and modern-day engineering. The dazzling lights reflected off the menacing water below momentarily calmed her. A brief respite from the resentment she felt.


She had already run for twenty minutes. But it wasn’t enough. Not yet, no matter how much her body objected. Her pain was too raw and if she was to get any sleep she needed to burn it off. Two more miles and then she would head back. Physically and, hopefully, mentally exhausted.


Instinct made her turn and look across the black river towards Gateshead and the car parks and industrial sites to the left of the Baltic Flour Mill and the Sage. All she could make out were the garish yellow glow of disappearing car headlights and the burnished orange of streetlights.


An icy sliver of unease stirred within. It was a familiar, unwelcome guest. She hated feeling this way. Annoyed at herself, she headed for the steps leading up to the Free Trade pub.


She reached the top and stopped. Bent over and panting, Harri raised her head and looked out across the Tyne, taking in the breathtaking view. At night it was magical – vibrant and alive, lit up in every direction. The place was always buzzing and that was what she craved. People, noise, lights – anything to distract her.


She usually felt safe here. Hidden amongst the chaos.


But tonight was different. She felt on edge. As if someone was watching her. She knew it was irrational but she couldn’t shake the feeling. She put it down to the fact that it was a year ago to the night when it had happened. When her life had changed.


She breathed out. Steadied herself. She had a new life here. One that she had to make work. There was no going back.


She let go of the railing and ran down the steps, and continued on for another mile or so before checking her watch: 12:29 a.m. It was time to turn back and head for home. She passed the Baltic Chambers and turned into a side alley. She fumbled for her keys when she reached the hidden doorway. But as she did so she heard a noise behind her. She spun around as a hooded figure stepped out from the shadows. Six foot two. Athletic.


Wary, she took in his presence. She may have been petite in comparison but she knew how to use his height and weight against him. She had a choice; headbutting the bones of his nose up into his skull – an unexpected, sudden movement involving bringing his face down in a hard whiplash movement straight into the crown of her head. Or, she could come at him with a roundhouse kick; heel to the jaw knocking him straight to the ground – and out. Both would work.


But he was gone before he gave her a chance to make a choice, as if she had imagined him. She was all too aware that she could seriously injure someone, even kill them, without a second’s hesitation. Rather that, than . . .


She blocked the thought. She had spent months rebuilding herself. Counselling had been obligatory. And it had worked. Without the doctor’s help, she would not have been able to continue, let alone work as a copper. He had made her understand how to survive; what she needed to do to get her life back. And she had; she had learned to fight. When she had come to this conclusion he ended the counselling sessions. He explained that he had done everything he could for her. His fear was that she would become overly dependent on him. And so confident that she could cope without him, he had cut her loose. It had been a painful transition at the time and a major influence in her decision to transfer to the Northumbrian force. After all, there was nothing left for her in London. She had sent him a text informing him of her decision and he had wished her well.


Stepping inside the old Victorian building, she took in the silence. The stillness. It was hidden off the Quayside. She liked the fact that it overlooked the River Tyne. Simply because it meant that no one could watch her. Stalk her. Like before.


Switching the overhead light on, she noticed the takeaway leaflets on the ground and other junk. Stuff she had stepped over countless times. When Harri had relocated, she had set up a PO Box so that her whereabouts remained private.


She picked them up with the intention of binning them, then ran – two steps at a time – up the stairs, hitting the light switches on each floor as she went. Heart thundering, muscles objecting, she finally reached the top floor. She opened the heavy door to her apartment and then locked and bolted it behind herself.


Harri did what she always did and checked that there were no unexpected surprises waiting. Everything was as she had left it. She threw the junk mail in the bin and looked out at the Tyne Bridge. She still couldn’t shake the irrational feeling that someone out there was watching her. She headed for the shower.


Turning it on, Harri steeled herself for the initial shock of the ice-cold water, scrubbed at her body with a rough sponge. Once out, she brusquely towelled herself dry, found her T-shirt dumped on top of the mattress and, shivering, hurriedly pulled it on.


She froze. Out of the corner of her eye she saw an A4 envelope on the floor by the bin. She realised it must have been hidden amongst the free weekly newspapers.


Curious, she walked over and picked it up. The envelope was blank. She ripped it open. Inside was an A4 photograph. She pulled it out. No . . . no . . .


She automatically turned away.


Fucking look at it, Harri!


She forced herself to look back down at the familiar image. After all, it was her face staring back at her. Swollen. Eyes bloodied. Her nose broken. Unrecognisable. Her blonde hair tangled and covered in blood.


She attempted to swallow. But her mouth was too dry.


Her eyes took in the ugly sutures across her savaged neck. Sickened, she scrunched the photograph up into a tight ball and threw it into the bin.


Shit . . .


She recognised the photograph as one of many that had been taken after her assault. The bastard had rung 999 and reported her attack from her own mobile. She assumed that he had called the emergency services to guarantee that she would survive.


He had promised her he would find her again and when he did he would . . .


She stopped. Tried to breathe. Forced herself to block out the words. His words. His promise. She had always known this moment would come. She had discussed it in counselling. But now it had become a reality.
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