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ONE


 


They took her away from me. 


I mumbled a protest through the haze of pain and exhaustion that had turned me into little more than a zombie. I'll never be able to watch a zombie movie again without remembering this night, I thought. 


"It's all right – we have to move her somewhere else to take care of her. She's hurt worse than you," I was told. "We need to treat you, too. There's a gunshot wound in your shoulder."


I couldn't remember how long it had been since I'd last slept, so it took a few seconds to register what she'd said. Gunshot wound. My shoulder. Oh yeah, it hurt. I couldn't help her 'til that was sorted. Hospital staff would take care of her until I was okay. 


The pain began to dull as a local anaesthetic took effect. I turned to look at the mess of blood my right shoulder had become. The smell of disinfectant jolted my brain out of sleep and most of the way to alertness. All that blood and it was barely more than a graze. A few stitches would sort that.


One of the hospital staff held a clipboard while she spoke to two police officers just out of earshot. She nodded, looked grim and came over. She started firing questions at me.


"Name?" 


"Nathan Miller."


"What happened?"


"I was shot."


"By whom?"


"A homicidal lunatic with a gun and bad aim." 


The next question came tersely. "Her name?"


"Caitlin Lockyer."


"What happened to her?"


"Looks like someone tried to kill her."


"Was that you?"


"No, it was the homicidal lunatic and his mates, for all I know."


"What's your relationship to her?"


"Friend." What the hell, I thought. She'd probably agree with that, for the moment, at least.


"There. Done." The nurse stitching up my shoulder was cheerful, glad to be finished with me. "Now I'll show you to your room – just overnight..."


"I want to see her."


"She's still in Emergency."


"I want to see her," I repeated.


"Only family are allowed. She's in a critical condition..."


"Which is why I want to see her."


"But you can't..."


"Take me to where she is, now."


Nurse Grim was reluctant, but Caitlin wasn't that far away. Instead of a normal Emergency Department curtained cubicle, they'd put her in the room for child patients, with cheerful pictures and mobiles on the ceiling. Small though she was, I hadn't made the mistake of thinking she was a child. 


Nurse Grim stopped to speak in a low voice to an orderly outside. I accosted a nurse on her way out of Caitlin's room.


"How is she?"


"She's fighting us. Calls out for someone and tries to get up. We can't do anything for her unless she calms down."


I glanced inside and saw someone with a syringe, advancing on her. "Please – don't hurt her!" I blurted out.


The orderly blocked my path. "You're not family..."


"I'm the one she's calling for."


"You said your name was Nathan Miller, and..."


"But she doesn't know that." I pushed past him. 


The syringe-wielding nurse stared at me, her mouth open. Caitlin struggled to sit up and grabbed the syringe from the distracted nurse. "Don't let them hurt me again!" For an instant, I saw her face. Her eyes had hell in them. 


I approached her slowly, looking deep into her tortured eyes, avoiding looking at the injuries that caused her so much pain. "I'm here. We're in a hospital and they're trying to help you." I kept my voice calm and steady.


She sagged back against the bed as she took this in, her eyes never leaving mine. The syringe rolled across the floor as it slipped from her fingers.


"So... tired," she managed to say, "but... scared to sleep. What if... I wake up... you're gone and I'm still... there... with them?" She didn't look away, even as her eyes filled with tears. "Please."


"I'll be here. When you wake up I'll be here. Here, in hospital with you," I promised recklessly, forcing myself to smile as I reached to touch her hair. 


"Thank you," she murmured, closing her eyes.


I waited until I was sure she was asleep before I said anything else. "You cut her hair off. She won't like that." Her long hair was now a short, dark cap that curled slightly around her ears.


"She didn't," came the nurse's voice behind me. "That must have been what woke her up. But we couldn't leave it – it was matted with blood and sand. We had to clean the wounds on her back. I've never seen so many ulcers, especially ones that bad. It's a good thing she's unconscious for this, because those must really hurt..."


She talked as she worked. I tried to keep my eyes firmly fixed on Caitlin's sleeping face, so I didn't see the extent of her injuries, but occasionally my eyes would stray to the subject of the nurse's running commentary. Every time I wanted to close my eyes in horror at the thought of what Caitlin had been through, but I didn't. Instead, I dragged my eyes back to her face. 


When the nurse had finished with her now-cooperative patient, she said, "Now I'm taking her up to her room..."


"And I'm taking you to yours," an orderly behind me chimed in.


"If you think you're taking us to separate rooms, you've got another thing coming." 


"The police want you under guard..."


"And she won't feel safe without some sort of protection. We'll share."


As they wheeled her bed out, I followed, along with a police officer I hadn't noticed earlier. 


"Can I have a word with you?" he asked abruptly.


I shrugged. My eyes were on Caitlin, asleep on the hospital bed.


"Look, you found an injured girl on a beach and got her to hospital, probably saving her life. That sort of thing can get you a medal. But there are a few suspicious things that just don't add up. You were walking down a beach in winter at 2 am. You got into the ambulance with her. She refused all medical assistance until you were there. There was a dead body on the beach, not far from where you found her, shot with the gun you were holding. And she was last seen three weeks ago, speaking to someone in a car just like yours."


I shrugged again. "Look, I've already told two different officers this, but I can tell you, too, if you like. I couldn't sleep so I went for a drive, then decided to take a walk on the beach. I saw a couple going for it near where I'd parked my car when I got back, so I decided to take a longer walk and come back a bit later. 


"When I returned later, they were still there and I tried to keep my distance from them, but I heard her telling him to stop. When I gathered he wasn't stopping and she was getting increasingly upset about it, I went over and asked if they were all right. 


"She asked me to help her and the guy told me to fuck off. He pulled a gun out and started waving it around and threatening me. I dived for the gun and got into a fight with him. I managed to knock the gun out of his hands and I didn't see where it landed. 


"The next thing I knew, there were gunshots and I threw myself to the ground, but he didn't. She'd gotten hold of the gun and shot him. I'm lucky she didn't hit me, her aim was so bad.


"I told her that he wasn't going to hurt her again and tried to take the gun off her, but she wouldn't let go until I promised they wouldn't hurt her again. So I did." 


I took a deep breath and went on. 


"I rang an ambulance and waited with her. The police turned up, someone got mixed up and figured I was the one responsible, possibly because I was holding the gun.


"They let me carry her to the ambulance. Then one of your guys shot me, or tried to, but he only grazed me and managed to shoot her instead. The last thing she said before she passed out was, 'You promised...'" I gritted my teeth, remembering what she'd looked like as she said it. "I got in the ambulance because I was carrying her, I stayed because I'd been shot and I'd promised.


"She's been beaten and worse by the dead guy, then when I tried to help her we both got SHOT by the police who were supposedly trying to help her. About the only person who hasn't hurt her is me, so she doesn't trust anyone else. Damn it, your guys shot her!


"And yes, I'm staying. I found some random girl on a beach, fought off her attacker and helped to get her to hospital, while getting shot in the process and winding up in hospital myself. So I'm sticking around because I want to know she's okay. If you were in my place, I imagine you'd want to know whether you'd wasted your time, too." I let out a breath I hadn't known I was holding.


He looked unmoved. "You have no witnesses to confirm your story before the police showed up? Anyone you told you were going for a walk, anyone who saw you?"


I nodded toward Caitlin. "She saw me." After thinking a moment, I added, "My doctor knows I have trouble sleeping. He gave me something called Temaze, but I only use it as a last resort."


"And how do you explain that your car was seen when she disappeared?"


I narrowed my eyes. "My car? I drive a red Mercedes. I know it's an unusual car, but I bet it's not the only one in Perth. You know it was my car? Someone saw the licence plates of my car?"


The cop looked abashed. "Okay, no, we don't know what the number plate was. We don't know it was your car. But it is a hell of a coincidence, all the same."


I took a deep breath and laughed. "Look mate, do you think she'd trust me if I was the guy who'd raped her?" More soberly, I continued: "Hell of a coincidence – more like someone's trying to set me up for this." 


He looked indecisive for a moment, before replying in a low voice, "If someone's trying to set you up, they'll need to set you up with accomplices. Her medical report says that she's been raped repeatedly by at least four of them, probably including the dead one on the beach. And judging by her injuries, they've been at it for at least a couple of weeks. Three of them are still out there. When she wakes up she might be able to tell us who they are. But I never told you."


 


 



 


 


TWO


 


Red Mercedes. 


They had a red Mercedes.


Hit me, pulled me in, drugged me. 


Eyes like saucers. Pervert. 


Sorry. Oh God, so sorry. 


Let me go, you bastard. 


Fighting the drugs. 


Clawing at my throat. 


Fighting the darkness.


The pain in the darkness.


Fight them. 


Don't let them win.



 


 


THREE


 


I woke in daylight and glanced at my watch. Early afternoon. My shoulder ached and more besides. It must have been time for more pain medication. Please, please let there be more pain medication. 


A smiling woman set a tray of lunch on the table next to my bed. She returned to the trolley for Caitlin's lunch, which she placed hesitantly on the table beside her. 


"One of the volunteers should be along shortly, with the book and magazine trolley. Your roommate's on the front cover of today's paper – you might want to keep a copy for her."


I thanked the woman.


"When she wakes up, can you tell her I've given her today's and tomorrow's menu, so she can pick what she wants? Yours is on your tray, too." She lowered her voice. "The ice cream is really good."


I smiled and thanked her again as she left, my eyes straying to Caitlin. I slid out of bed and made my way over to her. 


She was tucked tightly in her bed, still asleep, her face and hair all that showed. She looked as if she hadn't moved since we were brought here early this morning. With the amount of sedative she'd been given last night, she wasn't going to be awake for lunch today, nor dinner – I figured her first hospital meal wouldn't be earlier than breakfast tomorrow. I had until then to work out what I wanted to say to her when she woke up. 


I headed past her, to the bathroom we shared, before I went back to sit on my bed to eat lunch for breakfast at lunchtime. I didn't taste any of it, from the first bite 'til I'd finished the ice cream. 


When did I last eat? I wondered, realising that I couldn't remember. No wonder I'd been hungry. I'd last had a drink more than twelve hours ago, a sip on the beach, before I gave the rest of the can to Caitlin. 


Almost without thinking, I pushed myself off my bed and settled into the visitor's chair beside her, so I could see her face. For the first time, I felt self-conscious that I was only wearing my shorts. They were the only item of clothing I had left – I'd handed the rest over to the police, her blood on everything else. I'd have to call my sister today and ask her to bring some fresh clothes, before Caitlin woke up. I didn't want to frighten her any more than she had been already. 


"You'd have to be the first pretty girl I'd rather woke up to me fully clothed than in just my underwear," I told her. I laughed quietly. 


Caitlin neither replied nor moved, she was so deeply asleep. 


"I never wanted to see you hurt. I'm sorry I didn't help you sooner," I began hesitantly. No, that wasn't the first thing I wanted her to hear – reminding her of what had happened to her. I stared into space, my eyes focussing on her untouched meal tray. "Do you want your ice cream?"


When she didn't respond, I helped myself to the little cardboard tub, lifting the lid with a slight sucking sound. The ice cream had already started to melt in the warm room. 


In between bites, I voiced the things I could say to her when she woke. 


"Hi, remember me? I was oblivious to you getting hurt, so you're in hospital now." No. Could I sound more callous if I tried?


"I'm Nathan, I stole a shirt from a corpse and stuck it on you." Lovely.


"I wish I'd never seen you and then neither of us would be here. I wish none of this had ever happened." True, but still not something I should say to her. If I hadn't seen her, she might be dead now instead of in hospital. 


I scraped the bottom of the cardboard container for the last melted drops. "I'm sorry – I finished your ice cream. When you wake up, I'll owe you one." I stood up and took the empty container to my meal tray. 


All that I'd said should have been funny, given my dark humour, but I had no laughter left. I only felt empty. Not even my stolen ice cream could help to fill that void. What kind of person stole a sleeping girl's ice cream? 


I made it to our shared bathroom before I threw up – her ice cream, mine and probably most of the lunch I hadn't tasted. When I was done, I rinsed my mouth and left the bathroom, closing the door hard behind me. 


I returned to my own bed and stretched out on top of the covers. I folded my arms behind my head and stared at the ceiling for a moment, before I spoke again. 


"I'm sorry, Caitlin. I'm so sorry." 


My eyes started to water, probably from staring at the room light, so I closed them.



 


 


FOUR


 


Dark. Pain. Cold. Tears. 


Screaming for them to let me go until my throat hurt and my voice was almost gone. 


No one. 


No reply, no light. 


More pain. 


Bitter tears. 


Alone in the dark when I needed HELP. 


I remember lying down, sobbing. 


Cold, rough, hard concrete. 


Dusty. Made me cough but no one heard. 


Cold and alone and hurting in the dark. 


Pain. 


Relief that no one had heard me, that there was no reply. 


Not alone was worse. Oh hell... 



 


 


FIVE


 


"Go away – leave me alone!" Caitlin cried in panic.


I woke with a shock in the middle of the night. She was screaming and struggling to get away from someone – but there was no one else here.


I sat on the edge of her bed and shook her gently, but she didn't wake up. She was locked in a deadly struggle with the people in her nightmare.


She screamed abuse at me as I panicked and let go of her. There was nothing I could do.


Gradually, her struggles gave way to helpless tears. "Please help me... you promised..." she whimpered.


I tried to tell her I was here, that she was safe now, that there was nothing to worry about, because she was in the very best of care, but she kept going like she never heard a word of it. Her whispered, desperate pleas continued as I pressed the button to bring a nurse. It felt like forever before a nurse arrived.


I heard her in the corridor, talking to another nurse. "You go on down to tea, Judith. I'll just see to this one and I'll join you. It's that girl who came in last night – the one with the police guard. I heard one of them's pretty hot."


The other nurse thought this was funny. "You mean the young one who looks like Matt Damon? I heard he's her boyfriend. If she needs a nurse, it's probably because he isn't there to help her. Have fun, Carol."


Sick of waiting, I spoke. "If you're the nurse, come here."


The nurse entered the room and sized me up, her look openly curious. 


At another time, I might have found her obvious approval gratifying. I know I would have liked what I saw. I would have responded by verbalising the invitation in her eyes. Maybe I should have. I know I wanted to.


Later. 


All those fleeting thoughts dissolved in my irritation that her attention was on me instead of Caitlin, whose sobs made my chest ache in sympathy.


"She's having nightmares and she won't wake up. Is there anything you can give her to help her?"


"I can't," she told me flatly. "What she's on, and the condition she's in – hell, she's so sedated she shouldn't be able to have nightmares. She won't be waking up for a while."


"I see." I kept my voice equally flat.


"Please. You promised," Caitlin sobbed. "No, don't let them..."


"Who's she talking to?" the nurse asked.


"Me. She wants me to help her." It came out bitter. Because I couldn't stop her nightmares.


The nurse looked like she wanted to ask something else, but I didn't want to explore this any further. I let my eyes wander over her body. When I lifted my eyes to her face, I gave her a look that plainly said, "Damn, not bad." I hated myself for raising her expectations, knowing I was only going to dash them again in moments. She looked flustered, and I took the opportunity to get rid of her.


"If there's nothing you can do for her, then I guess you're better off going back to the nurses' station, or wherever else you're needed." I flashed her my most charming smile, feeling cheap for not following it up with anything else. "Go to tea, Carol." Which Carol did, without hesitation.


I stayed by Caitlin, where I promised I'd be, Nurse Carol's words running through my head. She won't be waking up for a while. Caitlin wouldn't miss me if I went downstairs for a few minutes. Not if she wasn't waking up for a while.


I'd be back before she woke up. Perhaps I could make up for my curt dismissal of Nurse Carol and offer to pay for her tea. 


Caitlin was weeping quietly now, oblivious to me. I stood up and moved away from her toward the door, thinking of joining Nurse Carol for tea, coffee or anything else she cared to name. Maybe getting to know the shapely Singaporean girl better... 


"No... please... don't leave me!" Caitlin's voice grew louder and more panicked with each word. "You promised!" Swearing softly, I sat down beside her again and she was silent. 


Swearing a bit more, I realised there was only one way I was going to get any more sleep tonight. 


I grabbed a sheet and pillow from my bed and carefully cocooned her body in her own sheet. I squeezed in behind her, so I was half under her pillow and up against the headboard. If she hadn't been so small, I wouldn't have fitted. 


So, I didn't get to have a drink with Nurse Carol, but I got the consolation of sleeping with Caitlin. 


I stuck my pillow behind me to cushion my head from the cold, laminated surface of the headboard and spread my sheet over myself as best I could. My last thought before I fell asleep was that, under better circumstances, with a bigger bed and less clothes, I'd be happy to climb into bed with Caitlin, so maybe this wasn't so bad after all... 


Ah, who was I kidding? It was a bloody nightmare.


 


 



 


 


SIX


 


Hold her for me.


No... 


Hold her still.


No... 


Don't touch me!


Hold her down, I said.


Touch me and I'll kick your face in!


How are you going to do that with him holding you down?


I said... 


No!



 


 


SEVEN


 


Movement and sound in the room startled me awake. I mumbled something vaguely threatening and opened my eyes. 


Nurse Carol was smiling, standing beside the bed, reaching toward my lap.


Wow. The hot nurse was back. Yes, please!


But of course she wasn't here for me. She brushed aside Caitlin's hair and checked her temperature. When she was done, she smoothed Caitlin's hair back down over her ear, just as it was before. Her fingers rested on the pillow beside Caitlin's head for a moment before she pulled them away. Caitlin's pillow lay across my lap, hiding my eagerness. Thank God.


Nurse Carol walked away from me to pick up the clipboard that held Caitlin's medical chart. She started flipping through it, carefully writing down her observations, her lips moving soundlessly. 


More than disappointed, I opened my mouth to say something to draw the nurse's attention to me. 


I closed my mouth quickly when Carol's eyes shifted from the medical chart in her hands to my face. "It's good that you care about her so much. She'll need all your help and support when she wakes up." 


What the hell could I say to that? I'd be a callous, lying scumbag if I said I didn't care whether Caitlin recovered or not, but she made me sound like the girl's boyfriend if I didn't say it. So I said nothing. 


She tucked Caitlin's chart back into its pocket at the end of the bed. "You shouldn't be in her bed with her, though. One of the other nurses will kick you out if I don't."


Hey, if she had a better offer for me, I'd be there. I looked up at her and thought about saying it, but decided I couldn't. Not yet. 


I cleared my throat. "She sleeps better when I'm here." I smiled ruefully. "So do I, because she's quieter, too."


Carol smiled at me. "Well, you can't say I didn't warn you. I hope you get some sleep, for the rest of the night." She took a deep breath. "Take good care of her. We all want to see her make a full recovery."


"So do I," I admitted, wanting to say more. 


While I was working out how to ask her out for later, she left.


My chances with Nurse Carol crashed and burned. All because I got into bed with Caitlin. 


I shrugged and settled back to sleep, Caitlin's head still pillowed in my lap. 


Maybe later, when this job was over, I'd ask Nurse Carol to come join me for a drink. Maybe if I asked nicely, she'd even wear a nurse's uniform, one heaps sexier than the one she wore to work... hell yeah! Sweet dreams, here I come.



 


 


EIGHT


 


Breathing in the dark.


Not just mine. 


Help me. Get me out of here.


Holding my breath.


Breathe in, breathe out. 


Approaching, closer. 


Too dark to see. 


Breathing faster. 


Are you going to hurt me?


Sharp intake of breath.


ARE YOU GOING TO HURT ME?


Almost panting.


Too close.


No... 



 


 


NINE


 


"You're mad," my sister told me, handing me the bag of clothes I'd asked for. "You find some random girl left for dead on a beach, promise you'll protect her from someone who hurt her who's already dead, only to find out he has mates, so you're going to stick around to protect her from all of them, too? It could be years before the police put them away – if they ever find them! What are you going to do, stay with her for the rest of her life? Marry her?" She snorted with laughter. 


I shook my head, rubbing at my bleary eyes in the hope that it would wake me up. Caitlin had woken me with her screaming more than once last night. "I promised I'd be here when she wakes up. She's been out for longer than I expected, is all. She's been through more than anyone should ever have to and I'm not going to do that to her – just go home and let her wake up alone."


Chris was quick to notice the gaps in my explanation. "How do you know what she's been through? She's barely been conscious since you found her!"


"I don't," I admitted. "But... she has nightmares... even with the drugs they're giving her, and they sound pretty bad. And... I saw what she looked like when I found her. It wasn't pretty." I suppressed a shudder, but she noticed anyway.


"How bad is it? Can I see her?" 


We were in the lounge at the end of the ward. It was only a short walk back to Caitlin's room, but still I hesitated. "Don't touch her," I warned. If she touched her, she'd scream again and I couldn't handle it. I just couldn't.


"Wh..." She started to ask a question, but she looked like she was having trouble deciding which to ask first. Why she'd want to touch her, why she couldn't, or even what in hell I was thinking. Instead, she shrugged and followed me back to the hospital room. 


She thought I was crazy. She could be right. 


The guard outside the door looked askance at Chris. I nodded to him and he let her pass unchallenged. Chris didn't acknowledge the police officer at all. 


She stopped just inside the door and stared, looking puzzled. 


I looked closely at Caitlin, trying to work out precisely what Chris was staring at. 


It couldn't be the bruises on Caitlin's pale face. They'd faded to faint shadows now. She looked as beautiful as the first day I'd seen her.


Caitlin's hands rested by her face on the pillow, each finger individually bandaged and splinted, an IV line slipped between the gauze. The bandages extended down her wrists, like long, white gloves. She wore a hospital-issue nightgown and she'd managed to kick the bedclothes off in her struggle against her nightmares, so everything the scanty nightgown didn't cover was on show. White dressings were stuck to her back, with more on her legs, particularly her ankles and her thighs. Bruises covered her exposed skin in a disturbing rainbow of dark colours. 


Before I could stop her, Chris crossed the room and grabbed Caitlin's sheet. She yanked it up to Caitlin's chin, covering her up almost completely. Her eyes turned to me. "You need to take your own advice." 


I was annoyed at my sister. "It's not like that. Have you ever known me to take advantage of a girl, without her permission?"


Chris frowned deeply, her eyebrows almost meeting. "She's not like any of the girls you usually bring home. She's younger, more fragile..." She stopped, looking lost for words, before her tone changed abruptly. "How in hell did this little girl survive all that?" She waved a hand over Caitlin's body, encompassing everything now covered by the sheet.


"No one knows," I told her shortly, sitting heavily on the visitor's chair by Caitlin's bed. "But when she wakes up, it's one of the first things I'll ask her."


"Yeah, well, I hope that's soon." She paused and looked at Caitlin again. "Or you'll have to adopt her."



 


 


TEN


 


Kissed me. 


Two of them. 


Pinned me, forced me, kissed me. 


Why?


Because I can. 


Nothing you can do to stop me.


First one smelled and tasted bad. 


Rough. Hurt me. Told me what they'd do later. 


Fear. Cold. 


Wanting to cry. 


Won't show weakness.


Stuff you. 


Second one... didn't want to let go. 


Called me beautiful. 


Oh God. Sorry... 



 


 


ELEVEN


 


A week without sleep and I was having trouble focussing. I couldn't sleep in Caitlin's bed with her, she'd scream the place down if I slept in my bed or anywhere else, and I couldn't wake her up. I swear I was so exhausted my eyes kept closing of their own accord, but it was only a matter of time before she had another nightmare and woke me. 


"Help me, get me out of here!" Caitlin screamed. 


I tried calling and then shouting her name, begging her to wake up. 


"You promised..." Caitlin sobbed. 


I tried talking over her, saying whatever came into my head. I may as well have talked to myself. She was oblivious to whatever I said.


"Let me go, you bastard!" Caitlin's hoarse voice hissed as I crossed the room to the bathroom. 


I saturated a face washer with cold water from the bathroom basin and squeezed it out so that it dripped onto her face and neck. 


She started to cry. Her voice was a raw whimper. "Please... so cold. Give me my clothes back. Or a blanket. Get me out of here..."


I picked up her medical charts, trying to decipher her doctor's scribbled terminology in the hope that it would put me to sleep. The word hypothermia caught my eye on the first page and I looked more closely at the hieroglyphics surrounding it. I remembered how cold she'd been on the beach, too cold to shiver in air that was close to freezing. 


Oh, shit.


I got a towel from the bathroom and dried every droplet off her skin. I wrapped her up in her hospital-issue blanket and hugged her 'til her tears dried up, too. Dawn came before sleep did. 


I called my sister and asked her to get me some earplugs. I tried them the very next night. I got to sleep fine but Caitlin's nightmares just got worse until she was screaming so loud the earplugs were useless. It took forever to calm her down. 


"Please, don't let them..." Caitlin begged, over and over. Her words echoed in my head even after she lost her voice. 


The earplugs were in the bin before the sun rose. 


I prayed to any deity who'd listen that Caitlin would wake up and the nightmares would stop.


"Oh God, please, stop..." Caitlin sobbed. 


Yes, please, stop. 


No deity heard me. Her cries for help were more heartfelt, more urgent and delivered in a far more desperate voice than mine. Even I listened and I couldn't do a damn thing for her. 


I don't deny I was desperate to leave. But the more I heard of her nightmares, the more I realised the horror of what she'd been through. I wasn't cruel enough to leave her here alone when I'd promised her I'd stay 'til she woke up. 


"Please... you promised..." Caitlin's voice was a pitiful moan. 


I wanted to tell her how sorry I was for not helping her sooner. 


I turned the TV on, to find it was Disney time. Close to the end of it, I guessed, because Prince Charming was about to kiss some girl in a long, impractical dress and make the whole world perfect again. She woke up and was so pleased to see this perfect stranger in her bedroom that she fell for him, instead of calling the police. 


Wouldn't it be nice if the world worked on Disney principles... 


I couldn't begrudge Caitlin one kiss, in the faintest hope it would help. Hell, it couldn't hurt, could it?


I shook my head and laughed at my own misguided idea. Sleep deprivation makes you think of stupid things. 


I dozed fitfully until the sun went down and woke to screaming. 


Some hours later, in desperation, darkness and insanity, I kissed her. I pressed my lips to hers for a second – nothing more. She froze for that second, then called me names and tried to claw my eyes out. My heart sinking with guilt, I closed my eyes and held my hands up in surrender, backing away slowly. I didn't dare touch her again, let alone try to fend her off.


What kind of scumbag kissed a girl without her permission as she slept? A lower form of scum than the bloke who stole her ice cream. Kids' cartoons had no concept of rape. Prince Charming was never up on an assault charge, no matter how much the sleazy bastard deserved it. 


I pressed the nurse call button. There was nothing I could do to calm Caitlin down this time.


They had to reset three of her broken fingers and there wasn't a scratch on me. I kept my own fingers crossed that the nurses didn't ask me how or why Caitlin had ripped through the dressings on her hands. By some twist of fate, they didn't say a word to me at all. Good thing, too, because I wasn't sure I had the guts to admit to anyone what I'd done. 


I paced up and down at the end of her bed 'til the nurses were done. When Caitlin's fingers were firmly wrapped once more, the nurses left. 


Caitlin was quiet for a few moments and I lay down on my own bed to try and get some sleep. 


"Let me go, you bastard!" she hissed through gritted teeth, but with considerable venom. 


"You keep fighting them, even in your dreams," I mumbled in her direction, closing my eyes. "Whatever you do, angel, don't you let them win, no matter what."


"Keep fighting. Don't let them win," she murmured softly.


I sat up in surprise, looking at her, but her eyes were still closed. 


Come on, Caitlin, wake up. It's my turn to sleep.


But still she slept. 



 


 


TWELVE


 


Waking up in the dark. 


Drugged blur. Couldn't see. Head hurt. 


Tied up. 


Cut myself free, dizzy when I stood up. 


Angry voices in the dark. 


Open door and light.


Running, pushing past him in the doorway. 


Too dizzy. Dark again. Falling. 


His hands on me. 


I'll bite.


He laughed.


They're going to hurt me... 



 


 


THIRTEEN


 


"I have a few more questions." The police officer who came into Caitlin's room was familiar. Was he the one who'd started interrogating me the night we arrived in hospital, before giving me information? Or was he a hallucination, the unwanted child of sleep deprivation?


Caitlin hadn't slept well last night, either. Caitlin never slept well any night. She slept and screamed but didn't wake up. I was forgetting what it was like to sleep at all. My eyes itched from fatigue. 


I responded cautiously, "Okay." 


"Has she woken up yet?" He leaned over Caitlin's bed, looking closely at her face. He reached out, as if to shake her shoulder.


"Don't touch her," I blurted out, wincing. 


His hand stopped, curved not far from her. "Why not?"


"She'll scream." I shuddered. I couldn't stand it when she screamed. I clenched my hands into fists so he wouldn't see them shaking. 


He looked at me for a moment, taking in my fists and the look on my face. He shrugged and seated himself in the visitor's chair by Caitlin's bed, angling his head toward me. "What do you know about the dead man you left on the beach?" His eyes were on me, his expression expectant. 


My brain felt slow and tired. "He was hurting her. He was a big bastard with a gun. He and I got into a fight..."


"No," he interrupted. "You told me this already. What do you know about him, except for the few minutes before he died?"


I thought for a moment. "When I checked to see if he was dead, I took his shirt and put it on her. I figured she needed it more than he did and he owed her that much. That was after he died." 


The grey shirt had been sticky with blood and it had wicked up the red like sweat, making the white Adidas logo stand out even more. There'd been half-healed welts on the man's back and chest that I'd wondered about, but the police officer probably knew more about them than I did. I only know what I saw. When I'd pulled the dead man's shirt over her head, it had left pink streaks on her face where his blood mingled with her tears. I remember feeling satisfied that I'd forced the lifeless bastard to help her when he was too dead to do anything about it, after all the pain he'd caused her... 


"But did you know anything about him, before that night?" the officer pressed. 


"No, I didn't know him." I paused, irritated. "I'm not sure I would have wanted to, either." 


He stretched his legs out in front of him, his arms above and behind his head. He looked at the ceiling, sounding thoughtful. "He owned a holiday house not far from where he died. When his wife heard what had happened to him, she was very distraught. She thought he'd gone for a walk along the beach." He sighed. "She was little and pretty, with short, dark hair. Her name was Laura."


I snorted. "Some walk. I wonder if she knew what he was really doing." 


"Who knows?" He smiled at me and stood up, looking at his watch. "And now, I have to go. Thank you for your assistance." 


He strode out of the room, giving a brief nod to the guard outside before continuing down the corridor to the lifts. 


I shook my head. The dead bastard had a wife and her name was Laura. Who would have thought?



 


 


FOURTEEN


 


Not again. 


Too heavy. Couldn't breathe. 


Hurt me. 


Couldn't scream.


Hurt me again. 


Gasping, sobbing. No air. 


Crushing weight lifted. 


A breath. Another. 


Why a reprieve?


Touching me. 


NO. A scream. Mine.


Hurt me more.


 



 


 


FIFTEEN


 


"Fuck me, but you took your precious time helping her, didn't you? Could you have let them fuck her up any more without killing her?" 


I rubbed my eyes wearily. I hadn't grown a conscience that liked to swear and shout at me. The angry voice could only belong to my boss. Actually, he was my boss's boss. I'd only met him once before and I couldn't remember his name, but I did remember that arguing with him was a bad idea. If I didn't answer, he'd get to the point eventually.


"The boys in Canberra are breathing down our necks on this one, because of the high media profile. We've organised round-the-clock guards for her, and no one even gets her room number unless they have ID and they're on her list of friends and family. We need her and we need her to stay safe. If you want to catch the guys who did this to her, we need to know everything she can remember," he told me, keeping his voice low. "Names, descriptions and what they did to her, with any dates and times she can remember."


"When she wakes up, I'll ask her," I said.


"Fuck, Nathan, the police will be asking, too, and if you want to get to them before the local police do, you need to know everything before they do. You've got to do better than just fucking wait. You need to be her fucking best mate."


I sighed. "So, that means I have to stay with her? The hospital's going to discharge me today. How do you expect me to convince her she needs some random stranger around all the time without her suspecting, when she wakes up?"


He smiled. "I'll take care of the hospital and arrange to have you stay for as long as necessary. The local police are already cooperating with you, right?" He paused and I nodded. "As for the girl – make yourself useful. Be your usual charming self and give her a hand when she needs one. Her hands look like they'll be out of action a while. Your charming personality worked on that receptionist – what was her name, Christie?"


Shit, Christie. Christie the receptionist had turned out to be religious, waiting for marriage and her true love before she'd let anyone in her pants. Even down on her knees she'd been a disappointment. After she'd spilled all she knew and everything she wouldn't swallow, I hadn't seen her again. I'd been glad to give her up. I cleared my throat. 


"Christie the receptionist was nowhere near as... traumatised as Caitlin. That's not a fair comparison." Oh hell, I thought, I almost called Caitlin damaged. And she was – covered in blood and bruises and beaten and broken and... "This one's not going to be won over by a bit of charm and a smile."


"This one's a shitload better looking than that receptionist, or so I've heard. A bit of an incentive, maybe?" He lowered his voice. "Look, the police are going on about how she was raped by more than one man. You're going to have to be honest with me on this one. You didn't..."


I waited, but he didn't tell me what he didn't want me to do. "I didn't sleep with her. Is that what you mean? She wasn't offering and I'm not interested if she isn't willing." I winked. "It's not as much fun if she doesn't enjoy herself."


"Or at least pretending she is," he replied, distracted. 


I forced a laugh. "Not with me. No need, mate." I winked again, but my cheer felt hollow. There was no need when this was one girl I'd never sleep with. Oh God, what I'd give for a decent night's sleep without her... 


He sighed, looking wistful. "Yeah, that's why you're the one who's pumping her for information. Don't let the police find out if you do decide to fuck her." He got up to leave. "Let me know what you find out. And don't let anyone fucking kill her."



 


 


SIXTEEN


 


Don't touch me.


Don't touch her.


Don't... 


Can't stop. Must... 


Shouting. Shots. 


Hurts. 


No. 


Can't stop. Must... 


Hurts.


Can't get up.


Must... 


Red light. Blood. 


Scared. Slipping.


Stars.


Dark... 



 


 


SEVENTEEN


 


Caitlin slept peacefully, for the moment. As the bright sunlight streamed through the window into her hospital room, I was incapable of sleep. 


I felt I owed her some explanation and it was easier to tell her when she was asleep. I hesitated, not knowing how much to tell or how little. Maybe if I spoke my piece now I could resist telling her when she was awake and asking for answers. Or maybe I'd never have to tell her.


"She'd gone shopping and we didn't even know she was missing until hours afterwards," I blurted out before I realised what I was doing. "It was weeks and she wouldn't answer her phone, no one had seen her. 


"Then there were the envelopes. No return address, just printed labels on the outside and inside... zip-locked freezer bags with bloodied cloth and skin, cut with a jagged knife. Sometimes every day, or more than one every few days. I wouldn't let Chris check the mail – I put a lock on the letterbox so she couldn't..." My voice died as I remembered again what I could never forget. 


"It must have been over a month before her body turned up, dumped at the base of some sand dunes. Near where you were." I swallowed convulsively, but continued. "For more than a month, they'd just hurt her, until they killed her." A memory I didn't want. One that plagued my dreams.
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