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      Tuesday 15th December 2020 – Brincliffe Edge Road, Sheffield

      The van doors slammed shut, plunging Tilly Hall into darkness once again.

      She was in pain.

      She’d never known this much pain in her whole life. Her brain was struggling to comprehend what had just happened.

      It seemed like merely minutes ago she had been walking along the street listening to the Radio 1 podcast, laughing along to Greg James, when … she had no understanding of what occurred next.

      She tried to pull her skirt down below her knees, but it was torn. Her shirt had been torn open too. She’d heard the sound of the plastic buttons clanging off the sides of the metal bodywork of the van.

      She was so cold.

      She crawled into the furthermost corner of the van and pulled her knees up to her chest. She wanted to cry, but the tears wouldn’t come. This was horror, pure and simple. She was living in a horror film, there was no other explanation for it.

      She looked around her for a sign of a way out of this living hell, but everything was plunged into pitch darkness. There was a smell – petrol, stale body odour, cold, fear, dread, death.

      The van began to move. Tilly tried to work out where she was, how many times they’d turned left and right, how long they’d been travelling for, but she had no idea. Were they even still in Sheffield? Was she being taken out of the country, sold into a paedophile ring or something? Wasn’t she too old for that? She’d watched a documentary recently with her mum on Channel 4 about human trafficking. Was this what was happening to her? Were her organs about to be harvested for profit and the shell of her body dumped in the River Don?

      ‘Mum,’ she whimpered quietly. She felt her tears begin to flow down her face. She wanted her mum so much right now.

      Tilly suddenly remembered about her school bag, her rucksack with all her books and folders in, and her mobile phone. She was alone in the van. Surely, she had time to make a quick call to her mum, tell her what had happened before the van came to a stop.

      She fumbled around in the darkness, one hand running over the roughness of the floor in search of the rucksack while the other held her shirt and blazer in place across her exposed chest. The cold went right through her to her bones. She was shaking. But that could have been fear.

      She found her bag. The relief was palpable. Once her mother knew what had happened, she’d find her. Their phones were linked so that her mum could locate her in an emergency. Tilly had always scoffed at that. What kind of emergency could there possibly be that her mother needed to track her down? Suddenly, it wasn’t so funny.

      She scrambled around in the bag, grabbed the phone and pulled it out. She unlocked the screen, and the brightness lit up the whole van and made her squint. The screen was cracked. It had probably broken when she’d been tossed inside. She was scrolling through the contacts when she heard the sound of the van doors being unlocked. They’d stopped. When had that happened? She quickly put the phone in the inside pocket of her blazer.

      It was dark outside. The only light inside the van was from a nearby lamppost. Whoever had kidnapped her, slammed her head down on the floor of the van, torn her clothes open and raped her, was hidden in the shadows. She tried to make out his features. She knew it would be important when she was interviewed by police to tell them as much about the man as possible, but all she saw was a silhouette.

      He climbed inside. Was he going to rape her again? She hoped not. She didn’t think she could take any more pain. She crawled further into the corner of the van, but there was nowhere else for her to go. She was trapped.

      He grabbed her. His meaty hands gripped the front of her blazer and dragged her towards him. She tried to resist, but it was no use.

      ‘Please. No,’ she cried. She fumbled around for something to hold onto, to keep her in the relative safety of the van, but there was nothing there.

      She fell onto the cold concrete of the ground. A strong wind was blowing, and it was sleeting. She was pulled up off the pavement and swung around. The man had his left arm around her chest. She could feel his heart beating rapidly against her. She saw what he was holding in his raised right hand and her legs buckled beneath her. If he hadn’t been holding her so tightly, she would have fallen.

      It was a knife. The sodium yellow from the streetlamps glistened against the sharp stainless steel. It wasn’t an ordinary knife. It was a horror film knife. She’d seen the whole of the Scream series; she knew the damage something like that could do.

      Tilly thought of her mum again. There was only a week until Christmas. Her mother was so happy. They always had a wonderful time, just the two of them. Her mum tried to come across as a strong woman, but with the amount of grief she’d had to cope with over the years, she was close to losing it completely. Her daughter being raped and murdered would surely tip her over the edge. The thought of her mother suffering the aftermath of losing her only child to a violent rapist and killer made her cry. Her poor mum.

      ‘Mum,’ Tilly cried out loud. The word barely left her lips. ‘Please, no, don’t do this. Please. I’ll do anything,’ she pleaded through the tears. ‘Let me go. Please. I haven’t seen you. I swear. Please.’

      She felt the knife slice across her neck. Strangely, it didn’t feel as painful as when she was raped. Her body began to relax, as if it had already died, yet she could see what was going on around her. She felt the warmth of the blood flow from her neck down her exposed chest. It was the warmest she’d felt in hours.

      She tried to speak, but when she opened her mouth, nothing came out. If this was what death was like, it wasn’t as bad as she’d expected it to be.

      She was lifted up, but Tilly had no idea who by or what was happening. Was this God lifting her up to heaven? No, that was ridiculous. She felt light, and the pain seemed to be drifting away.

      Suddenly, the pain was back with a thud, and she was rolling. She closed her eyes tightly shut as rocks and branches hit her face and pulled at her skin. She hit something heavy and stopped.

      Tilly didn’t dare open her eyes. She didn’t want to see where she’d ended up. Was it heaven or hell? Her breathing was ragged and short and she tried to calm herself. There was a sound. It was the engine of the van starting up. She braved herself to open her eyes, looked up and saw the bright lights of the van fade away.

      It was going.

      She’d been dumped.

      And she was still alive.

      Wasn’t she?

      She looked around in the darkness and could make out bare trees and an uneven ground.

      She was in woods somewhere.

      How close was she to home?

      Could she walk it?

      She put her hand to her throat. She could feel blood flowing. Jesus Christ, she was losing so much blood.

      Tilly wasn’t proficient in first aid, but she’d seen enough episodes of Casualty and Grey’s Anatomy to know that you had to stem the flow of blood until help arrived. She struggled out of her blazer, balled it up, and pressed it firmly against her throat.

      Her phone had fallen out of the pocket and landed beside her. She picked it up, unlocked it and cried at the smiling face of her boyfriend looking back at her.

      She could feel herself weakening as death came for her. She was in a race against time.

      With blood-soaked shaking fingers, she held down the side button and one of the volume buttons on the iPhone.

      A countdown came up on the screen. Within ten seconds, an emergency SOS message would be sent to the police, and her mother.

      She just hoped they’d get here in time.
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        Emergency SOS

      

        

      
        Tilly Hall has made an emergency call from this approximate location. You are receiving this message because Tilly has listed you as an emergency contact.

      

      

      Amy Hall had been home from work for over an hour. After a cup of tea and a chat with the dogs she decided to make a start on the tea. She squeezed past the Christmas tree and headed for the kitchen. The cupboards were stocked with food, but she couldn’t think of anything to make. Everything she’d been buying for the past couple of weeks was for Christmas and it was too early to start eating it now. She knew Tilly wouldn’t settle for a bowl of soup and a breadcake. As much as it pained her to do so, she’d have to get the salmon fillets out and replace them when she went to Tesco at the weekend.

      Her mobile beeped. She looked around at the cluttered worktops for it. She remembered firing off a text to a colleague while waiting for the kettle to boil but couldn’t think of where she’d set it down.

      Amy wiped her hands on a tea towel and found her phone on the windowsill. She unlocked the screen and read the emergency SOS message. She stared at it for a long while, wondering what it meant. Was this a joke?

      She dialled Tilly’s number and paced the kitchen impatiently listening to the rings, willing her daughter to answer.

      ‘Hello? Tilly?’ Amy said when it was answered. She pressed it firmly against her ear. All she could hear was the sound of air rushing. ‘Tilly. Tilly! Tilly, it’s your mum. Are you there? Speak to me. Tilly!’

      The call ended.

      ‘Fuck!’ Amy screamed. She dialled again. It went straight to voicemail.

      
        
        ‘Hi, you’ve reached Tilly Hall. You can leave a message if you like but I never listen to them, so you’ll be wasting your time. Drop me a text. Bye.’

        

      

      ‘No, no, no, no, no,’ Amy cried as she dialled once more. The dogs had run into the kitchen, worried by Amy’s cries.

      
        
        ‘Hi, you’ve reached Tilly Hall. You can …’

        

      

      ‘Oh my God!’

      Amy’s eyes darted around the kitchen, searching for her car keys. They were on the table next to the apples and satsumas she’d bought on her way home. She grabbed them and ran out of the house, slamming the door behind her, not caring if it was locked or not.

      In the car, she looked at the SOS message on her phone. Tilly’s phone was somewhere in Brincliffe. Amy’s mind went blank. She suddenly had no idea where Brincliffe was.

      She fumbled to put the key in the ignition, started the car and reversed out of the driveway. She brought the screen on the dashboard to life and hit the voice recognition button.

      ‘Brincliffe Edge Road,’ she shouted as she struggled to put her seatbelt on.

      ‘I’m sorry. I did not recognise your location. Please try again,’ the computer said.

      Amy turned left out of the road without slowing down or indicating. She heard the beep of a car but ignored it.

      ‘Brincliffe. Edge. Road,’ she said, slowly but not at all calmly.

      ‘Calculating.’

      ‘Shit,’ Amy said to herself. She slammed her foot down on the accelerator. There was nobody else on the road but her. She was blind to her surroundings.

      ‘At the first opportunity, make a U-turn and head …’

      ‘Fucking hell!’ Amy screamed. Her eyes were blurred with tears. She was panicking. Her daughter, her only child, was in serious danger, and there was nothing she could do about it.

      She slammed her hand on the sat nav, turning it off. She pulled over and screamed and yelled as loud as she could.
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        * * *

      

      Tilly was leaning against a tree. She was squeezing the blazer to her throat as tightly as she could, but she was losing her grip. It was soaking with blood. She was losing too much, and her life was slowly ebbing away.

      Her phone rang. She saw her mum’s face lit up on the screen. She started to cry and quickly swiped to answer. She heard her mum calling for her. She sounded frightened, scared, desperate. She tried to answer, tell her to help. She opened her mouth, but no words came out. She cried and screamed for her mum but made no sound. The screen went dark, and the phone died. She knew she had plenty of charge left as she’d used Kelly Green’s charger in English. It must have been more damaged than she thought.

      The woods around her were plunged into darkness, and the sleet turned to snow. She could see a blanket of white forming around her. She was freezing cold, and she was tired. Nobody was coming for her, or if they were, it was too late. She closed her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Amy Hall turned into Brincliffe Edge Road and slammed on the brakes. How she’d managed to get here, she had no idea. A mother’s instinct perhaps. She got out of the car and shouted for her daughter. It echoed around the quiet street.

      The road was lined on one side by woodland and on the other by old houses. They all had their curtains closed and a light on. Families had come home from work and school and were settling down for their tea. Normal life was taking place, and barely meters away, Amy Hall was living a nightmare, screaming for her daughter.

      She looked at her phone. The flashing dot which was Tilly’s location was directly next to her own dot. She was close. She was so close.

      ‘Tilly!’ she screamed.

      She ran along the pavement, looking behind parked cars to see if her daughter was curled up or hiding. There was nobody there. She crossed over and looked into gardens. She crossed back and looked over the fence into the darkened woods.

      ‘Tilly!’ she shouted. ‘Tilly, it’s your mum, I’m here for you. Where are you?’

      Going back to her phone, she dialled 999 and listened while the call connected, running along the edge of the woods, peering into the darkness.

      ‘Emergency, which service do you require?’

      ‘Police,’ Amy spat.

      The phone started ringing. Once, twice, three times.

      Amy continued to run along the road, looking over the walls of people’s gardens, under cars, behind bins.

      ‘We are currently receiving a high volume of calls. Please stay on the line and you call will be answered as soon as possible.’

      Amy looked up and around her. Tears were streaming down her face. Why couldn’t there be a neighbour walking their dog right now or a random good Samaritan? She felt completely alone in the world.

      ‘We are currently receiving a high volume of calls …’

      ‘Jesus Christ!’ Amy cried. She leaned against a lamppost. This was too much. She couldn’t lose Tilly, she couldn’t. She needed her. She was all she had.

      ‘South Yorkshire Police,’ the call was answered.

      ‘Thank God,’ Amy said, wiping her eyes with her free hand and taking short, sharp breaths. ‘Something’s happened to my daughter. I don’t know what. I’ve received an emergency SOS message from her phone. I’m … I’m where it said she was but I can’t find her. You need to send someone quickly.’ Her words tripped over each other as she panicked.

      ‘Okay. I need you to calm down and tell me what time …’

      ‘Oh my God. They’re here. There’s a police car here.’

      Amy saw a marked police car heading towards her. Forgetting about her call, she stepped out into the road and flagged it down waving both hands. It stopped and two uniformed officers climbed out.

      ‘Oh, thank you, God,’ Amy said. ‘Are you here for my daughter? Tilly Hall?’

      ‘An emergency SOS call was received for this location,’ one of the officers said. He was fresh-faced and his cheeks red with the cold.

      ‘I’m her mum. Where is she?’ Amy asked, pleading in her voice.

      ‘Have you tried calling her?’

      ‘I have. She’s not replying. It’s just going straight to voicemail.’

      ‘Okay,’ the officer said. ‘We’re going to call the DI on duty and have a search team sent out to help.’

      Amy clung onto the constable’s arm. Tears were streaming down her face. The reality of the situation was finally sinking in. ‘Not my daughter,’ she cried. ‘Not my Tilly.’

      ‘Mrs Hall, please, you need to remain calm. We will do everything we can to find your daughter. Is there anyone I can call for you?’

      She shook her head. She was too distressed to speak.

      ‘Okay, the best thing for you to do is stay calm. We don’t know what’s happened yet. Maybe her phone was stolen. Maybe it was cloned. We shouldn’t jump to conclusions. Look, stay with my colleague. I’m going to have a look around.’

      The PC went back to the car and got a torch out of the boot. He switched it on and walked along the edge of the woods. Amy followed. She couldn’t just stand back and do nothing. Tilly was her life.

      A few feet ahead, the PC stopped. The beam of the torch was aimed at the ground. He bent down and dabbed his fingers into the tarmac.

      ‘What is it? Have you found something?’ Amy asked. She ran up to him and looked at what he was pointing the torch at. ‘Oh, no. Is that what I think it is?’ The PC didn’t reply. ‘Is that blood?’

      The second constable put his hands on Amy’s shoulders and tried to pull her away. She shook him off her.

      ‘You need to find her. Please. I’m begging you. Please. Find my daughter,’ she sobbed. ‘Tilly!’ she screamed. ‘Tilly! We’re here. The police are here. Where are you?’

      Lights started to go on in the surrounding houses and people came out of their front doors to see what all the commotion was about.

      The PC went further into the woods and cast the light from his torch slowly around him.

      ‘Tilly!’ the PC called. ‘TILLY!’ His voice was much louder than Amy’s and travelled further into the woods.

      There was no reply, just the sound of scuttering wildlife on the woodland floor.

      ‘Wait. What’s that?’ the second PC asked. He took the torch from the first and aimed it at a tree. ‘There. What is that?’

      They both frowned as they tried to make out a mound of … something.

      ‘Okay. I need you to stay here while I go and have a look,’ one of them said to Amy.

      ‘No way. She’s my daughter.’

      ‘Please. Just let me take a look first,’ he said, blocking Amy from charging down the embankment.

      Amy saw the determined look in the officer’s eyes. She could read the message on his face. Whatever was down there, he had to be the one to see it first. Reluctantly, she nodded.

      ‘Liam, can you stay with …?’

      ‘Amy,’ she said.

      ‘Stay with Amy while I take a look.’

      ‘Will do. DI Brady’s on his way.’

      PC Corbett nodded, turned and carefully made his way down the embankment, not taking his eyes from the undistinguishable mound by a tree. He slipped and fell on his arse. He pulled himself up, wiped his muddy hands on his trousers and grabbed for the torch he’d dropped. When he pointed it at the tree again, he was close enough to make out the slumped figure of a semi-naked young woman.

      ‘Jesus Christ,’ he said quietly to himself.

      He swallowed hard and went over to her.

      ‘Tilly. Can you hear me?’

      He bent down to his knees and studied her. Her head was slumped forward. She was muddy, covered in cuts and bruises. Her breasts were exposed and were caked in blood. With shaking fingers, he felt for a pulse on her neck. It took a while, but he found one, though it was incredibly faint. He placed his fingertips on her chin and carefully lifted her head up. Her eyes were closed. With his other hand, he shone the torch to see the extent of her injuries and had to swallow to prevent the vomit ruining the crime scene.

      He’d never seen inside someone’s throat before.
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      It wasn’t easy to erect a forensic tent over a crime scene on a steep embankment on soggy ground with a gale force wind blowing, but that was what DI Christian Brady had spent the last fifteen minutes watching from the warmth of his car. Still, at least it had stopped snowing.

      Tilly Hall had been removed from the woods once she was stabilised by paramedics and sent to Sheffield Children’s Hospital. Christian had stood back and watched as she was wheeled into the back of the ambulance, her mother holding her hand, and had no idea if she’d be waking up. Surely, she’d lost far too much blood to survive such an attack.

      The front passenger door opened, making Christian jump. DS Scott Andrews climbed in and slammed the door closed.

      ‘Bloody hell, it’s cold out there,’ he said, placing his hands in front of the heating vents. ‘They’re making a meal out of putting that tent up.’

      ‘It’ll be a waste of time anyway. It’s been raining and snowing on and off all day and blowing a sodding gale. Any evidence will have been washed or blown away. Not to mention the paramedics and uniformed officers contaminating the scene. We’ll be lucky to get so much as a cotton fibre.’ His voice was flat, monotone, tired.

      ‘Hopefully someone will have seen something. It’s pretty built-up around here,’ Scott said, looking out of the window. ‘Finn and Tom are going door-to-door, and I’ve got CCTV and ANPR cameras being checked back at the station.’

      ‘Good work, Scott,’ Christian said, looking at his DS and giving him a weak smile.

      ‘The problem is, we’ve got six DCs off now. Two have tested positive for Covid, four are self-isolating, and uniform is down by twenty percent.’

      ‘You don’t have to tell me, Scott, I know the numbers,’ he said, running his hand over his buzzcut hair.

      Scott looked back out of the window. The tent was now in position, but it didn’t look too stable.

      ‘PC Corbett described Tilly’s injuries to me. They sound frighteningly similar to the previous three. It’s got to be the same bloke, hasn’t it?’

      Christian didn’t say anything.

      ‘The time between each attack is getting closer. He’s escalating.’

      ‘I know.’

      ‘And we don’t have a single—’

      ‘Scott, I’m aware of the situation,’ Christian snapped. A gust of wind buffeted the car.

      ‘What are we going to do?’

      ‘You can start by rolling up your sleeves and giving Finn and Tom a hand with the door-to-door enquiries.’

      ‘Is everything all right?’ Scott asked, a concerned expression on his face.

      ‘If you want the truth, Scott, no, everything is not all right,’ Christian said, exasperated.

      ‘Is there anything I can do?’

      ‘Yes. You can start by doing the job you’re paid to do.’

      Christian’s gaze was fixed dead ahead. He was under a great deal of pressure with a dwindling workforce and an absent DCI. He had no one to turn to, no one to talk to, and he could feel the weight of the world pushing him further and further into the ground. He felt a gust of cold wind on his face and guessed that Scott had got out of the car. When the door slammed closed, he leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes. He could feel emotion rising up inside him. This was too much. He couldn’t cope.
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        * * *

      

      South Yorkshire Police was going through a rocky patch at present. Earlier this year, following the brutal murder of businessman Richard Ashton, a Pandora’s box of evil had been unleashed. Historical child sexual abuse had been uncovered involving several local politicians and police officers. The Police and Crime Commissioner had been a habitual abuser and the Chief Constable had been caught in the web of the cover-up that spanned almost thirty years. It was a case incredibly personal to Christian Brady and one that forced him to confront the horrors of his own childhood. In the aftermath, the force had been placed under special measures, which meant greater scrutiny from the Home Office until improvements were made.

      Fortunately, this came at a time when violent crime was at an all-time low for South Yorkshire Police. The various lockdowns and restrictions placed on the public caused by the coronavirus pandemic meant CID had fewer murders to investigate. Domestic abuse incidents were on the rise, but in the majority of cases, the perpetrator was swiftly identified, caught and prosecuted. The number of cases solved was on the increase.

      Unfortunately, police were not immune to Covid-19, and officers who caught it were off work for a long time. Anyone in close contact with an infected officer was forced to self-isolate, and morale at police headquarters was at an all-time low.

      Many uniformed officers and plain-clothed detectives were suffering with depression caused by being overworked, understaffed and abused on a daily basis by an uncaring public who objected to restrictions on their lives enforced by the government. Many couldn’t, or refused to, understand that wearing a mask or socially distancing yourself from others was in their own interest. When the police turned up, called for by worried and nervous shop managers, they were abused, sworn at, spat on, by a volatile public. This had been going on for nine months and there was no sign of an end to restrictions, or to the pandemic. In fact, infections and death numbers were rising once more and different areas of the country were placed in tiers representing the level of restrictions people faced. This Christmas was going to be as far away from normal as it was possible to get, and people didn’t like that. Once more, it was left to the police to be on the receiving end, and they simply didn’t have the resources.

      The last thing any police force, but South Yorkshire Police in particular, needed right now was a serial rapist and murderer on the loose.

      DI Christian Brady smoothed down his shirt, tightened the knot on his tie and knocked on the door of Chief Constable Benjamin Ridley. He was called to enter and took a deep breath before he did so.

      Benjamin Ridley was the only person who did well out of the abuse scandal. He was Assistant Chief Constable at the time and as he was relatively new to the force, he wasn’t implicated in the cover-up scandal. Resignations from people high up happened on a daily basis and Ridley was promoted to Chief Constable to oversee a new chapter in the force and root out any corrupt officers that threatened to damage its reputation further.

      Everyone always said it was possible to tell the time of day simply by looking at CC Ridley. First thing in the morning, he was clean and smart in his uniform. The jacket was buttoned up, his tie was centred and his hair neat. As the day progressed, the jacket was opened, then removed altogether, the tie was loosened, the hair ruffled, and by the end of the day he looked ready to hit the nearest bar and down a couple of double Jack Daniel’s. No ice.

      Since the scandal, he permanently had the grizzled look of a seasoned alcoholic. His brow was furrowed, his eyelids were heavy, his tie was crooked and each day there seemed to be more grey in his thick mound of hair.

      ‘Christian, take a seat,’ Ridley instructed.

      Usually, Ridley liked to be out of the station by five o’clock at the latest. For the past three months, he’d been one of the last to leave and, although he lived only a ten-minute drive away, he rarely walked in the front door before ten o’clock.

      ‘I hear you have another rape on your hands.’

      ‘Yes, sir,’ Christian said. He hitched up his trousers and plonked himself in the seat opposite Brady’s desk.

      ‘This one is still alive, I’ve been told.’

      ‘So far. I’m not sure if she’ll survive. The extent of her injuries looked massive.’

      ‘Any news from the hospital?’

      ‘Not yet. I’ll give them a call … at some point.’

      ‘Where are we in the investigation?’

      Christian almost scoffed at the word ‘we’. He certainly didn’t feel part of a team at present. He felt like he was trying to keep South Yorkshire Police running single-handedly.

      ‘We have no witnesses, no evidence, nothing to link the victims. I just hope this one survives so she can give us something to go on.’

      ‘Door-to-door?’

      ‘I’ve got a team out but I’m really short of officers at the moment, sir. It’s not going to be long before the press is all over this and as soon as they get a sniff that we don’t have the resources, we’re screwed.’

      Ridley nodded. ‘I’m aware of the situation. I spoke to DCI French this morning and there is no sign that she’s going to be ready to come back to work. As you know she was very ill with Covid in the summer and she’s still struggling with fatigue. Long Covid, I believe they’re calling it.’

      Christian shook his head and looked down. He took another breath and looked back up into the eyes of his boss. ‘I’m not exaggerating when I say we can’t cope, sir. Whoever is out there raping and killing these women, he knows what he needs to do to evade capture, and we’re putting women’s lives at risk by not being able to hunt him down.’

      ‘Christian, if I had the officers available, I’d hand them to you. There is nothing I can do at present.’

      ‘Yes. There is.’

      Ridley frowned.

      ‘You can bring back DCI Darke.’
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      Sheffield’s Children’s Hospital was the main paediatric trauma centre for the whole of South Yorkshire. Tilly Hall was whisked straight into A&E where she was assessed. Once her oxygen levels and heart rate were stabilised, she was sedated and sent straight to theatre to repair the damage to her throat. Several cuts from a serrated blade had ripped through the flesh, tearing veins, muscle, and tissue. The extent of the damage would not be known for several days – if Tilly survived the operation in the first place. She was given a fifty-fifty chance.
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        * * *

      

      Amy Hall was alone in the relatives’ room. She had done all the crying she could and there were no more tears left to fall. A plastic cup of tea brought to her by a kindly nurse had been left to go cold on the table.

      She dug her phone out of her pocket and looked at the screen. The wallpaper showed her daughter smiling at her. The picture had been taken last winter when snow had been thick on the ground. She and Tilly had gone for a long walk in the countryside. They’d wrapped up against the elements and spent the day together, trekking the hills of Derbyshire, having snowball fights, warming up in a coffee shop, then back out into the snow. It had been a perfect day.

      Amy scrolled through her contacts, but she had nobody to call. Everyone listed was a neighbour or a colleague – none of whom she would call an actual friend. She had no family left and, despite believing herself to be popular, she suddenly realised there wasn’t a single person she could call whom she wanted to be with her during this time.

      Amy took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She sat on the uncomfortable faux-leather chair with the stuffing coming out of a torn seam and put her head in her hands. It was just her and Tilly. It had been the two of them since her husband died ten years ago. She hadn’t realised how much she depended on their relationship.

      The sight of Tilly as the paramedics brought her up from the woods was indescribable. She didn’t look like her daughter at all, more like a dummy used in a crime drama to depict a dead body. There was so much blood. How could someone possibly survive losing so much blood? She was asking a great deal of the doctors and nurses, and of Tilly herself.

      She needed her to live. This couldn’t be the end.

      It wasn’t fair.

      The door opened and Amy looked up. She wiped her eyes with the sleeves of her sweater.

      A shattered-looking woman with unruly hair entered, closing the door behind her. She was wearing hospital scrubs. Her face was free from make-up; her skin was dry and tired. She looked at Amy and proffered a weak smile.

      ‘Mrs Hall, I’m Victoria Harman. I’m part of the surgical team that’s been looking after Tilly.’ She sat on the edge of the coffee table directly in front of Amy.

      ‘How is she?’ Amy asked. Her voice was quiet.

      ‘She’s in intensive care. The operation took longer than we anticipated. She lost a great deal of blood and had to have a blood transfusion. I won’t blind you with a lot of medical jargon right now, but there were several cuts to Tilly’s throat, some deeper than others. There has been a great deal of nerve damage, the extent of which we won’t know until she wakes up. However, there is every likelihood the damage will be permanent,’ Victoria Harman said in her best placatory tone.

      ‘What does that mean?’ Amy asked. ‘What kind of permanent damage are we talking about?’

      ‘The larynx has been severely damaged. The common name for that is the voice box. It is possible she may not be able to talk again.’

      Amy froze in horror.

      ‘What?’

      ‘I’m only saying it’s a possibility at the moment, but you do need to prepare for the worst. There’s a long road ahead to Tilly’s recovery, and she will need further surgery.’

      ‘But if you’re planning further operations, that means you can repair the damage to the voice box, right?’ Amy asked.

      ‘I’m afraid not.’

      ‘I don’t understand any of this.’

      ‘It’s a lot to take in, I know, but I will explain everything to you over the coming hours and days.’ She gave the same mollifying smile.

      Amy took a ragged breath. ‘Was she …?’ She composed herself. ‘Was she …?’ She needed to know the answer to this question, but she couldn’t bring herself to ask it. ‘Is there … you know … do you know if she was raped?’

      There was a heavy beat of a silence before the doctor answered. ‘There is evidence of sexual activity having taken place. Tests have been carried out and the police will keep you informed.’

      Amy bent her head and cried.

      ‘I really am sorry, Mrs Hall. Is there anyone you’d like me to call to be with you?’

      She shook her head. ‘I’m on my own. I’ve only got Tilly … Can I see her?’ Amy asked, wiping her eyes again.

      ‘Not at the moment. What I suggest you do is go home and try to get some rest and come back tomorrow. We’ll have more information once a consultant has seen her.’

      ‘She will be all right, though, won’t she? I mean, eventually?’

      ‘Mrs Hall, your daughter lost a great deal of blood and has suffered a major trauma. The next twenty-four to forty-eight hours are the most critical. If we can get through that, I believe she will be able to adapt to her injuries. However, there is a very long road ahead.’

      ‘Is there anything I can do?’

      ‘Not right now. Like I said, go home, get some rest and come back tomorrow. Maybe bring her some pyjamas and a few personal items you think she’d like around her.’

      Amy nodded. ‘She has a teddy bear she’s had since she was born. She’s always slept with it. Shall I bring that?’ She tried to smile through the tears.

      ‘I think she’d like that,’ Victoria said. ‘If there’s any change throughout the night, we’ll give you a call. Honestly, she really is in the best place.’

      ‘What about this virus?’ Amy asked.

      ‘Every doctor and nurse take a test every day. We change PPE with every single patient, just like we’ve always done. There’s no greater risk of Tilly catching Covid in here than there is in her everyday life.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      Victoria smiled and quickly left the room.

      Amy watched the door as it closed and felt the warmth of silence envelop her. She tried to take in everything the doctor had told her but couldn’t. Her daughter was still alive, that was the most important thing. But what did she say about her not being able to talk again? The larynx had been cut, was that what she’d said? Surely, if it had been cut, it could be put back together again. How can a person go through life without being able to talk?

      Confusion danced across her face. None of this made sense.

      She wanted to stay but knew that wouldn’t be possible. The doctor had told her to go home and rest. As if she’d be able to go to bed and sleep. But the dogs would be wondering where she was, and they’d missed their tea. They’d be hungry. She needed to go home for them. They’d most likely be the first thing Tilly asked about when she woke up. Although, how would she be able to ask about them if she couldn’t talk?

      ‘I don’t understand,’ Amy said out loud.

      Slowly, she stood up. Her car was still at Brincliffe and her purse was on the kitchen table. It was at times like this she wished she wasn’t so alone in the world. Like any good mother, she’d put her daughter first, but right now, she needed a strong pair of arms around her to tell her everything was going to be all right.
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      Wednesday 16th December 2020

      Former Detective Chief Inspector Matilda Darke wasn’t a fan of having therapy. If she was truthful with herself, she hated it. However, she had to admit, it helped, and she had grudgingly come to respect the advice of the sickly sweet and cloyingly annoying Diana Cooper-bloody-sodding-smith over the years.

      In January 2019, Matilda was shot in the head. Several months in hospital and a rehabilitation centre were followed by physical and psychological therapy and she was back to her fighting best.

      That was a lie she told herself every day.

      Physically, she was fine. Mentally, she was not. The nightmares were few and far between these days. She hadn’t had a flashback in months and her panic attacks had eased. What she struggled with was survivor’s guilt. How had she managed to survive a mass shooting when so many of her colleagues and friends hadn’t? Why was she constantly checking the mastermind behind the attack, Steve Harrison, was still safely locked up and hadn’t, somehow, managed to escape? It was these niggling annoyances she was trying to overcome. Since her unit at South Yorkshire Police had been closed down and she’d been made redundant, Matilda had more time to concentrate on her own wellbeing, and, since the summer, even she noticed a change in her attitude. She was more positive. The fractious relationship with her mother was much improved and she was beginning to enjoy life more. Work, as far as she was concerned, could piss right off.

      Sitting in the consulting room opposite Diana Cooper-bloody-sodding-smith, Matilda was wearing black Levi jeans, black Doc Martens and a cream DKNY sweater. She had allowed her brown hair to grow back but kept it short in the neck and long and wavy on top. She enjoyed running her fingers through it again.

      By contrast, Diana Cooper-bloody-sodding-smith was wearing a white shirt with a ridiculously huge bow at the neck and the cuff of the left sleeve frayed. Her navy corduroy skirt was floor-length and looked like it had been through the washer too many times. It was bobbly and faded and needed binning in Matilda’s opinion. Her shoes were dated and scuffed. One hundred and ten pounds per hour she was charging for these sessions; surely, she could afford decent clothes.

      ‘Are you still out of work?’ Diana asked. Her voice was unnaturally soft and accentless. Though, occasionally, Matilda caught a hint of Brummie in some of her words.

      ‘I’m not out of work. I simply no longer work,’ Matilda said with a smile.

      ‘You always said work was your life. It was your identity.’

      ‘I did. It is. It was. But it was taken away from me. There was nothing I could do.’

      ‘You could have looked to another force.’

      ‘I like where I live.’

      ‘You could have commuted.’

      ‘I think I’ve needed this time off. You know, I’ve only had one holiday since my husband died in 2015. All I’ve done is work. Even when I was recovering from being shot, I was thinking about work, planning to go back to work, surrounding myself with work. It wasn’t healthy. I see that now.’

      ‘So, you’re not out of work, but rather on a sabbatical?’ Diana smiled.

      Matilda thought about the question. She smiled back. ‘Yes. I will go back to work. I doubt it will be with South Yorkshire Police, but I’ve worked hard to be a DCI. It’s what I love doing.’

      ‘But you fell out of love with it, towards the end, didn’t you?’

      ‘No. But I was beginning to. Things had changed since the shooting. I couldn’t expect them not to.’ Matilda paused and took a breath. ‘When you’re working on a case, something big, you still need to enjoy being with your colleagues and friends. I mean, we’d have a laugh and a joke, but there was an underlying sadness to everything. I’ve needed this time off to recharge, take stock, work out what’s important to me.’

      ‘And what is important to you?’

      ‘I am,’ Matilda answered straightaway. ‘My life. My friends. My family. I need them around me.’

      ‘Which is more important to you – your friends and family, or your work?’

      ‘Friends and family,’ she replied without thinking.

      ‘So, if you went back to work, you wouldn’t be working round the clock, sacrificing your personal life for the job?’

      ‘Well, I don’t really have a personal life as such, but no.’

      ‘That’s good.’ Diana smiled. ‘So, what’s next for Matilda Darke?’

      Matilda took a deep breath as she thought. ‘I’m going to enjoy Christmas, as much as we’re allowed to this year, and in the new year I’ll think about what I want to do with the rest of my life. I’ll see what’s out there and available for an ex-DCI. Whether it’s another force or something completely different, who knows?’

      ‘You’re feeling positive?’

      ‘I am.’

      Diana Cooper-bloody-sodding-smith adjusted herself on her chair. The smile fell from her lips. ‘The phone calls. The cards being delivered. Are they still happening?’

      So much for feeling positive.

      ‘The phone calls seem to have stopped,’ Matilda said. She closed her stance. She pressed her legs together and folded her arms. ‘I received another card a couple of weeks back.’

      ‘What did it say?’

      ‘The usual. A repeat of the same taunting phone call I received before I was shot.’

      ‘Have you told anyone yet about them?’

      Matilda shook her head.

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘I don’t want to worry anyone.’

      ‘Are you worried yourself?’

      ‘I’m not sure,’ she said after a lengthy silence. ‘I think if someone wanted to hurt me, they would have done it by now. They’ve had ample opportunity. I really do think it’s someone connected to Steve Harrison. I know he’s got plenty of fans. There are lots of sick women out there who become fixated with a serial killer. I’m sure they’ll move on eventually.’

      ‘Do you genuinely believe that?’

      ‘The phone calls have stopped. I’m sure the cards will stop, too.’

      Diana frowned as she studied Matilda. ‘Something tells me you don’t quite believe that.’

      Matilda shrugged.

      No, I don’t believe it.
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        * * *

      

      Matilda took a taxi to the much-loathed Meadowhall where she elbowed a few of the more militant shoppers to buy a few extra gifts for her mum and sister, then took another taxi back home. The effects of the shooting meant she was no longer able to drive, though she lived in hope of being given her licence back one day. Not that she had a car to drive any more thanks to some bastard blowing it up earlier this year.

      The bone-shaking track from Ringinglow Road to Matilda’s old farmhouse had been levelled and tarmacked and was now smooth. Her best friend, Adele, had purchased a Porsche 911 in the summer and complained on an hourly basis that the rough driveway, potholes and gravel were killing her car. Matilda didn’t like it. It weakened the effect of living off the beaten track and meant she could no longer hear anyone coming to her house until they were right outside her front door. When the taxi rounded the bend, she spotted a car she didn’t recognise. She tried to see who was sitting behind the steering wheel but couldn’t from this angle. She paid the taxi driver, picked up her bags and stepped out into the cool winter afternoon.

      Matilda bent down to look through the window of the BMW. Her eyes widened at the slumbering Chief Constable Benjamin Ridley. She rapped hard on the glass, and he jumped awake. He looked around, wondering where he was, wiped his chin of drool and looked up at Matilda.

      ‘I must have nodded off,’ he said as he opened the door and stepped out. ‘What time is it?’

      ‘Half past one,’ she said, looking at her watch.

      ‘Bloody hell, I’ve been asleep for two hours.’

      Matilda smirked. ‘You obviously needed it.’

      He dug his phone out of his pocket and looked at the screen. ‘I’ve missed eight calls. I must have had it on silent.’

      ‘Would you like a coffee?’

      ‘Industrial strength, please.’ He yawned, following her to the front door. ‘Nice wreath.’

      ‘Thanks,’ she said, stepping back and looking at the elaborate Christmas wreath on the door. ‘Don’t you think it’s a bit on the large side?’

      ‘A tad.’

      ‘I thought that, too. If I scratch myself once more, it’s going in the bin.’

      Matilda unlocked the front door and entered the warm house. She disabled the alarm and placed her shopping in the corner of the hallway.

      It was the first time CC Ridley had visited Matilda’s house and he looked around him as he followed her into the kitchen.

      ‘This is a stunning house, Matilda. Eighteenth-century?’

      ‘Oh.’ It was the first time anyone had asked Matilda the age of her house. Her husband, an architect, would have been able to answer straightaway. ‘Do you know, I’m not entirely sure.’

      ‘That would be my guess. The stonework around the eaves and the style of the chimneys make me think eighteenth-century.’

      Matilda turned to look at her former boss. ‘I had no idea you knew so much about architecture.’

      ‘I watch a lot of documentaries. They help me relax.’

      She made them both a coffee and took it into the conservatory where Ridley marvelled afresh, seeing Matilda’s garden.

      As she was out of work, she wanted to enjoy her home more, and during the summer months she wanted to sit outside with a good book and a glass of wine. She had no idea how to go about turning the wasteland of overgrown trees and weeds into something presentable, but thanks to the internet, she soon found someone who did. Now, it was a verdant space, with clean lines, trimmed-back trees, manicured evergreens, well-kept lawns and, at the very bottom, where the majority of the oak trees were, a wild-looking area expertly planted to encourage wildlife to thrive. Matilda had no idea what she wanted from a garden, but when it was finished, it was exactly how she’d imagined. There was even a newly planted oak tree outside the conservatory in memory of her husband.

      ‘I’d kill for a garden like this,’ Ridley said. ‘It’s so private.’

      ‘Are you overlooked?’

      ‘My wife likes new-builds. The problem with those is that the developers try to squeeze as many houses on the plot as possible. Privacy is the first casualty.’

      He turned away from the view eventually, sat down and picked up his coffee mug. He inhaled and a took a lengthy sip. A smile spread over his face.

      ‘I needed that.’

      ‘So, why have you come all the way out here to see me? I’m guessing it wasn’t simply to nod off on my driveway.’

      ‘No. I’m sorry about that.’

      ‘It’s fine.’ She smiled.

      He took another drink and placed his mug carefully on the wooden table. He cleared his throat a few times.

      ‘We have a case at work which is proving to be problematic. A fourteen-year-old girl was raped and left for dead yesterday evening. How she’s managed to survive is beyond me. Her throat was practically torn open. It’s the fourth attack in as many weeks.’

      ‘Scott’s mentioned it,’ Matilda said. DS Scott Andrews lived in the flat above her garage.

      ‘We have no forensics, no eyewitnesses, not a scrap of evidence to point us in the direction of the attacker.’

      ‘Why are you telling me all this?’

      ‘We need your help. I need your help. You are the best detective I’ve ever met, Matilda.’

      ‘Okay. Cut the flannel. First of all, I’m no better than any other detective. I just happened to choose the right people to be on my team. Christian, Sian, Scott, Finn were all exceptional detectives. Together, we were a brilliant unit. And you closed us down.’

      ‘That was not my decision.’

      ‘You’ve been Chief Constable since the early summer. I’ve not heard any rumours of you reinstating the unit.’

      Ridley sighed and sank in his seat. ‘South Yorkshire Police is still under special measures. I simply cannot reopen the unit the way things stand. However, we’ve got many detectives off with Covid. DI Brady is doing the work of God knows how many and he’s close to burnout. I cannot afford to lose any more officers.’

      ‘Then reinstate the unit.’

      ‘I can’t do that either.’

      ‘You really are in a pickle, aren’t you?’ Matilda stood up and returned to the kitchen. Ridley followed.

      ‘Matilda, I know you were treated unfairly. But you also know it wasn’t me who made you redundant and closed the HMCU. If you want me to get on my knees and beg you to come back, I will.’

      She turned to look at him, took in the look of genuine pleading on his face. ‘There’s no need for that. I was in charge of an elite unit for years. We worked on some high-profile cases and had a very high success rate. If you were offering me my old unit back, I’d come back in a shot. But I am not heading up CID.’

      Ridley pulled out a chair at the table and sat down. ‘Can I offer you a deal?’

      Reluctantly, Matilda sat down opposite him. ‘Go on.’

      ‘If we can solve this, it will look good for the force as a whole. It might even pull us out of special measures. The minute that happens, I’ll reopen HMCU, and you can hand-pick your team. I’ll even recommend you be awarded the Queen’s Police Medal.’

      Matilda laughed. ‘You think I’d be tempted back by a medal?’

      ‘No, but I’m getting desperate.’

      She sighed.

      ‘A fourteen-year-old girl, Matilda. If she does survive, she’ll never speak again. She had her larynx cut. The nerves are severed. He’s leaving no evidence of himself behind. He knows exactly what he’s doing, and his attacks are getting closer together and more violent.’

      ‘I can’t say no, can I?’

      Ridley smiled.

      ‘I’m just working on this case, though. I’m not getting involved in any of your Covid violations crap.’

      ‘That’s fine.’

      ‘I do have one more condition,’ Matilda said, looking down, her expression grave.

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘I don’t want to work with DI Christian Brady.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Amy Hall opened the front door to two detectives in suits. She invited them in and headed for the kitchen. The cupboard doors were open, and everything had been taken out and placed on the table and work surfaces. She was giving the kitchen a thorough clean.

      ‘I’ve called the hospital God only knows how many times this morning and they’ve told me the same thing each time, that Tilly’s still unconscious. I thought I’d do something productive to take my mind off things for a while. It’s just … it’s having the reverse effect.’ She looked at the large clock on the back wall. ‘I can’t believe how slowly time’s going. Have a seat, somewhere, if you can find the space.’ She climbed back up the stepladder and began vigorously cleaning the shelves.

      ‘Mrs Hall, we’d like to talk to you about Tilly,’ Detective Sergeant Scott Andrews said as he picked up a grill pan off a chair and placed it on the floor so he could sit down.

      Detective Constable Tom Simpson looked around him. There really was nowhere for him to sit. He leaned against the back wall, arms folded.

      ‘Go ahead. Do you know, I can’t remember the last time I cleaned these shelves. I found a bottle of soy sauce that went out of date in 2017.’

      ‘Mrs Hall …’

      ‘Call me Amy.’

      ‘Amy, please, could you come and sit down for a few minutes?’

      Amy stopped what she was doing and looked over her shoulder. She took in the grave faces of the detectives. She nodded and slowly descended the steps.

      ‘I was looking on the news this morning,’ she said, head down, playing with her fingers. ‘There have been other attacks in Sheffield in the past couple of months, similar to what’s happened to my Tilly. They were raped. They had their throats cut and were then just tossed away when he’d finished with them. That’s what happened to my Tilly, isn’t it? It’s the same man.’

      ‘It’s too early to tell. That’s why we’d like to talk to you about Tilly.’

      Amy nodded. ‘We can’t sit in here with all this mess. Would you like to go into the living room? I’ll bring in some tea.’

      The two made to leave the room when Scott stopped in the doorway and turned back.

      ‘Would you like me to make the tea?’ he asked.

      ‘No. I know where I’ve put everything. I think,’ she said, looking around her. ‘Go on through. I won’t be long. Do you both take milk and sugar?’

      ‘Milk and no sugar for both, thank you.’ He smiled.
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        * * *

      

      DS Scott Andrews entered the living room and was struck by the immense size of the Christmas tree. It took up almost a third of the room. It was tastefully decorated, but Scott guessed Amy misjudged the size of her room when purchasing.

      An elderly Dachshund looked lost in an oversized bed in front of the fire, a larger dog of indeterminate breed snuggled next to it, and Tom was struggling under the fussy demands of an excitable black Labrador.

      ‘Oh, my goodness, I don’t think I’ve seen anything as cute in my life,’ Tom said, happily sprawled out on the sofa with a large puppy on top of him, trying to lick his face.

      ‘Tom, will you behave?’ Scott chastised in a low voice.

      ‘It’s not me, it’s him. He’s so strong. I think he can smell the bacon butty I had for breakfast.’

      ‘I’m not surprised. You did spill most of it down your shirt.’

      ‘That was your fault for taking those speed bumps too fast.’

      Amy pushed open the door with her foot. She was carrying a heavy tray. Scott immediately took it from her while she went to the aid of Tom Simpson, grabbed the dog by the collar and pulled him off.

      ‘I’m sorry about him,’ she said. ‘We haven’t had him long and he’s still getting used to being around people. All you have to do is make eye contact with him and he jumps all over you.’

      Amy sat on the armchair and began pouring the tea while Scott and Tom shared the sofa.

      ‘He’s lovely,’ Tom said, smoothing down his clothes.

      ‘He’s Tilly’s dog,’ Amy said, sitting down on the sofa. The Labrador went over to her and placed her head on Amy’s lap. She stroked him. ‘She’s animal mad. She wants to train to be a vet and work with wild animals in Africa. I don’t suppose she’ll be able to now.’

      Scott and Tom exchanged awkward glances.

      Amy handed them both a mug of tea each.

      ‘The Dachshund is called Sausage. Can you believe that?’ Amy chuckled. ‘Tilly chose the name when she was young. I asked her what we should call him, and she just came out with Sausage. I started laughing and it stuck. It’s not been fun in the park shouting “Sausage” over the years.’

      Scott smiled. ‘Amy, I just want to say how sorry I am for what’s happened. We’ve got a team doing everything possible to find the man responsible.’

      ‘The other one, well, we don’t know what breed he is,’ Amy said, ignoring Scott. ‘Even the vet was stumped. We did one of those tests where they take a blood sample, and they match the DNA. He’s got various breeds in him. He’s a stray. He followed us home from the park one day about five or six years ago while we were walking Sausage and he just sat outside the house. Poor thing. Tilly sat at that window looking out at him, begging me to bring him in. I didn’t have a choice once it started raining. Tilly called him Ted. He settled in straightaway, bless him.’

      Amy took a sip of her tea and continued. ‘The Labrador is an offspring of one of my neighbour’s dogs. As soon as Tilly found out she was pregnant she wanted one. Actually, she wanted all of them, but I talked her down to just one. He’s called Kit. After Kit Harington. She’s got his pictures all over her wall.’

      ‘Amy …’ Scott began.

      ‘I can’t take any of this in,’ Amy interrupted. ‘It’s like it’s happening to someone else. Yesterday morning, we sat at the kitchen table and talked about Christmas lunch. She’s gone vegetarian, but I was trying to talk her into having Christmas off and cooking the usual turkey and she was trying to convince me to do some kind of nut thing she’d found on the internet. It sounded revolting. I just … I can’t get my head around any of this happening.’ Amy was on the verge of tears. She kept running her fingers through her hair, adjusting her position on the armchair, stroking the dog, unable to settle.

      ‘It’s a lot to take in, I know. We do have people you can talk to, if you want,’ Scott said.

      ‘And here I am talking about dogs,’ she half-laughed. ‘As if you’re interested.’

      ‘That’s okay,’ Scott said with a smile.

      ‘I love dogs,’ Tom said. ‘We had a Basset Hound when I was growing up. Charlie. We had to loosely tie his ears back using a scrunchie at mealtimes because they were always getting in the way of his food. Even the vet said he’d never known such long ears on a Basset Hound before.’

      Amy turned to Tom and gave a genuine smile. ‘They’re great company, dogs, aren’t they?’

      ‘They really are. I’m in an upstairs flat at the moment so can’t have one. But the minute I buy a house, I’m getting one.’

      ‘Tilly’s always said that one day—’ Amy stopped herself. The sadness was back, not that it had been gone for very long. ‘Sorry,’ she said.

      ‘That’s okay,’ Scott said. ‘Is Tilly your only child?’

      Amy nodded. ‘I always said I’d like to have three children. No idea why. But from when I was young, I always wanted three. When Tilly was four, my husband, Shane, died at work.’ She looked over to the mantelpiece where a silver-framed photo, of a man sitting on a beach with a small child on his lap, took centre stage. ‘We didn’t have time to have any other children.’

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ Scott said.

      ‘You have plans, don’t you? About how you want your life to be. You don’t expect things to go wrong. I thought me and Shane would grow old together. We were married six years. That’s all. I try to remind Tilly about the things she and her dad did together, but she can’t remember them. She’s forgetting him already.’

      The Labrador at Amy’s feet sat up and looked at her. She placed her hand on his head and he snuggled against her.

      The room fell silent. A clock was ticking in the kitchen. Outside, cars were crunching over the ice that had formed overnight.

      ‘We’d like to try and pinpoint Tilly’s movements in the run-up to the attack and if there’s any possibility she might have known her attacker.’ Scott flicked open his notebook, a biro poised.

      She nodded. ‘She left the house at the normal time yesterday to go to school. Eight o’clock. She met—’ She stopped. ‘Oh my God, I can’t remember her name,’ she cried. ‘Oh, that’s so bad of me. I’ve known her since she was a baby.’

      ‘It’s all right, Amy. It’ll come to you,’ Scott soothed her.

      ‘Lucy,’ Amy said. ‘That’s right. Lucy Armitage. She lives three doors along. They always walk to school together.’

      Scott made a note of the name. ‘Do they come back home together, too?’

      ‘Not always. It depends. Lucy does all kinds of after-school things. She’s in a few sports teams and I think she plays an instrument. Tilly just likes to come home straightaway.’

      Scott nodded. ‘I can understand that. I was the same. Does Tilly have a boyfriend?’

      ‘No,’ she quickly answered.

      ‘Would you know about it if she had? I know I was very secretive at her age.’

      ‘No. She’s all about her dogs and studying conservation.’

      ‘Has she mentioned any new names recently?’

      ‘Not that I’m aware of,’ she replied.

      ‘Have you noticed anyone hanging around, anyone new in the area?’

      Amy thought for a moment. ‘I don’t think so. No. I’m pretty sure I would have noticed.’

      ‘Is Tilly street smart?’

      ‘Yes. She is,’ she said firmly. ‘She wouldn’t have gone off with someone she didn’t know.’

      Scott nodded. ‘We have Tilly’s mobile phone and we’re going through it to see if she’s received any text messages or emails from someone who wanted to meet her. Is she on any social media sites?’

      ‘She’s on them all,’ Amy said, rolling her eyes.

      ‘Does she have her own laptop or a tablet?’

      ‘You think she was being groomed?’ she asked, her voice shaking with emotion.

      ‘At the moment, we don’t know. But we need to check all possible options.’

      ‘She’s got a tablet and a laptop,’ Amy said.

      ‘Would it be possible for us to take them away to analyse them?’

      ‘Of course.’

      Scott cleared his throat. ‘Where were you when you received the SOS message?’

      ‘I was here,’ Amy said. ‘I’d been home about an hour, I think. I was about to start making the tea when the message came through. I grabbed my keys and went straight to Brincliffe.’

      ‘Just one more question: Is there anyone you can think
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