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ANGLESEY

There is a word in Welsh that has no exact translation into English – Hiraeth. It is best defined as the bond you feel with a place – a mixture of pride, homesickness and a determination to return. Most people that have visited Anglesey leave with an understanding of Hiraeth.
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PROLOGUE

Friday, 25 March 2022

Out of the darkness, a sleek car came up the hill and approached a pub in the popular seaside town of Benllech. Located on the eastern coast of Anglesey, Benllech’s name was derived from the Welsh word penllech, which meant capstone or head of the rock. The beach itself was supposedly haunted by the Steed of Brwyn, a vast black sea-going water horse. It was said to be over thirty feet in height, with a great twelve-foot arched neck and oar-like legs. Once trapped on his back, riders would become horribly entangled in his enormous mane, then be carried out to sea, where they would eventually drown and be taken on to the otherworld. 

Zoey looked over from the heated passenger seat to the dark, handsome, middle-aged man driving the car. She had planned to spend the evening with him at the Fox and Grapes pub. They would drink wine and talk about travel or politics. He would tell her more about his time in the Middle East, which she found fascinating. She didn’t care that he was older than her. The boys at the sixth form college she had recently attended were total morons. Immature, pathetic, parochial, they were classic examples of Gen Z males who had watched too much online porn and thus expected all women to be large-breasted and submissive. She had lost her virginity to Tom Fowles when she was sixteen at a house party. It had been three minutes of fumbling and disconnected disappointment. She knew she needed to be with an older, more experienced man.

As they drove past the turning to the car park, Zoey frowned at him. ‘I thought we were going for a drink?’

With a reassuring smile, he reached over and patted her hand. The cuff link in his expensive-looking cobalt-blue shirt glinted for a split second. ‘You know what? I thought we could walk along the beach.’ He gestured to the clear night sky and the smoky moon. ‘Look at that sky, Zoey. It reminds me of when I used to walk on Corniche beach in Abu Dhabi when I worked there. I will take you there one day.’

Zoey felt a little jolt of excitement as she squeezed his hand. He had big, powerful hands – but smooth. Not the hands of a manual-working man. Even though he was good-looking, it was actually his mind and life experience that really attracted her to him. Exotic, colourful and intriguing. 

‘A walk on the beach sounds good to me,’ she replied, trying to sound casual. She certainly had no burning desire to sit in a pub under the scrutiny of locals. She knew what they would be thinking. What was a girl of her age doing with a man old enough to be her father? She was just glad to be out of the home she shared with her mum, Bethan, and her mum’s creepy partner, Alun. Zoey’s father had run off with his best friend’s wife when Zoey was about four and resettled in Devon. She reluctantly saw him once a year, at Christmas. He would give her some kind of gift voucher, an awkward hug and then disappear again for twelve months. It had hurt and angered her when she was younger. Now she just wished she didn’t have to go through the motions. An uncomfortable charade of being remotely interested in seeing her father. 

Pulling out a melon-flavoured vape, Zoey took a long drag, buzzed down the window and blew the vapour outside. She watched as the wind grabbed the white mist and flung it away with a dramatic twist, like a vanishing ghost. She then caught the scent of the sea through the melon. Thick and salty. It reminded her of childhood days eating ice-creams when her parents were still together. It felt painful to remember the innocent joy before her father had abandoned them. When he eventually died, she promised herself that she wouldn’t even attend his funeral. 

She glanced around the interior of the car. It was immaculate. It smelled of pine and lemon. That was another advantage of ‘seeing’ an older man. Teenage boys’ personal hygiene and tidiness were appalling. Spotting a packet of menthol chewing gum, she picked it up and waved it. ‘Mind if I …’

‘Help yourself,’ he said with a winning smile as they pulled into the empty car park on the seafront. 

She popped the chewing gum into her mouth and squeezed it with her back teeth, enjoying the crack of its hard shell and then its soft, chewy centre. If she was going to kiss him, she wanted her breath to be minty. ‘I like your car,’ she remarked and then immediately wondered if the comment had made her sound young, even infantile. 

‘Actually, it’s my sister’s,’ he replied as they parked facing the beach. He turned off the ignition with a wry smile. ‘Mine’s tidy, but not this tidy.’

‘Showroom tidy,’ Zoey quipped, content that she had said something pithy. 

‘Exactly,’ he laughed. ‘Showroom tidy. I like that.’ 

Glancing up at the enormous dark sky, Zoey had a warm glow inside. She saw that the soft edges of the vanilla moon had now hardened. ‘It’s beautiful here,’ she muttered under her breath, as if talking to herself.

‘Yes, it really is,’ he said, gazing up. ‘Why do you think I brought you here.’ 

For a second, their eyes met. His soft brown eyes rested on her casually, enveloping her with a twinkle of attraction. 

Her pulse quickened with excitement. She wondered what he saw in her. Someone so young and inexperienced in life. She put the thought out of her mind. She didn’t care. 

Zoey looked out from the car at the deserted beach, which swept away to the left and right, as far as the eye could see. It was a shame they hadn’t brought something to drink. She pictured it in her mind: a romantic, moonlit walk on the beach, the roaring wind, swigging from a bottle of red wine, talking and laughing. It felt perfect. 

‘Come on, let’s go,’ he suggested brightly as he opened his door.

‘Okay.’ Zoey nodded as she got out. The wind picked up noisily, biting into her face and ears and swirling her hair. She could just about hear the gentle hissing of the waves whooshing onto the sand in the distance. Shivering, she wrapped her arms around herself. 

‘Cold?’ he asked gently, putting a reassuring hand on her shoulder. 

‘Yeah.’ She nodded. ‘I am a bit.’

‘Think there’s a few hoodies and coats in here.’ He gestured to the boot of the car and disappeared around the back. ‘I’ll see if I can find one to fit you.’

Very chivalrous, she thought as she smiled to herself. I could get used to this. 

Zoey glanced at her own reflection in the glass of the windscreen. She looked like her mum. They shared the same strong jawline and high cheekbones, the same arch to their eyebrows that most people took for aloofness.

For a moment, she allowed herself to think of how her life might turn out in the next few years. She had so many plans, giddy plans, that swirled in the mists of her exciting future. Where she might live. Manchester, London or even Sydney. She so desperately wanted to travel and see the world. She had saved over a thousand pounds. When she had two thousand, she would be off. She imagined what her friends would be like in the future. Intelligent, creative types. Maybe they’d work in the media or be filmmakers or musicians. That’s what she wanted. To work in something creative. Secretly, she wanted to be a writer. Novels, scripts, it didn’t matter. A storyteller who would touch people’s lives and say something profound about the world they lived in. She would bid Anglesey farewell and not return. It had never been a place of warm, tender memories. It was provincial, insular and suffocating. It might have been the island of her birth but it would never be a place that she would return to once she had left. 

The wind seemed to suddenly bring the sound of breaking waves with it – like the abrupt sound of shattering glass. It unnerved her for a moment. She turned to look at the shoreline to the east. Twinkling lights of houses and streetlights as if they had been scattered carelessly. The sea’s surface looked silky under the moonlight. 

Suddenly a gull cawed overhead, making her jump. 

Jesus!

Over to the west, an almost imperceptible spot of light on the horizon. She assumed it was a ship of some sort. 

She sensed his presence behind her but didn’t turn. Instead she pointed and asked, ‘Do you think that’s a ship out there, or is it a trick of the light?’

He didn’t say anything. 

She found herself hoping that he would wrap his arms around her. 

Silence. 

CRACK!

Suddenly, Zoey felt something smash hard against the back of her skull.

A horrible blackness. 

She staggered. A blinding eruption of pain. 

Shock. Terror. Bewilderment. 

What just happened?

Her balance was off. Trying to gasp for breath, she tasted the metal in her teeth. Her ears rang with a piercing white noise. 

What the …?

As she regained her footing, she managed to turn around to see that he was now wearing leather gloves and holding a large, metallic mallet with a wooden handle. 

Oh my God! 

‘Bitch!’ he hissed through his teeth. His nostrils flared and mouth twisted with utter fury, as though he was possessed. 

‘What … are … you doing?’ she mumbled in an utter daze, hardly able to speak or get her breath.

His unblinking eyes were now dark and dead. 

In that moment, she realised he was going to kill her. 

Zoey felt her throat clench and she tried to swallow. The hair on the back of her neck prickled to attention.

Panic. 

He swung the mallet again. ‘You asked for this, you bitch!’

She managed to jump backwards and the mallet glanced off her shoulder blade, spinning her around.

A searing pain across the top of her back.

Through her blurred vision, she managed to spot that he was slightly off balance. She turned and sprinted for her life. 

Please God, don’t let him kill me. Please.

The sound of her shoes slapped against the road and then the pavement as she thundered towards the beach. 

‘Stay there!’ His voice roared like a sergeant major’s. 

Her legs were heavy and unsteady, as if she were drunk. 

Throwing herself over the blue metal rails that separated the beach from the roadside, she hit the wet sand on the other side, lost her balance and fell into the sand. 

Oh God, Oh God. 

Scrambling with everything she had, she struggled to her feet, paralysed with overwhelming terror. Desperate. A sickening fear that throttled her very being. 

Run. Just run!

Trying to keep upright, she ran. 

She opened her mouth to scream but the thick sea air felt like cotton in her throat. 

Crying, panting and sobbing.

Please God … 

The delicate bones in her ankles felt like they were going to snap as she ploughed on.

She could hear him behind her. 

No, no, no …

Grunting, panting, muttering under his breath as he ran. 

Her heart was thumping, about to explode out of her chest. 

She was going to lose control of her bladder.

Oh God, no, no. 

A whimper as she sensed that he had nearly caught up with her. 

Keep going, Zoey. Don’t let him do this to you. Just run. 

She turned to look. 

His face was distorted by a frenzied mouth. His lips were moving, but no sound emerged from them. 

His hand shot out like a whip. He grabbed her hair and yanked her backwards. Fingers gripping her skull like a vice, he slammed her down into the sand.

The wind was crushed out of her. 

She tried to suck in air. Unable to breathe. 

Out the corner of her eye, the mallet loomed into view.

CRACK! 

He smashed it against her temple. 

A sickening, blinding wave of pain and stupefying confusion. 

She gasped. 

Please, no. 

‘You think you can tease me like that, do you?’ 

The palm of his other hand crushed her nose so hard that she thought it might snap. 

‘Nothing to say?’ he seethed. 

Zoey was fighting to breathe and stay conscious. 

She opened her mouth, but she had no breath to form a scream. Pain ripped through her head. 

She grabbed at his thick wrist as she blindly kicked out at him.

‘No, no, no,’ she whispered, shaking her head desperately. 

Another scream that was trapped inside by utter panic.

Then tears filled her eyes and slid down her face. A dark, crushing acceptance. 

It was over. 

This was it. 

She had nothing. No fight left. 

Was this the moment when some passer-by, who had spotted what was happening from the road, intervened? Came over, yelling, and saved her? Like on those TV dramas that she watched. 

Nothing. 

Silence. 

His gloved hands moved towards her throat. 

She refused to look at him. Refused to make any eye-contact. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of seeing the fear in her eyes. It would be her little victory. 

Glancing up at the clear sky, she saw the patterns of stars so many millions of miles away. 

It was fitting that the infinite universe was the last thing she saw as her own eternal darkness came.


   

CHAPTER 1

Beaumaris, Anglesey
 Five hours later

Wisps of mist hung motionless above the surface of the sea as if the clouds had dropped from the early morning sky and settled there instead. Up above, the night was giving way to hues of blue as first violet and then apricot shades of light appeared on the horizon to the east of Beaumaris, a small seaside town on the south coast of Anglesey. Beaumaris was the place chosen by Edward I in 1294 for the last of his ‘iron ring’ of castles, which were constructed to tame the Welsh and finally make the country part of England. It wasn’t for another one hundred and fifty years, when the last crowned King of Wales, Owain Glyndwr, fought against English rule, that Wales achieved another period of independence. It might have been six hundred years later, but there were still many on the island that remained suspicious of the ‘bloody English’. 

The Isle of Anglesey was home to Detective Inspector Laura Hart – who wasn’t English but, having spent many years working in Manchester and only recently returned to Wales, sometimes felt like an outsider. She stretched out her arms and took in a long, deep breath of the salty air. Spring was coming but it was still cold. She didn’t care. Cold-water swimming before work was her thing. Wild swimming. Time to herself. Behind her on the sand, beside a navy-coloured towel and hoodie, sat her beautiful caramel-and-white Bernese mountain dog, Elvis. His chin rested on the sand as he watched her with his big chestnut eyes that always seemed to have a trace of sadness. 

There was a sudden shift in the wind or the tide, or both. Laura looked to see if it was the wake of some passing ship out in the strait but there was nothing. The sound of several waves breaking in quick succession, like hard smacks against human skin, unsettled her. And then, just as suddenly, the waves were as before, gently swishing and raking softly across the wet sand.

It had been nearly four years since Laura had returned home to the place of her birth just off the North Wales coast with her children, Rosie, eighteen years old, and Jake, twelve years old. Four years since that horrific day in Manchester that had turned all their lives upside down. The day that her husband Sam had been so cruelly taken away from her. Laura had managed to rebuild her life in a ramshackle house that she had now decorated and fixed, just outside the picturesque town of Beaumaris.

Returning home had been both comforting and challenging. Laura had always been the one that left the island. When returning at Christmas, the main question was always, What’s it like over in the big city? It might have been the twenty-first century but most of her classmates had stayed on the island, married young and then had kids. She knew there was always a smug sense of comeuppance when an islander returned after time away. As if they hadn’t been able to hack life on the mainland. Of course, Laura had been through such intense trauma with Sam’s death, the overwhelming response had been nothing but supportive and compassionate. But being an islander meant people also remembered you, and often had preconceived ideas as to what kind of person you were, based on vague memories from decades earlier.

Laura looked out at the sea before her. The Menai Strait. A strip of water that separated the island from the Welsh mainland. She remembered when a few years earlier, a local lobster diver had found an old anchor on the seabed. It belonged to a Roman landing craft and dated back to the invasion of Anglesey in AD76. It had sat there untouched for nearly two thousand years.

At this point, the coast of Gwynedd on the Welsh mainland was about three and half miles away. Behind that, the dark, looming contours of the Snowdonia mountain range stood commandingly, like an ancient protective barrier. 

Laura glanced down at her goose-fleshed thighs and tingled from the exciting prospect of hitting the icy water any second now. It was a morning ritual. 

Come on, Laura, let’s do this.

She broke into a hop, skip and run, the balls of her feet padding against the wet sand. Icy water hit her shins, then splashed against her thighs and tummy. She winced. After another long step, the water was now deep enough for her to arch her back and dive in. 

Here we go.

WHOOSH. 

For a few seconds, she was under the surface of the freezing sea. Silent. Nerve endings tingling like they were on fire. An electrical rush of the senses that was intoxicating and overwhelming.

For a moment, it was a swirling mixture of pain and pleasure. 

And then a glorious silence as she drifted under the surface. The sounds of the water were now indistinct, quietly resonating in a frequency dictated by the sea. A shapeless echo. 

Breaking up through the surface of the ocean, she gasped, reborn. Tension, anxiety and lethargy had been blasted from her body like coal from a stubborn underground seam. 

Wow, gets me every time, she thought, aware that her face now wore a smile of relief. 

For whatever reason – and she had no desire to analyse it – these early cold-water swims gave her a perspective and gratitude for life like nothing else. It was as if a light bulb clicked on to show her what she had in her life. Healthy happy kids, nice house, good job and a blossoming relationship with Gareth. Actually, Detective Inspector Gareth Williams, who was in charge of Beaumaris Crime Investigation Department (CID) and therefore her boss. Laura had recently seen a film where the world was only seconds from ending. A character turned to the others and said very calmly, We really did have everything, didn’t we? When she thought about it, she knew exactly what he meant. 

‘What are you looking so smug about?’ asked a voice behind her, breaking her train of thought. 

It was Sam. 

She felt a twinge of guilt. Her self-satisfied smile had been a recognition of what she had in her life. A life that he was no longer part of. 

Her late husband had been appearing as a figment of her vivid imagination ever since his death. She assumed it was her way of coping with her loss. However, Laura was aware that while she allowed Sam to continue to appear and conversed with him, she wasn’t truly letting go of him and moving on with her life. 

‘I wasn’t smirking,’ she protested. ‘My morning swim makes me happy, that’s all. You know that.’

Sam stood and pushed the black hair back off his face. His twinkly blue eyes looked over at her and caught her off-guard. A surging wrench of loss settled deep inside her. 

‘I know you’re lying,’ he said with a wry smile. ‘Cohabiting with DI Dickhead still okay?’

Even though Gareth still had his house in Beaumaris, he had spent increasing amounts of time at Laura’s home, much to her daughter Rosie’s irritation. 

‘We’re not cohabiting,’ she replied defensively. It was easier to be angry with Sam than to remember how attractive and humorous he had been. 

‘If you say so,’ Sam teased her with a shrug. ‘I know that Rosie is thrilled.’ She bristled as she recalled his ability to get under her skin with a carefully worded remark. He could turn stinging sarcasm into an art form.

‘A little spiky this morning, aren’t we?’ she asked, raising an eyebrow. 

There were a few seconds of silence. 

The wind skimmed off the water’s surface and cut into Laura’s face. 

‘You know what today is, don’t you?’ Sam asked as he swished onto his back in the water and kicked his feet. 

Laura shook her head. ‘No idea.’

‘The 26th March,’ Sam explained as if she should know what he was referring to. 

Laura frowned. ‘Which is …?’

Sam stopped floating and shook his head slowly in mock disbelief. ‘Twenty-one years since our first official date.’

‘Yes, of course.’ Laura trawled her memory.

‘I’m hurt that you didn’t remember.’

‘No, you’re not,’ Laura snorted and then pulled a face as she recalled the evening. ‘And you took me to see Coldplay so it’s not an evening I particularly want to remember.’

‘Not this again.’ Sam sighed. ‘What the hell is wrong with Coldplay?’

‘Everything.’

‘You played ‘Fix You’ at my funeral.’

‘You told me that’s what you wanted,’ she snapped.

‘I did. And there wasn’t a dry eye in the church.’

Laura wanted to say that she had found the song mawkish and sentimental, but that didn’t seem fair. 

‘Coldplay are a band for people who don’t like music,’ Laura stated. ‘They’re the Dire Straits for Generation X.’

‘Rubbish,’ Sam protested. ‘Parachutes was a great album.’

‘But it was downhill from there,’ Laura chortled, enjoying winding Sam up. ‘Public schoolboys with trite stadium anthems.’

Sam laughed and held up his hands in mock surrender. ‘Okay, okay. I give up. You win. I’ll never take you to a Coldplay concert again.’

They looked at each other for a few seconds with all the terrible irony of Sam’s comment. No, you won’t, Laura thought, feeling suddenly choked. 

‘I’ve got to go,’ Laura said, gesturing to the beach.

As she reached her towel and hoodie, she got a sudden flash of the moment that Sam had died. The explosion and a thunderous noise that had split the air. The flashback startled her. She knew that it was part of the PTSD that she had suffered from ever since. 

On that day in August 2018, intelligence from a CHIS – a covert human intelligence source, or informant – had revealed that a powerful Manchester drugs gang, the Fallowfield Hill Gang, were using a disused warehouse on the Central Park Trading Estate in West Manchester as a drug factory, manufacturing crack cocaine and heroin. Laura remembered the tension as the armed raid she was on descended into a gun battle. Then to her horror, Laura learned that her husband, Sam, a uniformed police officer, and his patrol partner, Louise McDonald, had been called earlier to a report of suspicious activity at the warehouse and had subsequently been taken hostage. They were inside. Even though Laura was the top hostage negotiator in the Manchester Met, she just couldn’t make any progress in securing Sam and Louise’s release. She felt so incredibly guilty and helpless at the time.

Instead, she’d had to watch in total panic as armed units stormed the building to rescue them. However, members of the Fallowfield Hill Gang had rigged explosives and, to Laura’s utter horror, the warehouse was blown to pieces. She felt like her insides had been ripped out as she realised that Sam and Louise had been killed instantly in the terrifying explosion. It was the day her life was torn apart. She’d had constant nightmares about it ever since.

Laura swore she’d get to the bottom of why Sam had died that day. She and Pete weren’t satisfied with the Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC)’s inquiry. DCI Pete Marsons was a close friend of Laura – they’d trained together. He had also been one of Sam’s closest friends. Pete had been at Laura’s side during the operation on 12 August 2018 in which Sam had died. He’d been a great support to her and the kids ever since.

They thought the IOPC inquiry left too many unanswered questions. How did the gang know the warehouse was going to be raided, for starters? Laura and Pete suspected the gang had someone on the inside in the GMP.

Taking the towel from the sand, Laura rubbed her wet hair. 

‘You look distracted,’ Sam observed, ‘which is not surprising.’

‘Yeah, it’s all hands to the pump.’

Sam gave her a meaningful look. ‘Any closer to finding a suspect?’ 

Laura shook her head. ‘I wish.’

Sam locked eyes with her for a moment. ‘Make sure Rosie comes straight home and doesn’t go anywhere.’

Laura wanted to point out that she was more than capable of keeping Rosie safe. But she didn’t want to argue. 

‘I will,’ Laura promised. ‘There’s a lot of women on the island who are too scared to do anything at the moment.’

‘I’m not surprised,’ Sam said. 

‘I’ve got to go, Sam.’

‘Maybe see you later?’

‘Maybe.’

‘Laura?’

She turned to look at him. 

‘Be careful.’

‘Yeah,’ she said as she took her hoodie from the beach. 

Laura’s visions of him weren’t usually so full of warning – but she knew exactly why he had been this time. For the first time in two thousand years, Anglesey had its very own serial killer.


   

HIM

The early morning blushed flamingo pink across the sky, falling into a deep blue as the sea crept up towards the horizon. A swathe of tawny, rosy light lit up his face as he walked across the dunes high up on Beaumaris beach. The sea breeze seemed even fresher today, if that was possible, and he enjoyed its coldness pressing on his face, pushing him along against his back. But it wasn’t the sea or the breeze, or the soft sand beneath his feet that was making him smile today. 

In his mind’s eye, he saw her face. 

Zoey, Zoey, Zoey. 

It was that look of utter terror in her eyes that excited him so much.

In the distance, he spotted a woman walking out of the sea. He watched as she dried herself with a towel, pulled on a hoodie and wandered up the dunes with an enormous dog in tow. 

Nearby, just where the tide had reached its limit several hours earlier, two black, bloated crows fought over the bloody entrails of a fish carcass. It was probably a bass. They flapped, screeched and pecked at each other. Scavengers. They lacked any dignity, any restraint or finesse as creatures. 

He watched the woman again as she walked away from the beach. Something about her reminded him of his mother. His glorious, glorious mother, he thought with a dark irony. She had been a bitch. A cold, loathsome, destructive bitch. She had had her uses – genetically. He had got his razor-sharp intellect from her. She was an over-achiever. But the outpouring of negative disappointment and criticism that came to him on a daily basis as a child had been unbearable. Sometimes it had escalated into violence. Hard cuffs around the back of the head. Beatings with a belt buckle. Even days without food. Maybe that was why he was so introverted as a teenager. He had found it almost impossible to make friends, let alone talk to girls. His shyness had been excruciating. He would lie to his mother that he was going to a friend’s home and roam the dark streets of their village alone. He could spend hours just watching people in their homes, especially young women. He loved to live undetected in the darkness and the shadows. Sometimes he would trawl through their rubbish bins looking for some kind of trinket to take home with him. He loved to collect tissue paper with lipstick marks, discarded make-up and even used tampons. 

By his late teens, he had begun to follow teenage girls while remaining undetected. Wearing black clothes and soundless shoes, he turned his invisible stalking into an art form. But he became aware, as the months went on, that he was getting less and less of a thrill from it. He needed to up the stakes. He needed something more.

And then one night, instead of keeping out of sight, he made his presence known to the girl he was following. She had turned to see him wearing a mask, screamed and ran. He had pursued her for less than thirty seconds before stopping but the sheer delight of having scared her half to death was deliciously addictive. 

He was hooked. 


   

CHAPTER 2

Gareth sipped at his coffee before realising that it was now unpalatably cold. He wiped the coffee foam from his top lip and sat back with a deep sigh. His feet were crossed and up on his desk. He ran his hand over his shaved head and then squeezed the back of his neck. The muscles across the top of his shoulders and his back were tight. He couldn’t remember a time when the pressure on him and Beaumaris CID had been greater. 

Anglesey was an island in shock. It was also an island full of fear. Two young women had been murdered on the island in the past two months. Their deaths had been brutal and violent. Severe blows to the head, strangulation and sexual assault postmortem. Their bodies had then been partially buried on two different beaches to the south of the island with their heads exposed. There was no doubt that it had been the same killer. Two women had also gone missing at the end of 2021, so a few months before, and concern for them was growing. There was nothing suspicious in their lives that could explain why they had vanished. In fact, the only thing they had in common was their age and their appearance: late teens or early twenties, brunette and brown eyes. 

Beaumaris CID were leading the investigation and Gareth had been appointed SIO – senior investigating officer. He was now managing a team of over fifteen detectives as well as liaising with the other police stations on the island and North Wales police across on the mainland. 

Since a national tabloid had run a story two weeks ago with the headline Search continues for missing women and The Anglesey Ripper, the pressure on Gareth to get results had intensified significantly. Most of the major UK newspapers, television and radio had now run stories about the murders and disappearances – and all of them had dubbed the killer ‘The Anglesey Ripper’. There had been several comparisons with Peter Sutcliffe’s reign of terror in the late 1980s. The Yorkshire Ripper had murdered thirteen women between 1975 and 1980. Gareth knew that every day that went past when they didn’t find the killer was another day when there might be another victim. And the thought of that weighed heavily on him. 

Glancing down to look at his watch, he saw that he had forgotten to put it on that morning. It was a sign that his mind was elsewhere. He had left Laura’s home at 5.30 a.m., returned home, showered and changed into clean clothes. He and Laura had finally got their relationship on an even keel, after a series of false starts. They had also got past the fact that Gareth had slept with his ex-wife Nell six months ago. It was a stupid mistake and he was glad that Laura had forgiven him. 

However, there was now another issue. Laura’s eighteen-year-old daughter Rosie had made her feelings about their relationship very clear. Despite Laura’s reassurances that Gareth could never replace Rosie’s father Sam, she had chosen to ignore Gareth’s presence in the home in recent weeks. It was making life uncomfortable. He had started to dread walking into a room where Rosie was sitting for fear of the little looks, huffs or what were these days called micro-aggressions. 

Looking down, Gareth saw that his trousers were a little tight around his stomach. He had always prided himself on keeping himself trim and having a 32-inch waist. Now he was working long hours on the murder cases and splitting his time between Laura’s home and his, he was grabbing snacks as he went. 

Come on, mate, let’s keep it together, he thought, trying to rally himself for the day. In the words of the ex-captain of his least favourite football team, Steven Gerrard, We go again!

Swinging his legs from his untidy desk, he stood up. He had slight pins and needles in his left foot and he squeezed his toes until the sensation ceased. He wandered out of his Detective Inspector’s office and into the main CID office. It smelled freshly hoovered and cleaned. By the end of the day it would be thick with the smell of coffee and sweat. 

A couple of detectives were already in and hard at work. Most of the CID team would be in before eight a.m. and often they would stay beyond ten p.m. unless he told them to get an early night. There was a powerful collective zeal among his officers to find the killer before another innocent woman was murdered. He couldn’t have been prouder to call them his team. They deserved – and needed – a breakthrough in the case. 

He walked slowly over to a series of scene boards that stood at the far end of the office. They were covered in writing, photographs, maps and other pieces of evidence. Red pins on a map of Anglesey showed where the women had been found or went missing. 

To the right, a photograph of an attractive woman in her early twenties was pinned at the centre. Her bright, smiling face beamed at him out of the dark strands of hair that curled and fell onto her shoulders. Her deep chestnut eyes had a twinkle in them, as if she had just heard a joke. There was a delicate tattoo of a purple flower on the back of her right hand.

Caitlin May Thomas. Born 23 May 2000. 

Gareth studied her image for a few seconds. So full of life. So blissfully unaware of the horrific, devastating and untimely way it would end. The hair on his neck stood and prickled, making him shiver for a moment. On a place like Anglesey, it was impossible to keep subjective and removed in an investigation. He didn’t want to. Feeling involved kept him sharp and motivated. 

Caitlin had been a primary school teacher from Llanddona who still lived with her parents. Gareth knew her uncle, Jim Gover. They’d played cricket together when Gareth was in his twenties. Jim was an incredible spin bowler, and ran a local stable. 

On 22 January 2022, Caitlin had told her parents that she was going out for a drink with a friend. They suspected that it was a man but she was old enough for them not to worry or to pry. Someone picked her up at 8.15 p.m. and that was the last time they ever saw her. 

At six thirty the following morning, Caitlin’s body had been found on Llanddona beach by a man walking his dog. She had been buried in the sand up to her neck so that all that was visible was her head. It had been like the terrible images Gareth had seen of women who had been stoned to death. The very thought of it made him shudder. 

Taking two steps to the left, Gareth looked at the second victim. Again, she was in her early twenties, with brunette hair and dark brown eyes. Her skin was olive, almost Mediterranean looking. 

Gemma Ramsey. Born 30 May 1999.

The photograph showed Gemma on a night out. She was holding a dark red cocktail with a straw and grinning at the camera. There was an array of bangles and bracelets on her wrists. Gemma had worked in a local pub, the Crown, and lived in a small flat above. She had been saving for a trip to Australia to visit her sister and brother-in-law in Perth. 

On 3 March 2022, Gemma had the night off. She told friends she had a date with a man. She had intimated that he was significantly older than her. She never returned to her flat and was found the following morning, buried up to her neck in the sand of Red Wharf Bay. 

As Gareth took a step back, he peered closely at the scene boards in front of him. They had made little progress in finding Gemma and Caitlin’s killer. No DNA or fingerprints from either of their bodies. No eyewitnesses that had seen the victims with anyone the evenings that they were murdered. Nothing that significantly linked them except their age, appearance and where they lived geographically.

Further down the board were the images of Ellie Gates and Shannon Jones. Both in their early twenties, they had gone missing in early December 2021. They fitted the victim profile but even though nearly four months had elapsed, they still couldn’t be found. 

For a few seconds, he was swamped by feelings of self-doubt. Was he really up to the task for being the SIO on a huge investigation like this? His boss, irritating career copper Superintendent Warlow – or Partridge, as CID officers called him behind his back, after the incompetent television character – had intimated that the longer the investigation went on, the more likely it was that they would be forced to bring in help from outside i.e. other police forces. That was the drawback of being a CID detective on a small island like Anglesey. The perception that you were a yokel rural copper with no experience of anything other than small time burglary and theft. The misconception made him angry. He knew that he was an excellent officer with over twenty years on the job. He also rated his CID team highly. However, talk of outside help had dented his self-belief, and his faith in his team. What if their lack of experience resulted in another murder? How would any of them deal with that? 

‘Boss?’ said a voice, breaking Gareth from his negative train of thought. 

Detective Constable Ben Corden approached. Blond, handsome, with an athletic build, Ben was a bright young copper whom Gareth had taken under his wing. 

However, there was a darkness to Ben’s expression that immediately made Gareth uneasy. 

‘How can I help?’ Gareth asked. 

‘We’ve got another missing girl,’ Ben explained. ‘Her parents are downstairs.’

Gareth felt his stomach sink at the news.


   

CHAPTER 3

Gareth and Ben were sitting opposite Alun James and Bethan Garland. Bethan’s eighteen-year-old daughter, Zoey, had gone out for a drink the night before but hadn’t come back home. They were clearly very frightened. 

‘Could Zoey be anywhere else?’ Gareth asked, looking over at Bethan’s anxious face. 

‘No,’ she said quietly. ‘I rang her mobile but there was no answer. Then I called a couple of her friends but they haven’t heard from her. She told me she’d be back by midnight and she would never stay out.’

Alun looked at them. ‘She would have called. She calls her mum if she’s gonna be late. Especially at the moment, with everything that’s going on.’

‘Do you have any idea who she went out with?’ Ben asked, looking up from the notebook that he was scribbling in. 

‘That’s the thing,’ Bethan said, shaking her head. ‘She told me she was going out with one of her friends. I wouldn’t have let her go out if I thought she was going to be in any danger. But she said they were going to the pub and then straight home. I heard a car pull up outside, she shouted goodbye and she went.’

‘What time was that?’ Ben asked. 

‘Just after eight.’

Gareth looked at her. ‘You didn’t see who was driving the car?’

‘No. I wish I had.’ Bethan’s eyes had now filled with tears. ‘I wish I’d seen her to the door.’ Bethan began to sob and Alun put a comforting hand on her shoulder. ‘I’m just so scared that something’s happened to her.’ 

‘You said that you’ve checked with her friends?’ Ben said. 

‘Yeah. There’s only two or three she would have gone out with but it’s not any of them,’ Bethan explained. ‘I went up to her room to get some washing after she’d gone out. Her room stank of perfume. That’s what makes me now think that she was meeting a man.’

‘She doesn’t usually wear perfume?’ Gareth enquired. 

‘No.’ Bethan shook her head. ‘Not if she’s going out with a friend, no. Her hair straighteners were out too. You know, like she was going out on a date.’

Gareth leaned forward in his seat. ‘Does Zoey have a boyfriend?’ 

‘No.’ Bethan wiped a tear from her face. She was visibly shaking. ‘Not really.’

Gareth raised an eyebrow. ‘Not really? Was she seeing someone, even casually?’

Bethan gave a slight shrug. ‘I know she’d seen someone a couple of times. But she didn’t say much about him.’ 

‘We got the feeling that he might have been older than her,’ Alun stated. 

Gareth frowned, wondering if that was significant. ‘Why was that?’

Bethan looked at him. ‘A few weeks ago, we’d warned Zoey about the dangers of getting in a car with young blokes. Boy racers. There was that crash over towards Holyhead. Zoey told
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