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			Chapter 1

			The rain was pounding down, not quite at monsoon level yet, but getting very close to it in intensity. It bounced off the passing cars that were in such a hurry to get home, giving them an illusionary halo, making them look almost soft in the darkness. Their lights dancing off the ever growing puddles were beginning to resemble small lakes in the unseasonable weather.

			Thunder rumbled overhead and the whole town was illuminated for a few seconds by a brilliant flash of lightning that turned everything an intense white, with highlights of bright blue and purple.

			However, the aesthetics of the scene were completely lost on the young girl huddled in the entrance of the club doorway. She didn’t care how amazing the pyrotechnics looked, all she knew it was a hopeless task trying to get home in weather like this.

			Her brain, totally addled with drink, simply didn’t have the capacity or imagination to come up with anything better than to just sit down heavily on the concrete step of the club and review her options. Staring up at the menacing clouds, she realised just how wet she would get if she moved from this spot. At best she would be utterly soaked, verging on at least totally drenched and possibly close to drowned.

			Was it really worth trying to get home at this point in time? But then she was already getting splashed and wet through as it was, by just sitting in the doorway. She was going to get bloody wet, whatever option she took. ‘Fuck it! No buses this late now, and there would be no bloody taxis out in this lot.’ She looked back at the club in anger.

			‘Another crap evening. sodding typical,’ she muttered to herself as the rain started to penetrate her jacket. She pulled it up around her head in a vain attempt to keep dry. Scowling at the sky she uttered, ‘Bloody funny, now how do I get home in his lot? The evening hasn’t exactly been a success has it? And like, this is really the icing on the cake. Bloody thanks.’

			Scowling at her inner thoughts, she thought her mother had been right again, and her annoying words haunted her now.

			‘Try and say something without swearing,’ she had said earlier that evening, ‘It always gets you noticed if you’re nice, and you could even smile from time to time. Now, that would really get you noticed.’ The girl had laughed at that, she didn’t need a smile to get noticed. There were plenty of good-looking guys out there, and she knew she acted like a magnet to them, even at seventeen. A grin spread across her face, she knew what to do to get noticed, and a smile was a long way down the list.

			‘No swearing, now there was a novelty’, she thought. ‘Fuck that, everyone swears’, but then she had just smirked at her mother and simply said, ‘OK I’ll give it a try,’ as she flounced out of the tiny terraced house in Maidstone, knowing it was a promise she wouldn’t be able to remotely keep once she began drinking. As she walked out she pulled her short dress down tight against her long legs, so it looked as if it had been vacuum formed on her, rather than just put on. Besides, the whole point of an evening out with the girls, wasn’t to be nice, it was to get totally ratted, and if possible, laid in the deal.

			Anything to escape the crippling restrictions of home, and her parents. She wasn’t sure who was worse, her dead loss mother who had driven her father away with her nagging, or her bloody step father who she had picked up to replace him. Not so much of a father either, he was usually pissed most evenings, and had a habit of lashing out when it got the better of him. In fact, she thought, anything to escape her bloody sad life in general. And she had such a boring, mind numbing job to cope with, on top of everything else. Of course they had rubbed that in by saying that was her own fault, she should have done better at school, got a few GCSEs, and found some meaningful employment.

			But then she had discovered boys instead, and they were far more fun. Besides if she played her cards right, her looks might land someone with a bit of cash to splash. Sod the bloody supermarket then if she did. Sod everyone including her parents. Sod them all. But there was the whole weekend to enjoy now, starting with the club in town tonight. She could have walked in from her home to save a bit of cash, but the bus was reasonably cheap and at least it was warm. Besides, her feet would give her enough grief after a night on the dance floor in heels. ‘Save your energy girl,’ she muttered.

			But that night the local talent were all complete tossers, and only interested in one thing, which she didn’t feel like sharing with these losers. All estate boys, no class or cash there. So she stayed with her friends and stuck to the drink, stating, ‘I’ll give the guys a miss tonight. There’s always Saturday. And I’ll really make up for it tomorrow. These bastards thought just a vodka chaser would get them a quick shag. No chance! I ain’t that cheap!’

			She could hold her drink, or so she thought, but without realising just how drunk she had become, her behaviour went from bad to worse, and she had sworn at the barman once too often. As a result, she was politely, but firmly ejected from the nightclub a little before quarter to midnight. Her friends, all as plastered as she, had just laughed at her plight, abandoned her, and gone back into the club to continue drinking and eying the talent. Although she really wanted a confrontation with the security guards, she thought the better of it, and reluctantly knew she would eventually have to set off in search of a cab already on the road to take her home, as there were no buses at this time of night.

			But there were no taxis anywhere to be seen, they were still dealing with the more lucrative late night rail commuters, eager to finally get home, and the taxis wouldn’t bother with the clubs until well after one am. The rain didn’t help either. People out for a drink, meal or returning from the cinema had already picked off all the cabs in town. Did she stay at the club and hope a cab might turn up, or walk back in the rain? ‘No brainer,’ she thought. ‘Might as well start, if I take the footpath by the river, it will get me back quicker. Sod the rain.’ She stuck her tongue out at the sky, for all the good it did.

			An unsound decision, she knew, walking back at this time of night, but she wasn’t that far from home and the drink had given her enough bravado to think she could do anything. She was invincible, she could do what she wanted, what did she care about the whole stupid, fucking world. So she unsteadily staggered off, swearing at the unlit cabs as they swept by, and no way was she going to ask her stepdad for a lift, she had her pride, and he couldn’t care less anyway, she wasn’t his child, and he would probably be pissed at this time of night.

			Tottering about on her heels, she slowly made her way home. After fifteen minutes she could just about see the houses of the estate come into view. She was soaked through, but who cared, she could shower and fall into bed when she got in. The rain had started to ease now, and she was so much happier that she wouldn’t get much wetter. Cursing the local council for switching off the street lights in yet another cost cutting exercise, she swayed along the footpath in the dark, only pausing to be sick. ‘All that drink gone to waste.’ Looking down at the vomit, she managed a hollow laugh.

			She thought it was a good job there was no one about at this late hour, and in this foul weather, to see the state she was in, and she laughed out loud this time at the thought. She was still feeling sick and bent over to heave again, but she lurched back onto the footpath and was nearly run over by a cyclist racing down the footpath. ‘Bloody drunk,’ he shouted at her. She returned his insult with a raised index finger and a mouthful of foul insults.

			Standing, just, she watched as he disappeared from sight. ‘Last I’ll see of him,’ she said, and laughed out loud. ‘No balls to even have a fight. Fucking wanker!’ And she staggered back on the path. But the cyclist had other thoughts, he was furious at the near collision and the insults, he had braked hard to swing round to chase back after the girl. ‘Think she needs a good slapping to give her some manners,’ he said under his breath.

			Giggling at her triumph, she was totally unaware of the cyclist bearing down on her, and she certainly didn’t expect the well-aimed punch to the side of the head as he rode past. The pain didn’t even have time to register, she had no idea what had hit her and she collapsed onto the wet grass like a sack of coal. There was no way she heard the cyclist’s shout of glee as he jumped off his bike and ran back to the prone figure.

			She was sprawled, face down on the grass. Grabbing her and kneeling on her back to stop her moving, he just saw red, and he started to hit her head as if it was a punch bag. Blood went everywhere, covering his top and shorts. Angrily he pressed her face into the mud with one hand, whilst wrestling with her clothing with his other. She couldn’t have fought him off even if she had been sober, he was far too strong to resist. Her short skirt didn’t offer him much of a challenge, and his hand soon found her pants. Almost in a frenzy, he started to pull them down, which enabled him to feel her soft, warm body. This was what he was after. The frustration he felt, suddenly lifted. Rubbing his hand up and down the top of her legs, he felt for the delights that were his for the taking. She couldn’t resist him. She was his. Lying face down, she hadn’t uttered a sound. It was at this point that he realised she had stopped struggling and he thought she might just let him have his way without the violence, without resisting him.

			‘Wise choice girl,’ he whispered, ‘I could really hurt you, and I know you’ll enjoy this. This is what you really want, whore!’ Rolling her over, he realised there was no resistance from the girl, she was silent and limp. Her eyes were wide open in fright, but they were unblinking. Her face was smeared in mud, her mascara wiped all over her face. Thinking she had fainted, or was in shock, he slapped her face, but got no reaction, she was not moving, just staring into space. A this point he realised she wasn’t breathing either, he had accidently suffocated her, killed her, murdered her.

			‘No, you can’t be dead’ he muttered to himself, ‘Bloody hell, no, I didn’t mean that to happen, I was just going to give you a good slapping, put you in your place, you pig ignorant slut. Teach you not to insult me. Now I have to get away. I didn’t mean this to happen, it was an accident, but no one will believe me, not after the others. Need to get away from you, you stupid cow, look what you made me do.’

			Fleeing in a blind panic, he remounted his bike and rode away as fast as humanly possible, leaving the lifeless body next to the footpath without a care or a second look. She didn’t matter, got what she deserved, she didn’t count. He was more concerned that someone might have seen him, but he didn’t even glance back to check for witnesses. For all his previous bravado, he was scared that he would be caught and held to account. Escape was the only thing on his mind.

			The heavy rain started again, and he was reassured that hardly anyone would have been out in this weather, he would be soaked by the time he got back, but it would help disguise the scene of the crime and even clean up his riding gear. He arrived back at his lodgings ten minutes later, totally soaked. The rain began to wash the blood and mud from the girl’s face, before starting to form puddles around the body. There was a huge flash of lightning immediately followed by an ear splitting clap of thunder. People in town jumped in fright, all except the figure laying on the footpath, she would never move again. Lightning reflected in the puddles, and there was more thunder but further away now, then silence except for the rain softly falling on the body.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			There had to be absolutely no trace of the killing, he had to quickly eliminate every trace of evidence, and permanently, without making it obvious. ‘No clues. No clues. Nothing to lead them here,’ he muttered under his breath.

			Striping off in the yard behind the house, he had crept in to the kitchen in just his underpants. Shivering in the cold, the bloody T-shirt was quickly rammed into the washing machine, along with the Lycra cycling suit. After careful rearrangement they were hidden amongst a normal dark wash that was already half filling the drum, so they wouldn’t look out of place. Preparing the machine with powder and stain remover, he felt a slight sense of relief now.

			‘Soon be gone, no evidence, no evidence,’ he muttered over and over again. Sitting on the floor, he sat there just watching the drum rotate, washing the blood away. Thinking of his actions tonight, his brain was working overtime on how to find a solution to cover his tracks, and more importantly, to make sure he wasn’t discovered or tracked down. ‘Breathe deep’ he said. ‘Slow down, don’t panic, it will be OK.’

			After a few minutes he was feeling slightly more in control of the situation. But his composure was suddenly utterly shattered by a blast of hot alcohol sodden breath on the side of his face and a harsh whisper in his ear. ‘Make sure you sort everything out properly this time, prat’. Her voice so close to his ear, it made him jump. He hadn’t heard her creep up behind him, and he couldn’t help but recoil at the intrusion into his space and thoughts. She had a habit of doing that recently, creeping up on him, thought it funny to keep him on edge, to be unpredictable as well as bloody rude. But she could, couldn’t she, it was her house, she could do what she wanted.

			Still finding it amusing, she pushed his face away with her hand and simply laughed at him. ‘You’re a useless bastard aren’t you. Can’t even be trusted to do the washing properly. Bloody mess you made of it last week. And just look at you, run out of clothes have you, or were you feeling lucky? Fat chance there, eh?’ Looking down at her tenant, she roared with laughter and then sneered, ‘Bloody funny creeping up on you and making you jump, you didn’t think I was in did you? I was going out with the girls tonight, going to have a bloody good drink, but the weather was so foul, I stayed here with my friend,’ she said waving a near empty vodka bottle at him. ‘So you can sort the place out while I’m catching upon my beauty sleep, you freeloader.’

			With that she only just managed to turn around without falling over, and unsteadily headed upstairs and her bedroom door. ‘Hope you break your bloody neck,’ he said, but not so loud that she heard, he couldn’t risk her picking on him again. ‘Beauty sleep, you arsehole? You’d need to be in a fucking coma for years for your face to improve,’ he said with real hatred.

			His angry thoughts turned back to his current plight. This bloody relationship had turned into a nightmare. Got to get out of this place. But how? I’ve lost everything once, can’t risk losing it all over again. I’ve got no proper job, no money, no prospects and no home, except here. She needs a fatal ‘accident’ to cure this relationship, but not until I’ve cleaned her out.

			Anger welled up inside and there was a loud metallic bang as he slammed his fist into the front of the washing machine in sheer frustration. Then sinking back to his knees, he rested his forehead against the vibrating machine as if in deep thought. But he hadn’t got a clue how to resolve the situation he had got himself into, so he simply shook his head as if to clear it, and then like some scolded dog, did as he was told, and headed off to clear up, the fight completely knocked out of him. Nursing bruised knuckles, he retraced his way back into the dark living room of the old shabby house, where he picked up the empty cups and dirty plates they had used whilst watching some brainless TV programme earlier. Lazy bitch hadn’t even picked them up. But he hadn’t either, he was just interested in getting out of this shit hole and venting his anger in a ride, even in the rain.

			Looking around at the threadbare carpet, the scruffy sofa, clothes strewn everywhere, it resembled a doss house. In a way it was, he just dossed down in the place, and it was a complete mess, but it served as home for the moment. But then he had nowhere else to go, so it had to do. The dishes and cups were taken back to the kitchen and he filled the bowl to wash them.

			Deep in thought he would have a lot to contemplate tonight and he knew sleep would be utterly impossible, his brain would be hot-wired in bed and he would be awake for hours. Jesus what a cock up, he had destroyed everything tonight. His whole life was a total mess, and everything seemed so pointless now. But then he had gone too far tonight. Much too far.

			Heading upstairs he stared at the messy room, who cared if the place looked like a shit hole. Well actually he did, his army training subconsciously took over and he reluctantly began to put things in their place, and tidy up. Do as you’re told, don’t argue, follow orders, he was well used to that, well most of the time.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			It was well after two o’clock in the morning when the girl’s body was found by an insomniac dog walker. His young dog wouldn’t settle and he thought a walk across the park might help tire it out. The dog had been let off its lead, allowing it to run free, and it shot off to the other side of the park. He just stood there in the hope it might run off some energy and sleep when he eventually got it home. It was dark and the park’s lights were all switched off now preventing him from seeing where the bloody dog had run off to.

			Now he couldn’t even see the stupid animal, but he could hear it. Bark, bark, bark, what was the matter with it now. The barking continued from the same location and he assumed it had cornered some animal. Bark, bark, bark. Bloody animal. It was only the barking of the dog that had alerted him to the presence of the girl. Up until then he hadn’t been taking any notice of his surroundings, just concentrating on keeping his hood up to prevent the rain from pouring down his neck. ‘Bloody dog’ he shouted at the errant animal ‘Too bloody wet to play, come here stupid.’

			But the dog had no intention of returning, and he was forced to walk over the sodden grass to put it back on a lead to take it home. It was only then that he spotted the girl surrounded by a pool of water. The excited dog running around the prone figure. Bark, bark, bark. Shooing the dog away, he knelt down beside her. He reached down to shake her, thinking she had passed out through drink, like so many kids did these days. Tramp!

			It was only then he realised she was cold to his touch, and her face was unblinking, just staring into space. She had not just passed out, this was far more serious. Feeling for a pulse, he couldn’t find one, she looked dead. The dog was still scampering round the body as he rang 999 on his mobile for the police and ambulance. The police were there in ten minutes and after the inevitable questions, the police believed his story and checked an ambulance was on route, although it was a pointless gesture for her now.

			By the time it arrived, the dog had been caught, leashed and the pair of them stood a little way from the body, both shivering from the cold. The ambulance crew confirmed the girl was dead at the scene and that this was a suspicious death. Obviously the body couldn’t be moved until the forensics team had investigated, so the police taped off the area, covered the body and departed the scene, leaving just a solitary policeman to guard the body whilst they awaited the forensics van.

			A white van, emblazoned with that role, arrived within the hour and carefully erected a tent over the body to protect the scene of the crime. Now shrouded in secret, the body was carefully photographed, as was the surrounding area, before the body was eventually allowed to be taken away to the mortuary for further examination.

			The dog realised play time was over and was led away by his owner, who would spend the rest of the night explaining to his wife what had happened. The rain had now stopped, but thunder sounded weakly in the distance, as if it knew all the excitement was over, and it shouldn’t make such a fuss.

			The tent was left in place, surrounded by a barrier of blue and white police tape, plus the same the solitary young PC who had obviously drawn the short straw down at the station that evening. The scene would be re-photographed in the morning, the tent removed, the tape thrown in the bin, and the park returned to its normal muddy state as if nothing had happened.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Back in his dismal room, he was thinking. Everything used to be so planned, so perfect, so organised. But then his life had actually been organised for him in the army, he didn’t have to think too hard, he was perfectly institutionalised. Just follow orders, do as you are told. Just as well really, as he had been told on many occasions that he wasn’t exactly the sharpest knife in the draw, he wasn’t capable of rational, or for that matter, any sort of imaginative thought.

			But he was thinking hard now, lost in his own thoughts, walking around on automatic, staring into space, where had it all gone so wrong. If he thought about it, it really was a case of bad to worse recently. And it was really, really bad now. ‘Use your brain man,’ had been shouted at him so often in the army, now he really had to use it in earnest. And that was so bloody hard for him. But what was new, life just wasn’t fair, you played the hand you were given, he just seemed to get crap hands.

			When he looked back at his life, it wasn’t anything to boast about was it. He had a shit homelife, he hadn’t done well at school either as a result. Years later he found he had ADHD which had made learning so hard for him then, but in those days he was just labelled as slow and stupid. In the end, after years of being bullied by teachers who just wrote him off, he found they couldn’t give a shit and he wasn’t qualified in anything. He only escaped with the poorest of marks in his GCSEs, so it was a case of crime or the armed forces. He had watched mates get involved in drugs, sure there was big money to be made, but they all turned into fucking unthinking zombies, all zoned out and useless. Most of them ended up inside, as they hadn’t got the brains to stay out of trouble. He might push his luck for a while dealing, but he knew that he would get caught at some point. Luckily the army suited him fine, no need to work things out, that was the job of the officers. He wanted to fight, to be a killing machine, nothing more, nothing less. Somewhere to vent his anger at how life had short changed him.

			The army channelled his anger, and he was the perfect cannon fodder they needed to keep the rest of the world in check. Don’t think, just follow orders. It became his life, simply because he didn’t know anything else, and he didn’t have to work things out. Unlike now.

			After years in the army and tours all over the world, he had slowly risen through the ranks, turned a desire into a career, his whole life was centred around the army, in fact it was his whole life. Although he married a local girl, he spent more time on tour than he did at home. He didn’t mind, the army gave him a cheap house to live in, he had sex on tap when he returned, and the tours kept him occupied. It wasn’t exactly a dream existence, but it was better than anything he known before. It all seemed close to perfect for him, he trained hard, got promoted, which gave him a bit more money in his pocket and he was pretty happy. But after the last tour, he had a total breakdown, he couldn’t cope, he really doubted his ability as a soldier, screwed things up, got things wrong which endangered others, it was the start of a downhill struggle he couldn’t control, and his life started to fall apart as a result.

			Post-traumatic stress disorder they called it. Sounded almost innocent to most people, but to him, it was hell on earth. It started innocently enough, just with constant inconvenient flashbacks. Then he would find himself totally out of kilter with the outside world, in situations he couldn’t explain, so emotional he would break down in tears for no reason. He would think he could smell the desert, or something would act as a trigger point to make him think he could smell it. A combination of hot dust, human waste, rotting vegetables, explosives, even diesel, depending on where he was. It was like some subconscious alarm bell that he would have reacted to when on duty.

			Although he was in a safe environment, his mind sent out protective messages that took over his body, a weird self-preservation mechanism set off by an innocent memory that was misinterpreted. The feeling of confusion was often coupled with a feeling of isolation. Fragments of memory, dark incomplete pieces of past experiences, that led to an emotional overload.

			These were bad enough, but they started to join together into a surreal and inaccurate vision of events. They were almost daydreams at first, a shutdown of his memory replaced with what he thought had occurred. He couldn’t rest with everything whirling around in his head, he found it close to impossible to sleep, and when he did, he dreamed, dreams that became nightmares, and he would awake disorientated and exhausted. Then the dreams would start all over again, and soon they became constant nightmares. Nightmares every bloody night. Him shouting, over reacting to the dreams. His screams, the constant flashbacks. So real he could smell, hear and even taste his dreams. They were exhausting and confusing.

			PTSD. It took over his life. Killed his career. It crippled his work, destroyed his life, and not being able to cope with even the simplest tasks, take or issue orders, he was immediately taken out of the front line, assessed and flown home. Home? The army was his home, his life was consumed by the army.

			It was a disaster, he had gone to pieces, woken in the middle of every night in a cold sweat at what he had seen. Those evil dreams. They became a regular occurrence, they came every night, night after bloody night, and the screams. So real, and they were his screams in the dreams, because he had something to scream about. And he could do nothing about it. He became a head case, avoided by his team who realised he couldn’t command now, he was a liability, a danger to them, he just wasn’t stable or reliable any more.

			Because of this, he had lost his life, his dreams, his desires, his family and home, and worst of all his career, the army. His whole focus in life, the only thing that had meant anything to him, the one thing that had kept him going. And now he had absolutely nothing, this was all he had, just this bloody house, where he could see himself aimlessly walking about, just collecting up the debris without conscious thought, he was simply moving one piece of crap to another location, an exercise in rearranging the deck chairs on the Titanic, and he was miles away now, literally, thinking hard, sweat pouring down his face.

			He was back in the desert now, he was on his last tour, peacekeeping they called it. Not for him. No, he just thought of it as a chance to put the ragheads in their place at last, back where they belonged. Sub humans living a century or more in the past. Religious nutters all of them. With thoughts like that he was always hostile, always looking for a fight and it was little wonder the locals resented those like him.

			The room around him faded, and darkness took over, he was far, far away, imagining he was back in that bloody armoured personnel carrier again. Hot, cramped, dark, claustrophobic. Remembering his smart arse reaction to a piece of advice not to go down a certain route, but he of course he knew better, changing everything to look for trouble, looking for a fight, and then running into the ambush. Oh, he found plenty of trouble that day.

			Sitting inside the baking metal interior of that giant armoured tin can, laughing with the other squaddies, thinking he was invincible, before that incredible flash of light that blinded him, an impact that knocked him senseless. Then the explosion, a nanosecond later, that ear-splitting noise, the heat of the blast, the flames, the smoke.

			Then silence, he couldn’t see or hear for a few seconds, then the panic set in. Was he dead, no he couldn’t die here, he was in charge, and it wasn’t his time. The APV had slewed across the dirt road and ground to a halt. The engine still running but they were going nowhere. Shit, he knew they were a sitting target for a second killing shot, he had to get out before that happened. Can’t get killed here, can’t cop a shot now. In the confusion the rear doors had already been swung open and he could just about make out soldiers struggling and stumbling out of the back of the vehicle in a cloud of dust and smoke. They were already crouching down looking for cover, weapons raised to fight back, and he couldn’t wait to join them. ‘That’s it lads, give it back to them, I’m coming, I’m coming.’

			But inside it was complete and utter chaos, and he was trapped, his survival training kicked in but he knew he had to get out and take cover fast. Just survive for now, get out of this death trap. Fire back ASAP, take some of them with him at least.

			‘Fucking kill someone for this,’ but the soldier next to him was pinning him down, trapping him, what was the matter with him, he didn’t move. He shook him. ‘Get out, get out, take cover, move it man,’ he shouted at the still figure. ‘Move it’ and he violently shook him again.

			The other soldier just slumped on to him and he realised he was now covered in blood. They both were. Who’s blood? The other soldier was obviously dead, the rocket propelled grenade had exploded beside him and he must have taken virtually the full brunt of the explosion. As he pushed him off, he realised he was plastered not just with blood, but with human remains, guts and brain. The soldier had dissolved into an unrecognisable bloody mess and it poured onto him. His screams echoed around in the APV as he fought to shake himself free. After several frantic minutes he was free and standing outside the APV. He was shaking, he had lost his helmet and weapon, and had to be hauled to the ground by the other members of his troop to prevent himself becoming a target.

			Smoke was pouring from the vehicle now and the troop moved away quickly to avoid any impending explosion. Flames erupted from the vacated interior enveloping the body of the dead soldier. As he looked back at the doomed carrier he could see him silhouetted by the flames. Flames that would soon consume his body. He seemed to be dancing in the fire. Dead but in torment. Burn, watch him burn, watch him dance, watch the flames reduce him to ash, watch his face burn away, a macabre smile still on his face, watch the flames burn through the uniform, the flesh catch fire, see the bones exposed. It all seemed to happen in slow motion.

			Watching in horror, that could have been him, he was the lucky one, not that poor sod! It was an image that haunted him. Over and over again. His fault, his fault, his bloody fault. And night after night he was visited by the spectre of that same poor sod. A solder in full desert battledress. They were both sitting side by side in the armoured carrier. ‘I saved your life’, it would say to him, and he looked perfectly normal, to then turn round, and his face would be just blood and gore. A hole where an eye should be, his jaw blown away, the brain exposed. The spectre would reach out for him, to then fall to pieces and cover him in blood and flesh. He couldn’t stand it. There were flames and that body in the APV. Now he couldn’t stand the feel of flesh, couldn’t cope with even the smallest splash of blood on him.

			The scene played back to him countless times. Every night the nightmares grew worse, and he was removed from front line duties, and flown back to the UK, where they treated him for shock. They said he had been so very lucky, that poor sod next to him really had saved his life.

			But it was no good, he was traumatised, couldn’t cope, useless to the army. Couldn’t even do a desk job, let alone carry out field service. They tried training duties, but every time he handled a weapon, his hands shook so badly he became a danger to those around him. The army clearly had no use for him.

			Obviously he was debriefed after the incident and fingers were pointed at why he had changed his orders. He had no answer. Blamed for a death, destruction of the APV, disobeying orders, it became easy to start the process to discharge him, he was threatened with a court martial which could eventually blame him for everything. As a result they used this as an excuse to then stop his treatment, referring him to an NHS service rather than specialist counselling. On top of this, his personal life started to come apart. His wife simply couldn’t cope with his mood swings, she just didn’t understand what he had been through, and his marriage slowly unravelled before it eventually totally disintegrated. She went back to her mother and he lost his married quarters as a result, and then suddenly his life was gone.

			If this wasn’t bad enough, he was found guilty of misconduct and causing the death of a serviceman and eventually discharged and sent packing. A hopeless case. After he was discharged from the army, everything he valued, had evaporated before his eyes. He had nothing, nowhere to go, no family, no life. Where the hell did he go now? There was little help out there. He felt isolated and deeply disappointed with everything in life and he became depressed and withdrawn.

			Friends put him up for a short time, sleeping on sofas, floors, even a car at times. But that proved too much for most of his friends, and he soon stopped asking for help. When he didn’t have a bed, he slept rough, and some times, if he was lucky, there was a hostel available. His army pension kept him alive, but it was used for one purpose. Drinking. Drinking to drown his sorrows became a regular feature in his life, but one night, he bumped into Tracey in a bar. They were both the worse for wear, and when he blurted out his sorry tale over a drink, she took pity on him and said she had a sofa he could use that night.

			One thing led to another and he stayed. Tracey was no looker but said she could do with a man in her life. He was too pissed to disagree and took up her offer. Then what real option did he have, he had nothing better to do, and nowhere else to go, so he became that man. They got along OK, and he pushed his luck a bit further. It worked and they soon became lovers, but even that had its drawbacks, and everything seemed to conspire against him again. Sex was very hit and mix. The more he tried to please her, the more anxious he became, and the more often he failed. He simply wasn’t up to the mark, she said.

			Often he failed to even get an erection, sometimes he became flaccid during the very act. Every time he failed in bed, she would poke fun at him. Soon the fun went out of the insults and they just became insults. This just made things worse and eventually he became impotent. For both of them that was a disaster. Tracey really needed sex in her life, she saw it as the only reason men existed. And he had become redundant on that front. Desperate to remain her lover, he tried all the harder, as it was his only real hold over her. His only real hope of starting life again, and he so needed that. But his failures only made things worse.

			It didn’t matter what medication he was prescribed, what advice and counselling he took, nothing seemed to work. The trauma of the explosion haunted him, ruined his life, even destroyed his sex life. OK, so he wasn’t that great in bed, but they couldn’t sleep together. Tracey couldn’t stand the screams, being woken every time he had a nightmare. As their sex life disappeared, she became cruel in her treatment of him. She started to taunt him, said he was only half a man, useless to her, that he should leave, but it never quite got to that stage. She never got around to that, there were other ways to hurt him. She knew this threat terrified him, she knew he couldn’t lose his home again. And then where the hell would he go? He was trapped.

			Slowly he began to despise her, another woman who had let him down when he needed help, some understanding. But he kept those feelings to himself, buried deep within him, where they festered. Bloody women, wanted it all, kicked him out when it suited. Tracey was the worst of all. She let him stay in the house but they didn’t even sleep together now, he just cleared up the house and she would go out enjoy herself. To make matters untenable, every now and then she would come back with some guy to make sure she added insult to injury, and he knew all about that. That was agony, hearing the laughter, the giggles, the bed, the sounds of her making love, so loud, so intentionally loud, and she knew it upset him. She wanted it to. Useless bastard, he was useful for just one thing – now he couldn’t even do that. She knew what she wanted and she would go out of her way to find it if he couldn’t provide it.

			And then there were the tears, he would often be in tears as she climaxed, gritting his teeth in the frustration of knowing it should be him, but he was a useless bastard, he couldn’t perform for her. It was all her fault. He had been reduced to a eunuch because of her. Bloody, bloody, fucking woman. Damn all women. They were all as bad as each other. Those thoughts built up in him, becoming a hatred for all women.

			She was always mocking him, walking away to find a new lover, leaving him to fend for himself. She was enjoying herself tonight, and hearing her groan over and over again through the thin walls, was just too much for him, he vowed to have his revenge. But it was revenge against all women, not just Tracey, she could wait, he wanted something special for her, a perfect revenge was waiting at some point. There are others who would bear the brunt of his hatred for now.

			And his hatred became just that, a wave of revenge attacks against women. Simple acts at first, just enough for him to feel he was superior to them. Something to flatter his ego. Not on his doorstep though, always in the next town or somewhere where he was working. Arguments in clubs and bars was a good place to start. A slap or punch would be satisfying enough to put some mouthy woman in her place. But sometimes that wasn’t enough for him, and he took to stalking, following women, frightening them when they didn’t expect it. If it was dark all the better. He wanted to be the monster hiding in the shadows.

			It took many forms, barging in to them when walking, pushing them over in the street, swearing at them, he saw all women as the enemy now. Something to be loathed, beneath him, to be treated with contempt. But he was careful for a while, nothing too violent, nothing that would get him noticed, but the simple random acts began to lose their appeal, lose their impact and satisfaction for him, and he began to feel the need for something more forceful.

			It always fascinated him that women had become so much more brash, a new generation who thought they were equal, if not better than men. They need to be taught their proper place in society again. But how? The need to take some sort of action that would fulfil his needs always alluded him because he wasn’t really a thinker, he acted on instinct rather than planning things out properly.

			Sometimes it all became too much for him, and he would descend into a deep depression and contemplate what his life had degenerated into, but that simply made him feel resentful and bitter. It was always someone else’s fault, he couldn’t see what he was becoming, couldn’t even contemplate seeking help any more. That had been tried with the army but they didn’t want to know, couldn’t help him, hadn’t really tried had they, just written him off. He wasn’t in the wrong, they were, all of them.

			The Medway Towns were a good target for him. There were a lot of squaddies there, so he had a chance to drink with a few of the lads, but he found he was older than most of them and they regarded him as a bit of a has-been when he started to regale his tour exploits.

			But the Towns were big, a quarter of a million people there, a place to easily hide in, to get lost in, operate in secret from. A place for revenge, an operational base for him. What he hadn’t realised was his odd random attacks had started to be recorded, to be noticed as they grew in number. They weren’t associated at this point, they were just statistics, annoying numbers that made the Towns look like a trouble spot. A Saturday night drinking trouble spot.

			However, there was a large immigrant population in the Towns as well, which made them an irresistible target for him. As he walked down the High Street, there seemed to be headscarves on many of the women. This always infuriated him and he often wondered what he could do about it. This was his country, what were they doing here. More bloody ragheads here than in Iraq. His misogynistic feelings were so mixed with his xenophobic fears, that they completely expelled any logical thought he might have had in his head. Foreign woman became the centre of his hate campaign and he began to think of ways to intimidate them.

			Saturday night was too obvious for an attack and Muslim women didn’t drink, they would return for prayers that night. Sitting in the pub that evening, he contemplated his plans whilst he got more and more inebriated. In the end he was so pissed that night, he fell asleep on a bench in the bus station after missing his bus home.

			Waking with a shattering hangover, he was in no mood to face any nonsense that morning, and it was pure bad luck for the young woman on her way to pick up a Sunday paper, simply because she was wearing a headscarf, a symbol of his hatred. It was like waving a red flag to him and he pushed her out of his way. She swore at him, and his response was a punch to her face, and as she fell, a series of kicks followed that rendered her unconscious. This was his first proper entry on the police database, and his first real mistake. His criminal psychology profile was about to be started.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Although this was regarded as a hate crime and recorded as such, it didn’t match other assault crimes he had committed. It remained as a single entry on the crime sheet, unrelated to anything else. It was lucky for him that those other records were computerised into so many categories, and scattered over most of the county on different databases that were rarely shared, let alone collated.

			There was no doubt he was on record already, but no one had simply put all the attacks together, they were not only in different stations, but filed under all sorts of headings. They simply weren’t related as far as the system was concerned. But as the attacks grew and more reports were made, people began to look at the figures simply because they made the force look inept. Was it worth allocating a bit of manpower to perhaps see what was behind the spike in the statistics?

			Juniors were in deed allocated to hunting for connections, and they examined a lot of unsolved cases. Modus operandi were eventually compared, records re-examined, emails sent out for cross referencing. Eventually patterns were found, forces co-ordinated and scenes of crimes mapped. Computers can be very useful at times, especially when operated by a generation who are not frightened by them. By broadening the search and more effectively asking the right questions, the similarities began to appear. Once reports were filed, conclusions and assumptions made, it became obvious there might well be a connection, and that they could solve a lot of cases if they could find and convict this lone attacker.

			A final report was compiled, all the attacks collated and the final conclusion dumped on the desks of each divisional commander, which was of course, eventually delegated down the line to someone low enough in rank to take notice of it. One such file had dropped on Robert’s desk weeks earlier and he had ignored it for the most part, giving it just a cursory glance, just to make sure he wasn’t caught out if asked about it, but he had enough on his plate as it was, without taking this on as well.

			When he did get round to reading though, it did make interesting reading, this guy could be responsible for a lot of minor stuff, a nuisance criminal Robert called him. But there was not enough factual matter to take it too much further, and Robert knew he would have to wait for more information, or another attack, for him to take it really seriously or allocate any time to. There would definitely be another attack, he knew it, it was all too common, he was a serial attacker, and sooner or later he would strike again. Robert wasn’t too concerned, it was all minor stuff and anyway it was a waiting game for the time being, any new info, any new clues, anything at all, and then he could apply some logic to the case.

			The file was put back into his in tray, off of his desk, hopefully to await his attention at some later point in the future, when he had enough time to read it properly, or when the attacker struck again. Just not at the moment, he was busy enough, he was always bloody busy and under duress. But the gods have a wicked sense of humour and Robert got his wish for more information the next morning. His workload was about to expedientially expand to breaking point.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			‘Sorry to call you in on a weekend Robert, but your sex attacker has overstepped the mark this time it seems. We have a murder on our hands now, and I need you to take over the case. This one is right on our doorstep as well. If it is the same guy it appears he has joined the next league now. All the previous attacks have all been fairly low level attacks on women as you know, threatening assaults, except that last one in Chatham,’ said the chief superintendent. ‘I know you haven’t had much of a chance to look in any detail at the files that were sent to you, but do we have any leads at all on this maniac?’

			‘Not much at the moment, I’m afraid,’ said Robert guiltily grimacing as he picked up the case notes some junior officer had compiled and dumped on his desk earlier. ‘Apart from the GBH attack, all the other cases have been fairly low key and we aren’t even sure yet that they are the same person, they just have MO similarities,’ Robert picked up and glanced at the file again, playing for more time.

			Superintendent Robert Steele had transferred to the Kent police from the Met the previous year, primarily to look after his aging mother who lived in Wateringbury near Maidstone. He missed London, he missed his old manor, he knew the criminals, the gangs and his team. Kent was a bit too quiet for him, and he would never have thought of moving except for one twist of fate when he had used his personal knowledge of a local friend to solve a series of murders. He grew to like the county during his work on the case and thought that perhaps Kent might offer him some excitement after all, although the pace of life was a lot slower, but so was he now.

			Robert had never married, he never really had the opportunity, or time he said sometimes, too married to the job. As a consequence there was no partner, no siblings, and his mother was the only family he now had. In his late 50s, he could have taken early retirement and spent all his time with his mother, but he needed to keep his hand in, and she would have driven him mad. Police work had always been his life, he craved it. It was in his blood. No, early retirement was out of the question at the moment. Still a few useful years of policing in him yet, he hoped. And you never know, he thought, there might just be a chance of meeting that special someone, but he wasn’t holding his breath.

			His thoughts returned to the matter in front of him. If he could catch this bastard, then his dedication to the force would have been worth it. Flicking through the thin file it didn’t take him long to finish it again, then look up to meet an enquiring look from his superior. ‘OK, so what have we got then?’

			‘Sod all really’ Robert replied wearily. He looked at his file as if to check his information. ‘Well we have a fairly detailed description at least from the previous attacks, especially the Chatham attack. He is definitely white, somewhere between 5’8 and 5’10. Fairly light build, scrawny even, but wiry, very strong, not someone you’d want to pick a fight with by all accounts. None of the victims seem to be able to pin his age down. Definitely not a teenager, nor someone too old, but he could be anywhere between late twenties to late forties. All of the eight previous victims, assuming they are attacks by the same person, have a reasonably similar MO. They are all attacks late at night, single women, secluded locations. All have been sexually motivated but strangely none have resulted in rape. He always stops short of the act, but sounds as if that is the initial motive of the attack. All of the attacks have been violent, but no weapon used, the attacker relies on his own strength. All are ambushes, the attacker hides and waits for a victim. That’s a dangerous strategy as he could be seen hiding or discovered whilst in waiting. So he is a risk taker, someone happy to take on a challenge.’

			‘OK where does that take us?’ asked his boss. ‘That reduces the number of suspects to just about 12 million by the sounds of it.’ Robert saw the humour in this, ‘Not quite sir. We know he is English. He has occasionally uttered something during the attacks, and when he has, he doesn’t have a foreign accent, in fact his victims all agree he is a local man. So excluding the 11% of foreign and immigrants in the country, that would reduce it down to about 10 million, and if we jump to the assumption he is a local man because of the accent, then we have no more than 2 million people to interview.’

			‘Hmm, piece of cake then. I’ll expect him in custody by the end of the week then, Robert?’ ‘I wish,’ said Robert. ‘The guy is no fool. He hasn’t left any clues yet. I don’t know about last night, they haven’t finished examining the crime scene as yet. His attacks are always from behind, and he doesn’t appear to wear a disguise, so he is very sure of his own abilities. Almost a professional approach. Could be ex-forces, sounds like military training. Long shot that though. Security guard, body builder, someone very sure of themselves. The lack of disguise makes me think these are almost opportunistic attacks, but they are very random in timescale and over an area of hundreds of square miles.’

			Robert stood up and walked over to the incident board, which had a large map at its centre. ‘If you use geographical profiling, then we have a problem in that the Thames distorts the attack area. If you look at the locations of the attacks, they started six months ago at Harrietsham, just the other side of Canterbury. The next one was soon after, just two weeks later in fact. This time, actually in Canterbury. A river walk along the Stour. A young foreign student walking back to digs from an evening class. A certain amount of daring in that, as it was a populated area. He must have been confident to do that one. Nothing for over a month, then an attack in Hoo, north of Rochester, and one in Tonbridge a day later. Both violent. Then a two month pause and an attack in Dartford, a week later, one in Gravesend, and another a day later in Strood on the outskirts of Rochester again. There are lots of minor incidents to consider as well that could well be him as well. And then the two recent attacks in Medway and finally Maidstone last night, the last one a fatality.’

			Robert looked at his superior and said, ‘We need to do a lot of legwork here. CCTV tapes to look at for the girl. Plus someone try and make a detailed profile on this maniac as well. I’ll need to have a small squad of officers that are good on the computer sir, to help me narrow this down. And a good sidekick, someone to do a lot of coordinating, and a lot of my legwork.’

			‘You can pick your foot soldiers Robert, but I’ve someone I really want you to team up with, I’ll get her here for Monday morning, you can sort the rest of your team and have them assembled so you can give them all a good briefing on Monday.’

			Robert looked quizzical, ‘Her, sir? You said her?’ ‘That’s right Robert, a young lady I want to put on this case. Bright young thing, someone being fast tracked through the ranks. You could use a woman’s point of view on this I think,’ he paused to let that sink in before continuing. ‘The press need to know about this, can I leave you to prepare the usual statement, with as little information as possible for the first one. Just say body of a young girl etc, etc. Police not releasing details until family has been contacted. You know the drill. You will need to fill in more information when the family have been contacted. That is happening as we speak, so you will be able to release her name for the evening news bulletin and put in an appeal for witnesses. I’ll send you all the details over by email later this morning.’ Leaving Robert to ponder over those last crucial sentences, he turned and left.

			Sat in the now empty office, surrounded by files, notes and a pad on which to make further notes, Robert could only ponder what had been dropped on him from a great height. ‘Shit,’ he muttered, ‘Another bloody needle in a haystack job. OK Mr detective, where do you want to start with this? Bugger it, You’ve even got to play nursemaid to some college graduate. A bloody woman as well, Just hope she is of some good, never did understand the creatures.’ His mind was working out how to start the general press statement without it sounding too bland, but without giving too much away. If that wasn’t bad enough, he then had to do the same again later, but releasing details of the victim - that one would hurt.

			At that moment his thoughts were elsewhere, he had a team to pick, although he didn’t have much choice with one member.
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