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CHAPTER 1


 


People are predictable. That’s
what makes them easy to kill.


At least that’s what the Oracle
hoped. He had studied and plotted Jane Numan’s routine over the weeks. Watched
without her seeing, making note of every nuance, every
step of her schedule until he had a complete diary of her movements, probably
knowing more about her than she did about herself.


He crouched in the recessed
doorway of the kebab shop opposite where she lived and gripped the handle of
the knife in the sheath inside his jacket. His weapon of choice, he hoped the
mere sight of the blade would instil terror in his prey, making it more
personal, and putting him close enough that he could smell his quarry and see
the fear in her eyes. 


He looked at his watch; 6:29 a.m. and counting.


Any second now…


Like clockwork, the front door of
what to anyone else would be a nondescript house opened and Jane walked out.
The Oracle sank back into the shadows as he stared at the facial disfigurement
that made it appear half her face was melting. Although only 23 years of age,
she probably hadn’t had the easiest of lives, which made her all the more
desirable as a victim as the more public sympathy his kill received, the more
publicity he would generate, and as people were fond of saying, there’s no such
thing as bad publicity, especially not for what he had planned.


The Oracle watched her check that
the door was locked, pushing once, twice, then a third time, as she always did
when she left the house. His pulse increased, a volcano waiting to erupt within
his chest. He rubbed the sweat coated fingers of his free hand down his
trousers. Everything was going according to schedule.


He knew that if he had broken
into her flat to stage the attack, there was the potential to leave too much
evidence that might be used to track him down, and he couldn’t have that. His
motto was ‘leave no trace,’ which is why he planned to snatch her off the
street. 


Like many neighbourhoods clinging
to the hub of British cities, the area Jane lived in was rundown, with
discarded trash bags spewing their contents across the pavement – fodder for
the rats and feral cats that prowled the streets once the sun went down.
McDonald’s packaging and the remains of half eaten kebabs discarded by late
night drunks littered the gutters, and the tang of rotten produce and sour piss
permeated the air. Dirt and grime coated the walls of the buildings, many of
which were boarded up and covered with graffiti, the culprits marking their
territory like dogs. 


No one took much notice of him in
areas like these, and the distinct lack of community spirit associated with the
modern generation meant that people ignored most of what they saw, just trying
to make it through each day as best they could. 


The Oracle watched the girl walk
across 
Hope Street, dressed
for the heat of another day in a yellow t-shirt and a black knee length skirt. She
clutched a brown shoulder bag to her side, and kept her head bowed, eyes
focused on her white Nike trainers. 

It would take Jane ten minutes to
reach the main road. There she would wait for the number seven bus, which
arrived at 6:45. Today, she was
blissfully unaware her journey would terminate early. As usual, she would take
the shortcut down an alley between two buildings, which saved her five minutes
of extra walking. It was a simple routine to follow. Too simple, and his
reconnaissance had revealed that the dingy alleyway between the buildings was
the perfect spot to stage the abduction – it wasn’t overlooked by any windows,
there was only ambient light so much of it was in darkness, and the towering
buildings would muffle her screams.


 The Oracle followed Jane at
a discreet distance of about forty feet, which he gauged to be far enough back
so as not to appear threatening if she should discern his presence. He had
parked his car near to the shortcut – not too close that she would notice the
vehicle, because anything out of the ordinary might make her change something
about her routine, but close enough that he wouldn’t have to carry her too far.


She reached the corner of the
road and turned left. When she disappeared out of sight, the Oracle hurried to
close the gap. His body throbbed with anticipation, all of his senses highly
aware of everything around him. It had been a while since he felt like this,
and truth be told, he had missed the feeling. 


Pursuing someone always gave him
a buzz. The thrill of the chase. But it didn’t come
close to the euphoria he felt during the actual act of killing. That was
something else. The biggest thrill ride in the world.
Thinking about it made him smile; his balls tightened and goose bumps mottled
his arms. Although the circumstances surrounding his choice of target were
completely different now to those he had killed before, it didn’t lessen the
feeling – it actually enhanced it. 


Jane walked with her arms folded
across her ample chest, a subconscious form of protection and the barrier of
the weak. Not that it would help her today. 


Her footsteps echoed along the
road, the Oracle’s almost silent as he followed in her wake, well versed in
covert manoeuvres as he matched her step for step, becoming as one with his
victim. The anticipation was almost too much to bear and he took deep breaths
to control the beat of his heart. His fingers tingled and he licked his dry
lips. 


As soon as she turned into the
alley between houses, he would strike. 


With mere seconds to go, he withdrew
a pair of disposable latex gloves and tugged them onto his hands, then pulled
the chloroform soaked cloth from a bag in his pocket, the sodden material
feeling cold and spongy through the gloves. 


Jane turned the corner to take
the short cut.


The Oracle followed, cloth held
tightly in his fist, senses attuned to the task at hand. Jane was about eight
feet ahead, her footfalls echoing between the walls. The aroma of Chinese food
filled the air, a pile of discarded boxes piled up outside the back door to the
restaurant. Stalactites of grease hung from an extractor fan on the wall. 


It was time to make his move.


The Oracle readied himself to
strike, one hand on the cloth, the other about to withdraw the knife when a young
lad with a pockmarked face walked into the alley from the opposite end, a
Staffordshire bull terrier tugging at the leash in his hand. The Oracle
clenched his teeth, released the knife, rammed the cloth back into his pocket
and watched as Jane exited the short cut.


The dog strained at the leash as
it approached the Oracle, its small, muscular body set to pounce, teeth bared
as it looked up at him. The owner struggled to pull it away, using both hands
to yank at the lead.


“He’s not usually like this,” the
lad said.


The Oracle guessed that the dog
could sense the bloodlust on his mind. He could easily take them both out, but
they weren’t his target. If he killed randomly, then he’d be just a savage, and
they weren’t part of his plan so he kept his gloved hands out of sight in his
pockets so as not to arouse suspicion.


He wasn’t happy about it, but he
had considered this scenario, like he considered everything.


There would be another
opportunity to grab Jane Numan.


People are predictable. That’s
what makes them easy to kill.


 
















CHAPTER 2


 


The
kitchen of the Hungry Hippo burger bar felt hotter than a heat wave in hell.
The air conditioning had broken sometime during the morning, and the repairman
was still trying to fix it, banging away like a manic woodpecker. 


Jane wiped her brow on the sleeve
of her uniform. When she looked up and peered through the cloud of steam
originating from the deep fat fryers, she saw three lines of customers queuing
in the restaurant. She hadn’t stopped for the last four hours – her feet ached,
and their presence meant she wasn’t likely to get a break anytime soon. 


She noticed her reflection in the
chrome extractor cover above the grill and hurriedly looked away. It didn’t
matter. The image never changed. Her left eye sat lower down her cheek than the
one on the right, and her mouth curved in a permanent sneer. A port wine stain
made the disfigurement appear worse; made it look as though that side of her
face had been pressed against the griddle.  


Most of the time she didn’t think
about her appearance, but people had a cruel habit of making her remember that
she didn’t look normal. 


The repairman banged away on the
air conditioning pipes, and combined with the heat, the noise gave her an
almighty headache – he may as well have been hammering at her skull. Sweat
rolled down her back, making her feel uncomfortable, and even though she’d used
copious amounts of deodorant before coming to work, its effect had dissipated,
and she was conscious of her natural body odour filtering through.


“Two more cheese burgers and
fries,” Wendle shouted. He leaned through the hazy
cloud above the fryers to make sure she heard him above the banging. 


She threw two more patties on the
griddle, and Wendle withdrew his head and turned away
as the meat hissed and spat out steam. The patties were almost the same colour
as her cheek, and she often wondered if that was why Wendle
never ate at work, the revulsion often evident on his face.


“Three mega burgers,” Wendle shouted. “And easy with the mayo.”


Jane walked to the freezer and
removed a thick wedge of burgers, a log of meat and derivatives. She basked in
the chill that seeped out of the freezer and curled around her ankles. It was
typical they were busy today. Two of the kitchen hands had called in sick – probably
because most of the staff had been out the night before to celebrate Julian’s
birthday, an event to which she hadn’t been invited, and they were now probably
nursing hangovers – and Samantha and Justin were on their break. With a sigh,
she closed the freezer door, checked the latch, and returned to the grill. 


It was going to be a long day.


 


Jane
finished her shift at the burger bar feeling much happier than when she
started. Her headache had abated after the repairman fixed the air
conditioning, so as she often did after work, she walked to the library where
she liked to lose herself in books. 


When she eventually left the
library to catch her bus home, the setting sun cast an orange band across the
horizon and wispy clouds scudded across the azure sky. A couple of teenagers on
skateboards sped around the paved area outside the library, the wheels on their
boards making a clacking sound as they went across the gaps between the paving
stones. Across the road, a crowd of people stood outside a public house,
basking in the last of the sunlight. 


Jane crossed her arms, bowed her
head and hurried past them. 


Punctual as ever, the bus rolled down
the road and stopped at the shelter, engine grumbling like a hungry tiger. Jane
hopped aboard and flashed her return ticket before making her way to the top
deck where she sat at the front so she could watch the streets. If she couldn’t
see out of the front, she got travel sick, especially on buses.


It was almost nine o’clock by the time she alighted.


A buzzing, flickering lamp
painted the deserted street ahead, the ramshackle buildings having fallen into
disrepair. Shops once thrived in the area, filled with the hopes and dreams of
the proprietors. Now only boarded up shells remained: a restaurant flambéed by
arsonists; a pub that served only rats and vermin; the walls of an off-licence
that listed like a drunk. 


During daylight the street looked
depressing, and at night it assumed a sinister countenance. Dark doorways
harboured children of the night, the prostitutes and drug sellers who profited
from the squalor, those for whom the night was a cornucopia of chance. Now and
again, a car crawled along the road, occasionally stopping to allow a girl to
approach and tout for business. If a transaction was agreed, the girl was
spirited away, if not, she skulked back to her spot to await the next customer.
The area was the dark underbelly of the city, forgotten, abandoned, and left to
fend for itself.


Jane hated living here, but her
minimum wage job wouldn’t allow her to move anywhere else. She shivered,
wishing she’d worn a jacket.


She didn’t like wandering the
streets in the dark, but given a choice of sitting alone in her small flat or
losing herself in a few books, she chose the latter and decided that the late
walk home was worth it. If she was honest with herself, she didn’t like her own
company too much.


Up ahead, a group of teenagers
huddled in a doorway. She counted seven of them, dressed in jeans, trainers and
hooded tops. A few were smoking, the curling smoke issuing from their mouths
like evil incarnations. A nearby streetlight cast enough radiance to allow her
to see they all had a peculiar purple tint around their mouths the same colour
as her disfigurement, due in their case to the bag of glue they passed around
like a peace pipe.


Nervous, she folded her arms
across her chest and quickly crossed to the other side of the road, trying to
blend into the shadows like a chameleon. 


“Hey, sexy mama,” one of them
said.


Jane increased her pace, heart
pounding.


“Let’s see what you got for me,
baby,” another called out.


Panicked, Jane’s head spun as
though she had been sniffing glue herself. Shadows danced on her periphery as
she blinked rapidly. 


“What’s the rush?” a third
drawled out, smacking his lips together.


She heard footsteps in pursuit. A
hoot of laughter echoed along the street.


A hand grabbed her shoulder, and
Jane flinched; her heart momentarily stopped. She turned to see a hooded
teenage boy; watched his expression turn from a sneer to a look of shock as he
stared at her face. His dark eyes went wide and he pulled the hood back from
his head as if to get a better look. 


“Fuck me,” he said, his breath
sweet with the smell of adhesive that stuck to Jane’s throat. “It’s a monster.”



“Please,” Jane said,
her voice barely above a whisper. “Just let me go.” 


The rest of the gang gathered
around, closing in like inquisitive hyenas, their clothes stained with strands
of glue like snot and eyes glassy.


Jane tried to swallow, willed her
heart to cease its frenetic beat.


“What’s going on here?” a voice
boomed.


Jane gasped as a stocky figure
materialised from the shadows, his shoulders hunched against the night.


“Leave the girl alone,” the
shadowed figure ordered, waving one arm. “Go on, bugger off!”


She clutched at the stranger’s
intervention like the condemned to straws.


The teenage boy leaned towards
her ear, so close she felt his hot breath roll across her skin. “Look out, look
out, there’s a monster about,” he whispered, then pulled his hood back up and
dispersed into the night with the rest of his pack. A howl emanated from
somewhere in the dark, a mocking sound followed by a peal of laughter.


“Are you all right?” the man
asked stepping closer, his face masked by shadows.


“Yes, thank you.” She turned
aside to try to hide her disfigurement.


“Don’t you know it’s dangerous to
walk around here at night?”


“Yes, sorry.” She didn’t know why
she felt the need to apologise. 


“There are all sorts of dangerous
people out here.”


Jane nodded and folded her arms
over her chest, tilting her chin down. “Thanks. I’ll try to be more careful next
time.” She frowned at the scent of a strange, pungent aroma, wondering what it
was.


The man shook his head. “I’m
sorry, but there won’t be a next time.”


Jane wasn’t sure she’d heard
right. She frowned and lifted her head to look at the man when she noticed him
withdraw white-gloved hands from his jacket pockets. Her frown turned into a
look of fright, and her heart missed a beat, but before she could react, the
man lunged towards her, fingers curled like claws, the cloying smell growing
stronger as he approached.


Jane’s jaw dropped and she
stumbled backwards, almost losing her footing. The man’s fingers latched onto
her arm, but she twisted around before he secured his grip, his hand falling
away from her. She shrieked as she turned and started to run. 


What the bloody hell is going
on? 


Her footfalls echoed along the
dark street, the shadowed man’s in unison as he gave chase.


“Help!” she screamed. ”Please,
someone help me!”


She wanted to shout again, but
not knowing if anyone would hear, she conserved her strength – didn’t know when
she might need it. She didn’t know the man, hadn’t even seen his face very
clearly, so why the hell was he chasing her?


She remembered what the teenage
boy had whispered in her ear: Look out, look out, there’s a monster about. When
he’d said it, she thought he was referring to her own disfigurement, another
cruel taunt. Now she wasn’t so sure. She surveyed the shadows as she ran, alert for movement, praying to see someone – anyone –
even the teenage boy and his pack. 


Although she ran as fast as she
could, the man kept pace. His footfalls mirrored hers, an echo that drummed to
the same beat.


Unused to physical exercise, her
thighs burned from the inside, and her ankles felt ready to snap. Small ghosts
of breath erupted from her mouth and her lungs laboured as she fought to suck
in air, her throat felt like a parched tunnel that blazed with each inhalation.


Something rustled in the shadows
of a shop doorway, startling her even more. She considered shouting again, but
if it was the gang they were high on glue, and they might be more trouble than
she was already in. She fled past the source of the noise. 


The few streetlights that worked
stood far apart, gaping oceans of darkness between them. Buildings lined the
street, a demolition alley of decay and neglect. Illuminated by one of the
streetlights, a large hoarding on a dilapidated hairdresser advertised new
albums by the bands Spineshank and Fear
Factory. The final name seemed appropriate for her predicament. 


The ache in her legs grew more
pronounced, spreading up her torso to produce a stitch in her side that made
her wince. The skirt she wore now seemed wholly inappropriate. It tugged at her
knees as she ran, a shackle of cotton and lace and her
shoulder bag felt like a noose around her neck as it trailed behind her.


In an attempt to lose the man,
she feigned heading straight on, then at the last minute, she dodged around a
corner into an alley, the severe change of direction shooting sharp pains
through her knee. 


But it worked, and she heard the
man’s footsteps go out of sync as he ran past the alley, and it gained her a
few vital seconds as he had to stop and turn to follow her. 


She felt a glimmer of hope, only
to have it extinguished when she saw she had entered a dead end street. A brick
wall loomed in front of her, too high to climb, too encompassing to circumvent.
It stretched between crumbling buildings, a net of brick.


She slowed her speed, her legs
grateful for the slight change of pace, and looked around, eyes wide and chest
heaving. A few wooden pallets lined the wall, and she noticed a couple of empty
beer cans littering the dirty pavement, but that was all. Alarmed to see no way
out, her breath hitched in her throat. 


Jane looked back and saw the man
enter the alley. He withdrew a long knife, and the scream she had so far
managed to suppress burst out. 


 
















CHAPTER 3


 


The Oracle looked down at Jane’s
naked body without blinking. 


The light from the two lamps set
on the stone floor beside her didn’t illuminate much of the cavernous room,
just highlighting a couple of the metal columns that extended into the darkness
above, but they were sufficient to allow him to see.


With the help of the chloroform
he had used to knock her out, Jane had remained unconscious throughout the car
ride to his lair. While she had a nice body, he didn’t take advantage when he
undressed her, and one look at her marred face quelled any desire he might have
had.  


After a while, she started to
stir; opened her eyes, her expression fearful as she tried to take stock of
where she was. She struggled to move on the cold stone floor, hampered by the
plastic ties that bound her feet and wrists. As though realising she was naked,
she scrunched herself up a little to hide her body. Goose bumps erupted along
her flesh.


“Where am I?” she asked, her
voice choked by tears.


The Oracle didn’t reply. He
continued to stare at her, channelling his emotions into a single ball of
anger. 


“Please,” she whispered. “Please
don’t hurt me.” 


He didn’t respond, although it
seemed something deep down inside heard her pleas and he blinked and licked his
lips, pausing for the briefest of moments. Then he picked up the welding torch
connected to the two compressed gas cylinders. One tank contained oxygen, the
other acetylene. He turned the valve on the acetylene, struck a lighter, and
ignited the gas which popped as it lit. Then he turned another valve to
introduce oxygen, adjusting the mixture with the controls on the torch head
until the flame burned vivid blue. Even holding it at arm’s length, the Oracle
could feel the intense heat. 


Jane screamed – a deep, throat
searing sound that reverberated around the large room as he approached her, but
he knew no one would hear her cries, not out here.


With one foot on her stomach to
stop her moving, he touched the flame to her arm. The flesh bubbled and
swelled, then blackened and crackled like plastic as the extreme heat burned
through skin, muscle and then bone. Smoke rose from where her flesh burned,
carrying with it the aroma of overcooked meat. Blood bubbled around the wound,
but none flowed out, the flame’s heat congealing it on contact.


The Oracle ignored her screams,
focusing his anger as he worked. Anger was the fuel that powered him. Pure, unadulterated anger. 


 
















CHAPTER 4


 


Detective Chief Inspector Prosper
Snow looked up from his crossword puzzle to stare at the tower of paperwork in
his inbox. He sighed; the onerous heat making him more lethargic than usual. It
didn’t help that the powers up above wanted everything writing in triplicate.
He spent more time writing reports than he did working on cases, and he often
said, “If he wanted to write, he’d have become an author, not a law enforcement
officer.” 


The fan on his desk droned away,
plastic streamers waggling from the front like tentacles.  


He loosened his tie and wiped
perspiration from his brow with his handkerchief. Leaning back in his chair, he
looked at the picture of his wife and son that stood next to the paperwork. The
photograph showed Natasha devoid of the leg brace and crutches that she
required since the accident; depending how sorry he was feeling for himself at
any one moment, it was either a guardian angel or a devil on her shoulder the
day of the crash. He knew she could have died – they both could.


As he turned his attention back
to the crossword in the newspaper, a commotion outside the office drew his
attention and he saw his new partner, Jill Jones shaking her head and talking
animatedly to one of the other officers.


They had only been working
together for a few months. She was career minded, and he felt she wouldn’t
hesitate to do whatever it took to advance through the ranks. She seemed to
operate by the ‘live to work’ philosophy, whereas Prosper preferred to kick
back now and again, shirking the workload wherever possible. 


“You’re not going to believe
this,” Jill said as she burst into his office brandishing a manila envelope in
her gloved hands. Behind her, a group of officers crowded the doorway.


Prosper dropped his newspaper and
latched his fingers behind his head, ignoring the rankled expression she
assumed when her enthusiasm didn’t prove contagious. “Six letter word for
reciprocal?” 


Jill stared at him in puzzlement.


“Got it,” Prosper said, answering
his own question. “Mutual.” He scribbled the answer into the empty boxes of the
crossword puzzle.


 “You’d better look at
this,” Jill said. “We had a missing person report a couple of days ago. Young
girl called Jane Numan.”


“I take it she’s turned up then.”
Prosper leaned back and latched his hands behind his head again.


“Not how we wanted. All we have
is this.” She opened the envelope and pulled out a photograph that she thrust
in front of him.


Prosper stared at the image for a
moment. As it came into focus, he unlatched his fingers and sat up straight.
“Fuck me.” He whistled softly, his earlier breakfast of poached egg on toast
churning in his stomach.


The A4 sized photograph showed a
young woman. The disfigurement on the side of her face made him feel uneasy,
but it was the way she’d been butchered that made him feel sick. A lump lodged
in his throat and combined with the heat, the image made him feel giddy.
Despite nearly sixteen years on the force, he had never seen anything like it. As
if the girl hadn’t probably suffered enough with her disfigurement.


What remained of her body was
naked; arms and legs incinerated with an extreme form of heat, the flesh and
bone reduced to ashes and arranged around her torso like gossamer wings. It
reminded Prosper of a snow angel. A label attached to the photograph read: PHOENIX,
courtesy of the Oracle.


There were a series of nine
portrait photographs placed around the body. Prosper peered closer to make them
out, recognising a couple straight away as those of serial killers, Dennis
Nilsen, Harold Shipman and Jeffrey Dahmer.


“What do we know about her?” he
asked.


Mike Holmes appeared behind Jill
and shrugged, his buzz cut giving him a thuggish look that belied his law
enforcement status. “Not a lot so far. She was reported as missing two days ago
after not turning up for work at a burger bar on the high street.”


“Well, that's not good enough. I
want to know everything. I want to know where she went to school, what she ate
for breakfast, family, boyfriend, girlfriend, everything. Do you understand?”


Mike nodded.


“And do a check on the PNC
to see if there have ever been any other killings that featured pictures of
serial killers at the crime scene.” 


The Police National Computer held
over 97 million records, including the national criminal record database, along
with other services such as crime pattern analysis and Automatic Number Plate
Recognition (ANPR), so if there was a link anywhere, Prosper knew it would be
found.


“Well, don't just bloody stand
there.”


Mike bobbed his head and started
out of the room. 


“And don't let the press know anything
until we know more about her. I don't want those bastards harassing any family
or friends before we've had chance to talk to them first.”


When Mike left the room, Prosper
pulled a pair of gloves from out of his desk drawer, put them on, and took the
picture from Jill. The photograph shook within his grasp as though he had palsy
and he took a steadying breath. Phoenix.
Did the title hold some meaning to the killer-cum-photographer? Prosper
placed the photograph on the desk and leaned across to call up the Google
search engine on his computer. He hammered the word ‘phoenix’ out on the
keyboard with his sausage sized fingers, and watched the thousands of results
that came back before selecting one on an online dictionary. 


Phoenix: Legendary Arabian
bird, representing resurrection and immortality. Only one bird existed at a
time, setting fire to itself and rising anew from the
ashes every 500 years. Also a thing surpassing beauty or
quality.


Prosper read the results again
and then looked at the photograph. 


Did the killer think in some
way he unleashed Jane Numan's inner beauty? That she would rise from the ashes?


He dabbed at his brow with the
handkerchief. A correlation existed between the temperature and murder, as
though the heat released a valve on a cerebral pressure cooker. Prosper called
it the Summer Madness. But this went beyond the usual madness, into the realms
of psychotic.


Throat dry, he ran the back of
his hand across his mouth and licked his lips, then conscious of the sweat
patches staining his armpits, he quickly lowered his arm; in his mind it was a
lingering result of the adipose tissue he carried around as a teenager. In
those days, he used to sweat profusely just walking to Kingswood
 High School. Half the man of
yesteryear, his thirty-four inch waist was a vast improvement on his previous
forty-eight inch waist. Not that he had any photographic evidence of his
corpulent past – he had burned the pictures – but he didn’t miss the strange
parallel with the Oracle's photograph and its title. He had risen from the
ashes of his own past a new man, a phoenix in his own right, but the similarity
ended there. He quickly shut the door on the memory of his teenage years.


 


By late afternoon, Prosper had
the information he needed on the victim. 


Jane Numan's dossier read like a
Shakespearean tragedy:


23 years of age, she lived alone
at flat 20a, 
Golden Hill Road
– Prosper knew the area well as a proverbial cesspit of iniquity.

She’d been born with a
craniofacial disfigurement, and on top of that, blighted with a port-wine
stain.


She’d attended John Smith
secondary school, but after an intense period of bullying, her parents moved
her to a special school.


For the past two years, she’d
worked in the burger bar on the High Street. Before that, she worked in
telesales, a faceless voice on the end of the telephone. 


Was this through choice due to
her disfigurement? Her way of hiding away? Prosper wondered.


From the information his
colleagues gathered, it appeared she didn't really have any friends, but she
didn’t have any known enemies either.


Prosper put the dossier down and
wiped his brow again. The sun had passed its zenith, but it left a wave of heat
in its wake. Every breath he took seemed to scorch his throat and he waggled
the knot of his tie to loosen it and then took a sip from the bottle of warm
water on the desk. He licked his lips, tasting the salty residue of his own
sweat.


It had taken a while to track
them down, but all of the portraits featured in the Oracle’s photograph were of
serial killers who had committed a catalogue of heinous murders. The list
included, Colin Ireland, known as the ‘Gay Slayer’ as he targeted gay men. His
tally of kills reached five. Then there was Patrick Wayne Kearney, a gay killer
who targeted other gay men. His tally reached thirty-two. John Wayne Gacy, who raped and murdered thirty-three boys and young
men, and Dr. Harold Frederick Shipman, the notorious doctor held responsible
for killing over four hundred of his patients. 


The rest of the portraits
included, Coral Eugene Watts, who committed over twenty-two murders, Dennis
Andrew Nilsen, sixteen kills, Anatoli Onoprienko, whose portrait appeared twice
for some reason. Dubbed, ‘The Terminator’, he tallied up to fifty-two victims
in a six-year killing spree. And finally, Jeffrey Dahmer, who murdered seventeen men and boys.


The fan on the desk had given up
the ghost, beaten into submission by the heat and Prosper dabbed his forehead
with a handkerchief before stuffing it back in his pocket. He stared at Jill.
She seemed unaffected by the heat, allowing her to maintain a cold demeanour.
He envied her asbestos constitution.  


After a moment, he picked up the
dossier again and made a note of Jane Numan's parents’ address.


“Okay, Jill,” he said, wafting
the dossier like a fan to cool himself. “Let's get this over with.”


 


The car’s air-conditioning felt
like luxury. Prosper sat back in his seat, enjoying the journey. Outside the
car, the streets baked and shimmered in a heat haze, a Salvador Dali painting
brought to life. 


“So have you got any theories
about the murder?” Prosper asked.


Jill pursed her lips. “That’s if
it is a murder.”


“Well judging by the photograph,
I don’t think she’ll be up to running a marathon anytime soon.” Prosper turned
his head to look at Jill as she drove.


“Yes, but that’s the point I’m
trying to make. All we have is a photograph. Who’s to say it’s
real?”


Prosper shivered as he recalled
looking at it. “Well it looked bloody real enough to me.”


“I’m not saying it’s not,” Jill
glanced quickly at Prosper before returning her eyes to the road, “but gone are
the days when the camera doesn’t lie. Now there are all sorts of photographic
trickery people can do on a simple home computer.”


“What would be the point of
fabricating her death?” Prosper pursed his lips.


“I don’t know.” She shrugged.
“You asked a question, I’m just giving you an opinion.”


“Well I can’t see the point of
anyone going to all that trouble.”


“Probably easier manipulating a
photo than to actually do for real what was on the picture. Certainly
a lot less messy.”


Prosper shook his head and folded
his arms across his chest. “That wasn’t camera trickery. That girl’s body had
been butchered for real.”


Jill drummed her fingers on the
steering wheel, lips pinched. “Things aren’t always that clear cut.”


“Perhaps not, but in this case, I
think we need to be looking at it as a murder case, not as a photographer with
some desktop software getting his kicks by manipulating photos. I’m about to
confront a family with photographic evidence that their daughter’s been
murdered. Do you know how goddamn difficult this is? I don’t just think you’re
barking up the wrong tree, I think you’re in the wrong bloody forest.”


Jill shrugged again. 


They continued the rest of the
journey in silence. Prosper ruminated on his partner’s fanciful theory. It
probably wasn’t as stupid as it sounded, and he liked that she was looking at
it from a fresh angle, but this time, she was wrong. 


When they reached their
destination, Jill parked the car and turned the engine off. Prosper didn't want
to leave the icy comfort the vehicle provided. It was like an incongruous
igloo, but he knew procrastinating wouldn’t get the job done.


He sighed, relishing in the
coolness of the vehicle, then he opened the door and stepped into the heat. His
brow immediately prickled with sweat and he took the sodden handkerchief from
his pocket and wiped it away.


Jill exited on the other side, as
composed as ever. Prosper exhaled slowly. 


“OK, let’s go.”


 


Prosper parked his Ford Focus in
the drive of his house and switched the engine off. It had been a long day.
Interviewing Jane’s parents had taken its toll on him and nothing helpful had
come of it.  He took a cigarette from his shirt pocket, lit it with his
lighter, and blew a steady stream of smoke at the windscreen. He had to finish
it before going inside; Natasha would go nuts if he smoked in the house.


The image of Jane Numan’s
photograph swam in front of his face again. This was one of those cases where
he couldn't leave his work at the office; it lingered like the smoke on his
clothes. When the cigarette was spent, he opened the door, breathing heavy as
he stubbed the butt out on the drive – like an inept villain, he couldn't be
bothered hiding the evidence. No doubt Natasha would moan if she spotted it
tomorrow when she went to work at the bank, spouting her usual spiel that 'the
drive isn't an ashtray, honey', but he was too tired to care.


The house slept in darkness, and
as he entered, Prosper switched the hall light on, trying to keep as quiet as
possible. Natasha would probably be in bed, it was late, and the hours they
worked often kept them apart.


In the lounge, Prosper almost
tripped over an Action Man his son, Leon, had left on the floor. He grabbed a
bottle of brandy and a glass from the cupboard, poured a large measure and then
retired to the third bedroom and switched his computer on.


After he logged in, he read his
personal e-mails, which consisted mainly of junk mail – how much Viagra did he
need for the penis extension they seemed so keen on him having – and he was
about to switch the computer off when a program installed by one of his friends
flashed a message on the screen. It informed him of an e-mail in the Hotmail
account that he shared with his old school friends. 


Prosper stared at the box.


He shivered as a chill crept over
him. This was the last thing he needed after what he had been through today.


It was their secret account.


The Kult account.


And the message could signify
only one thing.


Trouble.


 
















CHAPTER 5


 


The Oracle parked within the mantle
of trees and exited the car as the sun peeked over the horizon, chasing the
dark away. He loved the transition period between night and day as it seemed so
serene. He recalled seeing the sunrise in other countries, and wherever he was,
it never failed to invigorate him. 


He stared at his watch, noticed
the time was 7:20 a.m. That gave him
exactly five minutes to complete his task.


Weaving through the oak, beech
and chestnut trees, he followed the slope down from the car park to where the
path cut the small copse in two.


The national newspapers had been
full of stories about Jane Numan’s murder, but they hadn’t released details
about the photographs he placed around the corpse, probably because the police
were withholding the information until they knew what it meant. One of the
papers called him a monster. He liked that. Craved more of
the same if his plan was to work as he intended. The more heinous his
crimes, the more his notoriety would climb and the more public outcry he would
create. It only took one officer to decipher the clues, and then for one
person, things would get really interesting, really fast. Payback’s a bitch.


With this in mind, his next
target was a fourteen year old boy called, Michael Brown, a victim that should
get the moral brigade up in arms. Like with Jane, he had been watching him,
getting to know his routine, to know the little foibles that made him easy
prey. Michael worked as a paperboy. He left the house at 6:45 a.m. each morning, and cycled the two miles to the
newsagents to collect the papers. His route was indelible, and never wavered.


The Oracle inhaled deeply,
filling his lungs with the fresh, invigorating scent of the woodland. Soon the
daylight would rouse the nation from its bed and the hustle and bustle of daily
life would ensue, but for now, he basked in the semidarkness, his body
quivering with excitement. 


When he reached the path, he
scanned the area for anyone who shouldn’t be there, then
he checked his watch again. He now had less than four minutes.


He took the spool of fishing wire
– specially selected for its breaking strain and its thinness – from his jacket
pocket and tied one end around a tree trunk. Then he tied the other end around
a tree on the opposite side of the path before testing the tightness of the
wire by pulling it back and letting it go. The wire twanged like a bow string,
humming merrily before it settled.


Satisfied, the Oracle looked at
his watch again, and then slipped behind a tree, out of sight as he waited.


It won’t be long now. 


Earlier, he had watched Michael
leave his house on time, then he watched him collect
the newspapers. That’s when he drove ahead to set the trap.


A noise caught his attention, the
whir of a spinning metal chain. From his crouched position, he peered around
the tree trunk and stared back up the path to see Michael pedalling furiously.


The path sloped quite sharply,
and the Oracle had noted that Michael pedalled at full speed for a quarter of
the distance before coasting the final part of the way, probably to rest his legs.


He watched as Michael ceased
pedalling at the same spot as usual, legs raised either side of the pedals as
he coasted, jeans flapping, his gelled, spiky blond hair hardly disturbed by
the speed at which he travelled, a smile plastered across his cherubic
features. 


Newspapers flapped through the
air like a flock of seagulls as the wire caught the boy across the chest,
shooting him from his saddle, his arms flailing uselessly, body bent at the
waist, legs rising higher than his head. 


Michael didn’t make a sound as
his back smashed onto the path. His mountain bike continued for a short
distance before coming to rest on the bank further along, the front wheel still
spinning. A distinct line sliced across the boy’s chest, the cut welling with
blood that soaked into his t-shirt. 


Acting quickly, the Oracle sprang
from his hiding place and hurried to the fallen body where he crouched down and
used the chloroform soaked cloth to render him comatose.


Satisfied the boy wouldn’t wake,
the Oracle took a knife from his pocket and cut the wire, balling the remains
and stuffing them in his pocket. Then he picked up the newspapers, and rammed
them back into the satchel before throwing the bag into the trees, along with
the bike so that they weren’t visible from the path before he returned to
collect them. 


Certain they were well hidden, he
picked the boy up, surprised by how light he was, threw him over his shoulder
and traipsed up the slope, using the trees as cover.


Once he reached his car, he
deposited the boy in the boot, bending his body to fit him inside. Then he
returned to collect the bag of newspapers and the bike. The newspapers went
into the boot with the boy, the bike onto the rack he had attached to the rear
of the vehicle for this very reason. 


Leave no trace.


As he drove out of the car park,
the sun rose above the trees. A new day was dawning, and he had lots of work to
do.


 
















CHAPTER 6


 


The Oracle dropped Michael on the
cold stone floor, the boy’s eyelids twitching as though he was dreaming. He
withdrew the knife from his pocket and cut the boys clothes off, tossing them
aside.


The air smelled faintly of
rotting meat from Jane Numan’s corpse – or what was left of it – across the other
side of the room. Rats had started to nibble on her flesh, her face the main
course in a grotesque banquet. The vermin had already chewed most of her nose
away to reveal the skeletal cavity below and one of her eyes looked about ready
to slip from the gnawed socket. 


Flies swarmed around the body,
alighting now and again on the flesh before taking flight and hovering above it
like a black cloud. 


Leaving the boy on the floor, he
walked across the room to a pile of scaffolding poles. He moved aside one with
a flattened end, the metal tube producing a melancholy sound like the note from
a church organ as it clattered against its partners, and then he picked up one
of the other poles and one of the swivel connectors that lay stacked beside
them. 


Muted sunlight streamed through
the dusty high windows, the temperature in the cavernous room already rising,
increasing the aroma of spoiled meat in the vicinity of the corpse. The smell
didn’t perturb the Oracle in the slightest. He had gotten used to the stench of
death a long time ago. 


After removing his shirt, he used
a spanner to tighten the nuts on the swivel connectors, erecting a simple
framework about eight feet square. The clang of metal echoed around the room as
he worked and he kept wiping the sweat from his face, the drops peppering the
stone floor. 


A scuffling sound drew his
attention and he turned to see the boy shuffling backwards, his eyes wide with
fear. 


“Please,” Michael said, his voice weak and eyes wet. 


The Oracle remained impassive.
Channelling his anger into a tiny ball he picked up one of the scaffolding
poles with a flattened end and strode towards the boy.


Michael stared up at him, his
lower lip trembling. Tears streamed down his cheeks. “What do you want?” he
asked, his voice almost a whisper.


“Revenge,” the Oracle said as he
let the anger out in a controlled burst, ramming the pole through Michael’s
stomach until it struck the concrete underneath the boy’s back, jarring his arm
with the force of the blow.


Michael screamed and blood gushed
out of his mouth in big globs to splatter his chest. He twitched and jerked
like a fish out of water, his hands scrabbling to get a purchase on the pole,
and then he stopped moving. His arms fell to his sides as he exhaled long and
slow, the tiny bubbles in the blood streaming from his mouth popping softly as
his eyelids drooped. 


The Oracle released the pole, and
it clattered to the ground,  turning Michael’s
corpse onto its side, and the killer turned away to continue his construction
work. 


 
















CHAPTER 7


 


Prosper
stared at the photograph Jill had just handed him, his stomach turning itself
in knots. He tried to swallow but his throat wouldn’t work,
his tongue a lump of rock. A label attached to the bottom of the photo read,
ICARUS FALLEN, courtesy of the Oracle.


The
picture was that of a naked, blond haired teenage boy suspended within a
rectangular framework of metal scaffolding poles. His skin puckered where the
poles entered his body, making him look like a human kebab. One pole pierced
the boy’s abdomen. Two separate poles punctured each thigh, obviously
shattering the thin bones, another one his chest, and another his shoulder. One
bar pierced the boy’s left palm, holding the arm above his head in parody of a
waving gesture. 


As
he looked at the photograph, Prosper couldn’t help thinking about his own son,
Leon, and how he would feel if something like this happened to him. He couldn’t
imagine why anyone would hurt a child in such a heinous way. It was
inhuman.  He shivered involuntarily and then turned his attention back to
the picture.


“That’s
just sick,” he said, looking up at Jill and Mike who stood beside him, their
expressions pensive. “Although it’s got similarities, are we sure it’s the same
killer as Jane Numan’s?”


Jill
nodded. “It’s got the same M.O. and signature with the inclusion of the serial
killer photos, so it looks like our boy has emulated his heroes and turned into
a serial killer himself.” 


“He’ll
need to kill again before he can be called that. So let’s not let it get that
far.” The thought of tracking a serial killer sent a slight shiver through
Prosper, half excitement, half trepidation. “What’s the pathology report say?”


 Mike
withdrew a bundle of notes. “They say that as all the bar wounds appear
bloodless and the edges dry, the first tube through his stomach was the one
that killed him, then the rest of the mutilation was made post mortem.”


“Great. And how does that help
us?”


“It doesn’t, but it might offer
some comfort to the family of the victim that he didn’t suffer.”


Prosper almost choked. “Didn’t suffer! The maniac rammed bloody scaffolding poles
through him. I think he suffered a lot, don’t you?”  


“I’m only reading what it says,”
Mike said, turning up his palms and shrugging slightly. “Anyway, that
supposedly rules out the sociopath who commits a sadistic assault while the
victim is still alive.”


“Oh, I’m sure that’ll cheer them
up no bloody end.” Prosper stared at the photograph again, focusing on the
pictures attached to the poles. “So do we know who these portraits pinned
around the corpse are of?”


Jill passed across a piece of
paper with a list of typed names. “It took a while, but we put names to them
all.”


Prosper accepted the sheet and
stared at the names.


Dr. Harold
Frederick Shipman (twice). Robert William
Pickton (twice). Anatoli Onoprienko (twice). Richard Leyva Ramirez (twice). Mack Ray Edwards. Coral Eugene Watts. Dennis Andrew Nilsen. 


Prosper wondered why the killer added
some photos twice. He also noted that Onoprienko had appeared in Jane Numan’s
photograph, as had Shipman and Nilsen. 


Are these the killer’s
favourites? A serial killer’s heroes?


Prosper rifled through a pile of
notes. “Okay, let’s go through what we know. The lad’s name is Michael Brown.
He’s fourteen, fairly intelligent according to his teachers, and quite popular
at school. Sporty, he played on the school football team and was involved in
various out of school activities such as golf and cricket. He left the house on
Thursday morning to do his paper round. He collected the papers at about seven,
and then no one saw him after that. We know he delivered the first ten papers,
but then he disappeared. We’ve gone over the route he would have taken, but haven’t
found anything. Next thing we know, the photograph turns up. Like Jane Numan’s,
there are killers portraits deliberately placed around the corpse. Any thoughts? Anyone?”


Mike
scratched his stubbled cheek and shook his head.


Jill
cleared her throat. “Why kill a disfigured girl and then a young lad? What’s
the connection?”


Prosper
stared at Jill “So we’re in agreement that he’s actually killed them, are we?”


Jill
looked down at her hands and nodded.


“Well,
perhaps there isn’t a connection. Perhaps they’re random, opportunistic
killings,” Prosper said. “Now, what about the photos?
Anyone got any thoughts on why they’re included?”


“They
could be there to mislead us,” Mike said.


“In what way?”


Mike
shrugged.


“No,”
Prosper said, “I think there’s more to it than that. The killer’s gone to a lot
of trouble to include them, so they must mean something. Mike, run another
check through the database to see if any other murder cases have featured
photographs of other killers at the scene, but widen the search to include any
photographs left at the scene.”


Mike
nodded and hurried out of the room. 


Prosper ran a hand through his
perspiration-damp hair. He looked back at the photograph, and felt Jill’s eyes
boring into him, eager for answers he didn’t have. 


The room felt like an oven,
adding to the growing nausea he felt after staring at the latest picture. The
killings were the last thing he needed, and he certainly didn’t need them after
reading the e-mail sent to the Kult account the other
day. It was the last thing he had expected to receive, but the e-mail served as
a stark reminder that the past has a way of catching up. 


Looking away from the pictures,
Prosper could see his square face and clenched jaw in the reflective panel of
the door behind Jill. Not liking the severe expression he saw, he slowly parted
his teeth, allowing his features to relax. He loosened his tie and undid the
top button of his white shirt, wafting the collar to combat the stifling heat.


Jill, dressed in a smart blue
skirt and jacket with a white blouse, seemed as immune as ever to the
temperature. With not a brown hair on her head out of place, she carried
herself with the bearing of one who lived her entire life in a sauna, now
impervious to the vagaries of the weather. Her big brown eyes appeared wider
than usual as she surveyed the photographs.


“Did that lead come to anything?”
Jill asked.


Prosper snorted and shook his
head. “It was just another crank. Where do all these nutters
come from? I can’t understand why anyone would want to take the credit for
something as sick as this.”


“Well, it’s better to have a few
cranks who want to take the credit, rather than more killers willing to commit
the act.”


“I suppose you’re right.”


“Thanks. It’s nice to see you
actually agree with one of my theories.”


Prosper shook his head and
swatted at an irritating fly before turning away. He didn’t want Jill to see
her cockiness annoyed him, but now he had no choice but to face the photographs
again. He let his gaze wander over them, not lingering too long on either one.


After a moment, he glanced
through the glass partition into the adjoining incident room. Maps of the area
covered part of the wall, decorated with coloured pins where Jane and Michael
had been spotted prior to their disappearance. Lines had also been drawn on the
maps that indicated the routes they were likely to have taken, or intended to
take. Closed circuit television footage from shops and garages helped verify
the routes, and helped create a timeframe, but the abduction/killing took place
somewhere that the cameras didn’t cover, indicating the killer had done his
homework.


The new fan on the table behind
Prosper circulated the warm air, the plastic streamers hissing like snakes as
they rasped together. The heat caused the photographs to shimmer, making them
appear almost surreal. Wiping his brow with his handkerchief, Prosper turned
back to Jill. 


“Right, get a move on. I want you
to go over Michael’s route again with a fine toothcomb. We need to find out
where the abduction took place.” He paused and eyed her in annoyance. “Well,
what are you waiting for?”


He watched her walk out of the
room, then turned and looked at the photographs again, focusing on the pictures
dotted around the corpses.


What the hell are you trying
to tell me?


 
















CHAPTER 8


 


Betty Granger left the bingo hall
at just before ten o’clock. She
couldn’t believe her luck, or more precisely, lack thereof. She hadn’t won
anything for months, not even a line. Doris Hall on the other hand had called
two full houses in the past four weeks – not that she deserved it – what with
her having just remarried for the third time to a man with more money than
bloody sense if he couldn’t see that Doris only wanted him for his wealth.


They didn’t call Doris
the black widow behind her back for nothing.


A taxi pulled up alongside Betty,
and a group of young men and women looking much the worse for wear exited and
staggered into the brightly lit casino next to the bingo hall. Betty watched
them enter before continuing on her way, pulling her coat around her frail
frame, her bag clutched tightly within her gnarled hands as she hobbled along. 


These young
ones, more money than sense most of them. She figured they probably
wasted more on a game of roulette than she had to spend in a week on groceries
with her pittance of a pension.


That’s why a good win at the
bingo would help ease some of her financial burden. It wasn’t as though she
hadn’t paid her dues; attending every Thursday for near on thirty years, hardly
ever missing a session.


Seeing the young couples made her
think of John. She missed him so much that it caused an ache in her stomach.
They’d been married for fifty years when the Lord took him in his sleep. It was
a peaceful way to go, but waking up with his body had been awful, his flesh so
cold. 


Now, she dreaded dying in the
same way, because who would be there for her? She could lie undiscovered for
weeks before anyone found her, and it wasn’t as though her daughter, Gillian
called often enough to notice. No, she had a family of her own, and Betty was
lucky if she got to see her grandchildren once a year, usually on her birthday
for a couple of hours.  So while everyone else was enjoying family
get-togethers, Betty would sit by herself with a single leg of turkey and the
same artificial tree she’d used when Gillian was a child, its tinsel having
lost its sparkle many years ago. But at least she made the effort, hoping that
one day Gillian and her family might call around at the last minute to deliver
her Christmas card in person. Betty would even visit them if she thought she’d
be welcome. 


It would be nice to be asked,
though.


Moths flitted around the
streetlights overhead, their flickering shadows dancing on the floor around her
feet.


Betty increased her pace as much
as she could. I don’t want to miss the bus.


Shops lined the road, their
windows full of goods she could only dream of affording. She stared at a new
television so large it would nearly fill the wall of her terraced two up two
down. And as for the price – that much money would keep her fed for over a
year.


Dark side streets led off the
main road, and Betty hurried by whenever she had to pass one, their entrances
like gaping mouths of brick, the contents of the murky
maws indiscernible. Gone were the days when she felt safe on the streets. Only
the other week, an old man had been attacked on the High Street, robbed of his
pension when he left the post office and left bleeding in the gutter. And that
was in broad daylight, and not one person stopped to help him.  


What is the
world coming too, she wondered. There was no respect for the
elderly these days.   


“Blind ninety. End of the line,
Betty.”


Betty froze at hearing her own
name tagged onto the familiar bingo term. Eyes wide, she peered into the
shadows between the buildings at her side, frail hands shaking.


“Who’s there?” she said,
clutching her bag to her chest.


A figure rushed out of the alley
and grabbed Betty around the throat, clamping a damp, pungent cloth across her
nose and mouth before she had a chance to scream, and pulled her into the dark.


“Seventy eight, heaven’s gate,”
the figure whispered in her ear before darkness bled into her eyes. 


 
















CHAPTER 9


 


The Oracle heard muffled thumps
from the boot of his vehicle, indicating the effects of the chloroform had worn
off. Although there was little chance of anyone hearing anything untoward from
the moving vehicle, especially out here in the country, the fact he still
hadn’t managed to work out how long to administer the chemical annoyed him.
Some people were rendered unconscious for minutes, others for hours. It seemed
to depend on the height and weight of the victim. Betty had been unconscious
for around an hour.


He had gagged her and bound her
ankles and wrists with plastic ties before putting her in the boot, and she
would no doubt be disorientated and terrified. Hopefully she wouldn’t vomit;
otherwise she could choke to death, and he didn’t fancy clearing up the mess if
it seeped around the gag.


The car sped into a tunnel created
by its headlights. Either side, hedgerows zipped by in a blur. A cloudless sky
and lack of streetlights meant that the stars overhead seemed to shine
brighter.


Taking a left turn in the road,
he drove through a dense wooded area of oak trees. After a short while, the
building where his victims were housed came into view, the headlights creating
twin portals across the front of the imposing structure, glinting from the high
windows in the square outline. The adjoining outbuildings skulked against the
trees that had grown around them during years of neglect. 


After parking the car, he
switched the engine off. Betty’s urgent thumps were louder now without the
engine to muffle them.


The Oracle exited the vehicle and
proceeded around to the boot. He opened it, reached inside and hauled Betty out
by her thin, frail arms. Moonlight accentuated her pale features, all colour
having drained from her face. She stared at him with a look more of disgust
than fear. 


That will soon change. 


The leaves of the surrounding
trees rustled and in the distance, an owl hooted. The heat of the day had
dissipated, leaving a mild chill in the air. Overhead, the new moon provided
faint illumination, but not enough to see very clearly.


He crouched down and lifted Betty
over his shoulder, her angled bones digging into him like blunt knives. She
struggled harder as he carried her into the building, the aroma of spoiled meat
now stronger than ever. He picked up a camping light hanging ready by the door
and turned it on, holding it at arm’s length to illuminate his path. The harsh
light didn’t radiate very far into the large room, and it seemed that he was
trapped in a luminous bubble. 


He took forty steps across the
floor, his footsteps echoing around him, then dropped Betty on the ground like
a sack of coal and placed the light beside her, watching as she bucked and thrashed
against her bindings. He stood up straight, rolling and massaging his shoulders
to alleviate some of the discomfort caused by her bony frame.


The Oracle glanced at a pile of
newspapers on the floor. They were full of stories about the recent killings,
the reporters jumping to conclusions, trying to analyse the perpetrator. He had
been promoted from a monster to a beast. That was good. Obviously none of them
knew there was a reason for everything he did. One very
specific reason.


The implements he had purchased
earlier in the week were stacked against the wall. Along with a hacksaw, there
were a couple of solid steel poles each about two feet long with grooves on the
end for wheels to snap onto. He walked across and picked up the hacksaw, then
approached Betty.


With her being old and frail, he
doubted she would survive long. He tugged the gag out of her mouth.


“Why?” she croaked.


“Retribution,” he replied.


“P-please.
Please don’t hurt me. P-please.”


He smelled urine in the air.
Hopefully Betty hadn’t wet herself in his car, but he
didn’t think she had, otherwise he would have both smelled and felt it before
when he lifted her out of the boot. The Oracle pursed his lips before turning
his mouth upward into a tight smile. Although there was a motive for his
killings, there was something empowering about them and he found that he was
beginning to enjoy carrying them out more than he thought possible. 


He stared at Betty as though she
was a specimen under a microscope. Life was such a precious thing, easily broken.
He knew that better than anyone now.


Betty looked around, wide eyed as
though hoping to see some way to escape. Then he guessed she saw the bodies
visible at the limits of the light, their bloodless features looking ghostly in
the illumination, because she started screaming, a
high pitched wail that made him wince. Not wasting any time, he pressed his
knee into her scrawny chest and started work with the hacksaw, drawing it
backwards and forwards across her shoulder, and the screaming increased in
pitch. He felt the blade bite through flesh, sinew and muscle before gnawing
through bone, the reverberations juddering along his arm. Blood sprayed out in
great geysers, splashing him, the walls and the floor. 


The screaming stopped, but the
sawing continued.


 
















CHAPTER 10


 


As he drove, Prosper alternated
between chewing his fingernails and puffing on a cigarette.


It must have been nearly twenty
years since he last travelled along 
Thunder Road,
probably pedalling for all he was worth to keep up with his friends if his
memory served him right. He grimaced at the thought of how fat he used to be.

A succession of trees held
dominion alongside the road, and Prosper almost missed the left hand turn, the
years of neglect allowing nature to construct a barrier of foliage across the
lane. He absently noticed that some of the foliage was broken, indicating
someone had used the lane recently. 


Probably a
new generation of kids using it as a playground.


Braking hard, he negotiated the
turn and eased his car along the potholed track that wormed its way through the
woods. Dappled sunlight weaved patterns through the trees, creating a majestic
scene, but looking at it didn’t help calm his nerves. He pressed the button to
lower his window a fraction and lit another cigarette, exhaling a furious cloud
of smoke that was sucked out of the gap.


Up ahead, a faded sign peppered
with air pellet holes informed him that he was on private property, and that
trespassers would be prosecuted. Another sign below it read: 
Thunder
  Road Pumping Station, built by James Watt
& Co. Soho Works, Birmingham
and London, 1846.


Steering around the worst of the
potholes with one hand, Prosper flicked cigarette ash through his open window
and blew another cloud of smoke that combined with the dust kicked up by his
vehicle. What possessed Jerel to want to meet here?


He absently watched a white
butterfly skitter over the ferns carpeting the forest floor. Although the sun
provided onerous heat, a slight breeze blew and the trees offered a little
shade. Too hot for any other attire, Prosper wore his blue shorts and a light
blue, short-sleeved shirt with a dragon stitched up one side. He didn’t usually
wear shorts, too embarrassed by his white legs, bony knees and the scar that
split his thigh, but the heat made today an exception. 


After receiving another
photograph from the Oracle the morning before, he didn’t feel particularly
overjoyed to be meeting his old friends, at least not like this, not when he
knew what they might request of him. 


Poor old Betty
Granger. They had run an advertising campaign in local newspapers to
find out who she was; using a snapshot of Betty’s face from the photograph the
Oracle sent them that he titled, PERPETUAL MOTION. They obviously couldn’t use
the picture in its entirety, not when the killer had chopped her arms and legs
off and replaced them with wheels so she looked like an obscene tortoise.
Luckily, an old woman called Doris Hall came forward after recognising her. 


The killer’s latest photo
featured the same incongruous serial killer portraits as the first two. This
time they comprised: Donald Harvey. Patrick Wayne Kearney. Jane
Toppan (twice). Henry Lee Lucas. Jack Unterweger and Mack Ray Edwards. 


Prosper glanced further down
along the lane and noted a high fence had been erected around the Pumping
Station. So he parked on a wide verge and switched the engine off. He absently noticed
that although the chain used to lock the double gates was rusted, the padlock
appeared shiny and new. It didn’t surprise him. Property developers and
builders seemed intent on buying any old buildings with the intention of doing
them up and selling them as residential abodes. 


Red lettered signs on the fence
informed him again that he was on ‘Private Property.’


The car’s engine plinked as it
cooled, and Prosper opened the door and stepped out to stretch his arms and
legs. He stared through the trees, always comparing the forest with a Dr.
Jekyll and Mr. Hyde character: beautiful during daylight, at night the place
would assume a sinister atmosphere.


Birdsong from nature’s feathered
choir filled the air, the cheeps and twerps resonating through the trees.


Prosper listened to it until the
rumble of an engine caught his attention and he stared back along the
sun-dappled lane to see a Range Rover with blacked out windows approaching. He
watched the vehicle churn up a dust ghost in its wake; the dust descending like
a shroud as the vehicle pulled up behind his car.


Prosper couldn't see the occupant
until one of the windows descended to reveal Paris’
grinning face inside.


“Prosper. How
you doin’?”


“Sweating like a pig, but things
could be worse. Another new car? Didn’t you have a
Porsche last time I saw you?” 


“Yeah, you know me. I like to
swap and change,” Paris said as he
cut the engine and stepped out of the vehicle.


Prosper sucked on his cigarette.
At thirty-eight, Paris Gray was two years older than Prosper, and one of his
oldest friends. Oakley sunglasses held his blond hair back. He wore a white,
short-sleeved Levi T-shirt that hugged his muscular frame and showed off his
permanent tan, acquired through regular sojourns to the Caribbean
where, because of his successful banking career, he owned a holiday home. A
gold stud glinted in his left ear. Despite all his wealth, his pale blue eyes
always looked sad, as though dulled by painful memories. 


“Never thought we’d be back here
again,” Paris said. “I see they’ve
fenced off the pump house. Seeing this place brings back some memories. Didn’t
you pop your cherry in there with what’s her name…Marie Crouch?” He winked.


Prosper nodded, the memory
bringing a wry grin to his lips. 


He leaned against the bonnet, jumping
away with a shout as the hot metal burned the bare skin below his shorts. He
rubbed the back of his legs to ease the pain, and noticed Paris
glance quickly at the scar on his thigh, and then turn away. If it wasn’t for
the attack on that fateful day, things would be far different, and he knew
Paris and the others probably felt the same. 


The memory made him shiver and a
ghost took him by the hand and led him back in time to Kingswood
 High School. To the day everything
had changed forever.


 


“Hey, you fat shit, get out of my
chair.”


Prosper bit his lip and looked up
at Kevin Conner. “It’s not your chair.” He regretted it even as he said it and
he started shaking, making his jowls wobble.


“It’s my chair if I say it is, you fat fuck. Now get out!”


Prosper bent down and picked up
his school bag. He fought to hold back the tears, not wanting want to look like
a baby in front of the other kids. He waddled across the classroom to a vacant
seat near the front of the woodwork class as the other students threw insults
like rocks. Prosper seated himself and buried his head in his hands, trying to
ignore the taunts ringing in his ears.


Prosper hated being fat. But the
more he hated it, the more he ate. At times, he wished he could curl up and
die. One time, he’d sat in his bedroom with a tub of pills and a bottle of
whisky taken from his father’s drink cabinet, but he hadn’t been able to go
through with it. It wasn’t through weakness and it wasn’t because he was too
strong to succumb: he just didn’t want to upset his parents. They would be
heartbroken if he killed himself, and no matter how much he wanted to, he
couldn’t do it. He couldn’t let his mother walk into his bedroom to find her
only son dead. It would break her heart, leave them both inconsolable, wondering
where they’d gone wrong. That’s why he’d ripped up the suicide note, and
continued to put up with the abuse.


“I dare you to go up and punch
the fat piece of shit,” Kevin said from his seat behind Prosper. 


Prosper rested his head in the
crook of his folded arms and stared at the wall. He wished they would all die.
It wouldn’t be so bad if it was one or two of them. He could cope with that.
But it was almost the whole class, boys and girls alike. The bullying had no gender
boundary. 


“Go on, punch him,” someone
added. “Let’s see if his flesh wobbles.” 


Prosper heard footsteps
approaching from behind, and he squeezed his eyes shut and wished they would
leave him alone.


“Hey, lardy... Hey, look at me
when I’m speaking.”


Prosper’s cheeks burned like hot
coals, and he sensed the eyes of the class on him as he raised his head and
looked up at the speaker. His eyes watered, blurring his vision slightly, but
he recognised Kevin’s friend, Gary Smith, hovering over him. A feeling of dread
settled in his stomach.


Without warning, Gary
punched him below his left eye, knocking Prosper’s head back. Pain flared
across Prosper’s cheek, and he bit his tongue, tasting the coppery tang of his
own blood. Tears rolled down his smarting cheek.


“Big cry baby,” Gary
taunted. “Get up. Go on, get up, fatty.”


Gary
punched Prosper’s ear, causing Prosper’s head to bang painfully into the desk.


“Leave me alone,” Prosper
whimpered as he rubbed at his scalp, looking away.


“Leave me alone. Leave me
alone,” Gary mimicked.


Prosper stood up, wiping tears
from his eyes. Although Prosper was twice his size, Gary
wasn’t intimidated.


“Fight, fight,” someone chanted.


But Prosper wasn’t going to
fight, and everyone knew it. That’s why they picked on him. He slung his bag
over his shoulder and made for the door. 


Why of all days, did the
teacher have to be late today?


“Don’t let him get away,” Kevin
said.


“Where do you think you’re
going?” Gary snarled, grabbing
Prosper by the shoulder. “Going to tell teacher, are ya?”


“Leave me alone.”


“Well, if you do, remember
this...” 


Pain shot up Prosper’s leg, a
blinding, white-hot pang like molten metal poured into his veins. He gritted
his teeth, dropped his bag and fell to the ground, clutching the wound. Looking
up, he saw Gary standing over him
with a bloody chisel.


“Tell anyone, and I’ll kill ya. Understand, fat boy?”


Prosper gritted his teeth,
fighting back nausea and nodded his head. Gary
backed away, a smug grin on his face. Prosper swallowed hard.


Somehow, some way, somewhere,
Gary Smith will pay for this. They all will.


Prosper looked down at his leg
and saw a blood stained rip in his grey trousers. He lifted the fabric aside
and winced at the vicious wound. The sight caused a sick feeling to rise into
his throat and his cheeks prickled. 


When the teacher arrived some
minutes later, Prosper professed to have fallen while playing with the chisel,
and despite her sceptical expression, he kept to his story and she led him to
the school nurse, who then drove him straight to the hospital.


Prosper didn’t venture out of his
house until a month after the attack, but after being cooped up in the house
for so long, he wanted to catch up with his friends. He knew they would either
be hanging about around the tree house they’d built in the large horse chestnut
tree in Paris’ mum’s garden, or
they’d be holding a band practice in the church hall.


Unable to find them at the tree
house, he waddled to the church, sweating profusely when he was only half way
there. Even from a distance, he heard the music, a guttural, muffled sound loud
enough to wake the dead in the surrounding churchyard. He often wondered if the
kindly vicar would allow them to use the hall if he knew the lyrics of their
discordant songs paid homage to the devil.


Ty Westwood
leaned against the wall outside, combing his hair. He made combing into a
ritual, even though he swore blind that every time he combed it, his brown hair
fell out in clumps. He dreaded going bald like his father.


“Prosper. Jesus, we thought you
were dead,” Ty said. “We came round, the guys and me,
but your old dear said you didn’t want to see anyone.” He pulled a quizzical,
disbelieving expression.


Prosper finished his Mars bar
before answering, stuffing the wrapper into his pocket. “I just didn’t feel up
to seeing anyone.”


Ty
narrowed his eyes and slipped the comb into the back pocket of his jeans.
“Well, you’re here now. Come on, the guys’ll be glad
to see you.”


Inside the hall, the music
sounded louder and more discordant, but it went quiet as Prosper entered, the
last few notes fading into the rafters overhead. 


“Jesus, Prosper, good to see
you’re still alive,” Paris said.
The Fender guitar in his hands looked too big for him as he swung it aside. 


“Yes, Ty
told me you all thought I was dead.” Prosper grinned, well aware of Ty’s penchant for elaborating on the truth.


“We all came,” Jerel Jones said.
At thirteen, he was the youngest member of the gang. His wiry hair was always
cut short, and although he wasn’t very tall, it was evident he would be muscular
when he grew up – he already had bigger biceps than anyone else in the gang,
which would probably deter his abusive mother from knocking him around when he
got older. Prosper hated it when Jerel showed him the bruises she’d bestowed
upon him.


“What do you expect,” Wolfe
Weaver said, his black hair spiked up like a peacock’s plumage. “If we couldn’t
see you, how were we supposed to know you weren’t dead?” He walked across to
Prosper and feigned a punch to his abdomen before shaking his hand.


Prosper shrugged. He hated the
way Wolfe always greeted him, afraid that one day he might misjudge it and
actually land a punch. Too dark to fathom, he could never discern the true
colour of Wolfe's eyes, the two sockets like inkwells.


Wolfe picked up his bass guitar.
“Or were you worried that we’d know about Gary Smith? Is that why you didn’t
want to see us?” he asked, plucking the strings of his instrument, composing a
musical counterpoint to his question.


Prosper hesitated, felt himself
blush. 


“Is it true?” Ty
asked. “Did Gary Smith stab you with a chisel?”


Prosper swallowed and wiped a
tear from his eye. He nodded his head. He couldn’t lie. Not to his best
friends. They were all he had. 


“That bastard,” Jerel spat. “I
told you. Didn’t I tell you?” He looked around at the others as though
challenging them to disagree.


“How do you know?” Prosper asked.


“Everyone knows.”


“So how bad is it?” Paris
asked.


Unashamed, Prosper dropped his
trousers, wincing at the resultant sharp intakes of breath his revelation
produced. 


“How many stitches did you have?”
Jerel asked.


“Eighteen.” 


“Jeez, Smith needs to be taught a
lesson,” Ty said.


Prosper shrugged. “It’s okay. It
doesn’t hurt anymore.”


“Maybe not, but he’s scarred you
for life.” Wolfe clucked his tongue and narrowed his eyes.


“I’ll live.”


“That’s not the point. Him and his cronies are wankers.
We can’t let him get away with this.”


“We?”
Prosper pulled his trousers back up and fastened them, latching the buckle on
the leather belt through the second to last hole, an indication of his
increasing girth.


“Yes, we,” Wolfe said. “We didn’t
believe it when we heard, you know, that he’d bloody stabbed you. But we talked
about it, and we all agreed that if it was true, we’d get Gary Smith
back.”


“How? If
you do anything, it’ll only make matters worse. He’ll kill me.” Prosper’s voice
rose an octave or two.


Wolfe winked. “He won’t know you
had anything to do with it.”


“Of course he’ll know.”


“No, Wolfe’s right,” Paris
said, coming and putting an arm around Prosper’s broad shoulder. “We’ve got a
plan.”


“Plan?
What plan?” Prosper asked, looking at his friends as they all stood around
grinning like idiots.


Paris
squeezed Prosper’s shoulder. “We’ve decided to take a pledge.”


Prosper frowned.


“Yes,” Ty
agreed, his brown eyes twinkling as though he’d seen the Holy Grail.


“What sort of pledge?” Prosper
asked sceptically.


“Well,” Paris
continued. “You’re not the only one that gets picked on.”


“I’m not?” The sweat coating his
body now felt uncomfortable and he puffed and panted, the journey having
exerted him more than he realised. As he waited for a response, he nervously
picked at his fingernails. 


“We all get it now and again.
Jerel because of his drunken mum, Wolfe because of his name, Ty because he’s, well, Ty.”


“What’s that mean?” Ty asked, scowling.


“Nothing,” Paris
said, shaking his head and laughing. 


“And what about
you?”


“Me? Yes. Me
too. Just because my parents split, everyone thinks I’m a freak.”


Prosper knew Paris
had been through a hard time when his parents divorced. Paris
never used the word ‘divorce’ himself, but since then, he had a cynical view of
relationships.


“So what is it then, this
pledge?”


“Well we haven’t taken it yet. We
were waiting for you,” Paris said.


Prosper raised his hands in a
questioning manner. “Well?”


Wolfe grinned and pulled a
penknife from his pocket. “We’re going to take a blood pledge.” Without
hesitating, he sliced the blade across his thumb, the cut welling with blood,
before passing the knife to Ty. “We’ve all decided
that from now on, if any of us gets picked on, then the others will get
revenge.”


“Get revenge? How?”
Prosper asked, watching as the knife made its way round to his hand. He held
the sharp point over his thumb, his cheeks tingling in anticipation of the pain
of the cut.


“Well, you give the word, tell us
who’s done what, and we kick the shit out of them.”


“Great, that’ll make the bullying
stop for sure,” Prosper said as he lowered the knife.


“No, you don’t get it,” Paris
said. Blood trickled down his finger. “It might not stop the bullying, but
think how you’ll feel when you see the bully’s been beaten up. Just think of
the warm glow it’ll give you to know that you have the power to get us to kick
the shit out of someone.”


“Yes, but they’ll know who’s done
it, and then they’ll get their gang, and—”


“They won’t know, because they
won’t see us coming. We’ll take them by surprise, and we’ll wear hoods.
It’s perfect. No one would expect it to be us. And the person who wants the job
doing doesn’t have to be anywhere near the scene of the crime. They can have a
perfect alibi.”


The beads of blood on his
friends’ thumbs made Prosper feel a little queasy. He worked his tongue around
the roof of his mouth, trying to moisten it. Their idea was crazy. Stupid. But when he thought about it, he realised Paris
was right. If he had the power to get someone beaten to a pulp because they’d
bullied him, it would feel good. It would feel very good indeed. He felt a
momentary twinge of pain from the scar on his thigh and then he grinned. Revenge
would be very sweet.


He raised the knife and pressed
the tip into his thumb, felt it puncture his flesh, and then he pulled it back
to slice through the skin, making him wince and his cheeks to prickle.


“We make this pact,” Paris
said, holding his thumb out, “that from this day on, when any of us needs the
assistance of his blood brothers, they shall answer the call or suffer the same
punishment as those who committed the initial act of humiliation.”


One by one, Prosper and his
friends all pressed their thumbs together, smearing the warm, sticky blood. 


“We should have a name,” Prosper
said, caught up in the sublime mood of the moment.


“That’s easy,” Ty said, pointing to the band name stencilled on the skin
of Prosper’s bass drum. “The Kult.”


Although their band eventually
disbanded, their name lived on, albeit with darker connotations.


 
















CHAPTER 11


 


An approaching car brought
Prosper out of his reverie, and he watched an old Ford Escort bouncing down the
lane with Ty Westwood at the wheel. The vehicle came
to a stop next to the Range Rover, throwing up a cloud of dust. Prosper noticed
Ty admiring himself in the rear-view mirror as he
combed his thinning brown hair before exiting the car, his brown eyes scanning
the surrounding area.


“Prosper. Paris,”
Ty said, nodding his head in greeting. Dressed in a
red T-shirt bearing a picture of Che Guevara, a pair
of Hawaiian shorts that covered his knees, and Jesus sandals, he looked the
furthest thing from cool as possible.


“What’s wrong?” Prosper asked.


“Don’t know ... think someone
might have been following me.” He glanced back along the lane.


Prosper and Paris
looked at each other and rolled their eyes. 


“So who was it? FBI, KGB, Mafia,
Triads, Yakuza?” Prosper asked, trying not to smile.


“Don’t take the piss. There was
someone, I swear.” He pulled his comb out and ran it through his hair, now more
a nervous reaction than any attempt at rescuing his crowning glory.


The years had been cruel to Ty. He still maintained a slim build, but his skin looked
sallow, eyes haunted. Far from looking fashionable, his goatee beard looked as
though he hadn’t shaved properly and his fingernails were bitten to the quick.
Prosper knew Ty never married, and when they were
young, no one ever saw him with a girl. Public opinion said he was gay, which
no one minded, but no one ever mentioned it in case they were wrong. 


“So what are you up to nowadays?”
Paris asked, looking at Ty as though he felt sorry for him.


“Oh, you know, I work in
finance.” He tugged on his earlobe. “You guys ever want any financial tips, you
know where to come.” He rubbed his cheeks and looked away.


Prosper and Paris
looked at Ty’s battered old car. Prosper knew Ty really worked in a bakery, but he wasn’t going to
shatter the man’s pretence. He wasn’t hurting anyone, so what did it matter?


“Finance.”
Paris nodded his head, lips pursed.



Prosper shot him a warning look
and Paris turned away and coughed.


A moment later, another vehicle
arrived. Jerel Jones in his Ford Puma gave a thumbs up
as he parked.


Jerel exited his vehicle with a
natural spring in his step. Although only just tall enough, he joined the army
straight out of school. His stocky frame stretched the seams of his grey
T-shirt, his calves the size of most people’s thighs. The sun glinted off his
baldpate. Thick eyebrows shaded his dark eyes and his large lips looked
pensive.


When he reached Prosper, he shook
his hand with a grip that could crush coconuts, maintaining the hold for a few
seconds. “Good to see you, man. How long has it been?” 


Prosper frowned as he thought.
“It was years ago, before I got married anyway.”


“Yeah, sorry I couldn’t make it
to the wedding, but I was stationed in Germany
at the time I think. So how is the wife? You’ll have to introduce me now I’m
back. We’ll all have to arrange a night out, catch up, you know?”


“So you’ve left the army now
then?” Prosper asked as Jerel moved to greet the others.


“Yeah, decided to move back to
the hometown.”


He shook Paris’
hand and then Ty's. “Good to see all of you.”


“Ty thinks
he might have been followed,” Paris
said.


Jerel sucked his lips in. “Got to
be careful, Ty. You never know who’s out there.” 


“Too right,” Ty
replied. He nodded his head like a sycophant and looked at Prosper and Paris
as though Jerel vindicated him.


When Ty
wasn’t looking, Jerel grinned at Prosper and Paris
and raised his eyebrows in disbelief as if to say ‘some things never change.’


As they made idle chitchat, a
black, Jeep Grand Cherokee with tinted windows arrived and parked. Wolfe Weaver
stepped out of the vehicle, his long black hair a curtain in front of his face.
Bare to the waist, he displayed corrugated abdominal muscles. A black ethnic
tattoo on his shoulder looked like a dark claw grabbing him from behind.


When they were young, Wolfe had
been the one to suggest they form a band, searching for the right outlet for
his creative talents – even the hearts he used to gouge into trees with his
trusty penknife were stylised – and he eventually found his niche in the world
of sculpture and art. He was always the wildcard in the pack, the one willing
to go that little bit further, that little bit higher, that little bit deeper
than anyone else.


Prosper had been to a couple of
Wolfe’s art exhibitions, and he had to admit his sculptures were fantastic, the
figures almost lifelike. However, during the exhibit, Wolfe took a photograph
of each of his pieces, and then smashed the originals with a sledgehammer like
someone possessed. People would then buy one of the fragments – an arm, a leg,
or a head – along with a signed photograph of the original piece. And strangely
enough, they sold well. 


As he approached the group, Wolfe
tossed his head back, his curtain of hair parting to reveal eyes that looked
darker than ever. With cheeks as sculpted as his art, even the cleft in his
chin resembled a chiselled out chunk. He maintained a wild, abandoned,
devil-may-care look about him, but he was probably the richest of the group,
and undoubtedly the most successful.


When he reached the group, he
faked a punch to Prosper’s abdomen, then grinned and shook his hand, his other
hand on Prosper’s shoulder. “Looking good,” he said before greeting the rest of
the party.


They always greeted Prosper
first. He wasn’t sure whether it was out of some perverse form of respect or
pity.


Perhaps they still saw him as the
fat teenage kid and felt sorry for him. It had taken Prosper a year to shed the
weight – following a regimented diet and exercise program. Cigarettes replaced
his usual chocolate snacks – but he still bore the stigma his weight had
carried, and he still snacked on junk food when stressed; the exercise regime
dropping from three days a week to the occasional once a week.


As he looked at his friends,
Prosper recalled the times the Kult had been
employed. No one had had any reason to request their help lately, but in the
past, he had found the beatings strangely therapeutic, stress relieving, even
exciting. He knew it was wrong, and he hadn’t called upon their services since
school, but the others had, and he hadn’t refused. He owed them and was in too
deep to back out. On those occasions, Prosper put aside his role of law
enforcement officer.


In the Kult’s
heyday, about six years ago, two men had been beaten up at Ty’s
request when he worked in an engineering factory, although he claimed he had a
senior position. They assaulted another man because he’d annoyed Paris
by repeatedly throwing rubbish into his garden. Even Wolfe had requested their
help, although he never divulged why. 


But even though he had been away
for a long time, this was the first time Prosper recalled Jerel ever asking for
their help.


“So what is it you need? Who do
you want beaten up?” Prosper asked.


Jerel swallowed and stared at
each of them in turn, nodding his head, his eyes narrowed. “I don’t want anyone
beaten up. I want someone killed.”


 
















CHAPTER 12


 


A protracted silence ensued.
Prosper waited for Jerel to laugh, to say he was joking, but his expression
remained serious. Despite the heat, Prosper shivered.


Paris
shook his head. “No way.”


“Way,” Jerel said.


Ty
turned a pale shade of white and looked about ready to keel over and die. “Are
you serious?”


Jerel nodded,
his expression sombre.


“Kill someone,” Wolfe said.
“That’s different.”


“Different.” Prosper
raised his eyebrows, incredulous. “You can’t be serious.”


“Deadly,” Jerel said, kicking a
stone and sending it skimming into the ferns.


“We can’t go around bloody
killing people.” Prosper’s head spun. He didn’t know if it was the heat or the
proposal. He held his hand up. “Stop me if I’m stating the obvious, but you get
sent to prison for things like that. Now tell me you’re joking.”


“Do I look like I’m bloody
joking?” Jerel looked around the group, his eyes narrowed. “We made a pact to
help each other out, right?”


Everyone nodded, albeit Prosper
more slowly than the others.


“Well, I need your help.”


“But not to kill someone,”
Prosper said.


Jerel spat on
the ground. “This is the first time I’ve ever asked you to do anything
like this for me. I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important.”


“Carry on,” Wolfe prompted.


“Look, stop it now,” Prosper
said.  I can’t believe they are even contemplating this.


Wolfe shook his head. “Let’s hear
what he has to say.”


“No. I don’t want to hear
anymore. I’m a police officer, for Christ sake.”


“Prosper’s right,” Ty said, his eyes studying the trees as if he expected
someone to jump out and arrest them.


“And what do you say, Paris?”
Wolfe asked. “Yours is the deciding vote. Do we listen to what Jerel has to
say, or do we abandon our pact?”


Paris
looked around the group, holding eye contact with Prosper the longest. “It must
be important or he wouldn’t ask. Let’s hear it then, Jez.”


Prosper held his hands up. “Hold
on, you’re talking about goddamn murder, this isn’t a voting matter.”


“It is,” Wolfe snapped back.
“We’ve done a lot together that’s not legal. I didn’t hear you complaining when
we put Gary Smith in the hospital.”


“That was different. You didn’t
kill him.”


“As good as.”


Prosper heard a plane flying high
overhead, birdsong in the trees, the distant hum of traffic, common,
recognisable sounds. Jerel’s request left him feeling far removed from the real
world.


He turned away, nostrils flaring
as he exhaled. “No. I’m not listening to anymore of this nonsense.”


“Do you like your job, Prosper?”
Wolfe asked.


“Of course I like it.”


“Well, how would you feel if your
superiors heard about the Kult, and what we’ve done?
What exactly do they do to coppers in prison?”


Prosper spun back around, eyes
wide. “Are you threatening me?”


“You’re in as deep as the rest of
us. Just listen to what Jerel has to say, then we’ll
decide.”


Prosper snorted loudly and shook
his head. “You’re all mad if you think I’ll have anything to do with this.”


Wolfe put his hand on Jerel’s
shoulder. “Carry on, Jez.”


“I’m sorry, Prosper.
Believe me. It’s like this. It’s my wife, Christine ...” Tears welled in his
eyes and his lower lip trembled.


“Go on,” Wolfe said.


Jerel clenched his fists. “Well,
some bastard ... he ... he raped her.”


Paris
looked at the ground, obviously embarrassed by Jerel’s statement.


Ty
whistled softly.


Wolfe nodded his head, squeezed
Jerel’s shoulder.


Prosper stared at Jerel with a
clinical, almost dispassionate expression. “I take it you know who did it
then?”


Jerel nodded.


“Great. Just give me the name and
I’ll arrest him.”


“Arrest him? I don’t want him
arrested. I want him dead.” He waved his hands around as he spoke, punctuating
each word. “Didn’t you hear what I said? He raped Christine. If you lock
him away, he’ll be out within a few years. I want the bastard killed for what
he did. D. E. A. D. Do you understand?” 


Prosper heard a stick break in
the woods and he froze, eyes alert. He scanned the trees to see if he could
spot anyone around, ears attuned to the background noise, but he couldn’t see
anybody.


I’m getting as bad as Ty, he thought.


“I understand—”


“No, you obviously bloody don’t.”


“Jez,
look, I can make sure this man’s locked away.”


“You’re not listening to me. I
don’t want him to come back out in a few years as if nothing’s happened. That’s
not good enough. I want him to pay. I want him to suffer. And then I want him
to die.” Jerel shook almost as much as his voice.


Prosper didn’t want to hear any
more. He couldn’t kill anyone. Perhaps it would be easy for Jerel. He didn’t
know what he had done in the army, but Prosper knew he’d been posted in the Middle
 East during the recent confrontations, so obviously he might have
seen action, even ending up killing people. 


The only things Prosper ever
killed were insects with bug spray, and sometimes he felt guilty about that.
He’d read somewhere that Buddhists believed in the sanctity of all life, and every
living creature was sacred. Although not a Buddhist, he agreed with their
philosophy, and no way could he even consider killing a person, let alone
actually do it.


“I have to warn you now, all of
you,” Prosper said, stony faced as he studied each of his friends’ faces in
turn, “that if you plan to go ahead with this crazy idea, I’ll have no choice
but to report you.”


“Did you forget your pledge,
Prosper?” Wolfe asked.


“What about it?”


Wolfe stared at him, dark eyes
unreadable, and intoned in a solemn voice, “From this day on, when any of us
needs the assistance of his blood brothers, they shall answer the call or
suffer the same punishment as those who committed the initial act of
humiliation.”


“Are you threatening me?” Prosper
took a step back, wary.


“No. I don’t need to threaten
you. A brother’s in trouble. Think how you’d feel. What if someone raped
Natasha? What would you want to do?”


“This is crazy. I wouldn’t want
to kill anyone.”


“Bollocks. We all would. Every
one of us would want to kill the bastard that had done it. Cut his filthy cock
off and shove it in his mouth so he couldn’t do it again.” 


“Yes, but you’re talking about murder.
That’s not what utilizing the Kult is for.” He waved
his hands as he spoke.


“Don’t think of it as murder,
think of it as a duty.”


Prosper had to put a stop to this
foolishness before it went any further.


Murder!


There had to be another way to
deal with this. He’d think of something. He had to.


“So who is it?” Prosper asked.
“Who did it?” Perhaps if he knew who it was, he could arrest the man first and
that would be an end to it. Jerel might not be happy about it, but he might be
grateful in the long term. He was acting rashly at the moment, an action born
of anger.


Jerel gritted his teeth. When he
spoke, his voice was filled with venom. “When I got back here after leaving the
army, I got a security job working the door at a nightclub. Well, I walked in
early one night and there were these men talking to Simmons, the boss. I knew
there was something funny about it, and as they hadn’t seen me, I ducked behind
the bar. Trouble was, I couldn’t help hearing what
they were saying.” He ran a hand across his mouth, as though the words stung
his lips. “They were talking about drugs, heroin, that sort of shit, and about
a shipment they were expecting. I’m not into all that crap, so I was going to
creep out of there and forget all about it, none of my business, you know, but
then one of the men saw me.”


Leaves rustled and Prosper’s skin
prickled as a startled pigeon took flight.


Teeth on edge, he wiped sweat
from his brow with his handkerchief.


“To cut a long story short,”
Jerel said, “they told me that if I told anyone what I’d heard, they’d kill my
family. The next day, they made sure I got the message. One of the men raped
Christine when I was at work. When I got home, she was in a right state ... You
should have seen her.” His voice sounded choked with emotion and he rubbed his
eyes. “The man told her it was a warning. Told her that if
the police got involved, then he’d kill her and our daughter, Katie. The
bastard even went into Katie’s bedroom and held a knife at her throat.” Jerel
shook his head and closed his eyes, lips pursed. When he opened his eyes, he
said, “When Christine described the man to me, I knew straight away I’d seen
him in the club with Simmons.”


“Are you sure?” Prosper asked.


Jerel fixed him with a dangerous
glare. “Of course I’m bloody sure. Christine told me he had a scar on his
forehead and a tattoo of a black dragon on the back of his hand – like that one
on your shirt – the same as the man I saw in the club with Simmons.”


“It’s OK, Jez.
We’ll do it,” Paris said.


“Hold on a minute.” Prosper
licked his lips. The scar on his thigh felt as though it was on fire. “Don’t
you think it’ll be a bit obvious you’ve had something to do with it if the man
gets killed?”


Jerel shook his head. “They
probably think I wouldn’t dare do anything. Besides, I’ve got a plan. You see,
when you kill him, I’ll be in police custody.”


“You what?”
Prosper frowned.


“I’ll make sure I get arrested
for drunken behaviour, spend the night in the clink. What better alibi could I
have?”


The heat intensified. And it
wasn’t just due to the sun.


Prosper wafted his shirt, trying
to cool himself down. “You’ve got it all planned, haven’t you.”


“Every detail.
I’ve traced the man. I know his name, his routine, everything. Those years I
spent in the army weren’t wasted. I learned a trick or two.”


Ty
wrung his hands. “Bleedin’ hell, bleedin’
hell,” he said. He looked anxious, but excited. “Are we really going to kill
someone? Bleedin’ hell.”


“Too right we’re going to kill
someone,” Wolfe snarled, hands on hips.


“It’s all well and good knowing
the man’s name and where he lives, but what’s to stop us getting caught?”
Prosper asked. “Beating someone up’s one thing, but you seem to be forgetting,
it’s my job to track down murderers, and let me tell you, it’s hard to get away
with something like that.”


“I’ve thought about that too,”
Jerel said, a sinister grin splitting his lips. 


Everyone seemed to lean closer, a
cabal.


“We’ll blame it on the Oracle.”


 
















CHAPTER 13


 


Prosper put a finger in his ear
and twirled it around as if searching for waxy deposits as he glanced at the
others. He noticed Wolfe looking studious, pinching his lower lip between
finger and thumb. Ty stared at Jerel with wide eyes
while Paris folded his arms across
his chest and nodded eagerly.


“Say that again,” Prosper said.


Jerel looked at him, features as
hard as granite. “We’ll blame it on the Oracle, the man that’s in all the
papers.”


“Just like that, hey.” Prosper
threw his hands in the air and turned away. He took a cigarette out, lit it and
inhaled before exhaling a furious cloud of smoke.


“It’s perfect,” Paris
said. 


“Genius,” Ty
agreed.


Prosper shook his head. “It’s
stupid, that’s what it is.”


“Wolfe?” Jerel asked.


“Hmmm.”
Wolfe bowed his head, covering his face with the curtain of hair. “I don’t
know. I’m sure it can’t be that easy.”


“At last,” Prosper said, “someone
using a bit of common sense.”


“I mean, this Oracle, he’s an
artist.”


“Artist!
He’s a cold blooded killer.” Prosper narrowed his eyes and glared at Wolfe.


Wolfe glared back. “He’s an
artist; he just uses a different medium.” 


“He’s a killer. A mad man. You make it sound as though you’re in awe of
him.”


Wolfe shrugged. Sparkling
rivulets of sweat rolled down his abdominal muscles. “Even murder can be art.”


“Bollocks. He’s a sick fuck.”
Prosper rolled his eyes. “I’m not listening any more.”


Jerel clenched his fists. “You’ve
got to do it. I can’t do it on my own. I need your help.”


Prosper felt like a rat in a
trap. “
No Way. You’re all
just as crazy if you think I’m going along with this.”

“Being a copper, you can help
from the inside. You know his M.O. and his signature, which we can use,” Jerel
said, as though not listening to what Prosper said. “That’s all I need you to
do.”


Prosper’s head felt about ready
to explode. He cradled it in his hands. The summer madness was proving more
contagious than he ever imagined, and the psychos a lot closer to home.  


 


“Did you have a good morning?”
Natasha asked as Prosper walked into the living room and dropped his car keys
on the cabinet.


Leon
jumped down from her lap and ran across the room. “Daddy,” he cried.


“Is something wrong?” Natasha
scowled, wrinkling her pert nose.


The brace that supported
Natasha’s left leg stood next to the couch. The crutches lay on the floor.
Prosper eyed them for a moment then focused on his son. He lifted him up and
twirled him around, thankful for the distraction. “No, I’m just hot, that’s
all,” he said to Natasha. Leon
giggled in his arms. His cheeky face and tussled blond hair gave him a slightly
roughish character. Prosper hadn’t realised how heavy his son was getting until
now, and he dropped him to the ground.


“Have you been smoking again? You
know I don’t like it,” Natasha said from the couch.


Prosper wished smoking were his
only problem. “Look, just stop badgering me about it,” he snapped, causing Leon
to back away with his head bowed.


Natasha’s blue eyes crinkled
around the edges as she frowned. Her slightly upturned nose, long, delicate
eyelashes, and blonde hair – cut recently in a stylish bob – gave her a cute,
almost elfin appearance. Her full breasts, looking larger than they actually
were because of her small frame, should have excited him. God knows they used
to have him hard in a moment. But the thought that he was the cause of her
handicap weighed heavy on his shoulders. He couldn’t even remember the last
time they’d made love.  


If it wasn’t for the accident
... Prosper knew he shouldn’t dwell on it, but he couldn’t help it. If he’d only decided not to drive that day. If
only they’d taken a left turn up 
Hunter Road
instead of continuing on to the next turn. If only he’d seen the car hurtling
towards them. If only … How many times had he asked himself those same damn
questions?  

He looked at his wife and son –
saw Natasha sitting on the couch looking back at him with that look in her eye.
She always knew when he was hiding something from her. He glanced down at her
leg then looked away.


“What’s the matter?” she asked.


“Nothing’s the matter. Why should
it be? I’m just sick of you getting on at me all the time.”


“Well forgive me for being
concerned. I’m not getting on at you. You don’t look well lately, that’s all.
You look tired and drawn. Is it something at work? You can talk to me you
know.”


“Just stop going on.” He rammed
his hands into his trouser pockets. “If you want to talk, perhaps you’d like to
tell me what you’ve done with my jacket.”


“What jacket?”


“The blue one I always wear.”


Natasha pulled a quizzical
expression. “I haven’t seen it for a while.”


Prosper snorted. 


“Please, stop arguing,” Leon
said, looking between the two of them, his eyes moist with tears.


Prosper exhaled and smiled
weakly. “Mummy and daddy aren’t arguing,” he said. “We’re just having a talk,
that’s all.”


“Sounds like you’re arguing to
me.”


“Well we’ve stopped now,” Natasha
said.


Prosper crouched down and held
his arms out to his son. “Come here and give me a hug.”


Leon
ran back across the room and Prosper hugged him tightly, smelling the fresh
aroma of shampoo in his hair. He looked over his son’s shoulder at Natasha and
saw her staring back at him, her lips sucked into a tight frown. He wished to
God he could talk to her, but how could he?


How can I tell her that I’m
planning to kill someone, and that then we have to mutilate the body to make it
look as if it was the Oracle that’s done the deed? How can I tell her that we
then have to photograph the evidence of our heinous crime? How can I tell her any
of that without making myself sound like a monster?


The whole idea made him sick to
the stomach. The photograph wasn’t a case of point and shoot with a disposable
camera. The forensic team discovered that the Oracle used a specific technique
and paper. He used Art Classic paper with a soft ivory tone made by Kentmere in the Lake District.
Developed in SE 5 LITH and finished in SE10 COPPER, the prints were a subtle,
warm red colour. He obviously had a home studio to develop the prints. That
alone was an art, which tied in with Wolfe’s macabre assertion that the killer
was an artist, although he probably meant it in a subjective sense, rather than
a literal one. 


To recreate the Oracle’s dramatic
effect, Wolfe had asked for one of the photographs and a list of the known
developing agents used. Prosper knew Wolfe would have to get it spot on,
because the forensic team knew everything there was about the Oracle’s style
and technique; it was almost like a fingerprint. If they got one thing wrong,
then it wouldn’t work, and the police would be tracking two killers. 


 He couldn’t believe he was
even thinking about it, never mind rationalising it. He felt cold inside. Sure
he could provide them with the Oracle’s M.O. and signature, could be the man on
the inside to make certain the Oracle took the fall, could
even be in charge of the cover up. But if he let them do what they planned,
he’d be an accomplice. 


 Beating someone up was
one thing. 


Killing someone was another
matter entirely.


“Daddy, why are you shaking?” Leon
asked.


Prosper closed his eyes for a
moment, hugged Leon one final time and then stood up and walked out of the room
without answering, too afraid that if he started talking, he might never stop. 


 
















CHAPTER 14


 


Despite the onerous heat outside,
the Oracle felt cool inside his lair. The putrescent smell of spoiled meat
emanated from the corpses, and the monotonous drone of flies filled the
cavernous space.


The Oracle stared at his victims,
unmoved by the stench and sight of decomposing flesh. In spite of their
apparent disparity, each of his victims was selected to create as much public
outcry as possible. Jane Numan because of her deformity.
Betty Granger because she was old. Michael
Brown because he was young. Each of them had a part to play in his grand
plan. They were all pieces of a very sinister puzzle. 


 He looked at the body of
the young blond haired boy speared within the framework of scaffolding poles.
The boy’s eyes hung from their sockets and rats nibbled at his carcass, chewing
their way through his stomach, allowing his guts and intestines to slop out. 


Looking at the bodies made him
think about his family, but he pulled down imaginary mental barriers to keep
the thoughts locked away. He needed to have a clear head. Distractions would
not be tolerated. 


He picked up a newspaper
featuring Betty’s face on the cover, compared it to her corpse across the room.
The title read: Oracle strikes again.


He read the article, relishing in
the fact they now called him a heinous monster. The more shocking they found
his crimes, the better it would be. 


No one seemed to have deciphered
any of the clues yet, which was good. It would put an end to his plan before it
was completed if they worked it out too soon. And he couldn’t have that.


But it wouldn’t be long before
someone realised there was method to his madness. 


A few pieces of the puzzle still
needed to be added, but it was now only a matter of time before things fell
into place. He grinned to himself. His plan was coming together. Soon, very
soon …


 
















CHAPTER 15


 


Prosper switched on his computer
to find an alert indicating there was an e-mail waiting in the Kult account. It had been five days since their meeting at 
Thunder
  Road. During that time, Betty Granger’s face had featured
in all the newspapers and on the televised news, making her posthumously
famous. 

The e-mail originated from Wolfe:


Prosper,
I’ve managed to develop the photograph. I think it’s
spot on, but I need you to come and look at it to give me your opinion. I think
it’s best if just you and I meet so as not to draw too much attention to
ourselves. The less we’re all seen together the better at this stage.  


There’s an abandoned shipping
warehouse down by the river. You can’t miss the place. It’s along 
Chester
  Street. I used it as the setting for the
photograph. I once wanted to use it as the location for an exhibition, but the
place needed a lot of work to make it safe. It would have been good though to
see the sycophants of the art world come out of their ivory towers into the
real world. Anyway, we should meet on the 19th at 8 p.m. Reply to let me know this is
okay. Wolfe.

Although unable to obtain
original photographs, Prosper had supplied Wolfe with exact copies. The press
released sanitised versions, heavily doctored to save the families concerned
from further distress. He remembered Wolfe’s face when he’d seen the
photographs: a look caught between awe, shock and admiration.


Fingers shaking, Prosper composed
a reply, saying that he would be there, then he
pressed send and sat back rubbing his face. Although close when they were
young, the intervening years had changed him and all his friends. He had
maintained contact with Paris, Ty and Wolfe, and they
met up now and again, but recent events had shown him the people he grew up
with weren’t the same as the adults they became. Their lives had changed. Irreversibly. The days of innocence
supplanted by responsibility. Pocket money had given way to wages, youth
to adulthood, immaturity to maturity. And he know longer knew them. They were
strangers.


And they were asking him to help
commit murder. What the hell am I getting involved with?


He heard a noise behind him and
he spun around to see Natasha standing in the doorway, leaning on her crutches.
A spear of ice penetrated his heart.


“How long have you been standing
there?” he shouted as he swivelled around to shut the computer down.


“There’s no need to shout. I was
just going to ask you if you wanted a cup of tea, that’s all. Anyone would
think you had something to hide.”


Prosper kept his back to her as
he felt himself blush. “Don’t be stupid. I just resent being spied on.”


“I wasn’t spying. The door was
open.”


Prosper was sure she was lying, certain
that he had shut the door. He hadn’t heard it open though, so she might have
been telling the truth.


“Anyway,” Natasha continued. “I
wouldn’t have to spy on you if you told me what you were up to. We don’t talk
any more. We’re becoming like strangers.”


“So you’re admitting you were
spying on me then. Jesus, can’t I have any goddamned privacy in my own house.”


“Privacy for
what?”


“Porn.
There you go. I was looking at porn. Happy now?” He
turned to stare at his wife and saw the hurt look on her face before she
hobbled away.


He gritted his teeth, closed his
eyes and put his clenched fists to his eye sockets, pressing the knuckles in
until the pain became unbearable. When he dropped his hands away, his eyes were
moist with tears. He hated lying to her, and wished to God he had been looking
at porn. She could probably forgive him that. But murder …


 
















CHAPTER 16


 


As he drove towards the
warehouse, Prosper chewed his fingernails and tapped his free foot on the floor
pan. Since reading Wolfe’s e-mail he had tried to find a flaw with their plan,
something to put a stop to it, but there was nothing. If he didn’t go ahead and
help them, he risked Wolfe reporting the nefarious deeds they had carried out
in the name of revenge. And he didn’t doubt for a moment that he would do it. 


If Prosper wasn’t a police
officer, it might not be so bad. But as it was, the courts would no doubt make
an example of him, and he didn’t want his family to suffer the backlash that
would result. 


A dirt track led to the
warehouse, which was as easy to spot from the main road as Wolfe had said.


It was a solitary building that
loomed from an area overgrown with grass, weeds and plants seeded on the wind.
The top half of the structure was wooden, the red paint now faded and the
discoloured white lettering of the previous owners’ name peeling like sunburned
skin: Henry Tomb & Sons. Missing tiles on the roof left shadows like
broken teeth, and the smashed windows looked like crystal Venus flytraps. As he
drew closer, a pigeon flew out of one of the windows, speeding skyward as
though escaping from the jaws of death. Four stories high, a protruding
extension jutted from the top floor housing a pulley with a frayed rope that
swung in the gentle breeze like the rope from a gallows. 


The setting sun cast a red band
across the horizon. 


Prosper parked the car and
switched the engine off. He heard the pulley creaking through his open window.
Large double doors occupied each floor. The set on the second floor stood open
like a gaping cavity in a corpse, rotten timbers visible as ribs.


He couldn’t see Wolfe’s vehicle,
so presuming he wasn’t here yet, Prosper stepped out of the car to stretch his
legs. His grey cotton shirt stuck to his back and felt uncomfortable. He peeled
it away like dead skin.


No longer necessary to wear
sunglasses, he removed them and clipped them into the collar of his shirt, then he stuffed his hand into the pocket of his knee length,
brown shorts and pulled out his cigarettes. He lit one up, and then wandered
towards the building. The creaking pulley grated on his nerves and he exhaled a
frustrated cloud of smoke.


He wandered around the side of
the building, but couldn’t go any further as the structure backed up to the
water’s edge. He spotted another pulley on this side of the building too, the
housing that once protected it now collapsed, the wooden struts protruding from
the murky water like the remains of a Viking long boat.


Small eddies disturbed the
water’s surface, and in the distance, the steel hulk of a factory glinted in
the fading sunlight.


Prosper turned away and rubbed
his eyes, inadvertently wiping sweat into them and making him curse.


He made his way back to the front
of the building and approached the front door, intending to have a look around
when he heard the grumble of an approaching vehicle. He turned to see Wolfe’s
Jeep Cherokee speeding through the dust. Its blackened windows looked funereal
and sinister as they hid the occupant from prying eyes. 


The four wheel drive vehicle
seemed to have no trouble travelling along the dusty track, its suspension
allowing it to glide effortlessly across the potholes that had jarred Prosper
on the way in. 


The Jeep parked alongside
Prosper’s Ford Focus, cloaked by resultant dust. As he waited for the door to
open, Prosper started to feel apprehensive. His shirt stuck to his back again
and he pulled it away, wafting it slightly to cool his torso. Tired and
anxious, he approached the Jeep, his dark reflection in the driver’s window
like looking at a corpse in a coffin – his own corpse, and he shivered. 


A moment later, the door swung
open and Wolfe stepped out, his long, black hair uncombed. His eyes looked
unnaturally dark, like ink spots, and the corners of his mouth lifted in
approximation of a grin. Sporting khaki shorts and topless again, he displayed
a well-toned, muscular physique without being too big. Although Prosper had
lost a lot of weight, no matter how much he worked out he’d never be able to
sculpt a physique like Wolfe’s.


“Hey,” Wolfe said, extending a
hand, then feigning a punch to Prosper’s stomach.


Prosper gritted his teeth and
stepped back to avoid being hit. Wolfe laughed and then held his hand out.
Prosper flicked his cigarette away and shook the proffered limb, surprised by
how cold Wolfe’s skin felt. He must have had the air conditioning turned as
low as it would go.


“I just had to finish a call with
my agent,” Wolfe said. “Damn fool keeps telling me I need to come up with
something original if I’m to stay at the top of my game. What the hell’s he
know about art? He probably thinks Warhol’s a country.”


Prosper shrugged. Wolfe’s
artistic problems were the least of his worries.


“What do you think?” Wolfe asked,
spreading his arms to encompass the warehouse.


Prosper scratched his chin. “I haven’t
seen inside yet.”


“Ah, the
innards of the beast.” Wolfe chuckled. He rolled his shoulder as if
relieving a strain acquired while driving.


“Are you serious about all of
this?”


Wolfe frowned. “We made a
pledge.”


“We were kids. This isn’t a game.
It’s serious,” Prosper said through clenched teeth.


“Jerel’s in trouble.”


“We could all be in
trouble.”


“Damned if we do, damned if we
don’t, is that what you mean?” Wolfe asked.


“No, I mean damned if we do.
Jerel’s just angry. Anyone would be.”


“But this isn’t anyone. This is
Jerel. That day when we attacked Gary Smith, did you know it was Jerel that did
the most damage? He was like something possessed. And do you know why? I think
he always looked up to you. He respected you. Besides, you owe him more than most.”


“I don’t owe anyone anything.” 


Wolfe shook his head. “What about
when you slept with his wife, Christine. How do you think he’d feel about that
if he knew?”


Prosper blushed. “It was just a
stupid one night stand.”


“I’m sure Jerel wouldn’t look at
it like that.”


“You know what happened that
night. Jerel was away on some bloody army training course. You know how it
happened; you and the others were there. We got drunk. It didn’t mean anything.
I met Natasha not long after, and Jerel was posted to Germany
or somewhere, and Christine went with him, so it’s history. Why are you
bringing that up after all these years?”


“Perhaps it didn’t mean much to
you, but you owe him.” 


“But murder—” 


“Sometimes, it’s the only way.”


“And what makes you such an
expert?” 


“I’m not. But I read the papers.
I see the news. The world’s a dangerous place, and sometimes you have to fight
fire with fire.”


“Even if it means you’ll get
burned?”


“Even if it means you’ll get
burned,” Wolfe concurred.


Prosper took another cigarette
out. As he lit it, he considered Wolfe’s words. After a moment, he said, “Let’s
see the photographs you’ve taken then.”


Wolfe grinned and leaned into the
Jeep. When he re-emerged, he held a manila envelope, chillingly reminiscent of
those that the Oracle used. “Come on, let’s go inside,
out of the sunlight, where you can look at them better.”


Prosper followed Wolfe into the
warehouse. 


Inside the spacious building,
metal columns held aloft the ceiling. Sheets of ripped polythene hung from some
of the crossbeams, billowing slightly like spectres in the breeze blowing
through the broken windows. The wooden planks on the ground looked rotten in
places and Prosper took halting steps as they made their way through.


“It's okay,” Wolfe said. “Look.”
He jumped up and down. Floorboards whined.


“Okay, okay, I believe you,”
Prosper said, waving his arms to make Wolfe stop.


Wolfe jumped one more time and
laughed. The sound spooked a couple of roosting pigeons to take flight and Prosper
watched longingly after them as they flew through one of the broken windows.


Wolfe grinned. “This way, come
on.”


Prosper followed, his gaze taking
in the expansive ground floor. Nothing remained of whatever used to be stored
here, the building picked clean like a carcass, leaving a skeleton. A staircase
to the left led up to the second floor – the stairs looked rickety, and Prosper
paused at the bottom, but Wolfe proceeded without hesitating. Hearing the steps
creak and groan, Prosper approached them more warily, his hand gripping the
railing until his knuckles turned white.


“Hold on,” Prosper said. “Where
are you taking me? I can look at the photographs here.”


Ignoring him, Wolfe continued up.
Prosper glowered at the way Wolfe took control of a situation, always acting as
though he was in charge. When he reached the second floor, he followed Wolfe
through a maze of corridors, the walls of which were cracked like varicose
veins, the mortar crumbling like dried blood.


“This was where I was going to
hold my exhibition,” Wolfe said over his shoulder as he walked. “You know, the one I mentioned in the e-mail. Isn’t it great? I
was going to arrange it so each room held a different sculpture ... a bit of
ambient backlighting, and some background music. You see the texture of the
brickwork; it’s gorgeous. It would have been perfect. Trouble is, the floor’s
rotten and wouldn’t support the weight of lots of people.”


Prosper paled as, if in response,
the floorboards creaked beneath his feet. 


At the end of the corridor, Wolfe
disappeared around a corner. Prosper followed and he froze on the spot, his
feet seemingly nailed to the floor; a sick feeling spread up from his stomach,
his breath caught in his throat and his eyes grew wide as he stared
open-mouthed at the exhibition of grotesquely mutilated cadavers.  Phoenix,
Icarus Fallen, Perpetual Motion: the work of the
Oracle.


 
















CHAPTER 17


 


Wolfe grinned, teeth ominously
white. The muscles on his torso flexed as he stood akimbo, his stance in the
doorway eerily reminiscent of the Phoenix
exhibit.


“Well?” he asked. “What do you
think?”


Prosper fought to draw breath.
Stumbling back a step, he shook his head, unable to blink as he stared at the
corpses.


“It’s good, isn’t it? I knew
you’d be impressed. Wait till you see the photographs.” 


Prosper couldn’t believe what he
was hearing and he took another step back.


“Prosper? Are you OK? You look
pale.” Wolfe grinned. “Look, I know I should have told you, but I thought it’d
be a surprise.”


Surprise!


“I got the tailors’ dummies from
a friend that owns a chain of boutiques. They work well, don’t you think. I did
them up with some latex skin and wigs. It gives the photographs more
authenticity, because with the tight focus, you can’t tell they’re not real,
they’re just blurred images in the background.”


Tailors’ dummies! Prosper
looked again, shocked and embarrassed as hell when he realised what he was
looking at wasn’t cadavers, but shop dummies fashioned to resemble the Oracle’s
victims. 


He gulped, took a breath, stamped
on the cigarette he’d dropped and leaned against the wall, his chest rising and
falling with each rapid breath.


“Prosper, are you all right?”
Wolfe asked curiously.


“Yes, it’s just, you know ...
damn it Wolfe, why didn’t you tell me that this is what you’d done?”


Wolfe shrugged. “I wanted to see
your reaction.”


“You almost gave me a bloody
heart attack,” Prosper snapped.


Wolfe laughed and shook his head.
“You thought they were real didn’t you?”


“Of course
not.”


“Don’t lie,
you thought I was the Oracle, didn’t you?”


“Don’t talk stupid.”


But that is what I’d thought.
God help me. He rubbed his brow, face flushed. Now that he knew what they
were, he couldn’t believe he’d thought they were real, but then, in his
defence, he hadn’t been expecting them.


“Then I guess I haven’t done too
bad a job,” Wolfe said. Still laughing, he pulled the photographs out of the
envelope. “I’m glad I didn’t show you these first, otherwise you’d have put me
in cuffs.”


Prosper took the photographs from
Wolfe and studied them. They were perfect. The colour, the
tone, everything.


Wolfe had recreated the Oracle’s
original photographs, using the dummies. Obviously close up the dummies didn’t
look like the real victims, but the unfocused exhibits in the background were
spot on. If the body in the foreground had been a real cadaver instead of a
dummy, it would be perfect.


“Well?” Wolfe asked.


“I don’t know what to say.” The
photographs quashed any hope that Wolfe would fail, that his photographs would
look nothing like the originals, forcing them to abandon the plan. Instead, the
photographs brought it one step closer.


“Well, are they good enough?”


Prosper nodded. He felt as though
a snake was slithering around inside his stomach and he rubbed his abdomen to
relieve the sensation.


Wolfe grinned.


A floorboard creaked and Prosper
turned. He looked nervously back down the corridor. His heart thundered, his
limbs growing like jelly. Seeing no one, he turned back to look at the dummies.
Wolfe’s little show unnerved him more than he realised.


“So we can tell the other’s it’s
a go,” Wolfe said.


Prosper turned away and wiped his
brow. God help us.


 


In the car on the way home,
Prosper’s phone rang beside him on the seat. Glancing quickly at the display,
he groaned, answering on the second ring.


“Jill, what is it?” he asked.


“Prosper, where are you?”


“Why?”


“Someone’s come forward with
information about the night Jane Numan was abducted. I thought you might like
to be here to question him.”


Hope surged through Prosper’s
veins. If the lead led to an arrest, then Jerel’s plan would be dead in the
water. 


“Give me thirty minutes.” After
disconnecting the call, he phoned Natasha to say he’d be home late, and then
headed for the station.


 


“So what is it? What have we
got?” he asked, running into the incident room.


Jill looked up from her notes. “I
don’t know if it’s reliable, but we’ve got someone who said he saw Jane on the
night she disappeared.”


“Why don’t you think the source
is reliable?”


“Because he’s a
tramp, probably an alcoholic from the looks of him. He said he saw
Jane’s photograph on one of the newspapers he was using to keep warm, and he
thought it was his civic duty to come forward.”


“Where is he now?”


“Mike’s making him a cup of tea.”


“Great. Come on, let’s see what
he knows.”


Prosper let Jill lead the way. He
watched the rhythmic undulation of the cheeks of her bottom beneath the taut,
blue skirt. Her heels clicked on the ground in time with the beat of his heart.


At the end of the corridor, they
entered the interview room and Prosper noticed a rank, putrid aroma of faeces,
piss, and decay. The stench emanated from the decrepit sot sitting in one of
the cheap orange plastic chairs. He held a Styrofoam cup in shaking hands. A
horseshoe of grey hair framed his bald crown from ear to ear. Ruddy faced and
corpulent, the newspapers stuffed into the once green – now dirty – long coat
he wore compounded his size. His brown eyes looked rheumy and his flesh like
dough, the folds of his chin dirty with grime and pitted with nasty looking red
spots.


“Got a cigarette on ya, guv?” he asked, spittle
flying from his mouth.


Prosper cringed as he saw a fleck
of the man’s saliva land on the table and he felt slightly nauseous. He wanted
to wipe it away, but he didn’t have a cloth, and he certainly wasn’t going to
touch it with his bare skin. 


Ignoring the No Smoking
sign on the wall, he reached into his pocket, pulled out a cigarette and tossed
it onto the table. Jill frowned at him but didn’t comment.


The tramp opened his chapped lips
and clamped the cigarette between them. “Got a light?”


The smell grew worse when the
tramp leaned closer and Prosper held his breath, extending the lighter at arm’s
length, momentarily afraid the flame might ignite the noxious fumes surrounding
the man. The tramp sucked noisily until the cigarette lit.


“You’re a gent, that’s what you
are,” the vagrant said, sucking on the cigarette like a baby on a dummy.


Prosper pulled out a chair and
sat on the other side of the table. He leaned back, trying to take shallow
breaths.


Jill sat next to him and he saw
her blanch, lips pursed. Her asbestos constitution didn't seem to protect her
from the smell.


“I believe you’ve got some
information for us,” Prosper said.


The tramp nodded his head. “Yes, guv.” He spoke without
removing the cigarette, rolled it to the corner of his lips, closed one eye,
leaned to his left, and pulled one of the sheets of insulating newspaper from
his coat, fanning another wave of odour through the room. Jill coughed and
turned her head.


“This ‘ere
girl. Her with the funny face.” He unfolded the
newspaper, smoothed it out on the table and stabbed a dirty finger at Jane
Numan’s visage. “I seen her.”


Prosper arched his eyebrows.
“When was this?”


“Before the man got her.”


“Man! What man? Where?” Despite the smell, he leaned forwards, teeth
clenched.


Something green and revolting
dribbled out of the man’s nose and he snorted and sucked it back into the
nostril it had escaped from.


“You know, the man.” He
shrugged.


“You saw all of this?”


The tramp nodded. 


“Are you sure it was this girl?”
Prosper pointed to Jane’s picture.


“That’s her. Funny
face.”


“Right, let’s start at the
beginning. Do you know what day this was?”


The tramp whistled and wagged his
finger. “First things first. Says there’s a reward,”
he rasped. “In the paper, it says there’s a reward.”


Prosper leaned back, eyeing the
man warily. “If your information leads to an arrest, then there is a reward.”


The tramp’s eyes twinkled. “It
were around three weeks ago I think. Don’t rightly know which day – they all
blur into one when you ain’t got anything to measure
them with.”


“What was the girl wearing?”


“T-shirt.
Yellow T-shirt.”


“How did you see all of this?
Where were you?” Jill asked.


“Trying to sleep, that’s where I
was. Bloody buggers woke me up.”


“Where were you trying to sleep?”
Jill prompted.


“In the alley,
where I always sleep.”


Prosper felt a glimmer of hope.
As of yet, they didn’t know where any of the victims had been snatched. If
the tramp was telling the truth, then it might help track down the Oracle, but
he could easily have read what Jane had been wearing in the newspaper.
Prosper put a lock on his burgeoning excitement.


“Tell us exactly what happened,”
Prosper said.


“Well this here girl, she runs
into the alley. Starts screaming ... it were loud enough to wake the dead. Woke
me, that’s for sure. Well I were lying in my bed, got
the shock of my life when she started like that.”


Perhaps she did wake the dead,
Prosper mused, thinking the tramp possessed more than a passing resemblance to
a zombie.


“I were
going to tell her to keep quiet, as folk, namely me, were trying to sleep, but
then this man follows her in.”


“What did he look like?” Jill
asked.


“Couldn’t
rightly tell.”


“How tall was he?”


The tramp shrugged and exhaled a
cloud of smoke. “How should I know? Everyone looks tall when you’re lying in
the gutter.”


“What did they say?”


“The girl didn’t say nothing. She were screaming. I told
you that.”


“Why didn’t you help her?” Jill
clenched her jaw, accentuating her fine bone structure.


“None of my
business to help her.”


Prosper could see Jill was going
to lecture the tramp, so he held a hand up and cut in.


“Tell me about the man you saw.”


“He had something in his hand.
The girl were struggling, but he put it over her
mouth. That made her struggle more, but eventually she stopped struggling.”


“Did the man say anything?”
Prosper asked.


“Nowt.”


“Prosper frowned. “Are you sure?”


“Course I’m sure. I ain’t ruddy deaf.”


He prayed the man was telling the
truth, and that there was some evidence at the site that led them to a suspect.



“And can you can show us where
this happened?” Prosper asked.


The man nodded. 


“Then what are we sitting here
for. Jill, get the car.”


 
















CHAPTER 18


 


Prosper surveyed the alley, the police
incident tape flapping across the entrance behind him. Bright spotlights on
extendable poles illuminated the place, the hum of the generator that powered
them shattering the silence. Scene of Crime Officers scoured the area,
photographing and then bagging anything and everything for analysis. It was a
slow and tedious process.


Unable to assist with the search,
Prosper turned and slipped back underneath the tape, shielding his eyes from
the bright glare of the overhead lights. 


“How’s it looking?” Jill asked.


Prosper lit a cigarette. “Nothing significant so far.” 


A wracking cough drew Prosper’s
attention. “Hang about,” the tramp said, nudging past Prosper, “what they doing
with all my stuff?”


Prosper watched the officers
bagging a bottle of cider that they pulled out from behind a couple of wooden
pallets leaning against the wall. 


“Are you sure that’s where you
saw them from?” Prosper asked, ignoring the tramp’s question.


“Hoy, that’s me medicine,” the
tramp shouted.


Prosper edged away from the man
so that he could breathe fresh air. On the journey over, they had had to roll
all the windows down, the man’s pungent aroma potent enough to knock out an
elephant.


“Ruddy put it back! Now what they doing? That’s me bloody bedroom they’re
pulling apart.”


“They’re looking for evidence,”
Prosper said.


“Well they won’t find it in me
bed, will they.” The tramp moved forwards to break
through the tape, but a uniformed officer barred his path, his face a mask of
revulsion as he wrinkled his nose.


“Tell ‘em
to leave me stuff alone,” the tramp said.


 “They’re only doing their
job,” Prosper said. “Now is that where you saw them from?” He pointed towards
the pallets. 


“Yeah, that’s where I was.” He
scrunched his face up in disbelief as he watched the officers in their white
overalls demolish his home. “Wish I’d never said nowt
now.”


Prosper turned towards Jill.
“Well that explains why the killer didn’t see anyone. You wouldn’t expect
anyone to be living in there.” He nodded back towards the alley.


“What you trying to say?” the
tramp asked. “We ain’t all got enough money to buy no
fancy house. Oi.” He pointed an accusing finger at the officers as they
plucked a dirty blanket from the pallets. “Be bloody careful with me bed.”


“Now go through it again,”
Prosper said. “Tell me everything you remember from that night.”


“I already told you everything I
knows.”


“Well being back
here at the scene might jog something that you’d forgotten. Think. It’s
important.”


The tramp snorted indignantly, then said, “I woke up when she ran into the alley. Thought
she were probably a prostitute, waiting for a punter. Get a lot of them using
the wall there as a bleedin’ bed. Should
charge them ruddy rent.” He coughed into his closed fist then pointed at
a spot around which used condoms littered the ground. “How would folk like it
if I came and threw used rubbers in their house? owHAnyway,
the girl, she kept coming down the alley, towards me bed. I didn’t say nowt though. Lots of dangerous folk out here at night, know what I means.”


Prosper tried to imagine the
scene. A young girl, tired after a day working in the burger joint, is chased
by an unknown assailant, then finds herself in a dead end alley. Nowhere to
run, she moves further back, hoping to hide in the shadows.


“Well, before she reached me,”
the tramp continued, “this here man runs in after her.”


“Try to remember what he looked
like,” Jill said.


“I were still half asleep, and I
didn’t want ‘em to see me, so I hunkered down, you
know.”


“Just think about it,” Prosper
said. “Try to remember. It’s important. He killed that poor young girl in cold
blood.”


“Probably with that knife,” the
tramp said.


Prosper bristled. “Knife, what
knife? You didn’t mention a knife.”


“’E ‘ad a
knife. Long bladed thing that ‘e pulled out of his trousers.”


“And you saw this knife clearly?”


The tramp nodded. “Aye, it sort
of winked when he moved it around, catching the light. Looked like a kitchen
knife this long.” He opened his hands about eight inches.


“So you saw the man was armed,
and you still didn’t think to help the girl,” Jill said, her voice rising.


“What could I ruddy do? Man were built like a shithouse. I wanna
going to ruddy risk my neck.”


“So he had a stocky build? Is
that what you’re saying?” Prosper asked.


“Twice as wide as the girl he
was, that’s fer sure.”


“What happened next? You
mentioned earlier that he used a rag across the girl’s mouth.”


“Yeah, the girl put up a fight,
but the man covered ‘er face with a cloth. The girl
struggled even ‘arder then, but after a while she
stopped struggling.”


“She was probably unconscious,”
Prosper said. “Rather than killing her here, he probably knocked her out in
some way and then removed her body so that he could kill her somewhere else,
and avoid leaving a trace at the scene.”


“Threw her over his shoulder like
a sack of spuds he did,” the tramp said. “Then carried ‘er
away.”


“Do you recall anything else?”
Prosper licked his lips in anticipation,


The tramp shook his head.


Prosper turned to look again at
the crime scene and noticed local gang graffiti on the walls lining the alley,
the stylised tags painted in large multicoloured letters. “Do you remember
seeing anyone else around on the night the girl was abducted?” 


“There’s always folk around, you
know, kids and such like. Don’t know what their parents think, letting ‘em out at that time of night.”


“Well do you remember anyone in
particular?” Prosper waved his hands as though trying to draw the answer out of
the tramp. “Local kids. Pimps.
Prostitutes. Drug users.
Anyone you know that frequents the area regularly at night that might have seen
something?”


“Them
kids is always around.” The tramp snorted loudly. “Ruddy little shits, always
messing with me stuff. Throwing things at me. Swearing.”


“What kids?”


“They hang around in that
derelict pub down the road.” He pointed into the distance. “More than likely
broke in.”


“Did you see them around that
night?”


“They’re always there. Some of ‘em probably live there. Runaways probably. City’s full of ‘em.”


“Thank you for your help,”
Prosper said. “Jill, come with me.”


“Is that it?” the tramp said,
incredulous. “What about me reward?”


“That goes to the person who
leads us to the killer.”


“Well what about me ruddy home?
Can I go back in?”


Prosper shook his head. “It’s now
a crime scene. Sorry.”


“Sorry! You don’t know what ruddy
sorry is. Where am I going to sleep tonight?”


“Why not try the hostel on 
Vine
  Street?”

“Hostel.
I don’t need no hostel. I have a ruddy bed … at least
I would have if I hadn’t tried to help.”


“Well you can’t go back in
there.”


“That’s just typical. Think
you’re ruddy helping and now I’ve lost me house.” Without another word, the
tramp turned and hobbled away, grumbling to himself.


Prosper looked at Jill and rolled
his eyes. He turned to one of the uniformed officers. “Go after that man. Make
sure he’s got somewhere to sleep tonight, and make sure he’s somewhere that we
can get in touch with him if we need him to I.D. a suspect. And get him a hot
meal and a drink … a non-alcoholic one.”


Unable to do any more for the
man, Prosper headed towards the boarded up public house he had spotted on the
way to the alley with Jill keeping pace beside him. 


The pub was a three story
redbrick structure, blackened by grime. A faded sign above the door indicated
that it was called, The Old Star. Graffiti stained metal sheets covered
the windows, and it appeared to be sealed pretty tight from the front. A
solitary streetlight cast a net of radiance across the road outside the
building, catching moths within its periphery. 


The whole area was run down; rats
the only residents that would feel at home.


“At least we know he’s a large
man. But what do you think the rag the tramp mentioned was used for?” Jill
asked. 


Prosper’s brow furrowed. “He
probably used a cloth impregnated with some substance to incapacitate his
victim.”


“And we now know he uses a knife,
probably to intimidate the victim as he didn’t kill them where the assault took
place or there’d be blood,” Jill added.


“It’s not a lot, but it’s more
than we had. Anyway, let’s look around the back,” Prosper said, leading Jill
through a wooden gate at the side of the building. Empty beer crates and
takeaway food cartons littered the cobbled floor. Prosper studied the windows,
but the metal sheets appeared intact. He tested the one across the door, tugging
on it, but it was fastened tight.


About to turn and leave, he
noticed a metal trapdoor on the ground that would lead to the cellar. He
crouched down and tugged one of the doors open, easing it aside as quietly as
he could.


Putting a finger to his lips, he
stared down into the blackness, then withdrew the
compact LED Lenser torch from his pocket. Turning the
torch on, he shone the bright beam down the well-worn concrete steps, shivering
as the light chased shadows into the depths.


He hated small dark spaces. Too
many creepy crawlies lurked in them. 


Preparing himself, Prosper
descended, ducking his head beneath the entrance to peer around the large bare
brick cellar that appeared to run the entire length of the building. 


The room looked to have been partitioned
off into small annexes that the torch beam couldn’t illuminate. The air smelled
of piss, mouldy food, and stale beer that turned Prosper’s stomach, forcing him
to hold his breath as he descended.


Something scurried across the
floor, avoiding the light and Prosper swung the torch around, scanning the
darkness. Commonsense dictated it was either a mouse or a rat, neither of which
he found particularly appealing.  


 The cellar felt cool and
damp, which was the only plus. Signalling Jill to follow, Prosper started
walking across the room, his cautious steps loud in the bare room. The light
from Jill’s torch combined with his own as she hurried down the steps and he
winced as her footsteps joined his. 


At the end of the room, a set of
stairs led up, and Prosper kept his back to the wall as he ascended. A door
stood ajar at the top of the stairs, and he shone the torch through to
illuminate the corridor beyond. The walls were decorated with flowery
wallpaper, yellowed with age and cigarette smoke from the days when you could
actually light up in a public place without being lynched. 


Seeing no one, he continued with
Jill bringing up the rear.  


 The sweet, tangy aromas of
cannabis and glue filled the air, and Prosper’s guts tightened. He didn’t want
to walk into a room with a bunch of kids all off their faces who might think he
was raiding them, but he didn’t have any choice. 


As they progressed, the fumes
grew more potent and Prosper felt himself getting light-headed. 


In the distance, he heard the
sound of voices, and masking his torch beam with his hand, he saw flickering
light emanating from a doorway up ahead. 


Pointing forwards, he whispered,
“They’re in there.”


Then bracing himself, he walked
towards the room and pushed the door open, shining the torch around to
illuminate a number of teenagers lying in drug induced stupors on threadbare
furniture that appeared to have been salvaged from rubbish dumps. Prosper did a
quick headcount. Five boys and four girls.
Sputtering candles dotted the room, the dancing flames reflecting from empty
cans of beer and cider. Take-away food cartons decorated the floor. 


A lad wearing a hooded top stared
up at Prosper and shielded his eyes from the torchlight, the joint in his
fingers almost spent. “What the fuck,” he said.


“This is the police,” Prosper
said. “Everyone stay where they are.”


Some of the teenagers jumped to
their feet, while others didn’t bat an eye as they remained comatose on the
ground where they lay.


“Fuckin’
pigs,” someone said.


Prosper illuminated the speaker
with his torch. “I just need to ask you all a few questions about a girl who
was abducted near here. Jane Numan, you might have read about it in the papers
or seen it on the news.”


No one answered.


“I need to know if anyone saw her
on the night she disappeared. She was reported as getting off the number seven
bus at around 9 p.m. at the stop on 
Hope
  Street. She was wearing a yellow t-shirt and a
dark, knee length skirt. One side of her face was disfigured, and marred by a
port wine stain. If you’d seen her, you’d remember.”

Numerous pairs of vacant, glassy
eyes blinked their incomprehension. 


“Were any of you around that
night?”


The hooded teenager sucked on his
joint, held the smoke in, then exhaled in an act of
sheer defiance.  


“There’s a reward for any
information that helps us catch the man that killed the girl,” Prosper
continued.


A pretty blonde haired girl gave
Prosper the finger. He hated teenagers. Caught between childhood and adulthood,
they pushed boundaries, rebelled, became insolent and latched onto any new fad
in order to mould their own identity. The fashion of hooded tops was still de
rigour with lots of young kids, providing them with a look that proved menacing
to many people because it acted as a mask of sorts, providing them with
anonymity. 


“Someone must have seen
something. The girl was murdered, and if it happened to her, then it could
happen to any of you too, so you owe it to yourselves to speak up if you saw
anything.”


The hooded teenager grunted. “Wouldn’t ‘appen to me. I’d cut
any fucker what tried anyfink like that with me.”


“And what if you didn’t have the
chance to cut the fucker?” Prosper asked. 


The teenager shrugged. “Wouldn’t ‘appen.”


“That’s probably what that girl
said.”


Staring at the huddled teenagers
wallowing in squalor and riding the fast track to a life of drugs and crime, he
dreaded the thought of his son, Leon, ending up the same way, and he swore he’d
do everything in his power to make sure it never happened.


The lad stared at Prosper, then took another long drag on the joint before dropping the
remains on the floor and stamping on it. He held the smoke in his lungs for a
length of time before exhaling. “We don’t wanna get
involved. Whoever did this is a mad fucker. You seen
what he did to those people.”


Prosper narrowed his eyes. They
knew something, of that he was certain. “Anything you tell us is in the
strictest confidence. No one needs know. We’ve got to catch him before he kills
again.”


The lad sniffled and ran the back
of his hand beneath his nose. “We didn’t see him clearly, that’s the truth, but
he wrote somethin’ on the wall near the entrance to
that alley you got cordoned off.”


“And how do you know he wrote
it?”


“Because he had
to drop the girl to write it. That’s all I’m sayin’.”


“Well what did he write?”


“Some
gibberish. I dunno what it means. You’re the
copper. You work it out.”


He believed the lad when he said
he didn’t see clearly who it was, and his lips were clamped tighter than a
clam, so he didn’t think it was worth pressing the boy for more details, and
the ‘good cop, bad cop’ routine wouldn’t work with someone streetwise and savvy
who distrusted anyone in a position of authority. He couldn’t force them to
testify, and the rest of the group appeared just as reticent. 


Although it would have been
easier extracting teeth, he did manage to obtain the location of the writing
before returning to the alley with Jill, where he stood and stared at the wall.


“Any idea what
that means?” Jill asked.


Prosper scratched his chin,
eyebrows knotted as he stared at the single word written in red spray paint
that had run down the brickwork, qana.


 “Whatever it is, it must
mean something.” But for the life of me, I have no idea what. 


 
















CHAPTER 19


 


The moon peered from behind the brow
of a solitary cloud like a baleful eye. Prosper shivered. With the lack of
cloud cover, a cold chill persisted. At his side he saw Ty
and Paris also shiver, although he guessed it wasn’t wholly down to the chill
in the air. Wolfe meanwhile seemed unperturbed. He stood carving the doorframe
of the betting shop doorway they stood in with a penknife, the same penknife
he’d carried around as a kid, when he used to carve his name into tree trunks.
They were going to kill someone, and yet he looked composed, almost cheery.
Although the doorway reeked of piss and puke, its recessed position offered the
best vantage point to watch the entrance to the massage parlour without
standing in the open, advertising themselves.


Prosper recalled reading the
e-mail Jerel sent containing instructions about their target, and giving them a
date when their deed was to take place. He had supplied a name, itinerary, and
photograph; everything they needed to find their target, right down to where
the man ate his breakfast in the morning. The e-mail had made him feel sick
because despite the tramp’s help, they hadn’t uncovered any evidence at the
scene of Jane’s abduction that might lead them to a suspect, which meant the
plan was still going to go ahead.


Although Prosper wasn’t going to
be involved in the murder, Wolfe had insisted he should be present when they
grabbed Mack Taylor – nicknamed Hatchet Man after once attacking a man with a
machete – as they were a team, and they were in this together. After careful
deliberation, Prosper conceded. The last thing he wanted was for them to fuck
it up in any way.


The four of them had easily
followed the large, bald man with his permanent scowl. His primitive features
made him look Neanderthal and a scar on his forehead resembled a third eye
closed in quiet contemplation. We won’t miss him when he finally exits the
building, but how much longer is he going to be? Prosper stared across the
road at the Pleasure Dome massage parlour and then checked his watch again.


“What do you think he’s doing in
there?” Ty asked.


“Probably the same thing you
would be doing if you were in there.” Whatever it was though, it would be a
damn sight better than standing outside waiting. 


Although Hatchet Man came across
as a thug with his constantly collecting money for his bosses, running girls,
and selling drugs, Prosper pitied him a little. He no doubt had parents
somewhere who would mourn him. Jerel had already ascertained he didn’t have a
wife, or a steady partner, but he was someone’s son; the somewhat bruised apple
of someone’s eye. And Prosper couldn’t get past that.


“What do you think, Prosper?” Ty asked. “How much
longer is he going to be?”


“Do I look like Mystic Meg?”
Prosper snapped. After a moment, he sighed and put his hand on Ty’s shoulder. “Look, sorry.”


Ty
shrugged. “It’s OK.”  


“No, it’s not. I’m just nervous.
This is wrong on so many levels.”


Ty
looked away and didn’t reply.


They’d all chosen dark clothes,
jogging suits or black jeans, except for Wolfe who wore a grey sweatshirt over
green cargo pants.


The one thing they all had in
common was the ski masks they’d each brought.


“We’re all nervous,” Paris
agreed, as though trying to bond them in their apprehension.


Ty
turned back. “No shit,” he said, seemingly surprised.


Prosper put a hand on Ty’s shoulder. “Of course we’re nervous. Who wouldn’t be?”


He noticed Ty
surreptitiously look at Wolfe.


Wolfe remained steely-eyed, his
hair tied back in a ponytail. He didn’t seem to be listening to the
conversation as he focused on the Pleasure Dome, his hands working
automatically as he sliced at the doorframe.


“I
hope none of this is going to ruin my shoes,” Paris said as he admired his footwear.


Prosper
looked down at his friend’s brogues and sighed in disbelief. He imagined the
shoes must have cost a lot of money, so he couldn’t understand why Paris had worn them. He wasn’t exactly dressed for murder,
more like a formal occasion with his banking partners.


“He’s come out,” Wolfe hissed,
snapping the blade of his penknife shut.


All eyes focused on the massage
parlour as Hatchet Man emerged, pulling the lapels of his bomber jacket down as
if to reaffirm his dignity.


Hatchet Man’s size worried
Prosper. People that big breezed through life in the assured safety their size
provided. He must have stood six feet six and almost as wide, built like a
tank, his fists the cannons, twin howitzers that would pulverise whatever they
struck.


Jerel’s wife wouldn’t have stood
a chance. He thought how he would feel if it had been Natasha, and a sudden anger
coursed through his veins, bringing him out in a cold sweat.


“We’ll have to wait until he gets
off the main thoroughfare. Jerel says he always goes to The Beaver Club after
he’s been here, and he always walks,” Wolfe said. “That means he’ll take the alley
that cuts between 
Pearl Street
and Cushing Road ... And
that’s when we’ll do it.” 

Prosper swallowed, surprised by
how easy Wolfe was finding it to plan and organise such an event. 


“Yes, good idea,” Ty said, nodding enthusiastically.


“Prosper, you come with me. Paris,
you go with Ty. If you two drive to 
Cushing
  Road, and we go to Pearl
  Street, we should get there at least fifteen
minutes before him and then we can take him by surprise in the middle.”

Paris and Ty
nodded and headed towards the car they’d hired. Wolfe and Prosper went the
other way, to their own hired vehicle, a BMW. Wolfe had paid for it. He said he
wanted to travel in style. 


Prosper settled himself into the
passenger seat of the car, although he felt anything but settled. His stomach gurgled
as though he had eaten a bad meal and he felt clammy. Wolfe sat in the driving
seat, started the engine and pressed his foot to the accelerator, the wheels
spinning as he pulled away from the kerb. Prosper cringed. Talk about
keeping a low profile.


By now, Jerel should be safely
ensconced in the police station. His plan was to make a commotion in a late
shop, even try stealing something if he had to, and with a few swallows of
whisky, pretend he was drunk.


Now it was down to them. 


The journey to 
Pearl
  Street took less than five minutes. 

As Wolfe parked the car, Prosper
sat staring out of the windscreen, chest heaving as he fought to catch his
breath, heart pounding away to itself.


“What’s the matter?” Wolfe asked.


“You know damn well what the
matter is. This is crazy. I can’t believe you’re planning to go through with
it.”


Wolfe grinned. 


“Anyone would think you’re
looking forwards to it.” Prosper grimaced.


“Well it’s something different.
It’s not everyday you end up killing someone, and I like to try new
experiences.”


“Different!” Prosper shook his
head and willed his pulse to slow down. His fingers tingled, and he took
careful breaths to avoid hyperventilating. Wolfe, meanwhile, closed his eyes,
as though meditating. He seemed too calm, too cool.


Prosper kept his eyes on the
digital clock in the dashboard. After five minutes, he said, “OK. The others
should be there by now.” He stared at Wolfe, sure that he was asleep, when his
friend’s eyes sprang open.


“Let’s go,” Wolfe said. He opened
the car door and let in a wave of cold air.


Prosper swallowed to wet his
throat and try to dislodge the lump that had formed, and then he exited the car
and shut the door behind him. He heard the car alarm beep as Wolfe thumbed the
remote in his hand. The sound echoed along the deserted street of terraced
houses, making Prosper wince. He looked around, anxious. 


Satisfied no one had noticed them, he followed Wolfe to the alley and winced again when
Wolfe whistled to attract Paris and Ty. They appeared
like furtive rats at the other end of the alley and waved in acknowledgement
before scurrying back into the shadows.


“Over here, in this passageway,”
Wolfe said, opening a creaking door.


Although Prosper’s job relied on
him being in charge, this time he passed the baton to Wolfe without any
complaint. Deep down, he still hoped they wouldn’t go through with it, that
they’d bottle it or that something would go wrong to stop them.


After the tramp’s statement,
Prosper surmised that the Oracle must have used something like chloroform as an
anaesthetic on Jane Numan, which gave him the idea of using chloroform too, as
a way to overpower Hatchet Man. If they planned to emulate the Oracle, they may
as well do it right. He took the bottle of liquid and a handkerchief from his
pocket and doused the material. The odour was sweet and cloying in the
semi-confined space.


As he stood waiting, Prosper felt
like time had stopped. He reached for a cigarette, but then let his hand drop.
The passageway ran between the terraced houses and allowed the residents’
access from the front to the back of the buildings. Looking along it, Prosper
found the inky blackness unnerving. Anything could be lurking back there. As if
in response, he heard a door open, the sound echoing along the tunnel, followed
by the chink of milk bottles being put out or knocked over.


He held his breath, his eyes
trying to penetrate the gloom. As usual, Wolfe seemed unperturbed, leaning
against the wall and surveying the alley through a crack in the door.  The
meow of a cat emanated from somewhere, followed by a hiss and the sound of
heavy footsteps. Prosper’s heart thundered and his breathing quickened. Was
this Hatchet Man?


He couldn’t see the alley, but
Wolfe went as still as one of his sculptures, which was the closest Prosper had
seen to an actual reaction.


What the hell was going on?


The footsteps drew closer,
louder. Heel to toe, one foot after the other on the
concrete.


Then the sound stopped as though
a foot was held in mid stride, toe held hesitatingly in the air.


An ominous silence descended.


A sick feeling swelled within
Prosper’s stomach and his head felt buoyant, as though he were about to faint.
The walls seemed to constrict. He couldn’t breathe. The smell of the chloroform
accentuated his nausea and light-headedness. 


Hatchet Man knew they were here.


He must have a gun. People like
Hatchet Man always carried guns. It was the nature of their business and
Prosper mentally berated himself for not preparing better.


He was going to die, shot dead in
an alley that would become his tomb. 


The foot came to rest with an
audible slap. How had he got himself in this mess?


The catch began to lift.


The door began to open.


 
















CHAPTER 20


 


Prosper wanted to scream. He watched
the door begin to open, a chink that grew into a crack that grew into a
veritable hole, and he gripped the chloroform soaked handkerchief, hoping he
would get a chance to use it before Hatchet Man pulled the trigger.


Wolfe backed away from the door
and placed a hand on Prosper’s to stay him as a figure stepped into the
entrance.


“Whas thish then?” the figure asked, slurring his words as he
peered at them.


Prosper sighed with relief. It
was just a drunk. 


He watched the skinny young man
stagger past and lean against the wall a few feet further on, a bottle of beer
in his hand and a quizzical expression on his face. He had medium length, dark
hair, the stubble on his chin either fashionable or laziness, and he had
hooded, almost predatory eyes.


There were more footsteps
outside. Heavier. Louder.


“This is him,” Wolfe whispered.


Prosper looked at the drunk as he
took a swallow from his beer. He turned to face Prosper and grinned, his eyes
rolling like the wheels of a fruit machine. 


The man staggered as he took
another drink. 


“We can’t do it, not with him
here,” he hissed, grabbing Wolfe by the shoulder.


Wolfe scowled. “By the look of
him, he won’t remember anything about tonight. Ty and
Paris will already be on the move. We’ve got to do it, now.”


Prosper winced at Wolfe’s mention
of their friends’ names in front of a potential witness, but before he could
argue further, Wolfe pulled on his balaclava, opened the door and ran out.
Wolfe’s footsteps grew distant, and against his better judgement, Prosper pulled
on his own headgear and followed.


He saw Hatchet Man up ahead, a
towering behemoth who looked even larger and more
primitive close up. Then he saw Ty and Paris
approaching from 
Cushing Road,
their eyes glinting from the peepholes of their balaclavas like rabbits caught
in the glare of car headlights. The hoods made them look somewhat menacing, but
Hatchet Man looked even more menacing, and he wasn’t wearing one.

“What’s going on?” Hatchet Man
growled.


“Payback,” Wolfe spat as he
charged.


Prosper watched as Hatchet Man
swung a mallet sized fist, knocking Wolfe aside without breaking stride. He
ignored the sound of Wolfe crashing in to the side of the alley as Hatchet Man
reached into a pocket. Prosper’s limbs grew heavy as he contemplated what he
was about to withdraw: a cosh, a knife, a gun?


Ty charged, head down like a bull. Hatchet Man tried to avoid
the collision, but he reacted too late and Ty’s head
struck his stomach. Hatchet Man grunted and Ty
dropped to the ground. It was hard to work out who’d come off worst, but it
stopped Hatchet Man from withdrawing whatever he was reaching into his pocket
for as he placed his hands on his stomach to quell the pain.


Before Hatchet Man could recover,
Paris leapt astride his back and
locked his arms around the larger man’s neck like a bizarre rodeo cowboy.


Hatchet Man brought his head back
in a quick blur, taking Paris by
surprise. Prosper heard the distinctive crunch of a broken nose and he winced
in empathy as Paris released his
grip and fell to the ground, clutching his face and screaming.


Without hesitating, Hatchet Man
brought his foot down on Paris’s
stomach, causing him to emit a gush of air and cutting off his scream, his
hands going from his face to his stomach and his body curling into a ball like
a hedgehog.


Then it was Prosper’s turn.
Without giving Hatchet Man time to react, he kicked out, hoping to catch him in
the balls, but his foot missed its target and struck the inside of his thigh.


“Who are you?” Hatchet Man
demanded. “Don’t you know who you’re messing with here?”


Too busy trying to formulate a
plan, Prosper didn’t respond. Events had taken a turn for the worse, but then
they didn’t usually attack people trained in violence. He should have known
better; planned better. His self-defence training wasn’t going to help against
Hatchet Man.


Hatchet Man was sober and deadly.
A tank. Impervious and unyielding, armour plated and
designed for battle.


Even worse, he was angry.


Furious.


Hatchet Man’s cheeks went pale, a
sure sign he was preparing for fight or flight. Prosper knew it wouldn’t be the
latter.


Paris
lay on the ground, groaning.


Ty
climbed to his feet, but he looked groggy.


And God knows where Wolfe had
disappeared to.


Prosper and Hatchet Man circled
each other, Hatchet Man assuming a grappling pose. Whatever he had been
reaching for in his pocket was now forgotten – either that or he didn’t see his
four assailants as a real threat.


Prosper tried to weigh up his
opponent. The expression ‘muscle bound’ was a misnomer that belied Hatchet
man’s speed. So he had to be careful. If he timed his attack wrong
...


A scream punctuated the air and
Prosper and Hatchet Man turned as one to see Wolfe charging along the alley.


A light in one of the houses came
on. A window opened. A head poked out.


“Bloody shut up,” someone
shouted. “Some of us are trying to sleep.”


The window closed. The light went
off.


Wolfe slammed into Hatchet Man’s
side, bowling the larger man over. 


Hatchet Man’s head struck the
ground with a loud crack. Seizing the moment, Prosper jumped on top of their
quarry and pressed the chloroform soaked handkerchief to his nose.


Time seemed to stop. Prosper
wondered whether it would work. Wondered whether the
chloroform had evaporated before he had the chance to use it.


Hatchet Man struggled, but Wolfe
grabbed his arms, trying to restrain him. And then Ty
also joined in, the three of them holding him down for dear life, human
shackles.


Eventually Hatchet Man relaxed,
but Prosper didn’t dare remove the handkerchief.


“Quick, let’s get him to the
car,” Wolfe said as he stood. “Prosper, give me a hand.”


Apprehensive, Prosper eventually
took the handkerchief away and held his breath, wary of Hatchet Man jumping to
his feet. When he didn’t move, Prosper gulped in air and stood to help Wolfe.
Holding Hatchet Man beneath each armpit, they lifted and Prosper saw traces of
blood where the now unconscious man’s head had struck the ground. He groaned to
himself. The last thing they needed was incriminating evidence left at the
scene.


As they dragged their quarry
towards the waiting car, Prosper looked around for the drunken man, but he
didn’t see him anywhere.


Hatchet Man felt heavier than he
expected, but the burden lessened when Ty joined them
and grabbed his legs.


Paris
still lay in the alley. He wasn’t moving.


What if Hatchet Man had caused
him serious injury? Ruptured his spleen. Fractured his skull. That would be all they needed.


At the end of the alley, Wolfe
checked the road, and then they dragged/hauled/carried Hatchet Man to the car.
Wolfe opened the boot.


“Houston,
we have a problem,” he said.


Prosper gritted his teeth. “What
is it?”


Wolfe gestured towards the boot.
“Well unless we cut him into little pieces, our friend here is not going to fit
inside.”


“Oh that’s just bloody brilliant.
You and your fucking BMW. I knew we’d need something
bigger.”


“Calm down. We can put him on the
back seat,” Wolfe said. “Come on, give me a hand to
lift him in.” 


Prosper grabbed Hatchet Man’s feet,
while Ty and Wolfe took a hold underneath each arm.
Wolfe lifted with ease, but Ty struggled, cursing as
the body slipped. He readjusted his hold and they pushed Hatchet Man onto the
back seat as far as they could before Wolfe ran around the other side of the
vehicle to pull while Prosper and Ty pushed,
adjusting the position of the man’s limbs to fit him inside.


“Right, I’ve got some cord in the
boot,” Wolfe said. “I’ll tie him up while you go and check on Paris.”



Prosper nodded, and Ty followed as he jogged back down the alley.


As they drew close, Prosper was
relieved to see Paris sit up and
hold his head. His friend had pulled his balaclava off, and although still
dark, Prosper saw blood dripping onto the ground.


When they reached his side, Paris
looked up at them. “'E broke me nose,” he blurted, spitting out a wad of blood.


“As long as you’re OK,” Prosper
said, grimacing as he looked at the speckles of Paris’
DNA dotted around the floor.


“Well I’m not.” Paris
said, incredulous. “Me nose is broken.”


“Well, we can’t hang around here.
Ty, help him to the car. Then get to the warehouse.”


Ty
nodded and helped a protesting Paris
to his feet.


Prosper watched them hobble away
along the road, and then he looked at the blood on the ground. 


This wasn't good. This wasn't
good at all.


 
















CHAPTER 21


 


Prosper kept looking back,
checking that Hatchet Man was still unconscious as the streets sped by in a
blur. He didn’t fancy trying to restrain the large man in the BMW, and he
didn’t want to use the chloroform in the confined space, as it would
undoubtedly put them all under its somnolent spell.


Up ahead, a police car pulled out
of a side street, patrolling the roads like a shark. “Damn it,” Prosper said as
they fell in behind it. His heart did a somersault and he wrung his hands
together.


“Calm down,” Wolfe said. “We’re
not doing anything wrong.”


“I think abducting someone is
doing something wrong, don’t you?”


“Yes, but they don’t know that.
Unless police detection methods have vastly improved, I don’t think they can
read minds.”


Prosper wasn’t so sure. Sometimes
while grilling a suspect, he could tell if they were guilty, reading something
on a subconscious level that gave them away.


Wolfe indicated to turn left. Up
ahead, the police car also indicated; also going left.


Prosper’s heart sank. It would be
just their luck to get pulled over for a routine check. And
what would they think when they saw Hatchet Man on the back seat? 


The car’s headlights scythed the
darkness. Prosper kept his eyes on the police car in front. He saw it indicate,
and then it pulled up at the side of the road and he let out a sigh of relief.


He stared straight ahead as they
drove by, not daring to look aside.


The next minute, Wolfe said,
“They’re following us.”


Prosper wanted to turn around in
his seat and look, but he couldn’t. He kept facing the road ahead. His heart
hammered, his breath hitched in his throat, and his head spun.


The car filled with cold blue
light that chilled the marrow of his bones.


We’re in for it now. Damn it,
damn it, damn it. Why did I agree to all this? I knew it was a crazy idea from
the start.


He put his head in his hands,
picturing Natasha’s face when they told her what he’d done. Kidnapping.
At least it wasn’t as bad as murder.


He saw the light flashing between
his fingers, slowly growing faint.


“They’ve gone,” Wolfe said.
“Prosper, are you all right?”


Prosper dropped his hands and
rounded on Wolfe. “Of course I’m not. Don’t you know how close we just came to
getting caught?”


Wolfe grinned. “Exciting, wasn’t
it.”


Prosper couldn’t believe what he
heard. It was anything but exciting.


Turning in his seat, he stared at
Hatchet Man. Did he just move? Was he coming round? 


Prosper remained quiet for the
rest of the seemingly unending journey, contemplative and anxious. Eventually
the warehouse came into view, a solitary building that looked disturbingly
sinister in the moonlight. Knowing what they were going to do added to the
macabre ambience and Prosper shivered.


Even the muddy river looked
spectral, eddies and swirls taking on otherworldly aspects, like portals to
fairy realms.


Wolfe parked the car around the
side of the building, out of sight.


They exited the car together.
Even in the muggy air, Prosper shivered.


The creaking pulley sounded more
ominous at night, the pigeons having given way to bats that flitted through the
sky, their wings beating a papery cadence that sounded like rustling leaves.


“Quick, let’s get him out of the
car,” Wolfe said, opening the back door.


Hatchet Man groaned as Wolfe
pulled him out of the vehicle, dropping him unceremoniously onto the ground.


“Now let’s get him inside,” Wolfe
said.


Prosper grimaced. “But there’s
only the two of us. And I told you, this is as far as I go.”


Wolfe grinned, his teeth
ominously white in the moonlight. “I’ve got a plan.”


“What plan?”


“Come on; drag him to the front
of the building.”


“Look, tell me what’s going on?”


Ignoring Prosper’s protestations,
Wolfe dragged Hatchet Man along the ground. Prosper watched him struggle for a
moment, and then with a sigh went over and assisted him. 


At the front of the building,
Wolfe said, “Wait here.”


“Why, where are you going?”


“Just wait. You’ll see.”


“Wolfe ...” he hissed. But
it was too late; Wolfe slipped into the night, a shadow among shadows.


Prosper leaned against the wall
and looked down at Hatchet Man. Did he move? Although moonlight bathed
the area, it remained too dark to see clearly, but he was sure that Hatchet Man
was coming round. Prosper’s shoulders tensed, his breathing slowed. He tapped
his foot on the compacted ground, clenched his fists. Hatchet Man’s jacket lay
open, and Prosper frowned as something caught his eye. He crouched down and
pulled out a gun. He stared at it in disbelief. Just as he had expected, the
man had been carrying a weapon. Realising how lucky he had been not to get
shot, Prosper bit his lower lip and shoved the gun
into the waistband of his trousers. 


Where the hell was Wolfe? And
where were Ty and Paris? They should be here by now.
They couldn’t have gotten lost, could they? Or perhaps the police had stopped
them. Perhaps that’s why that police car had sped off. Perhaps they’d crashed. Jesus, that would be all they needed. 


A sudden bang made Prosper jump.
He looked around, surveying the night, his eyes wide, fearful. At his feet,
Hatchet Man groaned. He was waking up.


Prosper couldn’t take any more,
his nerves stretched to snapping point.


Then the banging came again from
above, followed by a squeak and a squeal. 


Prosper looked up and saw a noose
descending.


Wolfe leaned out of the overhanging
extension. “Put the rope around him,” he shouted.


Stunned, Prosper realised Wolfe
had left nothing to chance.


He tied the rope around Hatchet
Man’s waist and then stood aside and shouted up to Wolfe. The pulley squealed
in protest as Hatchet Man started to rise, and Prosper moved further away, in
case either the rope broke or the pulley collapsed. But obviously Wolfe had
done his homework. He must have already tested the pulley when he put the new
rope on it. His old friend’s ingenuity amazed and intimidated him.


He watched Hatchet Man rise into
the air; heard a car approaching and saw headlights cut a path through the
dark. He froze, held his breath. What if it wasn’t Ty
and Paris? What if it was the police? What would they think if they saw the man
dangling from the rope and then found Wolfe’s props in the room above?


Blinded by the light, Prosper
covered his eyes and looked away. He stared up at Hatchet Man dangling in front
of the building, swaying like a corpse, his shadow stretched across the front
of the building like a character in a grotesque Balinese shadow puppet show.


He wanted to run. Wanted to get as far away as he could. But where could he
go? 


The car headlights dipped, and
the car pulled up alongside Prosper. A window descended, and Ty poked his head out and looked up at Hatchet Man. He let
out a slight whistle. Paris sat
beside him, a sodden cloth at his nose. He removed the cloth and offered a wan
grin.


“Switch the lights off and get
that car around the side,” Prosper said, talking fast. He watched the
taillights blink and disappear around the corner of the building like a
mischievous winking demon, but still he couldn’t relax.


Overhead, the pulley squeaked in
protest and when Prosper looked up, he saw Hatchet Man had stopped ascending.
His body twirled slightly, head hanging limp. Are his eye’s open? Is he
glaring at me? 


“Where’s
Wolfe?” Ty asked, emerging from around the side of
the building with Paris a few steps behind.


“He’s
up there.” Prosper said, pointing.


Ty
nodded.


“How’s
the nose?”


Paris
removed the blood stained cloth. His nose looked swollen, his eyes beginning to
bruise, the dark rings like eclipsed suns.


“I’ll live,” he groaned, “but
that bastard won’t.” He glared at Hatchet Man.


“Hurry up, come on,” Wolfe
shouted. He leaned out of the double doors, using a hooked pole to drag Hatchet
Man towards him like a fisherman pulling in his catch; or a killer snaring
his quarry. “There’s a torch in the doorway,” Wolfe added.


“Lead the way,” Ty said, extending his hand in front of Prosper.


Prosper shook his head. “I’ve
done all I’m going to do.”


“You know the way.”


“You’ll find it. Go up the
stairs.”


“Jesus, Prosper. I’m only asking
you to show us the way. You’ve come this far. The quicker we get this done, the
quicker you can leave.”


Prosper felt as though the very
air around him applied pressure to his shoulders. But Ty
was right. Raising his hands in defeat, he entered the warehouse and grabbed
the torch. He switched it on and shone the beam around the ground floor. The
white light highlighted the pillars and beams, casting runic shadows.


The floor creaked and groaned
underfoot, making Prosper even more wary in the gloom. The plastic sheets
hanging from the overhead beams reflected the torchlight, becoming surreal in
the murky surrounds.


The stairs seemed even worse than
the floor, swaying back and forth as the three of them climbed. Prosper felt
certain the whole thing would collapse, and he breathed a sigh of relief when
he stepped out onto the second floor. 


In the semi-darkness, the warren
of passages between the rooms was a Minotaur labyrinth; he only hoped no
monsters lay in wait. Didn’t the Minotaur feed on human flesh? He
shivered, chastising himself for such morbid thoughts.


When they reached Wolfe’s room of
the macabre, Prosper hesitated. Bright light radiated from underneath the door.
Knowing what to expect inside made his stomach gurgle and his palms sweat.


“What’s up?” Ty
asked.


Prosper shook his head. “Nothing.” He pushed open the door and entered. Paris and Ty followed him inside. And stopped.


“Jesus Christ,” Ty said.


“Shit,” Paris
muttered. 


It was the first time they had
seen Wolfe’s handiwork, and at night, highlighted by the lights Wolfe had
erected, the mannequins appeared even more lifelike.


Even though Prosper knew what to
expect, he had to force himself to stay calm. The bright lights erected on top
of poles rendered the scene in vivid colour, and instead of making the
mannequins look fake, it made them look like real corpses, blanching the latex
skin to make it look like authentic, bloodless flesh. By the looks of it
though, Wolfe had done even more work on the display since Prosper last saw it.
Using his artistic flair, he had applied makeup to the corpses to make them
appear as though their blood had pooled, and he had made some of the latex look
as though it was decomposing flesh. To complete the picture, the pig’s blood he
had used to adorn the wounds had attracted swarms of flies that flitted in the
lamplight. 


Wolfe stood by the double doors,
his body framed in the doorway. With his shirt removed, his naked torso gleamed
like a spectral Adonis as he held an axe above one shoulder. 


“Welcome, gentlemen,” he said,
overly melodramatic. “Now let’s kill this son of a bitch and get it over with.”


 
















CHAPTER 22


 


Wolfe was being too flippant.
They were going to kill someone. To look at him, anyone would think he was
enjoying it, lording over Hatchet Man like some sort of psycho. 


Hatchet Man groaned and his
eyelids fluttered open. “Where am I?” he mumbled.


Wolfe grinned. “You’re in my
parlour, said the spider to the fly.”


Hatchet Man looked at Wolfe as
vaguely and dumbfounded as Prosper did.


“Look, just let me go and I won’t
kill you,” Hatchet Man said, gritting his teeth as he wrestled against his
bonds.


Wolfe laughed. “It’s not us that
are going to die tonight.”


Hatchet Man struggled to sit
upright, but Wolfe kicked him back down.


Prosper stepped forwards. “That’s
enough,” he said. “There’s no need to taunt him.”


“What’s it matter? We’re going to
kill him anyway.”


Hatchet man frowned. 


“What’s this all about? Come on,
I can pay you if you let me go.”


Ty spat
at him. “We don’t need your money. Remember that woman you raped a few weeks
ago?”


“I don’t know what the fuck
you’re on about.”


Wolfe kicked him in the stomach.
“Then you’d better start remembering.”


Hatchet Man coughed and gagged,
curled into a ball. He took a couple of deep breaths. “Look, let me go. If you
hurt me, people’ll come looking for you.”


“And who are they going to come
looking for?” Wolfe asked.


“You, that’s who.”


“Well, who are we? Do you know?”
Wolfe’s voice was lilting, almost singsong.


Hatchet Man sneered. “It doesn’t
matter who you are. You won’t hurt me. You haven’t got the balls.”


“Now that’s where you’re wrong.”


“Just untie me. Now!”


“No can do,” Paris
snuffled. “Look what you did to me nose. You’re going to pay for dis.”


Hatchet Man laughed.


Prosper looked at the supposedly
unperturbed man before them and his stomach churned over. He felt faint,
struggling to draw breath. They seemed to be enjoying this too much. Panic
consumed him; his old friends seemed to be getting a kick out of taunting
Hatchet Man.


These were the people he’d shared
copies of Playboy and Penthouse with. The same people he’d bragged to about losing
his virginity. The same people he went camping in the Lake District
with, getting drunk on cider and falling in Lake Windermere,
rescued by an equally drunk Paris.
These were his friends. He couldn’t think badly of them, but this … it was
madness.


He withdrew the chloroform and
the cloth from his pocket and walked towards Hatchet Man. The least he could do
was to make sure he didn’t suffer.


Wolfe held the axe out, barring
Prosper’s path. “I think we should do this while he’s conscious,” he said.


“You are joking? Tell me you’re
joking.” Prosper fought to stop the bile rising in his throat.


Wolfe grinned. “It’s got to look
authentic. We want his face to show the pain, the fear. His face is the canvas
that’ll give the photograph authenticity. If he’s unconscious, he won’t feel
it. Besides, we owe it to Jerel to make the bastard suffer.”


“Wolfe’s right,” Paris
said, dabbing his nose with the cloth.


Prosper looked at Ty. “Tell me you don’t agree with them, too.”


Ty
shrugged. “He raped Jerel’s wife.”


“Who the fuck’s
Jerel?” Hatchet Man asked.


Ignoring him, Prosper said, “Am I
the only sane one here? Have you all gone mad?”


For the first time, Prosper saw
real fear in Hatchet Man’s eyes.


“Look, I don’t know what this is
about, but you’ve got the wrong man,” Hatchet Man said, his tone pleading.
“Just let me go. I won’t tell anyone. We’ll forget all about it. Please, just
let me go.”


 “That’s it. I’m out of
here,” Prosper said. 


He started to walk away and a
hand grabbed his shoulder and squeezed like a vice, halting him in his tracks.
He grimaced and spun around to see Wolfe wearing a stony expression, eyes
narrowed into slits, knuckles white as he gripped the handle of the axe. 


“You’re not going anywhere,”
Wolfe said. “We’re in this together.”


Prosper grabbed Wolfe’s hand to
pry it off. “I told you, I’m not having anything to do with the rest of this
crazy idea.”


“You’re already in too deep.”


Prosper looked at the axe propped
on Wolfe’s shoulder. For an insane moment, he feared his old friend was
actually going to strike him with it.


Ty and
Paris stood in front of the doorway, barring his exit, their expressions
resolute. Paris clenched his hands
into fists, his stance that of someone who wasn’t going to take no for an
answer.


“Out of my way,” Prosper said.
“I’m out of here.”


Paris
shook his head. “We need you. We’re in this together. All of us.”


Prosper rubbed his cheeks, unable
to believe how it had come to this.


He wanted to stop them, but more
afraid for himself than Hatchet Man, he nodded and stepped back into the room. They
were like wild animals. This was insane.


“Ty,
Paris, let’s do it,” Wolfe said.


Ty and
Paris strode across the room and crouched down either side of Hatchet Man. 


“Undo the straps on his arms,” Wolfe
commanded as he stood over them, omnipotent, axe raised
above his head.


Ty
licked his lips, expression turning pensive. Paris
nodded at him, then grabbed Hatchet Man’s arms to
restrain him while Ty undid the bindings. 


Hatchet Man struggled, nostrils
flaring, but Paris kept a tight
hold, his teeth bared as he used all his strength to keep the man under
control. Prosper stood across the other side of the room, chewing the skin from
around his nails. 


Once he had finished untying the
fastenings, Ty grabbed Hatchet Man’s arm, and with
Paris’s help they pushed him flat to the ground and positioned their body
weight on his arms to stop him moving, holding him spread-eagled, like a
sacrifice.


Wolfe grinned. Then he swung the
axe. Prosper watched it descend as though in slow motion like the second hand
of a clock. As the blade bit into Hatchet Man’s shoulder, it made a sickening
crunch, followed by a precise thud. Hatchet Man screamed so loud Prosper
thought his throat must have torn.


Paris
lay on a severed arm, and Hatchet Man instinctively rolled towards Ty who was violently sick. Paris
reacted quickly and grabbed the severed shoulder. Blood pumped out, splashing
all over him. Prosper watched in awe and horror as it gushed from the stump
like a fireman’s hose.


Wolfe cocked his head as though
relieving stressed muscles, and yanked the axe out of the floorboards. Then he
turned towards Prosper and held the axe out like a gift, a grotesque present.


“Prosper,
you’ve got to join us. You’ve got to play your part.”


Prosper gagged. Hatchet Man
screamed like a baby.


“I ... I can’t.” He shook his
head.


“Can't, or won't?” Wolfe
demanded. He stood with his feet planted on either side of a river of blood,
the muscles in his neck stretched taut, the veins in his forearms standing
proud as he held the axe out.


“Do it,” Paris
said, blood dribbling down his chin to splash into the growing river on the
ground.


Ty
wiped vomit from his mouth, his hand visibly shaking. He gagged. “Hurry up.” 


The severed arm lay like a
grotesque worm beside Paris.
Prosper looked at the axe. Blood dripped from the blade. The room started to
spin, a crazy merry-go-round in a fairground of horror.


He staggered forwards. In the
gloom, his friends’ faces looked sinister, more monster than human.


Wolfe passed him the axe. It felt
heavier than he imagined, no doubt weighed down by guilt. 


He looked down at Hatchet Man and
saw eyes wide with fear and pain look up at him. Nothing else seemed to exist
at that moment. Just the two of them. Hatchet Man’s
bravado had been stripped bare, leaving him helpless. The man didn’t deserve
this, did he?


“Please. For god’s sake,” Hatchet
Man screamed.


“What if it had been Natasha?”
Wolfe said. “What if this bastard had raped your wife?” 


“Hurry up. Do it, Prosper,” Ty urged, head turned away from the bloody spectacle.


“What if this monster had broken
into your house, and raped your wife?” Wolfe continued. “What if
the filthy beast pawed Natasha’s breasts, ripped her
bra off and nuzzled on her tits? What if he’d forced her skirt up, then torn her knickers off? What if he’d stuck his filthy
diseased cock in Natasha? What if he wanted her to suck it first, threatened
her with Leon’s
life if she didn’t do as he asked? What if he came in her mouth, then stuck his
cock in her ass and vagina? Come on Prosper. For the love of God, this sick
bastard raped Jerel’s wife.”


But Prosper couldn’t do it. He
wasn’t a killer. He lowered the axe, letting the head rest on the floor.


“I can’t,” he said.


Without warning, Hatchet Man
roared and possessed of a strength verging on the supernatural, he twisted out
of his captor’s grasp and lurched to his feet. Teeth gritted, he charged
towards Prosper.


Ty
stood and gave chase, almost slipping in the blood that still surged from the
severed stump, sowing the ground with red seeds. Paris
followed a few steps behind.


Letting out a scream almost as
loud as Hatchet Man’s, Prosper swung the axe around in a powerful arc to defend
himself. Taken by surprise, he misjudged the distance and the blade almost hit Ty. As the axe struck Hatchet Man’s side, it jarred
Prosper’s arm, sending a jolt through him like an electric shock. He felt the
blade puncture flesh and shatter ribs with a sound like snapping branches and
Hatchet Man staggered back, his face scrunched up in pain before he crashed to
the ground.


The only person screaming now was
Prosper.


 
















CHAPTER 23


 


A crescent moon grinned down as
Prosper skulked along the alley between 
Pearl Street
and Cushing Road. When he thought
about what he’d just done, bile rose in his throat – he couldn’t believe he’d
been a party to murder.

But it was too late now. The deed
was done.


He recalled the looks on his
friends’ faces as they set about mutilating the corpse. While Ty and Paris looked almost as sickened as Prosper, Wolfe
seemed to relish in carrying out the disfigurement. It was as though some sort
of switch had been thrown, allowing him to hack at the corpse with hardly a
flicker of emotion. He said after that he treated it like one of his
sculptures, as though Hatchet Man was made of marble, and that he just ignored
the blood. Prosper wished he had been able to do the same. 


What with the drunken man as a
potential witness and Hatchet Man’s and Paris’ blood left at the scene, things
hadn’t gone even close to plan. Skulking along the alley, he felt like the
criminal he now was.


He kept looking around, furtive.
Satisfied he was alone, he hurried to where the blood
had dripped and took the bottle of hydrogen peroxide out of his bag, thanking
God for 24 hour chemists. He didn’t know whether it would work the same as it
did on clothes, but he hoped it would suffice to remove the surface stains. Of
course, he knew no matter how much he scrubbed, he couldn’t remove all traces,
especially on a porous surface like the road. A proper investigation would
undoubtedly uncover residue.


After pouring the liquid onto the
stains, he took a scrubbing brush out of the bag and got down on his hands and
knees and scrubbed. The loud sound of the brush scratching across the ground
echoed along the alley, making him wince with each stroke. 


As he worked, he couldn’t get the
picture of Hatchet Man out of his mind and the pungent smell of the peroxide
stung his nostrils, increasing the nauseas feeling that the memory induced. He
recalled the blood. Gallons of the stuff, the smell of it
horrendous. And the screaming that pierced his eardrums. He didn’t think
he would ever forget that sound, but it was nothing compared to the memory of
striking Hatchet Man with the axe. He had felt the bone jarring crunch of the
blade chopping through flesh; splintering bone with an audible snap, the life
going out of the man’s eyes as he crumpled to the ground. And then there was
Wolfe’s expression as he worked at mutilating the corpse, his lips upturned in
a manic grin.  


Prosper froze as a door banged
somewhere. His heart beat fast and his eyes flitted within their sockets as he
looked around, barely seeing his surroundings.


A car drove past on 
Pearl
  Street, sending nefarious shadows scurrying along
the alley.

He started scrubbing again; heard
what sounded like a door opening ... or closing. Every sound made by someone
that could know what they had done…what he had done.


Finishing as quickly as he could,
he stood up, took a large bottle of water out of the bag and sluiced the area
down. He gave his handiwork a cursory glance and then scuttled away.


There was no longer any blood on
the road, but the blood on his hands went too deep to rub away so easily.


 
















CHAPTER 24


 


Prosper lay staring at the
ceiling. Whenever he closed his eyes, he saw Hatchet Man’s face looking back at
him. How could they have done what they did? It was inhumane. Barbaric. It made them no better than the Oracle himself.
Nobody deserved to be butchered like that. 


He recalled again how easily
Wolfe found it to mutilate the corpse. Watching him work was when Prosper
realised how little he really knew about his old friends and what they were
capable of.


Gallons of blood had gushed out
after the initial blows, and poor Ty and Paris were
soaked in the stuff. And then there was the sound as Wolfe sawed through
Hatchet Man’s limbs, the rasp of the saw blade as it gnawed through bone was
one of the worst things he had ever heard in his life. 


The memory made Prosper’s stomach
churn. He leaped out of bed and ran to the en suite bathroom. He turned the
light on, narrowing his eyes at the brightness, and then hunched over the
toilet and retched. Vomit gushed out of his mouth and he coughed, causing it to
spurt out of his nostrils. When he stopped retching, his nose and throat burned
as though coated with acid and he spat bile out.


“What’s wrong?” Natasha asked
from the bedroom.


“Nothing.
I must have a bug or something,” Prosper shouted back. He wiped vomit from
around his mouth and then stood up, flushed the toilet and leaned over the
sink, running the tap and splashing his face with cold, invigorating water. He
cupped his hands and filled them with water to swill around his mouth. 


When he looked up, he saw his
pale reflection in the mirror, the surface of which still bore traces of the
condensation from the prolonged shower he took when he arrived home. For a
moment, he didn’t recognise himself. He appeared different, aged, his skin more
sallow than usual, almost waxen. He would swear he was looking at a stranger.


After drying his hands, he
brushed his teeth to get rid of the taste, then he
turned and stood on his tiptoes to reach above the medicine cabinet. His
fingers closed around what he was looking for, and he pulled down the Beretta
pistol he had taken out of Hatchet Man’s jacket. He turned it over in his
hands.


“Are you sure you’re OK,” Natasha
asked.


Prosper put the gun back where he
got it from, turned the light off and returned to the bedroom to crawl back
underneath the duvet where he lay, shivering. 


Natasha put her arm around him.
“You feel freezing. What’s wrong?”


He glanced at the digital alarm
clock on the cabinet beside his bed, dismayed to see it was only three o’clock. “I told you, it must be a bug.” 


“You’ve been tossing and turning
all night. Kept waking me up.”


“Well I am sorry if my being ill
interfered with your beauty sleep,” he snapped, rolling away so that her arm
slipped from around him. “Tell you what, I’ll go sleep
in the spare room, shall I?”


“There’s no need to be like that.
I was only saying.” 


“Well don’t.”


“Is it me? Have I done something
to upset you? You’ve been funny with me for weeks now.” She spoke softly.


“No, it’s nothing. Now stop going
on about it will you. I need to get some sleep. I’ve got to get up for work
soon.”


She rubbed his shoulder, her hand
warm against his cold skin. “You can’t go work if you’re ill.”


Prosper wished that was true.
“I’ve got to. There’s a madman out there killing people. I can’t afford to have
time off.”


“One day won’t hurt.”


“Tell that to his next victim.” 


She kissed his back. “I’m worried
about you. You’re working too hard. You need some rest.”


Prosper felt a lump in his throat
that no amount of swallowing helped budge. He closed his eyes to see Hatchet Man
glaring at him in the darkness and he opened his eyes again to stare at the
wall. 


Tell that to his next victim.
What an ironic choice of words, he thought, especially when he knew
exactly who that next victim was as he had just helped kill him. With one swing
of the axe, he had turned into a murderer. 


 
















CHAPTER 25


 


“You look almost as bad as
yesterday,” Jill said as Prosper entered the room. “Where’ve you been? We’ve
got another photo from the Oracle.”


Prosper looked at Jill and
frowned, hearing her words as if in a dream. With two nights sleep to catch up
on, pretending nothing had happened was proving harder than he imagined. His
eyes felt heavy, the lids drooping, but he hadn’t been able to grab more than a
couple of hours sleep since helping kill Hatchet Man a couple of days ago. 


“The alarm clock didn’t go off. I
overslept,” he said for want of a better lie. “So where’s the picture?”


Jill stared at him. “Looks more
like you under-slept to me. Anyway, the photograph arrived less than an hour
ago. We sent the original away for forensic tests, but we made copies.” She
held one out.


Prosper rubbed his face with his
hands and felt coarse stubble grate against his palms.   


“Are you sure you’re OK?” Jill
asked.


“I’m fine,” he said. “You should
have contacted me.” He held out his hand to take the photograph, although he
already knew what to expect. He wondered whether he looked or acted guilty.


“You look like shit.”


Prosper nodded. “Cheers. I’m just
tired.” 


“I thought you said you
overslept.”


“Too much sleep can be as bad as
not enough.”


Jill pursed her lips and seated
herself on the edge of the desk opposite, her skirt riding up slightly and
exposing her bare legs. Prosper averted his eyes and looked at the photograph,
although he would rather not have. He’d already seen it. Jesus, he’d been there
when it was taken. 


The memory of the other night
returned in a river of blood and bile rose in his throat. He swallowed it back
down and forced himself to remain calm, professional.


The picture showed Hatchet Man,
or what remained of him. Naked, his limbs had been severed and reattached so
his arms replaced his legs and his legs replaced his arms. The limbs had been
reattached using thick twine sewn through the ragged stumps; the same twine
then used to sew his ears, eyes and mouth shut, like Frankenstein’s monster
gone hideously wrong. Wolfe had placed a few serial killer portraits around the
corpse, which were supposed to simulate the Oracle’s mystic clues.


A label was attached to the photograph:
SEE NO, SPEAK NO, HEAR NO, courtesy of the Oracle.


“The man’s name is Mack Taylor,
otherwise known as the Hatchet Man,” Jill said over his shoulder.


Prosper frowned. “How have you
put a name to the face so quickly?”


“He’s got form and Mike Holmes
recognised him after arresting him before.”


Prosper dropped the picture on
the desk and stood up, rubbing his face with his hands and taking deep breaths
to calm his nerves. “Are you sure it’s the work of the Oracle?”


“As sure as we
can be. Look, you can just about see the other bodies in the
background.” She pointed at the photo as if to emphasise her point.


Looking at the picture, Prosper
realised that if he didn’t know the truth, he would think the Oracle really had
committed the crime. It was perfect. Too perfect.


“So what do we
know about this ...?”


“Mack Taylor. Well, he’s a petty
criminal, involved in drugs, prostitutes, that sort of thing. He was once
charged with rape, which is where Mike remembered him from as he was the
arresting officer, but the case was dropped through lack of evidence. But he
was previously charged with aggravated assault and served fifteen months, and
on another occasion he was charged with burglary.”


Prosper nodded. He already knew
Hatchet Man’s criminal record having read his file.


“If you ask me, it couldn’t have
happened to a nicer person,” Jill said.


Prosper couldn’t agree. Not when
he had helped kill the man. The thought made him feel sick, made him recall the
blood – so much blood.


“If it’s possible, you’ve gone
even paler,” Jill said.


Prosper gulped. “I think anyone
would go pale looking at that bloody picture.”


Jill shrugged. “Do you think the
Oracle has added vigilante to his CV?”


“I don’t know. Who knows what
goes through his sick head. Anyway, we need the names of those portraits around
the body ASAP.”


Jill nodded and crossed her legs,
giving Prosper a glimpse of her thigh. Did she do it on purpose? he wondered. Or doesn’t she realise I can almost see
everything from here. He reckoned she must have known and he loosened his
collar. Well, if she thinks it’s going to help advance her career to flirt
with me, she’s sadly mistaken. 


As if she’d read his mind, Jill
smirked. 


A knock at the door roused
Prosper from his thoughts and he looked across to see a freckle faced, red-haired
woman with piercing green eyes.


“Prosper,” she said in
acknowledgement as she entered the room armed with a pile of notes. 


“Dr. Angela Lancet,” Prosper
said. “Nice to see you again.” He remembered working
on a previous case with the middle-aged criminal psychologist, one that
involved a man who ran his mother over in the car because the family cat told
him to do it


“Yes, I’ve been going over the
notes about your Oracle case.”


“Well you’re just in time,” Jill
said. “There’s been another killing.” She handed across Hatchet Man’s
photograph.


Angela studied it closely,
wrinkling her nose. 


“So what can you tell us?”
Prosper asked when Angela lowered the photograph.


Angela picked up her notes. “Same signature. I presume the M.O. was the same. Fascinating case. Based on the evidence, your killer
probably has a psychopathic personality.”


Prosper snorted loudly. “I don’t
need you to tell me that.”


Angela regarded him over the top
of her notes and then continued unperturbed. 


“There
are four main types of serial killers: visionary, mission-oriented, hedonistic,
and power/control-oriented, but what I think we have here is someone who comes
into a subcategory of the hedonistic type, called the thrill-killer. In these
cases, the murder is a long, drawn out process. This is because the process is
more satisfying than the kill itself. All the excitement that thrill killers
get from killing dominates and keeps the killer from feeling sympathy or
concern for the victim. These murders usually involve three defined crime
scenes: first where the victim is captured, secondly a controlled environment
where the victim is tortured and killed, and thirdly
the dumping site. The strange thing about this killer though is that he doesn’t
dump the bodies. Instead, he’s storing them, keeping them as trophies. 


“Studies of serial and mass
killers suggest they suffer from personality disorders. The cause of antisocial
personality disorder is unknown, but genetic factors and child abuse are believed
to contribute to its development. People with an antisocial or alcoholic parent
are at increased risk. It also affects more men than women.”


Prosper waved his hand in the
air. “Yadda, yadda,
yadda. I need more than textbook
psychobabble.” 


Angela flicked through her notes.
“People with this disorder are often angry and arrogant, but they can also
possess great wit and charm.”


Prosper raised his hands in
exasperation. “Great. So we’re looking for a killer clown,” he snapped.


Angela shook her head slightly
and said, “They can also be adept at flattery and good at manipulating the
emotions of others, which makes them difficult to spot. In other words, they
can look just like you or me.”


Prosper wondered whether Angela
saw him blanch at her last comment.


“The difference between serial
killers and the rest of us though,” she continued, “is that they lack impulse
control, and then they go on to express these urges and drives in socially
unacceptable ways and settings. Their lack of empathy means they treat their
victims as instruments of gratification.”


“And how does any of this help
us?” Prosper asked.


“Well serial killers can be
classified in three distinct subgroups. Organised.
Disorganised and the mixed category.


“I think what we’re looking at
here is an organised killer. A man. He’ll have a
higher than average IQ, and he’ll be geographically or occupationally mobile.
He’ll return to the crime scene to see if the police have discovered it, but as
we don’t have one, it might be worth monitoring the routes the victims were
abducted from to see if a familiar face keeps appearing. 


“Being organised, he likes to
contact the police, in this case sending photos of his victims, which is like a
game to him to show how clever he is. Unlike the disorganised killer, he
dismembers the victim; The Oracle constructs bizarre exhibits out of them, as
though dehumanising them, which suggests he has scant feelings towards them as
people.”


As he listened to Angela, Prosper
closed his eyes, trying to build a mental picture of the offender, and in his
mind’s eye, he saw himself, forcing him to open his eyes again.


“He’s someone who’s thought
everything through ahead of time. Someone with a plan for the
body, and someone who covers his tracks by not leaving any physical clues.
He’ll have an eye for detail, meticulously planning in an almost military
fashion.” She coughed and then shuffled through her notes. “He watches his
victims beforehand, studying them. Judging by
the abrasions evident around the feet and wrists on the photographs, the
offender bound the victims to restrain them while they were still alive,
enhancing his control over them. The offender must also have use of a vehicle
to transport the victim when he abducts them, as it would be impractical to
carry a body any great distance. This suggests he’s planned where and when
he’ll abduct them, so he knows their routine. Also, the use of a vehicle
indicates he is gainfully employed. But as the victims disappeared at different
times of day, it would suggest that the offender’s employment varies time wise,
such as a shift worker or part time worker who has plenty of spare time.”



“Go on,” Prosper urged.


“Well he’ll be following his
crimes closely in the papers and on the news, and he’ll take pride in what he
hears about himself. He’ll be socially adequate, have friends, perhaps a
partner, even a spouse and children. And he’ll likely be described as the last
person anyone would suspect if he was convicted.


“The killer will be a stranger to
the victims, and the motive for the crime is psychological and not material.
He’s a social chameleon.”


“Anything
else?” Prosper asked.


“If we identify why a particular
person was targeted, it will reveal the motive, which will then lead to the
offender. The victims in this case, like many others perpetrated by serial
killers, are the vulnerable: old, young or female, but what makes this latest
murder strange is that the victim is anything but helpless.” She studied
Hatchet Man’s photograph again. “Yes, it goes against everything he’s done
before. Interesting, and it’s worth making note of as it might mean there’s
more of a personal connection with this victim.”


Prosper swallowed to dislodge the
lump that formed in his throat.  


“Well, without a crime scene, we
don’t have any idiosyncratic clues to follow up on, but we do have the
photographs, which offer clues of their own,” Angela said.


Too tired to remain standing,
Prosper sat on the edge of the desk. “Okay, let’s start with the inclusion of
the serial killer photographs. What do you think they mean?”


“Well, the obvious thing is that
he’s saying, look at me, I’m a better killer than all of these. There was an
ironic thing where certain horror film directors were putting posters of other
horror films on the set of their own films to say, that’s not a horror film,
this is a horror film. Our killer could be doing the same thing.”


“So why do some killers pictures
appear more than once? Is that just coincidence?”


Angela shook her head. “No. As I
said, he’s organised, so there will be a reason why he uses them. We just need
to find it. But personally, I believe there’s more to them than meets the eye.”


 Prosper arched his
eyebrows. “Such as?”


“I’m not sure, and this is pure
speculation, but perhaps what we perceive as the most logical reason for their
inclusion, is anything but.”


Jill drummed her fingers on the
table. “Then what other reason could there be?”


Angela shrugged. “That’s what you
need to find out.”


 
















CHAPTER 26


 


The Henry Tomb & Sons warehouse
skulked in the darkness like a primordial beast. Prosper heard a bird cry out
somewhere in the night, making him shiver, the sound echoing like a scream
across the barren wasteland that surrounded the building. 


He looked up at the structure,
trembling as he remembered what had taken place inside. 


Moving involuntarily, he walked
towards the front door and entered. The plastic sheets strung between the
columns billowed slightly, looking more spectral than ever. From somewhere up
above, the wooden floorboards creaked with ghostly squeals and Prosper
continued towards the source of the sound. 


The stairs swayed as he ascended,
making him feel unsteady on his feet, as though he was onboard a boat in high
seas, and he felt a sense of relief when he reached the second floor. But his
relief was short-lived. As he made his way through the warren of corridors, his
heart felt like a grenade about to explode. 


He couldn’t forget that this was
now a charnel house. Couldn’t forget the horrors performed within its walls. 


Next second he found himself
outside the killing room and after only a momentary hesitation, he entered.
Terrified that Hatchet Man’s corpse would still be here, he sighed with relief,
rubbing his cheeks when he saw the room was empty. There wasn’t even any blood.
He was surprised that one of them had had the gumption and foresight to clean
the evidence of their crime. Although he had cleaned Hatchet Man’s
and Paris’ blood from the alley, he
was unsure whether he would have been able to clean the warehouse floor, not
when he recalled how much there had been. It had looked like an abattoir.


Moonlight flooded through the
double doors where they had hoisted Hatchet Man into the room. The rope was
still attached to the pulley outside and it swung in the breeze. Prosper walked
across and stared more closely at the floorboards. There should have been a
trace of blood, but there was nothing. Not even a speck. 


He frowned. How had they
gotten it so damned clean?


As he contemplated the matter, a
sound drew his attention and he spun around, narrowing his eyes as he stared at
the far wall where something moved beyond the reach of the moonlight.


“Who’s there?” he asked, his
voice shaking.


No one answered.


“I said—”


A figure materialised out of the
darkness and scuttled into the light. Prosper’s heart stopped and his hand
rushed to cover his mouth, stifling the scream that wanted to break free.


Impossibly, Hatchet Man crouched
before him, bathed in luminescent light. His body was disfigured, arms where
his legs should be and legs where his arms should be, just as they had sewn him
up after butchering him. Blood crusted around the nasty wounds. Prosper stared
wide-eyed. He took a step back, almost tripping over his own feet.


The cord that stitched his eyes
and lips shut unravelled and Hatchet Man’s eyes and mouth opened, allowing him
to glare at Prosper, his mouth twisting into a vicious grin. “So what do you
think of your handiwork?”


Prosper gagged, then he took another step back, then another, suddenly
finding that he had nowhere else to go as he reached the double doors. 


Hatchet Man scuttled towards him
snarling savagely, his movements gangly and stiff, almost comically macabre. 


Prosper teetered on the edge,
then he fell, stomach in his throat, arms flailing as he reached for the rope,
feeling it curl itself around his neck and he gagged, struggling to breathe,
his fingers scrabbling to disentangle himself.


“Prosper, what’s wrong?”


Prosper jerked awake to find the
bed sheet wrapped around his throat. He tugged it off and wiped cold sweat from
his brow.


“I was having a nightmare,” he
said. His hands were shaking and he linked them together as he rocked forwards
and backwards.


Natasha shuffled across the bed
and put her arm around his shoulders. “Talk to me, babe. Is it the case you’re
working on?”


Prosper nodded. “Yeah. Probably.” 


She hugged him tight, and for the
first time in a while, Prosper took some comfort from her embrace. 


 


During the next few days, papers
piled up on Prosper’s desk, a virtual mountain of work and the incident room
became a hive of activity. After the latest photograph, Mack – the Hatchet Man
– Taylor had been featured on the
cover of every newspaper and on every televised news bulletin in the hope that
someone could help. If Angela was right, the killer would love all the
attention he was getting.


The usual cranks had replied,
trying to take credit for the crime, but now, days after the last picture
rolled off the press, Prosper’s tensions eased. It appeared they had gotten
away with murder. 


He didn’t know where Hatchet
Man’s body had been buried; only that Wolfe had taken care of it. He didn’t
want to know. The less he knew the better. 


The Oracle’s growing gallery of macabre
photographs were taking over the walls of the incident room, and each time
Prosper caught sight of Hatchet Man’s picture, the sick feeling returned and he
kept remembering the nightmare from the other night. 


They were still trying to discern
the meaning of the word, ‘qana’ that the killer had
sprayed on the wall where Jane Numan was abducted. So far they knew it was the
name of a village in Southern Lebanon that was the site
of an Israeli missile attack in 2006, killing at least 56 people, most of them
children, which Prosper thought might appeal to a killer’s sick psyche. It was
also the name given to the lattice walls of a Mongolian tent. An Inuit word for ‘falling snow’.  And
a song by Patti Smith.


He flicked through the pile of
papers on his desk, but his heart wasn’t in it and he stood up, walked to the
water fountain in the corner, and poured himself a drink. When he finished, he
crumpled the plastic cup and tossed it in the rubbish bin. He ran a hand across
his mouth and turned to return to his desk when Jill came running over to him.


“Sir, I think we’ve got a
witness.”


“Witness.
Witness to what?”


“To Mack
Taylor’s abduction.”


Prosper wasn’t too worried. It
wasn’t the first time someone had claimed to have seen something, and it would
no doubt not be the last.


Smiling benignly, he indicated
she should lead the way and he followed her to the interview room.


He hoped this wasn’t going to
take too long, otherwise he’d never get his paperwork finished.


That thought vanished as he
spotted the potential witness. A cold spear of ice pierced his heart and spread
through his veins. 


It was the man from the alley.
The drunk with the hooded, predatory eyes, and he stared at Prosper as though
he’d seen a ghost.


 
















CHAPTER 27


 


“That’s him,” the man said, his
eyes the size of dinner plates as he got to his feet and pointed an accusatory
finger.


Prosper looked over his shoulder,
trying to act puzzled, but his cheeks felt like they were on fire. “That’s
who?” he asked, trying to act the consummate professional as he turned back to
face the witness.


“That’s one of them who did it,”
the man repeated, staring at Jill.


Jill frowned. She looked from the
potential witness to Prosper.


“That’s one of the men who
attacked Mack Taylor.”


Prosper’s brow wrinkled as he
pretended puzzlement. “What are you on about?” he asked.


The man glared. “You were one of
those men that attacked Mack Taylor.”


Prosper forced a laugh. “I can
assure you sir, you must be mistaken. Mr. Taylor was abducted by the man who
calls himself the Oracle.”


The man shook his head and looked
at Jill. “That was him, I swear.”


Jill cocked an eyebrow, confused.


Prosper ground his teeth.
“Constable Jones, what is this? What’s this man going on about?”


“I don’t know, sir.” To the man,
she said, “This is Prosper Snow, the man leading the investigation into Mack
Taylor’s disappearance.”


The man shook his head. “I don’t
know what’s going on, but this is bullshit,” he said, staring at Prosper.


“Look, sir, I haven’t got time to
mess around. Do you know anything or not?”


The man sat back down and leaned
forward, predatory. “I know plenty.”


Prosper felt the pieces of his
life tumbling like dominoes, one against the other, a chain reaction,
unstoppable. Unless he acted quickly, his downfall was imminent.


He wiped his brow and then sat
opposite the man. “Let’s start at the beginning. For some reason, you seem to
be implying that you recognise me. Is that right?”


The man nodded.


“And why would you think that?”
Prosper tried to make his voice sound subtly menacing.


“Because I know what I saw.”


“And what was that?”


“You and some
other men attacking Mack Taylor.”


Prosper laughed. “Do you realise
what you’re implying?” He looked at Jill and raised his eyebrows in mock
exasperation. 


Jill shrugged, looking puzzled.


Looking back at the man, Prosper
narrowed his eyes. “This is a serious allegation. You do realise that, don’t
you, Mr ...?”


The man chewed his lip,
deliberating. 


“My name’s Robinson. Gideon
Robinson.”


“We don’t take too kindly to
people wasting police time,” Prosper said. “So, Mr. Robinson, let’s start again
shall we. Why, if you think you’ve got some information relevant to this case,
didn’t you come forward sooner?”


Robinson licked his lips. “I
don’t know. I suppose I was scared.”


“Scared!
What about?”


“What do you bloody think? About the killers coming after me of course.”


“So if you’re so afraid, what are
you doing here now, and how can you have the gall to accuse me of all people?”


“You’ve got no reason to be
afraid. Everything you tell us will be in the strictest confidence,” Jill cut
in.


Robinson snorted. “I bet it
will.”


Prosper grimaced at Robinson’s
innuendo “Let’s go back to the beginning. When I walked in, you thought you
recognised me. Why?”


“The night Mack Taylor was attacked, I’d been in the pub, the one on 
Lee
  Avenue, The Hanging Man.”

The Hanging Man.
Prosper cringed inside.


“Well, I saw you and your friends
attack Mack Taylor.”


“You mean you saw someone who
looked like me, is that what you’re saying?”


“No, I saw you. Definitely saw
you.” He pointed a bony finger.


Prosper slammed his fist on the
table, making both Robinson and Jill jump. “Look, I’ve had enough of this shit.
Either you’ve got some relevant information, or get the hell out of here and
stop wasting our time.”


Robinson scowled and looked at
Jill. “Are you going to let him talk to me like that? I’m a witness to a crime,
and I expect to be treated better than this.”


“So far, you haven’t told us
anything,” Prosper snapped.


Robinson leaned back in his chair
and stared at Jill. “If you want proof, go to the alley between 
Cushing
  Road and Pearl Street.
That’s where they did it. There’s still blood there.”

“Get this idiot out of my
interview room,” Prosper bellowed. He stood up and leaned over Robinson. “If I
see you in here again, I’ll make sure that—”


“Sir ...” Jill placed a soothing
hand on Prosper’s shoulder.


Prosper nodded his head, stood up
straight, and readjusted his tie. He gave Robinson a withering glare and turned
to Jill.


“Get this buffoon out of here,
and don’t let him in again unless you’re arresting him for wasting our time.”


Jill bit her lip. “But—”


“But what,
Constable?” Prosper cocked his head.


Jill shrugged. “Nothing.
Come on,” she said, turning to Robinson, “let’s go.”


“But what about what I saw?”
Robinson said.


“Was this after you came out of the pub?” Prosper rolled his eyes in feigned
annoyance and disbelief.


“I wasn’t drunk ...” Robinson
stood up.


“Get him out of here,” Prosper
ordered. After they left the room, Prosper chewed at the skin around his
fingernails, spitting the bits on the floor.


His criminal résumé was growing;
now it included perverting the course of justice.


 


That night, Prosper sent an
e-mail to the Kult account, informing them that the
drunk from the night they abducted Hatchet Man had finally come forward. He
didn’t want them to be unprepared if the police turned up on their doorstep. He
had to be sure they had their stories straight.


After sending the message,
Prosper went downstairs. Natasha sat watching a wildlife documentary, and she
smiled as he entered the room.


“Come and sit down,” she said,
patting the seat beside her. “You’re working too hard. You’ll burn yourself out
if you don’t slow down.”


Prosper slumped next to her and
looked at the television without really seeing it. Since Robinson had turned
up, he hadn’t been able to concentrate on anything. Was there any trace of
blood left at the scene? What about the person that shouted
for them to be quiet. Had he seen anything? If he came
forward and corroborated Robinson’s story …


The fabric of his world was
slowly unravelling, with Robinson pulling the thread. 


What if Robinson reported what
he’d seen to someone else? Someone who might start
investigating more thoroughly.


It took him a moment to realise
Natasha was stroking his neck. He turned to face her, and she crushed her lips
against his, her tongue delving into his mouth. Prosper tried to respond, but
couldn’t.


Natasha turned away.


“Sorry.” It was all he could
think of to say.


 
















CHAPTER 28


 


A couple of days passed with no
other developments after Gideon Robinson appeared to give evidence, and Prosper
should have felt more relaxed. But he kept expecting someone to arrest him.
Expected someone to have discovered Hatchet Man’s body and followed a DNA
path to his door.


He knew they should have been
more careful. At least he’d taken the precaution of burning the clothes he wore
that night, but that didn’t mean there weren’t genetic traces on Hatchet Man,
vital clues that would lead to his killers: a hair, a piece of skin, blood from
Paris’ nose, a clothes fibre. It didn’t take much for the forensic bloodhounds
to sniff out the quarry. 


They were trained to turn over
every leaf, to explore every avenue, to search every nook and cranny. 


Now he thought about it, he started
wondering where Wolfe had buried the corpse. What if someone found it? 


Prosper wound the window down and
leaned back in the seat chewing his ragged fingernails. Jill Jones was driving
him to interview Hatchet Man’s parents. He had deferred talking to the couple
up until now as he didn’t want to face them, not after what he had done, but
Jill kept pestering him to talk to them, and he couldn’t think of any more
excuses. 


Today Jill had opted to wear a
grey skirt, and her shapely legs kept drawing his eyes as she played the
pedals. Then he remembered Natasha’s legs and he looked out the window. They
had hardly spoken since he rebuked her advances the other night. He didn’t like
how he was treating her, but he couldn’t help it. Something just seemed to take
over, the words coming out of his mouth automatically. He didn’t like what he
had become. 


When they arrived at their
destination, Jill parked the car in front of the house and Prosper exited. His
legs felt a bit shaky, the muscles rebelling. Along the side of the road,
telephone wires hummed with electrical discord like a sibilant, ghostly vocal
chord.


Hatchet Man’s parents lived in a
detached house in an affluent part of town, and Prosper couldn’t help wondering
whether it had been paid for by the wages of sin.


He looked up. A window in the
attic disturbingly reminded him of the warehouse extension Hatchet Man had hung
from and he looked away before the memories took over.


A porch sheltered the front door,
the leaded windows open in an attempt to release the pressure cooker heat the
sun generated. The front garden appeared neat and tidy, and despite the
hosepipe ban, the lawn was green and lush.


He walked to the front door and
rang the bell, and a moment later he heard footsteps approaching. 


The door opened and Prosper
recoiled in shock. He stared at the figure standing before him and his head
started to spin. He opened his mouth, but couldn’t speak. His heart hammered.
His hands felt clammy. He saw Jill’s mouth move from the corner of his eye, but
couldn’t make out what she said.


Hatchet Man glared at him from
the doorway.


Prosper’s world contracted,
suffocating him. He was dreaming; having another nightmare. Hatchet Man was
dead. It wasn’t possible.


He stared at the figure in the
doorway and stumbled back, his mouth opening and closing in silence.


“Sir, are you OK?” Jill asked.


The man in the doorway frowned.
“Can I help you?”


Prosper swallowed. It wasn’t
Hatchet Man after all, but an older version of him, a doppelganger. Feeling
foolish, Prosper composed himself and cleared his throat. Although not quite as
tall, the bald headed man possessed the same bone structure, the same primitive
features and the same, cruel expression as Hatchet Man.


“Vincent Taylor?” Prosper
enquired. “I’m Detective Chief Inspector Prosper Snow. We’re here about your
son, Mack.” He showed his identification, his frenetic heartbeat gradually
slowing.


The man peered at the wallet in
Prosper’s hand and nodded. 


“You’d better come in then.”
After they entered, Hatchet Man senior poked his head out of the door and
surveyed the road before shutting it behind them.


Following Hatchet Man’s father
along the black and white tiled hall, Prosper surreptitiously took stock of the
house contents: a gilt-edged mirror, an alabaster female bust on a plinth, a
coat rack adorned with a fur coat like a hunter’s trophy, bone china ornaments
and a landscape painting. He wondered how much of it was stolen.


In the drawing room, Vincent
Taylor introduced his wife, Clarissa, a small woman with greying hair. Prosper
wondered how she’d given birth to a behemoth like Hatchet Man without causing
permanent damage; she looked as fragile as the china in the hallway, her
complexion pale and her eyes still red from crying.


Prosper shook her hand and
Clarissa reached for a handkerchief and dabbed at her eyes.


“You’ll have to excuse me,” she
said, her voice almost too quiet to hear. “I still haven’t gotten over the
shock. He was such a lovely boy. Always thought of his
mother. Never once forgot my birthday, did he Vincent.” She looked at
her husband, and he nodded gravely.


“We don’t want to distress you,
but we have a few questions further to what you’ve already been asked,” Jill
said.


Clarissa nodded. “I understand.
We’ll do anything we can if it will help catch our son’s killer, won’t we
dear?”


Vincent nodded again, taciturn.


Prosper hoped his cheeks weren’t
glowing with the guilt he felt.


“Please, sit down,” Clarissa
said, motioning to the seats opposite. 


Prosper sat down on the shiny,
burgundy leather chair and looked around the room, admiring the selection of
ornaments on the Edwardian sideboard. The ornaments were mainly art nouveau
pieces, sensual bronze figures in evocative poses. There was also a selection
of bone or ivory figures, small but lifelike female forms, dressed like cabaret
girls.


Prosper couldn’t imagine Hatchet
Man being raised in a house like this. It looked like a museum. He absently
wondered what Hatchet Man’s life had been like, and what had caused him to
follow a life of crime. Was there a catalyst, or had he just fallen into it,
taking a path easier to walk than the straight and narrow? Of course it didn’t
look as though his home life had contributed. Before coming here, Prosper had
assumed Hatchet Man had been raised in a rough part of town, not the affluent
surroundings in which he now found himself. It just went to show how first
assumptions could be so wrong. 


“Now how can we help you?”
Clarissa asked. 


“We just need to clarify a few things
and to ask you a few more questions. Did your son mention seeing anything
strange before he disappeared? Anyone following him?”
Jill asked.


Clarissa frowned, breaking her
fragile countenance. “No, nothing like that.”


“Sir?”
Jill enquired, looking at Vincent.


Hatchet Man’s father turned away
and looked out of the patio doors at the back garden. Prosper followed his gaze
and noticed it was more dishevelled than the one at the front which was an
artificial face to show the neighbours. 


“Did anyone bear him a grudge?”
Jill asked. “Anyone he’d argued with lately that he spoke about?”


Hatchet Man’s parents shook their
heads.


“Do you know where your son would
have been on the day he disappeared? What he would have been doing? If we can
ascertain his routine, it will help enormously,” Jill said.


Yes, he was visiting brothels,
and no doubt getting freebies while collecting the proceeds, Prosper
thought.


Clarissa put a hand to her mouth,
her brow furrowed in concentration. “He didn’t talk a lot about work, did he
dear? He told us he was working in management for a big corporation. I didn’t
like to pry. You know what little ones are like if their parents pry too much
into their business.”


Little! The man was built like
a mountain. Prosper would have grimaced but all his conscience would let
him do was look away from the grieving woman and let Jill dictate the way the
interview went. 


“Did he ever mention if he had
any problems, anything that had upset him?”


“He was a sensitive soul. I’m
sure I would have known if there was anything bothering him.”


Prosper frowned. Sensitive! He
was a pimp/drug pusher/thug. The more he thought about it, the more he
thought perhaps they had done the right thing. And he almost convinced himself
until he looked back at the man’s grief stricken parents.


He hadn’t spent much time on
Hatchet Man’s case – what was the point? – pretending to go through the
motions, and he hoped no one noticed. But since Gideon Robinson turned up at
the station, Jill had been acting strangely, staring at him when she thought he
wasn’t looking. It was getting a bit unnerving. Did she suspect something
amiss? He couldn’t blame her if she did.


After a few more questions, and
eager to leave the house, Prosper thanked Clarissa for her time and followed
Vincent out of the room.


At the front door, Prosper turned
towards Vincent.


“Well, thank you. I hope we find
your son, if only to give you peace of mind.”


Vincent grabbed Prosper by the
shoulder and pulled him close, whispering in his ear, “Clarissa has a high
opinion of our son, and I don’t want her to hear this, but I know he worked
somewhere near 
Pearl Street
... and it wasn’t for any big corporation.” He released Prosper as abruptly as
he had grabbed him, nodded his head and opened the door.

Prosper hoped Jill hadn’t heard
what Vincent said, but he could tell by her eyes that she had; cerebral cogs
were whirling. Next she would be reaching for her notebook.


When he looked at Vincent,
Prosper saw Hatchet Man staring back and he hurried to the car.


Jill unlocked the doors and slid
into the driver’s seat. Prosper collapsed beside her. A moment later Jill said,
“Sir, that name. 
Pearl Street.
The witness who came forward the other day, Gideon Robinson, he mentioned the
same street name.”

“One’s a bereaved father, the
other a man who was drunk. Have you never heard of coincidence?”


Jill pursed her lips. “But sir,
we have to check it out.”


Prosper’s stomach tied itself in
knots. She was a ticking bomb, and Vincent Taylor had lit the fuse.


 


Back at the incident room, Jill
stood by the door, notebook open in her hand as she flicked through the pages,
her expression pensive.


Over at the desk, Prosper noticed
the mountain of paperwork seemed to have grown, but lying on top of it was a
photograph.


As he walked towards it, Mike Holmes
came running over.


“We’ve got another murder.” He
sounded breathless.


Prosper felt the walls of the
room close in. “When? Why didn’t you call me?” 


“We were about to. It’s only just
arrived.”


“Is that it?” Prosper asked, pointing
towards his desk and the avalanche waiting to happen.


“Yes. The main print’s been sent
to forensic, but I rushed a few copies off.”


Prosper nodded his head, walked
over to his desk and picked the photograph from the top of the pile. He noticed
Jill looking at him, her notebook open, a concerned
expression adorning her face. Despite the sad implications another murder
presented, at least it meant they wouldn’t be rushing straight off to 
Pearl
  Street to follow up on the statements, for which
Prosper was grateful.

He stared at the photograph and
his jaw dropped, his face going ashen. The room began to spin, his sight to
blur. Was this a joke? He gripped his collar and ripped his tie off. He
coughed, put a hand to his mouth.


“What’s wrong, sir?” Mike asked.


“I know him. It’s … it’s Jerel Jones,” Prosper said, hardly able to hear himself
above the roaring in his ears.


 
















CHAPTER 29


 


Prosper collapsed into his chair
and gaped at the photograph in his shaking hand. There must be a mistake.
But he knew there wasn’t. It was his friend Jerel. The man they had just killed
Hatchet Man for.


Jerel’s
mutilated body was suspended from a cross, his hands and feet nailed to the
beams. Nails formed a macabre crown around his skull, his tongue pulled through
a slit in his throat; stomach sliced open, his entrails a grotesque rope
hanging from the cavity. His head hung limp, but Prosper could still see his
eyes, wide and alarmed, in pain, a tortured look. Serial killer pictures
adorned the cross. 


A label accompanied the photograph:
DECEIVER, courtesy of the Oracle.


“I know him,” Prosper stammered.
“Knew him,” he continued, fighting to take it in, to make sense of it.


“Sir!”
Jill walked across the room, her expression one of concern.


“You knew him,” Mike said,
shaking his head. He let out a low whistle. “Poor bastard.”


Is he referring to Jerel or
me? 


It would have been no good lying.
They’d discover Prosper knew Jerel when they started investigating Jerel’s
life; where he grew up, where he went to school.


Questions ran through his head. The
man they had framed for Hatchet Man’s murder had killed the person who had
plotted the whole thing. But how? How did he find
Jerel? How did he know it was them?


“Are you sure this is the work of
the Oracle?” Prosper asked.


“It sure looks like it,” Mike
said. “Who else puts photographs of other serial killers around the corpses
like some sort of sick homage?”


“Sir, how did you know him?” Jill
asked.


“We were friends, when I was
younger we used to hang around together.”


Prosper couldn’t tear his gaze
away from the photograph. 


Jerel.


Killed by
the Oracle.


That’s if it was the Oracle
that killed him.


Why would the Oracle have
killed Jerel? How would he have even known him, unless ... A cold sweat
made him shiver.


Mike coughed. “I’ve just done a
quick check. Your friend recently left the army and moved back to the area. He
was arrested the other week for being drunk and disorderly. He was held
overnight to sober up and then released without charge. There were a couple of
incidents when he was in the army, small infractions, the usual things soldiers
on leave get up to, fighting and the like. Do you know of any reason why he
might have gotten drunk the other night though?” 


Prosper shrugged. “How should I know.” But of course he knew. It was all part of Jerel’s
plan to give himself an alibi when the murder took place. How
cruelly ironic that he was now dead. Too damn ironic.
And too coincidental too. What were the chances that
the Oracle had targeted Jerel randomly? Probably the same as there were people
in the country, which made it something like 60 million to one, give or take a
few million. And those sorts of odds just didn’t add up. No way on earth. 


That only left one possible
reason. The Oracle had specifically targeted Jerel because he had instigated a
plan to frame the Oracle for a murder he didn’t commit. But how did he know?
How the hell did he goddamn know?


Jill seated herself at her desk
and tapped away at the computer keyboard. After a couple of seconds, she looked
up. “The word ‘deceiver’. It means ‘to mislead by
deliberate misrepresentation or lies’. A more archaic meaning is ‘to
disappoint’. But then when you look at the biblical significance of the
photograph, a crown of nails in place of a crown of thorns, well you can find
deceiver mentioned in the bible. ‘JOB 12:16. The deceived and the deceiver are his’.
Any idea what that means?”


Prosper shook his head.
Outwardly, considering the circumstances, he hoped he looked calm. Inside he
was churning up. Of course he knew what it meant. He and his friends were the
deceivers, but he couldn’t admit knowing that, because then he would have to
admit to murder.


But how had the Oracle found
Jerel, unless ...


... unless
one of his friends was the Oracle.


The thought seemed ridiculous. Stupid. Crazy. He tried to shut it
out, but then his thoughts turned to Wolfe. He had been only too eager to kill
Hatchet Man, and then when he started the mutilation, he had been unmoved,
almost clinical. 


It couldn’t be him though, could
it? No, of course not. 


But discounting the power of prophesy that the killer’s name alluded to, how else would
the Oracle know about them and what they had done if he wasn’t one of them?


Prosper stood up and lurched
towards the toilet. 


“Are you all right?” Jill asked. 


Prosper didn’t answer. Couldn’t. 


He barged through the door and
into the stall to lean over the toilet where he vomited, his throat burning
with acid bile as his previous meal made an unwelcome reappearance.


Could Wolfe really be the Oracle?


He couldn’t believe it. Didn’t want to believe it.


But perhaps it wasn’t Wolfe.
Perhaps it was Ty, or Paris? Even though he
didn’t want to believe it was any of them, it had to be. Why else would Jerel
have been killed? Who else knew what they’d done? 


Once his stomach settled, he
washed his face and then exited the room, still shaking, shirt open, sweat
trickling down his chest. He noticed his pale, corpse-like reflection in the
glass door across the room.


“Sir.
Are you alright now?” Jill asked.


Prosper nodded.


Jill placed a hand on his
shoulder. “It must be a shock, seeing someone you know butchered like that.”


Like you
wouldn’t believe.


Mike looked at them from across
the room, and even though they hadn’t done anything wrong, Prosper felt guilty.



He noticed Chief Superintendent
Hargreaves talking to Mike. His grey haired superior turned and stared at
Prosper. He nodded at something Mike said and then walked across the room. 


“I’m sorry to hear about your
friend,” he said.


Prosper nodded but didn’t reply.


“I think that under the
circumstances you should step down and let someone else take charge of the
investigation. You’re too personally involved.”


Prosper shook his head
vigorously. “Sir, I can understand your concerns, but I can do this.”


Hargreaves stared at him, his
bushy eyebrows like two caterpillars meeting at the bridge of his nose as he
frowned. “If you give me any reason to believe you’re not up to it—”


“I won’t,” Prosper said.


Hargreaves nodded. “Keep me
informed of any developments.” Then he walked away.


Prosper returned to his desk.
Jill followed him and sat on the edge, her legs crossed.


“Do you want to talk about it? It
might help, and it might help us with the investigation. I mean, it’s a little
strange that one of your acquaintances is dead when you’re leading the hunt for
the killer. Do you think that’s the reason he was killed?” Notebook and pen in
hand, she slipped the pen cap in her mouth and pulled the pen out, obviously
not taking no for an answer.


“Well he was ... thirty four.
After leaving school he joined the army. Left recently.
He’s married ... Was married,” he corrected himself, “... to Christine, and
he’s got one daughter, Katie. Jesus. Poor Katie.”


“Did you keep in touch, you know,
after school?”


Prosper licked his lips, tasting
bile in his throat. “Yes, I saw him now and again, but I haven’t seen him for
years now as he was posted abroad. We’re no longer close, if that’s what you
mean.”


“There’s no need to be
defensive.” She scribbled some notes as she continued. “When did you last see
him?”


Prosper felt like a suspect. “I
don’t know. It was before I met Natasha, my wife, so about six, seven years ago
maybe.” Could she tell he was lying?


“Did he have any enemies?” 


“Enemies!
How the hell should I know? Didn’t you just hear what I said?”


Jill tapped the pen against her
teeth, deliberating. “So why do you think the Oracle killed him?”


“It’s either coincidence, or it
could be like you said, that it has something to do with me, I wish to God I
knew.”


“Well if it was because you’re
leading the case, we’d better start compiling a list of all your friends to
warn them to be extra vigilant. And we’d better get someone to watch your
family, just to be safe.”


Prosper nodded, his head
spinning, thoughts churning over like clothes in a spin dryer.


Jill put her notebook and pen
away. “Do you want me to tell his wife?”


“No. It’ll be better coming from
me.”


“Are you sure you’re up to it?”


Prosper nodded. “Mike, see if you
can compile a list of the portraits in the photograph.” He stood up. “Come on,
Jill. Let’s not leave it until the reporters get there first. He deserves
better than that. They all do.”


 


Jerel’s house sat at the end of a
row of terraced properties that backed straight onto the pavement. Despite its
less than stellar location, the property reflected the time and money spent
doing it up.


Prosper hesitated at the door. A
couple of kids across the road shouted obscenities at each other as they kicked
a ball up and down the street.


He swallowed to wet his dry
throat and then knocked, half-hoping Christine wasn’t
in.


When Christine answered the door,
her expression went from morose to puzzlement to alarm.


“Prosper, what … what are you
doing here?” she asked.


He couldn’t help noticing the
bruising around her eye, and that she appeared to be favouring one side as she
leaned against the doorframe. “Christine ... I—”


“It’s Jerel isn’t it?” She ran a
hand through her long, brown hair and bit her lower lip.


“Christine, I’m so sorry.”
Prosper didn’t know what else to say.


“Nooooo,”
Christine wailed, staggering slightly.


Prosper reached out and grabbed
her before she fell, and then helped her into the house. 


In the living room, Prosper
helped her onto the couch where she sat shaking, her head in her hands.


“Constable ... Jill, will you go
into the kitchen and make Christine a coffee please.” Jill nodded and walked
away.


Prosper moved aside a pillow and
blanket and sat next to Christine, putting an arm around her shoulder. “I’m
sorry. I really am.” He wondered whether Jerel had mentioned their recent
meeting. Whether she knew what they’d done. If Christine mentioned it, Jill
would know he’d lied. He suppressed a shiver. “It’s been a long time,” he said.


Christine wiped her eyes and
reached for a box of tissues. She noisily blew her nose.


“How did it happen?” she asked.
“He was upset. Did he kill himself?”


Prosper frowned and then shook
his head. Kill himself! It wasn’t the response
he expected. “No, he didn’t kill himself. I take it you’ve heard of the
Oracle?”


“The psycho
killer? What ... you don’t mean ...” She shook her head, a fresh wave of
tears rolling down her cheeks.


“I’m afraid so.” 


She buried her head in Prosper’s
chest and he put his other arm around her and hugged her to him, making her
wince. Prosper relaxed his hold.


“Why? Why Jerel?” she mumbled.


As he silently hugged Christine,
he briefly recalled the one night stand he had had with her and a bolt of shame
ran through him. How could I have done that to my friend? How could either
of us have betrayed him like that?


When Jill walked back into the
room, she placed the cup of coffee on the low table next to a TV listing
magazine and a copy of The Sun newspaper still running a story about the
Oracle on the front page.


“How is she?” Jill mouthed.


Prosper shook his head. 


He looked around the room. A
photograph of their six year old daughter, Katie hung on the wall. Prosper
thought she looked a lot more like Christine than Jerel; although she looked a
little chubby, she carried it well. She was cute. Another photograph taken in the
desert of Jerel
and his army pals posing around a damaged enemy tank stood on the mantelpiece.
Jerel stood at the front, gun slung across his back, one foot on a pile of
enemy weapons, smiling. Prosper turned away. 


When Christine finally stopped
crying, she sat up. “Sorry,” she said, indicating Prosper’s tear-stained shirt.


“That’s OK. It’s only a shirt.”


Christine nodded. “Did he tell
you ... you know?” She sniffled.


Prosper assumed she was referring
to the rape, but he couldn’t talk about it with Jill around, so he nodded.


Did she know she was the catalyst
for everything that happened? Everything had come full circle. She obviously
knew more than she was letting on as she would have seen that the Oracle had
supposedly killed the man who raped her, but she couldn’t talk about it without
opening herself up to more questions. She probably suspected Jerel’s
involvement, but did she have any hard evidence? Had he told her of his plan?
Prosper couldn’t just come out and ask her in case he dropped himself in it,
but there were so many things he wanted to ask. 


He saw Jill looking at him and
the panic returned, bubbling through his veins. If Christine did say anything,
even the slightest slip of the tongue ...


“You’re a good friend,” Christine
said, forcing a weak smile. “I’ll never forget that.” She started crying again
and buried her head back in his chest.


Jill frowned, looked thoughtful.
“When did you last see your husband?”


“A few days ago,” Christine said,
her voice muffled by Prosper’s shirt.


“So why didn’t you report his
disappearance?”


Christine looked up. “We’d had an
argument. He went off by himself. He likes his own company. It’s how he copes
with things. I’ve learned to live with it over the years. The army … it affects
some people like that.” She sobbed the last few words and started crying again.


“What was the argument about?”
Jill asked.


Prosper held his hand up. “Now
isn’t the time.”


Christine nodded at Prosper and
then buried her face in her hands, sobbing uncontrollably. 


When Christine composed herself,
Prosper asked, “Where’s Katie?”


“She’s at my parents. I didn’t
think she should be here, you know, with us arguing.”


Prosper nodded. “I think you
should be there too. You shouldn’t be on your own at a time like this. Come on,
pack a few things and we’ll drive you over.”


Christine stood up and walked
across the room, wincing and holding her side. When she was out of earshot,
Jill said, “What was that about?”


“What was what about?”


“She asked if he told you
something, and you nodded. I thought you said you hadn’t seen him in years.”


Prosper scowled. “I’m still a
friend to the both of them. I spoke to him on the phone. Do you have a problem
with that?”


Jill blushed and shook her head.
She consulted her notebook, absently flicking through the pages. After a
moment, she said, “With nothing else to go on, now hadn’t we better check out
this 
Pearl Street lead?”

Prosper’s hands shook and he
chewed his lower lip. Despite his reservations, and to avoid making Jill more
suspicious, he had no choice but to agree.


 
















CHAPTER 30


 


Jill drove with one hand on the
steering wheel, elbow resting on the panel of the door, her free hand tapping
against her thigh. Lots of things about this case didn’t add up. Like why the
witness that came forward, Gideon Robinson, said that Prosper was at the scene
of the crime when Hatchet Man was abducted. Also, why had he said there was
more than one perpetrator? Did he fabricate the story? Or could he really have
seen something? Was one of the people he saw someone who looked like Prosper?
And then there was her superior’s hostile attitude towards the witness. Was he
hiding something? Perhaps she should question Robinson again on her own. Have
him work with an artist to make a photo-fit of the person he saw. 


Prosper’s outright refusal to
believe what the witness said wasn’t realistic. In a case like this they needed
to follow every lead, no matter how vague. And an eyewitness was more than
vague. It was possibly the only concrete evidence they had. 


“It’s got to be more than a
coincidence that the Oracle’s killed someone you know,” she said, breaking the
silence.


Prosper shrugged. “Well when you
know what that reason is, be sure to let me know.”


Jill glanced at him, noticed that
his jaw was clenched, eyes narrowed as he focused on the road ahead, a nervous
twitch making his right eye flutter. 


Although she didn’t know Prosper
very well, she had noticed a distinct change in him since the killings started
making him sullen and moody. 


There was something going on. She
just needed to find out what it was. 


 


As they reached their
destination, a headache pounded at Prosper’s temples and he felt short of
breath. What if he’d missed something? What if Robinson was right? What if
there was a blood stain he’d failed to spot?


“I wouldn’t have made the
connection with Robinson’s statement if Mr. Taylor hadn’t mentioned it as well.
Don’t you think it’s strange?” Jill said as she slowed the car.


“What?”


“That both of
them should mention 
Pearl
  Street.”

“It’s probably nothing more than
coincidence. That Robinson was a bloody nutter.”


“Yes, but it makes you wonder.
Perhaps he did see someone, and perhaps that someone looked just like you.
Well, we can’t ignore it.”


What a pity. “No, of
course we can’t, but I’ve just had to tell my friend’s wife that her husband’s
been murdered, so excuse me if I’m not altogether with it at the moment.”


“Yes, but there
might be a clue here. You do want to find your friend’s killer,
don’t you?” She looked at him, eyes twinkling with something akin to
accusation.


“Of course I want to find him.” 


As they approached the alley,
memories flooded back. Bad memories. Nightmare memories. 


Jill stopped the car and said,
“This must be the place.” 


They exited the vehicle, and
Prosper’s heart sank.


The terraced houses backed onto
the alley, shielding them from the sun. The long shadows of the houses cast a
depressing gloom over the area and Prosper stuffed his hands in his pockets. 


“What exactly are we looking
for?” he asked.


Jill took out her notebook,
flicked through it. “Robinson said, ‘If you want proof, go to the alley between

Cushing Road and Pearl
  Street. That’s where they did it. There’s blood
there’.”

“Yes, but at the time, the
lunatic was talking as though I had done something. I really think we’re
wasting our time here.”


“We’ve got plenty of time,” Jill
said, placing her notebook back in her pocket.


“Tell that to the next victim,
Constable.”


Jill scowled. “Well, perhaps
Robinson was confused, but perhaps he did see something. It won’t
hurt to look.”


Not for you maybe. Leading
the way, Prosper started to walk along the alley, his eyes peeled for any sign
of the bloodstains.


“Perhaps we should knock on a few
doors, ask people if they saw or heard anything suspicious lately,” Jill
suggested.


“That takes manpower we haven’t
got, not without good reason.”


“I would have thought two
statements that mention the same road was reason enough.”


“One from a nutter,
the other from a bereaved father,” he said again, hoping he wasn’t trying too
hard to dissuade Jill. He spied what looked like a stain on the ground up
ahead. “Perhaps you’re right. Why don’t you go and knock on a few doors while I
carry on searching back here.” He stared at her, heart clogging his throat. He
could order her to go and knock on doors, but that would be too much of an
about face.


“I think we need to call in the
scene of crime officers to make a thorough search. Remember that clue on the
wall where Jane Numan was abducted, well perhaps there’s something like that
here too.”


“We need a lot more proof before
they’ll sanction this as a crime scene. Like I said, you knock on a few doors,
and I’ll have a scout around out here.”


“Well, call me if you find
anything.”


“Oh, I will, don’t worry.”


He watched her walk away; saw her
turn around at the end of the alley to look back at him before she disappeared
around the corner.


Prosper rubbed his forehead and
hurried over to what turned out to be nothing more than a shadowed depression.
Although he failed to spot any apparent bloodstains, he couldn’t relax.


 


Jill perused her notes until she
found Gideon Robinson’s address, then she hurried towards his front door and
rang the bell. When nobody answered, she stepped back and looked up at the
terraced property for any sign of movement. Not seeing anyone, she stepped
forwards and rang the bell again. About to walk away, the door suddenly opened.


“Oh it’s you. What do you want?”
Robinson asked as he leaned out, looking up and down the street before pulling
his head back inside the house like a tortoise into its shell. 


“I need to ask you a few
questions about the night you thought you saw Mack Taylor being assaulted.”


“Thought I saw!
There’s no thought about it. I know exactly what I saw. What are you
here for, to accuse me of being a liar again?”


“I’m sorry about that, sir, but
I’d just like to go over what you saw once more.”


Robinson wormed his tongue around
between his teeth and lips. After a moment, he said, “You’d better come in.”


Jill followed him inside and shut
the door behind her. She found herself in a virtually empty room with a few
cardboard boxes and bare floorboards. Robinson walked through a door on the far
side and led the way to the lounge where he plonked himself down on the tatty
blue couch. A sparkling plasma screen television took pride of place, and it
looked way too big for the size of the room.


He picked up a mug of tea from a
table next to where he sat and stared at her over the brim as he took a sip.
When he lowered the mug, he said, “So what do you want to know?”


Jill sat down in a chair opposite
and took out her notepad and pen. “I’d like to go over what you said the other
day.”


“Why, nothing’s changed.”


“I’d just like to clarify a few
things. Firstly, you said you’d been drinking in The Hanging Man, and when you
returned home, you saw someone that looked like my superior, Prosper Snow,
attack Mack Taylor.”


Robinson nodded. “He didn’t look
like him, it was him. Either that or he has a twin brother.”


“First, what time did you leave
the pub?”


Robinson shrugged. “When they
threw me out at closing time I guess.”


“So it’s fair to say you’d had a
few drinks by then.”


“I like to drink, so I’d had one
or two, yeah.”


She tapped the pen against the
pad. “So, on a scale of one to ten, how drunk would you say you were?”


“What are you accusing me of?”


“I’m not accusing you of
anything. I’m just trying to ascertain how reliable a witness you might be,”
she said, keeping a steady gaze on him.


“Well I wasn’t sober, but I
wasn’t paralytic either. I know what I bloody saw.”


“So on
the scale of one to ten, how drunk?”


Robinson scratched his chin. “I’d
say about seven.”


Jill made a few notes. “That’s
quite drunk then.”


“I still know what I saw.”


“Okay, talk me through it. What
exactly did you see?” She looked up at him again.


“I was coming home along the
alley at the back of the houses, and when I opened the door to the passage to
get through to the front, there were these two men there, one of which was your
copper friend.”


“Two men.
What did the other one look like?”


Robinson frowned, deep in
thought. “He had long black hair in a ponytail.”


“Anything else you remember about
him?”


“Not really.” He shrugged.


“Okay, what were these two men
doing?”


“They were just standing there,
looking out the gate. Then the one with long black hair said something, and
they pulled balaclavas on and went out into the alley. That’s when I saw them
attack Mack Taylor. I recognised him after from his picture in the paper.”


“So these two men attacked Taylor.”


“No, there were more of them.
Four I think.”


“Four! So where did the other two
appear from?” Jill looked up quickly at Robinson, pen hovering over the page of
notes.


“How should I know?”


Jill looked down again and made a
few more notes. She didn’t know what to believe, but Robinson seemed as though
he believed what he was saying.


“And would you be able to
recognise these men again if you saw them?”


“I already have, that copper
friend of yours.”


Jill tapped the pen against her
teeth. “Aside from the one who looked like my partner, would you be able to
recognise the others?”


“Well, the other two already had
balaclavas on so I wouldn’t be able to tell you what they looked like, but the
one with your partner, yeah, I guess so.”


“And would you be willing to
stand up in court if it came down to it?”


Robinson tugged at his earlobe.
“I don’t know. I don’t want any trouble. I don’t know why I came forward
really. Now I know it’s a copper, well, I mean if they could do that to Taylor,
what would they do to me?” He looked suddenly pensive. “I shouldn’t be talking
to you like this. You’re one of them.”


“One of them?”


“A bleedin’ copper. You’ll all stick up for each
other.”


“I can assure you that’s not the case at all. You’re perfectly safe. No one’s
going to do anything to you.”


“I bet Taylor
thought the same thing too.” 


“Sir, we need all the help we can
get. This is a murder investigation. Anything you can think of, anything at all, will help.”


Robinson rubbed his cheeks. “Well
there is one thing. The man with the ponytail, he used a couple of names when
he was speaking to the other bloke.”


Jill sat up straight. “Names? Whose names?”


Robinson shrugged. “Perhaps their
two buddies. How should I know?”


“So what were the names?” She sat
with the pen poised over the pad.


“This was weeks ago. I can’t
remember exactly, but I think one was something to do with a capital city,
something like that, but I can’t remember what it was. The other was something
like Try.” He shrugged. “That’s all I remember.”


Jill scribbled a few notes.
“Thank you Mr. Robinson.” She passed him a card. “If you think of anything
else, anything at all, call me.”


She snapped her notebook shut. Something
smelled decidedly corrupt about this investigation.


 


Prosper looked at his watch, lips
pursed. What was keeping Jill so long? He turned to go and look for her
when he saw someone peering at him from a window in one of the terraced houses.
As he stared back, the person ducked out of sight, leaving him with a residual
image of a nose and a pair of eyes, the rest of the face lost in shadow.


Prosper sighed and walked out of
the alley. Perhaps he hadn’t seen anyone at all. His nerves were in tatters.


He couldn’t see Jill anywhere, so
he assumed she was in one of the houses, perhaps taking a statement from the
man that had shouted for them to be quiet when they ambushed Hatchet Man.


There was nothing he could do
about it now. The dice were cast. He could only sit back and let them roll.


Five minutes later a door opened
down the street and Jill stepped out. He saw her lean back towards the house. A
hand snaked out of the doorway, brusquely accepted
Jill’s, shook it and then disappeared.


Jill walked towards Prosper,
expression deadpan.


Prosper didn’t think his heart
could sink any further, but if a spiritual Marianas Trench existed, he was in
it, three miles down in a bathysphere buckling under pressure.


“Well?” she asked.


“I didn’t find anything. You?”


Jill shook her head and pocketed her
notebook, then she stared towards the alley as though
about to suggest another look when Prosper’s mobile phone rang. He accepted the
call, thankful for the distraction, and headed towards the car before Jill
could ask further questions.


 
















CHAPTER 31


 


Prosper looked at the words he
had typed on the computer screen:


 


Jerel’s dead. The Oracle’s
killed him. Don’t ask me how he found him because I don’t know. I can only
assume that it’s got something to do with what we’ve done, so I think we’re all
in danger. Just act normal for now, but be on your guards. Don’t take risks and
don’t talk to anyone.


 


They would know soon enough that
Jerel was dead, because the reporters would be over it like a rash and Jerel’s
face would be tomorrow’s fish and chip paper. It was a sad epitaph.


But he wasn’t sure about the last
bit of his message. If he mentioned they were in danger, one of them might go
to the police and confess everything, or if, as ridiculous as it seemed, one of
them was the Oracle, he might speed up his
agenda and kill them all before they had the chance. One of his friends
couldn’t be the Oracle though, it was stupid to even think it, but who else
could it be? Who else knew what they’d done? 


He considered the meaning of the
word oracle: the power of prophesy, the power to predict the future. What if
the killer really did have second sight? What if the killer had seen what he
and his friends did? Although he knew it was ludicrous, a cold shiver ran
up his spine. 


Unless ... unless one of them
had told someone else.


Jesus, that
was it. One of them blabbed and by some act of sheer fluke, the real Oracle had
either overheard or someone had told him.


The obvious choice for blabbing
would be Ty. He loved to make up stories, so he would
have a field day with something like this. His whole life was a sham, a fairy
tale. The truth hidden behind a wall of lies, each lie another brick in the
wall until he probably couldn’t see the truth anymore.
He probably thought of himself as some sort of Charles Bronson, a vigilante
fighting the good fight. Jesus Christ, he should have realised sooner that Ty wouldn’t be able to keep his mouth shut, not with
something as juicy as this.


With acid indigestion making his
stomach grumble, Prosper pressed send. He only hoped none of his friends did
anything rash before he spoke to them, like tell the truth.


Once the message was sent, he
turned the computer off and walked downstairs.


“Have you seen the boning knife?”
Natasha asked as he entered the kitchen.


Prosper shook his head. 


“Well you had it last, the other
Sunday.”


“It’ll be in the drawer then.”


“It’s not.”


“Well add it to the list of other
things that have disappeared, like my jacket,” he snapped.


Natasha pursed her lips. “Anyway,
you’ve been up there a long time,” she said. “I’m starting to wonder whether
you’re having a virtual affair.”


Although her expression said she
was joking, Prosper knew she probably suspected there might be a little truth
to her statement. “Don’t be bloody stupid,” he said.


She chopped vigorously at a carrot.
“Well what are you up to then?” 


Legs too weak to remain upright,
he collapsed into a chair at the table. “I should have told you sooner.”


Natasha stared at him, looking
worried. “Told me what?”


“Do you remember me mentioning my
friend, Jerel, you know, the one that was in the army?”


Natasha nodded.


“Well he’s dead.”


Natasha’s worry lines dissolved
and she dropped the knife. “Oh, I’m sorry. How did it happen?”


Prosper stroked his chin, feeling
a couple of days worth of stubble. “He was murdered.”


Her eyes went wide and she
clamped her hand across her mouth. “Jesus. That’s awful,” she mumbled.


“Not just murdered. Butchered.”


“Do you know who did it?”


Prosper swallowed, and then
forced the words out. “Yes, it was the Oracle.”


Natasha stared at him, her mouth
and eyes opening wide. “You mean the man you’re hunting. No.” She shook her
head. “I mean, how, why?”


“I don’t know.”


“That’s unbelievable. Someone you
know. Jesus. You don’t think …”


“What?”


“You don’t think it’s got
something to do with you, you know, hunting him?”


Prosper’s tongue felt like a
balloon expanding within his mouth. No, he thought, it’s not because
I’m hunting him, it’s because I’m trying to goddamn frame him. “It’s
probably just pure coincidence.”


“That’s one hell of a
coincidence. I hope to God you’re right, otherwise, what about me and Leon? We
could be in danger.” Her eyes widened in fright.


“No, you’re not,” Prosper said.
“I’d never let anything happen to you.”


“Well what if you’re wrong?”


“I’m not bloody wrong. It’s one
of those ironic coincidences, that’s all.”


Natasha didn’t look convinced. 


“Look, I’ve assigned someone to
keep an eye on you both though. Make sure you’re safe. That should make you
feel better.”


“Make me feel better!
Jesus Prosper. Anyone would think you didn’t care about us.”


“Of course I bloody care about
you.” He stood up and walked out of the room with tears in his eyes. In
reality, he didn’t know what he felt about anything anymore.


 
















CHAPTER 32


 


Wolfe lived in a strange, slanted
structure. The roof stood higher at one end than the other, and the property
went up in levels, lowest at the front, much like a Mesopotamian ziggurat, a
temple; the only difference that this one wasn’t intended as a shrine to Gods,
but to art. Designed to make the most of the natural light available, the
buildings many windows reflected the crescent moon. The entrance to the
building also had a sloped roof, but it sloped the opposite way to the main
roof, making it seem as though something was wrong, a
fault in the design that drew the eyes. A subtle, but not
unpleasant imperfection in the symmetry. 


Wolfe once explained to him that
it was designed in the rule of thirds artists used to draw the eye to specific
points: three floors, each encompassing a third of the structure, entrance one
third of the way along, windows one third in, one third up. Everything about
the building had been meticulously planned. Nothing was random.


Even the landscaped garden used
the rule of thirds, a living canvas on which horticulturists worked their own
magic.


When he reached the entrance,
Prosper rang the bell and waited patiently. When no one answered, he rang it
again. Still not receiving a response, he grimaced, jabbing his finger at the bell
to ring it a third time and finally a light came on in the building. He
couldn’t help feeling Wolfe had waited for three rings, his artistry not just
applied to the appearance of the house, but to its function as well.


Footsteps echoed along a hall and
then a light came on in the entrance, making Prosper rub his eyes. Damn, it
was bright. He felt like a specimen under a microscope.


The door opened, and Prosper
blinked to clear his vision when someone grabbed him and pulled him into the
house.


“What the—”


“What are you doing here?”
Wolfe barked. 


Prosper rubbed his eyes and saw
Wolfe standing in front of him in a grey T-shirt splattered with paint and
dust. His tied back hair accentuated his chiselled facial structure.


“That’s one hell of a welcome,”
Prosper said as he straightened his shirt.


“What if someone saw you?”


“Who’s going to see me? You live
in the middle of nowhere,” Prosper grumbled.


“Exactly, that makes it even more
suspicious.”


“I’m visiting an old friend. Is
there something wrong with that?”


“After just reading your e-mail,
I think there is. Jesus, is Jerel really dead? It’s incredible. What if the
Oracle followed you here?”


“I don’t think he’d have to
follow me to find out where you live. If he’s as clever as he appears, then
he’ll already know.”


Wolfe shrugged. “How was he
killed?”


“Like with the other victims, we
haven’t got a body, but when you’ve seen a picture of someone with their throat
cut and their tongue pulled through, and with their stomach ripped open, I
think we can assume that he’s not going to be kicking his heels up and doing a
jig, don’t you.”


Wolfe shook his head, his
ponytail flicking from side-to-side. “You’d better come through.”


Although he had feared that one
of his friends was the Oracle, Prosper had to trust them. They were the only
people he could talk to, and they were in this together, so they might all be
in danger. He owed them the benefit of the doubt, but if any of them gave him
the slightest reason to mistrust them …


He followed Wolfe along the
corridor and into the studio where numerous statues gathered in silent
contemplation; they looked almost funereal, as though they should be sitting on
top of graves, their features angelic. Some were life-size, others smaller.
Chiselled from pale rock, they appeared anaemic, lacking the blood that would
bring them to life. Glimpsed from the corner of his eye, he could almost
believe some of the statues moved, their limbs in motion, their expressions
slightly different, the wink of an eye, the corners of
a mouth rising in mirth. 


Prosper shivered. 


The statue Wolfe was presently
working on stood in the middle of the room, starting to take shape, almost as
if it wasn’t being made, but being freed from the rock. As if it was
already there, and Wolfe only helped it out.


A multitude of chisels and
mallets decorated the ground, each one covered in a thin layer of dust. As
Prosper looked at them, he noticed specks of blood on the ground.


“What happened there?” He pointed
at the blood.


Wolfe shrugged. “I misjudged a
hit with the hammer. Anyway, forget that, what the hell’s going on?”


“The Oracle, that’s what.
Somehow, he must have found out it was us that implicated him in a murder he
didn’t commit.”


Wolfe pinched his lower lip
between his fingers. “I was afraid of this.”


“What?” Prosper gaped. He didn’t
think Wolfe was afraid of anything.


“The Oracle’s like an artist. We
attempted a pale imitation of his work, and now he’s pissed. We were students
that thought they could impersonate the master. I should have realised.” 


“You’re not making any sense. It
looked the same as his work to me.”


“It doesn’t matter what it looked
like. It wasn’t his. He makes his work shine. It’s personal to him.”


“What do you mean?” A sick
feeling hunkered in Prosper’s stomach.


“True artists put a little bit of
themselves into everything they create. When you look at a true artists work,
it sparkles; glimmers. The subtle use of colour, the hint of
dew on a flower, the ambient tones of flesh. It’s the little things. The
details no one notices. They all combine to make a picture into a work of art,
a work of genius. 


“Anyone can press a piano key,
but only a true virtuoso can make music that will make you weep. Anyone can put
paint on a canvas, but only a true master can bring the painting to life.
Anyone can kill, but only a genius can make murder an art. You feel humbled by
what you see. They make their subjects shine.”


Prosper didn’t like what he
heard. Wolfe’s speech verged on adulation, made it sound as though he
worshipped the son of a bitch. He narrowed his eyes and glared at his old
friend, his thoughts running riot. How much did he really know about
Wolfe?   


“But I still don’t see how he
found us,” Wolfe said, frowning. “No one knew about it, but us.” 


“I’ve been thinking about that,
and the only thing I can think of—” without mentioning that he previously
thought one of them was the Oracle “is that one of us has been spouting his
mouth off.”


“Ty,”
Wolfe said without hesitation. “The idiot. He’s going
to get us all killed.”


“Not if I can help it.” He
ignored Wolfe’s scowl and lit a cigarette. “I’ve got an idea to flush the
killer out.”


 
















CHAPTER
33


 


Ty
Westwood looked at the strands of hair snagged between the teeth of the comb
and groaned. At this rate, he’d be bald by forty. Not for the first time, he
considered shaving all of his hair off to beat the baldness to the post, but he
couldn’t do it. Surely someone would come up with a miracle cure before it was
too late. 


He slipped the comb into his back
pocket, scratched the patch of stubble on his chin, took a final look in the
hallway mirror, and then walked towards the front door. He opened the door and
cautiously stared out. Act normal, Prosper had said in the e-mail. How could
he act bloody normal knowing the Oracle had killed Jerel!


Swallowing to moisten his throat,
he exited the house and locked the door.


The sun beamed down, glinting in
the windows across the street like supernovas in the dark vacuum of space.


Ty
sighed. The heat outside would be nothing compared to that inside the bakery.
The ovens alone emitted enough heat to warm Hades. The job sucked at the best
of times, but in the summer, it was murder. Unlike the other members of the Kult, fortune hadn’t smiled on Ty.


As he walked along the road, the
sun reflecting off something caught his eye and he noticed a Mercedes slow down
as it drove by. With the sun shining on the windows, he couldn’t see who was
driving, but he had a feeling they slowed down specifically to look at him, so
he ducked his head and increased his pace.


Even before they killed Hatchet
Man, he’d sensed someone following him. Since then, though, the feeling only
grew worse. Everywhere he went, he thought he saw people looking at him, and he
imagined they all knew the part he played in taking a man’s life; thought they
were all undercover policemen, tracking him: Ty Westwood, Britain’s
Most Wanted.


Before they committed the murder,
Ty convinced himself they were doing the right thing.
They were going to rid the world of one of the bad men, so what did it
matter? People did it all the time on the television, and they were regarded as
heroes. But the reality wasn’t what he expected. He’d helped kill someone,
and nothing could ever change that. 


The television didn’t tell you
how you would feel after. It didn’t show the nightmares; didn’t talk about the
trauma, the sickness, and the giddy, scared sensation. No, television lied big
time. Cowboys and Indians didn’t suffer a fit of the collywobbles after they
shot someone; they whooped and hollered. Russell Crowe killed in the
Gladiator’s arena with impunity. The Magnificent Seven were never less than
magnanimous, and Mad Max ruled the wastelands without worrying about the blood
on his hands. And none of them threw up when they killed.


They remained celluloid heroes.
The reality was a lot different. A lot worse.


At the end of the road, Ty thought he saw the Mercedes again, pulling away from the
kerb, but a lorry trundled past, obscuring his view, and when it had gone, so
had the car.


He trembled as he walked,
fighting hard to stop shaking. Act normal, he said to himself. But how
could he act fucking normal after having read Prosper’s e-mail? Someone might
be following him. And not just any old someone. A killer.


Was the Oracle driving the
Mercedes? Or was he the man standing on the corner pretending to read the
obituary column in the newspaper? Or was he the man sitting out in his front
garden pretending to sunbathe, his watchful eyes hidden behind sunglasses.
Perhaps the window cleaner whistling what sounded like the Funeral March. Or
the milkman who doesn’t deliver pints, but takes them instead: blood. The postal worker delivering that final reminder. It could
be any of them, or none of them. Ty felt they were
all suspects, all killers, and all after him.


He wasn’t proud of what they’d
done, and he wouldn’t speak about it to anyone. He didn’t fancy being sent to
prison, and he was sure this would be another instance where television had
lied, because he expected it to be worse than anything he’d seen. A lot worse. 


He could already smell the aroma
of baking bread from the bakery at the end of the road. When he first moved
into the area, he’d thought it a warm, delicious fragrance, but after a few
weeks the smell became sickly sweet and he knew it would be a hundred times
worse when he entered the factory. 


He stood at the entrance,
scanning the area. What about just turning around and making a run for it,
he thought. But run where? There isn’t anywhere to go.


With no other option, Ty entered the factory, clocked in and went to get changed.
He was already sweating and it wasn’t because of the warm factory air. 


 


At the end of his shift, Ty thought he must have sweated off a few pounds at least.
He could never understand why people paid to visit saunas for the privilege of
sweating their bollocks off, because if they wanted, they could do his job for
him and save themselves a fortune. 


It had just hit five-thirty when
he reached the gate of his terraced house, the small front garden of which was
a tangle of weeds. 


He was glad that he’d remembered
to draw the curtains before he left for work, otherwise the house would feel
like an oven. As he reached the front door, he inserted his key, unlocked it,
and pushed it open.


“Hey, hold on.” 


Ty spun
around, eyes wide. His expression softened when he saw his next-door neighbour,
Harold Jenkins, an old man with a shock of white hair and a ruddy, veined face.
Harold must be at least eighty, and yet he still had a full head of hair that Ty envied. Life wasn’t fair.


“Glad it’s you,” Harold said.


“Of course it’s me,” Ty replied. “Who else would it be?”


“Well, there was a bloke hanging
around earlier.”


Ty’s
smile disappeared. His heart thudded and he licked his lips, eyes flicking
around in their sockets as he surveyed the street. “Bloke!
What bloke?”


“I don’t know. Just
some bloke. He knocked on my door trying to sell double glazing.” Harold
wore a bemused expression. “He were either stupid or
pretending, ‘cause any fool can see that I’ve already got double glazing.
Couldn’t afford not to, not nowadays, not with the price of—”


Ty
glanced up and down the road. “What did this man look like?”


“I didn’t take much notice, but
he asked me when you’d be back, and if you’d be interested in double glazing.
Bloody idiot if you ask me, ‘cause you’ve already got
it too.” He tapped his fingers against the nearest window to emphasise the
point.


“What did you tell him?” His
stomach felt as if a troop of monkeys were swinging around inside it.


“I told him you’d be back about
five, and he said he might call back then, but I haven’t seen him.”


Ty ran
a hand through his hair, his palm coming away bathed in sweat “And you’re sure
you’ve never seen him before?”


“No, never.
Why, is something wrong?”


Ty
licked his lips, tasting salty sweat. “No, nothing.
Some people, hey. Double glazing.” He feigned amazement.


“Well, I’ll leave you to it,”
Harold said, wandering away.


Ty
nodded and turned back to his house.


Did the living room curtain
just move?


Not wanting to take any chances,
he started to close the door, intending to get as far away as possible, when a
hand reached out and grabbed his wrist, dragging him all the way into the
house.


 
















CHAPTER 34


 


Ty
winced; he tried to scream but a hand covered his mouth and he almost gagged.
The door banged shut behind him like a coffin lid. Fingers dug into his wrist,
sharp nails almost piercing his flesh. Fear penetrated him like a knife and his
blood ran cold. He almost wet himself. He was going to be killed, and there was
nothing he could do about it.


His heart stopped, his legs went
weak. He shook uncontrollably. 


“Please ... please don’t kill
me,” he said, the words coming out mumbled due to the hand clamped across his
mouth.


“Where the hell have you
been?” 


That voice ... As his eyes
adapted to the darkness of the hall the hand disappeared from his mouth and he
gaped in surprise.


“Paris, what the
... How?”


“Where’ve you been?” Paris
demanded.


Ty
exhaled loudly. “At work. What is this? What the hell
are you doing here? How the bloody hell did you get in? You almost gave me a
heart attack.”


“Jesus, Ty,
haven’t you seen the newspapers?”


Ty
shook his head. “Sod the bloody newspapers. Did you get Prosper’s e-mail?
Jerel’s dead. I can’t believe it.”


“Of course I bloody got it. I
can’t believe it either, but you’ve got to see this.” Hands shaking, Paris
unfolded the scrunched up newspaper he was holding, and Ty’s
mouth fell open as he read the headline:


 


ORACLE COPYCAT
KILLING.


It has been reported that the
body of Mack Taylor, previously thought to have been a victim of the infamous
serial killer, the Oracle, was a copycat killing. Police sources say that the
photograph initially fooled them, but after further examination by a photographic
expert, it was found that the photographic quality of Mack Taylor’s picture was
superior to the Oracle’s work, and that they have had to rule out his
involvement with this case.


Police sources are also keen
to point out that the public should not worry about the appearance of a second
killer, as they have already apprehended a suspect ...


 


“Jesus Christ,” Ty wailed, his eyes going wide as
he read the article again.


“I know. I didn’t believe it
myself, but it’s there in black and white. They’ve caught one of us. They know,
Ty, they know what we did.”


Ty
screwed his hands together and started pacing the room. “Who?
Who’ve they caught?”


“That’s it, I don’t know. I was
too scared to call anyone in case the phones were tapped, so I went round to
see if I could find Prosper or Wolfe, but I couldn’t. And then when you weren’t
here ... Jesus, I thought you’d all been arrested.” He wiped his brow.
“I’ve been waiting hours. I was about to make a run for it.”


Ty
stopped walking and looked at his friend. “Well, how did you bloody get in?” 


“You left a window open around
the back. Look at this,” Paris
turned side on, “I ripped my trousers climbing through. I didn’t want to hang
around outside, did I? That nosy neighbour of yours was already suspicious.
There might have been police watching the house, so I pretended to be a
double-glazing salesman.”


“Well that’s made him even more
suspicious. Couldn’t you see that he already had double glazing?”


“I wasn’t taking that much
notice. I was more concerned with finding out where you were.”


“When you dragged me in the house
... Jesus, Paris, I thought you were going to kill me.”


“I’m sorry, but I needed to get
you inside.”


“Come on,
let’s get away from the door.” Ty led the way through
the house, shivering. Someone didn’t just walk over his grave; they threw a
goddamn party on it.


“How the fuck has this happened?”
Ty asked, collapsing onto the couch in the lounge.


Paris
stood in the doorway, his blond hair neatly clipped, much like his manicured
nails. No matter what he wore, he always looked the consummate banker, and
today, dressed in a blue shirt and grey trousers, was no exception. He radiated
money. Whether it was his or not was beside the point. His pale blue eyes
looked dreamy, slightly sad, and his permanent tan looked somewhat faded by
recent events.


“I was hoping you could tell me
that,” Paris eventually said.


“Me? You seem to know more about
it than me. Why should I know anything?”


Noticing the state of his living
room Ty blushed in embarrassment. Paris
would no doubt be used to better than this. A lot better. He probably lived in
a house designed by architects and decorated by professional designers who
charged more for a consultation than Ty earned in a
month. Items from Ikea and B & Q decorated Ty’s
house, with a splash of Focus and a liberal helping of second hand bargains
from the thrift shops.


Ty sat
on a faded blue three-seater couch with lumpy
cushions. The frame of the couch had already collapsed once, and he’d tied it
together with sturdy rope. He only hoped Paris
didn’t wish to join him. The rope was strong, but it seldom had to bear the
weight of two people.


Paris
leaned against the wall. A moment later, he stood up straight and ran his hands
down the back of his clothes. Then he looked at his hands as if expecting to
see dirt on them.


“Someone must have blabbed. Why
else would any of this be happening?” Paris
asked, narrowing his eyes.


“Oh, so you instantly think it’s
me.” Ty bit his lip. He couldn’t believe Paris
would think so little of him.


“Well, if it wasn’t you, who was
it?”


“Who’s to say it was any of us?
The newspaper says that they found out the photograph was a fake, doesn’t that
tell you anything?”


“I don’t know what to think
anymore. My head’s spinning. Have you got anything to drink?”


“Tea, coffee?”


Paris
scowled. “Haven’t you got anything stronger?”


Ty
stood up, walked across to a cabinet in the corner of the room, and pulled down
the hinged front. He took out the expensive bottle of whisky he’d been saving
for a special occasion. He didn’t know what that occasion was, but he always
felt he would know it when it came – and it had come. But it wasn’t the special
occasion he’d been expecting. He never in his wildest dreams expected to be
drinking it at what felt like his own wake.


He poured two good measures into
the tumblers and passed Paris his
drink. “To Jerel,” he said and took a good swallow of the amber fluid. The
initial sip burned his throat and warmed his stomach; by the third, he was
immune to its effects.


Ty sat
back on the couch and nursed the tumbler in his hands, staring into the fluid
as if it might offer up an answer to their predicament. When no answer became
apparent, he downed the drink and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.


Paris stood in the middle of the
room, swirling the contents of the glass and continually holding it up to
inspect the golden liquid in the narrow beam of light that shone through the
drawn curtain. 


“We should phone Prosper or
Wolfe,” Ty said.


“I told you, their phones might
have been bugged.” Paris sipped at
his drink.


“Do you think the police would go
that far?”


“What if it’s not just the
police? What if the Oracle’s listening?”


Ty
sniggered. “Now you’re being daft.”


Paris
glared at him. “Daft. Jerel’s dead, killed by the man we tried to frame
and God knows who’s been arrested, and you’re calling me daft. Jesus, Ty, wake up and smell the coffee.”
He downed his drink and ran a hand through his hair. “We’ve got to get away
from here. My car’s parked at the end of the road,
come on.”


“And go where?”


“Do you want to sit around and
wait for the police ... or the Oracle to call? Anywhere’s better than here.”


Hoping Paris
wasn’t referring to the decor of the house, Ty felt
inclined to agree that they should be doing something, and if they were moving,
they would be harder to find.


After checking the coast was
clear, Ty followed Paris
to the car, his eyes nervously scanning the road and the houses. He felt
certain every curtain along the road twitched as they walked.


Ty
settled himself in Paris’ Range
Rover; the blacked out windows made him feel a little safer, like hiding in
plain sight.


“So where are we going?” Ty asked, fastening his seat belt.


“I think we should take a run out
to Wolfe’s house as he’s closer, to see if he’s back yet.”


Paris
started driving, and Ty stared out the window at his
side, the hairs bristling on the back of his neck. Although he couldn’t see
anyone, the feeling of being watched persisted and despite the blacked out
windows, he slumped down in his seat, hoping and praying for an end to the
nightmare.


 
















CHAPTER 35


 


The Oracle peered through the
leaves of the tree and watched Ty and Paris
as they exited the house, their movements furtive. Seeing
them made his blood boil and the anger coalesce. He tightened his grip
on the branch, snapping it within his grasp. A bird took flight.


The Oracle took a calming breath,
inhaling deeply. He exhaled, inhaled, exhaled, inhaled, bringing
down a subconscious shutter on his thoughts so that he could concentrate on the
task at hand without letting his emotions get in the way.


He had learned a long time ago
that people followed patterns that they probably couldn’t even see. Although
the name was corny, that’s why he decided to call himself the Oracle, because
to the uninitiated, his ability to predict people might seem almost prophetic.
In reality it was nothing more than simple surveillance.


 Gathering personal
information about an individual, he could calculate perceived reactions to
situations to predict future actions. If someone stood up to offer their seat
on a crowded bus to an old person, he could predict other reactions that he
could use to his advantage based on what he knew, such as they could be
expected to assist him if he was struggling with a heavy item, as it was in
their nature to be helpful and kind. If the same person didn’t offer up their
seat, that presented him with another character assessment that he could also
use. Although only little things, they painted a picture of the person and were
things he could use to manipulate them.


But the article in the newspaper,
he hadn’t predicted that. They were trying to outfox him. But it wasn’t a
problem. He could use it to his advantage, adapt to the situation.


What he did know was that Paris
and Ty were running scared. He had seen the same look
of fear on his victims’ faces enough times to recognise it now. They knew he
was on to them. The thought made him smile and created a warm glow in his
belly. Having been a party to the murder of Hatchet Man, they couldn’t go to
the police for fear of being discovered. The irony didn’t escape him.  


As they drove away, he dropped
from the tree, rushed to his car and drove after them, keeping far enough back
to shadow them without being spotted. A delicious shiver ran along his spine,
making him tingle all over.


It was a feeling he was getting
used to again; a feeling that he no longer found unpleasant. The
feeling that came before a kill. 


 
















CHAPTER 36


 


With Paris
nervously checking the rear-view mirror all the time, Ty
couldn’t relax. What if the police are waiting at Wolfe’s? What if they’ve
set a trap? Why are both Wolfe and Prosper missing? Has one of them – or even
both of them – admitted everything to the police? And if so, how much have they
told them? Who have they implicated? And how had the Oracle found Jerel?


The hairs tingled at the nape of
his neck and he twisted in his seat to look back along the road. Seeing nothing
untoward, he faced back to the front.


Cars rolled along the road,
seeming to exist in another dimension, ethereal, the heat shimmering off them
in waves. Even the road looked as though it led towards a scintillating
horizon, an unreal gauze that had unravelled itself
from some fifth dimension and now connected worlds.


Somewhere in the distance a siren
wailed. Ty and Paris glanced nervously at each other,
the fear they felt etched on their faces.


When they reached Wolfe’s house, Paris
drove past and parked further along the road. They sat in silence, peering
around to see if they could spot anyone lurking about.


“So what now?”
Ty asked.


Paris
pointed back towards the house. “You can go and see if he’s in.”


Ty
recoiled as though punched. “What do you mean, I
can go and see if he’s in? We’re in this together. We can both go.”


Paris
shook his head. “I’m not going. I can’t afford to get arrested. What would the
bank think? I’d lose everything.”


Ty
clenched his fists. “Oh but you think it’s alright if I get arrested. You can
be a self-centred son of a bitch at times.”


Paris
licked at the sheen of sweat coating his top lip and then ran the back of his
hand across his mouth. “Well I’m not going. End of.” He avoided eye contact as
he spoke.


Ty
folded his arms across his chest. “Well if you’re not going, then neither am I.” 


“Grow up.”


“You grow up.”


Paris
tapped the steering wheel impatiently. “This isn’t getting us anywhere. One of
us is going to have to go and have a look.”


“We can both go.”


After a moment, Paris
nodded. “Great. Come on then, let’s get it over with.” 


They exited the car together and
crept along the road.


“I think we should just take a
look around the back to see if anyone’s home,” Ty
whispered, his eyes alert for the police lying in wait. 


Paris
nodded in agreement and they scrambled across the lawn, using the natural
foliage as cover. The rear of the house seemed taller than the front, and it
sloped down at one end. A large, bay window and a series of smaller circular
windows that looked like portholes set in an unfathomable pattern distracted
the eye. 


Tall trees planted in a half moon
design at the bottom of the lawn provided a natural backdrop to a tranquil Zen
garden with three tall rocks amid a swirl of white shale.


Water trickled somewhere,
producing a sound like bubbling speech.


“What now?” Ty
asked as he crouched behind a red flowering rhododendron bush and peered at the
house. 


Paris
bit his lip and crouched down next to him. “How the hell should I know? We
wait, I suppose.”


“Wait for what?”


“Christ, Ty.
For someone to appear. I don’t fucking know.”


One of the rhododendron petals
fell to the ground, and Ty couldn’t help being
reminded of Hatchet Man’s blood as it splashed the floor of the warehouse. The
memory made him feel nauseous, but that’s when it occurred to him. 


“What about the body? What about
Hatchet Man’s body? Do you think they’ve found it? If they haven’t got a body,
can they convict someone of murder?”


Paris
frowned. “Do I look like a lawyer? You know as much as me.”


“Well, shouldn’t we go and see if
the body’s still at the warehouse? That way we’ll know.”


Paris
pursed his lips. Finally, he said, “Better than sitting here, I guess.”


 


By the time they reached the
warehouse, darkness held dominion. The Range Rover’s headlights illuminated the
front of the building, the shadow of a moth being cast impossibly large as it
flitted across their path.


The pulley Wolfe used to hoist
Hatchet Man swung in the gentle breeze, and Ty
shivered as he imagined himself swinging from the end of it. 


“It’s going to be pitch black in there,” Ty said.
“Have you got a light?”


Paris
shook his head. “No, I’ll leave the headlights on.”


Although Ty
knew the lights might attract attention to them, he knew he would feel a lot
more relaxed if they helped him see where he was going. He exited the vehicle
and stood next to it. Overhead, the clear sky twinkled with stars.


“So where did Wolfe bury the
body?” Paris asked as he jumped out
of the car.


Ty
frowned. “I thought you knew.”


“How should I know? I left that
up to Wolfe, but I thought he told you.”


Ty
shook his head. 


“Oh great.
You drag me all the way out here and you don’t even know where the body is. You idiot.”


Ty
ground his teeth together and exhaled loudly. “Well, who’s to say he buried the
body? Perhaps it’s still in the warehouse.”


They both looked at the imposing
building. The slight breeze made something rattle like bones and Ty couldn’t help remembering what they had done inside. He
wondered if Paris thought the same
thing, but he didn’t want to appear weak so he didn’t ask. 


“Great, so you want to walk
around in there, go ahead. I’ll wait here,” Paris
said.


Ty
gulped. “You’re not coming?”


Paris
snorted loudly. “No, this was your idea, you go ahead.”


“Not this again. I’m not going in
there on my own.”


“Well you can think again if you
think I’m going in there.”


“Well we can’t just stand here freezing
our nuts off.”


“Want a bet.”


Ty
snorted loudly in disgust. He knew his old friends made fun of him behind his
back for his paranoia and fear, but he’d never realised how scared Paris
was until now. The thought that he could upstage Paris
and show the guys he wasn’t the impoverished fool they all thought he was gave Ty the strength to stand up. Just for once, he could show
them that there was more to him than they realised.  He gave Paris
a withering glare, then marched towards the building.


At the doorway, he hesitated and
licked his lips as he peered into the darkness, his bravado evaporating. The
headlights at his rear threw his elongated shadow across the floor, making him
look ganglier than he was, but beyond the lights reach, darkness brooded.


“Get a move on,” Paris
shouted.


Gritting his teeth, Ty entered. He saw dust floating in the beams of light
shining through windows and cracks in the walls. Something flew overhead,
making him jump, his heart shifting into top gear as a
cloud of dust floated down on him. 


Ty
coughed as the particles tickled his nose, and he proceeded cautiously. At the
foot of the steps, he stopped, wary of ascending as creaks and groans emanated
from the building.


He took a deep breath and then
began to climb, ignoring the protests of the steps until he reached the second
floor where he exhaled and sucked in fresh air. How did I get myself in this
mess?


Ty
hesitated at the doorway to the passage, the blackness ahead of him
impenetrable. He rubbed his hands together, his palms slick with sweat that he
wiped on his jeans. Steeling himself, he walked forwards, arms extended to feel
his way. Floorboards creaked underfoot, making him wince. It was a stupid
idea to come back here. Of course the body isn’t going to be here. Wolfe wasn’t
daft. He would have buried it somewhere far away where it would never be found.


Although he extended his hands to
feel his way, Ty walked into something hanging down
from the ceiling, making him squeal. He winced, rubbed his crown to relieve the
ache, and reluctantly ventured on. He felt like a rat in a maze, the passages
worming this way and that until he started to feel disorientated. He wished
that Paris had accompanied him. 


A squeak and groan from the old
building made him hesitate. Goosebumps mottled his arms and he chewed his lower
lip, but the sudden thought of Paris
mocking him forced his legs into action.


Cautiously, he approached the
door to the room where Wolfe staged the strange tableau and noticed it was
open. The headlights from the car down below were throwing diffused light
across the wall opposite him. 


Then he recalled what they had
done inside the room and his stomach tied itself in knots. All that blood …



But at least the car headlights
would faintly illuminate the room, as he didn’t think he could venture inside
if it was pitch black. On the reverse side, it also meant that if it hadn’t
been removed, he would be subjected to the horrific sight of Hatchet Man’s
corpse again.


Bracing himself, he stepped
forward.


A sudden bloodcurdling scream
pierced the night air. 


Ty
jumped and clutched at his chest.


A moment later, the car lights
went out, plunging the room into darkness.


 
















CHAPTER 37


 


Leon
was restless; perhaps sensitive to his father’s mood, he refused to sleep.
Prosper sat on the edge of his son’s bed and read him a couple of fairy tales
in which witches ate children and where everything always turned out happily
ever after.


Unfortunately, Prosper knew real
life didn’t work that way. 


When Leon
eventually fell asleep, Prosper kissed him on the forehead, tucked the sheet
around him and walked towards his own bedroom. When he reached the door, he
looked inside, and spied Natasha’s leg brace at the foot of the bed. 


The faint light from the hallway
revealed the bulge of her legs beneath the bed sheet. He would give anything to
have her handicap fixed, but it was never going to happen. And
now with everything else… Looking away, he trudged along the landing,
shoulders slumped. He didn’t know if he had the strength to continue anymore. 


He recalled his visit to Wolfe
the previous day, which was where he had devised his plan to flush the Oracle
out.


Wolfe’s comment about the Oracle
being an artist made him recall a talk he once heard about serial killers, that
while they may not want to get caught, they want to be recognised for what
they’d accomplished, which tallied with Angela’s assumption that the Oracle
indulged on the notoriety of his kills. With that in mind, he decided to go
proactive to see if he could draw the offender out; make him angry in the hope
he would make a mistake. To do that, they had to ridicule him. 


And that was why the morning
newspapers carried the fanciful story.


Prosper knew the risk, but he
thought it was worth it.


If the Oracle was as impassioned about
his work as Wolfe made out, then the headlines would infuriate him. 


First, Prosper had run the idea
by his superiors, ardent enough in his explanation that they agreed. He had put
it to them that if they vilified one of the Oracle’s photographs, then he might
feel the need to respond to authenticate the work. It was a double bluff.
Hopefully, if the Oracle was annoyed, he might slip up and leave them a clue by
mistake, a fingerprint, a hair, anything for the
forensic bloodhounds to get their teeth into. Anything was better than the big
fat nothing they had at the moment.


Hatchet Man’s family had been
informed of the plan, and their consent had been given: ‘As long as you get the
man who did it, I don’t care what they print’ Clarissa Taylor had said.


Prosper was going to tell Ty and Paris about the plan the previous night, but Wolfe
talked him out of it. He said that if the Oracle was watching them, they had to
make him believe they were even more confused and scared by the news reports,
and although Paris might be
convincing, he didn’t believe that Ty would be unless
he believed it was true. Even after a lifetime of trying, Ty was a useless liar. And now more than ever, they needed
him to be convincing.


For his part, Prosper continued
to do his job, but after the false news report, he pretended an air of
nervousness. It wasn’t hard, and several times during the day he’d seen Jill
staring at him with a curious expression. That was why he had assigned her to
watch over his wife. Another officer was assigned to keep an eye on Leon.



Across the landing, he entered
the spare room and switched his computer on.


After connecting to his internet
server, a box popped up announcing there was an e-mail in the Kult account, and he positioned the cursor and clicked the
mouse button to open it. He expected to see a message from either Paris or Ty, asking what the hell was going on. Instead, he stared
open mouthed at a message that read:


 


YOU WILL ALL
DIE.


 


Prosper’s heart beat fast and his
hands shook. He didn’t know who the message was from, but he could guess. But
how the hell did the Oracle know about their e-mail account? Could Jerel have
told him? Did the Oracle torture him to glean everything he needed to know?
The thought turned his stomach in knots. 


Still worried about how the
Oracle had found them in the first place, the message only compounded his
concerns. He absently chewed on his fingernails, spitting the bits on the
floor. 


As the news reports routinely
stated: The Oracle could be anyone. Your neighbour. Your work colleague. Even your partner.
If you have any information, no matter how relevant you feel it is, please
contact the police. Do not try to approach the suspect yourself, as he is
considered highly dangerous.


So, what do you do when you
can’t contact the police? Prosper mused.


The answer shone back at him from
the monitor screen.


YOU WILL ALL
DIE.


 
















CHAPTER 38


 


The darkness in the warehouse was
absolute. 


Ty held
his breath, listening. After the scream petered out, silence pervaded. 


Paralysed by fear, and with no
idea how long he’d crouched in the doorway of the room, Ty
felt like a coward. He hardly dared to take a breath in case he made too much
noise.


He didn’t know if it was Paris
that had screamed, but it had sure sounded like him.


A floorboard creaked behind him.
After the prolonged silence, the sound startled him, and it made him realise he
couldn’t stay where he was. He tried not to consider it might be someone
creeping up on him. 


Moving cautiously, he crept into
the room where he’d last seen Hatchet Man, mentally preparing himself to come
face-to-face with Wolfe’s grotesque mannequins, but they were gone. Although Ty hadn’t mentioned it to anyone, he’d thought Wolfe’s
macabre display looked too real, so he felt relieved not to see it again,
although the smell of blood still permeated the air.


He noticed the double doors Wolfe
had dragged Hatchet Man into the room through were standing open, and he crept
towards them and peered down at the Range Rover, but he couldn’t spot Paris.
Narrowing his eyes, he tried to penetrate the curtain of darkness, but he
couldn’t see anything.


Ty bit
his lip, deliberating.


His heart thudded.


The building groaned.


Ty
copied it.


What was he going to do?


Why had Paris
screamed?


Had someone attacked him?


Or had he fallen?


But if he’d fallen, why had
the car headlights gone out?


What if it wasn’t Paris?


Or what if he was playing some
sick joke?


Almost collapsing with anxiety,
heart a caged bird trying to escape, he backed away from the door and began to
retrace his steps to get back to his friend. The floor creaked as he crept
across it, making him wince.


At the doorway, he hesitated and
peered out along the passage. Although too dark to see, he felt certain there
was no one there and he stepped out of the room and made his way towards the
stairs, touch the only sense he could rely on in the darkness.


Using the wall as a guide, he
walked slowly, carefully putting one foot in front of the other as if walking
through a pit of snakes.


He felt like curling up into a
ball, but he couldn’t. He had to keep going.


The air smelled mouldy, the
rotting structure home to numerous fetid growths.


The absence of light made
progress slow. Each time he put his foot on a squeaking floorboard, he winced
and his heart missed a beat. The passage looked more like a tunnel in some
Stygian underworld, a place where monsters lurked and bodies were buried.


Never in Ty’s
wildest nightmares would he have imagined finding himself in such a situation.
Despite what he told other people, he was a goddamn baker. 


The corridor branched to the
left, and as the wall on that side disappeared, Ty’s
hand brushed empty air and he wobbled. Without the wall as a crutch, he
floundered in the dark. Panic set in and he tried to control his breathing. He
swung his arms out, searching for the security of a solid surface. The darkness
pressed down, suffocating, drowning him in tides of fear.


Then his fingers connected with
something solid and he let out a sigh of relief. He straightened his fingers
and pressed his hand flat on the solid surface, surprised to find that it felt
soft. 


Supple. Like fabric.


He ran his hand across the
surface, feeling a slight contour in the shape. He frowned. 


A warm breeze tickled the hairs
on the back of his hand.


And then the surface moved.


Ty
squealed and a voice emanated from the dark above where his hand was placed.“Hello, Ty.”


The voice didn’t belong to Paris,
but there was something vaguely familiar about it. Ty
wasn’t going to hang around to find out who it was though. He snatched his hand
away and ran.


He didn’t know which way to go.
He didn’t care. He had to get away. Footsteps echoed in pursuit.


Blind in the dark, he collided
with a wall and his nose and forehead struck the bricks with a sound like
snapping bones; acute pain emanated from where he connected and bright light
flashed in front of his eyes. He screamed in agony.


His head spun and warm blood
trickled from his nostrils. The blood ran into his mouth, warm and coppery, and
he spat it out. He staggered backward and put his hands to his face. Tears ran
down his cheeks, the salty taste mingling with the blood that poured from his
nostrils and it felt as though a fire burned in his nose and on his forehead.


He heard footsteps approaching
and he knew he had to move – had to run for his life.


Fighting back a growing sense of
nausea, he continued on, one hand holding his injured face and his other waving
in the air like a blind man’s cane.


He staggered forwards, his footsteps
unsure as he fought the waves of pain. He felt like a rat in a maze.


A patch of grey light appeared in
the darkness, ambient illumination in the shape of a doorway. Ty headed towards it.


His heart thudded and pain pulsed
across his face.


Something squeaked at his rear, a
floorboard that vented its protest.


Upon reaching the doorway, he
discovered it was a stairway leading up to the next floor, slightly brighter
because a broken window at the top allowed a sliver of 
light from the half-moon to shine through.


With no alternative, he began to
climb. Each step caused his lungs to labour and his nose to bleed more. 


Fear seemed to sap his strength.
His limbs felt like jelly. 


At the top of the stairs, he
heard a noise from below and he turned and looked back down as a figure
appeared: the Oracle? A little whimper escaped his lips. What was
going on?


Unable to make much out, all Ty saw was a shadow in the dark, blacker than the night.
But then he noticed something glint, star-bright and sharp.


The figure carried a knife.


Ty’s
eyes went wide. Turning, he found himself in a large room and he staggered
across the floor, searching for somewhere to hide. Fear prickled his body like
an acupuncturist with needles. His breath came in ragged bursts, and he had trouble
inhaling as blood ran down the back of his nose and slid down his throat. He
imagined drowning on his own blood, which would about sum up the luck he had.


The empty room offered nowhere to
hide; nowhere else to run. Surrounded by high windows, the room became a
prison.


Frantic, Ty
scurried towards the farthest corner. Behind him, he heard heavy footsteps
ascending the stairs, and when he turned to look, the figure appeared.


The figure took a step forward
and floorboards squealed.


Ty
gritted his teeth. He was trapped.


Although he tried to identify the
figure, the shadows were too thick and the gloom too oppressive to make
anything out, but there was something …


The knife winked.


Ty
clamped his mouth closed to keep from screaming. He looked around the room,
eyes narrowed to concentrate his gaze.


A thin beam of grey light shone
through one of the walls, a crack in the gloomy fabric of the pervading
darkness. Ty licked his lips. A
door?


Without hesitating, he ran
towards the crack of light faster than he’d ever run in his life. Out of the
corner of his eye, he saw his pursuer whirl towards him. The bright blade in
the figure’s hand streaked through the air like a shooting star. But this was
no heavenly body upon which to make a wish. This was cold steel, forged to
mutilate, maim, and kill.


Ignoring the pain that pulsed in
his nose and forehead, Ty dodged the blade. He heard
the hiss of displaced air pass close to his ear.


Gritting his teeth, he ran on and
didn’t look back.


The grey crack was closer now,
only feet away. He could see that it stretched almost the whole height of the
wall. Panic flared through him. Where did it lead? What if it led nowhere?
What if it was locked?


He knew it was too late to ponder
these things now.


Not slowing his pace, Ty rammed his shoulder into the wall. Wood squealed. He
didn’t think it was going to give and a sick feeling filled his stomach, then
the wood splintered and snapped and he followed through. He felt cool air on
his face, found himself momentarily suspended in the
air, one foot still in the room, the other hanging above the vast emptiness of
space. His heart lurched and he waved his arms, trying to grab something,
anything. 


And then he fell.


Cold air rushed past Ty’s face. He couldn’t breathe. His heart felt as though it
was in his mouth. In a vain attempt to slow his descent, he flapped his arms. 


In real time, the drop took
seconds, but in Ty’s mind, it seemed to last for
ever.


He braced himself for impact; for
the pain to ensue – even for death.


And then he hit.


Hard.


It felt strange, and not what he
expected. Although the impact hurt like hell, the surface yielded and he felt
himself falling further still.


He opened his mouth to take a
breath, gagging as fluid rushed down his throat. He was under water.


The door must have opened out
over the river; once used to load the barges that would have been the main
source of transport in bygone days, it was now a doorway that served no
purpose.


The sense of relief he felt at
not dying on impact vanished with a vengeance. Instead of being splattered on
the ground, he was going to drown.


Not prepared to land in water, he
hadn’t drawn in a deep lungful of air, and what air he did have had been
knocked out of him on impact with the surface. He choked, tasting fetid water
as he opened his mouth, suffocating. 


The darkness he’d experienced in
the warehouse was nothing compared to the submerged realm. The water was
freezing. Hampered by fear, he tried to swim; felt something brush past his
face. Fish? Eel? Piranha? He knew he was thinking crazy thoughts. There
were no piranha in English rivers, but he couldn’t help it.


Unsure which way was up, he
struck out blindly. His lungs were bursting as he fought to hold what little
breath remained. Bright lights danced before his eyes like fireflies and he
knew he was on the verge of passing out. His clothes hindered him and dragged
him down, wrapping him like a death shroud.


He exhaled the final wisps of air
from his lungs, prepared to flood his body with water.


And then the texture on his fingers
changed. The pressure relaxed and he realised they were no longer in water.
With a quick kick, his head broke the surface and he gulped in stagnant air,
coughing and choking. But nothing had ever tasted sweeter.


He floated on his back as he
caught his breath. When he recovered enough, he looked around and spotted the
warehouse surprisingly far upstream.


His teeth chattered, and he made
for the riverbank, trying to keep his movements as quiet as he could in case
the Oracle lay in wait.


Ty
dragged himself ashore and lay on his back, panting like a dog. He felt like
punching the air with relief, but exhaustion stayed his hand. Unsure where he
was, he rolled over and raised himself up on his knees to look around. He could
see the warehouse in the distance and his heart did a little somersault. What
if the killer had left the building to search for him? His eyes grew wider and
his breath hitched in his throat as he frantically looked around.


When he caught his breath, he
crawled through the reeds that lined the riverbank. Freezing cold, his wet
clothes felt uncomfortable, stuck to his skin like an eel. Somewhere to his
left, a frog croaked, startling him.


At the top of the bank, he parted
the reeds and peered across the waste ground towards the warehouse. The Range
Rover was still parked out front, but he couldn’t see Paris.


Trying to stop his teeth
chattering took a lot of willpower, but it wasn’t just the cold that afflicted
him. 


After waiting a couple of
minutes, heart still racing, he slowly headed away from the warehouse. Wherever
Paris was, he could
fend for himself. 


Used as a dumping ground, old
shopping trolleys, car tyres, and bottles littered the area.


Broken glass crunched underfoot
and Ty winced. 


Dust stuck to his wet clothes,
inadvertently soaking up the water and drying him a little as he hesitated,
staring across the waste ground, a barren dust bowl that had cracked under the
heat of the relentless sun. A few hardy weeds thrived in the arid landscape; a
hunting ground for nocturnal predators.


Ty knew
his pursuer was out there somewhere, lying in wait. 


He continued on, keeping himself
as close to the ground as possible. When he got far enough away, he stood up
and ran, tripping on something hidden in the dark that propelled him to the
ground.


Dazed, he picked himself up and
looked at what he’d fallen over, his eyes going wide as he saw Paris
lying half hidden by a tall patch of weeds.


“Paris
...” Ty said, crouching down at his friend’s side.
“Are you OK?”


Paris
didn’t answer; couldn’t due to the gag in his mouth. Rope restrained his arms
and legs. He stared at Ty with an expression of
absolute terror.


A trickle of blood ran down the
side of Paris’ head, almost black
in the darkness.


“Oh my God,
Paris.” He started to untie the ropes that bound his friend when he
heard something brush the ground behind him.


Ty
jerked his head around and opened his mouth to scream.


The blade in the figure’s hand
streaked down like the Grim Reaper’s scythe, slicing a furrow across his throat
from which blood blossomed and seeded the barren wasteland.


 
















CHAPTER
39


 


The incident room was its usual
hive of activity. It had been two days since the
newspaper article appeared, and since then Prosper hadn’t heard a thing from Ty or Paris. 


He’d expected them to contact him
before now to find out what was going on, and when they didn’t, he tried
calling them without success. Now a sick feeling festered in the pit of his
stomach. He should have told them the plan. He shouldn’t have listened to
Wolfe.


Although tempted to send an
e-mail to the Kult account in case Paris and Ty were checking it, he knew it was no longer a safe form
of communication.


The Oracle was eavesdropping on
their group.


Jill stood on the other side of
the room, laughing as she shared a private joke with an officer that Prosper
didn’t recognise. He envied them their ignorance. “Shouldn’t you be watching my
wife?” he shouted.


Jill looked across the room, the
smile fading from her lips. “I asked Johnson to watch her for a while.”


“It’s not Johnson’s job. I
specifically asked you to watch her. Now get a move on, she’ll be leaving the
house for work soon.”


Prosper looked away, but he still
heard Jill say, “What is his problem?”


He snorted loudly. He had never
felt so alone. Natasha kept asking him what was wrong, but how could he tell
her she was married to a murderer? That the man she thought had sworn to uphold
the law, had subverted it.


If he told her the truth, it
would tear his family apart.


The new fan on his desk did
nothing but circulate the hot air better than its predecessor, and he loosened
his shirt collar and prayed for winter.


For what seemed like the
hundredth time since arriving at work that morning, he found his gaze drawn to
the grisly collection of photographs on the wall. Jerel’s stood out, mocking
him. Although he tried not to look at his old friend, the photograph acted like
a magnet for his eyes.


DECEIVER.
The title stood out like an accusation.


He studied the list of killers’
names associated with the photographs tacked around Jerel’s corpse: Patrice
Alègre. Jeffrey Dahmer (twice).
Richard Leyva Ramirez (twice). Dennis Nilsen. Jack Unterweger. Donald Harvey. Mack Ray Edwards. Anatoli
Onoprienko. And Jane Toppan.


What the hell did they all
mean? Some of them, such as Toppan, Kearney,
Unterweger, Ramirez, Watts and
a couple of others featured more than once in the Oracle’s photographs.


Pondering his tangled emotions,
he didn’t take much notice as Mike ran into the room carrying a large, manila
envelope.


“Sir, another photograph’s
arrived,” Mike said.


Prosper looked up and bit his
lip. “Sorry, what’s that you said?”


“There’s another photograph.”


Prosper bristled. “Another murder?”


Mike nodded. “It’s not a pretty
sight.”


Sighing in frustration, Prosper
slipped on a pair of gloves, took the envelope and opened the flap. As he
pulled out the photograph, Jill rushed across the room and stood next to him.


A snake slithered around his
stomach, started to squeeze. He really didn’t want to look at the photograph,
but he had no choice. He focused his eyes on the picture, and then wished he
hadn’t. His jaw dropped and he blinked a couple of times. 


There, entwined in a bloody
embrace were Ty and Paris.


“The sick bastard’s taken to
killing two at a time,” Mike said.


Prosper hardly heard the words as
he looked at the photograph and its label: BROTHERS IN ARMS courtesy of the
Oracle.


Prosper gagged. The photograph
shook in his hands.


Stripped naked, Ty and Paris had been sewn together, perversely joined from
head to toe. The thread stretched their flesh, tearing large, ugly gashes.
Their arms were sewn around each other’s shoulders in a parody of affection,
and it was hard to see where one body ended and the other began.


The room began to spin, getting
faster and faster; Prosper felt giddy, felt his life spiralling out of control.


He couldn’t believe it. First Jerel. Now Ty and Paris. What the hell was happening?


Distant voices echoed in his
head, and he didn’t know if they were real or imagined. He absently wondered
whether some people had heard divine voices, but fearing for their sanity, they
ignored them, and the messages never got through. Is that what he could hear
now, divine voices, the word of God?


Realising it was Jill talking to
him, and not any form of divine intervention, he didn’t know whether he felt
relieved or not. A bit of divine advice could be what he needed now.


Prosper looked up at her.


“Sir, are you OK?” Jill asked.


“Yes, I’m fine,” he lied.


Jill frowned. “Are you sure?”


“And what does that mean?” Prosper
barked, rankled by her veiled attempt at concern.


“It doesn’t mean anything.”


Prosper nodded his head, the
movement almost imperceptible.


“He’s changed his M.O. again by
the looks of it, killing two at once, I mean,” Jill said. “How can you catch
someone who’s as changeable as the weather? The pattern’s changing every time.”



“The pattern might be changing,
but the signature’s the same,” Mike said. “The way he
mutilates the body and then surrounds it with pictures of other serial
killers.”


She looked at Mike. “Let’s see
what we can find out about the victims. And then start identifying the killers’
pictures he’s placed around the bodies.”


Mike nodded. “I’m on it.”


Prosper remained mute. How
long would it be until they discovered a connection between the victims and himself? Perhaps it would be better to be up front about it,
show he had nothing to hide. Wouldn’t silence be a guilty confession?


“Also, find out if there’s a
connection between them. Lovers perhaps.” Jill said.


Prosper stifled an ironic laugh.
He could imagine Paris’ indignant
expression at being associated so closely with Ty.
Not that there had ever been any proof of Ty’s
sexuality. 


Jill peered at Prosper over the
top of her notebook, her eyes narrowed into slits. “You’re quiet, Prosper.”


Prosper swallowed to wet his dry
throat. The streamers that fluttered from the whirling fan were beginning to
annoy him. He exhaled slowly. “I know those men … I mean, I knew them.”


All eyes in the room seemed to
focus on him, but all he saw was Ty and Paris.


“You knew them?” Jill said. “Just
like you knew Jerel Jones?”


Prosper nodded. “They were
friends of mine. That one’s Ty,” he pointed to the
picture, “the other one’s Paris.
I’ve … I’ve known them for years!”


“Fuckin’
hell,” Mike said.


“Why didn’t you speak up sooner?”
Jill asked.


“I … I don’t know. I guess I … I
didn’t want to believe it. They were my friends, you know.” 


“Well this can’t be a
coincidence,” Jill said.


“Coincidence!
Of course it’s not a fucking coincidence,” Prosper barked. “The bastard’s
playing with me. I don’t fucking know how, but somehow, he’s targeting people I
know.” He couldn’t tell whether they believed him, but it was the best he could
come up with at such short notice. Besides, it wasn’t far from the truth. He
just omitted that they were all members of a group called the Kult that had tried to frame the Oracle for a murder he
didn’t commit.


“Well we need to ascertain some
details. How it happened. Where it happened and why it happened,” Jill said.


Prosper turned the photograph
over so he wasn’t subjected to the grisly sight. He ran a hand across his
sweaty forehead. “No, your first job, now more than ever, is to do what I
asked, and look after my wife. Make sure she’s safe.”


“But—”


Prosper slammed his fist on the
desk, making everyone in the room turn to look at him. “No buts,
just do it. That’s an order.”


 
















CHAPTER 40


 


By the time Jill arrived at
Prosper’s house, she was livid. Her hands had been shaking as she drove across
town and she had chewed the skin from her bottom lip, leaving a raw patch. How
could Prosper talk to her like that? She wasn’t a goddamned babysitter. That
wasn’t what she had joined the police for. She wanted to be in the thick of the
investigation, not stuck here. Anyone would think he was trying to get rid of
her on purpose.


Johnson acknowledged her with a
wave of his hand as she parked her car behind his and stepped out, licking at
her sore lips. 


“Everything’s quiet,” Johnson
said from his open window as she approached.


“And why wouldn’t it be,” she
snapped.


“What’s your problem?”


Jill took a couple of breaths. “Nothing. Sorry. Just one of those days.”


Johnson shrugged. “Are you here
to relieve me?”


Jill nodded.


“Great, then I’ll go get some
breakfast.” He started the engine and drove away. Jill watched him go and then
she turned towards the house.


Might as well let her know I’m
here, she thought as she walked towards the front door.


She rang the bell and after a few
moments, Natasha answered. Jill couldn’t help staring at Natasha’s leg brace
and the crutches she used to support herself. 


“Can I help you?” Natasha asked.


Jill cleared her throat and
looked up. “Mrs. Snow, I’m Jill Jones, your husband’s partner.” She flashed her
identification. “He’s asked me to keep an eye on you.”


“Yes,” Natasha said. “Thank you.”


Jill nodded. If she had any say
in the matter, she wouldn’t be here.


“Would you like to come in for a
while? I’ve just put the kettle on.”


With nothing better to do, Jill
nodded and she followed Natasha into the house.


“Sit down, make yourself at
home,” Natasha said as they reached the lounge. “Tea
alright?”


“That would be lovely, but are
you sure you don’t need a hand?”


“No, I’ll be fine. Milk and sugar?”


“Yes, and two sugars please.”


As Natasha hobbled away, swinging
on her crutches, Jill stared around the room. A family portrait hung above the
mantelpiece, obviously taken before the accident. She couldn’t help noticing
how happy they all looked, and how much of his parents’ genes their son had
inherited. Even Prosper was smiling. 


Natasha returned a moment later.
She had abandoned one of her crutches so that she could hold the two mugs,
letting her leg brace support the other side of her body.


“Here you go,” she said, passing
the mug across to Jill.


Jill accepted it and took a sip.
“Thanks.”


Natasha placed her own cup on a
small coffee table and then settled herself in one of the chairs.


“Where’s your son?” Jill asked.


“Oh he’s at school. I think he
found it rather exciting to have a police minder, as it will give him something
to talk about to his friends. I’m working the afternoon shift, so I can get him
to school OK. They let me work part-time, you know, after the accident.”


“And what about
you? How are you coping with all of this?”


Natasha looked towards the
window, her expression pensive. “I just wish you’d hurry up and catch this
killer. I haven’t been able to sleep well at all the past few nights,
especially since Prosper’s friend, Jerel, was killed. And Prosper, he’s been
even worse.”


“I can imagine.” Jill took a sip
of her tea. “Did you know Jerel?”


“No, I never met him. I believe
he was an old friend of my husband’s, but he hadn’t seen him in a while.”


“Does your husband have many
friends?”


Natasha stared at her and
chortled. “Not as many as he probably had before he joined the police. But then
I don’t think he’s ever had that many to start with, just his close friends,
like Wolfe, Paris and Ty. He’s known them since he
was at school, but he doesn’t see them that often now.”


Jill pursed her lips. She didn’t
think it her place to mention that Ty and Paris were
now dead too.


She suddenly frowned. Something
evasive churned in her subconscious.


Something about
a name.


She took her notebook out and
flicked through the pages until she reached her interview notes with Robinson,
the man that said he had seen Prosper abduct Hatchet Man. She quickly read
through what she had written until she reached the part where Robinson
mentioned the names he supposedly heard one of the men cite: one was something
to do with a capital city, the other something like Try.


Her pulse increased as she
scribbled down the names Natasha just referred to.


Wolfe.


Paris.


Ty.


 Jill stared at the names
and then looked across at Natasha. “I’ve just remembered something. Do you
think you will be alright on your own for a while?”


Natasha pursed her lips, eyelids
fluttering. “I … erm, I guess so.”


Of course she was going to be
safe, because Jill knew who the killer was. Leaving her drink on the table,
Jill hurried out of the house. As unbelievable as it seemed, things were
starting to fall into place.


 
















CHAPTER 41


 


Natasha Snow lifted her mangled
left leg and swivelled out of the driver’s seat of the specially adapted
automatic Ford Focus. It had taken her a while after the accident to get back
in a car, but to retain her independence, she had no
choice but to conquer her fear. That hadn’t stopped the nightmares though. She
often dreamed she could still hear the torturous scream of metal crushing
metal; could still see the face of the other driver frozen in fear; could still
feel the pain of impact when part of the engine rammed through the floor by her
feet and compacted her legs.


Her list of resultant injuries had
read like a medical encyclopaedia, with so many Latin words she hadn’t
understood anything until the doctors explained it in simplified terms:
multiple broken bones in both feet; compound fractures of both legs below the
knees; tears to the ligaments and tendons in both knees; permanent nerve damage
in the left leg; and the most serious, a torn artery in her left knee that had
required emergency surgery where they’d harvested a vein from the other leg to
replace the damaged vessel. Even so, the massive blood loss had caused severe
muscle impairment due to oxygen deprivation. Combined with the nerve damage, it
ensured the leg would be useless without the aid of the brace.


Her bosses at the bank had
understood, and they kept her job open while she recuperated. Then when she
returned, they found her a position that meant she wouldn’t have to be on her
feet all day. If she didn’t have a job to go to, she would have gone stir crazy
stuck in the house all the time. 


The bank’s car park was situated
around the rear of the building, resulting in a short walk to the main entrance
on the high street. She didn’t mind the walk too much, as it loosened her limbs
up a little. It had taken a while to get used to walking with crutches and the
brace, although she had never gotten used to the way people sometimes stared at
her like she was a freak, and even now, her movements were jerky and sometimes
uncoordinated.


Despite her reassurances, she
knew Prosper blamed himself for the crash. In a way, she found it ironic that
he came out of the incident without a scratch, but he shouldered all the guilt
and harboured all the anger.


She reached back into the car and
withdrew her shoulder bag and her crutches. Then she stood up straight,
crutches clamped underneath her armpits, smoothed her skirt down, shut the
door, and turned to make her way to work. The sun blazed overhead, and a heat
haze hovered over the tarmac.


Just then, her mobile phone
started to ring. She withdrew it from her bag and looked at the name on the
screen. It was Prosper. She hesitated before pressing the answer button. She
didn’t want another argument, but the phone continued to ring, so she accepted
the call. “Prosper,” she said.


“Where are you?” Prosper asked.
“I’ve been trying to contact Jill Jones. Is she there?”


Before Natasha could reply, she
heard something behind her and she started to turn when someone clamped a damp
cloth across her nose and mouth. A heavy, sickening smell invaded her nostrils
and wormed its way towards her lungs.


Natasha shrieked. In her panic,
she dropped the phone and lost her grip on the crutches. She heard them all hit
the ground and the crack as the phone broke. She struggled, drew her left leg
back, and heard the dull clang of metal as her brace struck the car, but her
attacker had too tight a hold.


She fought, thrashed, tried to
hit out, but all to no avail as darkness washed over her and she collapsed. 


 


Just before the phone went dead,
Prosper heard Natasha scream. Fear wormed through his body, freezing every
pore. Frantic, he redialled, but his call went straight through to the
answering service. 


A cold dread settled over him. He
scrolled through his phone book until he found the number where Natasha worked.



The call was answered on the
third ring.


“Hello, this is Angela Smart. How
may I help you?”


“Ang, it’s Prosper, Natasha’s husband. Is she there?”


“I haven’t seen her yet. She
shouldn’t be long. Can I give her a message?”


“Yes, have her call me as soon as
she arrives. Hold on, could you do me a favour and see if her car’s there.”


“Is there a problem?”


“I don’t know. Can you just go
and look, please.”


“Sure, no
problem. Do you want me to call you back?”


“No, I’ll stay on the line.”


Prosper swallowed to wet his
throat and then licked his lips. 


He waited what seemed an eternity
for Angela to return. 


“Hello, Prosper, yes, her car’s
here.”


“And Natasha?”


“There’s no sign of her. She
could have gone to the newsagents. Funny thing though.”


“What’s that?”


“Well, her crutches were lying
beside the car, and there was a broken mobile phone on the floor too.”


A lead balloon expanded in
Prosper’s stomach. He disconnected the call with shaking hands. “Mike, get the
car.”


“What’s wrong?”


After a couple of seconds he
said, “I think I’m too late. I think the Oracle’s got Natasha.”


Prosper didn’t consider himself
an evil person. Even though he’d helped kill Hatchet Man, he didn’t deserve
this, did he? Didn’t the people the Kult targeted
deserve what they got? Didn’t they only beat up people that had wronged them in
some way? Besides, people like Hatchet Man were scum, the detritus of humanity.
Wouldn’t someone have killed him eventually? You can’t swim with sharks and not
get bitten, and Hatchet Man was only a piece of meat after all.


These thoughts ran through his
head as he made his way to the car, then he sat stony faced in the passenger
seat while Mike drove. 


“Have you been able to get in
touch with Jill yet?” he asked.


Mike shook his head. “No. Johnson
said she relieved him this morning, and that’s the last anyone saw of her.”


“Then where the hell is she? Why
wasn’t she looking after my wife?”


 
















CHAPTER 42


 


Natasha Snow wiped her tears on
the sleeve of her shirt. 


 She heard a cough and
looked up, panic surging through her body as a figure
waded through the shadows and sat down opposite her in a large, high-backed
chair. Visible only as a dark smudge within the shadows of the room, he crossed
his legs and rested his elbow on the armrest; a dispossessed king seated on his
throne.


Having only just woken, she felt
groggy, her mind in a fuzz.


“What the hell’s going on,”
Natasha sobbed, her voice trembling almost as much as her body.


The man drummed his fingers on
the arm of the chair but didn’t reply.


The cloying smell of the chemical
used to knock her out still lined her nose and made her feel nauseous, but she
could also smell something else, something putrid and vile. She turned her
head. Although the room was dingy, illuminated by wan light beaming through the
dirty windows, she saw bodies. Dead bodies. Her eyes
opened wide and her stomach contracted in pain. She gagged and fought to
contain the scream that threatened to burst free. One of the bodies had poles
sticking out of it. Another, a woman, had wheels instead of arms and legs. Then
she saw the bodies of Prosper’s friends, Ty and Paris
and her eyes almost popped out of their sockets before she turned away and
retched, the acid bile surging up her throat and spilling out of her mouth to
splatter the ground at her feet. 


What sort of madness was this?
How? Why?


She wiped her mouth and fought
the urge to be sick again.


She’d seen pictures of the bodies
in the newspapers, but they weren’t like this. They weren’t so horrible … so
downright corrupted.


“What do you want?” Deep down she already knew the answer. She knew the man who sat opposite
must be the Oracle, but why was he killing Prosper’s friends? 


A chill went down her spine as
the Oracle laughed. “I want you, Natasha Snow. I want you.”


Unnerved by the Oracle’s
scrutiny, she looked away. The room was huge and dark. She heard what sounded
like water trickling somewhere and the patter of rats or mice scurrying around
the floor. Tall, arched windows occupied three of the walls, but they were so
dirty only faint sunlight trickled through. Large metal beams held aloft the
vaulted ceiling, skeletal ribs for a decrepit body. And a series of metal
walkways crisscrossed overhead. 


Natasha grimaced. Goosebumps
peppered her arms and legs. Even though she wasn’t restrained, she might as
well have been. Her leg brace was missing and she didn’t have her crutches.


“Why are you doing this to me?”
she sobbed.


The Oracle stood and walked
towards the door. “Bait,” he said before exiting the building.


 
















CHAPTER 43


 


Where had the Oracle gone? Why
had he gone? When would he return? What would he do when he returned?


For the first time since the
accident, Natasha found herself blaming Prosper. If she had the use of both
legs, she’d be better able to put up a fight. To run. Anything rather than sitting feeling sorry for herself. 


She peered across the room
towards the large front door through which the Oracle had exited. If only she
had her braces. She constantly licked her lips and tried to avoid looking in
the direction of the corpses, the cloying aroma from which stuck to her throat.


After a moment, she heard the
throaty grumble of a car engine that slowly faded away.  


Damn it to hell, she
thought. I’m not going to sit here waiting to die.  


She pushed herself forwards and
lowered herself to the ground. Then she crawled across the room, using her
elbows to propel herself. Her legs trailed behind her like anchors and she
cursed her handicap, and then cursed Prosper for making her this way.


She didn’t know why the Oracle
had left, or where he’d gone, but he could return at any moment.


The room was huge and long, and
bolts protruded out of the ground where machinery once stood, each obstruction
a potential threat in the gloom.


A number of doors lined one side
of the room, but Natasha crawled towards the door the Oracle had left through,
sharp objects slicing through her knees as she dragged them behind her. When
she reached the door, she found herself wheezing slightly. Realising she might
not have much time, she reached up and grabbed the handle, only to find the
door locked, which didn’t come as any great shock.


She let go of the handle, dropped
to the floor and banged her fist against the wood. That
bastard. 


Tears bristled in her eyes and
she quickly wiped them away with the back of her hand. Now was no time to
get all teary. 


With the exit locked, she turned
around to search for another way out and spotted a hole about two foot square
in the ground.


 She crawled towards it and
peered down, but couldn’t see anything in the darkness except a rusty metal ladder
attached to the sides.  


Feeling around, she located an
old bolt on the floor and dropped it down the hole; seconds later, she heard a
splash somewhere far below. The rungs looked unsafe, and she wouldn’t trust
them to take her weight. 


Okay, Natasha thought, now
what? Ignoring the pain of the scratches and cuts on her legs she crawled
around the room, looking for a way out, any way out, but the room seemed
secure. Of course, if she had been able to stand, she could have climbed to one
of the high windows and smashed her way out, but it was no good lamenting her
disability now, much as she would like to.


The smell of decomposing meat
stung her nostrils. Knowing that it was human flesh made her gag. Although she
didn’t want to look at the bodies, she found her eyes drawn towards them. Stray
beams of sunlight from the high windows highlighted parts of the cadavers,
revealing the severity of their mutilation. How could someone be so inhuman?


Terrified that the same fate
awaited her, Natasha crawled shakily across the room and tried the other doors.
One led to an internal office, which didn’t help. Another led to some sort of
mechanical equipment room, most of the contents of which had been gutted from
what she could see. The floor was rougher, covered with metal fragments that
gashed her legs and elbows even more. A small passage led to a room with large
furnaces, but there was no other exit. She felt blood trickling from her
wounds, leaving a grotesque slug trail across the ground. Now even if she did
manage to escape, the Oracle would have no trouble tracking her.


Dejected, she eventually crawled
back to the main room, leaned against the wall and put her face in her hands,
sobbing.


 
















CHAPTER 44


 


Prosper stood behind the yellow
tape stencilled with Crime scene – do not enter that was strung across
the entrance to the car park and stared at Natasha’s car. Where had the
bastard taken her? 


Feeling useless as the scene of
crime officers went about their slow and painstaking business,
Prosper left them to it and drove straight to Wolfe’s house. It was too late to
be concerned about being seen together. Now it was just a matter of staying
alive long enough to find his wife. 


The fourteen killers photographs
placed around Ty and Paris’
corpses had been identified: Mack Ray Edwards (twice). Coral
Eugene Watts. Patrick Wayne Kearney. Patrice Alègre
(twice). Donald Harvey. Colin Ireland. Robert William Pickton. Jane Toppan (twice). Harold Shipman. And two new faces, those of Charles Cullen and Herbert William Mullin.


But what did they mean?


As he parked the car in Wolfe’s
drive, his mobile phone rang and he accepted the call. 


“Prosper, we’ve just heard what
happened,” Chief Superintendent Hargreaves said.


Prosper swallowed. He felt close
to tears. “I’m going to catch the—”


“Prosper,
I told you before, you’re too personally involved. Now I’m ordering you off
this case. I think it only right you take compassionate leave and join your son
at the safe house.”


“But Sir, the Oracle’s got my
wife.”


“I know, and we’ll find her.
Don’t you worry.”


“But—”


“No buts, Prosper. Understand?”


Prosper disconnected the call.
There was no way he was going to sit around while the Oracle had Natasha.


He exited the car and hurried to
Wolfe’s front door. He kept his finger on the doorbell, not allowing his friend
the indulgence of waiting for the three rings.


“Okay, okay, I’m coming,” he
heard an irate Wolfe mutter.


The door opened and Wolfe peered
out, his coal dark eyes glinting. He was dressed in the baggy black pants of a
bodybuilder and a vest top that displayed his musculature. He was sweating, and
he looked past Prosper to survey the area. 


“Prosper. What is it?”


The lump in Prosper’s throat
rendered him speechless.


Wolfe frowned and then pulled him
into the house.


He closed the door and said,
“What is it? What’s happened? It’s Ty and Paris,
isn’t it?”


Momentarily stunned by Wolfe’s
insight, Prosper nodded his head. Was it that obvious? Or was there
something more to it? 


“They’re dead, aren’t they?”


Prosper felt a chill clamber up
his vertebrae like a monkey. “How did you know?”


Wolfe shrugged. “I just guessed.”


“That’s some lucky guess.”


“What else could it have been?
They haven’t been answering their calls.”


“Well that’s not all. The
bastard’s got Natasha as well ...” Prosper trailed off, shaking his head.
Although he hadn’t received anything telling him the Oracle had taken Natasha,
Prosper just knew that’s what had happened, and his heart was breaking.


 He now knew how Jerel had
felt after the man raped his wife. If the Oracle was standing before him now,
he could quite happily kill him.


Wolfe looked steely eyed, his jaw
clenched tight.


“They’ve also suspended me from
work,” he said, rubbing his face.


Wolfe nodded. He put a comforting
hand on Prosper’s shoulder. “So what are we going to do?”


“We?”
Prosper asked.


“You don’t think I’d let you
handle this alone.” Wolfe shook his head. “They were my friends too. If I can’t
help now ... Besides, you seem to be forgetting that I’m a target too.”


Although he didn’t like to admit
it, Wolfe’s support comforted him. Obviously, it was in his best interests, and
his motives were partly selfish, but Prosper knew it went deeper than that.
They were friends. 


“So what have we got to go on?”
Wolfe asked.


“Not a lot.” Prosper ground his
teeth feeling helpless.


“There must be something. Something that you’ve missed.”


Prosper shook his head. “Don’t
you think I’ve been wracking my brain trying to think of something?” His voice
had risen, but he couldn’t help it. 


“No, I’m sure you’ve been doing
your best to track the suspect down, but you’ve been looking at it head on. You
should step back and look at it from a different perspective.”


Prosper frowned. “What do you
mean?”


“Follow me.”


Unsure what Wolfe implied, he followed
him along the hall.


When they reached Wolfe’s studio,
Prosper wrinkled his nose. A putrescent smell filled the air. Prosper warily
eyed the statues that stood in silent poses, like mime artists on a street
corner. They were perfect. Too perfect. If he didn’t
know they were carved in stone, he would swear they were real – as if the
figures had been real people that had been covered in cement. Wolfe once tried
to explain to him that his work was meant to show the frailty of life, but
Prosper couldn’t understand why he smashed something that had taken him so long
to sculpt. It was no good arguing with Wolfe on the subject of art though.


At the far end of the studio, a
sheet hung across the room. Wolfe walked towards the sheet and pulled it aside
before slipping through.


Chewing on the skin of his
fingers, Prosper followed. The smell grew stronger as he pulled the cover
aside, and he dropped his hand and stepped back, mouth open, eyes wide.


Wolfe had taken his recreation of
the Oracle’s macabre exhibition and set it up in his studio – including Hatchet
Man’s decaying corpse.


Prosper put his hand to his mouth
and stared, aghast.  


Wolfe leaned against the wall,
arms folded across his chest, his expression deadpan.


“What the hell’s going on?”
Prosper asked, trying not to grimace.


“This is what I wanted to show
you.”


“Show me. Jesus Christ,
Wolfe, this is sick. Why? I don’t ... Hatchet Man’s corpse ...” He shook his
head. “I thought you’d disposed of the damn body. If someone finds it here—”


“I couldn’t get rid of it. If you
ever find the Oracle, we’ll need to add Hatchet Man’s corpse to his victims,
otherwise people might get suspicious. You see, I’m always planning, thinking
ahead.”  


“I don’t fucking believe this.
You’re crazy. I’m sure you didn’t have to bring it home with you.” Along with
the gruesome exhibit, Wolfe had tacked copies of the Oracle’s photographs to
the wall, like windows to a bizarre world of disfigurement and pain.


Prosper staggered back. He
couldn’t take his eyes off Hatchet Man’s mutilated corpse. Signs of decay had
already set in, the body bloated; his face seemed to be moving, the cheeks
wobbling – then he realised something was squirming around inside Hatchet Man’s
face: maggots, fly larvae that had been laid in the rotting corpse. Prosper
covered his mouth, trying to stop himself being sick.


“This is crazy. You can’t keep
that here,” he stammered.


Wolfe shrugged. “Safer here than
anywhere else.”


Prosper didn’t know what to
think. This wasn’t right.


Wolfe walked across and studied
the photographs. “What is it about those pictures? Why does he add those
photographs of serial killers? ”


“If I knew that I wouldn’t be
standing here.”


“I just think there’s something
we’re missing. Some clue.” He glanced at the photographs, lips pursed.


Prosper gritted his teeth. “I
haven’t got time for this.”


“The
photographs. There’s more to them than just a picture. There’s got to
be. Why else would he send them?”


“If that’s the case, then why
hasn’t anyone spotted it?”


“Perhaps they have. They just
don’t know it.”


“And what makes you so sure you
can spot it?”


“Because I’m an
artist. I can read art like a writer reads a book. I can see what an
artist is saying in his pictures, the stories they tell.”


“And what’s the Oracle saying
then?”


“I don’t know yet, but I’ll get
there.”


Prosper didn’t know whether he
believed Wolfe or not. He looked at the gruesome exhibit. How had it come to
this?


His life would never be the same
again.


But at least he still had a life.
He remembered Jerel, Ty and Paris
and his eyes went moist with tears. Then he thought of Natasha and he clenched
his fists.


“Well you’d better find something
soon. Natasha’s life’s on the line here.”


Wolfe nodded. “I need to pop out
for a while,” he said. “Make yourself at home. I’ll be back soon.”


“Pop out! Where are you going?” 


“I’ve got a meeting with my
agent, and I can’t afford to miss it.”


“Fuck your agent. My wife’s
missing.”


“I know. But this is important.
If I don’t turn up, he’ll wonder where I am and I can do without his interference
if he decides to pay a house visit. I won’t be long.”


“Take as long as you want. I’m
out of here. I’ve got to find my wife.”


“Just give me an hour tops.”


“In an hour, Natasha could be
dead.”


Wolfe shook his head. “For some
reason, I don’t think he’ll kill her. He’s playing with us.”


“Well it’s some game.” Prosper
grimaced.


“Just hang in. I won’t be long.”
Wolfe patted Prosper’s shoulder and then hurried out of the room. Moments
later, Prosper heard him drive away.


Gazing around the room, Prosper
shivered. Despite his revulsion, he couldn’t stop looking at Hatchet Man’s
corpse. In need of a drink, he walked out of the room and wandered through the
house and into the kitchen.


Although he needed a clear head,
he poured a measure of neat vodka from a bottle he found in a cupboard and
swallowed it in one gulp. It burned his throat, and he welcomed the slight
discomfort; it made him feel alive.


He noticed a letter on the work
surface, and although he felt a little impolite, he read it. The gist of the letter
was that Wolfe’s latest exhibition had been cancelled due to lack of interest. How
the mighty have fallen, Prosper thought, wondering whether it had anything
to do with the meeting Wolfe had gone to attend. Feeling useless standing
around waiting, he decided to return to his office to pick up his notes on the
case. There had to be something in there that he’d missed.


Noticing a selection of wooden
handled knives hanging from a rack on the wall, Prosper withdrew one. No way
was he going anywhere without a weapon. He’d never felt so lost and confused in
his life, but there was one certainty: when he found the Oracle, he was going
to kill him.


 
















CHAPTER 45 


 


A car’s engine grumbled, rousing
Natasha from her lethargy.


The Oracle was back.


Frantic, she crawled across the
floor and peered down into the dark depths of the hole. She heard the car
engine die. A door opened and then slammed shut, followed by footsteps
approaching the front door, crunching across gravel with a sound like snapping
crab legs.


She knew she had to get away, and
without the aid of her leg brace, she couldn’t walk, so the only way was down,
into the dark.


A key clicked in the lock, and
Natasha turned around and lowered herself over the edge. A cold draft blew up
from the abyss, but Natasha was more concerned with trying to find a place to
put her feet. Although her legs wouldn’t support her, one was stronger than the
other and it would take some of the strain. She closed her eyes and said a
quick prayer that the rungs would take her weight, before she climbed down the
ladder, one rusty rung at a time, letting her arms take most of the load.


A few moments later, she heard
footsteps above, and a spattering of stones fell down the shaft. Some of them hit
her on the head, while others fell past and struck the water below with a soft,
plinking sound. Natasha looked up, terrified of seeing the Oracle
staring down at her. When she didn’t see him, she swallowed and continued
descending. The Oracle wasn’t stupid. It wouldn’t be long before he looked down
the hole. Besides, the blood trail would soon lead him to her.


“It’s no good hiding.”


Tears welled in Natasha’s eyes as
she continued down, spurred on by the Oracle’s voice that seemed magnified
within the hole. Without warning, her foot slipped on one of the rungs, and her
heart missed a beat as her body dropped, her foot striking the wall and
producing a clatter that echoed around her. 


Terrified by how far she might
fall if she let go, Natasha managed to get her feet under her again and steady
herself. She held her breath and looked up, nerves jangling as she prepared
herself to see the Oracle. When he didn’t appear, she exhaled and increased the
speed of her descent, but her fingers were sore from gripping the rusty
handholds and her joints and muscles ached. Her legs strained with the effort
of supporting her.


Small stones skittered over the
lip of the opening and fell past Natasha into the water. The surface sounded
close, very close.


Any second, the Oracle was going
to look down the hole.


Unable to take her weight, her
legs buckled and she held on for dear life, taking all her weight on her tired
arms as she let her feet dangle to rest them. Then she continued down, falling
more than climbing, too terrified to even catch her breath.


She dropped down a couple more
rungs before she realised her feet dangled over empty space. She tried to feel
around, but there was nothing there. Her heart raced, her lungs laboured. She
tried to pull herself back up, but it was no good, her muscles were too
drained. 


Her body swung like a pendulum,
and she was terrified of falling, but with no other option, she knew she had to
drop. She waited for the forward swing and then let go.


Falling ...


down ...


into the
darkness.


Her heart stuck in her throat as
she plummeted.


Expecting to hit water, she held
her breath, but it was immediately knocked out of her as she hit solid ground.
Unable to cushion the impact, her legs buckled beneath her and she used her
bruised hands to soften the blow and stop her head from smashing into the
floor.


Luckily, the drop hadn’t been
very great, and the ground was covered in a layer of mud or silt, otherwise the
impact would have broken her bones. As it was she had the wind knocked out of
her, but she was intact.


Seconds later, a beam of light
filled the tunnel and Natasha scuttled back, dragging her legs behind her. 


The Oracle had a torch.


In the illumination, she saw the
surface of the clear water only feet away. Luckily, she had landed on a ledge,
no doubt created over thousands of years by the water that flowed through the
rock, floodwaters that rose and fell, leaving an underground chasm. She didn’t
dare think how deep the water was, but the ledge followed the course of the
water, creating a path she could follow.


The light disappeared, leaving
Natasha in darkness, the sound of her ragged breaths desperately loud. 


Unsure where the path would lead,
she set out, dragging herself over a surface that felt like a carpet of slugs.


Sounds echoed around her, the
constant drip of water almost melodic. She used her hands as feelers, shocked
when she dipped one hand in the icy cold water. She snatched her fingers out
and blew against them to warm the digits that no longer felt connected to her
body. When she moved on, she moved slowly. The last thing she wanted to do was
fall in the water.


Suddenly a flash of light
flickered across the walls behind her. 


The Oracle.


 
















CHAPTER
46


 


Flashes
of light crept across the surface of the water and Natasha tried to move
faster, but her legs held her back. The Oracle was getting closer. She heard
him shuffling along the tunnel, imagined that instead of crawling, he was
slithering like a snake; she wished she could move as fast as her beating
heart.


The ledge narrowed, forcing her
to dip her elbow into the freezing cold water and she shivered. Her path
illuminated by the reflected torchlight gave her an idea how far behind the
Oracle really was. Any minute, she expected to be subjected to the full glare
of the torch.


Searching frantically, she
noticed a dark patch further along in the ceiling. When she reached the spot,
she looked up and saw another tunnel, a fissure that had widened over the years
to resemble an empty eye socket in the bowels of the earth.


The fissure looked narrow, but it
might be her only chance to escape. Using the sides of the wall like a climbing
frame, she hoisted herself and gripped the rim of the fissure. Cold water
seeped out of the rock, filtering down from above and making it hard to get a
purchase. 


Bright light flashed across the
walls.


Her fingers slipped.


Straining, she reached out,
trying to find something dry to grip. Her fingers scratched around; found a
stone she could utilize. She brought her other hand up, linking her fingers
around the stone. 


The light crept closer,
brightening her surrounds, the Oracle just around the corner.


Using all the strength she could
muster, Natasha pulled herself up, managing to pivot enough to wedge her hips
in the gap. She unlinked her fingers to reach higher, attempting to find
another handhold. She started to slip. 


Heart in her throat, she twisted,
reaching out with one hand to the opposite wall. Her fingers clawed at the
rock; sharp slivers of stone sliced through her flesh and her fingernail split,
causing her to wince. She almost screamed, but bit her lip to keep it in.


She grabbed a ledge to stop her
fall and pain shot along her arm.


Breathing heavy, she readjusted
her grip to make sure she wouldn’t slip, and then used the fingers of her other
hand to search higher until she procured another handhold. Satisfied it would
hold her weight, she took a quick moment to catch her breath and swallowed a
few times to wet her parched throat before continuing. As the fissure narrowed,
she found it easier to wedge her hips, allowing her to find a higher hold each
time. 


A flood of light washed the walls
below. Although her arms ached, the muscles stretched beyond normal endurance,
fear pushed her forward, one slow, painful handhold at a time.


The light below grew brighter,
starting to illuminate the fissure.


Natasha looked up, saw only
darkness.


How far did it go?


As if in reply, the Oracle shone
the torch up the fissure and Natasha looked down, blinded by the light.
Disoriented, she stopped climbing.


A hand snatched at her leg. She
let out a little squeal and inched higher, out of the Oracle’s reach.


The light went out, plunging them
into darkness.


Residual spots of light danced
before Natasha’s eyes, but she struggled on, feeling her way.


Down below, she could hear the
Oracle breathing, the sound amplified in the fissure, guttural, almost like a
monster, like the one she used to imagine lived in the wardrobe in her bedroom
when she was a child. 


She climbed higher, squeezing
through a small gap in the rock to find herself on a
narrow ledge that allowed her to rest her arms and legs.


Progressing along the narrow
tunnel was a welcome relief after the strength-sapping climb and she hastily
pulled herself along the uneven surface, dragging her legs behind her. A cool
breeze blew past, making her shiver, and in the distance she heard a ghostly
groaning sound.


It took her a few seconds to
realise a faint grey light coated the walls. Moments later, she spied a hole in
the rock that allowed light to shine through. She crawled towards it, only to
find iron bars across the exit.


Fighting back tears, she gripped
the bars and yanked them, but they were fixed tight. She tried to squeeze her
head between them, but couldn’t fit through. Tears rolled down her
cheeks.  


A shuffling sound emanated from
behind her. Getting closer. 


Natasha whimpered. She looked out
between the bars and saw a building in the distance with a tall chimney. She
assumed it was the structure she’d escaped from. Now slightly higher, she was
able to look down on the building and the houses that surrounded it. She
shouted. Screamed. But there was no response. The
houses looked derelict, their windows broken. In the distance, the sun was
setting, throwing a blood red sheet across the horizon.


Behind her, she heard the Oracle
laugh and felt a hand grab her leg and pull her back, away from the bars.
Muffling her screams, the hand over her mouth brought with it the same cloying,
sweet sickly smell she had inhaled before she passed out the last time.


 
















CHAPTER 47


 


Prosper walked across the hive of
activity that was the incident room, trying to remain inconspicuous, which
proved impossible. Words of comfort issued from peoples mouths, to which
Prosper nodded, unable to look directly at anyone. Working as fast as he could,
he gathered most of his files, tucking them inside a copy of the newspaper from
on his desk so he didn’t have to answer any awkward questions. He pocketed a
packet of cigarettes before he exited the building amid phones ringing, faxes
whirring, and people talking. 


Once in his car, he headed back
to Wolfe’s house.  


After driving for about fifteen
minutes, he noticed a car that seemed to turn whenever he did. He wouldn’t have
noticed it at all if it hadn’t been for the driver’s reckless manoeuvre at a
set of red traffic lights, causing a torrent of horn blowing as it nearly
collided with a large, white van.


The car eased in behind the
vehicle following Prosper, and when that car indicated and turned left, the red
light jumper slowed and eased back a little. When Prosper turned left, the car
turned left; when he turned right, the car turned right. At first, he assumed
they were both going in the same direction, but after purposely turning down
two deserted alleys before heading back to the main road, he was convinced the
car was following him, and his stomach wrapped itself in knots.


He indicated to turn left at a
junction and slowed down. He saw his pursuer indicate likewise, and then he
knocked his indicator off and turned right instead. The car behind followed
him, quashing any doubts he harboured.


But who was it? Was it the
Oracle? 


He took the next left, braked hard and parked by the kerb. The car behind turned
into the street, but it accelerated away before Prosper had time to identify
the driver.


Prosper pulled away from the
kerb, but even though he didn’t see anyone pursuing him during the rest of the
journey, he kept glancing in the rear view mirror, his nerves stretched as taut
as a bowstring. When he reached Wolfe’s he parked in the drive, and a car drove
by and pulled up a bit further along the road. Was it the vehicle that had
been following him? With Wolfe’s house so remote it seemed unlikely to be
anyone else.


Prosper slipped out of the car
and looked across the lawn to where the vehicle was parked, but it was too dark
to see much.


Whoever sat in the car would be
just as visually impaired, so he cut across the lawn, using the trees and
sculptures to hide behind. At the road, he clambered over the low wall and
ducked behind a bush. He still couldn’t see the car clearly for the foliage. He
took a step; a branch snapped beneath his foot and Prosper winced. He held his
breath and took the knife out of his pocket. Slowly, he crept towards the car.
When he was only a few feet away, he ran towards it and yanked the driver’s
door open.


“What the hell’s going on?”
shouted the pimply youth that sat in the driver’s seat. The female passenger
looked up from her oral ministrations, looking shocked and scared, the penis in
her hand going flaccid and her naked breasts jiggling as she struggled to cover
herself.


The youth made to get out of the
car with his trousers around his ankles. “You pervert,” he snarled. Then he saw
the knife in Prosper’s hand, and his mouth stayed open in a comical ‘O’ while
the colour drained from his cheeks. 


“Sorry,” Prosper said. “I thought
you were someone else.” He slipped the knife back into his pocket. “Don’t
worry. I thought you were a friend of mine, and I wanted to play a trick on
him.”


“Trick,” the boy said, recovering
his wits. “You’ll give him a heart attack, you sick pervert.”


Prosper shrugged apologetically
and walked away sighing between clenched teeth. He heard the car engine start
and then heard the squeal of tyres as it drove away. He closed his eyes and
rubbed his face. He couldn’t take much more of this.


After recovering the files from
his car, Prosper hurried towards the house. Having left the door on the catch,
he pushed it open and walked through to the studio. Wolfe stood in front of the
sheet that hid the macabre display, staring out of the window.


Hearing Prosper enter, he turned.
“Where’ve you been?”


“Yes, where have you been?” a
familiar voice enquired behind Prosper.


 
















CHAPTER 48


 


Jill stared at Prosper and the
other man, her eyes narrowed in suspicion. She knew she was taking a risk
confronting them, especially if her theory was correct, but of course if she
was right, it would do wonders for her career. She stared at Prosper’s friend,
his long black hair, tied in a ponytail, just like the man Robinson had
described at the scene of the incident he reported. Further
evidence for her hypothesis.


“There are other officers
outside,” she lied. “If I don’t come out in ten minutes, they’re coming in. So
don’t think about doing anything stupid.”


Prosper’s face turned ashen. He
glanced at a curtain suspended across the room, his left eye twitching. “Jill,
what the hell are you blathering about, and what the hell are you doing
here? Where the bloody hell were you when my wife was
abducted?” 


“Abducted?”


Prosper pursed his lips and
clenched his fists. “Yes, abducted. If we’d been able to reach you, then you’d
know. You should have been fucking guarding her. I’ll have your job for this.”


Jill blanched. Needing time to go
over her notes and to try to work a few things out, she had turned her phone
and receiver off, so this was news to her. If it was true, then it put a crack
in her theory. 


“If that’s the case, what are you
doing here? Shouldn’t you be out looking for her?” she asked.


Prosper ran his hands through his
hair. “Of course it’s bloody true. Do you think I’d make up something like
that? Anyway, they’ve taken me off the assignment.” He waved his hands
dismissively. 


Although she hadn’t worked with
Prosper for very long, she knew he was lying, or at least not telling her the
whole truth. But why? What wasn’t he telling her?
“What’s that God-awful smell?” She wrinkled her nose.


“The sewers have been backing up,”
the other man said, shrugging. “Now do you mind telling me who you are and what
the hell you’re doing in my house?”


“She’s my colleague,” Prosper
said. “Now I just want to know what the bloody hell you’re doing here. Have you
been following me?”


Jill hesitated, the sore spot on
her lip stinging. 


“It doesn’t matter what she’s
doing here,” the other man said. “This is my house, and I didn’t invite you in.
Now unless you’ve got a warrant, I would suggest you leave. Prosper’s my
friend, and a guest. You’re not.”


“Is there something I might need
a warrant for?” Jill asked. “Perhaps you’re hiding something behind that
sheet.” She looked towards the flimsy barrier.


“I’ve got nothing to hide, and I
don’t like your insinuations to the contrary.”


“Then you wouldn’t mind if I had
a look.” She started walking towards the dividing sheet that billowed in the
breeze from the door.


The man stepped in front of Jill
and held his hand out to stop her. “There’s a work in progress behind that
sheet. Call it artistic temperament, but nobody sees any of my work until it’s
finished, so if you don’t mind ...” 


Jill halted with the man’s hand
inches from her chest. “You’re that sculptor, right. Wolfe
something or other.”


Wolfe nodded, his expression
softening a little. She guessed she had appeased his vanity by recognising him,
but then he had been in the news a few times, with some people calling him the
successor to renowned artist, Damien Hirst. Not that
she found either artists style to her liking.  


She looked at the statues around
the room, finding their realism unnerving. 


Prosper glared at her. “Just get
the hell out of here and find my wife, Constable.”


Feeling foolish, and needing to
re-evaluate her theory in light of the news of Natasha’s abduction, Jill said,
“If you’re hiding something, you can be sure I’ll find out what it is.” She
cast a final glance at the sheet, and then spun on her heels and flounced out
of the room. 


 


Prosper followed Jill out to make
sure she left, then he locked the door before
returning to the studio.


“That was close,” he said, his
heart still racing.


Wolfe grinned and patted his
chest “What a rush.”


Prosper’s eyes opened wide in
amazement. “A rush? We could have been arrested.”


“Wouldn’t that have been ironic? The former inspector leading the hunt for the Oracle arrested by
his own partner for a copycat killing.” Wolfe laughed without humour.


Nausea swelled up from Prosper’s
stomach. Wolfe was losing it. Didn’t he realise how close they’d come to being
found out. Or wasn’t he bothered?


He leaned against the statue of a
woman, took a cigarette out and lit it to inhale the much-needed nicotine. “So
have you spotted anything?”


Wolfe shook his head. “Not yet,
but there’s got to be more to the photographs than meets the eye. Come and see
what I mean.” He disappeared through the curtain.


Prosper followed, wrinkling his
nose at the smell of decaying flesh. He was loath to look at Hatchet Man’s
corpse as it filled him with guilt. If they hadn’t done what they had, Natasha
would still be safe. He took another puff on his cigarette.


Wolfe had arranged the copies of
the Oracle’s photographs on the wall in order of when the victims had died. “So
what am I looking at?” Prosper asked.


“Look at this photograph first.
What do you see?”


Prosper sighed. He’d looked at
the Oracle’s photographs more times than he cared to remember, and they didn’t
get any easier on the eye. “I see what I’ve seen a hundred times.”


Wolfe scowled. “Tell me what that
is.”


“Mutilated bodies surrounded by
photographs”


“But there’s got to be a clue in
there somewhere.”


“Not necessarily. This isn’t
getting us anywhere.”


Wolfe picked a sketchpad up off a
table and handed it to Prosper.


Prosper noticed that Wolfe had
written the names of the killers featured on each photograph. “What about them?”


“Exactly.
What is it about them? Why does he put them in the picture?”


Prosper opened the newspaper to
look at his notes. As he did so, the page fell open on the crossword puzzle.
Prosper frowned and stroked his chin. “Have you got a pen?”


Wolfe crossed the room and
plucked a biro from a pot on a work table covered with art materials. “What is
it?” he asked as he handed the pen over.


Ignoring Wolfe, Prosper scribbled
down the killers’ surnames that were featured on Jane Numan’s photograph. 


Nilsen.


Kearney.


Ireland.


Watts.


Onoprienko.


Onoprienko.


Shipman.


Dahmer.


Gacy.


Then he wrote down each initial:
N.K.I.W.O.O.S.D.G.


“It’s a fucking anagram,” Prosper
said, annoyed that he hadn’t spotted it sooner.


“An anagram of
what?”


Prosper wrote a single word on
the page: Kingswood. “It’s the name of the high school
we all attended.”


“It must be a coincidence. There
are probably loads of words you can make from those letters. I can see Wind
gooks. Good winks, and that’s just at first sight.”


“No. This isn’t a coincidence.
The killer’s fucking with us.”


 
















CHAPTER 49


 


Prosper sat down and rubbed his
face.


“Are you okay?” Wolfe asked.


Prosper shook his head. “What do
you think?” 


He looked up at the Oracle’s
photographs, then looked away. They disturbed him on a
deep, emotional level. Something about them seemed unearthly, as though the
killer had made a pact with dark forces, as if he’d sold his soul.


“It’s got to be the word Kingswood,”
Prosper said. “It’s the only one that makes sense.”


The implications struck Prosper
like a punch.


He knew the most significant clue
in a case like this could be the killer’s choice of victim, so what did it mean
when his friends were the victims? How did the killer know which school they
attended? And why, what did it all mean? Was the killer someone he knew?
Someone he had arrested who now bore a grudge? Someone from
school? What about their first target, the kid who stabbed Prosper with
the chisel, Gary Smith. Was it him?  Or was it one of the other people
they’d inflicted their own form of vengeance on? Had one of them somehow found
out what they’d done? It was crazy, but there were too many questions and not
enough answers.


“If you’re
right, then what about the other pictures?” Wolfe asked. 


Prosper wrote down the initial
from each killer’s surname from the photograph of the young boy. “That gives us
S. P. E. P. W. N. S. R. O. R.” He stared at what he’d written for a moment, his
mind rearranging the letters, and his hand writing them down.


Spew.


Props.


Worn.


Snow.


As soon as he wrote the last
word, it all fell into place and he wrote two words: Prosper Snow 


Another connection came to mind
and Prosper flicked through his files until he found what he was looking for:
the word ‘qana’ that had been painted on the wall
near where Jane Numan had been abducted.


“What is it?” Wolfe asked.


Prosper scanned the notes, one
sentence now standing out: An Inuit word for ‘falling snow’.  


Prosper jumped to his feet. “He’s
referring to me!”


Wolfe screwed his nose up. “But how? It’s not possible.”


 “Falling
snow. Prosper Snow taking a fall for the murders. He’s setting me up.”


“But if you’re right, then that
would mean the Oracle knew about you before we even framed him for Hatchet
Man’s murder. It’s not possible.”


“Well my name’s there for a
reason.”


“What reason? This is crazy.”


“Well someone’s trying to frame
us, or more specifically, me.”


Wolfe looked sceptical. “And who
would do that? And why?”


“In my line of
work, hundreds of people.”


Wolfe stroked his chin. “But that
doesn’t explain how or why your name and our school are hidden in the
photographs before we performed the copy-cat killing. Unless of course the
Oracle really does have the power of prophesy!”


“That’s ridiculous. It’s got to
be something else. What if it’s someone we beat up? That might explain why
Jerel, Ty and Paris are dead.”


“That wouldn’t explain the other
murders. Or why those names relating to places connected to us are featured.”


Prosper’s mind was awhirl. “Well
you explain it then because it seems more than a coincidence that they were
killed by the man we were trying to frame for a copycat killing unless we
already know the killer, or the killer knows us.” He stared at Wolfe, teeth
clenched. “Now correct me if I’m wrong, but the only people that now know about
the Kult and what we did are both standing in this
room.”


Wolfe glared at Prosper. “So what
are you trying to say?”


“I should think that’s obvious.”


Wolfe snorted loudly. “If I was
going to kill someone, I wouldn’t want to publicise it.”


Prosper’s heart banged inside his
chest and he took an involuntary step back. “Why not?
You’re an artist, aren’t you? You like to display your work. Showing off is
just your style.”


“What the hell’s that got to do
with it? I’m not a killer. If I was, don’t you think I would have already
killed you when I had the chance?”


Prosper recalled how impassive
Wolfe had been when he chopped Hatchet Man’s arms and legs off. There had been
a cold, dispassionate look about him. To Prosper, it
was the look of someone who had killed before. 


“I don’t believe you.”


“Why would I lie?”


“You tell me.”


“I can’t because I’m telling you
the truth.”


Prosper wiped his brow with a
shaking hand. Was Wolfe telling the truth? Could he trust him? At the moment,
he didn’t have much choice. Besides which, his gut instinct told him that Wolfe
wasn’t lying, and he had long ago learned to trust his instincts and they
hadn’t let him down yet. He only hoped that wasn’t about to change. “Look, I’m
sorry. I just can’t get my head around all this. Whoever the killer is, he’s
got Nat. I’ve got to find her.”


“How? We
don’t know where to look.”


“Let’s see what the other clues
are.” He proceeded to write out the initials from the portraits surrounding the
third murder: H. E. T. K. U. T. L. 


Both Prosper and Wolfe spoke at
the same time. “The Kult.”


“Jesus, Prosper, what the fuck’s
going on here?”


“I wish I knew.”


“What about Jerel, Ty and Paris’ photos. Who were the killers featured on
those? They must have more clues on them.”


Prosper consulted his notes for
Jerel’s photograph and wrote down: N. T. A. D. H. O. E. U. R. R. D.


He stared at the alphabetical
puzzle, and scratched his head while scribbling a few words down.


“This is useless,” he said. “Have
you got a computer?” 


Wolfe nodded and led the way to a
small office. He switched on his computer, and Prosper settled himself at the
keyboard and searched for an anagram solver. Settling on wordsmith.org, he
entered the letters into the box that said, ‘search anagrams for’ and then
pressed the ‘get anagrams’ button, dismayed to see 2104 results appear on the
screen.


Scrolling down the list, he
looked for something to stand out.


Hoarded runt.


Hoarded turn.


Adorned hurt.


He feared this was going to take
forever, when a cold hand clutched at his heart and he stared at the screen,
wide eyed.


Road Thunder.


He pointed at the screen. “That’s
it.”


“I don’t get it. What?”


“Road Thunder.

Thunder Road.”

“Shit, I thought no one but us knew about that place.”


Prosper leaned back in his chair
and stared at Wolfe, his mind a maelstrom of dark thoughts. “Obviously
not.” 


 
















CHAPTER 50


 


Prosper warily eyed the shadows
around his house. All the way here he’d been worried in case Jill was still
following him, now he found himself concerned she might be spying on them from a
concealed hiding place.


Wolfe exited the vehicle behind
him and slammed the door, making Prosper wince.


“What are we doing here?” Wolfe
asked, his dark clothes making him a shadow that the feeble light avoided. He
had tied his long black hair in a ponytail, making him look wolfish by nature
as well as by name. He sniffed the air, flaring his nostrils to complete the
persona.


“There’s something I need to
get.”


Somewhere in the night a dog
barked; the call taken up by the urban pack in back yards across the city. 


Shaking off his concerns, Prosper
unlocked the front door and entered the house. Straight away, he sensed
something was wrong and the hairs tingled on the nape of his neck.


He motioned for Wolfe to be
quiet, then withdrew the knife and tiptoed along the hallway, pulse a tribal
beat. A cold sweat beaded on his forehead. 


When he reached the kitchen door,
Prosper leaned forwards and put his ear against the wood. Unable to hear
anything, he gripped the door handle, took a breath, then
charged into the room. He scanned the area, looking for anything out of the
ordinary, anyone that shouldn’t be there, but the room was empty. 


 “What’s the problem?” Wolfe
asked.


“The light’s on.”


“So?”


“Well no one’s been in the house,
so it shouldn’t be.”


“Does anything look out of
place?”


“Who’s the copper here?” Shaking
off his annoyance at Wolfe trying to run the show, Prosper stared around the
kitchen. Everything looked as it should. About to turn away, he noticed the
door to the cupboard beneath the sink was slightly ajar – it had a tendency to
jamb if you didn’t give it a good push.


Bottom lip clamped between his
teeth, he walked towards the cupboard and crouched down to look inside.
Straight away he noticed that the bottles of cleaning solutions, aerosol cans
and assorted odds and ends were in disarray. Natasha liked to keep them tidy.
Prosper rummaged through the supplies until he spotted a rag stuffed at the
back, behind the U-bend. 


Frowning, he pulled the rag out,
felt something solid wrapped inside.


“This isn’t the time to start
spring cleaning,” Wolfe said.


Prosper started to unwrap the
rag, a sick feeling in his stomach. Unfolding the final corner, he stared
aghast at the severed finger and dropped it on the floor.


“Shit,” Wolfe said. “Where the
fuck’s that come from?”


Fighting his growing nausea,
Prosper lurched to the sink and leaned against it, taking deep breaths. He
could see his reflection in the window before him, his skin as pale as the
bloodless finger.


He turned on the cold tap and
splashed his face with water. “At least this proves I’m being set up,” he said.
“Serial killers sometimes like to keep mementoes of their victims, and
obviously the killer has planted this here to incriminate me.”


“So what else has he left?”


“I dread to think. Wait here.”


He made his way upstairs, stood
in the doorway to Leon’s
room, and glanced inside. The only illumination came from the landing light,
but he could see the hanging mobile of Disney cartoon characters suspended from
the ceiling, the plastic drawing board with the little chair in front of it,
the toys and games. It broke his heart to think he had endangered his family.
He walked away with his head bowed.


In the spare bedroom, he pulled
the copy of Gray’s Anatomy off the bookshelf.
Although being a thick book, it felt extremely heavy in his hands, and he
opened it up to reveal a hollowed-out interior that he had carved years ago to
hide things he didn’t want Natasha to find, knowing she would never want to
read the book. Inside were photographs of old girlfriends he kept for the sake
of nostalgia, trinkets that held some long forgotten significance and talismans
that he was too afraid to throw away. But the thing he was looking for was the
Beretta that he had moved from on top of the medicine cabinet a few days ago.
The gun felt good in his hand as he picked it up; made him feel like a God that
possessed the power of life and death. He slipped it into the inside pocket of
his jacket, next to the knife, and then took an interlaced triangle pendant out
of the book. A Solomon’s Seal, worn to protect its
wearer from all evil. He knew that if there was ever a time he needed its
power, it was now. He slipped it over his head, fingering the talisman as if to
release some of its influence before he tucked it into his shirt, and made his
way downstairs.


 
















CHAPTER 51


 


Prosper ran through the shadows,
using the trees as a shield. He imagined he could hear Natasha calling him, and
he cocked his head to listen, but heard only the wind whistling around him, rustling
the foliage, his imagination playing cruel tricks.


 At his side, Wolfe hunkered
down. He had a knife in his hand.


“Are you sure he’s here?” Wolfe
asked.


“I’m sure,” Prosper replied,
gritting his teeth and fighting the waves of anger that threatened to drag him
down into a cold, dark place. “That’s why there was a new lock on the gate.” He
withdrew the gun and checked the action.


“You’re a dark horse.”


Prosper looked up to see Wolfe
staring at the gun with an appreciative expression. “I’m not going in there
without it.”


During the drive over, Prosper
had remained quiet, fighting an internal dilemma. He knew he should report the
Oracle’s possible whereabouts to the police, but he couldn’t risk having the Kult and its nefarious deeds exposed unless he had no other
choice. He also couldn’t risk Natasha’s life to anyone else.


The pumping station was a tall,
imposing structure, hewn from bricks the colour of sand. It looked pretty much
as he remembered it, but the surrounding foliage had taken a firmer grip. A
group of houses huddled at the edge of the trees, former homes for the people
that used to work here. Built from the same brick as the pumping station,
they’d fallen into disrepair. The doors were weathered and worn; paint flaking
like sunburned skin, while the tiles on some of the roofs had blown off,
opening them to the elements. In places, plants and trees sprouted from the
brickwork, Mother Nature’s smothering embrace. 


Memories of the place came
flooding back. This was their childhood hunting ground. The place where they
used to play games; their secret place, where they could escape into a land of
make-believe, the pumping station a fort, a rocket, a castle, becoming whatever
they wished it to be.


“Why here?” Wolfe asked.


“More importantly, how did the
Oracle know about it?” Prosper surveyed the area, scanning the surrounding
trees for any sign of movement before looking back at the pumping station. 


The lock securing the entrance
gate had been open, so if the Oracle was here, would he be armed? Was he
sitting with a knife at Natasha’s throat? Or was she already dead? The
thought made him shiver. 


“So what’s the plan?” Wolfe
asked.


“I haven’t got a plan. As long as
she’s still alive, we’ve just got to get my wife out before that maniac hurts
her.” 


“But how?”
Wolfe asked. “There’s something ... I don’t know, strange about this Oracle
bloke. How does he know so much?”


Prosper frowned and fingered the Solomon’s Seal pendant around his neck. 


“Come on; let’s see if we can
spot anything through those windows.” Flushed with adrenaline, Prosper crawled
towards the building. He felt the throb of blood in his temples, the rush of
liquid pouring through his veins. He’d never felt so in tune with his body,
every sense heightened.


When he reached the pumping station,
he leaned against the wall, trying to melt into the brickwork. He heard the
wind in the distance, snuffling around the trees like a rabid beast seeking its
prey. At the nearest window, he stood on tiptoes and cupped his hands around
his eyes to peer inside, and stared in horror at the Oracle’s macabre display
of decomposing bodies. Among them, he spotted his old friends, Jerel, Ty and Paris. The sight made tears bristle in his eyes.


The photographs were bad enough,
but the real thing was a thousand times worse, a monstrous exhibition of
putrescent flesh. Wolfe’s rendition didn’t even come close.


He turned his head and took a
deep breath.


This was worse than he imagined.
Worse than any nightmare he could conjure, but he had to look again, to make
sure Natasha wasn’t one of the exhibits.


Exhaling his anger, he turned to
look back in the room, scanning the shadows for Natasha. Then he spotted her
lying motionless on the ground across the far side of the room and his heart
felt about to break.


He studied the room, looking for
the Oracle, but he couldn’t see anyone else in attendance – at least not anyone
alive.


Prosper motioned Wolfe to wait, then he crept towards the front door, grabbed the handle and
turned it, opening the door a fraction to peer into the building. The stench of
decaying human flesh hit him like a physical slap and Prosper recoiled, face
scrunched up in disgust.


 Natasha wasn’t moving. Her
skirt and top appeared ripped. Was she dead? Jesus,
no.


Shaking his head to dispel the
thought, Prosper swallowed, the cloying smell sticking to his throat. His
stomach tied itself in knots. How did the Oracle know about this place?
He recalled Wolfe’s theory about the Oracle having second sight, and shivered. What
if he was right? What if the Oracle knew everything in advance? What chance
would they have? Gritting his teeth, he crept into the pumping station, gun
held out in front of him.


Shadows permeated the large room.
Despite its size, it now seemed smaller than when he played here as a kid. Eyes
not adapted to the dark, he relied on his memories of the place as he crept
across the floor, wary of tripping over the rusty bolts that protruded like
mushroom stalks from the concrete.


A sound made him jump, and he peered
into the gloom. He heard the noise again. Looking up he saw a couple of pigeons
roosting in the rafters, their light feathers discernible in the dark.


Taking a steady breath, he proceeded, Wolfe a shadow beside him.


As he approached Natasha, he became
more vigilant, eyes flicking left then right, head jerking one way or the other
to fully focus on something he couldn’t discern. When he reached Natasha, he
crouched beside her and grabbed her wrist, releasing a relieved breath at the
steady pulse. 


“Where is he?” Wolfe whispered.


Prosper shrugged. He didn’t have
time to mess about, but something niggled him,
something that he couldn’t quite work out. “Give me a hand,” he said, stuffing
the gun into his waistband and grabbing his wife underneath her arms and
lifting her up.


Wolfe grabbed Natasha’s legs and
they carried her quickly towards the door. Just before they exited, Prosper
stared at the corpses, and he realised what had troubled him. There was an
extra corpse. The body resembled Jerel in a vague way, and he had the same
mutilations, tongue pulled through his throat, innards hanging from the gaping
cavity wound, but they hadn’t received any photographs of this corpse. So
what did it mean?


With no time to contemplate it
now, he continued outside, and proceeded towards Wolfe’s Jeep where they placed
Natasha on the back seat.


Legs aching, he ran around and
jumped into the driving seat. Wolfe dropped into the passenger seat. 


“Keys,” Prosper said, holding his
hand out. He kept glancing nervously in the rear-view mirror.


“I left them in the ignition.” 


“Well they’re not there now.”


Wolfe stuck a hand in his pocket
then shook his head.


“Looking for these?” a voice
said.


Prosper stared out the window at
Jill Jones, the keys dangling from her fingers, and he grimaced.


 
















CHAPTER 52


 


Prosper opened the door and
clambered out of the car.  


“Jill, for god’s sake, give me the keys.” He thrust his hand out.


Jill shook her head and twirled
the keys around her finger. “I don’t think so, Prosper.” She took a step back.
“Now tell me what’s going on. How did you know where to find your wife?”


It didn’t take a detective to
work out that she had followed them here. But how much had she seen? If she’d
looked inside the pumping station, reinforcements would be on the way, but her
manner dictated that wasn’t the case. She was too inquisitive; had various
pieces of a puzzle, but didn’t know how to connect them.


“What the hell are you doing
following me, Jill?”


“Don’t try turning this around.
Tell me what’s going on. How did you know where to find Natasha? And where’s
the Oracle?”


Prosper needed to think fast, but
nothing he thought of seemed plausible. “I got an anonymous call telling me
where she was.”


“How
convenient.”


“I don’t care how convenient it
was. I got my wife back that’s all I’m bothered about.”


“What’s wrong with her then?”


“She’s unconscious. Probably been knocked out with something.”


“Why didn’t you call it in when
you got the tip off?”


“I wasn’t thinking straight. Fucks sake, Jill. He had my wife. I just wanted her back. I
didn’t want to wait while the powers that be tried to decide on the right
course of action.”


“So what is that place?” She
pointed at the building visible through the trees.


“It’s an old pumping station.”


“Why would the Oracle just leave
Natasha there?”


“I don’t know and I don’t care.
I’ve got her back safe and sound, that’s all that matters.”


Jill looked back towards the
building. She reached for her police radio. “I’ll have to call it in.”


Prosper’s heart sank like a lead
weight. What if the Oracle had planted further incriminating evidence at the
scene that tried to implicate him as being the killer?


“It’s too dangerous to hang
around here,” he said before she could make the call. “I want you to take
Natasha to the safe house for me.”


“You can’t order me to do
anything. You’re off the case, remember. I need to call this in.”


“I’m still your senior officer,
and you’ll do as I tell you. I want you to make sure my wife is safe. You’ve
already let me down once. I don’t expect you to do it again. I’ll phone this
in, and then I’ll wait for the cavalry to arrive.”


Jill stared at Prosper, eyebrows
knotted in confusion.


“Where are you parked?” he asked.


Jill pointed further along the
lane. 


“Right, Wolfe, help her carry
Natasha to her car.”


Wolfe jumped out of the Jeep.


“Hold on”, Jill said. “There’s
something going on here. I’m not going anywhere.”


“Just take my wife to the safe
house. I’m entrusting my wife and son to you. Now unless you want me to put you
on report, that’s an order. I’m going to stay here, keep a watch on the
property in case the Oracle returns, and wait for back up to arrive.”


After a moment’s hesitation, she
said, “I’m coming straight back after I drop her off.” Then she joined Wolfe
and helped him lift Natasha out of the Jeep. Prosper leaned forwards and kissed
Natasha on the forehead, then indicated they should go.


 
















CHAPTER 53 


 


Hatchet Man’s flesh felt cold and
rubbery, the smell horrendous. Prosper held his breath as he helped Wolfe lift
the corpse; angry flies swarmed around their heads and one of Hatchet Man’s
legs fell off, the twine they’d used to sew the limb to his shoulder socket
slicing through the rotten flesh. Prosper gagged. 


Having festered in the heat,
Hatchet Man felt like congealed tapioca. 


Prosper gritted his teeth,
adjusted his hold and proceeded out of the house. He nervously surveyed the
surrounds. The boot of Wolfe’s Jeep was open, like a huge mouth eager to accept
its human sacrifice, and they lifted the corpse into the vehicle. Prosper
hurried back and picked the leg up, placing it with the rest of the body. He
covered the remains with a blanket before shutting the door. 


He wiped his hands on his thighs
and shivered before jumping into the passenger seat. He felt dirty and
sacrilegious. Although not a religious man, there were some things he thought
shouldn’t be disturbed, and a dead body was one of them.


He opened the window and leaned
his head out to draw breath. He didn’t fancy being cooped up with the smell.


With events now out of his hands,
Wolfe was right, they needed to place Hatchet Man’s corpse with the others to
make it seem that the Oracle really did kill him. After that, he didn’t know
what to do. He had delayed calling the police, but with time running out, they
needed to act fast.


The return journey passed by in a
blur. Prosper couldn’t concentrate, and he kept tapping his foot and chewing
the skin from around his ragged fingernails. 


Moonlight painted the lane
leading to the pumping station, the trees crowding round them like prison bars.
Potholes put the Jeep’s suspension through its paces, jerking Prosper in his
seat, and a dust shroud followed in their wake.


As they turned into the lane leading
to the pumping station, Prosper made the call to the police, then slumped back
in his seat, his thoughts all over the place. He felt unnerved by how easily
corruption and deceit had become part of his fabric.


“What do we do if the Oracle’s
come back?” Wolfe asked as he parked the vehicle.


Prosper withdrew the gun and
checked the action. “Then I blow seven shades of crap out of him, that’s what
happens. Now help me carry Hatchet Man.”


He returned the gun to his
waistband, the cold metal kissing his skin like ice, and exited the car. 


At the rear of the Jeep, he
opened the boot and forcibly pulled Hatchet Man out, letting the corpse thump
to the ground. Then he grabbed the severed limb and placed it on top of the
body.


“Grab his legs,” he said.


Wolfe did as Prosper asked, and
they lifted the body and started shuffling towards the building which was
guarded by the trees.


Pine needles crunched underfoot,
and they had to scuttle sideways to avoid the ruts and rabbit holes that lined
the dusty track. 


Prosper kept his ears alert for
the Valkyrie cry of sirens in their wake, but apart
from the rustle of leaves, all was peaceful.


Sweat beaded both their faces and
Prosper’s legs ached with the extra weight as they carefully carried the corpse
over the pitted terrain. At the lip of a slight rise, they started down and the
building became visible in the distance. Recent events soured Prosper’s happy
memories of the place when they used to cycle along the path and through the
trees, using the landscape as an off road race track, which resulted in more
than one or two cuts and bruises. Not that Prosper ever won any of the races,
as his extra weight meant he usually laboured at the rear, pedalling his
Raleigh Chopper bike for all he was worth.  


With the moon hovering behind the
building, its front dwelled in shadow, the tall chimney a judgemental finger.
Prosper stopped and said, “Drop him a minute, while I check the coasts clear.”


They lowered Hatchet Man to the
ground and Prosper rotated his arms, relieving tired muscles. Then he crept
towards the building, stood on tiptoes, cupped his hands against the glass, and
peered inside. Everything looked the same as before, and although he couldn’t
be certain that the killer wasn’t hiding in one of the adjoining rooms, it was
a risk he was going to have to take.


 Mindful of the stench
inside the building, his stomach gurgled and he hurried to open the door before
returning to where Wolfe waited. The quicker they got this over with, the
better.


“Okay, let’s go.” He crouched down
and grabbed Hatchet Man underneath where his arms would normally be, careful
not to tear the stitching that bound his remaining leg to the shoulder, then
together they lifted the body and staggered towards the front door.


Prosper didn’t fail to notice that
Wolfe lacked his usual bravado. Perhaps his old friend had a moral compass
after all. Either that or fear had eventually gotten the better of him. But it
was all a little late in the day now to grow a conscience. 


As he entered the building, he
tried to make sense of everything. So many things didn’t add up. It had to be
more than coincidence that the man they tried to frame for a murder they
committed had also implicated Prosper in his own crimes through hidden clues
that the police hadn’t yet deciphered. 


That meant it had to be someone
they knew. Someone who knew what they had done. Someone who
knew where they used to hang out. But who? Only
one person fit the bill. As they walked across the room towards the display of
corpses, Prosper stared at his old friend. Wolfe’s photographs had looked so
damn real. Or was it because the photographs were real? Had they been actual
photographs of the real corpses? That would certainly explain why they had been
so readily accepted as such by the investigating teams.


And then, when they killed
Hatchet Man, Wolfe had been unperturbed, hacking away at the corpse to create a
macabre display that he could capture on film. There was also the question as
to how the Oracle knew about their secret e-mail account.


It all seemed too convenient. And
now, here Prosper was, walking into the killer’s lair with someone who might be
the killer. Despite having earlier discounted Wolfe as a suspect, nothing else
seemed plausible. He just hoped to God he was wrong. 


“Let’s deposit the body with the
others, then leave and wait for the cavalry to arrive,” Prosper said, praying
for the cry of the sirens.


Wolfe nodded.


Prosper chewed his lower lip. It
wasn’t like Wolfe to be so quiet, not unless his mind was elsewhere. Like on
murder.


They dropped the body on the
floor, and Prosper stood up straight and gripped the handle of the gun. He
glanced at the corpses of his old friends and swallowed the lump in his throat.
He felt responsible for their deaths. If he had only argued more, refused to go
along with Jerel’s harebrained scheme, then none of this might have happened.


About to turn away, something
caught his eye, and he stared at a small table behind the corpses. He didn’t
recall noticing it before, but then he was more concerned with rescuing his
wife. Items decorated the surface, items he instantly recognised because they
belonged to him: the jacket that he had been unable to find. The difference now
was that blood spattered its surface. The boning knife that had gone missing
from their kitchen, its blade coated in gore. A piece of rope that he recalled
used to hang in the garage. Items obviously used to murder the victims, and
which were now coated with both his and the victim’s DNA,
implicating him as the perpetrator of the crimes. 


The strength drained from
Prosper’s legs.


“What’s wrong?” Wolfe asked.


Prosper withdrew the gun and
pointed it at his old friend.


“Perhaps you’d like to tell me
what the fuck this is all about,” Prosper snarled.


Wolfe took a step back. “Whoa.
Take it easy. I don’t know what you’re on about. We’ve already been through
this once. I’m as much in the dark as you.”


“Well let’s go through it again.”


“I don’t care what you believe.
Just lower the gun before you do something we’ll both regret.”


Prosper shook his head. The gun
may as well have been surgically attached to his palm, because there was no way
he was dropping it. “Just tell me why you’ve done it.”


Wolfe narrowed his eyes and
frowned. “I’ve not done anything.”


Prosper tensed his finger on the
trigger. “Last chance to talk, before I blow your brains
out.”


 
















CHAPTER 54


 


Jill stared at the large sand
coloured building. Where the hell had Prosper gone? After getting his
wife to the safe house, she had rushed back here to find Prosper and his friend
gone.  


Jill knew there was something
going on between Prosper and his friend, but she didn’t know what, and
that galled her. While she didn’t dislike Prosper, she felt he was keeping
things to himself, which was why she didn’t feel they could ever maintain a
close partnership. She didn’t trust him. And recent events only reinforced her
concerns. She wanted to know who this mystery informant was who had tipped
Prosper off. She also wanted to know why Prosper’s friends had been murdered by
the killer. It didn’t make sense, and the explanation that he was being
targeted after leaking the false story to the newspaper to flush the killer out
didn’t sound plausible, because how would the killer know it was Prosper that
leaked the story? Of course, if it was true, then it had worked, albeit
probably not the way he intended. Unless of course, one of
his friends was the killer. She mused over it for a while, realising
that in a warped way, it made a sort of sense. 


There was always the chance that
Prosper’s other theory held a grain of truth, that someone he once arrested was
out for revenge. That would mean cross checking all Prosper’s arrests and
looking for anything that connected with the recent murders, which would take a
long time. But that seemed less plausible than her own
theory.


She tried radioing Prosper, but
didn’t receive a reply. She gulped, felt her heart thud. She had checked with
control, and true to his word, he had called his location in and updated them
with everything that had happened, so reinforcements were on the way, leaving
her feeling more secure about returning here alone.


Beautiful in a strange gothic
way, the building looked like somewhere the Addams Family would live. She could
imagine Lurch coming to answer the large wooden door, and uncle Fester hovering
in the wings. 


Houses stood to the side of the
building. Metal panels covered the windows and doors and graffiti marred some
of the walls, names, crude comments, and the words ‘The Kult,’
whatever that meant.


Natural, earthy aromas filled the
air, although every now and again, she smelled something repugnant that
reminded her of spoiled meat. 


The moon hovered behind the
building, casting a long pale shadow towards the car. Jill leaned against the
roof and surveyed the area. Where the hell were they?


The surrounding forest was a dark
green mantle, like a natural amphitheatre. 


Jill wiped her brow and her hand
came away streaked with sweat.


Goddamn it, Prosper, where are
you?


She had seen a Jeep parked
further up the lane, which she knew belonged to his friend, Wolfe, so they were
still in the vicinity.


She drummed her fingers on the
vehicle’s roof; wondered if they were in the pumping station, but she wasn’t
stupid enough to investigate on her own, not when there could be a killer lurking
inside. At least out here, trees and darkness permitting, she had a good view
of her surrounds.


Perhaps they were holed up in
one of the other buildings. But if so, why hadn’t they signalled their
presence? Unless they couldn’t.


The thought sent a shiver through
her. What if the Oracle had returned and overpowered them? What if they were
restrained, or worse still, dead.  


She stared at the main building,
eyes narrowed to conquer the shadows that lingered around the protrusions and
dips in the structure. What might have been movement caught her eye, but when
she concentrated her gaze, she failed to spot anything. 


She suddenly heard voices raised in anger and recognised one as that of Prosper. They
seemed to originate in the main building, and throwing caution to the wind, she
ran towards the front door where she stopped and peered inside, trying to hold
her breath against the stench.


Moonlight radiated through the
high windows at the rear of the building, and the first thing she saw was the
bodies. Although she had perused the photographs until they were indelibly
imprinted in her memory, the reality made them pale in comparison and she
gagged. 


Averting her gaze, she saw
Prosper and Wolfe stood in the middle of the room. Prosper was armed with a gun
that visibly shook as he aimed at his friend.  


The tension between the two men
literally crackled in the air. Although she didn’t know what was going on, she
knew she had to intervene. “Drop the gun,” she said as she rushed into the
room.


Prosper spun around, a panicked
expression adorning his face. Sweat peppered his brow and he ran his sleeve
across his forehead to clear it away.


“Jill. I thought I told you to
drop Natasha off.”


“I’ve done it. Now put the gun
down and tell me what’s going on.”


Prosper glared at Wolfe. “I’ll
tell you what’s going on. He’s trying to frame me for murder.”


Wolfe shook his head. “You’ve
lost the plot. Why would I do that?”


“Because you’re the goddamned
killer, that’s why.”


Jill raised her hands in a
placating manner. “Prosper, just put the gun down and
we’ll talk.”


“There’s nothing to talk about.
I’m being set up. Clues on the photographs implicate me as the perpetrator,” he
waved the gun at Wolfe, “and he’s nicked some of my stuff and used it to kill
the victims.”


“I haven’t done anything of the
sort. Prosper, think about it and shut your mouth before you say anything that
might, you know …”


“That might what? I’ve had enough
of all the lies and deceit.”


“Fair enough, but what about
Natasha. Think about it. Think what it’ll do to her.”


Prosper hesitated and licked his
lips. 


“Would someone like to tell me
what’s going on,” Jill said. Coupled with what she had worked out, it did make
sense that Wolfe could be the Oracle, but after Robinson’s statement, she
assumed that the killer wasn’t one person, but a group. One of the men in front
of her knew the truth, and she was determined to get to the bottom of it.


Prosper looked from Jill to
Wolfe, wiped his sleeve across his brow again. “Just cuff him, Constable.”


“Prosper,
you’re making a big mistake. It’s not me.”


Jill took a step towards Wolfe,
withdrawing her handcuffs. “Okay, take it easy. I’m arresting you—”


“Like fuck you are.” 


Before Jill could put the cuffs
on him, Wolfe turned and ran. 


“Stop or I’ll shoot,” Prosper shouted.


Wolfe increased his pace and two
shots rang out. Jill winced, deafened by the loud report as it echoed around
the building. The bullets screamed off the brickwork and ricocheted across the
room. 


“Jesus Christ, Prosper, stop
shooting,” she said, staring in shock at her partner. She didn’t know where he
had obtained the gun, but unless he had a license, possessing it was a criminal
offence, shooting it and killing someone in cold blood – well, he’d probably be
looking at life in prison.  


Prosper aimed the gun again, jaw
clenched.


Before he fired, Wolfe dropped
down a hole in the ground and Prosper cursed loudly, firing two more shots.


Jill stepped in front of him. 


“Drop the goddamn gun,” she said.
Her heart hammered within her chest as she stared at the unblinking eye of the
barrel.


“Move out of the way,” Prosper
snapped, attempting to push her aside. 


Jill grabbed Prosper’s arm. “What
the hell do you think you’re doing? You’ll be sent down if you kill him. Now
tell me what’s going on.”


Prosper was breathing heavy, his
lips moving as though he was chewing on something. “Move aside,” he said, eyes
blazing with anger.


“No.” 


Prosper yanked her hand from his
arm and aimed the gun at her. “He kidnapped my wife. He was going to kill her.”


“And how do you know? What proof
have you got?”


“I’ve got all the proof I need.
Who else knew? Who else bloody knew?”


“Knew what? You’re not making
sense.”


“About us.
About what we did.”


“And what did you do?”


Prosper grimaced, his arm
starting to waver. 


“Talk to me, Prosper.”


“Nothing.
Now just move.” He pushed her aside again and ran across the room to stare down
the hole. “Come back up, you son of a bitch,” he screamed.


“You’re making a mistake,” Wolfe
shouted. “I can’t believe you fucking shot at me.”


“If you don’t come up, then I’m
going to shoot again.”


“Listen. I’m telling you the
truth. Why would I lie to you?”


“To set me up.”


Jill knew she had to do
something. “Prosper, backup will be here soon, so just
cool it. He’s not going anywhere.”


“How do you know where that hole
leads? I don’t want him escaping.”


“This is what he wants,” Wolfe
shouted. “Think about it. The killer, the real killer, if he’s gone to
all this trouble to set you up, then he knew you’d refute it. He’s playing with
you; with both of us. He’s forcing you into a corner and you’re making
connections that don’t add up.”


Prosper pursed his lips, face
scrunched up in concentration as though considering Wolfe’s statement.


Jill put her hand on Prosper’s
shoulder. “I don’t know what’s going on, but we’ll get to the bottom of it. But
you’ve got to put the gun down. If you’re being set up, then you’re playing
into the killer’s hands.” She didn’t know what to believe, but she had to
disarm Prosper. In his current state of mind, he could do anything. 


 
















CHAPTER 55


 


Prosper couldn’t think straight.
His world had been turned upside down. He didn’t want to believe Wolfe was the
killer, but what other explanation was there?


He stared down into the hole, the
darkness too thick to penetrate. 


If he fired into the hole,
would he hit Wolfe? Did he really want to kill him? Was he really the killer?
Crazy thoughts spun around inside his head, but none of them made any sense. 


He closed his eyes, tried to
control his breathing, concentrating as he struggled to make some sort of order
out of everything.


“Prosper, please, just put the
gun down,” Jill said.


“Listen to her and do as she
says,” Wolfe shouted up.


Prosper’s finger tensed on the
trigger. “You can just shut your mouth,” he shouted back. How was he supposed
to think straight with all this badgering?


He turned and stared at the
corpses, focusing on his friends. A lump lodged in his throat. If only he
hadn’t let them go through with Jerel’s crazy plan, they’d still be alive. He
would never forgive himself. Why did everyone around him seem to suffer? He
felt like the man forced to wear the albatross around his neck in Coleridge’s
poem, The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, with everyone around him
suffering because he shot the bird with a crossbow. 


Prosper’s stomach curdled as rats
ran around the corpses, nibbling on the rotting flesh and he turned away. 


The way the bodies had been
butchered was beyond belief. How could anyone have such little respect for their
fellow man? And to think Natasha almost joined them. Sickened by the
thought, he coughed, almost throwing up what little food he had in his stomach.


Something niggled at the back of
his mind. Something that didn’t add up.


He forced himself to turn and
look back at the bodies, his eyes drawn to the one made to look like Jerel. 


Why would the killer perform
two killings that looked the same? And why wouldn’t he have boasted about the
other victim, like he did with all the others?


Sweat rolled down the sides of
Prosper’s nose. He licked his lips; thought back to Dr. Angela Lancet’s
assessment of the killer: The cause of antisocial personality disorder is
unknown, but genetic factors and child abuse are believed to contribute to its
development. People with an antisocial or alcoholic parent are at increased
risk … he’ll be geographically or occupationally mobile … He’ll have an eye for
detail, meticulously planning in an almost military fashion … But as the victims disappeared at different times of
day, it would suggest that the offender’s employment varies time wise, such as
a shift worker or part time worker who has plenty of spare time … He’ll
be socially adequate, have friends, perhaps a partner, even a spouse and
children … And he’ll likely be described as the last person anyone would
suspect if he was convicted.


If that was true, Wolfe didn’t
fit the profile, at least not exactly.


But crazy as it seemed, he knew
one person who did.


Then he recalled something Jill
said at the start of the investigation: All we have is a photograph. Who’s
to say it’s real?


Prosper raised the gun and
pointed it at Jerel’s corpse.


“Okay Jerel, the game’s up.”


“Are you crazy? What are you
doing?” Jill asked, shaking her head in disbelief. 


“You were right. It’s the only
thing that makes sense.”


“Right? Right about what?”


“That it’s easy to manipulate a
photo. To make people believe something that’s not real.”


“It’s about time you worked it
out,” Jerel said. His eyes snapped open like Frankenstein’s monster, and he
stepped down from the cross upon which he was supposedly nailed, very much
alive and well.


 
















CHAPTER 56


 


Jerel ripped the entrails from
his torso and dropped them to the floor. Then he tore the fake severed tongue
from his throat and threw it aside.


“What’s going on?” Wolfe shouted
up from the hole.


Tongue glued to the roof of his
mouth, throat dry, Prosper couldn’t reply. He stared wide eyed at Jerel, goose
bumps erupting along his arms.


“Cat got your tongue?” Jerel
asked as he removed the crown of nails. He laughed. “I thought you’d have
worked it out long before now, but you got there eventually.”


“Why? I don’t understand why
you’d do it.”


“What’s going on?” Jill gasped.


“Haven’t you worked it out yet,
Prosper?” Jerel asked.


“Worked what out?” He shook his
head, his mind a blank.


“I know. I fucking know what you
did,” he yelled, pointing an accusatory finger.


Prosper frowned. “You’re not
making any sense.”


“I know you slept with my whore
of a wife.”


Prosper felt the little colour he
had left drain from his face. “Is that what this is about?” He gaped in
disbelief. “Look I’m sorry. It was an accident. We didn’t mean for it to
happen. We were drunk. It didn’t mean anything.”


“An accident.
A fucking accident. You slept with my wife, of course
it meant something.”


“It was only once. Jesus, Jerel,
listen to me. We didn’t mean for it to happen.”


“I trusted you, Prosper. You were
my fucking friend.”


Prosper thought back to his
meeting with Jerel’s wife when he went to tell her that Jerel was supposedly
dead. 


Did he tell you ... you know?
At the time, he though Christine was talking about the rape, but now he
realised that’s not what she was talking about at all. Then he remembered her
bruises and the black eye.


“How did you find out?” Prosper
asked.


“It’s ironic really. When I left
the army, we started trying for another baby, but it just wasn’t happening. I
thought it might have been something to do with what I’d been through, you
know, fighting … I’ve seen things you wouldn’t believe. Combat stress reaction
is what they called it – you believe that shit. Anyway, I thought it might be
the drugs they gave me, so I stopped taking them and went to the hospital for a
sperm test, and guess what, it turns out I’m fucking sterile. Always have been.” 


Prosper’s mind whirled. This was
all too crazy. Jerel always was a possessive son of a bitch, which was why he
had tried to forget all about the one night stand with Christine, hoping to God
Jerel never found out. Then he remembered something else. “Katie,” he said. “I
don’t understand.”


“Neither did I.
Then it all made sense. She’s not my kid. Couldn’t be.
That’s when I knew Christine was a whore. It didn’t take much to get it out of
her. She always was weak willed, the bitch. I couldn’t believe it when she said
it was you. You, Prosper. You’re the father of my kid. I always wondered
why Katie was a chubby thing, as she certainly didn’t get it from me.”


Prosper staggered back. “No, it’s
not possible. It was just the one time.”


“That’s all it takes when you’re
not firing blanks. Right place, right time, hey Prosper. Well, you’ve ruined my
life. You’ve taken everything I loved and destroyed it. Do you know what that
feels like?” he screamed, the tendons in his neck stretched taut. 


Prosper stared at Jerel with his
mouth open, unable to believe what he was hearing.


“Talk to me,” Jill said. “What’s
he on about?”


“Your wife … the rape …” Prosper
said.


Jerel grimaced. “There was no
rape, unless you count what you did to her. I just needed something to motivate
all of you, to set you up, and like idiots, you fell for it.”


“Rape? Murder?” Jill said. “What the hell is going on here?”


Prosper ignored her. “Jesus, Jerel, for Gods sake, why? Ty
… Paris. They were your friends.”  


“Friends!
Friends! They knew. They fucking knew what you’d done, you and that whore of a
wife of mine. They knew, and none of them told me.”


“But why?
Why all … this?” He pointed at the corpses.


“Because I’m going to destroy
your life like you’ve destroyed mine, that’s why. You’ve taken my family away
from me. Destroyed what I had. So I’m going to take yours away from you.
They’re going to hate you when you’re accused of the crimes. They’re going to
wish you’d never been born as much as I do. They’re going to call you a
monster. Have you been reading the papers? Well, they’re talking about you, not
me. You brought this on yourself. This is all your
fault. These people died because you couldn’t keep your dick in your pants.”


“How can Natasha believe I’m the
killer, you abducted her, you idiot.”


“It’s not Natasha that I want to
hate you. I’ve got plans for her. It’s your kid. That boy’s going to grow up
thinking his dad’s a monster.”


“You won’t get away with this.”
Prosper tightened his finger on the trigger. 


“But I already have. I’m dead,
remember.”


The significance of the other
corpse made sense now. Jerel was going to use it as a decoy, then
he was going to disappear. Of course his military training had helped him kill
people. He was trained to kill. Had seen active service, so God knows how many
people he had already slaughtered.


Prosper braced himself for the
recoil, and then pulled the trigger, shocked to hear the empty click of the
action.


He tried again, and again, but
nothing happened.


Jerel rolled his eyes in mock
exasperation. “I take it you didn’t check how many bullets you had left after
firing willy-nilly.” His lips curled up in a smile. “Having your partner here
is even better than I planned though. People will assume she tracked you down
somehow, but then you killed her too before taking your own life.”


“You’ll never get away with it,”
Prosper said. “People will never believe it.”


“Of course they’ll believe it.
Look at the evidence. And when I set fire to the bodies, there won’t be much left,
and as I knocked his teeth out so they can’t check dental records, they’ll
assume that homeless vagrant’s me.”


With no time to lose, Prosper
threw the gun at Jerel and charged in its wake, hoping to tackle him before he
realised what was happening. 


Jerel sidestepped the projectile
and delivered a sidekick that connected with Prosper’s knee, making him scream
and crumple up in agony. He grabbed the afflicted area and rolled on the
ground, trying to quell the pain that shot from the point of impact. Eyes
closed, teeth gritted, lips curled back, he sucked in air. 


 “Did you really think that
would work?” Jerel asked. “I’m a one man fucking army.”


“The police are on their way, so
just take it easy,” Jill said.


“Let ‘em
come. That’s what I want.”


Prosper opened his eyes to see
Jerel withdraw a knife from behind his back, then leap
over him, heading for Jill.


Knowing she wouldn’t stand a
chance, Prosper ignored the pain and staggered to his feet, limping as his knee
threatened to give out, making him cringe at the thought of what Natasha had
been going through all this time. Across the room, he saw Jill turn and flee,
Jerel in hot pursuit. 


“Leave her alone,” Prosper
shouted, but Jerel caught Jill before she reached the door, grabbed her around
the neck and repeatedly rammed the knife into her back like something
possessed. Jill screamed.


Blood sprayed out each time he
withdrew the blade, leaving a rainbow of gore in its wake.


Prosper screamed, disbelief
crossing his face. 


Jill went limp, blood trickling
from her mouth, and she crumpled to the ground as Jerel released her. Then he
turned towards Prosper, chest coated with gore, grinning maniacally.


His stomach churning, Prosper
staggered back, shaking his head. “You’re crazy,” he said, unable to believe
the monster Jerel had become. He retreated through the bodies, a putrid mass of
death and decay, the stench from which assailed his nostrils. He reached back
and touched a corpse, recoiling at the congealed, tapioca
feel of the cold flesh.


Repulsed, he knocked the body
aside, continuing back until he reached the table. His fingers scratched across
the surface, found the knife taken from his own house, and wrapped around the
handle.


He wasn’t going down without a
fight.


Jerel jogged towards the front
door and pulled it closed. “This is just like old times. The gang, back
together again,” he said. “It’s funny, but I doubt even Ty
would dream this one up.” He slipped the knife into a sheath around his waist,
then reached down and lifted two green jerry cans from beside the entrance. 


“Just stop and think about what
you’re doing,” Prosper said. “Think about your wife, Christine, and what about
Katie? How do you think they would feel if they knew what you’d done?”


“You think I fucking care about
Christine and me, it’s over. The bitch is just lucky I didn’t kill her too. And
as for Katie …” He hesitated, lips sucked in. “I can’t love a kid that’s not
mine. Do you know what I see every time I look at her? You.
I see you. No, it seems I’m designed for taking life, not making it.”


Jerel walked forwards, dropped
one of the cans, opened the other and started sloshing liquid over the corpses


Prosper recognised the smell of
petrol and he froze. His knee still throbbed, but movement was returning to it.
He knew he probably couldn’t tackle Jerel – the army had taught him how to
fight and kill, and they’d taught him well by all accounts – but if he could
just make it outside and reach the Jeep, then perhaps he could make his escape.



Movement caught his eye and he
glanced towards the hole in the ground to see Wolfe pop his head out like a
nervous rabbit. He felt slightly guilty for having suspected Wolfe of the
crimes, and even more guilty that he’d actually shot at him.


Wolfe pointed towards Prosper,
then at the door. Then he nodded and hauled himself out of the ground, his
sinewy body as agile as a panthers as he crept towards Jerel who continued to
douse the bodies in fuel.


As he drew close, Wolfe crouched
to pick up a long metal bar that made a faint ringing sound as it scraped across
the ground. 


Jerel spun around. “Wolfe, buddy,
how you doin’? I thought I was going to have to come
down and drag your sorry ass out of that hole.”


Wolfe lifted the bar and grabbed
it with both hands, holding it like a fighting staff. 


“Well you’ve saved me a job.”
Jerel grinned, muscles in his arms flexing as he threw the can of petrol
towards Wolfe, the remaining liquid spewing out like Catherine wheel sparks as
the can spun through the air.


Wolfe struck the can with the
bar, sending it clattering aside. Jerel withdrew his knife, holding it blade
down, and sprang forwards, a blur of power and symmetry. 


“Run,” Wolfe shouted, forcing
Prosper into action.


But instead of heading towards
the door, Prosper limped towards Jerel. 


Wolfe swept the bar around as
Jerel approached, an attack that Jerel easily avoided.



Letting the bar slide through his
hands, Wolfe held it by the end and started swinging it like a sword. Jerel
ducked and weaved, and when the bar did strike him, he brushed it off as though
he hadn’t felt it.


Prosper increased his pace to
help his friend, favouring his good leg as he moved.


Wolfe swung again, and Jerel
ducked underneath and performed what resembled an uppercut punch, but with an
angled blade clamped in his fist. The blade sliced through Wolfe’s shirt with
almost surgical precision. Wolfe’s expression turned from determined to pained and he staggered back, lips pinched tight. 


Wolfe put his hand to his
stomach, and blood seeped through his fingers. Jerel approached him like a
hunter with its prey, but before he could strike, Wolfe swept the bar at
Jerel’s legs, catching him off guard and toppling him over.


Wolfe looked across at Prosper
and screamed, “Run.”


Although he felt guilty leaving
Wolfe, Prosper knew he wouldn’t reach them in time, so he limped towards the
door. “You won’t frame me that easily,” he shouted, hoping that once Jerel saw
him escaping, he would give chase, allowing Wolfe to get away too. 


When he reached the door, Prosper
pushed it open, and burst outside.   


He heard shouts behind him, and
ran across the driveway, fuelled by fear. In the trees, the smell of fresh pine
needles replaced that of death. The uneven ground felt springy, and he slowed
marginally to avoid tripping. Moonlight flickered through the canopy above.
Further ahead, faint beams of light illuminated the forest floor.  


Wolfe had parked the Jeep out
of sight of the building, but where was it? Within the canopy of trees, and
wrapped in darkness, everything looked the same. He knew he should try to
follow the road, but that would make it too easy for Jerel to pursue him and
with his knee slowing him, Prosper needed to use anything he could to his
advantage.


Startled birds took flight
overhead, the beat of their wings like macabre applause. The trees crowded in,
a living prison.


As he ran in what he hoped was
the right direction, branches whipped his face, but Prosper ignored them.
Physical pain was nothing compared to his mental anguish. He prayed that Wolfe
had managed to escape behind him.


After a few minutes, he slowed to
gauge his position, and heard a branch snap. Muffled by the trees, the sound
could have come from anywhere. Prosper whirled, alert, his eyes wide and his
ears attuned to the nuances of the forest. Something crashed through the
undergrowth to his left. 


Prosper let out a startled gasp,
his heart a pneumatic pump running in overdrive.


Ferns waved and leaves rustled as
something bounded towards him. He saw two sharp antlers, a flash of brown, two sparkling eyes. He tried to make sense of what he saw: a
stag. As startled as Prosper, the creature froze for a moment, snorted loudly, then bounded away, disappearing back into the undergrowth.


Prosper inhaled, tried to slow
his frenetic heartbeat. All around him, the forest had fallen quiet, as if in
anticipation.


Senses stretched to breaking
point, his terror became a palpable sensation. Jerel was out there somewhere,
closing in, evil incarnate. He could feel it.


He continued through the trees,
trying to move quietly when he heard a chuckle from the darkness. Jerel was
toying with him. A twig snapped like dry bone. Leaves rustled as something
brushed through them. Prosper tried to swallow, but he couldn’t get his throat
to work. He tightened his grip on the knife. A breeze caressed his face as if
someone breathed against his cheek.


He spotted a clearing up ahead
and headed towards it, hoping to force his pursuer into the open so he might
face him on equal terms. 


Cold moonlight filled the
clearing, the ground covered with a layer of dry leaves and pine needles that
crunched underfoot. Prosper spun around, surveying the forest for signs of
movement. It seemed like a large cathedral, the trees forming a natural nave. 


“Come on you bastard,”
Prosper whispered, gritting his teeth.


In the trees, nothing moved. An
owl hooted once then fell silent.


Prosper licked his lips. His
sweaty palms ruined his grip on the knife. What was he waiting for?


Time ticked by. Seconds rolled
into minutes. Sweat trickled down Prosper’s forehead and into his eye,
stinging. He blinked, blurring his sight and making
the trees look alien and unnatural.


Well, if Jerel wasn’t going to
come out …


Prosper took out his lighter,
crouched down and set the dry tinder alight. Pine needles greedily accepted the
flame, crackling and spitting. The fire grew bigger. Wafted by the breeze, it
raced across the clearing. White smoke drifted into the sky and Prosper stepped
back.  


Weeks of dry weather ensured the
rapid spread of fire. Incredible heat emanated from the flames and sweat poured
off Prosper as though he was melting. He took another step back. The fire
reached the edge of the trees and licked at the trunks, painting them with
orange and yellow wraiths.


Unable to stay put any longer,
Prosper ran to the other side of the clearing. Smoke followed him, trailing
across the ground like a ghostly fog. He coughed as the smoke rose up, starting
to billow around him like nebulous curtains. The trees lost definition, became
strange and ethereal. Branches metamorphosed into claws, patches of leaves
became wicked, leering faces. Prosper rubbed his eyes to try and stop them
watering and covered his nose and mouth with his hand. Maybe starting the
fire had been a mistake.


Unable to see clearly, he stumbled
and reached out to steady himself when something materialised out of the smoke,
grabbed his arm and squeezed.


 
















CHAPTER 57


 


Prosper gasped and choked on the
smoke. He coughed and tried to snatch his arm back, but the figure held him in
a vicelike grip. Wafting the smoke away, he stared into Jerel’s cold eyes.


Prosper slashed at Jerel’s arm,
but Jerel grabbed his hand and twisted it back, making him drop the knife and
scream in pain.


“Is that the best you’ve got,”
Jerel said.


Prosper grimaced. “Fuck you.” He
spat in Jerel’s face.


Ignoring the spit dripping from
his chin, Jerel put an arm around Prosper’s throat and dragged him through the
trees.


The smoke around them grew
thinner as they moved further away from the source, wisps drifting across the
ground like an ethereal blanket. 


Prosper struggled, but Jerel
flexed his bicep, making it bulge into Prosper’s throat, throttling him.


“Now who’s the fucking daddy?”
Jerel said with a sneer.


Prosper gagged. “You’re crazy,”
he said between choking breaths. 


“Crazy. I’ll tell you about
crazy. My mother, she was crazy. The bitch had a bottle latched to her lips
twenty-four hours a fucking day. Do you remember when she died in her own vomit
before I joined the army? I showed her, didn’t I. Fucking showed
her all right. It was me that made her sick.” He chuckled. “Shoved my fingers
down the bitch’s throat when she was passed out, then when she threw up, I put
my hand over her mouth. Made sure she fucking choked on her own vomit.”


Prosper couldn’t believe what he
was hearing. That would mean Jerel’s murderous seed had been sown long
before the recent murders that held the city in a grip of fear. Had he killed
Wolfe too?


 Prosper scurried his feet
across the ground, trying to keep up with Jerel and alleviate the pain in his
throat. A sudden idea forced him to move faster, pushing Jerel back and causing
him to falter on the uneven ground.


Jerel stumbled and Prosper fell
on top of him.  Emitting a loud grunt, his grip on Prosper relaxed as he
cushioned his fall with his other hand. With no time to lose, Prosper levered
his hand between Jerel’s bicep and his own throat, and squeezed his head down
to sink his teeth into Jerel’s forearm. 


Protected only by the sleeve of
his jacket, Jerel hardly blanched. Prosper bit deeper and felt his teeth sink
into flesh. Warm blood oozed out of the cloth. To reinforce his attack, he
started punching Jerel in the face, relishing in each blow until Jerel released
him.


Once free, Prosper rolled clear,
ignoring the fallen pine needles stabbing his hands, and jumped to his feet.
Now only a slight twinge afflicting his knee, he back peddled as Jerel sprung
to his feet like a dark gazelle. 


He stared at Prosper, a smirk
etched across his face.


“That the best you can do?” he
said. Blood dripped down his arm and trickled down his hand. 


Prosper didn’t want to wage a war
of words, so he turned and ran towards the dark and the smoke, hoping to lose
himself within the choking cloud.


Heat from the flames sucked the
sweat from his pores. Smoke billowing all around, he
covered his mouth with his sleeve, trying to breathe through the woven fibres. 


Intent on losing his pursuer, he
didn’t look back. Something snagged his foot, causing him to stumble, his arms wind-milling in the air as he managed to stay on
his feet. 


Eyes streaming with smoke induced
tears, he continued running, the improvised mask doing little to stop him
inhaling the smoke that made him cough and retch.


He used his free arm to feel his
way forwards, brushing past trees and through undergrowth. Shapes materialised,
the innocent and natural made sinister and unnatural by the flames and smoke.


Moments later, he found himself
on the track. Unsure which way to go, he turned left 
and breathed a sigh of relief as Wolfe’s Jeep materialised up ahead
through the smoke.  


Prosper grabbed the door handle,
jerking his hand back as the hot metal burned his skin. He blew on his fingers
to relieve the pain and then wrapped the bottom of his shirt around his hand,
opened the door and jumped into the driver’s seat before closing the door
behind him. 


Unsure what to do, he bit his
fingernail and peered at the cloud of smoke creeping through the trees. It
circled the vehicle, cloying, wisps rising out of the Jeep’s vents. 


The sky became a grey canvas painted
with orange flickers; the moon a silver smudge in the veil that draped the
land, creating a surreal landscape.


The temperature in the car rose.
Prosper rubbed his cheeks and wiped sweat from his brow.


It was like being cooked alive in
an oven. Flames danced around the trees, crept up the trunks and ignited
leaves. Seedpods exploded, raining down on the car. It looked like a scene from
hell.


An eerie orange and red glow
pervaded through the trees. The smoke twisted and curled,
a ghostly entity that reflected the raging fire. Prosper put his face against
the window to peer out and recoiled in shock as the glass burned his flesh. He
put a hand to his cheek to soothe the pain and winced as it smarted.


Looking down, Prosper saw that
Wolfe had left the key in the ignition. He turned it and the engine whined in
protest.


Thumping the steering wheel, he
stared out at the raging inferno. The flames danced about ten feet away and the
Jeep’s paintwork appeared to be bubbling and blistering. Somewhere within the conflagration
he heard an explosion and a tree crashed to the ground as its trunk exploded.
Producing a domino effect, other trees erupted, sending burning sap and wood
chips shooting into the air. Some of it sprayed the Jeep and continued burning.
The driver’s window cracked and Prosper flinched.


Smoke drifted through the crack
in the window, slight wisps that curled and trailed over the roof above his
head. Palms sweating, he turned the key again, rewarded with a throaty grumble
as the engine fired up.


Another explosion roared through
the trees, rocking the vehicle in the blast. Flames jettisoned from the smoke
like rocket boosters and a burning branch hit the bonnet and clattered off.


A tree started to fall. 


It leaned towards the vehicle.
Teetering like a drunk.


Prosper put the vehicle into
gear, let the clutch out, pressed the accelerator and the Jeep lurched
forwards. He watched in the rear-view mirror as the falling tree landed where
the jeep had been parked, sending phoenixes of flame into the dark sky.


He exhaled a sigh of relief, his
hands shaking.


Burning sap coated the bonnet.
Rubber bubbled around the windscreen and the windscreen wipers burst into
flames, making him worry that the rest of the vehicle could follow suit.


He fumbled to put the seatbelt
on.


Hardly able to see where he was
going, he trusted the vehicle not to stall. Pillars of fire lined his path. 


Dark curls of smoke obscured the
road and he switched the headlights on. One of the bulbs popped, but the other
stayed lit and he flicked it onto main beam, then he dipped it again. Although
it didn’t do much, it illuminated the road. The tyres were losing their grip,
the rubber melting. Driving carefully, he navigated the inferno towards the
pumping station.


Hopefully, Wolfe was still alive.
And if he was, he needed help.


 
















CHAPTER 58


 


Jerel wafted smoke from his eyes.
His arm throbbed where Prosper had bitten him and he grimaced. This was not how
he had envisioned events taking place. Prosper setting fire to the forest was
anything but predictable and he was unprepared for it, something to which he
was unaccustomed. He lived his life by a set of rules, that every action had a
reaction that could be predicted. When those rules were broken, anarchy ensued.



He recalled Prosper’s expression
when he revealed himself as the killer. Priceless! It was one of those
moments he would never forget.


But he had more pressing matters
to attend to. Smoke swirled around him, choking, and he had to think, to
predict Prosper’s next move. He knew his adversary well, and he would return to
the pumping station to rescue Wolfe. His compassion would be his downfall. If
he had any sense, he would run away while he had chance, but that wasn’t in
Prosper’s nature. Memories of his corpulent past would haunt him, had made him
into the person he was, a former victim who now wanted to help people; a
profession he dedicated his life to. 


Jerel felt no remorse at having
killed his old friends. They had betrayed him, and so they deserved everything
they got.


Burning branches crackled through
the smoke, a faint orange smudge indicating where the flames flickered. With
the help of his army training, he knew that except where the vegetation was
thick and sunlight didn’t penetrate, moss generally grew on the north side of
the tree trunks, the bark was thicker and the cracks closer together on the
north and west sides, the branches were thicker on the south and east sides,
and more trees tended to lean to the southeast than any other direction, all of
which allowed him to get his bearings. 


Hopefully, Prosper wouldn’t get
lost, or succumb to the smoke, which was a bigger killer than fire. No, Jerel
wanted the satisfaction of killing the bastard. He would make it look like
suicide, but he’d make him suffer in the process.


That would only leave one loose
end, Natasha, but her testimony would be proved worthless when the police were
faced with all the facts. Prosper was her husband, and so of course she would
want to vouch for him. That’s why she would appear to take her own life too. There
was no evidence of her abduction, apart from a broken phone and a set of
crutches, so all they had was her word. No evidence of anything linked Jerel to
the crimes. He had it all planned. Because that’s what he was good at.


He had excelled in the army, and
had racked up a high kill ratio during his tours in the Middle East,
conflicts in which he was ironically paid to kill. Those skirmishes had
nurtured the dark side to his nature; he hadn’t felt any remorse about what he
did and had actually enjoyed the thrill, the adrenaline rush of having the
power of life over death – perhaps too much, which was when it all became too
much for him. From that point, his life had been on a downward spiral. Leaving
the army and having another baby was supposed to be the turning point. But his
recent killings had reawakened that adrenaline rush, that feeling of power,
intensifying it now that it was on a more personal level.


He planned to kill Wolfe with
Prosper’s knife, slitting his throat. Of course his own prints were masked by
using a fine grit sandpaper to remove the dead skin from his hands until they
didn’t leave a distinct fingerprint. It was a painful process, but the effects
lasted a few days. Now he needed to act quickly. No doubt the police, however
inept they sometimes were, would be on their way.


Following nature’s signs on the
trees, he proceeded through the smoke, the thought of the coming kills making
him shiver with delight. 


 
















CHAPTER 59


 


Prosper leaned forwards and peered
through the flames. The road looked like molten lava. All of a sudden, the
front offside tyre exploded and the vehicle skewed across the track. Then the
nearside one burst and Prosper fought to keep control. 


With the tyres gone, and driving
on the wheel hubs, he eased up on the accelerator, praying the vehicle wouldn’t
bed itself in the dirt. An explosion rent through the inferno and glass rained
down as a blazing branch crashed through the passenger window like a rocket.
The branch came to rest across the dashboard and the flames singed Prosper’s
hair.


Unable to pick the bough up or to
stop the vehicle for fear of not getting it going again, Prosper leaned back
and continued driving. He tried not to think about the fuel tank, but couldn’t
help it. He imagined the petrol bubbling; the vapours ready to ignite, a bomb
situated underneath where he sat. He kept glimpsing down between his legs as he
hoped and prayed that the vehicle didn’t erupt.


Smoke from the burning branch
began to fill the car and Prosper coughed, his eyes starting to water. 


Through a gap in the
conflagration, he saw the pumping station. Flames encircled it like vultures
picking at a carcass. Trees bristled in the breeze raining a shower of fiery
leaves.


As he approached the building, the
ground sloped down and the car began to slide. Prosper fought to keep it under
control. He eased off the accelerator, but the vehicle didn’t slow, so he
pressed the brake pedal. Nothing happened. He pulled the handbrake. Still nothing. The building loomed closer. Panic flowed
through his body. 


He turned the steering wheel, but
travelling too fast and having lost traction with the tyres gone, the vehicle
wouldn’t respond. It started rolling faster and he was heading towards the
blazing front doors. Unstoppable. Two tons of primed
explosive on a collision course with a burning fuse.


He covered his face with his
hands. A second later, the Jeep struck the building. The seat belt snapped
tight across his chest as he flew forwards, pain radiating where it dug into
his body. Wood splintered and snapped, metal screeched, brickwork rumbled. It
painfully reminded him of the crash that left Natasha a cripple, making him
fear that he was going to end up in the same condition. 


The sound of grating metal made
him cringe and he lowered his hands as the Jeep smashed through the door,
bringing half the surrounding brickwork down in a rumbling cascade. The
windscreen exploded and hot glass rained into the vehicle. Flames gushed in,
filling the void and Prosper felt the heat sear the back of his hands; the
hairs singeing and burning along his arms like light bulb coils burning out
with little orange flares. 


He saw sparks shooting from the
wheel rims in the side mirrors. Up ahead, Wolfe sat sprawled against the wall,
his hands clutching his stomach to stem the flow of blood. He stared at
Prosper, wide eyes reflecting the flames that danced outside.


The vehicle bore down on him,
relentless. Two tons of squealing tortured metal careering out of control. 


Prosper pumped the brake and
turned the steering wheel as far as it would go. With the speed slowed by the
collision, he managed to wrestle control and the vehicle went into a sideways
slide and came to a stop inches from Wolfe. Prosper jumped out and rushed
around to help his friend. Flames flickered inside the vehicle and smoke poured
out of the engine; the wheel rims glowed red, and black smoke curled like a
dragon from the burning remains of a tyre. A flaming branch jutted from the
back bumper where it had become lodged.


Then he noticed petrol dripping
from the tank and the breath hitched in his throat. A multicoloured stream
trickled slowly towards the red-hot wheels and the puddle of burning rubber, a
moving fuse.


“Looks like you’ve saved me the
job of setting fire to the bodies,” Jerel said.


Prosper spun around, teeth and
fists clenched as he stared at Jerel standing in the doorway. 


The building groaned as though in
pain. Beyond the doorway, the inferno raged, the forest brought to life in hues
of orange and red as explosions of flame rent the air. With the place so
remote, Prosper doubted anyone would have reported the fire yet, so there was
no chance of the fire brigade turning up, and despite having called them, he
knew it would take a while for the police to mobilise a force.


For the time being, they were on
their own.


Wolfe coughed. He sounded in a
bad way.


Bricks tumbled from the
demolished doorway and crashed to the ground as though the building was
decomposing, sloughing its brickwork skin.


Ignoring Jerel, Prosper crouched
down and helped Wolfe to his feet, then helped him stagger around the Jeep.


Jerel approached, an inane grin
splitting his thick lips. 


The knife jutted from his
waistband, a Zippo lighter in his hand.


Prosper frowned, wondered why
Jerel didn’t just attack, then as Jerel struck the lighter, Prosper looked down
and saw the petrol underneath his feet.


 
















CHAPTER 60


 


Jerel tossed the lighter through
the air. Prosper watched it fly as though in slow motion. It turned end over end
and hit the jeep’s bonnet, then bounced, juggled by an invisible
hand.             



“Shit,” Prosper whispered,
his pulse going through the roof. He watched the lighter come to rest. It
teetered on the edge of the bonnet, slid down a couple of inches, the flame
flickering. Any abrupt movement and it would fall into the stream of petrol.


Jerel growled in disappointment
and moved towards Prosper and Wolfe.


The metal walkways above creaked
loudly and something somewhere snapped.


Prosper tried to remember the
layout of the building, stepping back in time in his mind. The large flywheel
was still in place, and the metal walkways above still appeared intact, but he
didn’t think proceeding up them would be a good idea. To his right, past the
corpses, a short passage led to the boiler room, and with every other route
barred, he steered Wolfe towards it.


“How you doing?” he asked. 


“I’ve had better days,” Wolfe
replied.


“You and me
both.”


“One minute being shot at, the
next … stabbed.”


Prosper grimaced. “Can you blame
me? Jerel set us all up.”


“I know. But you shouldn’t have
come back. Now you … should just leave me.” He winced. “Get out while you can.
Make a run for it. And this time, don’t come bloody back.”


“Don’t you think there’ve been
too many deaths already? Besides, your art’s worth
enough without you dying to make it go up in value even more.”


Wolfe chuckled and then coughed,
his face wracked by pain. 


Reflected firelight licked the
floor and walls, cast from the doorway behind and the high windows in the boiler
room up ahead, outside which the trees were wrapped by fire.


The past merged with the present
as Prosper entered the room, flooded by memories of childhood games. Of a time of innocence.


He stared at the furnaces. Large
metal boxes that used to burn coal to power the pump’s steam engines. He saw
their names scratched into the rusty metal: Ty, Paris,
Wolfe, Jerel, Prosper. Then something caught his eye.


“Wait here.” Prosper left Wolfe
by the wall, then ran across to one of the furnaces and picked up a rusty cog
the size of a plate that had probably fallen from one of the steam engines as
they were being dismantled.


Knowing that Jerel could run into
the room at any moment, he ran back to Wolfe and led his friend towards one of
the furnaces, hoping that the metal structure would offer them a little safety
as Jerel would only be able to attack from one direction.


“Get in there,” he said, pushing
Wolfe towards the box. 


Just then, Jerel appeared in the
doorway.


Prosper kept the cog hidden
behind his back. “If we don’t get out, we’re all going to die in here,” he
said, coughing on the smoke that drifted around the room like wispy fingers
caressing everything it touched. 


“Not me.” Jerel advanced, knife a
talon extending from his fist.


 Prosper gulped and licked
his lips. 


Knowing he only had one chance,
he readjusted his hold on the cog. When he judged Jerel was at the right
distance, he brought his arm around and threw it like a discus with all his
strength. 


His hopes and prayers rested on
his aim.


The cog moved too fast to see,
and more through luck than skill, it struck Jerel in the shoulder, one of the
rusty tips penetrating his skin.


Jerel instinctively brought his
hand up to the point of entry and tore the cog out. He stared at it in shock,
and in the split second in which he averted his gaze, Prosper charged, ramming
his shoulder into Jerel’s stomach and sending him flying back.


Jerel landed on the ground in a
swirl of limbs and without waiting to see what he did next, Prosper shouted,
“Wolfe, get out of here.”


Wolfe staggered towards the door
and Prosper followed close behind. The passage now felt like a furnace. Sweat
coated Prosper’s face, his cheeks feeling as though they were on fire. The heat
literally sucked the moisture from his eyes, making them feel as though they
were going to explode.


Back in the main building, he saw
flames licking the doorway, trying to find combustible material to feed on, and
his heart sank as there was now no way out. 


“Down here,” Wolfe shouted,
pointing at the hole in the ground that he had disappeared down before.


With no other choice, Prosper
nodded, but as Wolfe started to descend, Jerel charged out of the passage, his
face a mask of anger.


Leaving behind the memory of the
corpulent young kid who was always last, Prosper sprinted across the room,
snatched Jerel’s lighter from the Jeep’s bonnet, and threw it towards the
corpses. Eager to spread, the flame found the petrol Jerel had doused the
bodies with and within seconds, the corpses turned into a funeral pyre.


Jerel shielded his face and took
a step back as the fire spread before him, barring his path.


Elated with his aim, Prosper ran
back towards the hole and started to descend behind Wolfe, but then he stopped and
stared across the room.


“What the hell are you doing?”
Wolfe screamed up at him.


 “I want to make sure the
bastard dies.”


Across the room, he saw Jerel
pull his shirt around his face, then charge through the burning bodies. Flaming
limbs dropped off the cadavers as he charged through, charred skin fluttering
through the air like macabre moths.


When he exited the conflagration,
Jerel extinguished the flames on his clothes, jigging on the spot and patting
comically at the burning patches that refused to go out.


Moments later, he looked up,
facing Prosper with a menacing glare. Smoke drifted from the burnt patches of
his clothing and the smell of cooking human meat now overpowered that of the
smoke. 


“It’s time to die,” Jerel said as
he marched towards Prosper, lips curled back over his teeth.


Prosper nodded and clambered back
out of the hole. “You got that right.” 


He ran back across the floor,
yanked the smouldering branch out of the Jeep’s bumper and touched the glowing
tip to the petrol streaming from underneath the vehicle. For a moment, it
appeared that instead of igniting, the liquid was going to extinguish the
branch, but then it caught fire with a whoosh.


Prosper turned and ran back to
the hole, sliding the last few feet painfully across the hard concrete. His
legs slipped over the edge and he fell more than lowered himself down, banging
his elbows and knees into the ladder. Head still above ground, he stared back
across the room.


Jerel charged towards him, a
behemoth of muscle.


 Then the Jeep exploded. 


Prosper saw a blinding flash of
light, and he closed his eyes and lowered his head as debris flew around the
room. Once the roar died down, he opened his eyes and looked across to see
Jerel lying like a rag doll, his body speared with bits of metal.


Prosper stared across at the
pathetic figure of his friend, blood pouring from the wounds on his scorched
and battered body. Smoke smouldered from what remained of his clothes. What
a way to die, he thought. Bits of the corpses from the displays Jerel had
erected lay all around the room, burning like obscene candles. Shaking his
head, Prosper was about to descend when he saw Jerel twitch.


He was still alive!


Jerel lurched to his feet and
stood there swaying. Bits of his skin actually appeared to crumble from his
scorched body, his cheeks all but torn from his face to reveal parts of his
jawbone and giving him a permanent sneer. Bits of metal protruded from his
torso, making him look like an obscene porcupine. 


Horrified, Prosper put his hand
to his mouth and gagged. 


“You’re gonna
die,” Jerel said, the words slurred by his facial deformity. He lurched across
the room towards Prosper, smoke trailing from his body.


Jesus Christ, Prosper
thought. This cannot be bloody happening.


Overhead, he heard the building
creak and groan and bits of the ceiling crumbled and crashed to the ground with
loud explosions.


Gritting his teeth, he climbed
back out of the hole and surveyed the carnage all around him. As he did so, he
glimpsed one of the scaffolding poles that had been used to spear the young boy
in the display Jerel had entitled Icarus Fallen. He
snatched it up and held it in both hands, the hot metal burning his fingers.
Gritting his teeth against the pain, he glared at Jerel and charged, the pole a
jousting rod within his grasp.


Although wounded, Prosper knew
Jerel was fuelled by anger, and therefore still dangerous. 


Aiming his shot, he rammed the
pole forwards, but Jerel sidestepped, chopping his hand across the back of
Prosper’s neck and sending him flying across the floor. Feeling as though his
head had almost been severed from his shoulders, Prosper grimaced, fighting the
shafts of pain that made him feel dizzy and sick.


Realising that he had to move quickly,
he picked himself up and turned to see Jerel bearing down on him, his
expression savage, monstrous. 


Just then a loud crack originated
above their heads and Prosper looked up to see a large metal walkway swing
down, catching Jerel unawares and hitting his shoulder with a glancing blow. 


Taking the only opportunity he
might have, Prosper lifted the pole and rammed it into Jerel’s stomach. The
metal pierced his former friend’s abdomen and Prosper put all of his strength
into forcing Jerel back towards the burning bodies. When he was close enough,
he gathered all his energy and with one last concerted effort, he forced Jerel
into the funeral pyre and held him there like a skewered pig, watching as the
flames licked his body, blackening his flesh, the aroma of roasting meat
filling the air. 


Jerel screamed and flailed his
arms, but all to no avail as the fire engulfed him. As he collapsed, Prosper
released the pole and stepped back from the inferno.


He turned and was about to run
back to the hole in the ground when he noticed a set of pressurised gas
cylinders in the corner, probably the same ones Jerel used to burn away Jane
Numan’s limbs. Flames licked at the cylinders which were sweating almost as
much as Prosper. Heart in his throat, he gathered every last ounce of strength
and charged across the room.


The ground shook beneath his feet
as the cylinders exploded, shrapnel flying past him like ninja death stars.
More falling than climbing, Prosper lowered himself over the edge, descending
as fast as he could. Up above, a roaring cacophony rang out as though the gates
of hell had opened and debris rained down as the building collapsed. Deafened,
Prosper held onto the metal ladder for dear life. Bricks and God knows what
else battered his body, sending shafts of pain radiating from every extremity. 


 When the ground finally
stopped trembling and only the crackle of flames remained, he opened his eyes
and looked up to see the mouth of the hole blocked by burning debris. After a
moment, he continued down.


At the bottom, he had a short
drop to where more bits of burning debris littered the ground, illuminating the
underground river. He grimaced as he patted himself with burned hands to put
out the little fires that had settled on his clothes. Wolfe sat hunched against
the wall.


“What the hell kept you?” Wolfe
asked.


“Let’s just say Jerel got his
fingers burned in more ways than one.” Prosper collapsed beside Wolfe and took
a couple of deep breaths.


It was over.


When they felt strong enough to
move, Prosper and Wolfe crawled along the tunnel, eventually arriving at a set
of metal bars that covered a hole on the surface. Using his feet as battering
rams, Prosper managed to break the rusty bolts that attached the bars to the
rock and they crawled out onto a small plateau.


A mushroom cloud of smoke
engulfed the remains of the pumping station and the forest fire roared around
them, painting the night sky. 


Prosper lit a cigarette, put it
to his lips and then threw it on the ground, crushing it beneath his heel. 


Undulating sirens wailed in the
distance like the cry of the damned, which seemed fitting as the view resembled
hell on earth.


Tears rolled down his cheeks. 


 How the hell was he
going to explain all of this?


 
















CHAPTER 61


 


Six months later.


Prosper stared at the Henry Tomb
& Sons warehouse. It had been renovated since he was last here and a crowd
of people lined up by the entrance, but he could still see Hatchet Man in his
mind’s eye, hanging in front of the building, the memory of what followed
haunting his every nightmare.


“Are you okay?” Natasha asked.
“We don’t have to be here if you don’t want to.”


Prosper shook his head to clear
his mind. “I’m fine.” He stared at the banner strung across the front of the
building: Grand Opening of the Wolfe Weaver Art Exhibition, Saturday,
January 3rd.


The surrounding scrubland had
been transformed into a car park, on which vehicles cruised around looking for
an empty space.


“Leon,”
Prosper shouted, calling his son back as he ran across the grass in front of
the building with a model aeroplane in his hand. 


 Leon
ran back to his dad’s side. “This is going to be boring,” he said. “Can’t we go
home?”


“Not yet,” Prosper replied.
“We’ve only just got here. Come on, we’ve got VIP
tickets.”


He led the way along the pathway
towards the building, not failing to notice that it was one of three paths
leading from the car park – probably another of Wolfe’s artistic stipulations
when he acquired the place, fulfilling the dream he had of housing his
exhibitions here. Not that Prosper could understand why he wanted the place,
not after what happened.


At the entrance, he skirted the
crowds and approached the burly security guards, flashing them the VIP
tickets before being shepherded inside. 


While the exterior still retained
many of its original aspects, the interior looked nothing like Prosper
remembered. Having been renovated, it looked almost clinical, decorated in
plain white. Wolfe’s pictures adorned the walls, illuminated by spotlights.


“He’s good, isn’t he,” Natasha
said as she studied one of the pictures, a self portrait that made Wolfe look
sinister and moody.


“He’s okay.”


Waiters dressed all in white
wandered among the crowd holding trays containing canapés and glasses of
champagne and orange juice. Prosper took a glass of each and passed them to
Natasha and Leon before taking a drink for himself. He sipped from the fluted
glass; would prefer a beer if he was being honest.


Piped classical music emanated
from invisible speakers, accompanied by genial chatter from the patrons
wandering among the exhibits. 


Large sculptures were dotted
around the room, only they were different to Wolfe’s previous pieces. In a
macabre and sinister twist, he had created what looked like a sick rendition of
the Oracle’s work in tableaux of stone and metal. He stared at the sculpture of
a woman, her body separated into large squares as though it was made from
sliding parts like a puzzle before shaking his head and turning away.


“Hey, Prosper,
glad you could make it.”


Prosper turned to see Wolfe
walking towards him, a rare smile adorning his face. He reached out to shake
Prosper’s hand, but already knowing what to expect, Prosper sidestepped,
avoiding the feigned punch. Wolfe laughed, then he
kissed Natasha on the cheek.


“I thought you’d have dumped him
by now,” Wolfe said to Natasha with a twinkle in his dark eyes.


“Who else would take him,” she
replied with a chuckle.


Wolfe crouched down and passed Leon
a lollipop. “Hey champ, here you go.”


When Wolfe stood back up, he
turned to Natasha, “Do you mind if I take your husband away from you for a
minute.”


“Take him for as long as you
like.”


“That’s great if my own wife
doesn’t want me,” Prosper said, shaking his head in mock disgust.


Wolfe led the way through the
crowds, accepting the adulation from those he passed with a smile and a nod.


“So what do you think?” Wolfe
asked as he walked up the stairs.


“About what?”


“My work.”


“What do you expect me to think?
It’s damn freaky, that’s what it is. I don’t know how you can do it, not after
all we went through.” He fell quiet as they passed a young couple descending. “And here, of all places. What possessed you?”


“I like the place. Always have.
It’s only a building.”


As they ascended, he knew no
amount of renovation could ever make him think it was only a building. Dark
secrets were ingrained into the structure. Indelible in
Prosper’s mind.


“I take it you don’t smash these
sculptures then like you used to.”


“No, what you see is what you
get.”


“Well I think you should smash
them. It’s bad enough people are crazy enough to buy them, never mind what
possessed you to make them.”


The warren of corridors on the
second floor had been knocked through, now just another large room displaying
Wolfe’s work. Prosper stared at the spot where they had committed the deed. He
felt himself going pale at the thought of what they did.


People stood in the general
location where Hatchet Man was killed, oblivious to what occurred as they
admired a series of paintings. 


It hadn’t taken long for Wolfe to
recover his bravado and his health, the wound Jerel inflicted more superficial
than serious, and he now seemed oblivious to the past.


It had taken some fast talking
and some quick thinking to get them out of a bind. Although he felt guilty that
Jill had died, Prosper had to account for her presence, and he told the
investigating officers that interviewed him that she was working with him on an
anonymous tip-off.


He received a reprimand for not
informing his superiors about the development that led to Jill’s death, but any
serious repercussions were brushed under the carpet as the outcome resulted in
an end to the murders. With Hatchet Man’s corpse among the other victims, no
one questioned whether the Oracle had actually killed him or not. 


Prosper explained about the affair,
and told them that Jerel had tried to frame him for the murders, which
explained why some of Prosper’s belongings were found in the wreckage of the
burned out building. He even explained Wolfe’s presence at the scene, telling
them that his friend had been kidnapped by the killer, and that when Prosper
freed him, he helped thwart Jerel’s plan. Wolfe was lauded for his involvement,
and it was rumoured he was in line to receive a medal for bravery.


 The resulting publicity
gave new life to Wolfe’s career, and introduced him to a new audience, so he
thought it appropriate to invest in a gallery of his own to cash in on it while
he could.


“So are we in the clear now?”
Wolfe asked as they stepped into a quiet corner, away from the crowds.


“You mean did we get away with
murder? Yes, it looks that way.”


Wolfe nodded. “That’s good.”


“There’s nothing good about it.
Don’t you feel the least bit guilty?”


“What about?”


“You know damn well what about.”


“Why should I. This was all
Jerel’s doing. He may as well of swung the axe that killed Hatchet Man because
he orchestrated it all. He’s the one to blame. He’s the killer. We were just
pawns in his sick plan.”


Prosper didn’t agree. “Do you
think we should have known sooner?”


“Known what?”


“About Jerel.
Did we miss something when we were growing up?”


Wolfe shrugged. “Nature or nurture, isn’t that what they’re always asking. Was Jerel
born evil, or did he become evil? I guess we’ll never know. There might have
been signs if we’d been looking, you know, like how much he seemed to enjoy
beating up those people, but they were crazy times. We were all a little wired
then.”  He waved at a man across the room. “I guess you fucking his wife
and fathering his child was the final straw.”


“Don’t you think I feel bad
enough without you reminding me?” Prosper felt a familiar guilty ache in his
stomach. “By the way, I worked out Jerel’s final clue, you know, the one he
left on Ty and Paris’
photo.”


Wolfe stared expectantly.


“We make this pact.”


Wolfe cringed. “Our
pledge.” He shook his head.


“Yes, I guess it was Jerel’s
final attempt at irony.”


“Did you ever feel like telling
your colleagues the truth about what we did?”


“Are you serious? How could I?
I’d lose everything.” Prosper shivered. “I’m going back down,” he said, walking
towards the stairs. 


As he descended, he looked across
the room and froze when he saw Christine and her daughter, Katie. Noticing
Prosper, Christine nodded and a sharp pang speared his heart as he stared at
Katie, the daughter he never knew he had. Looking at her now, he could see some
of himself in her features, and she was slightly chubby, just as he had been at
her age, although on her it looked sweet and endearing rather than
unflattering. 


“I just thought they should be
here,” Wolfe said as he came up behind Prosper.


Prosper nodded back at Christine
and then continued down the stairs. Back on the ground floor, he located his
wife and son and hurried to be with them. He hadn’t told Natasha about
Christine and Katie yet, but he would one day. He knew better than most what
damage secrets could do. 


“Dad, I’m bored, can we go now?” Leon
asked.


“Yes, of course we can.”


“I haven’t finished looking yet,”
Natasha said.


“Once you’ve seen one piece of
art, they all look the same,” Prosper said. “Besides, I think we can come up
with something to keep us entertained once we get home.” He winked and Natasha
raised her eyebrows.


“Then what are we waiting
for.”  


They walked towards the exit,
Prosper supporting his wife and holding his son’s hand. As they passed Wolfe, he
surreptitiously flashed Prosper the scar across his stomach, forcing him to
think about the scar on his thigh. Two wounds that bound them more than words
could say.
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CHAPTER 1 


 


Murder makes monsters of people. Prosper
Snow knows that better than most. 


He stared down at the corpse of
the middle aged man and grimaced. The man had been butchered beyond
recognition. Flaps of skin hung off his cheeks like they had been sliced with
razors and rivers of blood pooled in a congealed puddle in the grassy
depression by the corpse’s feet. 


Flies buzzed around the body. One
alighted on the clear fluid that had oozed out of a punctured eyeball. Part of
the man’s entrails protruded from slashes in his khaki shirt, most of the material
sodden with blood. He was wearing dark trousers and a pair of sunglasses sat a
few feet away, the lenses broken. The man’s style of dress made Prosper think
it was some sort of uniform.


The air reeked of death. Prosper
wrinkled his nose and tried to hold his breath, but the white mask he wore as
part of his crime scene coverall seemed to retain the smell, making it linger
inside his nostrils. 


Prosper folded his arms, trying
to distance himself from the sickening scene. He listened to birdsong emanating
from the elm trees about forty feet away. The sound seemed out of place at such
a brutal site. 


As the Senior Investigation
Officer, Prosper was like the conductor of an orchestra, overseeing all parts
of the enquiry and coordinating people from various departments on site. But
there were so many people lingering around that it looked as though every nosey
bugger from within a ten mile radius had descended. Death attracted people like
metal to a magnet. The more grotesque, the stronger the pull.


“Look, everyone who’s not vital
to the case, can you get the hell out of my crime scene before I kick you out?”
he shouted, watching as some of those in attendance slouched away. 


Since packing in smoking almost a
year ago, Prosper had resorted to chewing gum, but the gory sight made the
piece in his mouth tasteless and too chewy, like a lump of flesh. 


Gagging, he lowered the mask and
turned to spit the gum out when he realised he couldn’t contaminate the area.
So he swallowed it instead and turned back to the corpse, the paper suit
rustling as he moved. The flash from the crime scene photographer’s camera left
a glare on his retina.


“This is just great,” Detective
Sergeant Mike Holmes snapped from behind the police cordon. He shook his head
and ran a hand through his buzz cut as he stared at the body. “What is it with
you and death? No wonder they’ve called it ‘Operation Avalanche’, because this
is going to be a fucking disaster.”


Prosper glared at Mike. He knew
he was referring to last year’s Oracle case in which a multitude of people were
murdered, including a police officer, so the last thing Mike probably wanted
was to be partnered with Prosper on another murder investigation.


Hell, in the circumstances, even
Prosper wouldn’t want to be partnered with himself,
but that didn’t make the snide comment any easier to accept.


After a moment, Prosper turned
away and stared around the area. Grey clouds scudded across the sky,
threatening rain. A cluster of green prefabricated buildings stood in the
distance. Most of them looked like industrial units hundreds of feet in length
and width. One was surrounded by a high barbed wire fence, while a lorry
belching smoke pulled up outside another. The units looked quite new, and were
surrounded by trees and architectural features such as small sculptures
comprised of cubes. In the middle of the complex sat a large artificial pond
with a fountain spraying water into the air.


The spot where the body had been
discovered was a grassy area punctuated with evergreen bushes, one of which was
splattered with blood like gory Christmas decorations. A small stream flowed
near by, the sound of bubbling water counter-pointed by the bird call. The
closest building stood about one hundred feet away.


Prosper turned his attention back
to the body. It had been discovered by a woman walking her dog. The pile of
vomit nearby was an indication of how much the spectacle had affected her
before she was taken away for counselling.


Although he wasn’t immune to the
sight of blood and gore, Prosper had been closely associated enough that he was
less distressed.


At first glance, the victim
looked as though he had been attacked by a wild animal, but of course there
were no wild animals in the UK capable of doing something like this – at least
not unless something like a bear or a large wild cat had escaped from a zoo.
The only domestic creature capable of doing so much damage was something like a
large dog, or perhaps a pack of them, but while a dog attack would look nasty,
the slashes and puncture marks on the man’s body indicated the use of a knife
or a sharp implement. But it was the severity of the cuts that was most
disturbing. It indicated a frenzied attack with no concern for the victim.


A police cordon had been erected
around the corpse, the yellow tape stencilled with CRIME SCENE – DO NOT CROSS
fluttering in the breeze. Prosper saw the flash of a camera, making him grit
his teeth.


“Make sure they stay behind the
barrier,” Prosper shouted to one of the uniformed officers as he saw a young
man lift the tape with the intention of approaching the crime scene for a
closer look. “And where’s that blasted tent to cover the body?”


“They’re bringing it from the car
now,” someone shouted.


Prosper turned towards Mike. “Any thoughts?”


“Thoughts, I’ll give you my thoughts.
You and murder are the last things I need.”


Prosper bit his tongue. Although
it had been a year since the Oracle debacle, his colleagues would never let him
forget. He just thanked God that they didn’t know the true events of that case.


“Look, Mike, someone’s dead. It’s
our job to find out the how, why and who, so let’s cut the sarcasm and get on
with the job at hand. If you’re not happy about the situation, I can have you
replaced.”


Mike snorted loudly. “Do you
really think you’d find anyone willing to replace me? If so, then go ahead.”


Prosper rubbed his brow. “I
realise you’re not happy about the situation. Jesus, I’m not over the moon
about it either. But it’s our job, so let’s be professional about it. Now I
want to start canvassing the area to see whether anyone saw anything. Can you
arrange that for me?”


Mike licked his lips, glanced at
the corpse and then nodded.


“Good. Then hopefully we can
catch the bastard who did this and put it to bed.”


He watched Mike walk away, and
then turned back to the crime scene. Less than twenty minutes ago, he had been
looking forwards to his lunch of ham sandwiches, but the sight of the dead man
quenched any hunger pangs. 


The crime scene photographer was
packing his stuff away and a forensic pathologist kitted out in a white paper
suit crouched down to examine the body. Prosper walked across to see what he
could find out.


“So how’s it going?”


The pathologist looked up and
shook her head. “You see the way the victim’s gripping that branch? Well it’s
probably a result of instant rigor mortis, what’s called a cadaveric
spasm. This happens when the person is exerting themselves at the time of
death, such as running hard or when a struggle takes place.”


Prosper nodded. Although the mask
hid much of her face, he could tell by the sound of her voice and how quickly
she spoke that she was excited, that she liked her job. 


“Also, the grass around the body
was flattened; indicating lots of movement, and judging by the severity of the
attack, much of the assault was probably undertaken after the victim was
already dead as he wouldn’t have survived for long judging by the wounds.”


“So how long has he been dead?”


“Help me roll him over and I’ll
try to find out.”


Prosper knew she was going to
push a thermometer up the corpse’s rectum to see how much his temperature had
dropped, and although he wasn’t comfortable with it, he stepped forwards to
assist when he heard the roar of engines and he turned to see two black,
nondescript four by four vehicles slide to a stop behind the group of
spectators.


The passenger door of the lead
vehicle swung open and a man jumped down and approached the police cordon,
talking into a mobile phone. He pulled out a wallet and said something to the
officer guarding the perimeter, and then slipped underneath the tape.


Smartly dressed in a dark suit,
he stood about 5 feet 10. Of average build, he had a pockmarked face; medium
length wavy brown hair, bushy eyebrows and a condescending look that made
Prosper want to slap him. 


“Prosper Snow,” the man said, lowering
the phone from his ear. He withdrew a wallet and flashed a card that showed he
worked for a branch of MI5, the domestic intelligence agency. Prosper didn’t
have time to study it closely before the man snapped the wallet closed and
slipped it back into the inside pocket of his jacket.


Surprised the man knew his name,
Prosper nodded. “And you are?”


“Pick a name.”


The man’s arrogant, confident
tone matched his look and got Prosper’s back up straight away. He bit his lower
lip; took a deep breath and then regretted it when he got a lungful of the dead
man’s aroma. “So what are you doing here?”


“I’m taking over the
investigation.” He raised his hand and pointed to indicate Prosper should
leave.


Prosper felt as though he had
been blindsided. How did the man know who he was? He cleared his throat. “This
is my case.” He knew it sounded petulant, but he couldn’t help it.


“Not any more.” 


Before Prosper could respond, the
man passed him his mobile phone. He glared at the man for a moment before
accepting it. “Hello?”


“Prosper, this is Chief
Superintendent Hargreaves. The case you’re on, drop it, now.”


“Drop it, but sir—”


“No buts, that’s an order. The
man in front of you is taking over.”


Prosper heard a sense of urgency in
his superiors voice. He stared at the man opposite. “Who is he?”


“That’s none of your concern. Now
just do as I say and leave.”


Prosper disconnected the call and
handed the phone back. It didn’t escape his notice that although the body had
only been reported less than an hour ago, wheels had been set in motion that
took him out of the loop. 


But why?
What was so special about this victim?


“Now, if you don’t mind, I have a
job to do.” The man walked past Prosper and stood staring down at the corpse.


Realising there was nothing he
could do about it, Prosper turned to walk away when the man said, “Although there is one way you can still be involved in the
case, Snow.”


Prosper halted in his tracks and
looked back. The man still had his back to him, staring down at the corpse.
“And what does that mean?”


“I want someone like you on my
team.”


Prosper frowned. “Your team? You mean MI5?”


“We’re a branch of that agency.
But let’s just say we take the jobs no one else can crack.”


“And what do you mean someone
like me?”


“I know all about you, Snow.” He
turned and fixed Prosper with an unwavering stare. “The
Oracle case. There were certain, how shall I say, discrepancies with
your statement.”


Prosper felt the colour drain
from his cheeks and his heart did a little flutter. “There were no
discrepancies in my statement.”


The flicker of a grin crossed the
man’s lips. “Cards on the table, you and I both know that’s not true. You’re
loyal. I like that in my operatives.”


Prosper licked his lips. “Look, I
don’t know who the hell you are, or what you think you know, and frankly, I’m
not interested. As you said, you’ve got a job to do, so I’d suggest you
concentrate on doing that.” Without another word, Prosper spun around and
started walking away.


“Well, think it over,” the man shouted
after him. “I’ll be in touch soon.” 


As he reached the cordon, Prosper
tore his mask off and took a couple of deep breaths, trying to clear the stench
of death from his nostrils. He turned and looked back at the man as he
inspected the crime scene. Did he really know damning details about the Oracle
case? Prosper shuddered.


“What’s happening? Who are they?”
Mike asked as he jogged over.


“Someone higher up the ladder,
that’s who they are. And they’re taking over the case.”


“Really?
Well anyone would think you were disappointed by the look on your face.”


Prosper took another stick of gum
out of his pocket and stuffed it in his mouth. Disappointed? He was far
from disappointed. He was terrified. 


The Oracle case was supposed to
be dead and buried just like the person Prosper had helped murder. 


 
















CHAPTER 2 


 


Prosper squatted down and
inspected the patio door frame, his lips pinched tight. He narrowed his eyes,
crouched lower, then spotted the small hole drilled
into the casing. 


“Looks like the Obituary Man has
struck again,” he said.


Mike squatted down beside Prosper
and prodded a small hook into the hole. He wriggled it around and then slowly
pulled it back out to reveal two electrical wires that had been cut and then
twisted together. 


“Shorted the
circuit to trip the alarm by the looks of it.”


Prosper wiped dirt from his knees
and then stood up, rubbing his palms to clean them. He stared around the large
patio, noticing that as usual, the burglar had chosen a location that wasn’t
overlooked at the rear. True to form, the house belonged to the family of
someone recently deceased and the burglar had struck while the owners were
attending the funeral. The police had deduced that the burglar perused obituary
columns to find his targets, and then struck while the family was out, hence
the nickname ascribed to him.


“As if the
family doesn’t have enough to contend with, never mind this arsehole robbing
them as well.” Prosper shook his head. 


He stepped back and stared at the
three bedroom detached property, trying to put himself in the burglar’s shoes.
In the previous robberies, if the property was alarmed, the thief utilised
numerous ways to circumvent the circuitry so that the alarm wouldn’t be
activated when he opened the doors or windows. Most houses relied on simple
circuit breakers and they didn’t bother with motion sensors. Lots of houses
didn’t even have alarms.


This was the tenth burglary
committed by the Obituary Man that Prosper had investigated. Of course, there
could have been others. Some people might not even know they had been burgled
as the thief covered his tracks well, and he seemed to only take things that
wouldn’t be noticed easily. Unless it was something too
valuable to resist. But most of the time he or she contented themselves
with ornaments, jewellery and cash, and they certainly had an eye for what they
would be able to sell for the most money without any questions. 


As of yet, they were no closer to
catching the burglar.


When he realised he was biting
his ragged fingernails, Prosper unwrapped a piece of chewing gum and popped it
into his mouth. 


The police-issued Blackberry rang
and Prosper pulled it out of his pocket. He wasn’t a great fan of technology
and he still didn’t have the hang of everything the device could do. 


“Charlie Charlie One Three. We’ve had a report of a further
development with regards to Operation Avalanche.”


Prosper’s brow furrowed. “I was
taken off that case.”


“Well you’re being asked to
attend as you were the initial Senior Investigation Officer.”


“What’s the development?”


“Another body.”


Prosper licked his lips. He made
a note of the details and disconnected the call. Mike was staring at him
quizzically.


“What is it?”


“There’s been another murder.” 


Mike rolled his eyes. “Another murder? Jesus, that’s all I need.”


He didn’t need to say any more
for Prosper to know his feelings. “Come on, let’s go.” 


 


Prosper stared around the area
where the body had been discovered, noting that it was only a mile or so away
from where the corpse had been discovered the other day. But unlike the
business area, this was residential.


The buildings were terraced
houses from the early 1900’s, the walls of which were streaked with grime. Many
of the occupants were now standing behind the cordon erected by the attending
officer, watching the real life drama unfolding on their doorstep. Some of the
surrounding properties had been boarded up and most of the remaining residents
were either Asian or students. Signs on some of the buildings advertised their
‘To Let’ status with big bold letters emphasising the buildings ability to cram
four or five students underneath their roofs. Some local joker had inserted an
‘i’ into the middle of many of the signs. 


A warren of rubbish littered
alleyways ran through the area like clogged arteries. Prosper stared along the
one behind the victim, noting that people had discarded their old furniture and
rubbish with abandon, displaying little respect for themselves or their
environment.


He stared down at the corpse of
the man, who looked to be in his twenties. Both of his eyes had been punctured
and by the looks of it, his body had been slashed repeatedly with a sharp
blade. The rain had washed much of the blood away, but the splatters still
stained the walls and floor. Some of the spots could be seen over ten feet
away, which indicated the ferocity of the attack. Whoever perpetrated the crime
must have been drenched in blood when they finished.


So why hadn’t anyone noticed?


Dark clouds gathered overhead,
threatening further rain. This was a far cry from the heat wave twelve months
ago when the Oracle conducted his killing spree. Prosper chewed the skin around
his fingernails, drawing blood. The thought of another serial killer operating
on his patch made his stomach coil itself in knots.


“Messy isn’t it?”


Prosper spun around, his jaw
clenched when he saw the man who had usurped him from Operation Avalanche.


“You again.
Don’t tell me, you’re taking over the case?”


“Very astute.
Of course my offer still stands.”


Prosper shook his head. “I don’t know
who you are or who you work for, but I’m not interested in joining you.”


“Then I’ll have to make you
interested.” The man grinned, though the expression looked forced;
he probably didn’t smile much by the looks of it.


Prosper recalled that there had been
no mention of the previous murder in the local newspapers. Whatever power the
man had, it stretched a long way.


“Well I’ll leave you to it.”
Prosper didn’t wait for a response before he walked away, waving a bemused
looking Mike to follow him.


“So what’s that about?” Mike
asked as he caught up to Prosper.


Prosper shrugged. “We’re off the
case.”


“Again!
Well it saves us the gory duty I guess.”


“I wouldn’t be so fast to thank
him just yet.”


Mike frowned. “And
why not?”


“Because I don’t think he’s
someone you would want to be indebted to.” 


When he arrived back at the
station, Prosper perused the local evening newspaper for any mention of the
murder, but didn’t find anything. Then he logged into the Home Office Large
Major Enquiry System (HOLMES2), a national database used to assist law
enforcement organisations in their management of serious crimes.


Something was going on and with
the insinuation that the man had made about the Oracle case, Prosper wanted to
find out all he could about him.


He typed in details to see if he
could discover the names of the deceased, or a nominal record created for the
witnesses who discovered the bodies, but after ten minutes of searching, he
came up empty. There was no record of any of it. 


Prosper leaned back in his chair,
laced his fingers together behind his head and chewed his lower lip. Did the
man really know anything about events surrounding the Oracle case? Did he
really know that Prosper had been blackmailed into helping a group of vigilante
childhood friends who called themselves The Kult
perform a copycat killing in the name of vengeance? 


He pictured the gruesome sick and
twisted photographs the Oracle had sent to the police of his victims. Then he
remembered seeing his friends butchered in the same way and bile filled his
throat. He swallowed, trying to rid himself of the sick feeling. 


If the truth came out, his life
would be over. But who was this mysterious man who had taken over the case? 


And how the hell did he have
the power to make two bodies virtually disappear? 


 
















CHAPTER 3


 


The man crouched in the dark
alley, his eyes wide and alert as he stared towards the entrance some thirty
feet away. About eight feet wide, the alley acted like a spine between two rows
of residential properties. Light from an upstairs window to his left radiated
down in an elongated oblong at his feet. Someone walked in front of the window
creating a shadow puppet show. 


He inhaled sharply, the crisp air
making his nostrils tingle. Light rain created a dot-to-dot pattern on the
ground. He looked up, letting the rain splash his face. He relished in the
feeling, the drops invigorating as they exploded on his skin, making him feel
alive.


A mournful siren wailed in the
distance. The man cocked his head and listened until the sound petered away.
After a moment, the light went off and darkness gathered around him. 


He closed his eyes, wrapped his
arms around his legs and rocked on his haunches. Thoughts clattered through his
head, a rambling mass of word associations.


Siren


Noise


Shout


Scream


Pain


He tried again.


Siren


Wail


Children


Noise


Scream


Terror


Violence


Kill


His eyes snapped open and he
unfurled himself and stood up straight, his knees cracking slightly. He
stretched each leg, then rotated his shoulders, easing
the strain out of them and loosening the joints. 


He headed towards the main road.
As he approached, a car sped by and he paused. Its headlights left retinal
scars. The man blinked rapidly, felt his pulse increase, the blood flowing
through his veins so fast he felt momentarily light-headed and had to place his
hand against the cold brickwork to steady himself. After a moment, his
equilibrium returned and he continued walking, strutting like a peacock, his
head bobbing backwards and forwards. 


He loved the night time. Loved
the absence of light; the dark a cloak that he could wear with impunity. The
air was full of fragrances: spices from someone’s kitchen, a freshly painted
door and windows, rotting food in a dustbin. The man savoured every olfactory
nuance. 


When he reached the end of the
alley, he paused and leaned out. He stared left and then right. A figure
approached from the left. Sounds of life echoed in the distance: traffic
navigating the city streets, a dog barking, someone shouting. 


“Got a light, mate?” The figure
stood in front of him, shoulders hunched, collar of his jacket pulled up
against the rain and chill. “Buddy, you okay?”


The man nodded, lips parted in
the semblance of a grin. Without warning, he kneed the stranger between the
legs. The man’s breath exploded, smelling of cigarettes and alcohol. The victim
dropped into a crouch, groaning in agony. 


He didn’t hesitate. He lunged
forwards, grabbed his victim’s head and pressed his thumbs into his eye
sockets. The victim screamed. He pressed harder and harder until the man’s
eyeballs popped. Gelatinous fluid spurted out, hitting him in the face.


To stop the incessant screaming,
the killer grabbed the man around the throat and squeezed. He felt the man’s
Adam’s apple bobbing beneath his palms as though there was something alive
within his neck. He squeezed harder; continued until the man slumped within his
grasp, tongue lolling from the corner of his mouth.


He let the victim fall to the
floor and then he started kicking, each blow making the man’s body jerk as
though he was still alive. Blood poured from the man’s wounds. 


Kick


Blow


Air


Light


Dark


Skin


Flay


Mutilate


Eventually, leg muscles on fire,
the man stopped his assault and gulped deep breaths. Sweat coated his back. He
tensed his muscles. Felt invincible. Godlike. 


He stared at the body lying on
the pavement. Rain started pelting down, diluting the blood and creating a gory
river that streamed along the gutter and disappeared down the drain.


The man held his hands aloft,
letting the rain cleanse him. Then he welcomed the night’s dark cloak and
disappeared within its folds. 


 
















CHAPTER 4 


 


Grey clouds scudded across the
sky as Sam Rivers parked his black BMW 318i at the end of the road and stared at
the hearse parked further along. Wreaths decorated the windows of the black car
like a mobile florist shop, spelling out the word Daddy. 


Rivers glanced at his watch, 11.30 a.m. 


Less than a minute later, the
black-clad mourners flocked out of the house like ravens and packed themselves
into the waiting vehicles. He stared at a woman leading a boy and girl aged
about ten out of the house. Tears streamed down their cheeks. Despite the cloud
cover, sunglasses hid the woman’s eyes from view, strands of blonde hair
protruding from beneath a black headscarf. The widow, he thought,
admiring the tanned shapely legs visible below her black pencil skirt. He
watched her usher the children into a car and then ducked down as they started
the slow drive towards the church.


When everyone had departed,
Rivers exited his car, straightened his tie and locked the doors. Then he
walked towards the large detached house with its immaculately mown front lawn,
his heart thudding inside his chest. 


Walking up the drive, he saw his
reflection in one of the curtained windows; his short brown hair neatly
trimmed, clean-shaven jaw relaxed, eyes of the palest blue, posture unassuming.
In an area like this no one took much notice of a man in a suit, and they
wouldn’t think anything untoward unless they looked down and saw the Nike Free
running shoes he wore that didn’t match his attire.


At the front door, he rang the
bell, heard it echo through the building; waited a moment, then rang the bell
again. Satisfied no one was home, he walked around the side of the property,
rolled up his sleeves, pulled on a pair of non-slip gloves to avoid leaving
fingerprints and ran towards the six foot wall; his lead foot hitting the
brickwork and propelling him up without breaking stride, while he grabbed the
top to pull himself up and vault over, utilising his years of training in Parkour. The physical discipline involved jumping and
climbing moves, and was fast becoming popular as a sport. Basically it involved
being able to move through the environment and overcoming any obstacles in your
path as swiftly and effectively as possible. 


He landed in a crouch on the
other side of the gate, the veins and tendons in his forearms standing proud.
Around the rear there was a large trampoline near to a small copse of trees.
Toys littered the lawn: two bicycles, one red and the other pink, left where
they’d fallen on the grass. Also a football, basketball, a cricket bat, and a
small wooden Wendy house lay where they’d been discarded.


Rivers surveyed the scene. He had
already ascertained from the online Google Earth map that there were sprawling
fields at the rear of the property, meaning it wasn’t overlooked by
neighbouring houses. That made his job easier. There was also a shed about six
feet from the house. 



Google
  street view, a mapping service that allowed web
and mobile phone users to see 360 degree views of towns and cities, had
revealed a burglar alarm on the front of the property. If the widow was like
most bereaved, she wouldn’t have bothered arming it on the way out, not when
she had a funeral to attend. But he couldn’t take the risk.

The patio doors at the rear of
the property were solidly constructed, and they would no doubt have numerous
locking levers, which would be a problem if he was trying to force it open.
Peering inside, he noticed a simple sensor attached to the inside of the door
that would break when the door opened, activating the alarm. Stepping back, he
looked up and saw a bedroom window slightly ajar. 


Smiling to himself, he vaulted
onto the roof of the shed, then stood on the edge, squatted down and swung his
arms backwards before extending his legs like pistons and swinging his arms up
in a cat leap. He lifted his legs in front of his body so that his feet struck
the wall first, then he grabbed the window ledge. Using his upper body
strength, he pulled himself up and slipped a hand inside the gap to release the
stay that held it open. Then he hopped inside in a fluid motion and stood up
straight, stretching his lithe muscular body.


A large double bed occupied the
middle of the room, either side of which sat a table with a lamp. Built in wardrobes occupied one wall, while a dressing table sat
against another. 


With no time to lose, he withdrew
a scrunched up drawstring backpack from his pocket and swung the rope strap
over his head and shoulder so that the bag lay horizontally across his back,
allowing him to slide it around to deposit things inside.


He walked across to the dressing
table. Makeup adorned the surface, along with a brush, a comb and a wooden
jewellery box with numerous compartments. Rivers opened the box and rifled
through the contents, selecting a pair of diamond earrings and a couple of gold
rings that he dropped into his bag. The rest of the contents consisted of
costume jewellery, a couple of pieces of which might be worth a few pounds, so
he slipped them into the bag. 


Out on the landing, there were
four doors, all of which were open. In between two of the doors sat a
bookshelf. Rivers studied the titles, eyes widening when he spotted one
particular tome. He slipped the book out and stared at the cover, which
featured a skull with a rose through its mouth: Goldfinger
by Ian Fleming. He opened it up and saw that it was a first edition published
by Glidrose Productions in 1959 and with only a
slight tear on the corner of the dust jacket, he knew
it must be worth a few hundred pounds, so he put it into his backpack. 


After he had finished his search
upstairs, he headed down to the hallway. A large mirror occupied the wall next
to the front door, the frame on the left hand side was
composed of frosted glass that allowed light to shine through. A coat rack was
attached to the wall, underneath which sat a small table with an old fashioned
black Bakelite telephone with a circular numbered dial. Rivers looked at it,
but decided it was too big to carry.


The air downstairs was heavy with
the memory of cigarette smoke. Rivers hated the smell and he wrinkled his nose
in disgust. As someone who kept his body in optimum shape, he frowned upon anyone
who smoked. He slipped into the living room where the fragrance from bowls of
potpourri on the coffee table competed against that of the cigarette butts in
the ashtrays. Cups and glasses dotted the room, some still half full of tea,
coffee or wine. Pride of place in the room sat a large 42-inch plasma screen
television, underneath which there was a DVD
recorder, a Sky digibox and a Playstation
3. A long brown leather corner suite and two chairs provided seating, augmented
with a few kitchen chairs for the guests.


Family photographs graced the
sideboard and a large canvas of the family hung on the back wall. The deceased,
Trevor Harmand, was a stocky man with a neatly trimmed beard, black hair and
beady eyes set within fleshy sockets. The son bore a similar look while the
daughter luckily resembled the mother, who had striking green eyes, a blonde
bob haircut, and an oval face. In the picture, she was wearing a flowery summer
dress with a plunging neckline that displayed her ample cleavage.


He walked across the room to
examine a glass fronted display cabinet, his footsteps echoing on the laminate
flooring. The thing he liked about ornaments in cabinets was that if he took
something from the back, people never usually noticed as they rarely looked at
them. 


He opened the cabinet and lifted
out a dusty five-inch Satsuma porcelain enamelled figure of a Japanese man
holding a fan. Turning it around, he admired it from all sides, pleased to see
it was undamaged. Although not an antique expert, he knew enough, and despite
its size, he knew the figure would fetch a tidy sum.


Rivers reached into his inside
pocket and withdrew a small ultraviolet torch that he shone over the figure,
checking for an identifying mark inscribed by the owner. Unable to spot one, he
pulled a piece of bubble wrap from the lining of his jacket and wrapped the
figure to keep it secure before putting it in the backpack. Next he rummaged
through the drawers below the cabinet, rifling through assorted papers and
bills, none of which interested him.


After shutting the cabinet, he
started to investigate the rest of the house. From experience, he knew people
hid money and valuables in all manner of places, from the freezer to tampon
boxes, so he had a lot of searching to do, especially in such a large property.


If people had kids, the best
place for them to hide their personal belongings was inside toys, mainly
because kids’ rooms were generally so messy a burglar wouldn’t have time to go
through them, but people weren’t that smart and they relied on the usual places
such as under the mattress, in cereal boxes, old teapots and biscuit tins. Many
people didn’t even bother hiding their valuables, imagining they were never
going to be burgled. 


From a website search conducted
while planning the job, Rivers knew who was registered living at the same abode
and the neighbouring property prices, which allowed him to ascertain if the
area was affluent and worth his while robbing. Fortunately, this particular
area was. The widow’s name was Melissa, and having seen her earlier, he guessed
that she was in her early thirties. Not that he felt guilty robbing her at such
a sad time in her life – he had a living to make.


On a good day, he could steal
enough cash, jewellery and small ornaments that one raid a month kept him
solvent. He always targeted people in affluent areas, as there was no point
robbing from the poor – he wasn’t that cruel. He glanced at his watch. 12:32 p.m. 


Staging the break-ins when the
family would be attending the funeral service gave him a good couple of hours
to search the house. Half the time, the robberies weren’t even reported as the
victims didn’t know they’d been robbed. He never caused much physical damage
when entering the property, never left a mess, and he only took as much as he
could carry, selecting a few choice items that his well trained eye told him he
could shift to make it worth his while. So far, he guessed he could make about
£600 from his stash, which was nowhere near enough. 


Back out in the hallway, he opened
the door next to the kitchen. Darkness stretched down the steps before him and
a musty smell filled the air. Spying a switch on the wall, he turned on the
light and a bare bulb flickered to life at the foot of the stairs. Rivers
descended, finding himself in a cellar that stretched the length of the house.
Cardboard boxes and assorted old pieces of furniture dotted the room, along
with a couple of racks of wine and more toys including a wooden fort and small
scooters. Before he had time to investigate further, Rivers heard a vehicle
pull into the drive and he froze. 


Who the hell could have come
back now? 


He crept up the stairs, heard a
key turning in the lock; started to hyperventilate. He tried to swallow the
lump in his throat, but it wouldn’t move; felt as though it was expanding,
choking him. His heartbeat drummed inside his ears like a metronome. 


Boom boom, boom boom … the
internal percussion. A dizzy sensation swept over him and he swayed
slightly. Afraid he would fall down the steps, he leaned against the wall to
steady himself. 


Footsteps echoed across the
laminate flooring outside the door, getting closer. Rivers held his breath,
body tensed ready to flee. The footsteps grew louder, closer; just outside the
door, then they petered away as the person walked past. 


Rivers breath exploded out of his
mouth and he inhaled, filling his lungs. From his memory of the building’s
layout, he knew the person was in the kitchen, his assumption confirmed when he
heard running water and the clatter of a cupboard opening. Next he heard the
chink of glass.


With this perhaps his only
chance, he eased the door open, peered out to check that the coast was clear
and then scurried along the short hallway towards the front door without
looking back. When he reached it, he turned the knob, pulled the door open and
ran along the drive, past a nondescript four by four Range Rover out onto the
road and towards his waiting car, withdrawing his keys as he ran and pressing
the button to deactivate the central locking.


Once at the car, he yanked the
door open, threw his backpack on the passenger seat, thrust the key into the
ignition, turned it and gunned the engine before speeding away. As he drove, he
glanced in his rear-view mirror, relieved not to see anyone in pursuit and a
grin split his lips. 


Now that was a fucking buzz.

















CHAPTER 5 


 


Prosper sank into the leather
settee and looked across at his son, Leon, as he got to grips with battling
creatures on his Wii console. 


“I’m the best dragon slayer there
is.” He smiled enthusiastically as he glanced at his dad before wielding the
control like a sword to dispatch another monster. 


Prosper smiled back, the
expression dissolving when his son turned away. Stroking the stubble on his
jaw, Prosper stood up and walked through to the kitchen where his wife,
Natasha, was cooking supper. He glanced at her leg brace, a result of the car
crash a couple of years ago that permanently cracked her fragile beauty. The
memory of that night had played out so many times in his head, but it was
becoming a little fuzzy around the edges, and even though Natasha tried to
convince him that it wasn’t his fault, he just couldn’t accept it. Especially when it had been him driving the car. 


“Are you that hungry you can’t
wait?”


“No, I just came in to say I’m
not really hungry at all.”


Natasha frowned. “I’ve made lots
of pasta now.”


“Sorry.”


She scratched around the buckle
on the top of the leg brace. “What’s wrong?”


“Nothing.
I’m just not hungry.”


Natasha pursed her lips. “I know
you well enough to know when there’s something up … It’s not work again is it?
Has something happened?”


Prosper shook his head. “It’s
nothing.” He walked across, put an arm around her shoulder and kissed her on
top of the head. “I need to pop out for a while.”


“Pop out where?”


“I’m going to see Wolfe.”


Natasha pulled back. “What for?”


“Because I
haven’t seen him in a while.”


“Perhaps that’s for the best.”


Prosper frowned. “I thought you
liked him.”


“I do, it’s just, you know, after
all that happened with that killer …”


“It’s exactly because of what
happened that I want to talk to him. He’s the only real friend I have left.”


“And what, I’m not your friend
too? You can talk to him but you can’t talk to me, is that it?”


“Calm down. It’s nothing of the
sort. It’s a man thing.” He smiled, hoped it looked disarming.


“Well what time are you going to
be back?”


Prosper shrugged. “I shouldn’t be
too late.”


“Do you want me to save you
something to eat?”


Prosper nodded, then kissed her
on the cheek and walked out of the house. 


When he reached Wolfe Weaver’s
abode, Prosper parked in the driveway and exited the car. He stared at his
friend’s extensive property, which had been designed in the rule of thirds to
suit his artistic temperament: three floors, each encompassing a third of the
structure, entrance one third of the way along, windows one third in, one third
up. Everything about the building had been meticulously planned. Nothing was
random.


When he reached the door, Prosper
kept his finger on the doorbell until the door opened.


“Prosper, what brings you round
here?” Wolfe stared at Prosper with his perpetually dark eyes, held his hand
out to shake, and then, as was his way, feigned a punch to Prosper’s
stomach. 


Prosper forced a grin. “Just
needed someone to talk to and after exhausting my phone book, I came to W in
the listings.”


“Nice to know I come so far down
the list.” He grinned. “Come in, come in. You know you’re always welcome.” He
stepped aside; allowing Prosper to enter, then he shut the door and proceeded
along the hallway.


Prosper walked behind him,
watching the way Wolfe’s long black ponytail flicked to and fro. Examples of
Wolfe’s artwork adorned the way, comprising paintings and sculptures – the
sculptures had taken on a macabre aspect since the Oracle case, but they were
selling well by all accounts, and Wolfe had capitalised on his part in the
proceedings. Prosper stared at the white alabaster sculpture of a body
seemingly split from head to groin like a banana. He had even sculpted the
innards as accurately as he could. 


Wolfe led the way through to the
kitchen. “Can I offer you a drink?” He poured a measure of whisky into a
tumbler.


“I’m driving.”


“Well a small one won’t hurt.
Besides, I’m sure your buddies in the force wouldn’t prosecute you if they
pulled you over.” He laughed.


Buddies! Prosper couldn’t
call any of his work colleagues ‘buddies’. He accepted the drink and knocked it
back before setting the glass down on the worktop.


“So what do you want to talk
about?”


“Its work related.”


Wolfe raised his eyebrows, accentuating
his chiselled cheeks. 


“There was a report of a body the
other day. When I arrived at the scene to investigate, I saw the body had been
butchered.”


“Nice.”


“Hardly.”
He hated his friend’s power of understatement. “Anyway, I hadn’t been there long
when a stranger arrived and took me off the case.”


“A stranger?”


“Yeah, I don’t know who he
was, but he seemed to know me. I don’t even know who he worked for really, just
some branch of MI5. Probably some higher echelon I’ve never bloody heard of.”


“So what’s the problem?” Wolfe
sipped at his whisky.


“Well the man insinuated that he
knew something about the Oracle case; that he knew I’d been … prudent with the
truth.”


“He’s probably just guessing.”


“But why?
Why bring it up?”


Wolfe shrugged. “Dunno. Perhaps he was just trying to feel you out.”


“Feel me out?”


“You know, put you off guard.”


“So why, in the next breath, did
he ask me to join his team?”


“Can’t all be bad then.”


“Well I just don’t like it. You
haven’t been talking about what we did, have you?”


Wolfe almost choked on his
whisky. “Talking! You really think I’d want to tell
anyone that we’d killed someone because a so called friend asked us to. I’m not
bloody Ty – God rest his soul.”


“Since when have you been
religious?”


“Since all that
happened. It can’t hurt to carry a little heavenly insurance in the form
of belief.”


“Bollocks. You haven’t got a
religious bone in your body.”


Wolfe winked. “You know that, and
I know that, let’s just make sure he doesn’t.” He rolled his eyes up
towards the ceiling.


“Well I just thought I’d better
give you a heads up in case anyone comes knocking.”


“You’re worrying about nothing.”


Prosper hoped Wolfe was right,
but deep down, he didn’t think he was. 


 
















CHAPTER 6


 


“There must be something
about the bodies that were found.” Prosper stared at the communications officer
manning the radio.


The woman shook her head, making
her curly brown hair bounce like springs. “There’s nothing on file.”


“Sharon,
you sent me to investigate, so you must remember something about it.” He
spoke calmly, adding a convivial tone to his voice. 


Sharon
shook her head again.


Prosper leaned closer to the
seated woman and adopted a worried expression. “I’m just concerned that they’re
keeping me out of the loop because they think I’m not up to the job any more.
I’ve heard rumours, you know, cutbacks. I can’t afford to lose my job.”


Sharon
pursed her red painted lips, one delicate eyebrow arched in thought. “Well
there is something … and you call yourself a detective.”


“I wouldn’t go that far. So what
can you tell me?”


“Well the woman who found the
body, she went for counselling at the hospital. Perhaps she could tell you
something.”


Prosper winked at her. “You’re in
the wrong job.” 


 


The automatic doors slid open and
Prosper made his way towards the hospital reception where he waited patiently
in line until reaching the front of the queue.


“Yes.” The man behind the safety
glass pushed his glasses up to the bridge of his bulbous nose and peered at
Prosper through the thick lenses. 


Prosper removed his
identification and held it up to the glass. “Morning.
I’m just wondering whether you can help me. A woman was brought in on Monday
morning for counselling after discovering a dead body.”


The man frowned. “And?”


“Well you wouldn’t believe it,
but the officer who brought her in was just a rookie, and he forgot to take her
details.” He rolled his eyes. “She’s the only potential lead we’ve got on the
murder case. Talk about incompetent, but I don’t want the young lad to lose his
job over it, so I’m trying to cover for him, and if I can get the details ...”


The man nodded. “Sounds like you
work with the same incompetent people we have working here.” He typed something
on the keyboard in front of him. “Monday morning you said?”


“Yes, she came in for counselling
after what she’d seen.”


“Well it’s your lucky day.” He
printed something off and passed it through the gap in the glass. 


“Thank you. I’m sure the lad
involved will appreciate this.” Prosper accepted the paper and walked out of
the hospital. 


 


The woman who found the body
lived in a modern semidetached house on one of the new housing estates. Prosper
stood in the porch and rang the bell. A dog started yapping inside the building
and the door opened.


“Quiet Sukie,”
the middle aged, red haired woman who answered the door said, angling her foot
to hold back the small white poodle. “Can I help you?” She turned to face
Prosper.


“Veronica Dawson. I’m DCI
Prosper Snow. I was wondering if I could ask you a few questions about the body
you discovered.”


Veronica visibly blanched, making
her freckles more pronounced, and she shut her eyes for a moment, then
swallowed and patted her chest. “Sorry, just the thought of it makes me feel
sick.” She paused. “I thought I told everything to those men the other day.
They told me I wouldn’t be questioned again and not to talk about it to
anyone.”


“Yes, sorry about that. Different
departments you see, and sometimes there’s a lack of communication. Bureaucracy, hey.” He arched his eyebrows and shrugged. “I
just have a few more questions and then I’ll be out of your hair.”


Veronica inhaled sharply and then
opened the door wider while shooing the dog back along the hallway with her
foot. “Come in.”


Prosper followed the woman
through the hallway, into the lounge. 


“Sit.”


Prosper didn’t know whether she
was talking to him or the dog and he fidgeted from one foot to the other. 


“Please.” Veronica pointed at a
chair. Prosper sat, and the poodle ran across and sniffed his leg, its short
tail wagging excitedly. 


The room was uncluttered, with
few ornaments. There was a blue fabric settee that Veronica sat on and the
chair. A log effect gas fire provided a focal point; pictures of the dog
adorned the surrounding mantelpiece. 


“Now, how can I help?”


“I know how distressing it is,
but I just need you to go over everything from that day.”


Veronica tapped her red painted
nails on the arm of the settee. “It was awful. I was walking Sukie. I’d just let her off the lead to have a little run
around on the grass and when she came back, the little darling had blood on her
paws. Of course, at first I thought she’d cut herself. But then I saw the
body.” She shivered.


Prosper held his pen and notepad,
ready to take pertinent notes as she spoke.


“At first I didn’t realise what
it was. I actually thought someone had discarded some rubbish. They do that you
know.”


Prosper nodded.


“Anyway, when I realised what it
was …” She put her hand to her mouth and swallowed loudly. 


“Yes, I’m sure it was terrible—”


“It was grotesque. How could
anyone do something like that?”


Prosper nodded. “There are some
wicked people in this world.” He tapped the pen against the pad. “So is there
anything else you can tell me?”


“Like what?”


“Did you see anyone else around?”


Veronica visibly bristled as
though irked at answering the same questions. “I’ve already told all of this to
those other people who interviewed me.”


“I know. I’m really sorry, but
you must realise how important this is.”


Veronica exhaled; nodded. “I’m
sorry. Of course I want to help.” She patted her knees and the dog ran across
and leapt onto her lap. She stroked its back, sucked her top lip in and stared
past Prosper, lost in thought. After a moment, she shivered. “There was no one.
We were all alone. Sukie and me … until the guard
came across.”


Prosper leaned forwards. “The guard?”


“Yes, he said he hadn’t seen
anything though. He came across from one of the industrial units after I
started screaming.”


“Do you recall which unit he came
from?”


“No, I’m sorry, but I don’t think
many of them have security so he won’t be hard to find.”


Prosper nodded. “Well thank you
for your time.” He stood. “Please, don’t get up. I’ll see myself out.” He
turned and walked out of the house. Although she hadn’t told him much, Veronica
had given him another avenue to investigate. 


 
















CHAPTER 7


 


The man peered over the top of
his newspaper, the pages of which rustled in the slight breeze. He rocked his
buttocks from side to side to alleviate the pain of sitting on the wooden bench,
then continued surreptitiously watching a group of
teenagers playing football on the field opposite. To his left, young children
played on the swings and roundabouts, their screams and shouts filling the air.



Park life.


Life


Death


Decay


Putrescent


Rot


Filth


Humans were the ultimate prey.
That’s what made hunting them so difficult. But it was also what added that
extra thrill. Shooting deer, rabbits or pigeons didn’t compare. Even big game
hunting wouldn’t match it for adrenaline pumping excitement. No, humans could
think, could react, could be unpredictable, which is what made hunting them so
dangerous. 


His last victim had been
spontaneous, with no time to plan. He knew it had been reckless, but it had
felt so goddamn good taking a life, knowing that he had defeated someone. To the victor the spoils. Or in his case, the power, that
invigorating sense of fulfilment that started in his groin and finished at the
top of his head in a hair-tingling sensation as though tiny bolts of
electricity were being fed through each strand of hair. 


Beyond the footballers, in front
of a small copse of trees, a woman was throwing sticks for a Golden Retriever.
The man hated dogs with a passion. Stinking things should be drowned at birth
and he’d gladly do it. 


A railway line split the park in
two. The side the man sat in was the main playing area, which consisted of the
play equipment – slides, swings and climbing frames – and a grassy area with
goalposts for playing football. There was also a basketball area and a lake around
which sat a few fishermen. Two narrow concrete footbridges, covered in
graffiti, arched over the railway tracks and led to a hilly and thickly wooded
area, used by mountain bikers and those looking for a walk in the dappled
shade. 


A train hurtled along the track.
At a lower elevation than the park, the train was hidden below the steep banks
and all the man heard was the sound of its passing, like distant thunder. He
turned his attention back to the people in the park, watching them over the top
of his newspaper, inside which there was no mention of his crimes.


Not that he was really bothered.
He didn’t do it for the fame and glory. He did it because he had to. He was
compelled to feed his inner demons. Movement caught his eye and he stared at a
man walking towards the bridge across the railway. He was probably in his early
twenties, with short brown hair and a fast, arm-pumping gait that made his head
bob backwards and forwards as though on a spring. Of medium build and dressed
in tracksuit bottoms and a white t-shirt with Nike printed across it, he was
probably a jogger about to tackle one of the trails through the woods. 


The man stood up and scrunched
his newspaper into the rubbish bin at the end of the bench, then
he started walking towards the bridge, head down so as to avoid being noticed.
When he reached the bridge, he looked across and saw the man entering the
woods, taking one of the well worn paths that led up the hillside. The jogger
inserted earphones as he walked and twiddled with an iPod
clipped to his sleeve. 


People didn’t realise what
dangers they were opening themselves up to when they denied themselves one of
their senses. The man shook his head, lips slanted in a wry smile. One man’s
foolishness was another man’s reward.


As the man was a jogger, he was
obviously fit, which made him a more difficult target, but the killer liked to
test himself. If the prey was too easy, then where was the sport? He knew the
trails well, but there were so many that split off through the trees, that if
he lost sight of the man then he wouldn’t have a chance of finding him again so
he increased his speed to a fast walk.


Once across the bridge, he
followed the dirt path and started up the incline. Leaves and mulch crunched
underfoot, and the air was fragrant with the smell of bushes and foliage. Away
from the path, ferns carpeted the slope and trees of all shapes and sizes
marched towards the top of the hill. A white bowl shaped fungus sprouted from
the trunk of a fallen tree, looking almost alien in origin.


The jogger increased his pace,
and the man did likewise. After less than a hundred steps, heat spread through
his thighs and his calves started to burn. The man ignored the sensation and
focused his thoughts on his prey.


Dappled sunlight flickered
through the overhead canopy, the leaves rustling in the slight breeze making
the light seem to dance across the ground. 
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Martin Cartwright pounded the
trail through the woods, blood pumping through his veins. He was listening to
Oasis though his iPod, the music helping spur him on
when his muscles said ‘yes’, but his head said ‘no’. The path was well worn,
which made the running easier, but there was still the odd root and rock that
could jar his ankle if he wasn’t careful. 


Although the sun was out, the
trees created a dark atmosphere. A wind had started to undress some of the
trees; their garments of leaves peeled away a layer at a time. Cartwright could
feel the tension in his thighs as he started up a slight incline, but he
ignored the sensation, letting his thoughts drift, the music becoming a
background ambience. 


Two weeks to the day, he was
going to be a married man. It was hard to believe he had only been seeing Lisa
for a year – the time had flown by and they were engaged after only six months.
He knew some people thought they were rushing into it too fast, called it a
collision waiting to happen, but Cartwright didn’t care. He loved her. Loved her more than he’d loved anyone. They just seemed to
gel right from the get go. They liked the same crummy horror movies, they both
drank lager, they were both into exercise, their favourite indulgence food was
chocolate ice cream, and they both wanted three kids. There wasn’t anything
they disagreed on; they had only had one argument the whole time they were
together and that was only about something silly that he couldn’t even recall.


No, he was looking forwards to
tying the knot. He was also looking forwards to the honeymoon he’d arranged in Africa.
Lisa had mentioned that she’d always wanted to go on safari, to see lions and
zebras in their natural home, so he’d arranged it, no expense spared. They were
going to stay in a beach cottage in a secluded bay in Kenya.
There was a bar facility and an á la carte restaurant
on site. The beach was pristine white sand and there was plenty to do,
including water sports, cultural visits, the safari and he’d even arranged a
hot air balloon flight. Of course, that was only after they’d spent a couple of
days consummating the marriage. He smiled to himself at the thought.


It was going to be perfect. He
couldn’t wait until he saw Lisa’s face when he gave her the ticket. He pictured
her in his mind, her cute smile, the dimples in her
cheeks, her short curly brown hair, her button nose and her curvy figure. She
was everything he could have wished for and then some. 


While he worked as a manager in a
bank, Lisa was a dental nurse, and of course, she had perfect teeth. They were
so perfect and so white that Cartwright had been ashamed of his own teeth and
had had them whitened. It wasn’t as if he couldn’t afford it. His job paid
well, and at only twenty four, he was one of the youngest managers in the
company. He drove a silver Audi TT and he owned a
three storey detached house that Lisa had moved into after three months of them
being together. 


He thought those people who said
it wouldn’t work between them and that he was mad getting married were probably
just jealous. He was the luckiest man alive. 


 


The killer gritted his teeth and
increased his pace as the jogger crested the top of the hill. He knew that the
foliage on the other side was denser and he didn’t want to lose his victim. On
the other hand, the foliage would dampen any sound, muffling any noise the man
should make. 


Breathing hard, he reached the
top of the hill and started down bank. The path forked up ahead and for a
moment, he didn’t know which way the man had gone until he saw a flash of white
through the trees along the left-hand path. 


As he ran, he spotted a three foot
long, inch wide stick protruding from the ferns and he stopped and picked it
up, slapping it against his open palm to test its strength. Satisfied, he
continued running, but instead of following the path, he crashed through the
ferns, taking a shortcut that would put him in front of his victim. As the
jogger was wearing earphones, the man didn’t need to worry about the noise he
made, so he forged ahead, slapping ferns aside and keeping the man in his
peripheral vision. 


The dirt path took a circuitous route
and the killer selected a patch of dense ferns next to the path in which to
hide. He crouched down, his chest rising and falling as he gulped air. Sweat
trickled down his face and dripped off the end of his nose. 


The killer heard the jogger
approaching, his footfalls making dull thuds on the path and the beat of his
already racing heart became like one long drum roll. He peered through the
fronds. Licked his lips. Wiped sweat from his brow. Tightened his grip on the stick. 


When the man came within feet of
him, the killer jumped out of the ferns like a mad jack in the box. He swung
the stick as he moved. The jogger had time to register a look of shock, his
mouth opening in surprise, and then the stick struck him across the head and
snapped in half, sending a jarring pain along the killer’s arm. 


His victim’s head flew back, the
earphones popping out of his ears as the force of the blow sent him flying off
course into a tree trunk opposite. He struck with a loud bang, his arms wrapped
around the trunk as though in a comical embrace. Next second he staggered back
and the killer hit him on the back of the head, opening a large gash in the
man’s scalp. 


The jogger stumbled around, blood
pouring from his nostrils, his eyes wide and alarmed. The killer rammed the end
of the broken stick into the man’s neck and blood jettisoned out and splattered
the foliage. The jogger clutched at the stick, blood spurting through his
fingers. He gagged, spitting out globs of blood, then he fell back and writhed
around in the ferns. The killer stood over him, relishing in his victory, the
sound of tinny music emanating from the earphones like applause.
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CHAPTER 8


 


Prosper stared along the road
where Veronica Dawson discovered the body the other morning. Surprisingly,
there was nothing in the vicinity to indicate a murder had taken place. Even
the police tape had been removed.


He scratched his head and then
turned and walked towards the large green building opposite. Although mainly
only one storey high, the far end had a second floor with a couple of windows.
A fence topped with coils of barbed wire ran around the outside of the property
and security cameras were attached to the corners, their cyclopean eyes
unblinking. The windows had bars over them. ‘Private Property’ signs were
attached to the fence. A security guard stationed in the small hut next to the
barrier across the entrance watched Prosper approach. He didn’t just look as
though he pumped iron; he looked as though he ate it.


“What’s happened to the crime
scene?”


The guard adjusted his peaked cap
and stared at Prosper. “This is private property.”


“I was just wondering what had
happened. There was a cordon set up the other day.”


The guard stared at him in
silence, the peak of the cap throwing a band of shadow across his brow, his
eyes glistening from within the darkness. Prosper hated wasting his day off
like this, but he wanted some answers. He took out his identity card and held
it up for inspection. The man didn’t flinch.


“Were you the guard who went to
help the woman that found the body?” Prosper put his identity card back in his
pocket.


The guard shrugged his bowling
ball shoulders.


“Is that a yes or no?”


“So what if I was?”


“Well have you been interviewed
by the police?”


“What for?”


“To get your
statement.”


The guard ran the back of his
hand underneath his nose. “No point. I didn’t see anything.”


“I think I’ll be the judge of
that.” He withdrew his notepad. “Now, tell me everything you remember from that
morning.”


“I just told you, I didn’t see
anything.”


“We can either do this here, or
you can come down the station. What’s it going to be?” He hoped the guard
didn’t call his bluff and choose the latter.


The guard tugged his earlobe and
glanced back at the building he was guarding. “I didn’t see anything. I came on
work about six, next thing I hear that woman screaming. I went across, and
there’s a body on the ground. That’s it.”


Prosper tapped the pen against
the pad. “You didn’t see anyone else around?”


The man shook his head.


“Okay, then what about anyone
else who works here.” He pointed towards the building.


“No one would have seen
anything.”


“And you can speak for them, can
you?”


The guard cleared his throat and
scratched his ear. “No one works there. It’s an empty building.”


“Well it seems like a lot of
security for an empty industrial unit. And perhaps you’d like to explain why
those cars are parked in the car park back there.” He pointed at a row of cars
that included BMW’s, Mercedes’ and Lexus’ among their number. 


“I’m just employed to protect it,
that’s all.”


“So do they pay you well to guard
an empty building?”


“What’s that got to do with
anything?”


“Well those cars over there
aren’t cheap.” He pointed at the sign emblazoned above the entrance. “Trent Systems. Is that your employer?”


The guard nodded. 


“And you don’t know what they
do?”


The guard shook his head. “I’m
just paid to protect the place.”


“Protect it from what?”


The man shrugged. “Anyway, if
that’s it, then I’ll get back to my post.”


“I’d like to have a look around
inside.”


“I told you, it’s an empty
building.”


“I just want to check it out. I
notice there are cameras positioned on the corners. Perhaps they caught
something on the morning of the murder, so I’d like to see the tapes or discs;
whatever it is you use to record.”


The guard put his hand up to
create a physical barrier. “I’m afraid I can’t let you inside, and the discs
will have been wiped so there’s nothing to see.”


Prosper frowned. “I can always
get a warrant.”


“Well that’s what you’ll have to
do, because I can’t let you in.”


“So you’re telling me that you
won’t let me look inside an empty building and that after only a few days, the
recordings will have been deleted.”


The guard nodded.


Prosper snorted loudly. “I love
the smell of bullshit first thing in the morning.”


“Whatever, but you’re not coming
in.”


Knowing that he wasn’t going to
get any further, Prosper skewed his mouth, glared at the guard and then turned
and walked along the road to look at where the body had been found.


He stepped onto the dew covered
grass, loose blades sticking to his shoes, and walked up the slight incline.
The first thing he noticed was that there had been a thorough clean up job as
there wasn’t a spot of blood visible at first glance.


A small evergreen bush about five
feet in circumference sat within spitting distance to where he guessed the body
had been found. He remembered seeing blood dripping from the foliage, but there
was no sign of it now, although a few of the branches had been snapped, showing
signs that something had broken them. He turned and looked back at the Trent
Systems building and put his hand up to the guard who was still watching him.
The man backed into his gatehouse like a bull entering a stall. 


If he was officially
investigating the case, Prosper could get a search warrant, but he wasn’t, so
it was out of his hands. There was definitely something strange about that
building and he didn’t believe that the security recordings had been wiped so
quickly. 


So what the hell were they
hiding? 


 
















CHAPTER 9


 


Sunlight glinted off the wet roof
tiles. Rivers pulled his Oakley sunglasses down off his forehead to reduce the
glare and looked back at the large three storey detached house with its two
converging gable ends.


He adjusted his legs, the
branches holding up the long abandoned tree house in which he had been hiding
all night creaking in response. The structure was obviously intended for
someone about ten years of age, and he had to crouch to fit inside. The walls
and roof were constructed from old wooden doors, into which squares had been
cut to provide windows, but it was solid enough and, apart from in the far
corner where the wood had rotted, it was dry.


Having spotted the tree house
when perusing the property on Google Earth, he had decided that it would make
an ideal place to wait before the funeral procession left. Situated in a tree
in the corner of the expansive lawn, he was far enough away not to be spotted,
but close enough to see what was going on.


Rivers glanced at his watch, then
picked up the small binoculars from next to his foot and focused on the house.
He scanned the windows, through which people were visible, chatting, their
expressions sombre as they probably reminisced about the deceased, 
Harold
  Lane. But Rivers wasn’t interested in the people.
He was interested in the security. 

There was an alarm on the front
of the building, which could be activated by all manner of sensors, such as
window or movement. He picked at slivers of wood around the window and threw
them on the floor.


Those sorts of alarms were hard
to bypass, but they weren’t impossible if you knew how and if you had the right
equipment. Of course, there could be further security inside, infrared sensors
and suchlike, but Rivers knew how to spot them, and how to deactivate or avoid
them if required. But none of that would be necessary if he could silence the
alarm on the wall at the front of the house.


If everything was going to plan,
then the mourners would depart in a few minutes and once he gained entry, he
would have at least two hours to ransack the place before anyone returned.


Moments later, he saw the people
start to leave and then heard the grumble of engines. He watched the procession
of vehicles exit the property and drive slowly away. 


He waited a few minutes, scanning
the building to make sure everyone had left, and then he picked up his
backpack, dropped the binoculars inside and climbed down from the tree house,
using the spine of rusty six inch nails hammered into the trunk.


He ran across the lawn, then when he reached the house, he clambered up a thick
waste pipe that went from below the ground to half way up the wall. When he
reached the end of the pipe, he utilised dark coloured bricks that protruded in
little clusters of four, the architects or builders obviously not having
counted on their artistic peccadillo being used by someone planning to rob the
place. 


When he reached the ridge of the
roof, he withdrew two long, flat, thin lengths of metal with short hooked ends
that he had designed himself and slid them as far up as he could reach, pushing
them underneath the tiles. Attached to each metal bar was a length of strong
cord, fixed to the end of which were small stirrups into which he planted his
feet, allowing him to hoist himself up onto the roof. 


Even though the tiles were still
wet, the climbing shoes that he wore increased his grip enough that he
clambered up to the apex without slipping. Once at the top, he straddled the
roof and shuffled across towards the front. From where he was, he had an
excellent view of the surrounding countryside. There was a house on either side
of the property, a main road at the front, and fields behind. 


In a built up area, people
usually ignored any alarms as they were so used to hearing them, something a
good burglar could use to his advantage. But out here in the country, alarms
going off were often investigated.


Once he reached the gable end at
the front of the property, he took a plastic cover out of his bag that he
lowered onto the light on top of the alarm, then he removed a can of expanding
foam out of the backpack, attached a two foot long plastic pipe to the nozzle,
then leaned forwards and guided the pipe into one of the slits in the alarms
housing. Then he pressed the button on top of the can and filled the alarm with
foam. When the foam started to ooze out of the slits, he released the button,
pulled the pipe out and packed it all into the backpack before making his way
back along the roof to the hooks to make his descent. 


Rivers lowered himself over the
edge of the roof, got a good grip on the brickwork, and then levered out his
hooks and put them away. Then he descended.


The foam was quick-setting and he
knew it would have hardened by the time he reached the ground, but he gave it
another couple of minutes to be sure and then he approached the back door and
set about picking the lock, which took him a couple of minutes to crack.


When the last tumbler fell into
place, his adrenaline pumping, he opened the door and slipped inside, finding
himself in a large kitchen with a central breakfast area around which were
situated four high backed chairs. A distant beeping sound originated from the
front of the house, which was the sound of the alarm control panel warning him
that he had probably less than twenty seconds to disarm it.


After the allotted time, the
alarm started ringing, like that of an angry bee. It wasn’t killed entirely,
but it was muffled enough by the expanding foam that people wouldn’t notice it
and then after so long, it would fall silent as the battery ran out. 


Rivers checked his watch; he had
plenty of time. 


With any luck, he would only need
to do one or two more break-ins and then he could lay low for a while. But now
it was time to go to work. 


 
















CHAPTER 10


 


Prosper shielded his eyes and
stared up at the burglar alarm near the gable end of the detached house. What
looked like expanding foam protruded from the slits in the housing and a cover
had been placed over the light to hide the fact it was flashing. 


Mike cleared his throat. “Looks like the Obituary Man has struck again.” 


Prosper nodded. “Same M.O., striking when the family was at the funeral. But
how the hell did he get up there?” He pointed at the alarm.


“Perhaps he used a ladder.”


“Parking outside the house with a
ladder strapped to the roof would be too conspicuous.” Prosper chewed his
thumbnail as he looked up. “He had to have gotten up there another way.”


“Well I’m damned if I know how he
did it. Christ, he could have parachuted in for all I know.”


“Hardly.”


“Okay then, you tell me how he did it.”


Movement in one of the bedroom
windows caught Prosper’s attention; the widow looking down at him, her face
pale, features drawn. After a moment, she sank back into the shadows.


“Come on.” Prosper turned. 
“Let’s have a look around the back.”


He walked along the path at the
side of the house and into the back garden. As usual, the property wasn’t
overlooked, meaning that the robber had done his research. A few trees stood
sentinel at the far end of the grass. Beyond these was a simple wooden fence. Resting
between the branches of a tree, Prosper noticed a tree house. Without another
word, he started walking across the grass.


“Now where are you going?” Mike
shouted.


Prosper didn’t reply. When he
reached the foot of the tree, he looked up. A makeshift ladder formed from six
inch nails had been nailed into the trunk. Most of them had rusted, the bark
growing around where they entered to show that they had been in situ for a long
time. 


Prosper pulled a pair of forensic
gloves out of his pocket, slipped them on, then taking hold of one of the
nails, he started to climb, keeping his body close to the trunk. When he was
high enough, he grabbed a protruding branch and used it to help hoist himself
higher until he eventually reached the tree house where he was able to pull
himself onto a small ledge. Sharp pain radiated from his left palm, and he held
his hand up to see blood spreading around a cut in the glove, probably caused
by the head of a nail. He winced.


“Shit.” He rummaged in his
pocket, pulling out a crumpled tissue. Fifteen or so feet below him, Mike stood
looking up, a frown marring his features.


“I don’t think this is the time
to start recapturing your youth.”


Prosper made a fist around the
tissue, then turned and pushed open the door to the tree house. It creaked open, the hinges rusted. 


“Are you going to tell me what
the hell you’re playing at?”


Prosper turned and crawled
through the doorway. The wooden structure groaned around him and despite being
a good four stone lighter than at his heaviest, he was worried that it wouldn’t
take his thirteen stone.


Too small to stand up in, he
crawled to the window and stared out. He had a perfect view of the house;
wondered, just wondered if the burglar had used the tree house as a lookout
post. It would have been ideal.


He crawled back, intending to
exit the room when he noticed slivers of wood on the floor. He picked one up,
held it to the makeshift window frame where white scars revealed where they had
been taken from. He turned the sliver over. While the front was a dark oak
colour, the back was white, fresh, indicating that it had only recently been
peeled from the frame.


Prosper dropped the piece, backed
out of the room and shuffled over the edge and back down the tree trunk.
Although it wasn’t overly high, he was glad to be back on terra firma. 


“Mike, I want the crime scene
analysts to perform a through search of the tree house. I think our burglar
used it as a lookout post before he did the robbery.”


Without any questions, Mike
jogged back towards the house where scene of crime analysts were already hard
at work looking for clues.


Prosper followed him, staring
intently at the building.


Come on, how did you get
inside?


He tried to put himself in the
Obituary Man’s shoes. Obviously he managed to get up to the alarm to fill it
with expanding foam, but how? Using a ladder would be too obvious and would
likely draw attention to him. No, he had to have done it some other way.


Once he reached the shadow of the
house, Prosper stopped and looked up. The burglar would likely have waited and
watched from the tree house and then when everyone left, he would have made his
way across the lawn. But how did he get up onto the roof? He didn’t fly, so
there had to be a way. The burglar had already shown a high degree of skill
with the other break-ins, and this one was no different. He obviously knew what
he was doing. 


He glanced at a thick pipe
attached to the wall like an artery protruding from the brickwork. For someone
with the Obituary Man’s talent, climbing that would be an easy task. He looked
up to where the pipe ended, saw bricks jutted out as part of an artistic
design. Anyone who could climb would have no problem scaling them.


Prosper nodded. “And Mike,” he
shouted before his partner disappeared inside the house, “have someone check
out the roof above that down pipe for anything that looks as though it’s been
disturbed.”


Mike put his thumb up and then
entered the house.


With the price of gold going
through the roof; the burglar had taken a number of rings, bracelets and
necklaces, all of which would be easy to fence. According to the home owner, he
had also taken a few choice ornaments. He never took anything that was too
large to carry and he certainly had an eye for value.


Unlike many random burglaries,
the Obituary Man did his homework and he knew his way around alarm systems.
Prosper recalled the industrial unit he had visited the day before where the
body had been found outside. The security on that place was tight, but he was
sure the Obituary Man could crack it if he wanted to. 


 


Prosper jabbed his finger at
Wolfe. “I’m not asking you to help, I’m telling you.” 


Wolfe glared back at him. “Forget
it. I’m not getting involved. You’re worrying about nothing.” He folded his arms
across his chest and leaned against the counter in his kitchen, his jaw pushed
out in defiance.


Sunlight blazed through the long
window behind Wolfe, blurring his outline and making Prosper recall the
previous summer, the summer when he got more than just blood on his hands. 


“I’ll say it one more time, it’s
not a request. You basically forced me into helping you and the others deal
with Hatchet Man. Well now you owe me and I’m here to collect.”


Wolfe shrugged. “What’s happened
to the easygoing Prosper that I used to know?”


“He died alongside Hatchet Man.”


“Well it doesn’t matter what you
say, I’m not getting involved.”


“Blackmail is a nasty vice,
Wolfe, so don’t force me to play it.”


Wolfe snorted. “You have as much
to lose as me if anything ever gets out about what we did, so don’t try pulling
that shit with me.”


“Exactly.
And neither of us wants to lose anything. But if this man knows what we’ve
done, shit’s going to start flying. What if this man’s got some evidence?”


“Well from what you’ve told me so
far, he doesn’t sound like he wants to arrest you. He wants to recruit you.”


“That’s what I’m worried about.
If he knows what I did, why would he want to recruit me?”


Wolfe shrugged.


“Well I don’t like it. Now I
don’t know who he is or who he works for, but I’m damn well going to find out.
And like it or not, you’re going to help me.”


Wolfe unfolded his arms, sighed
and rubbed his cheeks. “So tell me again what you want to do.”


“Well we’ve worked out that the
burglar robs families as they attend the funerals of their loved ones, so my
bosses have arranged to plant a fake obituary in the paper to try to trap him.
I want to plant one first, using you and your house as bait.”


“You mean you want me to die?”


“Only
figuratively. We’ll just plant a fake obituary for you.”


“And what do you do if you manage
to catch this thief? What do you want him for?”


“I want him to break into an
industrial unit for me.”


Wolfe chuckled. “Man, you’ve
changed. Exactly which side of the law are you now on?”


Prosper clenched his teeth. He
hoped he was still on the righteous side, but in all honesty, he couldn’t be
certain anymore. His actions had already pushed way beyond the boundary of
what’s right and wrong.


After visiting the industrial
unit the other day, he had performed a search on Trent Systems, but came up
empty. There were no records of the business at all. Not a thing. It wasn’t a
registered business and there were no tax records. It was as though the place
didn’t exist. 


He couldn’t order a search
warrant without sufficient grounds, which he didn’t have, but he just
instinctively felt there was something going on. 


“So what do you want him to break
in for?”


“There are cameras outside the
building. I’m guessing that they recorded the killer of that man I told you
about.”


“So why not just order the
recordings to be handed over?”


“Because I’m not on the case so I
have no authority.”


“But won’t those who are on the
case have requested the recordings?”


Prosper shrugged. “I don’t know. The
case doesn’t officially exist as far as I can tell. There’s not even been a
report of the deaths in the papers. This is the only lead I’ve got. If I can
find out who that man was, and who killed him, then perhaps I can start piecing
everything together. They’re hiding something. I’m going to find out what that
something is.” 


 
















CHAPTER 11


 


“You’re tense. Just relax.”
Natasha stroked Prosper’s neck. 


“It’s just been one of those
days.”


“Well you seem to be having one
of those days quite a lot lately.”


Prosper picked at a loose thread
on his trousers. 


Natasha stopped stroking. “I
don’t know whether this is the best time to tell you then.”


“Tell me what?”


Natasha put her hands in her lap
and looked down. After a moment she said, “I’m pregnant.”


Prosper’s jaw went slack and his
heart felt as though someone had given it a punch. “How?
When?”


“Well I shouldn’t have to tell
you the ‘how’. The ‘when’ was possibly after I had that sickness and diarrhoea
the other month. I probably threw the pill back up or
something.”


Prosper didn’t know what to say.
He worked saliva around his mouth and then swallowed. Pregnant.
It had been hard work bringing up a baby before the accident that left Natasha
unable to walk without her crutches and the leg brace, but now …


“Are you sure?”


“I took two tests. I know it
wasn’t planned, but you know, I’m happy about it.”


“So you want to keep it then.”


Natasha frowned. “Of course I
want to keep it. Why wouldn’t I?”


Prosper licked his lips and
glanced at her legs before looking up and smiling at her. “If it’s what you
want, then let’s go for it.” He leaned in to give her a hug and a kiss, but
Natasha shuffled away.


“If it’s what I want. So
you don’t want me to go through with it, is that what you’re saying?”


“No, that’s not what I said at
all.”


“Maybe you didn’t say it, but
that’s what you’re thinking. I thought we were all right now, after everything
that happened.”


“We are. We’re solid.”


“Well it doesn’t feel like it.”


“You just took me by surprise,
that’s all. I wasn’t expecting it.”


“I can always do this on my own
you know.”


Prosper raised his hands in a
surrendering gesture. “Where’d that come from? Look, I’m happy about it. A new baby. That’s great. It’ll give Leon
someone to play with.” 


“Then why don’t you look happy
about it?”


“Since when do I ever look happy
about anything? Look.” He pointed to his face and forced a smile.


“It’s more of a grimace.”


“Well I can’t help how it looks.
Honestly …” He took hold of her hand. “I’m happy about it. It’s great news. We’ll
be one big happy family.” He leaned across and kissed her on the cheek, then
patted her stomach. “And there was me just thinking you were getting fat.” 


Natasha punched him playfully on
the arm. “At least I’ve got an excuse for mine.” 


They both laughed, although deep
down, Natasha’s comment made Prosper recall the jibes he had to endure as a
podgy adolescent and he felt an acid burn in his stomach. Some things were
engrained into the psyche. Being the victim of bullying was one of them.


He looked at Natasha and then
turned away. He didn’t know how he really felt about her being pregnant. He
already had another child, a daughter a couple of years older than Leon.
Natasha didn’t know about her. Prosper was getting good at keeping secrets.
Perhaps he was getting too good. 


 
















CHAPTER 12 


 


Prosper stared down at the man’s
corpse and cringed. Flies alighted on the ruined blancmange-like pulp that was
once his face. The stone used to attack him lay nearby, an improvised pestle
used for pounding and grinding. 


“Prosper, look at this.”


Prosper walked down the path and
looked at the stick Mike was pointing at. Blood coated the surface.


“Looks like he
whacked our victim with this.”


Prosper nodded. “Probably.”


Behind him, a forensic scientist
was marking up the blood splatters that decorated the ferns and surrounding
tree trunks and measuring distances between them. Somewhere in the tree canopy
high above, birds sang, unperturbed by the horror that had taken place below
their nests. If only they could talk, Prosper mused.


“It looks as though our paths
have crossed again, sooner than I anticipated.”


Prosper swallowed and silently
cursed as he turned to face the pockmark faced man walking towards him through
the trees. He held his hand up before the man could speak. “Don’t tell me, I’m
off the case.”


“You know you don’t have to be.”


“Mike, let’s go.” Prosper walked
away before he said something he might regret.


“Who is that?” Mike asked as he
caught up to Prosper.


Prosper shrugged. “Someone with a lot more authority than us.”


“So what’s his interest with the
murders? I’m not complaining, as you and murder don’t mix, but I’m puzzled.
There’s a killer on the loose. That alone should mean that everyone and his
mother should be involved to find him before he kills again. But there’s not
even any mention of the previous killings in the papers.”


“Well that’s their business.”


Mike frowned. “So what’s all that
‘you know you don’t have to be’ about?”


“I don’t know. He wants to give
me a job or something.”


“Really?
What sort of job?”


Prosper shook his head. “I don’t
know. I’ve got a job already.”


“Are you mad? If they’re that
secret, they obviously pay more.”


“Money isn’t everything.”


Mike laughed. “Tell that to my
wife.” 


 
















CHAPTER 13


 


Rivers scanned the death notices in
the local newspaper, making pertinent notes on a small notepad. George Moulton,
aged 82 years, died in the City General, funeral service at Acton Parish Church
on Friday 21st at 10.30 a.m. Joyce Carroll, aged 93 died at home,
service at St Michael’s Church on Monday 24th at 11.40 a.m. Wolfe
Weaver, aged 35 years, at home in Little Herbert, committal at Crematorium on
Thursday 20th at 11 a.m.


People didn’t realise how much
valuable information they were giving away when they made the announcements in
the local newspapers. By using a phone book or various paid for internet
services, Rivers could soon find the deceased’s address – of course he always
ignored common names such as Smith and Jones. Then all he had to do was search
Google Street View to check out whether the property looked like it would
contain anything of value. If it was a terraced house in a gritty area, he
discounted it as it wouldn’t be worth his while. If it was a large residence in
an affluent area, then he did a little more research. He could also check
Google Earth, which he used to check whether the property was overlooked, the
surrounding terrain and also to plan various escape routes. Technology was a
wonderful thing.


He leaned back in his leather
director’s chair and laced his fingers behind his head. His robbery the other
day had netted him nearly £2,000. Some of the money he used to live on, the
rest he saved. He now had a tidy nest egg squirreled away. 


On the desk in front of him was a
laptop computer, the newspaper, a phonebook, notepad and four pens. He
scribbled a few notes in the pad and then put the pen down, adjusting its
placement so that it aligned with the other pens. There was a single bookcase
on the wall to his right, filled with various books on history and thriller paperbacks
by authors such as Koontz and Deaver. All of the
books were lined up in alphabetical order.


The large bay window in front of
him looked out on the paved back garden. A small patio table and a stack of
four chairs stood in the shade of next door’s large beech tree. He hated that
tree, hated the way it decorated his patio with leaves in the autumn. 


Rivers picked up the phone book
and scanned through it for G. Moulton. Luckily, there was only one listed and
he phoned the number using a pay as you go mobile phone that couldn’t be
traced.


The call was answered on the
seventh ring.


“Hello,” a woman said.


“Ah, hello, could I talk to
George Moulton please?”


“No, I’m afraid he … he passed
away the other day.”


“My
condolences. I had no idea.” Rivers disconnected the call. Bingo. He
jotted down the address next to the name, then looked
for Joyce Carroll. Of course, if the phone was registered in her husband’s
name, then he wouldn’t find it, but some names were so unusual, there were only
one or two listed anyway. 


There were nine listed. None of
them had the initial J, so he rang through them all until he struck gold.


Next he looked for W. Weaver.
There were eighteen Weaver’s listed, but none with the initial W. He called
them all anyway, without success. Ten of them didn’t answer, and of those that
did, they didn’t know a Wolfe. Of course, not everyone was listed in the phone
book. That meant he had to utilize the next tool in his arsenal, the internet.
There were various avenues open to him. One was a search of the local electoral
register.


He looked at the name again.
Wolfe Weaver. Something about it was familiar. Then it came to him. Unless
there were a couple of people with the same unusual name – which he doubted –
he was an artist who had some involvement with that serial killer case last
year.


Thirty five.
Jesus. He had died young. 


The death notice didn’t give any
details as to how he had died, but if it was the artist, he imagined the
house would probably be full of valuable stuff. The man was loaded. He recalled
that after the serial killer case, Weaver had started exhibiting and selling a
lot of work. How ironic if he had died so young and couldn’t take advantage of
his newfound wealth.


Rivers right palm started to itch
and he scratched it. Left to lose. Right to gain,
he thought, smiling to himself. This was going to be sweet. 


 
















CHAPTER 14


 


The man stared down at the river,
watched the small eddies swirl around in the muddy water that pumped around the
city like a bloody artery. The sound of traffic could be heard in the distance.



He held his hands out over the
edge of the stone bridge, stared at the cracks and crevices across his palms. A map of violence. Remembering what he had done, he felt
nothing. No guilt. No shame. No remorse. Nothing. The
only thing he felt was empty, and hungry.


Looking beyond his hands, he
could see himself reflected in the water, a dark smudge against a grey sky.


He turned and started to walk
along the path that followed the course of the river. Further up ahead he heard
voices, laughter, and through the hedge to his side, he saw a play area with
swings, slides, roundabouts and climbing frames. There were a few children
playing, their parents sat around watching. A little girl, her dark hair in
bunches, screamed in delight as she careered down the slide. 


The scream set something off in
the man’s head that put him on high alert. He narrowed his eyes and ducked
behind a tree. He equated a scream to pain. In his mind’s eye he saw a man
lined up against a chipped and stained wall, his eyes blindfolded. Then shots
rang out and bullets pierced his body, throwing arabesque splashes of blood
across the wall. The bullets that missed the man chipped the brickwork, sending
up little puffs of dust. 


Then he saw a man kneeling, his
head on a block. Next an executioner stepped forward, raised an axe and brought
it down with a thud, severing the man’s head from his shoulders with one blow.
Blood jettisoned out like the froth from a bottle of champagne, a celebration
of death.


He saw more images, his visions a
cerebral kaleidoscope. A naked, dark skinned Asian woman being tortured, long
needles forced beneath her fingernails, her scream like that of a wild beast. Sweat
dripped down her body, ran between her breasts. The torturer then proceeded to
slide the long needles through her breasts, turning them into obscene
pincushions. The woman’s face was scrunched up in agony, her eyes dark pits of
hatred for the man torturing her. 


The vision excited the man, and
after a moment he realised there was a bulge in his trousers that had nothing
to do with the woman’s nakedness. He came out of his reverie and looked back at
the children. Now he needed to sate another hunger.


Feed


Eat


Starve


Emaciated


Gaunt


Skeletal


Bones


Blood


He crept through a gap in the
hedge, ran across the open space and leaned his back against the side wall of a
public convenience. His breath came in short sharp
bursts, his heart pounding, part exhilaration, part exertion. 


He peered around the corner,
stared at the screamer as she scampered back up the steps to the top of the
slide before launching herself down again. 


She was dressed in jeans and a My
Little Pony t-shirt, and was probably about five years of age. He didn’t know
who she was with, but a couple of parents were sitting chatting on a bench
about twenty feet away from the slide. The man wondered how much blood there
was in such a small body. 


Killing would satisfy the
pressure-cooker urge threatening to make him explode, but she wasn’t fair
sport. He needed more of a challenge. He closed his eyes, took a couple of deep
breaths. Perhaps one of the parents would do. 


The man’s palms grew slick with
sweat and he rubbed them along his thighs. A sudden loud bark originated beside
the man and he looked down to see a pit bull terrier standing with its legs
braced wide apart, teeth bared. 


The barking drew the attention of
the parents seated on the bench and they stood up and looked towards the toilet
block. The man grimaced and scuttled backwards. He glared at the dog and then
walked away without looking back. 


 
















CHAPTER 15


 


Rivers looked at the three story
property, marvelling at how well designed it was. With its slanted roof, it
looked almost like some strange pyramid. Statues adorned the front lawn, but
they were cracked and split, seemingly held together by moss and fungus. Rivers
guessed it was some artistic thing. 


He had performed his usual checks
and found that the house was ideally positioned for what he had in mind. The
nearest neighbour was hundreds of yards away, their property hardly visible
through the trees in the distance.


He glanced at his watch, 10:55 a.m. The funeral was scheduled to take
place in five minutes, and although he had been monitoring the property for a
couple of hours, he hadn’t seen a soul, so the procession was probably starting
out from somewhere else. 


The wind whistled around his car
and he tapped the steering wheel. He’d give it another couple of minutes and
then he’d go and ring the doorbell. If no one answered, then the job was on.


Seconds ticked over into minutes
and eventually Rivers exited his car and jogged back along the road. He
proceeded up the drive, an excuse about needing some water for his radiator
already prepared in case anyone answered. When he reached the porch, he rang
the bell and then waited. When no one came to the door, he rang the bell again,
then satisfied that the house was empty; he walked
around the side of the property. He had found long ago that if you acted as
though you belonged somewhere, then people didn’t challenge you. It was only
when you started acting all suspicious and guilty that the trouble started. 


The back of the house seemed
taller than the front and it sloped down at one end. A large bay window was
surrounded by a series of small circular windows that distracted the eye. Just
beyond the house was a shale Zen garden punctuated by three tall rocks, and in
the distance, across the rolling lawn, was a small crescent shaped plot of tall
trees. 


Rivers could hear water trickling
somewhere and he recalled spotting a small stream at the foot of the garden
when he perused Google Earth. 


He had noticed an alarm on the
front of the property, but it was situated where it would be impossible to
reach without a ladder, so he couldn’t deaden it with foam. This time, he was
going to have to bypass it.


But of course to do that, he had
to know what sort of security was in place. People put too much trust in their
alarms, little realising that they could be compromised. Whether it was a
magnetic switch or a passive infra-red detector, they all had their weak spot. 


Rivers first had to ascertain
what he was up against. The system would undoubtedly be a local system that
sounded the alarm, rather than a monitored system that alerted the police or a
security agency. Many of the former systems actually advertised the fact,
hoping that it proved more of a deterrent, but they actually gave the burglar
helpful information that could be used to deactivate them.


Rivers removed his backpack,
opened it up and withdrew a compass. He held it in his fingers and slowly moved
it around the patio doorframe. The needle pointed due north and stayed steady as
he swept it along the bottom and sides of the frame. To check the top, he held
the compass upside down and slowly moved it from left to right. Just before he
reached the end, the needle twitched and swung around to point at the house,
indicating the presence of a magnetic switch.


As Weaver probably had some
expensive items in his house, Rivers expected that the magnetic contacts were
only the first line of defence. He put the compass back in his backpack and
withdrew a battery powered drill with a long masonry bit and drilled a hole in
the brickwork above the contacts. Then he took out a fiberscope, which was a
flexible fibre optic bundle with an eyepiece on one end and a lens on the
other, and pushed it through the hole to allow him to see the magnetic contacts.
Luckily, the wires were visible, which allowed him to push a homemade crimp
tool that he had designed himself through the hole. Using the fiberscope to see
what he was doing, he pulled the wires together and then crimped them with a
gel filled crimp with crocodile teeth that made contact with the wire within
the plastic sheath, shorting the circuit.


Rivers smiled to himself at his
own ingenuity, then he packed his stuff away and took
out his lock pick set. Minutes later, he was inside the house.


He walked along the corridor,
puzzling over some of the paintings on the wall, which showed large splashes of
colour against dark backgrounds. Of course, none of them were worth stealing,
because unless he stole to order for someone who wanted one, he wouldn’t be
able to sell them on as they were likely to be traced. No, he needed small,
easily fenced merchandise.


At the end of the corridor, he
entered a workshop full of statues. They were some of the most grotesque
looking things Rivers had ever seen, fashioned to look like mutilated corpses.
He shook his head. Did people really pay good money for these? If so, he was in
the wrong line of work.


A couple of the pieces were
covered by a large, white sheet, but Rivers didn’t have time to investigate.
The clock was ticking. Anyone related to the deceased would probably be
attending the funeral, but he couldn’t be certain no one else would call at the
house, so he needed to act fast.


He made his way across the room
when a loud bang emanated from behind him. Rivers spun around and his heart
leapt into his throat when he saw a man with a ponytail standing beside the
door, arms folded across his chest.


Rivers’ tongue felt as though it
had expanded to fill his throat. His eyes went wide and he shook his head. It
wasn’t possible.


He recognised the man from a
picture he’d seen on the internet. “Wolfe Weaver. You’re … you’re supposed to
be dead.”


Wolfe held his arms out, looked
at them and then shook his head. “’Fraid
not.”


Rivers didn’t know what the hell
was going on, but he wasn’t hanging around to find out. He started running,
heading towards the door at the rear of the room when one of the white sheets
moved, billowing up like a ghost right before his eyes. Rivers let out a
gargled breath and skidded to a stop. The sheet sailed through the air,
revealing a man hidden underneath.


“You took your time. I was
starting to sweat like a pig underneath there.”


Rivers tried to swallow, but he
couldn’t work up enough saliva to wet his throat. He glanced around the room,
looking for an escape route, then fuelled by fear, he ran. 


He slid underneath a table
cluttered with chisels and mallets, exited the other side and rolled to his
feet, then vaulted over a bench without breaking stride. There was a strange
statue in the middle of the room, with its limbs splayed out. Rivers ran
towards it, diving the last few feet and placing his hands on the splayed limbs
and then bringing his legs through, between his arms, to land feet first on the
other side. 


The man from under the sheet had
run across to block his path, so Rivers sidestepped and ran at a 45 degree
angle to the wall to his right, performing a Tic-Tac
move, which involved practically running up the wall, and then somersaulting to
his side over the man barring his way. As he passed overhead, he saw the man
looking up at him, his mouth open in surprise. 


Rivers landed on his feet, knees
bending to take the strain, and then he ran on, powering forwards, his legs
pistons of muscle and sinew. 


A blur of movement caught his
eye, but he didn’t have time to work out what it was when something struck him
across the chest. Pain blossomed from the spot where he had been hit and
radiated throughout his body. He gritted his teeth, his upper body virtually
stopped dead while his legs carried on moving, sending him flying before
landing painfully on his backpack, the contents of which gouged his skin. 


Rivers grunted and clutched at
his chest to quell the pain, brought his knees up to his stomach as he rolled
onto his side, groaning.


He heard footsteps approaching
and peered up through narrowed eyes to see Wolfe standing over him, a broom in
his hands, the handle of which he deduced had been used to hit him with. 


The other man walked up beside
him. “The Obituary Man, I presume.”


“What are you on about?”


The man withdrew a police ID. “My
name’s Prosper Snow and you’re nicked.”


Rivers stomach contracted, but he
tried not to let the emotion show on his face. Although he had contemplated
being caught, he never thought it would happen – was something that happened to
those less proficient, those who probably deserved to get caught by their
stupidity. He clenched his jaw.


“You’ve got it all wrong.” Rivers
held up his hands in supplication. “I … I saw the door was open and came inside
to investigate.”


“Get up.”


Rivers didn’t move.


“I said, get up.”


“I can’t. I think he broke my
fucking ribs. I’m going to sue.”


Prosper and Wolfe grabbed Rivers
underneath each arm and jerked him to his feet. Rivers stared at his captors,
wincing as Wolfe squeezed hard. 


“Hey, this is fucking police
brutality.”


“If I was a police officer, then
you might have a point,” Wolfe said.


Rivers saw Prosper glare at
Wolfe. 


“Hold on.” Rivers stood up
straight. “I can make you a deal.”


“Deal?”
Prosper snapped. “You’re in no position to be offering deals. You’ll be going
to prison for a long time.”


“There must be something.” He
paused. “Look, I can pay you.”


Prosper wrinkled his nose. “Are
you trying to bribe me?”


“But—”


“But nothing.”
Prosper withdrew a pair of handcuffs.


“What is this anyway, some sort
of setup? Wolfe was supposed to be dead.”


Wolfe grinned. “And don’t I make
a lovely corpse?”


Prosper exhaled slowly. “Well,
there is one chance you can save yourself.”


Rivers skewed his lips. “Save
myself?”


Prosper nodded. “I can use someone
with your … gift.”


“Gift?”


“Breaking and
entering.”


Rivers frowned. “I don’t
understand.”


“I’m giving you a get out of jail
free card.”


“For doing
what?”


“Let’s just say that if you do
one job for me, then I’ll let you go.”


“You’re having a laugh. If I
break in anywhere, you’ll arrest me.”


Prosper rattled the handcuffs.
“I’ve already arrested you.” 


“I don’t know what this is all
about, but I’m not going to do it.”


Prosper exhaled slowly. “Well
this is the deal. You do what I tell you and then I’ll let you go. You refuse,
and I make sure you get sent down for a very long time.”


Rivers shook his head. “You’re
lying. As soon as I break in, you’ll arrest me.”


Prosper shook his head. “I’ve
already arrested you. Do this job though and I’ll let you go. You have my
word.”


“The word of a
copper. Great.”


“Well it’s either this or a life
in prison.”


“Arrest me then.”


“I’m offering you your freedom
here. Think about it. I’m asking you to break into one building and that’s it.”


“What sort of policeman are you?”


Prosper narrowed his eyes. “You
wouldn’t want to know. Now look, this is your get out of jail card. Use it or
lose it.” 


“What do you want me to break in
for?”


“I want you to obtain some
security recordings for me.”


Rivers exhaled noisily. He didn’t
like the sound of this at all. “So what happens if I break in for you? How do I
know you’ll let me go?”


“You’ll have to trust me. But
after this, I want you gone. Out of the city. Go
wherever you want, just as long as it’s a long way from here.”


“And that’s it? Break in, steal
the recordings, then go?”


Prosper nodded. 


Rivers scratched his chin, picked
at a scab and then winced when he peeled it off. “You fuck with me and I’ll
tell your buddies everything.”


Prosper nodded. “So we’ve got a
deal?”


Rivers nodded, but he couldn’t
help but feel that he had just made a pact with the devil. 


 
















CHAPTER 16


 


Despite the smell of disinfectant
and urine in the parks public toilet, the stench of blood hit Prosper like a
slap. 


Graffiti marred the walls of the
cubicles, comprising crude jokes and even cruder drawings. The floor outside
the end cubicle was awash with blood. Prosper felt hot inside his white scene
of crime suit and he dabbed his brow. 


“It’s not pretty,” an acne
scarred officer with black hair said.


Prosper nodded. “Death never is.”



After receiving the call about
the murder, he had handcuffed Rivers (as a precaution) and left him with Wolfe,
then he picked Mike up on the way to the crime scene.


Taking a calming breath, Prosper
stepped forwards and looked inside the cubicle, grimacing at the sight.


“Told you it
was bad.”


The man sat slumped on the floor,
wedged between the toilet and the cubicle wall. His face was battered beyond
recognition, his nose hanging on by a few strands of skin.


Although hard to tell by the
man’s battered face, a lack of wrinkles on his hands meant he probably wasn’t
that old, probably in his early thirties. He had short blond hair, but part of
his scalp had been ripped off, leaving a bloody section of skull exposed. A
small chunk of metal covered in blood and gore lay on the floor by the man’s
foot. 


A commotion outside drew
Prosper’s attention, and he walked out of the public convenience to see two
four wheel drive vehicles with blacked out windows parked on the grass.
Standing in front of one of them was the man who kept taking over the murder
investigations. He was shouting at one of the uniformed police officers
standing in front of the police cordon. Prosper couldn’t make out what he was
saying. The officer nodded and stepped aside, his face flushed.


“We’re going to have to stop
meeting like this.” The man approached Prosper, his arms swinging in almost
military fashion. 


Prosper gritted his teeth and
clenched his fists. 


A man and woman exited the other
vehicle. The man was tall and muscular, looked mid twenties, his hair shaved
close to his scalp. His face was pinched, his nose misshapen, slightly slanted,
as though it had been previously broken. The woman looked around the same age.
She had a dark tan, black hair, an oval face, slightly pinched cheeks, full
lips and thin eyebrows. But despite her delicate appearance, Prosper could tell
by the way she walked and carried herself that her looks belied her strength.
She walked ramrod straight, chest pushed out.


When the pockmarked faced man
reached Prosper, he stopped, crossed his arms and said, “If the general public
had a direct line to our department, you wouldn’t have to keep wasting your
time attending to these crimes scenes.”


“You mean you haven’t tapped the
lines anyway?”


“And break the law? That’s your
department, isn’t it?” The man nodded his head and smiled.


Prosper’s stomach filled with
bile that rose up into his throat. He does know something. But what? And how?


Prosper sensed movement and he
turned to see Mike standing in the doorway to the toilet, staring at him. He
swallowed. His heart thundered inside his chest. “Mike, let’s go.”


Mike grimaced. “You mean we’re
off the case again? This is crazy.” He stopped, turned to face the mystery man,
pointed an accusatory finger. “Who are you people?” 


“It’s none of your business.”


“Of course it’s our business.
Tell him Prosper. This is bollocks. You know I’m not keen on investigating
murder with you, but being taken off the case all the time by these—”


“Forget it, Mike. They aren’t
worth it. Come on, we’ve got better things to do.” One of which was to ditch
Mike at the station.


When they reached the car,
Prosper tugged off his white paper suit and jumped into the passenger seat.
Mike sat behind the wheel and started the engine. As they drove away, Prosper
looked out of the window at his side, and saw the pockmarked faced man smiling
at him. 


Prosper had Mike drive them back
to the station. Neither of them spoke during the journey. Prosper spent the
entire time staring out at the city streets, watching people wandering about
without a care in the world. He bet not one of them carried the sort of
emotional baggage that he was carting around. 


Once they arrived at the station,
Prosper made up some excuse about needing to go check something out for a case,
then he left on his own and drove back to Wolfe’s
house. He parked in the drive, exited the car and walked up to the porch where
he pressed the doorbell, keeping his finger on the button. 


“Okay, I’m bloody coming.” Wolfe
opened the door. “You can let the button go now.”


Prosper held his finger on for a
couple of seconds longer, and then let go, the sound of the doorbell still
ringing faintly along the hallway.


“So what was the call about that
made you rush off so fast?” Wolfe stepped aside to allow Prosper to enter.


“They’ve found another body.”


“Same killer?”


Prosper nodded. “Yes and the man
I was telling you about turned up again and took over.”


“I still don’t see why you’re
getting so heated up about it.”


“Because he knows something,
that’s why. He virtually said as much just.”


“Well, you could have left me the
key to the handcuffs. He wanted to go for a piss while you were gone, but he
couldn’t go to the toilet as you’d cuffed him to the bleedin’
radiator. I had to get him a bottle.”


“Yeah well, I don’t exactly trust
him not to do a runner the first chance he gets.”


Prosper heard shouting and the
rattle of metal on metal in the distance: 


“How much longer am I going to be
kept prisoner?”


“He’s been like that since you’ve
been gone. I could have killed him.”


Prosper knew that in this case,
Wolfe wasn’t being flippant. When they killed Hatchet Man, Wolfe was one of the
instigators, egging everyone on. Prosper had seen something dark and malignant
in his friends that day. 


“Well I’m back now.” As he
entered the studio, the man on the floor looked up and rattled the cuffs.


 “About
time.”


Prosper hated it in this room;
couldn’t forget it’s where Wolfe brought Hatchet Man’s corpse after they had
mutilated it. He walked across, crouched down and started rummaging through the
man’s pockets. 


“Hey, what are you doing?”


Prosper pulled a wallet out,
opened it and scanned through the contents. There was thirty pounds in ten
pound notes and cards to the library, Blockbuster and a credit card.


“Samuel Rivers. Well it’s good to
have a name to call you by.”


“You only had to fuckin’ ask.”


“Oh and I’m sure you would have
told me.”


Rivers shook his head and
smirked. “We can’t build a relationship without trust.” 


“I don’t want a relationship. I
want you to do something for me, that’s all. After
that, you get the hell out of town.” He pulled out his PDA, switched it on and
connected to the Police National Computer. Then he did a quick search for
Samuel Rivers. When the results came up, he clicked through. “Just so you know, I see you have previous for robbery, so I’m sure if you
got arrested again, you’d be going down for a long time. So don’t mess me
around.”


Rivers worked his tongue around
between his teeth and lips, then nodded. “Let’s just
get this over with then.”


Prosper put his PDA away, then
took out the key and unlocked the handcuffs. Rivers rubbed his reddened wrists.


“So where’s this building you
want me to break into?”


“It’s a company called Trent
Systems.” 


“Well I need an address and a
computer with internet access.”


“Get him what he needs.”


Wolfe pursed his lips, eyes
narrowed as he glared at Prosper. “Any other demands?”


“Just get him a computer.”


Wolfe exhaled loudly and then
walked out of the room. He returned a couple of minutes later carrying a silver Sony Vaio laptop that he
placed on the table, moving aside the chisels and hammers. He opened the
computer up, waited a moment and then tapped on the keyboard.


“Here you go.”


Rivers walked across, cracking
his knuckles. Prosper retrieved a swivel chair from by the window and pushed it
towards the table so that the burglar could sit, then he stood behind him to
watch. 


Rivers started off by visiting
Google Earth. He asked Prosper for the address and then typed it into the
search box. The representation of the earth on the screen spun around before
zooming down on the specified location. 


Prosper watched as Rivers zoomed
closer, the Trent Systems building appearing in the centre of the screen,
surrounded on all sides by verdant swathes of greenery. 


“Pretty large
place.” Rivers scratched his chin as he studied the screen. “There’s a
fence around it too … hold on.” He clicked on a transparent bubble in the road,
and the camera zoomed inside, revealing a two dimensional view taken from
Street View. He zoomed in on the front of the building. “There’s a guard post
and cameras. Looks pretty secure.”


“So can you break inside?”


Rivers shrugged.


“Yes or no?”


“I don’t know. It depends on the
security and how long I have to plan. You can’t rush these things.”


“You have until tomorrow night.”


Rivers shook his head. “Well
that’s not long enough.”


Prosper grabbed Rivers shoulder
and squeezed. “It’s going to have to be.”


Rivers winced. “Okay, take it
easy. I can’t promise anything. Not on such short notice.”


“Yes, this is crazy.” Wolfe threw
up his hands. “You’re planning this on a bad feeling, that’s all. This man
might not know anything. You should just forget about it.”


“I can’t forget about it.”
Prosper licked his lips. “Natasha’s pregnant.”


Wolfe grinned and slapped Prosper
on the shoulder. “Congratulations. Now that’s an even better reason to drop all
this before you do land yourself in an awkward situation.”


“No, it’s an even better reason
to find out what’s going on. If what we did comes out, I’ll never get to see my
kid. Natasha would disown me.”


Wolfe sighed. “You really think
this man knows something about what we did?”


Prosper nodded. 


Rivers held his hand up. “Are you
going to let me in on what the hell you’re both on about?”


“Shut it.”


Rivers rolled his eyes. “How can
we work together when you’re like this? We’re a team now.”


Prosper ignored the mocking tone
to Rivers’ voice and looked back at Wolfe. “I need your help. I can’t do this
on my own.”


“Then it looks like I’m in, but I
hope to god you’re wrong.”


Prosper licked his lips. “You and me both.” 


 
















CHAPTER 17


 


“Hey. You can’t leave me here
like this again. I want to use the goddamn toilet.” Rivers rattled the cuffs
that attached him to the radiator, chaffing the skin around his wrists. 


“I haven’t got the key.” Wolfe
didn’t turn around from the painting he was working on. “And don’t you dare
piss on my floor; otherwise I’ll cut your cock off. Use the bottle I gave you.”


“I can’t crap in a bottle.”


“Well you’ll just have to hold
it.” 


Rivers watched him daub more
paint onto the canvas, fashioning large dark swirls “I can’t hold it. Why’s he
handcuffed me again? I’m not going anywhere.”


“Not now you’re not.”


Rivers shook his head. He still
couldn’t believe he had been caught, and that he was now embroiled in something
he didn’t understand. Who could you trust in this world when the police
themselves were crooked?


“So where’s Prosper gone now?”


“He’s had to go into work.”


Rivers relaxed his arms, letting
the cuffs take the strain, wincing as they dug into his wrists. “So what’s this
all about?”


Wolfe exhaled loudly, put his
brush down and spun around. “Don’t you ever shut up?”


“I deserve to know. I have a lot
to lose.”


Wolfe shrugged. “Ask me if I give
a damn.”


Rivers ran his tongue around his
teeth. “Do people really buy this crap?” He gestured to a statue with a nod of
his head.


“Of course they do, otherwise I
wouldn’t do it.”


“So what the hell is it?” 


“It’s a statue of a woman cut
open, you know, a play on the sugar and spice thing, and you see what’s inside
is not so nice. I guess you wouldn’t understand.”


“It’s fuckin’
gross is what it is. You’re sick. And people really buy this stuff? I’m in the
wrong business.”


“Burglary isn’t a business, it’s
taking things that belong to other people – people who have probably worked
long and hard to afford the stuff you steal.”


“Oh and kidnapping people is
legal is it?”


Wolfe snorted and turned back to
his painting.


Rivers looked at the photographs
of the industrial unit spread out around him. He had printed them out from
Google Earth and Street View and they showed the building from every angle he
could find.


Of course he could probably break
in, but he didn’t trust Prosper or Wolfe. Obviously there was something crooked
about this whole deal, otherwise why on earth would they have staged Wolfe’s
death to capture him? If it was all above board, Prosper would just obtain a
search warrant. 


No, this was all wrong. As soon
as he could, Rivers was going to escape. 


 
















CHAPTER 18 


 


First stop was Rivers’ house. If
he was going to break into Trent Systems, he needed some equipment. Unwilling
to let him out of his sight, Prosper accompanied him inside, sticking to him
like a shadow.


Rivers gathered what he reckoned
he would need, then they returned to the Lexus RX that Wolfe had hired
especially for the job.


Wolfe was in the driving seat and
Prosper sat next to him, while Rivers slumped in the back. He felt his heart
pounding and a tingle spread along his arms and into his fingers. It was not an
experience he was used to. He bit his lower lip, took deep breaths.


Prosper turned in his seat and
looked back. “So you know what you have to do?” 


Rivers nodded. “Break in and then
steal the recordings.”


“If you try anything stupid …”


“Yeah, I know.”


Once they neared their
destination, Wolfe slowed down and they drove past the front.


“Where’s the guard?” Prosper
asked.


Rivers peered through the side
window, but couldn’t spot anyone. 


“We’re going to have to hold off
until we know where he is. He could be doing his rounds.”


Wolfe sniffed. “We can’t just
keep driving around waiting for him to come back.”


Rivers nodded. “He’s right. It’ll
look suspicious.”


“I don’t like it. I’ve got a bad
feeling,” Prosper said.


“That’s a great thing to say
before I risk my neck breaking in there.”


“I’ve learned to trust my
feelings.”


“OK, then let’s call it off and
you can just let me go.”


Prosper swivelled in his seat, a glare
adorning his face. Rivers swallowed; felt himself shrink down slightly. He
sensed something dangerous about Prosper.


“We can’t call it off. Okay?
You’re going in.”


Rivers licked his lips,
swallowed. “Turn up there.” He indicated an area of sloping grass alongside the
fence.


Wolfe killed the headlights and
steered the vehicle up the pavement and then onto the grass, driving alongside
the fence. 


“Stop here and
park, facing away from the fence. The bushes will shield us from the
road.”


“So how are you going to get
inside?” Prosper asked.


“Just watch.”


Rivers picked up his backpack and
slipped his arms through the straps, adjusting it so that if was a snug fit.
Then he exited the vehicle. The cool night air made him shiver. “Once I’m
inside, wait, back out on the road.”


He walked past the front of the
vehicle, stopped, turned and then ran as fast as he could back towards the
Lexus. He jumped at the last minute, hit the bonnet – saw Wolfe’s surprised
expression – ran across the roof, then he leapt up and
over the fence. He sailed over the top, landed on the grass and rolled, using
his shoulder so that the backpack didn’t get in the way. He came up out of a
crouch and exploded away across the grass. When he neared the building, he
jumped onto what looked like a three foot high telephone junction box with his
right leg, and then pushed off, performing a Cat Leap to reach the fifteen foot
high edge of the roof. 


As he sailed through the air, he
made sure that his legs came forwards, hitting the wall first, absorbing the
momentum while he reached up and grabbed the edge of the roof. From there he
pushed upwards with his legs, simultaneously pulling with his arms. When his
shoulders went higher than his hands, the motion was converted into a pushing
motion and he swung his legs up and over to sit leaning forwards in a crouching
position, taking a couple of seconds to catch his breath. 


Rivers looked back, saw Wolfe
driving onto the road and parking up out of sight of the guard post. Heart
hammering, he scuttled along the sloped roof to the front of the building, his
body angled so that he could use his hands as added support. 


Once he reached the front, he
peered over the edge and looked across at the guard station. There was still no
one around. 


Where are you? he wondered. 


Well he couldn’t sit around
waiting all night, so he reached back into his backpack and withdrew a small
black sheet with weighted corners that he dropped over the camera. Hopefully
there wouldn’t be anyone monitoring the feeds and they were only being used for
recording purposes.


That done, he moved back from the
edge and made his way to the second floor that sat towards the rear of the
building. About thirty feet in circumference, it sat perched above the apex,
looking a little like a ships conning tower, bristling with aerials. There were
three windows visible, all in darkness. 


When he reached the front, he
performed a visual inspection of the glass but couldn’t see any tape or wires
to indicate that they were alarmed. If there were any guards around, they
probably didn’t expect anyone to get this far, so they hadn’t thought to alarm
it. 


Rivers withdrew a glass cutter
and a suction cup with a small handle from the backpack. He attached the
suction cup, then made a hole around it big enough to
get his hand through so that he could release the catch. 


After removing the glass, he
opened the window and climbed inside. He waited a while for his eyes to adjust
to the darkness. From what he could tell, the room was an office containing a
desk, three leather chairs and three sets of drawers, all of which were open
and empty. 


Rivers tiptoed towards the door
opposite, pressed his ear against the wood and listened. Unable to hear
anything, he turned the handle and cracked the door open enough to peer out. As
the windows hadn’t been alarmed, he was pretty certain that the door wouldn’t
be either. 


Beyond the door was a blank wall and a staircase leading down. Rivers crept
out of the room and headed towards the stairs. He swallowed to try to moisten
his throat. Ironically, his back was damp with sweat.


He started down the steps, using
the wall to steady himself. Wan moonlight radiated through glass in the roof
above, allowing him to see well enough that he didn’t trip and break his neck.


At the bottom of the stairs, he
found himself in a brick corridor, at least a hundred and fifty feet long that
stretched towards the front of the building. More glass panels in the roof let
moonlight through. There were barred gates a few feet in front of him and then
another set, half way along the corridor. Doors lined either side beyond the
bars. The nearest gate was open. He walked through and proceeded towards the
first door, surprised to find it made of metal that was cold to the touch. A
small moveable plate was affixed at eyelevel. Rivers slid it aside to find a
peephole. He peered through, but couldn’t see anything.


Rivers tried the door, found it
unlocked and pushed it open. He walked inside, covering his nose to combat the
smell of sweat and faeces. Unable to see much of anything, he pulled a small
torch out of his backpack and turned it on to discover he was in a small
concrete room with a simple wooden bed and a basic metal toilet.


A prison
cell? But what the hell was it doing in an industrial unit?


Someone had gouged the wall.
Rivers ran his fingers through the marks. He stood back to read what they read:
Welcome to hell.


What the fuck was going on
here?


He left the room and walked to
the next door, found another cell; further investigation revealed every room on
this side of the bars was a cell.


Instinct told him that the place
had been abandoned. It had a cold empty feel to it. His footsteps echoed
slightly as he walked along the stone corridor. 


He approached the next gate. It
swung out of the way as he pushed and he walked through. The next few rooms
were all empty, could have been offices or anything. One of the rooms was small
and dark, like a solitary confinement cell. Another room about fifteen feet
square had chunks missing out of the wall, where something had probably been
yanked out. He shone the torchlight around the room, saw what looked like dried
blood staining the walls.


His stomach churned over, the
sickly feeling spreading up his throat. He swallowed, had difficulty breathing.
Whatever had gone on in here, it didn’t look good. 


 
















CHAPTER 19 


 


“Can we trust him?” Wolfe asked.


Prosper spat some chewed
fingernail out of the open window. “Hopefully. Honour among thieves and all that.”


“Haven’t you ever thought that
saying’s a contradiction in terms?”


Prosper looked across at Wolfe,
his face scrunched up. “Do I look like I want to get into some philosophical
debate on the nature of a thief’s morality?”


“Only sayin’. Lighten up.”


“I’ll lighten up when we find out
what the hell’s going on.” He stared back along the road towards the industrial
unit. 


“So when’s the baby due?”


“Just over six months.”


“Was it planned?”


“What is this, twenty questions?”


Wolfe chuckled. “Then I’ll take
that as a no. So are you happy about it?”


“Of course I’m happy about it.”


“Well I’d hate to see what you
look like if you were unhappy about it. I don’t know how Natasha puts up with
you.”


Prosper snorted. “Me neither.” He
fixed his attention back on the building. Wolfe had parked about two hundred
feet away, so they had a pretty good view. He could hear a fountain somewhere
in the distance, along with the faint rustle of leaves. Further away, he could
hear the drone of traffic. “I still can’t get over how Rivers entered the
building. He was like bloody Spiderman.”


“Well he’d better not have dented
this car. If I take it back to the rental place and they want paying for any
damage, he’s paying the bill.”


“You had to have been impressed
with how he did it though.”


Wolfe shrugged. “It’s that Parkour shit.”


“Park what?”


“Parkour. It’s some way of moving that incorporates
the landscape around you to get from A to B in the quickest way or something
like that.”


Prosper narrowed his eyes and
peered through the windscreen. “What’s that?”


“You know, getting from A—”


“No, I mean, that.” He pointed
along the road.


“Well correct me if I’m wrong,
but it’s Rivers.”


Prosper exited the car and
watched as Rivers jogged along the road towards them. “Have you got it
already?”


Rivers shook his head. “The place
is empty.”


“What do you mean, empty?”


“You know,” he waved his arms,
“empty. There’s nothing inside and no one guarding it.”


Wolfe exited the vehicle on the
other side. “You sure?”


“I’ve just been all the way
through. Empty. But that’s not the weirdest thing about it.”


Prosper arched his eyebrows. “So
what is?”


“The place is set up like a
prison, with cells and everything.”


“A prison?”



“Yeah, well that’s my part done.
I would say it’s been fun, but I’d be lying.” He started walking away.


Prosper dashed forwards and grabbed
Rivers arm. “And where do you think you’re going?”


“I’ve done what you wanted, so
now I’m going.”


“I don’t think so. Come on,
you’re coming back inside.”


Rivers shook his head. “Oh no. The place is open. Knock yourselves out.”


“I’ll knock you out in a minute.
You’ll go when I say you can.” 


Rivers ran his tongue around his
gums, making his lips jut out. “What’s this shit all about? Are you telling me
I’m a prisoner? Aren’t you supposed to uphold the law?”


“Unless you want to get arrested,
you’ll do as I say. So shut it and follow me –and don’t think about running.
Remember I know who you are and where you live.” Prosper released his grip on
Rivers and started walking along the road. After a moment, he heard Wolfe and
Rivers fall in step behind him.


When he reached the guard post,
he looked around to make sure no one was around to see, then
he ducked under the barrier and jogged up the drive to the entrance. The door
was ajar and he pulled it open and stepped inside. The first thing he noticed
was the smell. It was a faint, fungal, unwashed body aroma, like rotten
mushrooms.


Wolfe and Rivers entered behind
him and one of them shut the door. Prosper then took out his torch and switched
it on. He was in a small reception area. Markings on the wooden waist high
counter showed where things had sat, but it was now empty. The walls were bare,
painted grey. Prosper walked through the only other door at the back of the
room and found himself in a T-shaped corridor. He shone his torch along the
longest section and saw a set of bars that acted as a gate halfway along. 


He turned, shone the torch left, then right. On either side of him were short corridors with
a couple of doors leading off. 


“What is this place?” Wolfe
asked.


Prosper shook his head. “I don’t
know.” He turned left, walked to the nearest door and stepped inside. The room
was a small canteen. Two six foot long tables and benches sat side by side down
the middle, with a small, open plan kitchen at the far end. He walked across
the room, stood in front of the counter, sunk into which were metal trays that
would have contained the food. 


“Well whatever this place was,
they catered for a few people.” Finding nothing of interest, he walked back out
and proceeded along the other corridor. The first room he came to was probably
an office. A small desk and chair sat at the far end. Prosper checked the
drawers, but they were empty. Pale oblong marks on the walls showed where
things had been hanging, probably pictures or notices.


“This is creepy.” Wolfe
shuddered.


Prosper arched his eyebrows.
“Creepy! The stuff you sculpt is creepy. This is an empty building.” But deep
down, he knew what Wolfe meant. There was an unsavoury atmosphere to the place.


He proceeded to the next room and
found it full of filing cabinets. He started opening the drawers, creating a
hollow echo as he slid each one out. All of them were empty.


“The weird shit is along the main
corridor.” Rivers leaned against the frame of a doorway.


Prosper shone the torchlight in
Rivers’ face, making him shield his eyes with his hand. “Show me.”


Rivers ducked out of the room.
Prosper and Wolfe followed.


As they walked along the main
corridor, Prosper noticed that the bad smell grew more pungent. When they
reached the first door before the bars, he stood in the doorway and shone the
torch around. There were lots of electrical sockets and marks on the pale blue
carpet showed where heavy objects had been dragged. Fluorescent lights adorned
the ceiling. Prosper found the switch and turned them on. They flickered into
life with a slight electrical buzz. None of the rooms had any windows.


“It looks as though whoever was
here left in a hurry.”


Leaving the lights on, he walked
out and continued along the corridor and through the gate. The first room on the
other side was only about eight feet square. There was a high backed metal
chair bolted to the concrete floor in the middle of the room, facing away from
the door. Metal restraints were attached to the arms and legs of the chair. On
the wall in front of the chair was a large rectangle where something had hung.
Electrical wires dangled from the ceiling where something had been ripped out.
He shone the torch around. More wires dangled in each of the four corners.


He spotted a light switch and
turned it on. A blood red glow radiated from a series of recessed lights in the
ceiling. Prosper turned and looked at Wolfe and Rivers, the light making their
features look evil and somewhat distorted. The glow made him feel
uncomfortable, so he turned it off again.


“What was this place, a private
prison?” Wolfe asked.


“I’ve never heard of a private
prison. But whatever they were doing, I doubt it was legal.”


Rivers snorted loudly. 


“Something you want to say?”
Prosper snapped.


“Well you should know all about
what’s legal.”


“When I want your opinion on
something, I’ll ask.” Prosper pushed past Rivers back out into the corridor.
“Is this as weird as it gets?” he asked over his shoulder.


“So now you want me to talk?” 


“Just answer the question.”


“Well, the next room is pretty
fucked up. There’s blood on the walls. Then there’s what looks like a solitary
confinement room and then up the top end are the main cells.”


Prosper chewed his lower lip as
he investigated the rooms Rivers mentioned. This place didn’t make sense. Why was
it here? And who had been using it? And more importantly, who the fuck had been
locked in the cells, and why?


When he reached the final cell,
he glanced inside. He was about to turn around and walk back out when he saw
Wolfe walk past him, heading towards the stairs. His friend stopped in front of
the door.


“What is it?”


“You’d better come and look at
this.”


Prosper walked across. Rivers
followed him. Wolfe pointed at an envelope taped to the back of the door.
Prosper shone his light on it, saw a single name scrawled across the front:
Prosper Snow. 


 
















CHAPTER 20


 


Hand shaking, Prosper ripped the
envelope off the door and tore it open. Inside was a plain white business card
with what looked like a phone number typed across it.


He whirled around, dropped the
card and grabbed Rivers by the throat. “What the fuck are you messing at?”


Rivers gagged and put his hands
up to try to prise himself free. 


“Why did you put that envelope on
the door?” Prosper shouted, spraying Rivers with spittle.


Wolfe grabbed him from behind.
“Calm down. You don’t want to kill him.”


Prosper released his grip and
stepped back. “Who says I don’t?”


Rivers bent forwards and massaged
his throat, gagging for breath, his cheeks red. “I don’t know anything about
it.”


“Well who else could have put it
here?”


“I don’t know, but it wasn’t me.”


“So why didn’t you see it when
you entered?”


“Because it’s
on the back of the bloody door. I came in from the other side.”


Prosper felt his nostrils flaring
as he breathed, his chest rising and falling. He didn’t want to believe Rivers
was telling the truth, because that would mean that someone else put it there.
Someone who knew he was going to find this place. But who would know that? 


He picked the card up, turned it
over to examine each side, but all it contained was the number.


Wolfe peered over his shoulder.
“So what is it?”


“Looks like a phone number.” 


“Then just bloody ring it,”
Rivers croaked.


Prosper glared at him. “When I
want your opinion, I’ll ask for it.”


“I bet you have a wide circle of
friends.” Rivers shook his head.


Prosper looked at Wolfe and
swallowed. He could now count his friends on one hand, and he could even lose a
few fingers into the bargain, and still count them. Wolfe stared back, his lips
sucked in. Rivers had struck a chord for both of them. 


He fingered the card and chewed
his bottom lip, then he took his mobile phone out,
keyed the numbers in and pressed the call button.


The call was answered on the
first ring. “Prosper Snow. About time.”


“Who is this?”


“My job offer still stands.”


“You!”
He felt a cold shiver run down his spine. “How … how did you know I would find
this place, let alone get inside?”


“For the same reason I want you
on my team. You’re good at what you do. You’re also loyal, and I think you
would make an excellent addition.”


Prosper licked his lips. His
palms felt sweaty. He moved the phone from his right hand to his left and
pressed it to his ear. “Look, I don’t know who the hell you are, but I’ve told
you more than once, I’m not interested.”


“Look at it this way; you’re not
going to get any further with this private little investigation into who I am
and who I work for on your own. I’m giving you the golden ticket. Come work for
me.”


Prosper saw Wolfe and Rivers staring
at him and he rubbed his brow. 


“This is the last time I will
extend the offer. If you want to know what’s going on, and if you want to join
my team, meet me in the bandstand in James Park tomorrow at nine a.m. sharp.” The man then disconnected the call.


Prosper put his phone away and
walked towards the exit.


“What’s going on? Who was it?”
Wolfe shouted after him.


Once he was outside, he walked
over to the Lexus and took a deep breath. He looked back at the industrial
unit, then let his gaze travel to the spot where the
body was found.


“Are you going to let me in on
the secret?” Wolfe came up beside him. “I thought you said we’re in this
together.”


Prosper stared at Rivers. “In the car.”


“You can’t keep me a prisoner,”
Rivers said as Wolfe opened the door and pushed him into the back of the
vehicle. 


“Stop moaning.” Wolfe grinned.
“You’re getting three square meals a day. Think of it as a holiday.”


“Some fuckin’ holiday.”


Wolfe slammed the door shut and
then walked across to Prosper who had moved away so as not to be overheard. “So spill.”


“It’s the man who’s taken over
those murder investigations.”


Wolfe shook his head. “And how
the hell did he know you’d go inside that unit and find the envelope?”


“I don’t know, but I’m going to
find out.”


“How?”


“I’ve got no choice.” He gulped,
his stomach turning itself in knots at the thought. “I’m going to have to
accept his job offer.” 


 
















CHAPTER 21


 


“What do you mean; you’re going
to see a man about a job?” Natasha said as she buttered some bread for Leon’s
sandwiches for school.


“I’ve been offered a promotion of
sorts.”


“A promotion?
That’s excellent.” She smiled.


“Daddy.”


Prosper looked across the
breakfast table at his son who was eating some Coco Pops. “What?”


“Will you get more money?”


“I don’t know, why?”


“Because if you do, I can have
those Pokémon cards I want.”


Prosper chuckled, leaned forwards
and tussled his son’s hair. “And I suppose your mum’s got something in mind
too.”


Natasha smiled coyly. “Well we
could do with a new bed.”


“Yes, it’s seen some action over
the years.”


“Prosper!” She nodded towards Leon,
her eyebrows arched to show her discomfort at his insinuation.


Prosper grinned, but his stomach
was churning and he couldn’t maintain the expression so he picked up the
newspaper, the headline of which read: Newborn baby abducted from hospital.


“So when you say a promotion,”
Natasha said, “is it for the same department?”


The newspaper rustled as Prosper
turned the page, skimming over the story of the abducted child. “Mmmm, no, it’ll be working for someone different.”


“So you’re not getting a new
rank?”


“No, nothing
like that. It’s … erm, a fresh start I guess
you could say.”


“Well what do you mean by a ‘sort
of promotion’?”


Prosper’s eyes glazed over as he
stared at the newspaper. “Well it’s a different company. A
new department.”


“What do you mean different
company?”


Prosper put the paper down. “I
don’t know much about it. That’s what the interview’s
for.”


“So you might not get it then.”


“They’ve virtually already
offered it to me.”


“So you’ve been headhunted.”


Prosper shivered. “You could say
that.”


Natasha spread some cream cheese
onto the bread. “So how long have you known about it?”


“A few days.”


“And you didn’t think to talk to
me about it?” The annoyance was evident in her voice.


“Well I hadn’t decided until late
last night that I was going to go for it.”


She turned and looked at him,
bracing herself on the counter so as not to put too
much weight on her bad leg. “You don’t sound very keen.”


Prosper cleared his throat. “I
guess I’m just nervous, you know I hate interviews.”


“You’ll be fine. Actually, I
think it’ll be good for you to have a change.”


If only you knew the truth. Prosper
smiled and nodded. “Yeah, I guess so.” 


 


Prosper parked in the car park
and stared out across the recreational area. A dog walker was visible in the
distance and a solitary overweight jogger passed by, head down, red face
glistening with sweat. 


Prosper glanced at his watch. 8:43 a.m. He unwrapped
a piece of chewing gum and popped it into his mouth, trying to work up some
saliva. His pulse raced, breaths coming in quick bursts, making him feel a
little light headed as he hyperventilated. He concentrated, trying to will his
heart to slow its pace. 


The bandstand was visible in the
distance, like a large spider crouching over the grass. Dark clouds gathered
overhead, threatening rain. Prosper could almost feel the oppressive atmosphere
pressing down on him and he straightened himself in his seat then exited the
car. 


The wind whipped around him and
he tugged the hood of his jacket up, hunched his shoulders and marched along
the path that lead directly to the bandstand, each step seeming to get harder
to take the closer he got.


With its eight supporting
columns, not much wider than his thigh, and with the surrounding area deserted,
Prosper could see there was no one there. He glanced at his watch again. 8:49 a.m. 


Where are you?


When he reached the bandstand, he
stepped up onto the raised platform. The piece of chewing gum had already lost
its flavour, and he spat it back into its wrapper and screwed it up, putting
both hands in his jacket pockets. He started pacing, walking in circles like a
caged animal, the bandstand a spider crouching above him.


Ten minutes later, he saw a
figure approaching and he stopped pacing, threw his hood back and waited. The
man was dressed in a long black coat down to his knees, the collar pulled up.
When he reached the bandstand, he hopped up onto the platform.


“Prosper; glad to see you made
it.” He held his hand out, making the front of his coat fall open to reveal the
handle of a gun in a holster underneath his arm. Prosper kept his hands in his
pockets and the man waited a beat, and then lowered his hand. “So I suppose you
have lots of questions.”


“You could say that.”


“Come on, let’s walk.” Without
waiting for Prosper to respond, the man started walking. “So first, I suppose
I’d better tell you my name, Francis Lester.”


A plane flew overhead. Prosper
looked up but couldn’t see anything through the dark clouds. 


“You might have guessed. Although
I work for MI5, I work for a section that, shall we say, is not on the radar.”


“And what does that mean?”


“It means we aren’t accountable
to anyone.”


“No one’s above the law.”


Lester laughed. “You’d be
surprised.”


“So how did you know I’d want to
look inside that building?”


“The guard told us you’d been
snooping around.”


Prosper pursed his lips.
Obviously Lester and his people had interviewed the guard for any information
relating to the murder. He’d probably also requested the recordings from the
cameras. But why would the guard have informed Lester that a police officer had
been asking questions? That didn’t make sense, as the guard would presume that
it was just part of the investigation.


“You look puzzled, Prosper.”


“I guess you could say certain
things don’t add up.”


“Such as?”


“Why would the guard inform you
that I had been around? A crime had been committed. It’s only natural that the
police would be involved in some capacity.”


Lester nodded. “What else?”


“I still want to know how you
knew I’d look inside the building. And what the hell is that place?”


“Well before I can tell you
anything, you have to be on the payroll. The job pays well, there are good
health benefits and it’s secure employment. Once
you’re in, you’re in.” He stopped walking, reached into his coat, pulled out a
pen and a bundle of papers and handed them to Prosper. “Sign on the dotted
line, and we can talk shop.”


Prosper accepted the pen and
papers and stared at them for a moment. There was an official government seal
on the top, and it was signed off by the Prime Minister. He scanned down the
first page, but the words all seemed to roll into one another, full of official
jargon that didn’t make much sense. He flipped through the sheets, saw stuff
about the official secrets act and disclosure of information pertaining to
security of the Crown. 


“In a nutshell it sets out the
terms of employment, and that you promise not to disclose anything about your
job to anyone, and that you don’t talk about any of the work you do. Yada, yada, yada.”


Prosper held the pen over the
dotted line. Was he doing the right thing? Did Lester really know what he had
done in the past? If so, why on earth would he want Prosper on his team?


“I would say take your time, but I
have another meeting soon, so if you’re going to sign, I’d suggest you do it
now. If I walk away, that’s it, the offer’s gone.”


Prosper briefly closed his eyes,
then he signed and dated each sheet that required a signature. He handed them
back and Lester accepted and put them back in his pocket without looking at
them.


“You’ll get a copy in due course.
But for now, welcome to the team.” He held his hand
out again. Prosper stared at it for a moment, and then shook. “Right, so let’s
get down to business. I’ll need to bring you up to speed, but I’ll warn you
now, some of the things we’re involved with are what most people would, how
shall I say, call unsavoury.”


“Unsavoury?”


Lester nodded. “The world can be
a bad place, Prosper, and you’re about to discover just how bad.” 
















CHAPTER 22


 


Prosper sat in the back of the
large nondescript four by four vehicle, his fingers
interlinked on his lap. Lester sat in the front with the driver. He had hardly
spoken to Prosper since leaving the park, saying that in some circumstances,
showing was easier than telling. 


They had driven across the city
and were now in a derelict section where the red brick multi-storey buildings
on either side of the road were in different stages of distress. Faded signs on
some of the buildings revealed that they used to be warehouses or factories,
but none of them looked as though they had been occupied for a number of years.



The driver slowed the vehicle,
turned left through an archway underneath one of the buildings and parked in a
weed ridden, cracked forecourt about one hundred feet by forty, overshadowed on
all sides by buildings six floors high. Prosper didn’t realise that his palms
were sweating until he pulled his hands apart. 


“Right, here we are.” Lester
opened his door and stepped out. 


Prosper followed. He stared up at
the buildings, saw a couple of crows perched in one of the broken window frames
high above. As he shut the door, the resultant echo startled the birds into
flight. 


 “Okay, so what are we doing
here?”


“Well, I know you’ve had an
interest in the recent murders, as is only natural with your history.”


“My history?”


“With murder.”


“OK, let’s stop beating around
the bush and finish with all the sly insinuations. What are you implying?”


The wind whipped around the courtyard.
Lester’s coattails flapped around his legs. “I’m not implying anything. I know
you were involved with the killing of Mack Taylor, otherwise known as Hatchet
Man.”


Prosper tried to swallow but his
throat felt constricted. 


“Don’t look so worried, Prosper. Your secret’s quite safe with me.”


“Just imagine for one minute that
your accusation’s correct – and I’m not saying that it is – why would you want
someone with a history like that on your team?”


“Because it shows the kind of man
you are, someone willing to do what it takes. That’s the sort of people I need
on my team. People who are not afraid to push boundaries.
People who will get the job done, whatever the cost.”


Prosper felt the hairs tingle all
over his body. How the fuck did Lester know what he’d done?


“Now like I was saying about the
murders. They’ve all been kept hushed up for reasons that will become apparent
in a moment.” He started walking towards one of the doors.


“Well you can start by telling me
about that industrial unit. Why was it designed like a prison inside?”


“Because that’s what it was.” He
held his hand up as Prosper started to ask another question. “It’ll all become
clear in a minute.”


When he reached the front of the
building, Lester stopped before the graffiti covered door and waved. Prosper
frowned, then noticed a camera above the door. Without warning, the door opened
automatically with a soft hiss and Lester walked inside.


Prosper followed; the door swung
shut behind him. He stood for a moment, staring along a white corridor lit by
overhead fluorescent tubes, then followed Lester towards the door at the other
end. When he reached it, Lester held his hand against a panel on the wall and a
light scanned across his palm. The door slid open. 


“This is all very James Bond. So
where are we?”


Lester walked through. Prosper
followed. “It’s a research facility.”


“So did they run out of money
when it came to decorating the outside?”


Lester laughed. “It’s much easier
to hide places in plain sight. People take much less notice of rundown
buildings than shiny new properties with big signs advertising themselves.”


“So is there any reason why you
wouldn’t want to advertise yourselves?”


“In this case, yes. The
industrial unit was a hub station to this, the main complex.” He swept his arm
out. “The hub has now been shut down.”


They were standing in a large
reception area. Prosper recognised the burly guard with a peaked cap sitting
behind a semicircular desk. It was the man that had been stationed outside the
building he had made Rivers break into. The man nodded at Lester and then
stared suspiciously at Prosper. There were two doors behind the guard. Lester
approached the one on the left and pushed it open, then walked through.


Prosper followed. He heard a
scream in the distance that froze the blood in his veins. “What the hell was
that?”


Lester turned and looked at
Prosper. “What you’re about to see is classified, and you’re not allowed to
talk about it to anyone. Understand?”


Prosper licked his lips, then nodded. 


They were standing in an area
about forty feet square. Directly in front was a barred gate, beyond which
Prosper could see a corridor. There were also three wooden doors in the room,
all closed.


Another scream rang out and
Prosper saw movement along the corridor beyond the bars and a man in a khaki
shirt and dark trousers wearing sunglasses walked towards the gate and then
turned right and disappeared. The man’s style of dress was the same as that of
the first victim who had been found on the grass outside the industrial unit.


“This way.”
Lester headed towards one of the wooden doors. He led Prosper through into a
small annex, and then knocked on a door leading off.


“Come in.”


Lester opened the door, and swept
his arm forwards to indicate Prosper should enter first.


Prosper walked through to find
himself in a spacious office. The wall to his left was hidden behind a
bookshelf crammed with books. There were no windows in the room. A man seated
behind the L shaped desk opposite looked up and nodded as Lester stepped into
the room and closed the door behind him.


The man was in his late thirties,
early forties, his short dark hair peppered with splashes of grey. He was
tanned, with thick lips, and was wearing the same khaki coloured, buttoned
collar top as the man Prosper had seen beyond the bars. 


“Doctor Klement.”


“Good to see you again. So how
can I help you now?” Klement asked.


“Well I’ve got a new recruit.
Prosper Snow, this is Doctor Otto Klement.” He turned back to the doctor. “I
want to bring Prosper up to speed on the situation.”


Klement nodded and cupped his
hands together on the desk. 


Prosper noticed a baton on the
desk, along with a can of pepper spray. There was also a photograph frame,
angled towards Klement so that Prosper couldn’t see who or what it was of. A
few files were spread out across the desk, and to the side was a computer, the
screensaver of which was cycling through its routine. 


“So Mr. Snow, what do you know of
the project so far?” Klement asked.


“Absolutely
nothing.”


“I see.” Klement pursed his lips
and stared at Prosper as though he were studying him. “Well basically what
we’re doing here is investigating the theory of nature or nurture.”


Prosper cocked his head slightly
and frowned.


“Please, sit down.” Klement
indicated the chair opposite.


Prosper sat and crossed his legs.
He took out his notebook and tapped the cover with his pen.


Klement leaned back in his chair,
the leather squeaking slightly. “For years now people have been questioning
what makes us what we are. Is it nature, based in the genetic material in an
organism, including chromosomes, genes and DNA,
things that manipulate our biology at the level of the genome? Or is it
nurture, which refers to environmental influences, the way in which we’re
brought up?”


Prosper arched his eyebrows. “You
lost me at ‘for years’.”


Klement narrowed his eyes and
pursed his lips. 


“He’s just joking,” Lester said
from behind Prosper. “Please, continue.”


Klement nodded. “Well, is a
child’s development influenced primarily by genetics and biological
predisposition, or does their development arise from their environment? It’s
now commonly accepted that we’re a product of both nature and nurture, but the
question is in what ways, and to what extent. Have you ever wondered why some
people are placid while others thrive on confrontation? Why some people run
away from a fight, while others kill?”


Prosper shrugged. “Not really. I
just think we are what we are, I guess.” He scribbled a few notes.


Klement shook his head. “So
answer me this. Is a child raised in an abusive household going to become
abusive themselves?”


“I guess that depends on the
individual.”


“Does it? That’s what we’re
trying to discover. Are monsters born or created?”


Prosper suddenly shivered. “So
how do you find the answer?”


“Have you ever heard of the
Stanford Prison Experiment?”


Prosper shook his head.


“Basically, it was a
psychological study conducted in 1971 that set out to test inherent personality
traits. The study was conducted by a team of researchers led by psychology
professor, Philip Zimbardo, at Stanford
 University. Twenty-four
undergraduates were selected to play either guards or prisoners in a mock
prison. The participants were selected for their lack of psychological issues,
crime history and medical conditions. Roles were then assigned based on the toss
of a coin. 


“Surprisingly, everyone soon
adapted to their roles and even though they knew it wasn’t real, they all
became too absorbed in their roles and the experiment was abandoned after only
six days.”


Starting to feel uncomfortable,
Prosper uncrossed his legs and scribbled to write as many pertinent details as
he could. “So let me guess, the prison – you’re doing a similar experiment?”


Klement nodded. “At the time of
the original experiment, there were ethical concerns, comparing it to the Milgram experiment.”


“Milgram experiment?”


“Yes, it was a series of social
psychology experiments conducted by psychologist, Stanley Milgram,
in 1961. The experiment studied the willingness of the participants to obey an
authority figure who instructed them to perform acts that conflicted with their
personal conscience. The experiment was started three months after the start of
the trial of Nazi war criminal, Otto Adolf Eichmann,
sometimes called the architect of the Holocaust, as it was his job to
facilitate and manage the logistics of the mass deportation of Jews to ghettos
and extermination camps in Eastern Europe during World
War Two.”


Prosper chewed his bottom lip. He
didn’t like the sound of any of this, and he started to wonder what the hell he
had signed up for.


Klement cleared his throat. “Milgram designed his study to answer the question, were
Eichmann and his accomplices merely following orders as they claimed, despite
violating their deepest moral beliefs? Or were they in fact evil and cold-hearted?”


“So what was the experiment?”


“Well, Milgram
created an electric shock generator. The control switch was marked clearly in
15 volt increments, ranging from 15 to 450 volts. He also placed labels
indicating the shock level, such as ‘Moderate’ (75 to120 Volts) and ‘Strong’
(135 to 180 Volts). The switches 375 to 420 Volts were marked ‘Danger: Severe
Shock’ and the two highest levels 435 to 450, was marked ‘XXX’. Of course, the
shock generator was in fact phoney and would only produce sound when the switches
were pressed. Forty male subjects were recruited via mail and a newspaper ad.
They thought they were going to participate in an experiment about ‘memory and
learning’.


Next, the subject met an
‘experimenter’, the person leading the experiment, and another person they were
told was another subject. The other subject was in fact an accomplice acting as
a subject. He was really a forty-seven year old male accountant.”


Klement drummed his fingers on
the table as he gathered his thoughts. “The two subjects drew slips of paper to
indicate who was going to be a ‘teacher’ and who was going to be a ‘learner’.
This was in fact a set-up, and the real subject would always get the role of
‘the teacher’. 


“The teacher was shown the
learner strapped to a chair and saw electrodes being attached. The subject was
then seated in another room in front of the shock generator, from where they
couldn’t see the learner.


“Now the purpose of the
experiment was to see how long someone would keep giving shocks to another
person when ordered to do so by an authority figure. The subject was instructed
to teach word-pairs to the learner. When the learner made a mistake, the
subject was instructed to punish the learner by giving him a shock, fifteen
volts higher for each mistake. Of course, the learner never received the
shocks, but pre-taped audio was triggered when a shock-switch was pressed. If
the teacher queried anything, the experimenter, seated in the same room,
answered with predefined prods, ‘Please continue’, ‘Please go on’, ‘The
experiment requires that you go on’, ‘It is absolutely essential that you
continue’, ‘You have no other choice, you must go on’. If the teacher asked who
was responsible if anything happened to the learner, the experimenter answered
‘I am responsible’.” 


Prosper’s bad feeling
intensified. 


“Although most of the subjects
were uncomfortable doing it, all forty of them obeyed up to 300 volts. Before
the experiment, the experts expected between one and three percent of the
teachers would continue to give shocks, but do you know how many actually did?


Prosper shrugged.


“Have a guess?”


“Five percent?”


“Of the forty participants,
twenty five of them continued to give shocks up to the maximum 450 volts.
That’s over sixty percent of them.”


Prosper was shocked. “So what
happened to Eichmann?”


“He was convicted and hanged in
1962.”


Prosper wiped his palms on his
thighs to remove some of the sweat. “So what’s going on here?”


“We’re building on Milgram and Zimbardo’s
experiments. Despite the selection procedure, the Stanford Experiment was
flawed. Everyone, no matter who they are, has social and environmental
influences. These can be so deep-seated that we wouldn’t know about them, so
there’s no way to assess whether the test subjects were reacting out of nature
or nurture. To assess this properly, we need a tabula
rasa – a blank slate, an individual without any built-in mental content.”


“And where would you find anyone
like that?”


“Ah, that’s the problem. Everyone
has emotional baggage. What we’ve had to do is wipe their memories.”


Prosper coughed, his eyes opening
wide. “You’ve brainwashed people! Who on earth would volunteer for anything
like that?”


Klement shook his head. “It’s not
brainwashing, it’s a complete wipe. Researchers discovered a particular protein
that plays a crucial role in the formation of memories. We’ve used a biological
process to affect this protein and wipe the brain. And you’re right; we can’t
get many volunteers for this sort of experiment.”


The implications struck Prosper
like a punch to the gut and goose bumps erupted along his arms. “So where do
you get your test subjects?”


“Prisons, dropouts, terminally
ill patients, there’s always someone available. Everyone has their price.” 


“So what’s the point of this
experiment?”


“That’s easy Mr. Snow. We want to
see whether nurture begets nature – whether someone with no preconceived ideas
or thoughts can be made to kill without compunction.”


 
















CHAPTER 23


 


Prosper stood up. He felt as though
the walls had constricted and he sucked air through his mouth to get it into
his lungs faster.


“Something wrong, Prosper?”
Lester asked.


“No, no, of course nothing’s
wrong. Experimenting on people, I get to hear about it all the time.”


“You may be being flippant,”
Klement said, “but how many experiments do you imagine take place everyday that
you know nothing about? The ones that are reported are only the tip of the
iceberg; the ones deemed acceptable to be published in Scientific Weekly. The
more … questionable experiments never get reported on, but they’re just as
important. Sometimes even more so. What we’re doing
here has far reaching implications into the nature of mankind.” 


“So these recent killings that
you’ve been so keen to cover up, I take it they have something to do with your
… experiment?”


Klement looked over Prosper’s
shoulder at Lester, his expression deadpan.


“Well?” Prosper said.


“The experiment has been
compromised,” Lester said.


Prosper turned around. “How?”


“One of the test subjects …
escaped.”


“So that’s who’s doing the
killings?”


Lester nodded. 


“Great. So you’ve created your
goddamn monster and now it’s out there, killing without compunction. Is that
what you’re saying?”


“We need to contain the
situation, and to do that, we need our test subject back, preferably unharmed.”



Prosper looked at Klement, and
then back at Lester. “And who sanctions this?”


Lester cocked his head to the
side. “The same people who pay yours and my wages.”


“The
government?”


Lester nodded. “Among
others.”


“Others?”


“Like the experiments, the
government is only the tip of the iceberg. There are other more secretive
powers that the government answers to.”


Prosper snorted. “And you really
expect me to believe that?”


“Oh, you’ll believe, Prosper. Remember, you’re a member of one of these secretive
movements now. But enough chitchat. Your job is to find the escapee.”


“And where do I start?”


“First, you get the guided tour
of the facility. That’ll allow you to get a handle on the situation. I just
hope you’ve got a strong stomach.” He nodded at Klement. Klement stood and
walked out of the room. Prosper and Lester followed.


They continued to the barred
corridor and Klement pulled out a set of keys and unlocked the door so they
could enter. Prosper heard the sound of screaming and shouting, but it was
muffled.


A guard wearing sunglasses and
dressed in the same uniform as Klement stepped out of a room to their left and
nodded.


“The glasses help dehumanise the
guards. In here, definite boundaries have to be maintained. There’s no
fraternisation between the prisoners and the guards.”


“The first victim,” Prosper said.
“That was one of the guards, wasn’t it?”


Klement nodded. “Yes. It was most
unfortunate. He must have tried to stop the prisoner from escaping.”


“So how long has this experiment
been running for?”


“A few years.”


“Years!”


“We are doing a thorough job, but
sometimes the subjects, well; let’s just say they can’t handle the situation.”


“And what does that mean?”


Klement didn’t respond. Instead,
he opened a door on the right and walked through. Prosper followed; found himself in a room with a desk and another door. A guard sat
at the desk, tapping the keyboard on a laptop. The whole of one wall was
covered with monitor screens. “Professor Keyes. Are we about ready to induct
prisoner 181288?”


The man glanced up. His
sunglasses were resting on top of his head. He looked to be in his late
forties, his full beard trimmed short. “Everything’s set.”


Klement nodded. “As I mentioned,
the prisoners here have had their memories wiped. That way we’re starting with
clean slates.”


Prosper stood beside Klement and
one of the screens burst into life, showing a naked man in a room. The man’s
hair was shaved short and he was sitting on the stone floor with his arms
wrapped around his knees. 


“All right, Keyes, you can
begin.”


Keyes pressed a couple of buttons
on the keyboard and Prosper saw what looked like a black cloud sail into the
room. He narrowed his eyes to get a closer look.


“What you’re looking at,” Klement
said, “is a swarm of flies. This subject is only on the initial stage. The
flies will drive him to distraction, as you can see.”


The man was dancing around the
room, flailing his hands around like something possessed.


“This is his first experience of
killing anything since he was incarcerated.”


Prosper’s stomach turned itself
in knots. This was madness. “What the hell is making him kill a swarm of flies
going to prove? Anyone locked in there would kill them. It proves nothing.”


“We’re programming him like a
computer.”


“Programming him?”


“To kill.
We start with small things and then gradually introduce larger things to see
how far they’ll go.”


“So how is any of this proving
whether it’s nature or nurture? You’re not giving him much choice.”


“Of course he has a choice.”


“Perhaps not directly, but he’s
not got much choice in this case. They’re probably driving him mad.”


Klement shook his head. Prosper
looked across at Lester; saw that he was smiling coyly. 


“It’s a multi-stage process. We
run the test a few times, wiping the memories after each test so that we can
assess which stimulus has affected them and to what extreme. If it’s in their
nature, they’ll kill without much provocation. If it’s a nurturing process,
then we can evaluate it by how much they have been subjected to.”


“Subjected to?”


“Like the Milgram
experiment showed, people will generally do what they’re instructed to when
told to by an authoritarian figure. But how far will these people go? Will they
kill? You’ll understand more in a moment. Keyes, activate the monitors please.”



Keyes pressed a couple of buttons
and all of the monitor screens burst into life. Prosper took an involuntary
step back, shaking his head, eyes wide. All of the screens showed images of
different rooms, and in each one was a person. 


“That man,” Klement pointed at a
figure strapped to a chair, “is being subjected to a twenty four hour
bombardment of sound and images. As you can see, the images are of violence,
beheadings, beatings, explosions, war. His eyes are pinned open so that he has
no choice but to watch, and as you can see, the screen completely surrounds
him.”


Prosper swallowed, his stomach
turning over. Another man was playing with what looked like a dead cat, but it
was so badly decomposed, it was hard to tell what it was. “This is crazy. What
the hell are you people up to?”


“We’ve already told you. But to
get results, you have to push boundaries.”


“It’s like some sort of Nazi
concentration camp. You’re … you’re no better than Eichmann.”


Lester put his hand on Prosper’s shoulder.
“I told you the world could be a bad place.”


“I didn’t expect … this.” He
gestured towards the screens, found his eyes drawn to the image of a man curled
up in a foetal position being beaten by two guards with batons.


“It looks extreme, but it’s sometimes
necessary for scientific advancement.” Lester stared at the screens and clucked
his tongue. “You’ll see worse before this is over, Prosper. But I know you can
handle it.”


“If that industrial unit was a
hub, how many others are there?”


“A few,” Klement said. “We needed
to keep the stations apart to see whether the same results are achieved in
different environments with different subjects.”


Prosper turned away to block out
the horrors taking place on the monitors, but he couldn’t forget, would never
forget. 


 
















CHAPTER 24


 


“At least you didn’t lock me up
this time,” Rivers said. 


Wolfe grunted and continued
reading the condolence cards on the table. “It’s funny how certain people come
out of the woodwork when they think you’re dead. I haven’t seen him for years.”
He threw the card across the kitchen, then picked up a glass of brandy and took
a swallow.


“Bit early, but that looks like a
good drop of stuff.”


“Too good for
the likes of you.”


“I don’t know what your problem
is, but it’s me that’s got the short end of the stick here.”


Wolfe’s mobile phone rang. He
picked it up off the table where it was vibrating in a slow circle and accepted
the call. “Yeah.” 


Rivers watched Wolfe nodding his
head as he listened to the speaker on the other end. He let out a bark of
laughter, said, “Well I think they’ll be a little pissed off when they know I’m
not really dead … yeah, well I guess if they’re daft enough to pay it … okay,
well they’re still getting a piece of art … sure, I guess any publicity is good
publicity. Let me know how it goes.” He disconnected the call and put the phone
back on the table.


“Well something’s cheered you
up.” Rivers looked at Wolfe’s grinning face.


“That was my agent. It seems the
price of my work has skyrocketed now that I’m supposedly dead. I told him the
other day that it was a mistake, but he wants me to continue the pretence for a
while.”


Rivers grunted. “Glad to see
someone’s benefiting from this then.”


Wolfe grinned. 


“So has Prosper gone to the park
to meet up with whoever it was that rang him?”


Wolfe glared at Rivers. “And what
do you know about it?”


“Only what I overheard. Something about meeting in James Park at nine o’clock.”


“Well if you know what’s good for
you, you’ll forget everything you’ve heard.”


“Forget what?”


Wolfe snorted. “Just make sure it
stays that way.” 


 


It was late evening by the time
Prosper turned up. Wolfe let him in and he walked straight up to Rivers and
grabbed him by the scruff of his neck, pulling him close enough to smell the
coffee on Prosper’s breath. 


“Right, you have twenty four
hours to get the hell out of town. Talk about any of this to anyone and you’re
going to wish you’d never been born.”


Rivers held his hands up in
surrender. He didn’t like the haunted look on Prosper’s face. “Calm down. You’ve
got it. I’m gone.”


Prosper let him go and Rivers
slumped back. “Go. Now.”


Rivers didn’t wait to be told
again. He ran out of the house, down the drive and jumped into his car that was
still parked further along the road. He gunned the engine, and then sped off. 


By the time he arrived home, his
mind was racing with thoughts. Prosper and Wolfe were
up to something massive, of that he was sure. And now, because of it, they were
chasing him out of town. 


Well fuck that. If he was
being run out of town, he wanted to know why. He picked his mobile phone up and
accessed the phone book, scrolling through until he found the number he
required, then he pressed the call button. 


Rivers parked in the apartment
block’s underground car park and rode the lift to the reception, which was a
plush area with marble columns and flooring. The man on duty at the gold
trimmed desk eyed him suspiciously as he walked across the foyer. 


“Can I help you?” 


Rivers leaned on the counter.
“I’m here to see Joe Flowers, room 601.”


“Name?”


“Sam Rivers.”


The receptionist picked up the
telephone and made a call. “Sam Rivers is here to see you … yes, okay.” He
replaced the receiver. “You can go up.”


When he was given the go ahead,
Rivers walked across to the lift and pressed the button for the top floor. His
stomach lurched as the lift rocketed up the building, coming to a graceful stop
moments later. The door slid open and Rivers stepped out and proceeded along
the short hallway. When he arrived at Joe’s apartment, the door opened and he
stepped inside.


“Joe, long time
no see.”


Josephine nodded,
her short dark haired bob a frame for her oval face with its full red lips and
the cute dimples in her cheeks. She was dressed in a pair of jeans and a loose
fitting top that did little to disguise her ample charms.


“It’s been a while. You’re
looking well.”


“Screw you, Rivers. What do you
want?”


“Well if you’d let me talk over
the phone, you’d know.”


“Too many snoops listening in.”
She pulled him inside, then leaned out and stared along the corridor before
shutting the door. Rivers followed Josephine into the living room and stared
out of the expansive glass windows at the city as it twinkled into life in the
twilight.


The room was smartly decorated
and fitted out with an LED television at least fifty inches wide, circular
padded chairs in steel frames, strategic spotlights and a couple of paintings
that were probably originals. 


Rivers looked around. “Business
is doing well then.” 


“I can’t complain. So what is it
you want, and can you afford it?”


“Business
before pleasure, hey?”


Josephine folded her arms below
her bosom. “Business is my pleasure.”


Rivers took out a bundle of notes
held together with an elastic band and threw them on the table. “That should
cover it. I need you to track someone from yesterday.”


Josephine nodded her head to
indicate Rivers should follow. “I’ll need times and locations.”


“James Park, around nine o’clock yesterday morning.” He followed her
into a room decked out with monitors and high tech, water-cooled computer
systems and other electronic machinery that Rivers didn’t have a clue what it
was. The room was about twenty feet square and two of the four walls were
filled with computer systems.


“Let’s see what I can do.”
Josephine sat in a well worn leather chair and scooted it across to a desk and
started tapping on a keyboard. 


Rivers stood behind her and
watched as she accessed a CCTV site, then she opened a program and punched a
couple of keys. The program started cycling through a series of numbers and
letters that appeared as a blur on the screen.


“One of your
own decryption programs?”


“Yeah.
It helps that I’ve supplied most of these companies with the security software
that they use, but even when I haven’t, as long as I can get remote access,
then this little beauty can crack whatever codes they use.”


Less than two minutes later,
Josephine spoke. “I’m in. Right, James Park you said, nine o’clock yesterday.” She scrolled through a series of
boxes, inputting dates, times and other information. “Most CCTV recordings are
saved on hard drives, which makes my job a lot easier.
I probably have access to over three hundred cameras from this one control room
and those cameras will probably cover most of the city. Just remember,
someone’s always watching you, wherever you are.”


Rivers looked on as Josephine
found the nearest camera to James Park, the time stamp in the bottom corner
indicating that it was 08:45 a.m. 


“So who are we looking for?”


“There, in the car park, can you
zoom in?”


“Yes, the beauty of these digital
recordings means you can get quite close without much loss of clarity.” She
pressed some keys and the camera image zoomed in.


 “That’s him.” Rivers stared
at Prosper. “Now I need you to track who he meets and where he goes.”


Josephine nodded. “I’ll do my best.”


“For what I’ve paid, I’d expect
nothing less.”


She pursed her lips, then tapped a few keys. The time stamp counted up. “There
are no cameras in the park itself.”


“Okay, just see if you can track
where he went when he left.”


“So what’s it all about? Who is
he?”


“What do you care?”


“Just
interested.”


“Well it’s private.”


“Nothing in life’s private
anymore. I should know. I can access most of it online.” 


A few minutes later, a large four
by four vehicle pulled into the car park and a man wearing a long dark coat got
out. He stood for a moment and seemed to stare up at the camera, then he walked into the park. Minutes later, Prosper and the
man returned to the car park. Then they both got into the man’s vehicle and
drove away. Josephine flicked between a few cameras until she found one that
had captured the vehicle as it drove along a road.


She continued to make notes of
the time and tracked the vehicle through a series of traffic and security
cameras. Sometimes, when the vehicle went through an unmonitored area, it took
her a few seconds to find it again, but Rivers began to appreciate what she had
said about someone watching you, wherever you were. The city was monitored
24/7, and whether it be traffic cameras or a shop’s security system, you were
caught on camera, a star on your very own Truman Show whenever you left the
house.


Eventually the vehicle entered a
rundown part of the city and after a couple of minutes of flicking between
various cameras, Josephine said, “That’s as much as I can do. This area isn’t
monitored by CCTV.”


“Well I need to know where he’s
gone.”


Josephine shrugged. “Well I can’t
help.”


“What about spy satellites?”


Josephine laughed. “This isn’t a
film, you know.”


Rivers chewed his lower lip. 


“He might go back there, so you
could always go and wait.”


Rivers nodded. “Thanks anyway.”
He turned and walked out of the room. Josephine followed him. When he reached
the door, Rivers turned and looked back, taking in the panoramic view across
the city. If Prosper had his way and chased him out of town, it was going to be
the last time he saw it. 


 
















CHAPTER 25


 


Prosper swirled the brandy in the
glass and took a swig, feeling the warmth spread down his throat and into his
stomach. Wolfe sat opposite on the settee.


“So are you going to tell me what
happened?”


Prosper placed his arms either
side of the padded chair, looked down at the floor and exhaled. He lifted the
drink to take another swallow, noticed his hand was shaking. 


Wolfe tapped his foot on the
floor. “I’m waiting.”


“It’s complicated.”


“In what way?
Are you now working for them or not?”


Prosper nodded. 


“So spill.
We’ve been through a lot together, so you can tell me.”


“This goes no further. I’ve
signed an official secrets act.” 


Wolfe laughed. “You know very
well I can keep a secret.”


Prosper stared at his old friend.
“This is bigger than I expected. A lot bigger.”


“So what about your concerns that
he knows what we did?”


“Oh he knows all right.”


Wolfe frowned. “So how does that
affect us? Are we about to be arrested?”


Prosper snorted. “Arrested! I get the feeling these people don’t arrest
people. They make them disappear.”


“So what’s this
new job involve?”


“You wouldn’t believe me.”


“Try me.”


“They’re government funded, and
at the moment they’ve got something to do with research into what makes people
kill.”


“Sounds
interesting.”


Prosper licked his lips, then took another swallow of brandy. “They don’t just want
to find out what makes them kill though, they actually
want to test their theories in the field.”


Wolfe’s eyebrows arched in
surprise. “Seriously?”


Prosper nodded; he remembered the
horrors he had seen on the monitors and his stomach curdled. “Yes, and now to
top it off, one of their test subjects has escaped.”


“Christ. Sounds fucked up.”


“The recent killings, well that’s
who’s been committing them. It’s my job to bring him in.”


“But you’re sure we’re safe?
They’re not gunning for us for what we did?”


“No, we’re safe. He actually said
he approached me because I have what it takes to get the job done. That I’m the
sort of person he wants on his team.”


Wolfe chuckled. “Jesus, I’d hate
to see who else works for him then.”


Prosper sighed loudly. “Well
tomorrow, I’m going to find out.” 


 


It was after midnight when Prosper arrived home. He parked in the
drive, killed the engine and sat and stared at the house for a while. 


What sort of world is this to
bring kids up in? he wondered. 


After a moment, he exited the car
and entered the house, trying to be as quiet as he could. Although he hadn’t
drunk a lot, the brandy had gone to his head a little and he felt guilty having
driven home under the influence. Although he hadn’t been drinking when they had
the crash that left Natasha virtually crippled, he detested people who did, as
they weren’t just risking their lives, but those of innocent people too. 


It was cool inside the house, the
heating having gone off a couple of hours ago. He removed his shoes, then made his way up the stairs, banging into the wall a
couple of times when he lost his balance. Perhaps he was drunker than he
thought.


When he reached the landing, he
left the light on and tiptoed to his son’s room, eased open the door and crept
across to his bed. A ringing sound and red flashing lights emanated from the
floor as he kicked a motion activated plastic sword and he cursed under his
breath as Leon
sat up. At least he wouldn’t have to check that his son was breathing tonight,
something he often did before he went to bed, a habit he had continued since Leon
was a baby.


He put his hand on his son’s
shoulder and eased him back down, then he sat on the
edge of the bed, and just stared at him. After a while he felt a tear roll down
his cheek and he wiped it away.


I’m sorry, son, he
thought. Sorry that I’m not always here for you. Sorry that I don’t tell you
I love you as much as I should. And sorry for all the fuckups I’m going to
continue to do.


He laid his head down on the
pillow next to Leon’s,
the reassuring sound of his son’s breathing eventually sending him to sleep. 


 
















CHAPTER 26


 


“What’s the difference between a
tyre and three hundred and sixty five used condoms?” Johnny Roberts asked.


Brian Smith took a sip of his
orange juice and shook his head. “I don’t know.”


“One’s a Goodyear,
the other’s a great year. Get it. Get it.” He laughed raucously, causing many
of the pub’s patrons to look around.


Brian laughed too, but it was
caused more by Johnny’s reaction to his own joke than the joke itself.


“Think I’m in there.” Johnny
wiped tears from his eyes. He inclined his head to indicate a group of three
women in their early twenties seated on high bar stools around a table about
fifteen feet away. The women were in a huddle, talking, and they kept looking
across at Johnny and Brian.


“Probably wondering who let that
braying donkey in,” Brian said.


Another machinegun rattle of
laughter burst out of Johnny’s mouth. Brian glanced over his shoulder and saw
the girls giggling. While Johnny wasn’t the most attractive man in the world
with his slight beer belly and his receding hairline, he possessed a charm and
natural wit that seemed to attract the ladies. Brian, on the other hand, worked
out four days a week and was muscular and fit. Even if he did say so himself,
he thought he was a bit better than average looking. But unlike Johnny, he
didn’t pull many girls, so he knew that looks weren’t everything. There had to
be some magical mix of chemistry too, which Brian just didn’t seem to have.


The bar was packed with groups of
people, the chatter bubbling away beneath the disco music blaring out of
speakers recessed into the ceiling. It wasn’t Brian’s choice of music, as he
preferred something with a little more edge; something that would rock the
house, but Johnny always wanted to end the night in this bar as the ratio of women
to men was usually two to one. 


“Why don’t you have a proper
drink to end the night?”


Brian shrugged his large
shoulders and sipped his orange juice. He never drank a lot of alcohol as he
didn’t like to be out of control, but as he had driven into town, he hadn’t
touched a drop all night. 


Johnny stood up, swaying
slightly, and motioned towards the bar. “I’ll get you a vodka.
Just one won’t hurt.”


“I’m driving.” 


“Driving me
crazy. You need to ease up a bit. Spend less time in the gym and more
time with the ladies.” He winked at the group of girls opposite. 


“My body’s a temple.”


“It’s OK having a temple for a
body, but you need someone to pray at your altar, you know what I mean?” He
laughed again, making his chest wobble.


“I get plenty of people wanting to
do that, don’t you worry.”


“Well you must be keeping them
hidden, because I never see them.”


Brian tilted his head, arched his
eyebrows and sucked his lips in. “Can I help it if I have standards?”


“Standards, what are they?” He shook
his head and then turned to face the group of girls and did a strange little
drunken shimmy that was the closest he got to dancing. 


The girls laughed and Johnny
continued his drunken boogie across to their table, unsteadily plonking himself
down on an available bar stool. Brian glanced across, envious of Johnny’s
affable ability to just start talking to anyone at the drop of a hat and not
have them tell him to piss off.


He took Johnny’s departure as his
cue to leave. He probably wouldn’t even notice, too engrossed with making the
girls laugh. Brian weaved his way through the crowds and out into the cool
night air, rubbing his muscular arms and wishing that, just for once, he’d
dressed more appropriately for the weather than just a figure hugging t-shirt. 


As was often the case, he headed
towards the multi-storey car park on his own. 


 


Darkness


Evil


Me


The man considered his word
choices, like he considered lots of things. Evil. Now
that was a choice word. The evil that men do. Evil things. Born to be evil. But
who drew the line between what was evil and what wasn’t? Who had the right to
judge another person for what they do? Who made the damn rules up anyway? It
was only society that deemed it unacceptable, unless you were waging war, and
then for God, Queen and Country, they said it was OK – what a joke that they
could change the rules to suit. Killing was primordial. He knew that. Had been
shown and taught. 


Killing makes us what we are. It
gives us power over ourselves and others. 


He glanced up; saw clouds rolling
across the dagger of moon that hung poised to strike in the sky. 


The hunt was on. He sniffed the
air, savouring the aroma of the night, the smell of greasy food, cheap perfume,
and cigarette smoke. Music from a pub discotheque blared in the distance, the
neon façade reflected from the surrounding shops. A crowd of smokers stood
behind a cordoned off area outside like modern lepers. 


The man curled his fingers
tightly around the twelve-inch iron bar wedged in his jacket pocket, the long
end lying alongside his forearm up his sleeve, out of sight. 


People loitered around the
streets, some the worse for wear, stumbling along the road. Among them young
men in short sleeved tops and girls wearing even shorter ones with skirts to
match. Other sounds filled the air, shouts, laughter, chatter, a heady mix that
bombarded the man’s ears as he stood in the doorway, watching, waiting.


A group of girls teetered by on
high-heeled shoes, handbags swinging from their shoulders, dresses seemingly
sprayed on. They carried with them the smell of perfume, alcohol and hairspray.
The man watched them pass, bowing his head to avoid eye contact if one of them
should happen to look across. 


When they had gone, he resumed
his vigil. Saw a muscular man with his hands in his pockets wander past, his
prominent chest and bulging biceps stretching the seams of his white t-shirt.
He looked a little dejected.


Now he was a challenge. 


The killer slipped out of his
hiding place and followed at a discreet distance. He didn’t know the streets
very well, and if the man entered a bar, then it could be a long night of
waiting, and he didn’t have the patience for that. 


But the man walked past a number
of bars, and went through the door into a multi-storey car park, the building’s
sides open to the elements like the slits in a world war two bunker.


The killer ran to catch up. He
burst through the door, did a quick visual check, and then started up the
concrete steps, his footsteps echoing in the confined space. The air smelled of
urine and vomit, stains marring the grey walls and floor. 


He heard a door bang up above and
ran faster, taking the steps two at a time, reaching the next floor seconds
later. He pushed the door and ran through; saw the man up ahead. A few parked
cars were dotted around, but most of the area was vacant. 


He needed to act fast as the man
withdrew a key fob and pressed a button, the indicator lights of a sporty
looking car blinking in response. The man leaned forwards to open the driver’s
door.


Heart pumping, the killer pulled
his hand out of his pocket, letting his fingers travel up the length of the
iron bar until they reached the end. Then he pulled the bar out, raised it
above his head and slammed it down on the man’s head with a sickening crack.
The man slumped forwards without a sound. His face smashed onto the edge of the
roof, then his head rebounded and he crashed to the ground.


Too easy.


The killer crouched down and
started pummelling the man’s face until it looked like a congealed mass of
bloody tapioca. He continued until his muscles felt like they were on fire,
then he grabbed the man by the shoulder and dragged him the eight feet to the
wall. Using all his strength, he lifted the man up, balanced his upper torso on
the edge of the wall, then he lifted his legs and tipped him over.


He watched the man summersault in
a whirl of arms and legs, and then he hit the ground thirty feet below with a
dull thud.


The killer grinned. He was
strong, and getting stronger. 


 
















CHAPTER 27 


 


“Daaaaad,
what are you doing in my bed?”


Prosper jerked awake and stared
into the eyes of a stuffed dragon. He rolled over and looked up at his son who
was kneeling on the bed beside him. He rubbed his eyes, the distant beat of a
headache throbbing in his temples. 


“Morning.”
He stifled a yawn.


“Why aren’t you in your own bed?”
Leon asked.


“Well your bed looked so comfy I
thought I’d try it out.”


“Mum, mum,
dad’s in my bed.”


Prosper swung his legs off the
edge and nursed his head in his hands. A moment later the door opened and
Natasha walked in wearing a dressing gown, hands on the wall for extra support
for her leg brace.


“Prosper,” she said. “What on
earth are you doing in here? What time did you get in last night?”


He forced a smile. “It was late.
I didn’t want to wake you.”


“So you thought you’d wake Leon
instead?”


“He sleeps like a log. There was
no chance he would wake.”


Natasha frowned. Prosper could
tell she was unconvinced. 


“Why didn’t you return any of my
calls? I was worried about you.”


“Sorry, battery must have run
out.”


“And you didn’t think to find a
phone to call?”


“I just didn’t think.”


“That’s typical of you.” She
wrinkled her nose and shook her head. “So did you get the job?”


Prosper nodded, wincing as it
aggravated the growing pain in his temples.


“Well I guess that explains the
smell of alcohol.”


“My new boss took me out to
celebrate, I couldn’t say no.” He hoped she wouldn’t see through his lie.


“Well when do you start this new
job then?”


“I’ve already started.”


“Don’t you have to give notice?”


“It’s sorted.” Leon
started bouncing on the bed beside him, making Prosper’s head hurt even more,
so he stood up, walked across the room and put his arms around his wife. He
kissed her on the lips. “Sorry about not calling. You know I love you.”


Natasha kissed him back. “Well
you can make us all breakfast to make up for it. And I’ll have mine in bed.”


“You can have it anywhere you
want it – and the breakfast,” Prosper said with a grin and a wink. 


 


The roads seemed deserted as Prosper
drove across town. His first job was to return to the research centre to find
out as much as he could about the escaped prisoner. Although he didn’t know if
prisoner was the right word, as he was more of a test subject by all accounts.
He still couldn’t believe this sort of thing was going on. 


When he arrived at the building,
he parked in the forecourt and walked towards the door. Lester had given him a
security pass, and told everyone concerned with the project to give him their
full co-operation. 


When he reached the door, he
stood before it and waved up at the camera. A moment later, the door opened and
he walked inside and continued along the corridor to the scanner on the wall.
His details had been input into the system, so when he placed his hand against
the device and the light scanned his palm, the door opened with a swish.


The burly guard he had seen a
couple of other times was on reception. 


“I’m here to get as many details
as I can about the escaped prisoner,” Prosper said.


The guard placed his hands on the
desk. “Then you’ll need to talk to Klement. He’s in charge.”


“I will in good time.” He
withdrew his notebook and pen. “First, I want to ask you a few questions. As I
saw you there, I know you worked at the hub where the prisoner escaped from.”


The guard nodded. “We rotated
facilities.”


“What’s your name?”


The man skewed his lips and
cocked his head from side to side. “Why?”


“Because I’m asking, that’s why.”


“Stuart Rogers.”


Prosper made a note of his name.
“So did you know the prisoner who escaped?”


“Yes, prisoner 142345”


“Does he have a name?”


“I presume so. All I know is his
number. We don’t call people by names. Numbers let them know their status.”


“I see.” Prosper wrote the
prisoners number down, and jotted a few notes. “And what is their status?”


“They’re prisoners. Scum.”


“But they’re still people at the
end of the day.”


“Not in here they’re not.”


“Mr. Snow, back again so soon?”


Prosper turned to see Klement
standing behind him. “I just need to ask a few questions.”


“Of course.
You know my men and I are at your disposal.”


“Well I need all the records for
prisoner—” he glanced at his notes “142345.”


“Not a problem. I just want him
brought back. Follow me and I’ll get you what you need.”


Prosper started following
Klement. At the end of the corridor he turned back and looked at Rogers, saw he
was glaring back at him. Klement lead the way into a room filled with files. In
the distance Prosper heard someone sobbing. 


“Doesn’t it disturb you, what
you’re doing?”


Klement frowned. “It’s just an
experiment, why should it disturb me?”


“You’re goading people into
killing, that’s why, and now one of your subjects is out there doing just that
to innocent people. What if he killed someone you know?”


“Statistically that’s not very
likely.”


“But just say he did.”


“Then I presume I’d be
devastated.”


“So how can you justify it?”


“I don’t mean to be rude, Mr.
Snow, but I thought you were here to help track down our missing subject, not
to grill me on the question of morality.” He proceeded to open a drawer and
leaf through files. “Ah, here it is.” He pulled a manila folder out and handed
it to Prosper. “I believe everything you need to know is in there.”


Prosper accepted the file and
opened it up. 


“Please, make yourself
comfortable, Mr. Snow.” Klement pointed to a small desk and chair. “I have
business to attend to.” With that, he walked out of the room.


Prosper sat and emptied the
contents of the folder onto the desk. There were stacks of papers. The top
sheet was headed: 


142345 – Peter Clarke. 


Sex: Male


Age: 28. 


Height: 5’ 10”


Weight: 11 stone 4 pounds.


IQ: 119


Distinguishing features: tattoos
on both arms and neck.


Habitual drug
offender. Offered a place in project Nurture.


A photograph of Clarke was
attached to the top sheet. It showed a pale man with drawn features and hollow
eyes. He looked almost skeletal, the tattoo of a spider’s web on his neck
standing out in sharp relief.


Prosper flicked the sheet over.


December 28th. A course of drug treatment undertaken.


Memory wipe: January 4th.
Result: successful. Subject is placed in solitary confinement for 6 days.


Procedures undertaken: 


1) January 10th. Audio and visual bombardment of violence.


2) January 15th.
142345 is subjected to continuous beatings.


3) January 20th.
Fly test. Result: subject eradicated all flies within three hours and is
rewarded with praise.


4) January 21st.
Beatings restart.


5) January 23rd.
Mice test. Result: subject eradicated mice within two hours and was rewarded
with praise and food treats. 


6) January 29th. Audio and visual bombardment of violence. 


7) February 4th. Rabbit test. Result: subject eradicated and eviscerated
rabbits when ordered to within 30 minutes and was rewarded with special
privileges.


8) February 5th.
Beatings and suppression continue. 


9) February 10th.
Lamb test. Result: subject refused to comply.


10) February 10th.
Audio and visual bombardment of violence coupled with beatings.


11) February 14th.
Lamb test. Result: lamb was eradicated within 10 minutes and subject was
praised and rewarded with food.


12) February 18th. Audio and visual bombardment. 


13) February 21st.
Goat test. Result: subject eradicated goat within 5 minutes and was praised and
rewarded with special privileges.


Prosper swallowed and licked his
lips. What they were doing was inhuman. 


14) February 25th. Audio and visual bombardment.


Notes: subject is now showing
signs of open hostility and aggressive behaviour. A fight broke out between
142345 and 231234. 142345 and 231234 were rewarded with special privileges. 


Prosper flicked through the rest
of the notes. There were details on drugs administered, treatments received for
injuries sustained and so forth. It made for disturbing reading.


When he had finished, Prosper lay
the papers down and leaned back. This was much worse than he ever imagined.
They were creating monsters. 


 


Rivers refocused his binoculars
and looked at the building along the road. His long wait had been rewarded when
Prosper turned up a few hours ago.


The building was five storeys
high, and most of the windows had been smashed. As Prosper had been inside for
a good few hours, Rivers reasoned that this was where the man Prosper had met
yesterday had brought him. But what were they up to? 


If they wanted Rivers out of the
way, then it must be something important. And that meant that there might be
money to be made out of it. If so, then he wanted his piece of the action. 


Almost three hours after he
entered, Prosper exited the building and drove away. Rivers watched him go, and
then refocused on the building. Despite its rundown appearance, he knew there
must be something inside to have kept Prosper there for so long, but he
couldn’t just walk inside without knowing what was going on, so he sat and
waited.


Just before two o’clock, a blue, unmarked minibus drove along the
road. Rivers focused the binoculars on it. By the state of their dress, the
occupants were some form of security guards, of which there looked to be about
eight of them.


The minibus drove underneath the
archway Prosper had driven through. Fifteen minutes later it reappeared and
drove away. The seats were all occupied. Rivers surmised that there had been a
shift change. 


Now he knew that anywhere that
had that much security must have something to hide. All he had to do now was
find out what that something was. 


 
















CHAPTER 28


 


Lester had given Prosper an
address and asked him to meet there at midday.
The address was situated in the heart of the city, where navigating the streets
by car was an art in itself with one-way systems and bus lane only areas. 


The building was a tall glass
fronted structure situated in-between two banking offices. Smartly dressed
businessmen and women went in and out of the banks like worker ants. 


Prosper slowed down as he drove
past the building. There was no name on the front, just a number by the large
revolving doors, 111. 


Lester had told him that parking
was available around the back, so he continued driving and then turned left
into a side street. He then took another left until he was at the rear of the
property. A ramp led underneath the building, like a tongue protruding from a
dark maw. There was a barrier across the entrance. Prosper drove up to it;
noticed a box on a post with a push button. Security cameras stared down at him
from above the entrance. 


Prosper lowered his window to
press the button when the barrier went up by itself. He drove underneath it and
found himself in a car park dotted with various vehicles. Spotting a space, he
parked and then exited the vehicle, following signs on the wall marked, ‘Entrance’
with an arrow underneath. He noticed more CCTV cameras protruding from the
columns that supported the high ceiling. 


Once he reached the lift, he
entered and pressed the Lobby button. The door shut with a soft clunk and then
opened seconds later. Having not felt the lift move, he thought there was a
problem, but when he looked out of the door, he saw that it had delivered him
to the Lobby. 


Prosper stepped out and walked
across to an entrance guarded by two men. Potted plants were situated next to the
glass-fronted window. Prosper looked up; saw balconies of chrome and glass
disappearing into the high, vaulted ceiling. 


“Security pass
please,” one of the nondescript guards said, as Prosper approached. Prosper
pulled out the card Lester had given him, and the guard scanned it with an
electronic device and then stepped aside to let Prosper through.


“You’re expected. Room 221. Up the stairs, second floor.”


Prosper nodded and made his way
up the steps in the middle of the building, the glass on either side of which
made it appear that there was no protection from falling, making him feel
slightly dizzy. 


Once he reached the second floor,
signs pointed in either direction, indicating the room numbers. Prosper turned
right and walked along the balcony, the glass panels of which allowed him to
look down at the foyer. There was a short gap between the balcony and the glass
frontage, through which he could see the buildings opposite. He wondered if the
occupants had a clue what sort of place this was.


When he reached room 221, he
knocked on the wooden door and a woman shouted for him to enter. He walked
through, smelling pungent perfume. A secretary seated behind a desk smiled at
him. She looked to be in her mid twenties, was wearing a yellow shirt and had
her black hair tied back in a ponytail. 


“Good afternoon. Mr. Snow, I
presume.”


Prosper nodded. 


“One moment.”
She pressed an intercom button on the desk. “Mr. Snow is here to see you.”


“Send him through.”


“Straight through the door,” the
secretary said.


“Thanks.” He crossed the room.
When he reached the door, he opened it without knocking and walked through. 


Lester sat behind a large oak
desk towards the back of the room, which measured about thirty feet by twenty.
The bottom half of the surrounding walls was covered in leather, the top half
plain white. Sunshine radiated through the expansive single pane window behind
Lester, softening his outline. There was a computer on the desk, along with
papers, books, a telephone and pens. Alongside these sat a small plaque that
read, ‘Do it right first time.’ A couple of pictures were hanging on the wall
to Prosper’s left. Both of them were of hunting scenes. In between these was a
certificate with a government seal.


“Prosper, please, sit.” Lester
indicated the chair opposite, which unlike his throne-like padded chair was a
simple straight-backed chair with a hard back and a padded seat.


Prosper sat. 


“I hear you’ve already started
your investigation into subject 142345.”


“Yes, I’ve made a start in researching
Peter Clarke if that’s what you mean.”


Lester nodded. “Good, good. I
hope the doctor and his associates were cooperative.”


“They gave me what I asked for.”


“Well of course I don’t expect
you to work alone on the case, so I’ve assigned a couple of agents to work with
you.”


“A couple of
agents?”


“Yes, you’ll report to Brundle
and Williams. They’re both already up to speed on the case and they’ll be able
to show you the ropes as you go along. Now, on to other
matters.” He leaned forwards and knitted his hands together on the desk.
“You’ll have to undergo firearms training.”


Prosper pursed his lips.


“We’re licensed to carry
firearms, and you’ll undergo training and be issued with a certificate and a
weapon.”


“Is that really necessary?”


“In this line of work, most
certainly. The people we hunt are dangerous, and we use maximum force to
achieve our aims, our motto being, Omni ope atque opera, which basically means, ‘Whatever it takes
to get the job done’.”


Hunt! It seemed a strange
choice of word, but then considering the activities the unit was involved with,
perhaps it wasn’t.


“Okay, so when do I get to meet
Brundle and Williams?”


“There’s no time like the
present. They’re waiting for you in the briefing room on the ground floor.
They’ll show you around, and I’ve instructed them to start your firearms
training.”


“Wouldn’t it be of more
importance to catch Clarke first, before he kills again?”


“The motto, Prosper, remember the
motto, whatever it takes to get the job done.”


Prosper stood up, acknowledged Lester
with a nod, and then walked out of the room, through the knockout gas of the
secretary’s perfume, and then made his way back downstairs. Everything was well
signposted and he followed a brightly lit corridor into the heart of the
building. 


He entered the briefing room,
instantly recognising the couple that sat chatting at one of the tables as the
man and woman that had accompanied Klement when the body was found in the
public convenience. 


The man looked across and nodded.
The woman smiled. 


“Brundle and
Williams?”


“She’s Brundle, and I’m
Williams.” The man stood up and offered his hand to shake. He towered over
Prosper, and his grip was like that of a bear. He was dressed casually in a
dark blue jumper and jeans.


Brundle indicated the chair
opposite. “Take the weight off.”


Prosper sat. He had the feeling
her comment was intentional and that she knew about his corpulent past. 


“I take it Lester’s told you a
little about what we do.”


“Yeah, a
little.” 


Brundle was also dressed down in
a white t-shirt, her shoulder length dark hair tied into a small ponytail. She
pursed her lips. “I guess our existence came as a bit of a shock.”


Prosper shrugged. “No more than
finding that effigy of Jesus on my toast the other day.”


“Really.”


“Yeah, I was going to charge
people to look at it, but then I thought fuck it, I’m hungry, so I ate it
instead.”


“I do recall that you like your
food.”


Prosper clenched his hands
together under the table and tried to keep the irritation from showing on his
face. Obviously they knew a lot more about him than he knew about them. “Well
they say an army marches on its stomach, so I like to keep my strength up.”


“You’ll need it in this job,”
Williams said.


Prosper looked around the room,
which consisted of two long tables with six chairs either side. At the front of
the room, there was a large rectangular board with a map of the area; around
which were photographs of the people that Clarke had killed. They had all been
bludgeoned to death, hardly recognisable now. There were six victims. Red
pieces of string lead from each photograph to a pin on the map, presumably
indicating where they were killed. There were also copious notes tacked around
or scrawled in marker pen. 


“As you can see, 142345 has been quite busy,” Brundle said.


“He has a name, you know.”


“I know. Anyway, 142345 seems to pick people at random, as nothing links the
victims. They seem to be opportunistic killings.”


“So I presume this is a result of
his … conditioning?”


Williams nodded. “Yes, I believe
you read the file. The program he was undertaking was to see if people could be
designed to kill.”


“And doesn’t that concern you?”


Brundle and Williams glanced at
each other. Williams shrugged. Brundle shook her head. “We’ve seen worse.”


Worse?
Prosper didn’t think things could get much worse. 


“You’ll find that we’re sort of
unconventional here, and we have pretty much a free reign where our methods are
concerned,” Williams said. 


“As long as you get the job done,
whatever it takes, right?”


Williams nodded. “We’re paid to
get results, so yes, we get the job done.”


Brundle skewed her lips. “You
seem a little, reticent.” 


“I guess it’s just not what I’m
used to.”


“You’ll get the hang of it.” She
smiled.


“So as you can see,” Williams said,
“We’ve been charting 142345’s progress so far.” He walked towards the board.
“The first victim was killed the day he escaped from the hub. Two days later,
another body was discovered.” He pointed to another photograph. “And so it’s
continued. As Brundle said, there’s not been anything to link the victims, and
they were all killed at various locations, which means
142345 is mobile. We can’t predict where he’ll strike next but he’s obviously
holing up somewhere, we just need to find where.”


“So what do you know about the
memory wipe he was given?” Prosper asked.


Williams shrugged. “It’s supposed
to do what it says and wipe his memories.”


“Okay, but what if it hasn’t
completely. Have you checked around the area where Clarke lived, interviewed
family, friends?”


“We’ve been trying to play it low
key,” Brundle said. “That’s why there’s been a press blackout.”


“Oh, so it’s not because the
government doesn’t want the British tax payer to find out that they’re
subsidising research into what makes people kill?”


“That too.
But believe me Prosper, it’s for their own good.”


“Tell that to Clarke’s victims.”


Brundle shrugged. “Anyway I
believe we’re to take you down to the armoury and give you a firearms lesson.”


“Then lead the way.” He stood and
followed Brundle and Williams out of the room, along the corridor and down some
steps. At the bottom, Brundle scanned a key card across the sensor and the door
opened. 


Further ahead, Prosper heard
muffled bangs.


“This is where you’ll have to
come each time you sign out your weapon,” Williams said. “There’s a shooting
range down here where you’re trained and there’s also a simulation test range
where targets pop up.”


Prosper followed them along a
short corridor with a door at either end and then found himself in a small
reception area. A woman with blonde hair and freckles sat behind a counter with
wire mesh reinforced glass. 


“How’s it going?” she asked as
Brundle approached. 


“Not too bad, Sally.” She slid
her pass through a gap in the bottom of the glass. Sally checked it, and pushed
it back, along with a sheet to sign, then she walked
to a rack of weapons along the back wall. She took down a pistol and some
ammunition and passed it through the gap. 


“So who’s the new boy?” Sally
stared at Prosper.


“Prosper Snow, this is Sally Metcalfe.
What she doesn’t know about guns isn’t worth knowing,” Brundle said.


Prosper nodded in greeting and
handed over his security pass. Sally perused it, then handed it back along with
the signature sheet before she walked to the gun rack. 


“You right or left handed?”


“Right.”
He signed the form.


Well the standard issue is a Sig Sauer P229, which is a compact firearm. Ours are
chambered for .357 SIG rounds. It holds twelve in the clip and one in the
chamber.” She took a pistol down along with some boxes of ammunition and a
holster and passed them through the gap. “This is your new baby. Treat her with
respect and she’ll handle just fine. You can sign one out at the beginning of
your shift and then check it back in when you’ve finished.”


Prosper picked the gun up and
waited for Williams to sign one out, and then he followed his new partners
through another door into what was essentially a large concrete bunker. Brundle
passed him some protective glasses and a set of ear defenders.


“Put these on.”


Prosper did as he was told and
then walked to one of the firing positions at the back of the range. Williams
attached a torso shaped target to clips on two wires and then pressed a control
button. The target whizzed along the wires like a remote control ghost, coming
to rest hovering in the distance.


Brundle held her gun in both
hands and fired off six quick rounds. Williams pushed another button and the
target sailed back towards them, the bottom flapping. As it drew close, Prosper
saw six holes in the middle of the target, concentrated in a five-inch pattern.


“Welcome to gun club,” Brundle
said with a grin. 


 
















CHAPTER 29


 


Rivers sat in front of his
computer and studied the Street View image of the building Prosper had entered the
other day, then he zoomed in through the archway and stared at a graffiti
covered door opposite, above which he could just make out a security camera. He
knew the images were sometimes years old, but most things didn’t change that
quickly that he couldn’t glean pertinent information from his searches. 


Now why would a derelict building
have a security camera? Because obviously it wasn’t so
derelict. He made notes in a pad as he worked, doodling little sketches
of the building and potential access points. He corroborated the Street View
images with overhead three-dimensional representations to build up a
comprehensive overview. All of the surrounding buildings appeared to be vacant,
which meant he wouldn’t have any problems with neighbours. 


It was a time consuming process
checking Street View, as he had to keep advancing the image along the road
before perusing the surrounding area again in case he had missed anything. Of
course he could have returned to the building and done a real time
reconnaissance, but then he might be spotted, and he preferred the anonymity
that the internet provided. 


As the building was presumably
old, he reasoned that there might be some information about it on the internet,
so he started doing some searches using the name of the road, and eventually
his perseverance was rewarded when he came across a site that had pictures of
the building, which used to be an old textile mill, along with a few
construction blueprints. 


He tried to imagine what was
going on, and why a police officer and an artist were involved, but nothing
made sense. Whatever it was though, he had a feeling it was big. 


Rivers leaned back and stared at
the image of the building on the monitor. What were they hiding in there? His
curiosity was like an itch that he couldn’t scratch. Breaking and entering
satisfied the inquisitive side of his nature. It allowed him to see what people
were hiding behind closed doors.


He had been the same as a kid. At
six years of age, he discovered Father Christmas didn’t exist when he found his
presents in a cupboard in his parents’ bedroom and he put two and two together.
Of course, he couldn’t ignore the presents, all wrapped up and hidden away, so
he carefully unwrapped them and then resealed them as best he could – which
wasn’t good enough -- as he didn’t have the technical ability that parcel
wrapping needed. His parents had been furious, but Rivers didn’t care. It just
made him determined that the next time he discovered something people were
trying to keep hidden, he wouldn’t get caught.


The fact that there were guards
based inside the building made it even more intriguing. It would also make it a
lot more difficult to break inside to find out what was going on. But there had
to be a way. 


He stroked his chin. If he was
going to break in, he needed a way to distract the guards. The threat of fire
was a good one, as people wouldn’t want to burn to death, so he could always
try to trigger an alarm if they had one. That would presumably mean they would
evacuate, giving him a limited amount of time before they discovered that it
was a false alarm. But then of course, they might not have a fire alarm. 


Another option was to orchestrate
some sort of distraction to draw them outside, perhaps an explosion. But that
might draw too much attention and bring the cops in. So what about if he could
smoke them out? Then he would need a gas mask of some sort so that the smoke
didn’t affect him too. 


He started jotting his ideas
down. Needed something fast. If Prosper followed through with his threat, then
he didn’t have much time left before he had to leave town.


Eventually his ideas dried up and
he walked though to the kitchen to make himself a drink, hoping that the break
would allow fresh ideas to form. 


As he waited for the kettle to
boil, the phone rang. Rivers picked the receiver up.


“Hello.” 


“Where the hell have you been?
I’ve been calling you for days.”


“Gina, slow down. I’ve been
busy.”


“Too busy to
call your girlfriend?”


Rivers hesitated. He hated lying
to Gina. She was the best thing that had ever happened to him, but she would go
crazy if she knew the truth about him. He had told her that he was involved
with a Parkour business that was making videos and
books about the activity, which was what he wanted to do when he had enough
money. For now, it was just a pipe dream. But it was hard living a lie,
pretending to be something he wasn’t to someone he loved. “I was called away.
Business,” he said, content that it was partly true. “I’ve only just got back. Was going to call you.”


“So they didn’t have phones where
you were?”


“I forgot my phone and you know
what I’m like, I couldn’t remember your mobile number. I have trouble
remembering my own.” He laughed.


“It’s not good enough. You didn’t
even tell me you were going anywhere.”


“It was a last minute thing. I’ll
make it up to you, I promise.”


“You bet your life you will, and
I’m going to collect tonight.”


“Tonight …”


“Don’t tell me you can’t see me.”


“Well, it’s … it’s hard at the
moment.”


“Well that’s a waste when I’m not
there. I could always come round and help you with it.”


Rivers chuckled. Sex with Gina
was awesome and she had no inhibitions, but carnal pleasures were the last
thing on his mind at the moment. “I’ve got another meeting later. I promise, I’ll call you when I’m free.”


Gina fell silent for a moment.
“Have you gone off me?”


“Where’s that come from?”


“I just sense, I dunno, that you’re making up excuses.”


“Babe, I love you, you know that.
I’m not making excuses. I’d be crazy to mess you around. You’re the best thing
in my life.” He felt himself go red in the face – he didn’t like opening up
like this as it made him feel vulnerable, but she had to know how much she
meant to him. 


“You mean that?”


“I wouldn’t say it if I didn’t.”


“Well just make sure you ring me when
you’re free and you know it’ll be worth your while.” She chuckled.


“On my life.
Catch you later.” He disconnected the call and looked back at the monitor. Time
was against him. It was tonight or never. 


 
















CHAPTER 30


 


Prosper sat in the rear of the four
by four vehicle. Brundle was driving. Williams sat beside her. 


“I can’t believe Clarke’s family
haven’t been interviewed yet,” Prosper said, flexing his right wrist. All that
shooting had hurt more than he thought it would, and never mind a barn door; he
wouldn’t have hit the damn barn. The gun was now strapped underneath his arm
and he had visions of it going off and drilling a hole down his side.


“It’s a delicate situation,”
Brundle replied.


“Delicate! He’s out there killing
people. We’ve got to find him.”


Up ahead, tower blocks jutted
into the sky. Brundle parked in the shadow of the tallest one. A scratched and
faded plaque on the wall identified it as Serenity
 Tower. Prosper knew the locals
called it Suicide Central. 


Balconies jutted from the building,
many of them decorated with clothes hung out to dry. Graffiti decorated the
lower walls, the modern day hieroglyphics. 


Prosper exited the car. A breeze
caressed his face as he stared around. Kids that should have been at school
were hanging around the entrance, sitting on crumbling walls, smoking and
drinking.


“Someone had better stay with the
car, otherwise I think we’ll be walking back,” Prosper said.


Williams exited the vehicle and
leaned against the side. “I’ve got it.”


“Okay Brundle, it’s you and me.
Let’s go.” Prosper started walking towards the entrance. He noticed the kids
watching him as he approached. There were seven of them in total.


“You smell something?” a boy of
about twelve with a brown crew cut said.


A girl with braces grinned.
“Yeah, smells like pig.”


Crew cut laughed. “Sqweee, sqweee, squeal little
piggy.”


Although none of the kids looked
older than fourteen, they made Prosper feel uncomfortable. He straightened his
back as he walked, trying to make himself look taller. 


Brundle stopped beside the kids
and looked at each one in turn.


“What you think you’re lookin’ at?” the girl with braces asked.


“Just remembering your faces,”
Brundle replied.


“Oh yeah, what
for?”


Brundle pulled her gun out and patted
it against her palm. “So I know who to come looking for.”


The girl’s jaw dropped.


“Anyone else got anything smart
to say?”


The kids all turned away or
looked at the ground. Brundle nodded, and then headed towards the entrance
doors. Prosper realised his own mouth was hanging open and he shut it and
swallowed before following her.


Once they were inside the lobby,
he said, “What the hell was that about? They’re kids!”


“Kids who’d
probably do you over for the price of a packet of cigarettes. I was just
letting them know the score. Come on Prosper, you’ve been on the force long
enough. You know what they’re like. Kids today. Gangsters tomorrow.”


Prosper knew she was right, but
her unorthodox methods were disturbing. There were two lifts and a door to the stairway
in the lobby.


“You want to take the stairs or
risk the coffin?” Brundle asked.


“I’ll take my chances with one of
the lifts.” He stepped forwards and pushed the button. Seconds later the doors
slid open. Coffin was an apt term when he saw the size and state of it. It was
probably big enough to fit four people, and it stank of piss. He stepped
inside. Brundle followed. Prosper then pressed the button for the twentieth
floor, wiping his finger on his trousers after.


The lift started to move, the
distant sound of screeching and whining overhead making Prosper lick his lips
and stare anxiously at the control panel as it illuminated each number in turn,
missing some if the backlit number’s bulb wasn’t working.


When the doors opened on the
twentieth floor, he had to restrain himself from jumping out. He motioned with
his hand that Brundle should exit first and then he followed her onto the
outside walkway. This high, the wind whipped his jacket and he zipped it up and
then stared over the balcony, saw Williams down below, still leaning against
the vehicle, his arms folded. 


Prosper stared across at the
surrounding tower blocks. He considered Klement’s experiment into nature or
nurture; knew that many of the people who lived here were brought up to accept
alcoholism, drugs, poverty and violence as a way of life, so sure the nurture
effect influenced them. He didn’t need to conduct a sick experiment that
probably cost millions of pounds to come to that conclusion. 


He took a breath, then walked along the walkway. Many of the doors were metal,
probably reinforced, and quite a few of them had metal shutters. Others were
boarded up. When he reached the door he was looking for, he rang the bell,
heard a shout inside, then the door opened and he looked down at the stooped
old woman in the floral dress standing before him, her grey hair tied up in a
bun. 


“Yes?”


“Henrietta Clarke?” Prosper
asked.


The woman nodded. 


“My name’s Prosper Snow, I work
for …” He ran his tongue around inside his mouth and looked at Brundle.


“An official government
department,” Brundle said, taking out her identification and holding it out for
inspection.


Henrietta stepped back. “So what
do you want?”


“We’re here to ask you about your
son, Peter.”


Henrietta clucked her tongue.
“What’s he done now?”


“Who is it?” a man shouted from
inside the building.


“Some people asking about Peter,”
Henrietta shouted back.


“Tell ‘em
to fuck off.”


Henrietta nodded. “You heard
him.”


“All I want to know,” Prosper
said, “is whether you’ve seen him lately?”


Henrietta shook her head. “Not
for months.”


“Do you know where he went?”


“Not a clue.”


“And aren’t you concerned that
you haven’t seen him for so long?”


Henrietta shrugged. “He’s not
tied to my apron strings. He’s a big lad.”


“What if something’s happened to
him?”


“Then I’d have heard, wouldn’t
I?”


Prosper found her indifference
sad. “Well do you know anywhere he might be? Does he have any friends he stays
with? Any places he visits?”


Henrietta shrugged. “He stops at
people’s houses, smoking drugs. I don’t know where any of them are. None of my business. Otherwise he’s usually in the pub on
the edge of the estate, The Rising Sun.”


Prosper nodded, said his thanks
and then walked away. Nature or nurture? Whatever it
was, with parents like that, Peter Clarke probably welcomed having his memories
wiped.


 
















CHAPTER 31


 


Prosper spent a while mooching
around the area, asking if anyone knew Peter Clarke, or if they had seen him
lately. Most people were unresponsive and those who did answer replied in the
negative. He also checked out the pub Henrietta had mentioned, The Rising Sun,
an establishment surrounded by barbed wire, and more suited as a place of
imprisonment than a place of fun and relaxation. 


After he exhausted all avenues,
he had Brundle drive them to the industrial unit prison that Peter Clarke had
escaped from. 


Once inside the building, he
found the master controls for the lights and switched them on, then he checked out the interior, searching through every
room, wondering what horrors had been perpetrated within their walls.


“So what are you looking for?”
Brundle asked as she leaned on the corridor, arms folded across her chest.


Prosper shrugged. “I don’t know,
but so far we’ve got diddly squat.” He looked into
one of the cells, shaking his head at the horror of it all. “First, do you know
which cell Clarke was kept in?”


Williams pointed along the
corridor, back towards the entrance. “Second on the left.”


Prosper walked to the room,
pushed open the door and entered. About eight feet by six, it was a glorified shoebox.
There was a single bed and a metal toilet bowl. A simple light was recessed
into the ceiling and there were no windows. He stepped across to the bed and
crouched down to inspect some scratches on the wall which, judging by the blood
ingrained in the brickwork, had probably been made by
hand, literally dragging fingernails repeatedly across the masonry.


Close up, they just resembled
scratches, but as he stepped back, he realised that they were actually
rudimentary letters: Don’t trust anyone.


Prosper made notes in his pad,
then slipped it back into his pocket. “So how the hell did he escape?”


Williams scratched his head. “The
way I heard it, he somehow overpowered a guard and impersonated him. Then he
simply walked out.”


Prosper looked up at the internal
security cameras. “So where are the recordings?”


Brundle ran a hand across her
face. “The killer wiped them before he escaped.”


“How did he manage that?”


She shrugged.


“Well let’s go ask Klement.” 


Back in the vehicle, Prosper
ruminated over recent events. Everything seemed to have happened so fast, his
head was spinning. First he had feared that he was going to be revealed as a
killer, and from there he had spiralled to kidnapping, a new job, human
experimentation and escaped monsters. He could never have made it up.


Once they arrived at the prison,
the guard at reception relieved them of their weapons and put them in a
security box. Not that Prosper minded. He felt safer without the gun; too
afraid he would end up shooting himself.


Prosper followed Brundle and
Williams. He still hadn’t got an angle on them. They seemed efficient, but he
didn’t know anything about them, which made him wary. 


The first person he wanted to
speak to now was Klement. He had lots of questions, but very few answers. As
they approached Klement’s office, Prosper heard raised voices.


“We can’t let them keep
interfering with the experiment,” a man said.


“It’s gone too far for that,”
Klement replied.


“But they’re contaminating it.”


“Their access is limited.”


“That’s not good enough!” 


Brundle knocked on the door and
the voices fell silent. After a moment, Klement said, “Come in.”


Brundle entered. Prosper and
Williams entered behind.


Klement was sitting behind his
desk. The guard, Stuart Rogers, stood opposite, arms folded across his barrel
chest. He glared at them each in turn.


“Gentlemen, ladies, how goes the
search? Have you found 142345 yet?”


“Not yet,” Williams said. “It’s
hard when the crazies all look normal.”


Klement exhaled slowly. “You do
realise how important it is that he’s recovered, don’t you?”


“Of course we realise,” Prosper
snapped. “Anyway, I’d like to talk to the guard that Clarke knocked out when he
made his escape.”


“We’ve already interviewed him,”
Brundle said.


“You have, but I haven’t.”


Klement nodded. He pressed a
button on the desk. “Officer Johnson, please report to my office.”


“Is this necessary?” Rogers
asked.


Klement stared at Rogers,
his expression pinched.


“I’d also like to know what
happened to the security recordings from the night Clarke escaped,” Prosper
continued.


Klement clucked his tongue.
“142345 destroyed the recordings before he escaped.”


“How the hell did he manage to do
all that?”


“Dressed up in the uniform, and
with the glasses on, no one realised he was impersonating a guard, so he had
free access on the other side of the gate. I hold my hand up to it; we were
lax. It won’t happen again.”


Prosper silently cursed. How
the hell were they supposed to find Clarke?


There was a knock on the door and
a man walked in. He was about the same height as Prosper, of medium build with
short red hair. He took his glasses off to reveal blue eyes. He looked at the
occupants of the room, and then at Klement.


“Sir?” 


“Johnson, this man would like to
interview you about 142345’s escape.” He pointed at Prosper.


Johnson nodded at Klement, then
he seemed to notice Rogers and his
posture stiffened. He bowed his head slightly and shuffled his feet.


“Is there somewhere we could go
that’s a little more private?” Prosper asked.


“There’s a spare room next door,”
Klement said.


Prosper indicated that Johnson
should lead the way.


“Do you want us to come too?”
Williams asked.


“No. I can handle it.” 


“I’ll sit in,” Rogers
said.


“I’d rather you didn’t,” Prosper
said.


Rogers
ambled towards the door. “It wasn’t a request.” 


Johnson swallowed and then
followed Rogers out the door. 


“You sure you don’t want us to
accompany you too?” Williams asked.


Prosper shook his head. “I’ve got
it. Besides, you’ve already interviewed him once.” He followed Johnson out into
the corridor, and down to the next room along. “Please, sit down,” he said,
pointing at one of the three chairs stacked against the wall.


Johnson lifted one of the chairs
down and sat. Rogers leaned against
the wall, arms folded across his chest again.


“I’ve already told your partners
everything I remember,” Johnson said.


“It won’t hurt to go over it one
more time.” 


Johnson cleared his throat and
glanced at Rogers. “Well it was
about nine thirty when it happened. I was coming to the end of my shift and
doing a final check on the prisoners. When I came to 142345’s cell, I noticed
he was curled up in a ball on his bunk. He’d been complaining he was ill for a
few days, so I just assumed it was because of that. Anyway, I went inside to
see if he was okay. He grunted that he was, so I turned to leave. Next thing I
know, I wake up on the floor of the cell stripped naked.


“Damn bastard had whacked me over
the head.” He lifted his cap and turned his head to reveal a bald patch with
stitches.


“Do you know what he hit you
with?”


“Not a clue. Due to the nature of
the experiment, the prisoners don’t have access to anything that could be used
as a weapon.”


“Okay. So tell me a little about
yourself.”


Johnson frowned. “About me? What do you want to know?”


“Yes, what’s that got to do with
anything?” Rogers growled.


Prosper ignored Rogers,
although he could feel his gaze boring into him. “What’s your role here?”


“I’m a guard.”


“Is that all you are? I mean, I
presume there are other doctors here, like Klement, involved in the
experiment.”


“No, I’m just a guard.”


Prosper turned to Rogers.
“And what about you?”


“What about me?”


What’s your role?”


Rogers clenched his jaw. “I’m in
charge of the guards.”


Prosper turned back to Johnson.
“So how did you get the job here and what did you used to do before?”


“I’ve worked in the prison
service for years. I was approached and asked if I would consider a move,
working for a new private security firm, offering better pay and conditions. Well,
money’s a big motivator.” He chuckled, the sound cut short when Rogers cleared
his throat. “Long and short of it, I had an interview, and got the job.”


Prosper nodded. “Well, does any
aspect of this job, disgust you?”


“What do you mean, disgust me?”


“What you’re doing to those
people. I’ve seen the beatings. The humiliation.”


Johnson shrugged. “Way I look at
it, the prisoners aren’t really feeling any of it.”


“They’re not? And why’s that?”


“Well seeing as how they have
their memories wiped, they’re sort of like, I dunno, empty, if you get
what I mean.” He glanced at Rogers, who nodded his head slightly. “They don’t
know any different. They’re not like proper people. And at the end of the day,
it’s just a job.”


Someone screamed in the distance,
the sound suddenly cut short. Prosper saw the trace of a grin on Rogers face.


Just a job.
Prosper couldn’t get that thought out of his head as he thanked Johnson for his
time and watched him and Rogers walk out of the room. 


Just a job.



 
















CHAPTER 32


 


Rivers scanned the street. Shift
change was due just before 10 o’clock.
He checked his watch. That gave him an hour. He knew he was cutting it fine,
but damn it to hell, he didn’t have any time left to plan, so it was now or
never. 


He had decided to go with the smoke
grenade option and had actually purchased some from a shop that supplied
paintball equipment. Most people associated smoke with fire and only a fool
wouldn’t evacuate if they thought they were going to burn to death.


Now the only problem was setting
off the grenade so that the smoke went inside the building. He hadn’t been able
to see much on Street View, but hopefully there was going to be a window, air
vent or some other entrance pipe through which he could pump the smoke.


Backpack strapped in place, Rivers
ran around the rear of the building. He didn’t want to attempt entering at the
front and the rear provided more opportunities for climbing as there were
ledges and protruding pipes in the brickwork that he could utilise. 


Clouds obscured the sky and there
were no streetlights at the back, so he had to wait a while to let his eyes
adjust to the darkness. He crouched in a corner between two buildings.
Something flapped overhead and he looked up, saw a sheet of plastic fluttering
from a window. 


Judging by the state of the
buildings, they had been abandoned for a long time. Water dripped beside him, a
string of slimy black mould hanging from the overflow pipe. The water trickled
into a drain in the road. 


Once he could see well enough,
Rivers started to climb, using his agility and strength to pull himself up from
pipe to overhang to window ledge. The first window was set about ten feet above
the ground. When he reached the five inch thick ledge, he scooted himself onto
it, and pressed on the top edge to hold himself in place. 


The glass was smashed and he
peered inside, surprised to see that there appeared to be a building within a
building, set about eight feet back from the window, so that it couldn’t be
easily discerned from outside. The interior building seemed to stretch the
whole length of the facility, which was about two hundred feet or more. 


He knew that anywhere that had
the need of guards would probably have a top-notch electrical security system
too. The broken window allowed easy access, and he was confident that there
weren’t any motion sensors as there was always the chance that a bird could fly
inside, and they wouldn’t want the hassle of false alarms all the time, and if
there were alarms, then they would be installed on the interior building. With
this in mind, he slipped through, careful to avoid the fangs of glass still
lodged in the beading. As agile as a cat, he landed in a crouch, eyes and ears
alert. 


The interior shell stretched from
floor to ceiling and looked to be made of some sort of metal. There were no
visible windows or doors. Rivers ran his tongue across his teeth, then crept towards the walls. He placed his hand against the
cold metal, felt a slight vibration. 


With no visible point of entry
from the rear, he proceeded to the right hand side. When he reached the corner,
he peered along the length. The building stretched all the way to the front,
which was about one hundred and fifty feet away. 


What the hell were they doing
inside there?


His previous assumption that
there would be high tech security now seemed unfounded, probably because there
was only one access point, through the front, and the walls were undoubtedly
impenetrable, so they had no worries about anyone breaking in.


At the far end, he saw something
jutting from the side of the wall. An air conditioning
system. He smiled to himself.


It would draw air in from the
outside. And although it would have a filter, it probably wouldn’t be adequate
enough to cope with masses of smoke. 


Rivers unhooked the backpack,
slipped it off his shoulder and withdrew the smoke grenades. He glanced at his
watch. Had about forty-five minutes before the shift change.
With no time to lose, he used some small zip ties to attach four smoke grenades
to the wire mesh covering the air conditioning unit and then ignited them.
Clouds of smoke billowed out. Lots of it rose up to the ceiling, but he hoped
that enough would be sucked inside by the fan. 


Satisfied, he reattached his backpack,
then ran to the window, clambered out and dropped to
the ground. He ran back to the front of the building and hid close to the
archway, close enough that if the guards ran out, he
could slip past unobserved in the confusion. 


His heart was beating faster than
he’d ever known, probably because he had never been in a situation as perilous
as this before. But deep down he knew the worst that could happen was that they
would arrest him. Hopefully that wouldn’t happen though. As he waited, he
removed a full-face gasmask from the backpack. He had bought it from an army
surplus store after he acquired the smoke grenades. 


The presence of the guards had
reinforced his feelings that there was something worth stealing inside;
something worth the risk of getting arrested over. Besides, he had a good
feeling about today, just knew that he wasn’t going to get caught. No, this was
his lucky day. Be it money, jewellery, art or whatever else, this was going to
be the big one. He could feel it in his bones.


He peered around the corner,
drummed his fingers against his thigh. What was taking them so long?


Almost as soon as he thought
about it, movement caught his eye and a figure rushed outside. He heard
shouting; saw a cloud of smoke drift out of the doorway, followed by more
figures, coughing and choking. Smoke continued to billow out, illuminated by
lights inside the entrance. Rivers scuttled around the corner and into the
courtyard, sticking to the walls where the shadows lingered. 


A few guards stood bent over at the
waist, hands on knees as they fought to catch their breath. Having seen what
the guards wore when he saw them in the minibus, Rivers had dressed accordingly
so that he would blend in even more. He left nothing to chance. 


Some people stood rubbing tears
from their eyes, and no one seemed to have a clue what was going on. 


Taking the chance, Rivers dodged
past and ran through the entrance, pulling the gasmask on as he went. Smoke
swirled around him, making visibility difficult. Using his hands, he felt his
way forwards, following the wall. Eventually he came out into a larger area and
he continued on, passing a small desk. He could hear shouting and screaming in
the distance; terrified screams that chilled his blood. 


He passed through a door, then went through an open gate. He heard someone running in
his direction; looked for somewhere to hide, but was lost and confused himself.
White clouds of smoke drifted all around like cotton wool. 


“This way,” someone shouted.
“Quick.”


More footsteps thundered towards
him, sounded like a whole crowd of people. Figures appeared through the smoke,
a whirl of arms and legs. They were dressed in white, their features haunted. 


Rivers reared back in shock; felt
someone grab his arm. He tried to pull free, but the grip was too tight. 


He punched out blindly. Someone
punched him back, hitting him in the stomach and knocking the wind out of his
lungs. Someone else grabbed his other arm; ripped the mask off his face. He
tried to hold his breath, but the smoke filled his eyes, making them water. He
blinked and eventually, he sucked in air, choked. 


He didn’t understand what was
going on. Who were all these people?


Someone shouted, gouged at his
face, their nails tearing through his flesh, drawing blood. He felt a finger
poke into his eye, actually felt it puncture his eyeball and he screamed. His
eye socket felt as though it was on fire. He wanted to soothe the pain, but his
arms were held fast. 


Another hand clawed at his face
again, fingers slipping into his mouth. He bit down, tasted warm blood spurt
down his throat, but the attacker didn’t seem to react. Instead they yanked at
his skin, pulled at his lips as though trying to pull the flesh from his bones.


The strength seeped out of his
legs and he slumped forwards. Punches and kicks assailed his body, each one
causing explosions of pain that made him scream in agony. He saw Gina’s face in
his mind, then darkness seeped into his eyes and he choked his last breath. 


 
















CHAPTER 33


 


A ringing sound jerked Prosper
out of his sleep. It took him a couple of seconds to realise that it was the
phone. He reached across and fumbled for the receiver in the dark – noticed the
red digits of the alarm clock: 1:37 a.m.


“Yeah,” he mumbled.


“It’s Brundle. Get dressed I’m
coming to pick you up. We have a job to do.”


Prosper rubbed his eyes. “Job! It’s one thirty
in the bloody morning.”


“The shit hasn’t just hit the
fan, it’s smothered it. More prisoners have escaped.”


Prosper dropped the receiver,
scrambled for the bedside light switch and turned it on. 


“What is it?” Natasha asked
shielding her eyes from the bright light.


“I have to go into work.” He
swung his legs out of bed, stood up, felt shaky. 


“At this time?”


“Something’s happened.”


“Well if this is what your new job’s like, I don’t know whether I like it.”


“Sorry.” He kissed her on the
forehead. “Go back to sleep.”


Prosper dressed in the clothes
draped over the back of the dressing table chair, a pair of jeans and a blue
t-shirt. Then he turned the light off and made his way downstairs.


The heating had gone off hours
ago and the whole house was cold. He shivered and grabbed a jacket from the
cupboard under the stairs, along with a pair of boots. Once dressed, he waited
outside, pacing up and down the drive, chewing his fingernails to the quick. 


Five minutes later a car pulled
up. The passenger door opened as Prosper approached and Brundle leaned back
across to sit behind the steering wheel. 


“So what’s happened?” Prosper
asked as he jumped inside and pulled the door shut, glad to be out of the cold.


“I don’t know exactly.” Brundle
started driving, “but something’s gone down at the research centre and more
prisoners have escaped.”


“What sort of a fuck up operation
is this?”


Brundle shrugged, the
streetlights throwing pools of light and shadow across her face. 


“Where’s Williams?”


“He’s going to meet us there.”


“And what about
Lester? Is he coming too?”


“I think everyone and their
mother will be there. This is a bad one.” Brundle indicated and turned left at
the end of the road.


“You’re going the wrong way. The
research facility is that way.” He hooked a thumb to his right.


“Yes, but we need to pick up our
weapons first.”


“I’d rather just go and see
what’s happened.”


“Believe me, if it’s as bad as
they say, you’ll thank me later.”


Prosper sat back and fastened his
seatbelt. He had a feeling this was going to be a long night. 


Once they had signed out their
weapons, Brundle drove them to the rundown area where the research facility was
located. 


The road was blocked by a couple
of cars, beyond which lights had been erected and people were darting around. 


Brundle drove up to the cars,
lowered her window and flashed her ID at the man standing guard. He nodded and
waved to someone sitting in one of the vehicles and it pulled aside to allow
them through. 


After parking the car, Brundle
jumped out. Prosper followed. He could feel the gun clamped underneath his arm,
and he felt uncomfortable about it; remembered a saying that ‘guns don’t kill,
people do’ which couldn’t be any more apt as without someone to pull the
trigger, a gun was just a lump of metal and plastic.


Prosper looked around,
saw lights flashing through some of the surrounding buildings as people swept
through them with torches. 


“Brundle, Prosper.” 


At the sound of his name, Prosper
swirled around and saw Lester walking out from underneath the archway. Klement
and Rogers followed in his wake.


“What’s happened?” Brundle asked.


Lester shook his head. “Someone
broke into the facility.”


Prosper frowned. “Broke in? What for?”


“I don’t know, but he planted
smoke bombs to make it seem the building was on fire, so everyone had to be
evacuated. In all the confusion, some of the prisoners escaped. It’s mayhem in
there.”


“So how many have escaped?”
Brundle asked.


“We’re not sure yet,” Klement
said. “Quite a few.” He wiped sweat from his brow.


Prosper glanced at a couple of
medics rushing through the archway. “Well how many prisoners were there
inside?” 


“Fourteen,” Klement said.


“And how many have you rounded
up?”


Klement licked his lips. “Ten.”


“So there are four missing.”


Klement nodded. Rogers
grimaced.


“Well why didn’t you just say
that?”


“We need to recapture them Mr.
Snow. They’re outside the test environment. God knows what will happen.”


“So what about
this person who broke in? Do you know who it was or what they wanted?”


“The person has been … apprehended,”
Rogers said.


“Then can I talk to him?” Prosper
asked.


Rogers
shook his head. “It’s a little late for that.”


Before Prosper could respond, the
two medics walked out of the archway carrying a stretcher covered with a sheet.
Blood seeped through the material. “Is that him?”


Rogers
nodded. 


Prosper held his hand up. “Hold
on a minute.” He jogged across, braced himself and then threw the sheet back.
It took a couple of seconds to realise that he wasn’t looking at a chunk of
pizza, but a face. The eyes had been pushed back into their sockets, short
brown hair ripped out by its roots. Gashes and cuts covered the man’s face, a
face Prosper immediately recognised despite the devastation wreaked upon it.


Samuel Rivers. He took a deep
breath, the thick stench of blood in the air making him gag.


Prosper turned away, looked at
Rogers, Klement and Lester. “What happened to him?”


Klement stroked his chin. “Our
test subjects did what they were trained for.”


“You mean the prisoners killed
him?”


“It looks that way. They were
probably panicked in all the confusion.”


“Jesus.” Prosper rubbed his hands
along his thighs as though he had blood on them. What the hell was Rivers doing
here? How had he known about the place? The only explanation Prosper could come
up with was that Rivers had somehow followed him. And the only reason he would
have broken in was to find out what was going on.


Because of him, Rivers was dead.
How many more deaths did his shoulders have to bear the weight of?


He felt suddenly warm and
light-headed. He tugged at the neck of his t-shirt. 


“Are you alright, Prosper?”
Lester asked.


“Fine. Just fine.”


“We need to find out who that man
was, but before that, perhaps you and Brundle would like to help track down the
escapees before they can get very far. And remember, you’re licensed to use
extreme force, but only as a last resort. We want them bringing back alive.”


Brundle nodded and pulled out her
gun, checking the action. She turned to face Prosper. “You see, I told you that
you’d thank me.”


Prosper swallowed to rid his
mouth of the taste of bile. “You have my undying gratitude.”


Brundle sighed and shrugged.
“Well don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 


“How much head start do they
have?” Prosper asked.


“Little over two hours,” Lester
replied.


Prosper saw the medics loading
Rivers corpse into an ambulance. His stomach sank, made him feel nauseous. He
couldn’t admit to knowing Rivers, as it would launch a barrage of questions he
didn’t want to answer. 


The whole point of wanting to
find out about Lester and what he knew about Prosper’s nefarious deeds now
seemed unimportant – especially now that he knew the extent to which the
government were prepared to go in the name of science. What Prosper had done
paled in comparison. Like it or not, he had signed on with a new boss and now
he had a lot of shit to clear up.


But that didn’t stop him from
feeling guilty. 


“They could be anywhere after two
hours,” Prosper said.


“Well you’d better get a move on.
You can join the search of the buildings. There are torches in the back of that
incident wagon.” He pointed towards a large truck parked further along the
road.


Brundle nodded and jogged away.
Prosper followed. A set of steps led up the side of the incident wagon, the
back thrown open. Two men and a woman sat inside, coordinating the search. They
spoke quickly into microphones and then punched keys on the keyboard. A large
monitor screen on the wall showed an overhead view of the area. Some of the
picture was highlighted in transparent blue or red squares


“We’re here to help with the
search,” Brundle said.


The woman stood up. She handed
across a couple of torches and two headsets. “We’re combing the area in an
expanding circle. You can start with that building there,” she pointed at a red
squared point on the monitor. “Report in every five minutes. If you declare the
area clear, we’ll tick it off the list.”


Prosper pulled the single speaker
headset on and adjusted the microphone so that it was to the side of his mouth.



“Just hold the transmit button
when you want to contact us,” the woman said. “Your call sign is Ogre.”


“Got it,” Brundle said. She held
her torch in one hand, gun in the other, then jumped
down the steps. 


Prosper followed. Across the
courtyard, he saw Rogers and Klement deep in conversation. Rogers
kept waving his arms around in an angry manner. After a moment he barked orders
at a couple of the other guards and they nodded and ran back inside the prison.


The building Brundle and Prosper
had been designated to search was four stories high. It sat in darkness. Like
the surrounding properties, many of the windows had been smashed.


The entrance was a set of double
doors leading off the pavement. Prosper turned the handle. He expected it to be
locked, but the door opened. He switched on his torch and shone it inside. 


Metal columns held aloft the
ceiling. The torchlight threw fleeting shadows around the room. Prosper’s pulse
increased and his grip on the torch felt a little sweaty. 


He swallowed and then entered.
The room stretched the entire length of the building, which was about one
hundred feet wide by fifty feet long. Its unoccupied state made any sounds echo
between the columns. The air smelled damp and there was an aroma like that of
rusting metal.


Prosper shone the light around
the room, taking his time to check each column, which was the only place anyone
could conceivably hide. Satisfied the room was deserted, he started walking
towards the far wall where there were three doors. Brundle walked at his side,
the gun an extension of her arm.


Prosper approached the first
door. 


“One room at a time,” Brundle
whispered. “Starting with this one.” She braced
herself, and then pushed the door open. The wood groaned as it scraped across
the concrete floor. 


Prosper shone his torch around
from the doorway, illuminating a small box room. 


“Empty,” he whispered.


Brundle moved to the next door
and went through the same procedure. That room was also empty.


The next door led to a set of
stairs. Prosper started up but Brundle grabbed his arm and held him back. She
shook her head, then stepped past him to lead the way.


“This is Ogre, nothing to report
so far,” Brundle said into her mouthpiece.


The stairs zigzagged up, with windows
visible on each landing. The wind whistled through the broken glass, sounded
like a ghostly groan.


When they reached the first
floor, Prosper trailed Brundle along the short hallway, watched as she eased
the first door open. She shone the torch through to reveal a room the same as
the one on the ground floor. 


Brundle moved further into the
room, shining her light into the far corners. 


“Clear,” she said.


Prosper nodded and headed back
out to the stairs. He allowed Brundle to go first and they proceeded to the
next floor. The door at the top was ajar. Brundle edged closer and pushed it
open with her foot. The door swung inwards, came to rest. 


Prosper licked his lips. Glanced at Brundle. Her features were shadowed in the torchlight, teeth gritted making her cheekbones more
prominent. 


He followed her through the door,
finding himself in a corridor. He had a momentary memory of the abandoned
building where he and his friends executed Mack Taylor and goose bumps mottled
his arms. 


Quelling the fear with deep
breaths, he walked forwards, saw doorways to the left and right. He approached
the first door. Brundle stood on the other side of the doorway. She eased the
door open and stepped through. 


The room on the other side was
partitioned off by another short corridor formed by a waist-high wall, above
which were window panes, all the glass of which was smashed. The walls that
were once white, now dirty and streaked with rust
coloured water stains. Through the windowpanes on the left, Prosper could see a
wood panelled room with cupboards attached to the walls. Everything looked
grubby, dirt stained.


Prosper walked through an open
door into the room, crunching through glass that twinkled in the torchlight. He
noticed yellowed, curled newspaper pages taped to some of the walls, featuring
topless page three models like Samantha Fox and Linda Lusardi.
He was showing his age by recognising them, as the papers must have been twenty
years old, and in today’s politically correct environment most workplaces
wouldn’t allow the pictures to be displayed.


They shone their torches around,
chasing shadows out of the nooks and crannies. Windows opposite looked out on
the building the prisoners had escaped from.


Prosper walked across the room.
Floorboards creaked. 


Once he reached the window, he
put his hands on the sill and looked out. People were running around down below
and he saw Lester talking to a small group of people, waving his arms to
emphasise whatever it was he was talking about.


A slight breeze blew through the
broken windows. Prosper inhaled deeply.


“We need to get a move on,”
Brundle said.


Prosper stood up straight and
started walking back across the room when he heard something. He halted, shone
his torch where he thought he’d heard the sound. It hadn’t been loud, more a
soft bump.


He shone his torch at Brundle to
get her attention, but she must have heard the noise too because she was aiming
her gun in the direction of the sound.


There was a low panel opposite
that formed a partition wall, which was a mirror of the one in the hallway,
with broken panes of glass above it. 


Prosper started tiptoeing towards
it, wincing as more glass crunched underfoot. His heart thundered in his chest,
fingers tingling. He tried to swallow but his throat was too dry. Despite his
reservations about the gun, he withdrew it.


Once he reached the partition, he
braced himself, then darted forwards and thrust the torch through one of the
broken windowpanes, shining the light down on the other side of the panel. 


But there was nothing there. He
shook his head and exhaled loudly. “Probably just the
building settling.” He stood up straight.


A loud bang made him spin around
and he saw a flash of white flying across the room. He brought his torch
around, illuminating a pale man in white clothes charging at Brundle, a dagger
of glass in his hand.


“Look out,” he screamed.


Brundle started to turn, but the
man was too close, the improvised dagger held aloft, ready to strike.


Working on autopilot, Prosper
raised his gun and fired in one fluid motion, his finger repeatedly pulling the
trigger, the gun dancing wildly. The reports echoed around the room, deafening.
Some of the bullets smashed through what little glass remained in the windows,
but one or two hit the figure, punching him backwards, arms flailing in the
air. Without a sound, he hit the window and crashed through the frame. 


Prosper ran across and looked
down at the road where the figure lay sprawled, a growing pool of blood seeping
out around his body like a shadow.


“Thanks,” Brundle said. “I’m glad
some of that training paid off, but we’re going to have to practice your
targeting. Thirteen bullets!” 


Prosper slumped to the floor,
knees raised, head bowed. He fought against the growing nausea in his stomach;
let the gun drop to the floor with a clatter.


Guns don’t kill, people do.



 
















CHAPTER 34


 


Bright lights illuminated the
windows in the multi-storey building along the road, making them look like
vacant squares in a giant crossword. The killer watched as people moved between
rooms, searching. They were slowly increasing the search radius when they
didn’t find who they were looking for. 


Goose bumps decorated the
killer’s arms. Having other potential killers on the loose gave him a challenge
as they would make more worthy opponents – he only hoped that he found them
before anyone else.


He concentrated on the lights.


Bright


Light


Heavy


Water


Liquid


Blood


Now where would they run to?
Where would he run to if he were in their shoes?


Trying to think too much hurt, so
he relaxed, knowing that his subconscious would supply answers if he just
allowed it time to unravel things. But time was against him. The searchers
would deploy more people, casting their dragnet further and further. 


He sank down on the balcony out
of sight and closed his eyes, concentrated on his breathing, tried to clear all
other thoughts.


“It’s busy out there.”


The killer looked up at the brown
haired woman standing beside him, pointing into the distance. He hadn’t heard
her approach – sloppy – even though she was pushing a pushchair. 


“Do you know what’s going on?”
She pulled some hairs out of her mouth.


The killer shook his head. He
imagined pushing the woman over the balcony; imagined dropping her baby first
just to see the expression on her face when it splattered on the ground.


“Probably be on the news later.”
She continued on her way.


The killer watched her go. She
would never realise how lucky she had been tonight. If he
didn’t have bigger prey on his mind …


He closed his eyes again,
concentrated on his breathing. In. Out. In. Out.


The prisoners would have split
up, making it harder to find them. They would also have moved fast, trying to
put as much distance between themselves and their former prison. But dressed in
white prison garbs they would stand out, so they would need fresh clothes. And
to get them they would either have to mug people or break in somewhere.


The killer jumped to his feet,
headed down the steps to the street. The occasional car drove by, lights
cutting through the dark where broken streetlights failed to illuminate.


A couple of teenagers sauntered
around outside an off-licence at the end of the road, swearing and smoking as
though each activity made them older and wiser than they were. They both wore a
baseball cap and had tracksuit bottoms tucked into their socks. The killer
hated them on sight. They deserved to die and he was in half a mind to make
that happen, but he had better prey to seek so he hurried past and continued
on, taking the next left. 


Two cars were parked across the
road further on, a makeshift barrier to mark the extent of the seclusion zone.
The killer knew he was taking a risk, but the old adage about chickens coming
home to roost was apt. 


The first residential buildings
were on his side of the parked cars and consisted of a line of shops with
apartments above them.


The killer jogged along the road
and approached the shops. Three of them were boarded up, but there was a
Chinese restaurant and an Asian clothing shop still trading. Lights in the
windows above the boarded up shops showed that the apartments were occupied. 


Chinese spices filled the air
with nose tingling aromas. The killer inhaled, his mouth watering at the smell.
He stood across the road and stared up at the apartments. There were five
windows. Three of them were illuminated from inside. 


Movement caught his eye and he
snapped his head around in time to see a white clad figure dart across the road
on this side of the parked cars.


One of the
prisoners.


Grinning to himself, the killer jogged
along the road and peered cautiously around the corner of the building. The
short alley stretched for about fifty feet and then ended abruptly at a brick
wall. Two large wheelie bins sat against the building to the left and there
were a couple of doorways and windows.


The killer narrowed his eyes,
letting his sight adjust to the gloom, then he crept
along the wall, nimble as a cat. When he reached the first wheelie bin, he
braced himself and then threw the lid open, only to find it empty. The resultant
bang echoed along the alley. The killer then approached the second bin, grabbed
the lid and yanked it open. A pungent aroma of spoiled food hit his nostrils,
but the prisoner wasn’t inside.


The killer let the lid clatter
back into place and then stepped back, taken by surprise when the prisoner
jumped from behind the bin, his white overalls making him look like a ghost in
the gloom.


The prisoner ran at the killer,
his footfalls like gunshots. The killer deftly stepped aside, delivering a
knife hand strike to the man’s neck as he passed.


Obviously hurt by the blow, the
prisoner veered off course and crashed into the wall. He picked himself up,
peered at the killer. 


“It’s you,” the prisoner said,
his eyes growing wide.


The killer nodded. “It’s me.”


“I can’t go back.”


The killer nodded in agreement,
pulled out a knife and lunged. “I know you can’t.” 


 
















CHAPTER 35 


 


Prosper followed Brundle outside.
The prisoner’s body lay on the ground, legs twisted at strange angles. Blood
seeped along the pavement and dripped down the gutter. Two bloody holes in the
man’s prison garb showed where the bullets had struck. One was above his heart,
the other in the middle of his stomach.


Brundle crouched down and
inspected the corpse. “We need to work on your bunching.”


Prosper wrinkled his nose. “He’s
dead. What more do you want?”


Brundle stood up, licked her
lips. “Don’t feel bad about it. You saved my life.”


“I wouldn’t have had to if they
weren’t conducting these experiments.”


“Would you rather he’d stabbed
me?”


“Of course
not.”


“Well then, just be proud of
yourself.”


Prosper snorted softly. Taking a
life was nothing to be proud of. 


Lester and Williams ran across.
“Good job,” Lester said.


Good job! Prosper shook
his head. Is everyone around here crazy? Does life mean so little?
These are still people. It isn’t their fault that they’ve been conditioned to
kill. 


“There are still another three
out there and that’s not including 142345,” Williams said.


“We’re on it,” Brundle replied.
She turned to Prosper. “Come on.”


“Hasn’t someone got to clear this
up and fill out some paperwork?”


“I’ll get that sorted,” Williams
said. 


Prosper turned to follow Brundle
when Lester grabbed his shoulder.


“It takes a certain person to work
for us, and I knew you’d be the right man for the job. You must be an old hand
at this now, so I have a feeling you’re going to fit right in.”


Prosper felt his stomach turn
itself in knots. An old hand at killing! It was not something he thought he’d ever
be able to put on his CV. He nodded, unsure what else to do, and then continued
after Brundle.


Everything felt unreal and he had
trouble convincing himself it wasn’t a nightmare from which he would suddenly
wake. At least that would be preferable to the reality. If he didn’t know
better, he would think he was cursed.


They resumed their hunt in the
building they had found the prisoner in, conducting a thorough search of the
remaining floors. After declaring it clear, they returned to the command centre
to see where to check next, when a call came through that another prisoner had
been found.


Brundle obtained the details and
they made their way out of the cordoned off area to an alley on the other side.
A small crowd of seven people was gathered behind two wheelie bins. Prosper
didn’t understand why until he got close and saw the man lying on the ground.
He had been stabbed repeatedly and his face had been shredded, flaps of skin
hanging down to reveal the bone beneath. Splashes of blood decorated the area
around the body.


“Jesus.” He shook his head.


“Looks like the killers have
turned against each other, but at least that’s another one accounted for,”
Brundle said. 


“You’re all heart.”


Brundle shrugged and wiped loose
strands of hair from her eyes. “This job doesn’t allow me to be sentimental.”


“Well, does it allow you to be
human?”


“I’m good at what I do and I
enjoy it, is that a crime?”


“Guess not. But showing a bit of
compassion wouldn’t hurt you.”


“When I’m on the job, I’m a
professional. And that’s how you’ll have to learn to be too if you’re to get
ahead in this career.”


“Don’t patronise me. I know all
about being professional.”


Brundle put her hands on her
hips. “Well put it this way, none of my partners or friends has died because of
anything I did.”


Prosper clenched his jaw. “And
what’s that supposed to mean?”


“You know damn well what it
means. What did they start calling you, oh yes, The Albatross.”


Prosper snorted and turned away
to look at the people staring at the corpse. Morbid curiosity was a human trait
that Prosper would never be able to understand. When he turned back, Brundle
was inspecting the corpse. 


“Well whichever way you look at
it, that’s two down, three to go.”


“So what are we waiting here for?
Let’s find them before anyone else dies.” 


 


Prosper entered his house and
shut the door as quietly as he could. The rising sun threw bands of light
through the glass in the door, illuminating the hallway.


He walked through into the
kitchen, reached into the top cupboard and took down the bottle of brandy.
Despite the early hour, he needed something to calm him down, something that
would bring about oblivion. He slumped onto a stool; had spent the whole night
searching for the other escapees without success. 


As he swigged from the bottle, he
recalled seeing River’s mutilated corpse. He shook his head, couldn’t believe
someone else had died because of him. And then on top of that he remembered
shooting the escaped prisoner, remembered seeing him
flying through the window, Icarus with his wings clipped.



The brandy burned his throat and
brought tears to his eyes, but he kept drinking. Recalled
seeing the body of the other escaped prisoner. He had been killed
without compassion – in that respect, the experiment seemed to be a success.
Prosper took another drink, an ironic toast to mankind’s inhumanity. 


When he reached a state of
numbness, he put the bottle back in the cupboard and staggered up to his
bedroom. Natasha awoke as he stumbled around the room, hopping ungainly on one
leg as he tried to pull his socks off. 


“Prosper, what time is it? Have
you only just got in?”


“About seven,” he mumbled before
collapsing on the bed. 


 


Prosper’s head felt as though
someone was hammering away inside his skull. He squeezed his temples with his palms
to try to quell the pain. Even though the curtains were drawn, sunlight
glimmered through the material and he squinted against the bright glare. 


He glanced at the alarm clock. 11:37 a.m. Inwardly,
he groaned. His eyeballs felt as though someone had rubbed them with sandpaper.



Prosper turned over and pulled
the pillow over his head but it felt as though he was on the deck of a ship in
stormy seas, so he rolled back to his previous position. He could hear muffled
talking, thought it might be the television, but couldn’t be sure. Ignoring the
sound, he pulled the pillow tight around his head and then eventually fell back
into a restless sleep. 


When his headache abated to a
dull throb, Prosper sat up. His jeans were around his ankles and one of his
socks was still on. He saw the white scar on his thigh from when Gary Smith
stabbed him with a chisel in woodwork class at school. The scar seemed to
shine. It was the catalyst for the murder that he had committed with his
friends. He recalled how they had clubbed together to seek retribution on
anyone that wronged them by having the other members of the group beat the
perpetrator up. They even named themselves after the band they had formed, The Kult. But it took a sinister turn when they grew up and one
of the members asked for their help: not to beat someone up, but to kill them.
Looking back, he realised he should have protested more, but hindsight was a
wonderful thing.


He glanced at the clock; saw it
was now 13:03, so he decided to get
up. He removed his jeans and walked through to the bathroom, where he showered,
trying to wake himself up.


Steam filled the room, drifted
around him like a ghostly cloud. He pressed his hands against the tiled wall,
head bowed, scorching hot water bouncing off his back.



After about fifteen minutes, he
stepped out on shaky legs and wiped condensation from the mirror to stare at
himself, the bags underneath his eyes more pronounced and his skin more deathly
pale than usual. He towelled himself dry, then with
the towel wrapped around his waist, he returned to the bedroom and sorted out
some fresh underwear and clothes.


Once dressed, he tramped
downstairs and into the kitchen where he poured himself a glass of water,
knocking it back in four gulps. 


“I take it you weren’t drinking
to celebrate.”


Prosper spun around, his head
feeling as though it continued to spin even when he stopped moving, his wife a
blur in the doorway. He blinked a couple of times to resolve his vision, then sighed. “Bad night.”


“Well I hope you’re not going to
have lots of bad nights if this is the result. You snore like a pig – probably
smelt like one too before you had that shower.” She chuckled to indicate she
wasn’t being too serious. “Anything you want to talk about?”


Prosper shrugged. “Nothing important.”


“Are you hungry?”


“Famished.”


“Well sit down,
I’ll make you a cooked breakfast.” She hobbled across the room, rested her
crutch against the counter and busied herself in the fridge.


Prosper filled his glass with
water again.


“There are some headache tablets
in the top cupboard,” Natasha said.


Badly in need of something to
quell the pain, he grabbed the tablets and then slumped at the table. He popped
two tablets from the blister pack and swallowed them with the water. Then he
swallowed a third.


Just then, his mobile phone rang.
It vibrated on the kitchen counter where he must have left it. The sound
drilled into his skull. 


Prosper struggled to his feet and
accepted the call without looking at the ID.


“Where are you?” Brundle asked.


Prosper cringed. “At home.”


“Well get your arse in gear. We
still have three prisoners to find before they create havoc.”


“I’ll be there in an hour.”


“You’ve got thirty minutes.”


Prosper disconnected the call and
dropped the phone on the table. It clattered as it hit the surface, making him
wince.


“You’re not going to work again
are you?”


Not feeling like talking, Prosper
nodded.


“This job’ll
be the death of you if you carry on like this.”


Prosper shivered. Natasha’s statement
was probably more accurate than he would like to admit. 


 
















CHAPTER 36


 


Prosper drove with the window
open. One hand gripping the steering wheel, the other was clamped to his head.
The tablets still hadn’t kicked in, or if they had, he couldn’t tell.


When he reached the facility, all
the roads were still cordoned off. He drove slowly towards the barrier, fished
his identification card out of his pocket and flashed it at the brunette woman
standing on guard. 


She studied it and then waved him
through.


Prosper turned underneath the
archway and parked in the prison forecourt. Unlike the previous time he had
visited, there were at least eighteen cars filling the space. He exited the car
and slammed the door shut, wincing at the sound.


Brundle stood close to the
entrance, talking to Williams.


“You look like shit,” she said as
Prosper approached. 


“I’ve had better days.”


“Well don’t let Lester catch you.
He abhors alcohol and thinks that everyone who drinks does so to escape from
something.”


“And what’s wrong with that?”


Brundle shrugged. “I’m just
warning you, that’s all.”


“The company’s Christmas parties
must be a blast then.”


Williams chuckled. Brundle
wrinkled her nose. 


“So what’s the state of play?”


“The search area has had to be
extended,” Williams said.


“Isn’t this going to attract
attention?”


“We don’t have a choice.” Brundle
stared at Prosper’s torso. “Why haven’t you been and signed your gun out?”


“Didn’t have
time.”


She shook her head. “Didn’t
yesterday convince you of anything?”


“Yes, I need to concentrate on my
bunching.” He held his hand up, stuck two fingers out and pulled his thumb
back, then dropped his thumb and made a firing sound before blowing imaginary
smoke from the tips of his fingers.


“You won’t be so flippant if we
catch up with those escaped prisoners.”


“Well, as you and Williams are
armed, I’m sure there’ll be enough firepower.”


Brundle arched her eyebrows.
“Against people conditioned to kill, you can never have enough firepower.”


Williams nodded. “She’s right.”


“I’ll take my chances. So where
are we heading to?”


“Well first we’ve got to check
out the report on that prisoner, 431862, that was found dead.”


Prosper saw the victim in his
mind’s eye and his stomach turned itself in knots as his throat tightened. Despite
scrubbing his teeth and his tongue before he left the house, he could still
taste the brandy in his mouth. It had tasted a lot nicer going down. Now it
mixed with the taste of sickly bile.


“And does he have a name?”
Prosper asked.


“Of course he has a name,”
Brundle said.


Prosper waited patiently without
blinking, he and Brundle staring at one another in a game of mental chess.
Seconds ticked by, the moment passing from unsettling to uncomfortable.


Eventually Brundle swallowed and
looked away. “His name was Richard Campbell.”


“Thank you. Now that wasn’t so
hard was it?”


Brundle pouted. “Just remember,
you’re the rookie here.” She then walked away.


When she was out of earshot,
Williams said, “I think she fools herself into pretending they’re not human if
they have a number. She’s not that tough, you know,
when you get to know her.”


Prosper nodded. “Thanks for the
info.”


“No problem. We are now team
mates after all.”


Williams started walking after
Brundle, and Prosper followed, each step making his head pound even more. He
winced and gritted his teeth. 


Brundle hopped up into the mobile
incident van. Williams followed suit, while Prosper used the steps that had
been deployed outside.


Lester was standing and staring
at the large monitor. All of the buildings within the initial search zone were
overlaid with a transparent blue block of colour, but the image had now zoomed
out to show more of the surrounding buildings. A yellow line cut a jagged path
around the initial search area.


Prosper breathed into his hand
and sniffed, but couldn’t smell any alcohol. Lester turned when he heard them
enter.


“Afternoon
team. I know it was a late one last night, but we need everyone on the
helm, so it’s good of you to all reconvene so quickly.” He looked at Prosper
for a moment, his eyes narrowed, then he turned and
walked to a desk.


There were three other people in
the room, a woman and two men. One of the men was talking animatedly on the
phone, while the other man and the woman punched keys on keyboards.


“So what have you got?” Brundle
asked.


Lester pinched his bottom lip
between a thumb and finger. His skin looked a little sallow. After a second he
dropped his hand and licked his lips. “It’s not good.”


“Death never is,” Prosper said.


Lester skewed his lips. “Well it
looks as though 431862 was killed by 142345.”


It took Prosper a couple of
seconds to work out who Lester was referring to. “You mean he was killed by the
first escaped prisoner, Peter Clarke?”


Lester nodded. 


Prosper shook his head and sat at
a table to get his head around it. “So he’s still around here too?”


“Sharp, Prosper,” Brundle
snapped.


Prosper let the comment slide.
“How do you know it’s him?”


“It’s more a hunch.”


“A hunch?”


“You saw yourself, 431862 was
attacked in the same way, his face literally ripped off. It would be unlikely
that any two patients would operate the same.”


“Well that’s just great. Killers hunting killers.”


“Actually it is.”


Prosper turned to see Klement
standing in the doorway. “So why is it great?”


“It shows that 142345 has adapted, that he’s now differentiating between easy prey
and that which could be perceived as a threat. He’s learning. It’s the old
adage about survival of the fittest. In this case, 142345 doesn’t
want to lose his place at the top of the tree. He is becoming the ultimate
predator.”


Prosper nodded. It made a warped
sort of sense. “Well how did he find this place when he was detained at the
hub?”


Lester shrugged. “He’s obviously
very clever. The prisoners were taught to adapt, to learn and he obviously
found the details of this facility in the records when he escaped.”


“Well if he saw the escape, then
he must still be in the area, monitoring things. And he might know where the
other prisoners are too, so if we find Clarke, then we might find them all.”


“Good point.” Lester tapped the
table. “What are you waiting for?”


Prosper stood and walked out of
the incident van, followed by Brundle and Williams.


“So where do we start?” Williams
asked. “We’ve searched the whole area.”


Prosper looked around, then
walked underneath the archway towards the entrance door. “Let’s go through it
step by step.” Once he reached the entrance, he turned and looked around. “It’s
night time. Smoke is billowing out of the door. People can’t see properly. Four
prisoners see their chance for escape, so they take it.”


He walked to the archway. “They
reach this point; don’t know where they are, which way to go.” He looked along
the street. “Despite the dark, they can see well enough. They need to get out
of sight, but if they’ve got any sense, they know the local buildings will be
searched first, so they’ll avoid them.” The road to the left stretched for
about two hundred feet. The road to the right stretched about one hundred feet.
“They’ll take the shortest route as they want to get out of sight as fast as
they can.” 


Prosper turned right and started
walking. Brundle and Williams fell in step beside him. Abandoned buildings
lined the road, their windows broken and mortar crumbling from between the
brickwork.


“What are you trying to do?”
Williams asked.


“I’m trying to put myself into
their shoes. I’m asking myself where I would have gone.”


“To the pub if the smell is
anything to go by,” Brundle said.


Prosper ignored the comment. He
knew she was only trying to get a rise out of him, and the best way to play it
with any sort of bully was to ignore them. Not that she was really bullying, as
much as trying to assert her authority. Prosper knew he was the new boy, but
that didn’t mean he had to act dumb.


At the end of the road, he looked
right, then left. “I’m thinking they’d have gone left, otherwise they’re
doubling back on themselves.”


“And why wouldn’t they do that?”
Brundle asked.


“They’re probably running scared,
pumped up with adrenaline. They want to get far away. Fast.”
He turned left. 


Buildings stretched into the
distance. To his right there was a chain link fence. Part of it had been
demolished, the fence trampled. Prosper considered it; looked beyond it at the
two storey building. The door looked secure, but he would have to check it. 


“Wait here a minute.” He hopped
over an area of downed fence and walked across the weed-riddled tarmac. When he
reached the blue painted wooden door, he turned the handle and pushed, but the
door was locked. He stepped back and looked left, then right and then up. There
was no exit on either side of the building, and the windows were all quite
high, they wouldn’t be easily reachable, so he discounted them and walked back
out onto the road.


“There’s no access there. Let’s
carry on.” Prosper continued walking, eyes peeled. 


The buildings varied in size,
from two to four storeys. Some were long, others squat, seemingly dumped
between their bigger cousins with little concern for aesthetics. Prosper knew
that with his artistic eye, Wolfe would hate this. Although he might get a kick
out of the dishevelled, run down state. Thinking about Wolfe reminded him that
he was going to have to tell him about Rivers. 


Hopefully there was nothing that
could tie Wolfe or himself to Rivers, otherwise he’d have a lot of explaining to
do, and he could kiss his new job goodbye. And although he had only taken the
job to find out what Lester knew about him and what he had done, he realised
that deep down, he was getting a macabre kick out of it. The fact that he was
working for a clandestine group that operated outside the law appealed to him
on a base level, stoking his inner beast. 


And that’s what scared him.


“Are you listening?” Brundle
said.


“Sorry, what did you say?”


“I said, ‘how much further are we
going to walk?’”


Prosper stopped and looked
around, realised he had been thinking so much that he hadn’t been concentrating
on looking at the buildings and he had walked more than half way along the
street. About to turn around to retrace his steps, he noticed a security camera
on the corner of the building opposite. It was angled in such a way that it
looked back along the street.


“What’s that place?”


“How should I know?” Brundle
snapped.


“It says above that shutter door
that it’s a distribution warehouse,” Williams said.


Prosper took a piece of chewing
gum out of his pocket, unwrapped it and popped it in his mouth. He put the
wrapper back in his pocket and started to chew as he looked at the camera.


“Let’s go check it out.”


Brundle folded her arms below her
chest. “Check it out for what?”


“There’s a camera. As long as
it’s working, this could be the break we need.”


“Fingers crossed,” Williams said.


Prosper headed towards a metal
door next to the roller shutters. The door was closed, but there was a bell
attached to the brickwork. Prosper pushed it and then waited patiently. A few
seconds later, the door opened and a middle-aged Asian man with jet black hair
and a greasy face stood looking at them.


“Yeah?” 


Prosper smiled. “I was wondering
if you could help me.”


“Help you with what?”


Prosper took out his ID card and
flashed it in front of the man. The man stared at it, puzzled.


“I work for the government,”
Prosper said.


The man reared back. “I’ve not
done anything wrong. We run a legit business here.”


“I’m not accusing you otherwise.
I just want to ask you about that camera.” He pointed up at the corner of the
building. 


“What about it?”


“Is it working?”


The man nodded. “Maybe you hadn’t
noticed, but this isn’t a classy area. Only reason we’re based here is because
the rent’s cheap.”


“Do you save the recordings?”


“They’re all on hard drive. We
save them for a month or so before they get written over.”


Prosper felt a quickening of his
heart. “Could we look at them?”


The man looked at Prosper, then
at Brundle and Williams. “I guess so.” He stepped back and Prosper followed him
in to find himself in a large warehouse. Racks of merchandise formed aisles. A
forklift truck sat near to the roller shutter. Someone was whistling somewhere.


“What do you distribute?”
Williams asked.


The man shrugged. “Food. Clothes. DVD’s. CD’s. We fulfil orders for lots of companies.” He led them
along one of the aisles to a set of metal steps leading up to a glass-fronted
office that looked out over the warehouse like a crow’s nest. 


The man jogged up the steps and
disappeared through the open door at the top. Prosper followed him up, with
Brundle and Williams on his heels. 


Another Asian man in his mid
twenties sat with his feet up on a desk cluttered with papers. He was flicking
through a wad of banknotes. “Dev, man, what’s happening?” When he saw Prosper,
he put his feet down and rocked forwards to sit up straight in his executive
chair, snatching at the money and stashing it out of sight. “Who’s this?”


Dev shrugged. “Government.
They need to check the recordings from the camera out front.”


The man stared at Prosper and his
companions, his eyebrows almost meeting in the middle as he narrowed his eyes,
then he looked at Dev. “I take it you’ve seen some ID.”


Dev nodded. “They’re kosher.”


“Jury’s out on that one. So what
time and date you after?”


Prosper gave him the details and
the man tapped at the keyboard. Then he swivelled his chair aside and indicated
the computer was all theirs. “Just click the ‘play’ icon on the screen.”


Prosper walked around the desk
and moved the mouse to activate the cursor on the screen. He clicked the ‘play’
icon. Brundle and Williams stood behind him, peering over his shoulder.


The monitor showed an image that
covered the front shutters from the side, but it also allowed them to see a
hundred or so feet along the road. A time mark counted up in the corner of the
screen. The camera had some sort of image intensifier that allowed it to record
in the dark.


Prosper clicked the arrow for the
fast-forward button, speeding up the frame rate to double time. He didn’t
realise he was biting his fingernails until the slivers combined with the gum
in his mouth. Screwing his nose up, he swallowed the gum and fingernails.


“This is getting us nowhere.”
Brundle started tapping her foot on the floor.


All of a sudden Prosper saw
movement on the screen and he clicked the play button to revert the speed to
real time. Two figures in white coveralls ran along the road. 


Prosper’s pulse increased and he
licked his lips and swallowed. He watched the figures come to a stop, say
something to each other, and then one crouched down and helped hoist the other
through the window into the building next door.


“Bingo,” Prosper said, a warm
glow spreading through his stomach. He turned and looked at Brundle, her face
pinched, lips sucked in. 


Williams smiled. “Lester was
right about you. Well done.”


“Lucky break,” Brundle mumbled.


Prosper shrugged. “That’s
sometimes all it takes.”


“Well lucky break or not,”
Williams said, “we need to see if they’re still
there.”


Prosper turned to the two Asian
men. “What do you know about the place next door?”


“It’s been empty for as long as
we’ve been here, which is about three years. We were actually thinking of
seeing if we could rent it as we need more warehouse space.”


“Have you heard anything from
inside there this morning?”


Dev shook his head. “Why, what’s
up?”


“I’d worry more about your tax
returns than what’s happening next door,” Brundle said.


The two Asian men glanced at each
other.


Prosper rolled his eyes. “Thanks
for your help.” He stood and walked out of the room and down the stairs.


Once back outside, he glanced at
the building next door, trying not to be too obvious in case anyone was looking
out, then he ducked out of sight and Brundle radioed through to Lester what
they had found.


While they waited for backup to
arrive, Brundle said, “Someone will have to go around the back to make sure
there’s not another way out, and if there is, that no one escapes. And as
Prosper is unarmed …”


“Then that leaves me,” Williams
said. 


Brundle pursed her lips. “Be
careful, and radio in when you’re there.”


Williams nodded and then jogged
along the road and disappeared down a side street at the end of the
distribution warehouse. Her apparent concern for Williams wasn’t lost on
Prosper. 


He leaned against the wall as
they waited. “I think we might have gotten off on the wrong foot.”


Brundle took out her gun and
checked the action. 


“I mean, Williams is right, we’ve
got to work together.”


Brundle ejected the clip, examined
it, and then rammed it home.


“I may be new to the job, but I’m
obviously not new to investigative work, so I hope I can prove myself.”


She eventually turned to him, her
eyes narrowed. “I’ve read your file, Prosper.”


He grinned. “I hope it was a good
read.”


“In all honesty, I don’t know
what to make of you. There are discrepancies with a lot of your work.” She
hesitated, hooked errant strands of hair behind her ear. “You’re unpredictable,
and to be honest, I don’t like that.”


Prosper nodded. “I can see where
you’re coming from.”


“No, I don’t think you can. Step
out of line with me, and that’s it. I live by the one strike rule. There are no
second chances. Got it?”


“I’ve got it.”


“I hope so. Some people attract
good luck. Some attract bad luck. You, you attract death, and I don’t want to
have to keep looking over my shoulder to see if I’m next in line.”


Prosper swallowed the lump in his
throat. If only she knew that Rivers had been added to an ever growing list,
then she’d probably turn that gun on him and pull the trigger.


“I’m in position. Over,” Williams
said through the walkie-talkie.


“Any sign of movement? Over.”


“Nothing.
Place looks quiet. Over.”


“Well appearances can be
deceptive.” She stared at Prosper as she spoke. “So keep ‘em
peeled. Out.”


Less than a minute later, two
vehicles squealed around the corner and came to a stop outside the building. 


Lester jumped out of one vehicle,
along with Klement and two more men. The doors of the other vehicle flew open
and two women and two men jumped out. Another car spun around the corner. It
came to a stop next to the others, but Lester ran across and said something to
the driver. Seconds later the vehicle sped off and turned down the side street
that Williams had gone down. 


Prosper watched as Lester jogged
back across. “Okay, what have we got?”


“We’ve seen video footage from
that camera –” Brundle pointed to the CCTV camera, “–of the escapees entering
that building there through a window.” She pointed along the road.


“When was it taken?”


“Last night, after
the escape.”


“So we don’t know if they’re
still inside.”


Brundle shook her head. 


Lester turned to Prosper. “As
you’ve pinpointed a possible location, perhaps you’d like to help with the
search inside.”


Prosper nodded. 


“Good man.” Lester patted Prosper
on the shoulder, and then started barking orders at his employees.


“I’ll be going in too,” Klement
said. “They’re my prisoners and they might respond to me as one of their
guards.”


Lester nodded, and then signalled
a man with an Enforcer, which was basically a steel tube with two handles used
as a battering ram. He smashed it into the door next to the lock, and after a
couple of hits, the door swung in and crashed against the wall.


Brundle entered first, her gun
leading the way. Prosper went through after, followed by a couple more men and
women and then Klement.


The building was a single storey
structure, the roof of which was angled into a point that stretched along the
whole of its roughly one hundred or so feet length. Light entered the room by a
series of windows and mould covered panels on either side of the roof, which
was supported by two rows of girders set equidistantly apart. 


A wooden structure sat at the far
end of the building, stretching from one side of the room to the other. 


Prosper stared towards the
building and saw movement in one of the windows. “Over there,” he said to
Brundle, pointing.


She nodded. 


Klement stepped forwards.
“Prisoners 552456 and 432567,” he barked, his voice echoing through the
building, “get the fuck out here now.”


The men and women assumed
different poses as they aimed their weapons.


“That is a direct order.”


When he realised he was holding
his breath, Prosper gulped in air, his gaze not wavering from the building. He
couldn’t see any more movement and it felt as if the very building itself was
holding its breath as the seconds ticked by.


Klement clenched his fists, his
eyes narrowed, jaw clenched. “This is your last chance. Get out here. Now.”


When no one appeared, Brundle
started walking forwards. She signalled for everyone to follow. Prosper stayed
at the rear. When Brundle reached the building, she pressed herself against the
structure and signalled the man with the Enforcer.


“Right, let’s get inside.”


The man stepped forwards, braced
himself and then attacked the door. 


At the same moment that the door
flew in, a figure crashed through the window beside Brundle in an explosive
shower of glass.


The figure rolled across the
floor and then sprang to their feet. Shards of glass tinkled to the floor,
larger pieces protruding from the figures body like an obscene hedgehog. Blood
immediately seeped through the white coverall. Another figure burst out of the
door brandishing a length of metal pipe.


The figure covered in glass
turned and leapt at Brundle, fingers clenched like claws. “I’m not going back,”
he screamed.


Brundle fired without hesitation.
One shot, the bullet passing through the man’s head and creating a small red
miasma. The man crumpled and hit the ground, the guns report fading into
memory.


The other escapee swung the metal
bar like a sword, his expression deathly pale, terrified. More gunfire erupted
and an onslaught of bullets tore through his body, making him dance like
something possessed before he too fell.


Prosper stared without blinking
as the man tried to crawl across the floor, leaving a gory slug trail of blood.
The pipe was still in his hand and it rang against the concrete like an uneven
metronome as he made each lurching movement, arm, leg, arm, leg. 


“Please … kill … me,” the man
croaked, a trail of blood dribbling from his lips. 


One of the women ran forwards and
pulled the pipe out of his hand while two men tried to restrain him. The
prisoner gnashed at them like a rabid dog, blood spurting from his mouth. 


Prosper was amazed by how
tenacious he was, unwilling to surrender no matter what pain he must be in. 


He looked up at Prosper. “Don’t …
let them … take me … back.”


“Good job, team,” Lester said.


Klement walked towards the
prisoner and stood with his arms folded as he looked down from one man to the
other. “I expected better.” He shook his head and walked away. 


 
















CHAPTER 37


 


“So what happened to him?” Wolfe
asked. He leaned against a kitchen unit, arms folded across his chest.


Prosper rubbed his cheeks, felt
the scrape of stubble, and then leaned forwards in his chair and put his elbows
on Wolfe’s kitchen table. “He must have followed me and then broken into the
building.”


“And the inmates, they killed
him.” Wolfe whistled softly. “Well I guess you won’t have to worry about chasing
him out of town now.”


“It isn’t funny. He’s dead
because of us.”


“Erm, because of you, not us.”


Prosper ground his teeth. 


“It looks as though their
experiment to turn people into killing machines is a success then.”


Prosper scratched his head. “I don’t
think so. I saw those men who’d escaped. They looked more terrified than
murderous. I think if they did kill Rivers, it was only because they were
trying to escape. He was probably in their way.”


Wolfe shrugged. “Well I hope this
new job is worth it.”


“Of course the job’s not worth a
life.”


“Well that’s the price you’ve
paid.”


Prosper raised his hands in
exasperation. “I don’t know why I thought I’d get any common sense out of you.”


“I’m just trying to be the voice
of reason.”


“Well don’t. I feel bad enough
already.”


“You don’t look it. Actually, if
I didn’t know you better, I’d say you look … excited.”


“Excited?”


“Yeah, for the first time in ages
you don’t look morose. There’s a sparkle in your eyes.”


Prosper shook his head and
sighed.


“So can they tie Rivers to you?”


“No, I don’t think they’ll be
able to tie Rivers to us.”


Wolfe grinned. “Then we’re in the
clear.”


Prosper shook his head. “This is
all wrong. We got away with murder once, and now an innocent man has died
because of us. Doesn’t that bother you?”


“Wrong place,
wrong time. He shouldn’t have been there; it’s as simple as that. We’re
not to blame because he tried to rob the place.”


“Of course we’re to blame. He
wouldn’t have been there if it wasn’t for us.”


Wolfe shrugged. “You’ll just have
to deal with it, because it’s happened, and nothing’s going to change that, and
nothing’s going to bring him back, that’s for sure.”


Prosper exhaled. Wolfe was right,
but Prosper just didn’t want to admit it.


“So what’s this new job entail?”
Wolfe asked.


“It’s all very secretive.”


“Sounds
interesting already. Tell me more.”


“Well from what I can gather,
they investigate things that are a little more delicate.”


Wolfe frowned. “Delicate. What’s
that code for?”


Prosper rocked back. “Things that
the general public will never get to hear about. Things that
would probably result in an uproar if people knew anything about them.”


“And does a lot of that go on?”


“If it’s got a unit devoted to
investigating them, then I presume so.”


“Well you should feel right at
home, you know, with your history.”


Prosper frowned. “And what’s that
supposed to mean?”


Wolfe shrugged. “You’re a man who
harbours secrets, so it must be your perfect job. But let’s just hope they
never delve too deep into your history, because that’s a Pandora’s fuckin’ box and I don’t think they could afford to pay the
overtime.” 


Wolfe laughed, but Prosper didn’t
find it funny. Quite the opposite in fact, because he knew that even though it
was said in jest, Wolfe’s statement was closer to the truth than he would like
to admit. 


 
















CHAPTER 38


 


Lester sat upright in his leather
chair, hands on the desk, fingers tapping the surface. “We’ve identified the
man who broke into the facility.” He stared at Prosper. “Samuel Rivers. He has
a record for theft. Does the name ring any bells?” 


Prosper felt hot. He swallowed
and shook his head. “So he was an opportunistic thief?”


Lester continued drumming his
fingers. “No, he’d planned his break in, even dressing like one of the guards.”


Prosper shrugged. “So he planned
it. What’s that matter? That’s what lots of thieves do.”


“Because if he planned it, then
it meant he knew about the place. Perhaps not what went on, but that the
building was there. My question is how did he know?”


Prosper tried to maintain a blank
expression. “Perhaps he’d seen activity around the place and got suspicious.”


Lester pursed his lips. He fixed
Prosper with a steely glare. “It just seems coincidental that you join the
team, and the next thing I know, the experiment is compromised.”


“I guess that’s why they call
them coincidences.” Prosper shook his head in mock surprise. He knew as soon as
he’d been called to Lester’s office that there was something amiss. 


“Is that all you have to say?”


Prosper frowned. “What else is
there?”


Lester rested his elbows on the
arms of the chair and linked his fingers together above his stomach. “I don’t
know. You tell me.”


“I can’t think of anything.”


“Are you sure about that?”


Prosper didn’t like the direction
Lester was trying to guide him in. “Positive.”


“I’ve taken a chance on you,
Prosper, because I can see drive and ambition. Don’t let me down.”


“I won’t, sir.”


Lester unlinked his hands and
waved one as though shooing a fly to indicate Prosper was dismissed.


Not wanting to hang around,
Prosper stood up and walked out of the room, closing the door behind him. His
back felt slick with sweat and he ran a finger around the neck of his t-shirt
to try to let out some of the body heat. 


Brundle was sitting on a window
ledge at the end of the corridor. She turned and looked at Prosper as he
approached. 


“So what did he want to see you
for?”


“He was just telling me that
they’d identified the man who broke into the prison.”


Brundle frowned. “Why just tell
you?”


Prosper shrugged. “No idea. So what
are we going to do now?”


“Now we continue the search for
142345.”


“And where are we going to look?”



“Well we know he’s not gone too
far if he saw the breakout, so presumably he’s still in the vicinity of the
prison, so we’ll start around there again.”


“OK.”


Brundle peered up at Prosper, her
eyes narrowed. “No discussion? No alternative plan?”


Prosper shrugged. 


“Then we’ll collect Williams, and
make our way out.” She stood up and headed along the corridor. 


Prosper followed, head bowed,
hands in his pockets. 


 


Rain drummed down, seeming to
sizzle on the ground outside as the big fat drops exploded. Prosper stood
beside the window in his living room, looking out at the distorted world
beyond. 


“Dad, are you gonna
play or not?”


Prosper turned and looked down at
his son. “Sure. What are we playing?”


“Mario Kart, because you’re
rubbish at it and I always win.”


Prosper laughed. “Well at least
you’re honest.” He only wished he had the same quality. Lying and deceit were
getting easier each time he was forced into a corner. 


Natasha sat on the settee
opposite, reading a newspaper. He glanced at her stomach, thinking about the
new life growing within; if his wife knew half of the things he had done, she
wouldn’t want him anywhere near her. 


He recalled seeing the faces of
the escaped men in the derelict building. Far from looking vicious, they had
looked terrified.


Please … kill … me.


Things didn’t add up. They were
supposed to have been conditioned to kill. To be merciless.
But they didn’t come across that way. They seemed terrified …


“Dad, I thought you were going to
play with me.”


“I’ve just remembered, I’ve got
something to do,” Prosper said.


Natasha frowned at him. “It
wouldn’t hurt you to play with him for a little bit.”


Prosper ruffled his son’s hair.
“I’ll make it up to you. I promise.” 


Leon’s
bottom lip dropped. His expression made Prosper’s stomach sink, but he turned
away and left the house before he changed his mind. 


 


“So where’s the fire?” Wolfe
walked into the living room with a couple of cups of coffee.


Prosper leaned forwards, the
leather settee squeaking, and accepted the steaming beverage. “I just needed
someone to talk to.”


“Ever thought of the Samaritans?”


“I’m being serious.”


“So what do you want to talk
about?”


“It’s this case. Things just don’t
make sense.”


Wolfe chuckled. “I guess human
experiments never will.”


“But those prisoners I was
telling you about. You should have seen their faces. They were scared.”


“So would I be if they’re being
subjected to things as bad as you said.”


“I know. It’s just … I didn’t
think about it until I saw them. You know, whatever Klement has done to them,
they’re still people. How can they do that, treating them no better than
animals I mean?”


“That’s what some people are
like. They’re immune to it I guess.”


“Inhuman more like.” He sipped
his drink, wincing as it burnt his tongue.


“So what are you going to do
about it?”


“Do?”


Wolfe nodded. “Yes, do. You’re
telling me all of this for a reason. You can out them to the papers. They’d
kill for a story like this.”


Prosper rolled his eyes at
Wolfe’s choice of words. “I’m not going to do anything.”


“Then why keep harping on about
it?”


“Doesn’t it bother you, what
they’re doing?”


Wolfe shrugged. “As long as it
doesn’t affect me, why should it?”


Prosper slumped back and nursed
his cup. “I knew I shouldn’t have bothered talking to you about it.”


“I’m entitled to an opinion.”


“That’s not an opinion, that’s
called turning a blind eye.”


Wolfe laughed. “And isn’t that
what you’re doing too?”


“To be honest, I don’t know what
I’m doing anymore. It feels as though I’m on this rollercoaster and I just
can’t get off.”


“Then take a break. Ask for some
leave. Take Natasha and Leon away. Put some distance between yourself and the
case.”


“But there’s still a killer out
there. I can’t just walk away.”


Wolfe shrugged. “I’m sure they’ll
capture him eventually.”


Prosper recalled the prisoners
faces and he shivered. “That’s what I’m afraid of.” 


 
















CHAPTER 39


 


Screams echoed along the corridor
outside Klement’s office. Prosper tried to ignore the sound.


“So what can I do for you?”
Klement asked from the other side of his desk.


“I’d like to interview some of
the prisoners.”


Brundle sat next to Prosper with
her legs crossed. 


Klement cleared his throat. “That
won’t be possible.”


Brundle held her hand up. “Not
possible? This is an official investigation.”


“Our research is classified.”


“I don’t care,” she snapped.


Klement shook his head. “Well I
can’t allow it. We can’t let anything contaminate the experiment.”


“We’re not going to contaminate
anything,” Prosper said. “We just need to talk to them to see if they can help
us track Peter Clarke down.”


“And how are they going to do
that when they’re locked up in here?”


“Some of them must have spoken to
him. He might have told them about his escape plan.”


Klement laughed. “I hardly think
so.”


Brundle leaned forwards. “Well
when we ask them, we’ll find out.”


Klement shook his head. “No, I’m
sorry. It’s out of the question. I can’t have you disturbing my patients.”


“It’s not a request.” Brundle
leaned forwards, putting her hands on his desk and getting in his face. “It’s
an order. Otherwise, we’ll be holding you responsible for any more deaths that
occur.”


Klement ran a hand through his
hair. “This is highly irregular. There are some extremely dangerous prisoners
beyond that door. I can’t take responsibility for anything that might happen to
you.”


Brundle shook her head. “I don’t
think you’ve quite grasped it yet, but we can look after ourselves.”


Klement tapped his fingers on the
desk. “I will have to accompany you.”


“That’s not a problem.” She stood
up. “After you.”


Klement took a baton off the wall
and slipped it through a hook on his belt.


Prosper frowned. “Is that
necessary?”


“Necessary? It’s vital.” Klement
walked out of the room. 


They proceeded along a grey
corridor and passed through a series of gates and doors that Klement unlocked
with a bundle of keys. Prosper noticed cameras silently eyed each corridor.


More screams and shouts rang out,
chilling Prosper’s blood. He worked his tongue around inside his mouth, trying
to work up some saliva to moisten his throat. As they approached the cell
block, the air began to reek of piss, faeces and sweat. 


“So how many prisoners do you
want to talk to?” Klement glanced at Prosper.


“All of them,” Prosper replied.


Klement rubbed his jaw, then unlocked the next door. A guard seated behind a glass
panelled wall nodded as they entered. More guards wandered the corridors up
ahead, among them Rogers, his wide
girth making him stand out. He turned and stared at Prosper, his eyes narrowed
into slits.


Further shouts and screams
punctuated the air.


Klement waved at the group. “Mr.
Rogers, can you come here, please?”


Rogers
walked towards them, his gait exaggerated, legs wide apart as though he was
straddling a horse to compensate for his enormous thighs. 


“Can you accompany us please?”
Klement asked. “We’re going to question some of the prisoners.”


Rogers
nodded, the tendons in his neck like steel cables.
Klement approached the first cell door and peered through the peephole. Then he
unlocked it and entered, followed by Rogers.


“Prisoner 651432, on your feet,” Rogers
shouted.


Prosper stood in the doorway of
the cramped cell and stared at the man lying on the wooden bunk. The man was of
medium build and had a shaved head and eyes that looked like those of a dead
fish. Bruises were visible on the man’s neck and wrists.


651432 swung his legs out of bed
and jumped to his feet, standing straight. 


“These people have some questions
to ask you.” Klement stepped aside.


Prosper walked forwards. “I need
to ask you about Peter Clarke.”


651432 looked at Prosper with a
blank expression. He shook his head.


“Peter Clarke. Prisoner
142345.”


The man’s eyes flickered, came
alive for an instant. “142345,” he said, his lips carrying the ghost of a
smile.


“Yes, do you know him?”


“He escaped.”


Prosper saw 651432 stare past him
and he looked around and saw Klement tapping his baton.


He turned his attention back to
651432. “Yes, he escaped. Do you have any idea where he would have gone?”


The man nodded,
the hint of a grin back. “Far, far away.”


“Just answer the question,” Rogers
said.


“142345 escaped. He’s free.”


Klement pushed past Prosper and
rammed the baton into the man’s stomach. “Do you know where 142345 has gone?” 


Air gushed out of the man’s mouth
and he clutched his stomach and bent over at the waist. 


Prosper winced. “Jesus! There’s
no need for that.”


Ignoring Prosper, Klement circled
around the prisoner, fed the baton around his throat and grabbed it with both
hands. Rogers stepped in front of
Prosper, barring his way. The prisoner gagged and clutched at the baton to
remove it from his throat. “I will ask you one more time,” Klement said. “Where
has 142345 gone?”


The man’s face started to go red
and spittle flew out of his mouth.


“You’re killing him,” Prosper
shouted.


After a moment, Klement relaxed
his hold and released one end of the baton. The prisoner dropped to the ground,
curled in a foetal position, hands at his throat. Rogers
stepped aside. Klement walked past them both out into the corridor.


Prosper knelt down beside the
man. “Are you okay?”


The man gave an almost
imperceptible shake of his head. “Get me out of here,” he whispered.


“Is he okay?” Brundle asked.


“He’ll live.” Prosper gained his
feet. He walked out of the cell and glared at Klement. “What the fuck was that
about? You could have killed him.”


Klement slipped the baton back
into his belt. “These men are being conditioned on violence. It’s an experiment,
Mr. Snow. I knew you wouldn’t understand. That’s why I didn’t want you to start
nosing around. We’ve spent years on this work, and I’m not going to have it
disrupted now.”


A guard stood further along the
corridor, arms folded, eyes masked by dark glasses. He stared at Prosper,
expression unreadable.


“They’re human beings. You can’t
treat them like this.”


“They signed up for the program.
Once the experiment’s finished, they’ll have their memories wiped a final time
and then they’ll be given a new start in life. It’s a win-win situation.”


Prosper clenched his fists. “The
aim of all this,” he waved his arms to encompass the building, “is to see if
people can be made to kill. So how exactly is the final part of this …
experiment going to be tested?”


“That’s none of your concern.”


“Well I’m making it my concern.”


Klement glared at him, his hand
gripping the baton handle tight enough to make his knuckles go white.


Brundle stepped between them and
placed a hand on Prosper’s chest. “You’ll have to excuse my associate. He’s
new. Doesn’t understand the system.” She turned, gave
Prosper a look that said, ‘cool it’. 


Prosper relaxed, letting his
shoulders slump. He licked his lips. “Sorry. I guess I’m just keen to catch
Clarke before he hurts anyone else.”


“Well we’re on the same page,”
Klement said.


Prosper doubted that very much.
He nodded.


“So Mr. Klement, do you mind if
we continue?” Brundle asked.


Klement waited a beat, then held his arm out. “This way.”
He continued to the next cell, peered through the peephole and then unlocked
the door. 


Brundle touched him lightly on
the arm. “Do you mind if we just have a quick word with the prisoner – alone.”


“They’re dangerous.”


“I realise that. But you’re only
outside the room if we need you.”


Klement looked from Brundle to Prosper,
then nodded. “One minute.” He stepped aside.


Prosper started walking towards
the cell when Rogers barred his way
with the baton.


“They’re messing with the
experiment.” His features were like granite. 


Klement put his hand on Rogers
arm. “Mr. Rogers, let them past. We need them to help us find 142345.”


Rogers
looked from Prosper to Brundle, then lowered his arm and stepped aside. “Just
don’t say I didn’t warn you.” He glared at Klement.


Brundle and Prosper entered the
cell. A tall gangly man sat on his haunches in the corner, arms wrapped around
his knees. He didn’t appear to see them, his gaunt features haunted by shadows.



“Do you mind if we ask you a few
questions?” Brundle asked.


The man didn’t respond; didn’t
even acknowledge them.


“The other night, prisoner 142345
escaped. Do you know anything about it?”


The man unfolded himself like a
giant stick insect and stood up. He was about seven feet tall. Prosper whistled
silently through his teeth. The man looked down at Brundle and nodded. He
glanced at the open door and then crouched down. Prosper and Brundle leaned in.


“The only escape is death,” he
whispered, his voice seeming to rattle out of his mouth.


“142345 escaped,” Prosper said.


The man nodded. “Yes, he did.”


He stood up straight again. Prosper
and Brundle looked at each other and then walked out of the cell.


They continued along drab
corridors, visiting one cell after another, but none of the prisoners were able
to help. As they progressed, Prosper realised that his speculation was correct,
and rather than being dangerous, the prisoners seemed scared. 


When they reached the end of the
final corridor, they turned to leave when Prosper heard shouting from behind a
metal door at the end. 


“Have we interviewed all the
prisoners now?”


Klement pursed his lips. He
nodded. “You’ve interviewed all the ones that have had contact with 142345.”


“So what about
the others?”


“They’re either in solitary,
conditioning or they’ve had a memory wipe, so they’d be useless to you.”


“What’s conditioning?”


“Training.”


Prosper looked at Brundle. She
shrugged.


“What’s behind that door?”
Prosper asked.


Klement looked at the door, his
eyes seeming to go unfocused as though he was looking right through it.


“Mr. Klement. What’s behind that
door?”


Klement shook his head as though
waking from a dream. “Sorry, what?”


“I asked what’s behind that
door.”


“That’s the training hall,” Rogers
said.


“Training hall?” Prosper narrowed
his eyes. “Training for what?”


“Survival.”


“May we have a look?” Brundle
asked.


Klement sighed. “This is all very
time consuming. I have an important job to do.”


“And so do we,” she snapped. “Catching your escaped prisoner. To do that, we need to get
an angle on him, so anything that might help is essential.”


“Was Clarke conditioned?” Prosper
asked. 


Klement nodded. “He was very
good.”


“Was?”


“When he was here, he was very
good.”


Brundle pointed to the door. “The
sooner we look beyond that door, the sooner we’re out of your hair.”


Klement stepped forwards and punched
a code on the door, then opened it and walked through.


Brundle and Prosper followed to
find themselves in a dark passage that circled around a pit about forty feet
square and ten feet deep. Glass surrounded the pit, allowing them to see the
two naked men in the middle of the sand covered floor. The men were in
grappling poses, fingers extended as they circled each other. Sweat coated
their bodies, mingled with blood that seeped out of various cuts and speckled
the sand.


Both men had stubble for hair.
One looked to be in his early thirties and was of medium build with a square
face. The other looked older, in his forties, and was slimmer, wirier, his
muscles taut, tendons visible in his neck as he
clenched his teeth. 


Red stains marred the concrete walls
of the pit. Prosper put his hands to the glass and looked down, his jaw
dropping.


“What are they doing?” Brundle
asked.


“Learning.”


“Learning what?”


“Survival.”


The men continued to circle each
other. The wiry one feigned a punch, then ran
forwards. The man with the square face sidestepped and performed a turning kick
to the other man’s stomach, causing him to rear back slightly. 


The wiry man stepped forwards to
attack again, and his opponent delivered a sidekick that sent the man flying.
He crashed into the wall and slumped to the ground. 


Prosper saw him grab a handful of
sand, stand up and run at the other man, flinging the sand at the last minute.
The larger man ducked, the sand flying over his head.
Then he came up out of his crouch and slammed his palm into the other man’s
jaw. The wiry man’s head flew back and his feet left the ground before he
crashed back down. Square face ran forwards and started punching the downed man
in the head. 


“He’s going to kill him,” Prosper
said. “Isn’t anyone going to stop them?”


Klement held up his hand. “Just
wait.”


“Wait. He’s going to k—”
Realisation hit Prosper like a cannonball to the gut. He stared wide-eyed,
goose bumps erupting along his arms. 


Survival.
Survival of the fittest. 


Blood dripped out of wiry man’s
nose and his lip looked as though it had been split in two. Eventually, square
face’s assault slowed, his punches lacking any force and he plopped down onto
his bottom and wiped a blood soaked hand across his brow. 


“For God’s sake, isn’t anyone
going to help him?” Prosper asked.


“In a moment.”


Rogers
stepped up beside Prosper and looked down, his expression impassive. Square
face collapsed onto his back. Blood and sweat glistened across his body, his
chest rising and falling fast.


Prosper saw movement, watched as
wiry man stirred; sat up, his top lip pouring with blood. Without hesitating,
he jumped astride square face and head butted him. Prosper felt the blow and he
winced in sympathy. Wiry man then stood, kicked square face between the legs.
He continued kicking until a bell sounded and then he stopped and backed away.
A door opened and two guards entered. They dragged square face out of the room.


Wiry man looked up and punched
the air in victory and then another guard entered and escorted him out.


“That man was the most timid
patient we had,” Klement said. “Now through conditioning, he’s virtually
unstoppable.”


“This is what it’s all about.” Rogers
sounded proud of the exhibition they’d just witnessed.


Prosper backed away from the
glass until he hit the wall, the brickwork cold against his hands. A snake
slithered through his stomach, turning it in knots and his throat felt dry.


They had unleashed the nature of
the beast.


 
















CHAPTER 40


 


Prosper stood outside the prison
and sucked in a deep lungful of air. He looked up at the grey clouds, but
couldn’t get the image of the two men out of his head. 


“I can’t believe they’re allowed
to get away with that,” Prosper said. 


Brundle leaned against the wall, her
eyes glazed. After a moment, she looked across at Prosper. “It’s not our place
to judge.”


“Judge?
It’s just downright sick.”


She shrugged. “You’d be
surprised. Lots of things occur that the public doesn’t know about. Because of
who we work for, we get to see them.”


“But those are people in there.
People with families, people with hopes, dreams—”


“Jesus, Prosper, don’t go getting
all mushy on me. They’re there through choice. Either they’re dying, or they’re
habitual criminals, drug addicts. This is their last chance house.”


“Who are you trying to convince,
me or you?”


Brundle glanced down and then
shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. It’s none of our business. Our business is
catching Clarke before he kills again.”


It didn’t escape Prosper that for
the first time, she used the prisoner’s name. “Okay, so where are we going to
look?”


“We’re going to comb the
surrounding area once more. He has to be holed up close by to have seen the
breakout.” She pushed away from the wall and started walking towards the
archway. Prosper followed.


“Well if you ask me, none of
those prisoners looked as though they wanted to be there. They were asking to
be released.”


“They would have signed a waiver.
Remember, they won’t have any previous memories, so they’re experiencing all of
this with fresh eyes.”


“That’s even worse. It’s like
someone else signed them up for it and they’re now paying the price.”


“They’ve probably all got their
motives.”


Prosper shook his head. “Nothing
could make me sign up for what they’re going through.”


“You’d be surprised. Imagine
you’re dying, an incurable disease, but someone offers you a way to leave your
family a monetary legacy? Are you going to tell me that you’re not going to
take it?”


“But that …”


“As you said yourself, if they’ve
had their memories wiped, it doesn’t matter to them as they’re already gone.”


“You’re still not convincing me
that you’re happy with it.”


“I’m not trying to convince you
of anything.”


“So what about the final phase,
you know, the seeing if they can be made to kill without compunction?”


“What about it?”


Prosper skewed his mouth. “Well
how are they going to test something like that?”


Brundle didn’t reply.


“Think about it. What better way
than if the prisoner escapes. That way they’re unaccountable.”


Brundle stopped and turned to look
at Prosper. 


“And the prisoners themselves,”
he continued, “they have a get out of jail free card because they’re not
responsible for their actions.”


“So what are you saying?” 


“I’m saying what you must have
thought yourself. What if the prisoner didn’t escape? What if he was released?”



 
















CHAPTER 41


 


Prosper leaned against the sink
and looked at himself in the mirror – he didn’t like
what he saw. How many more people were going to die because of him? How many
more people were going to suffer?


He held the razorblade between
the thumb and two fingers of his right hand, the slim piece of metal bending
slightly in the centre. One quick slice. One goddamn
cut and all the pain would go away.


The door crashed open and Leon
ran in. “Need to go toilet!”


Prosper dropped the razorblade.
The metal sliver tinkled around the sink.


“Dad, what’s the matter?”


Prosper wiped his tears away and
dropped to his knees, wrapped his arms around his son and pulled him close,
burying his head in his son’s hair, smelling the aroma of strawberry shampoo.


“You’re strangling me.”


Prosper eased his grip but didn’t
let go. “I love you, son.”


“What’s wrong? You’re crying.”


“I’m … I’m just being silly.” He
released his grip. Leon
stepped back, looked at his dad in confusion, then stepped forwards and kissed
him on the cheek.


“I love you too. Now I need to
pee.”


Despite himself, Prosper cracked
a smile. He stood up, retrieved the razorblade and put it back in the medicine
cabinet beside the sink, then walked out of the bathroom. 


No matter how bad things were, he
couldn’t take his own life, not when he knew how much heartache it would cause
his family. No, he had to channel his anger at the people who deserved it. 


Prosper exited the house and
jumped into his car. It was time to take the power back. Omni ope atque opera – Whatever it
takes to get the job done. 


“You’re keen today,” Sally
Metcalfe said as Prosper signed for his weapon.


“Just want to get some practice
in.”


Sally handed the gun across with
some ammunition. “Practice makes perfect. In this case, it can also save
lives.” She smiled.


Prosper nodded and walked through
to the firing range. He continued past the shooting lanes and went through a
door marked ‘Tactical Shooting
 Range’ at the opposite end and
found himself in a breezeblock corridor. There was a window on the wall to the
right, behind which sat a man with black hair. He was surrounded by television
monitors and computers.


“Morning,” Prosper said.


The man looked up, brow furrowed.
“Don’t recognise you. First time?”


Prosper nodded.


“Well you’ll find this is one of
the most modern tactical shooting ranges in existence.”


“So how does it work?”


“Unlike a simple shooting range,
it offers training on timing, threat evaluation and decision-making skills
using moving targets in various simulations.” 


“Sounds fun.”


“It gives it a more realistic
feel. So what sort of situation are you looking to try?”


Prosper stroked his chin. “I just
want to kill bad guys.”


The man shrugged. “Don’t we all? OK,
I’ll give you a hostage situation. So just follow the corridor, and we’ll get
the ball rolling. Just remember, evaluate the situation before firing. Not
everyone in there is a threat. Choose your targets carefully.”


“OK, thanks.” Prosper headed
along the corridor and through a door at the far end, finding himself in a brightly lit foyer with two more doors. He held
his gun in both hands; barrel pointed at the ground, and made his way towards
the door on the right. He nudged it open and peered through, saw another
corridor about forty feet long, and entered. The door swung shut behind him
with a click.


He could hear voices in the
distance, but couldn’t work out what they were saying, so he started along the
corridor. When he was about halfway along, the lights went out, leaving him
drowning in darkness.


Prosper froze, his finger tensed
on the trigger. All of a sudden he saw movement up ahead and a shape rushed
towards him. Prosper raised his arms and aimed. The lights flickered, allowing
him a brief glimpse of a figure carrying something. He recalled the man’s
words, ‘evaluate the situation before firing’ and he hesitated. The lights
flickered again and he made out that it was a woman carrying a baby. He stepped
aside and the figure swept past and disappeared. 


Even though the figure had only
been a motorised mannequin, it had been real enough to make Prosper feel
nervous. Blood pumped through his veins and his heart thudded.


The lights flickered like indoor
lightning, and he saw another figure, another woman carrying another baby.
Prosper started to lower his weapon. The lights flashed again and he saw this
woman was armed. He raised his weapon, didn’t want to hit the baby, so took
what he assumed would be head shots, firing two rounds. 


The figure stopped and the lights
went on, allowing him to see one of the bullets had hit its target. Red
emergency lights started flashing, filling the corridor with hellish
illumination.


Prosper continued, progressing
from room to room, honing his skills. When he eventually finished the course,
he found himself in a corridor on the opposite side to where he entered. 


The man with black hair gave
Prosper an appreciative nod. He pressed some keys and glanced at a monitor.
“For your first time, you did well - had good reaction times. You took out
fifteen bad guys, twelve with kill shots. You did injure two innocent
bystanders, but their injuries wouldn’t be life threatening.”


Prosper was still buzzing, but he
was a little disappointed that he had hit two innocent people. He thanked the
man, then made his way out of the building.
Simulations were one thing, but he knew that in real life, the bad guys were
going to fight back. 


 


Prosper entered the research
facility and made his way to Klement’s office. Klement looked up as he entered.


“Back again?”


Prosper stepped up to the desk.
“You know what I think? I think Peter Clarke was released on purpose to test
your theory into whether he would kill.”


Klement sat back, elbows on the
chair rests, hands linked together underneath his chin. “And you’re basing this
assumption on?”


“I’m basing it on the fact that
it would be the best way for you to test your subjects.”


“That’s quite an accusation. I
hope you’ve got something to back it up.”


Prosper leaned forwards. “Not
yet, but when I do, I’m going to be coming for whoever did it. You’ve created a
monster. Just not the one you intended.” 


 
















CHAPTER 42


 


“You can’t go harassing Klement
and accusing him like that,” Lester said. He walked around his desk and placed
a hand on Prosper’s shoulder. “Casting unsubstantiated accusations won’t help
anyone.”


Prosper pursed his lips. “It’s
only unsubstantiated until I get the proof, and believe me, I’ll get it.”


“Well next time, get the proof before
you go accusing people. I’ve covered your arse this time – there won’t be a
second. We may operate outside the law, but that doesn’t mean we don’t still
have rules to follow.”


“But—”


“No ‘buts’
Prosper. I make the rules. You follow them. It’s called protocol. But …”
he leaned close, “If you get proof, then my door is always open.”


Prosper wanted to say he thought
there were no ‘buts’, but he just nodded. 


Lester walked back around his
desk and sat down. “Don’t get me wrong, I like your gung ho approach, but just
rein it in a little. Remember, we’re a team.”


Prosper stared past Lester and
out of the window. It looked like a storm was brewing, dark clouds billowing
like the sails of a ship.


“I understand.” He turned and
walked out of the room. Out in the corridor, he started chewing his
fingernails, lost in thought. He’d find the proof alright, even if it killed
him. But for now, he’d have to play it safe. He didn’t want to antagonise
Lester. 


Brundle and Williams were waiting
in the cafeteria, a place in which the aroma of cooking food permeated the air
24/7. One thing Prosper had to admit was that the organisation certainly looked
after their staff. The food was top notch. 


His partners were sitting huddled
together at a table in the corner. Two cups and a small plate dotted with
pastry flakes sat between them. They looked across as Prosper approached.


“So did Lester chew your ear
off?” Williams asked.


Prosper shrugged. “He was a
little pissed.”


Brundle picked her cup up and
took a sip. “I hear you were getting a little practice in the shooting range
this morning.”


“Well I didn’t want you to think
I wasn’t taking this seriously.”


Brundle narrowed her eyes, lips
sucked in. “Now why don’t I believe you?”


“What’s not to believe?”


Williams shook his head. “For the
sake of the job, can’t we just get along?”


“For the sake of the job, I am,”
Brundle said.


Prosper sighed. “Look, I
understand you have issues with me, but there’s a killer out there, and we need
to catch him. I had some ideas about the case, and perhaps I went about it the
wrong way by confronting Klement, but can you honestly say this doesn’t stink
to high hell?”


Brundle shrugged.


Williams nodded. “Sorry, but I
agree with him.”


“Oh great.”
Brundle looked up at the ceiling. After a moment, she looked back at Prosper.
“Okay, just suppose your theory’s right. How can you prove it?”


Prosper pulled up a chair and
sat. “We find the one person who can confirm it. Peter Clarke.”


Brundle rolled her eyes. “Hello.
Isn’t that what we’ve been trying to do?”


“Yes, but that was before the
hunted became the hunter.”


Brundle frowned. “You’ve lost
me.”


“I’m saying that we don’t go
looking for Clarke, we wait for him to come to us.”


“And why would he do that?”


“Because we’ll give him something
he wants.”


“Which is?”


“A victim.
If he’s conditioned to kill, the urge to carry it out will be too strong to
resist for long, so he’ll want to strike again.”


“You mean we use someone as
bait?”


Prosper nodded.


“Who on earth would volunteer for
that?”


Prosper swallowed. “Me.”


Brundle grinned. “Now that’s the best
idea I’ve heard you come up with. But how will he find you? How do we go about
it?”


Prosper put his elbows on the
table. “Please, don’t try to talk me out of it,” he said, conveying his
irritation that she had accepted his plan so readily.


Brundle chortled. “I’ll give you
one thing, you’ve got balls.”


“Well if I’m putting my life on
the line, I need you and Williams to shadow me like ghosts.”


“We can do that,” Williams said. 


“But you need to put yourself out
there,” Brundle said. “You’ve got to put yourself in risky situations,
otherwise he won’t strike.”


Prosper stood up. “Well, there’s
no time like the present. I’m going to drive to the prison and start searching
the surrounding area again. If Clarke’s watching, then it’ll give him chance to
make his move.”


“Then let’s hope he does.”
Brundle stood as well.


 


Prosper parked outside the prison
and then made his way underneath the arch. Brundle and Williams were out there
somewhere, keeping watch, but that didn’t make him feel any safer. He was
putting his life on the line.


“Testing, can you hear me?”


“Loud and clear,” Williams
responded through the earpiece.


“Right, I’m going to head out
along the street. Just make sure you stay close, but not too close.”


Goose bumps travelled along his
arms. He shivered. The grey clouds started to shed fat tears. Prosper pulled
the collar of his jacket up and headed along the road. 


The gun was strapped underneath
his arm and its presence made him feel a little more secure, so despite the
cold, he didn’t fasten his jacket, just put his hands in the pockets and held
it closed. 


Rain peppered the ground. Prosper
hurried to a doorway to seek shelter. He shook himself down, ran a hand through
his hair to sluice off the rainwater, then flicked his hand out to remove the
residue.


The weather seemed to mirror how
he felt. Depressed.


He tested the door, found it
locked, so he leaned against the wood, but the rain still hit his feet, his
jeans now darker at the bottom and making them look two-tone. 


He thought about Natasha. She had
been through so much already. Perhaps he should let her go. He was no good for
her. If anything happened to a member of his family because of something he did
…


He heard an engine and watched as
a car drove by, tyres hissing as they left tracks on the wet road. After a
moment, the sound of the engine faded into the distance. 


The rain didn’t show any sign of
letting up; Prosper folded his arms across his chest. Staying where he was
wouldn’t help. He peered out, looking for somewhere else to hole up, and noticed
the door to a derelict building a little further along was open.


“I’m heading across the road into
that building with the open door,” he said, trying not to move his lips too
much or talk loudly in case he was being watched.


He ran out into the rain and
headed for the door. Once he reached it, he pushed it open and stepped inside.
Rain drummed on the roof overhead and spurted from a down pipe on the far wall,
the surrounding bricks green with algae. The room was about fifty feet long,
the roof supported by girders. 


Water dripped through holes in
the roof, creating patterns on the concrete floor. Light was provided by
overhead panels in the corrugated roof. The panels were dirty, and with the
grey clouds overhead, the light they let through was diffused, giving the room
a sombre atmosphere. The air smelled fungal and damp. 


Prosper stepped further into the
room and shook himself down. His clothes were soaked,
making him feel uncomfortable. A trail of wet footprints surrounded by
splatters lay in his wake. 


Prosper sighed loudly, the sound
drowned out by the thrum of the rain overhead. He rubbed his face, wiping
rainwater out of his eyes, and for the first time in ages, he felt like smoking
a cigarette. He unwrapped a piece of chewing gum instead and popped it in his
mouth, then he went and crouched by a girder. 


Time ticked by. He could see the
inclement weather beyond the door, and didn’t fancy venturing back out just
yet. The sound of the rain pattering overhead proved to be hypnotic and Prosper
found his eyes growing heavy. His head lolled forwards and he jerked upright,
had to force himself to stay awake. This was not the time to lose
concentration.


Shadows hung around him,
impenetrable curtains. For the first time, he questioned the practicality of entering
the building. No, he’d stick it out; wait for the rain to stop and then leave. 


A scuffling sound caught
Prosper’s attention and he turned his head, saw someone heading towards him. He
jumped to his feet, struggled to pull the gun out of the holster, his hands
shaking as he backed away.


The figure was dressed in shadow.
Prosper’s jaw dropped; the gun snagged on the jacket lining; his breath hitched
in his throat.


Prosper caught sight of more movement
from the corner of his eye. “Hold it,” Brundle shouted as she ran forwards, gun
drawn.


“Don’t shoot!”


Prosper recognised the voice, saw
Klement walk forwards into a patch of light, his hands held aloft.


“What the fuck are you doing
here?” Prosper snapped.


“I saw you park outside the
prison. Thought you might have a lead on 142345 so I followed
you.”


“Jesus Christ.” Prosper stuffed
his half withdrawn gun back into its holster and sucked in deep breaths, his
heart a big bass drum. “You could have been bloody killed.”


“Sorry! Can I lower my hands
now?”


Williams suddenly appeared
through a door at the back of the room. “What’s happening?”


“Another fuck up, that’s what’s
happening.” Brundle lowered her weapon. “Okay, put your bloody hands down.”


Klement lowered his hands. Looked
at Prosper. “Look, I didn’t mean to interrupt anything.”


“Too late for that,” Prosper
snapped.


“Well let’s search the area,”
Brundle said. “We might get lucky, he might be here.”


Prosper nodded, but he knew that
if Clarke had been in the area, he would be long gone by now. They had lost the
initiative, and with it, perhaps their only chance to get to the killer and the
truth


 
















CHAPTER 43


 


The killer
watched Prosper Snow walk along the street. They had tried to trick him,
but he wasn’t falling for that. How stupid did they think he was?


It would have been so good to
kill Snow though. To see his lifeblood drain away, proving to them all that he
was smarter and more powerful than any of them.


Smart


Hurt


Pain


Inflict


Terrorise


Mutilate


Never mind. There would be
another chance. There was always another chance. 


He sank into the shadows and
retreated. To do anything else would be foolish, but now he had the bloodlust,
and it needed sating. 


The killer hurried away, headed
towards the city where the streets were full of victims, people who deserved to
die because they were weak. They infected the gene pool with their sickness, so
killing them was doing the world a favour.


A train sped along the track to
his left. A high spiked fence separated the track from the road. Up ahead there
was a bridge, underneath which the trains travelled. Another train went by,
blue sparks shooting from where the pantograph connected with the wet overhead
wires. 


The killer walked onto the bridge
and looked down, watched a train rattle by underneath, more blue sparks
shooting out, the air full of the smell of ozone and electrical residue. 


Terraced houses stood sentinel
beyond the bridge; a man walked out of one of the houses and headed towards the
bridge, his head bowed, hands in the pockets of his jacket. 


The killer acted nonchalant,
leaned against the bridge, chin resting on his elbows as he looked along the
line. 


As the man passed, the killer
grabbed him around the throat, gripped one hand with the other and squeezed
tight. The man choked, arms flailing in the air. He tried punching over his
head, but his shots were ineffectual. After a couple of minutes, the man
slumped and the killer rested him on the bridge, his arms dangling over the
edge. Then he grabbed his legs and tipped him up. The man sailed over the edge,
hit the overhead wires and then crashed to the tracks. 


The killer looked down, saw the
man stir, his legs twitching. Then he struggled to sit up. Next second a horn
sounded, and a train slammed into the body, leaving behind a red mist.


After the train had passed, the
only sign of the man was a shoe with a nub of bone sticking out of it. The
killer smiled to himself and then wandered away, his bloodlust sated for now. 


 
















CHAPTER 44


 


Brundle disconnected the call on
her mobile. “There’s been a report of another body. We don’t know whether it’s
connected to Clarke, but we’ll have to go and check it out.” 


“So where’s the body?”


“On the
railway.” Brundle turned and walked towards their vehicle. 


Prosper and Williams followed.


Williams drove them to the scene
and parked up at the side of a bridge. Prosper exited the vehicle and stared at
the terraced houses in the distance. Prosper’s old partner, Mike Holmes, was
standing by a gate at the side of the bridge. He was talking to some railway
workers dressed in orange.


When he saw Prosper, Mike nodded,
his lips pursed. “The place hasn’t been the same since you left. No one’s
died.”


Prosper rolled his eyes. “Droll as ever. So what’s happened here?”


“Don’t see why you’re bothered.
Looks like a jumper. Went over the bridge in front of a
train. They’ve closed the line. Trains are backed up now and the railway
honchos want us off so they can reopen and get the trains moving.”


Brundle stepped forwards. “The
line won’t reopen until we say so. We’re here because we have reason to believe
the victim didn’t jump, he was pushed.”


“Well isn’t that a regular police
matter?” Mike asked.


Brundle shook her head. “There
have been a spate of recent … events that have called for our services, so
until we know otherwise, any local incident is being investigated by us. Now if
you can just keep the crowds back.” She walked past and went through the gate
that led to a set of steps.


Mike’s jaw dropped and his
eyebrows met in the middle. “What’s her other job, ball breaker?”


Prosper walked past. The steps
had been hewn out of the earth and fashioned from wood inlaid with gravel. At
the bottom, Prosper followed Brundle across the ballast, each step on the
uneven surface jarring his ankles. 


Where the train had struck the
man there was a red splash across the sleepers, stones and the rails, and as
Prosper got closer, he saw white blobs of fatty tissue. The smell of blood
permeated the air, thick as molasses. 


“Train hits a person at over a
hundred miles an hour, the body literally explodes.” Brundle pointed. “Look,
there’s a hand, but you’ll find the body parts will be strewn hundreds of feet
along the track and most won’t be recognisable.”


“So what are we looking for?”


“Anything that can tie our man to
the victim, or at least proof that he was murdered”


Prosper put his hands on his
hips. “And what, you expect us to sift through all of this?”


“If that’s what it takes.”


“That could take forever.”


“Then the sooner we get started
the better.”


Prosper wrinkled his nose and
looked at the globules of fat stretched along the track. 


“Here’s the head,” Williams
shouted.


Prosper and Brundle walked
across.


Wedged in between the workings of
a set of points was a head and part of the man’s upper torso. Strands of flesh
hung down where the body had literally been torn apart. 


Prosper gulped, felt bile travel
up his throat. 


“Look at this,” Williams said as
he crouched down. “Red marks around the throat, probably caused by
strangulation.”


“Or a train
travelling at over a hundred miles an hour.”


Williams shook his head. “No,
these are consistent with strangulation. You see the scratch marks around the
throat, that’s where the victim probably tried to claw their way out of the
stranglehold.”


“So the man was definitely
murdered,” Brundle said.


“I’m pretty certain,” Williams
replied. “Probably strangled and then thrown over the bridge in front of the
train.”


Brundle stood up straight and
wiped hair out of her face. “And considering the time the incident occurred and
the proximity to the prison, it’s easy to conclude that it was perpetrated by
Clarke.” 


 
















CHAPTER 45


 


“Thunder, come back here,” Alison
Clump shouted as she watched her Doberman Pinscher
chase a squirrel up a tree. The dog started barking, the loud sound giving
testament to its name. 


She shook her head, long black
hair swishing across her face as she watched the dog try to climb after the
squirrel, jumping up at the trunk. The dog was crazy, uncontrollable. Whoever
said that dogs took after their owners was miles off
the mark in this case.


She slapped the lead against her
thigh. “Thunder, get here now.”


The black and tan dog looked at
her with what appeared to be a grin on its face, and then resumed barking.
Alison exhaled loudly, her breath misting in the early morning air. She stuffed
her hands in her coat pockets. She had only just bought the coat, taking
advantage of her staff discount at the clothes shop, but she was glad she’d
worn it this morning, its padding helping keep her warm.


The path continued ahead through
the trees and ferns, and she knew if she continued walking, Thunder would be
none the wiser. He would stand underneath that tree all day if she let him.


She jogged across and grabbed the
dog by its leather studded collar. “It’s only a squirrel. What’s it ever done
to you?”


The dog looked up at her, saliva
dripping tongue lolling out of its maw. She stroked its back, the short hairs
of which were standing on end like a cats.


“Come on, some of us have to get
to work soon.” She struggled to pull the dog away, and eventually it
surrendered. When they had walked a distance from the tree, Alison let it go
again. Thunder glanced back at the tree. “Don’t even think about it, buster,”
she said. The dog looked at her, and then ran on ahead, sniffing and marking
its territory every few feet.


A faint mist hovered in the air,
making the distant trees look ethereal. Branches were adorned with dew like
precious jewels, the mulch underfoot soggy. The sun was visible through the
trees, its warming rays adding to the faint miasma, trails of mist rising off
the forest floor. 


Alison loved the forest, loved
the fresh smell, the sense of peace, the whole atmosphere. It helped relax her
before another day at work. While she enjoyed working with the public, it could
be stressful. Some people were so rude and so arrogant, they made her blood
boil. But then other people were the exact opposite. She got to see them all,
and could usually tell at a glance which category they would fall into. 


Then there were the lecherous
boyfriends and husbands that she caught checking her out while their partners
were in the changing rooms – and that was only when they weren’t trying to see
if they could catch any naked flesh whenever the changing room doors swung open.


Yes, she got to see them all.


As it was Friday, she would be
out clubbing tonight, but as she had to work Saturday she couldn’t really let
her hair down until tomorrow, and that was only possible because she rotated
working on Sunday with the other girls. Whoever decided that Sunday opening was
a good thing obviously didn’t have to work it. That was the trouble with most
of these ideas; those who proposed them didn’t have to do them. Such was the
injustice of the world, and in today’s marketplace, there was no such thing as
a day of rest. 


After a moment, Alison realised
that Thunder had run off again. She looked all around, and shouted his name a
few times, but he didn’t respond.


“Now where are you?” she mumbled.
She glanced at her watch. 8:07 a.m.
She had ten minutes to get back to the car and make her way home to get ready
for work.


“Thunder, come on boy.” 


Away from the path, she caught
sight of movement and brushed through the ferns to find Thunder crouched on the
ground, gnawing on something.


“Now what have you got?” Alison
asked. “Come on, it’s time to go.” She crouched down, her eyebrows drawing
together as she tried to make out what Thunder had in his mouth. It looked like
a branch, but she knew it wasn’t. When she realised what it was, she gagged,
felt the colour drain from her face, turned away and vomited, her stomach
hurting as she retched. When she stopped gagging, she wiped her mouth, spitting
out the vile taste in her mouth and turned back to look at her dog, her arms
folded across her stomach to quell the pain.


Thunder gnashed his teeth, shook
his head from side to side, stubby tail wagging furiously. It was a hand. In
the dog’s mouth, it was a mottled blue hand.


Even worse, the hand was still
connected to a body, the face ripped to shreds and decorated by beetles and
bugs.


Alison turned away and gagged
again. 


 
















CHAPTER 46


 


“That’s just what we need first
thing in the morning,” Brundle grumbled as she disconnected the call and put
her mobile phone in her pocket.


“What is it?” Prosper asked from
the back of the vehicle.


“Another body.
Young girl’s dog found it in the woods.” She leaned forwards and inputted some
data into the GPS system built into the
dashboard.


“Is it related to our case?”
Williams asked as he drove.


“Don’t know, but we have to
investigate every corpse that turns up at the moment in the hope it’ll give us
a lead.”


“Well let’s hope it’s not another
dead end. Get it, ‘dead end’?” Williams laughed.


Prosper rolled his eyes and
stared out the window at the buildings alongside the road. Many of the
businesses had gone to the wall, and just about every other public house was
boarded up. Prosper had never known anything like it. 


The world was a scary place, and
getting scarier. 


Eventually the buildings started
to get further apart, and then trees started to appear, and then hedges and
grass. Nature, in all its glory.


The voice on the GPS
system eventually informed them that they had arrived at their destination,
which turned out to be a lay-by alongside a wood. Williams parked the vehicle
and switched the engine off. There were three other vehicles parked at the side
of the road, two of which were police cars.


Prosper stepped out and stared at
the trees. The last time he had been deep inside a wood, the Oracle had been
chasing him, so the thought of venturing into one now didn’t fill him with joy.



Brundle headed towards a gate
alongside the road. “This way. The report said the
body was found near the main path.”


Prosper and Williams followed. The
path was a soggy trail covered in leaf mulch. Mud squelched around Prosper’s
boots. Sunlight blinked through the foliage, but it would have its work cut out
drying up the rain that had fallen. 


They continued in silence, the
only sound the rustling of leaves, the sucking mud and the odd twittering of an
unseen bird. Prosper chewed his top lip, gaze flitting everywhere. His palms
felt a little sweaty and he rubbed them against his thighs. 


“You okay, Prosper?”
Williams asked.


“Yeah, I love getting back to
nature.”


“Well you look a little pasty.”


Brundle looked back over her
shoulder. “Perhaps he’s feeling the heat.”


Williams frowned.


“Last time he was in a wood, he
burnt it down, isn’t that right, Prosper?”


“There was a little fire. No big
deal.”


“Little! The report said it burnt
out five square miles.”


Prosper shrugged. “Give or take.”


Williams chuckled. “You’re
nothing if not full of surprises.”


“I try my best.”


The trees crowded close to the
path creating a covered walkway. Dappled sunlight danced across the ground and
a sharp smell of fungal growths permeated the air. 


Up ahead there were three police
officers, two male, one female and a young pale woman with long black hair
struggling to hold a Doberman dog. The female police officer was talking to
her. As Prosper approached, the dog started barking and tugging at its leash.


“Must be that aftershave your old
partner mentioned.” Brundle flashed her identification.


“Does he bite?” Prosper asked as
the woman struggled to hold the dog at bay.


The woman shook her head. “He’d
be more likely to lick you to death.”


Prosper crouched down and patted
the dog’s head. The dog licked his hand, tongue lolling from its maw.


“I guess this has ruined your
morning,” he said to the woman.


“I’ve had better.”


Prosper stood up and faced the
police officers. “So where’s the body?”


“Just up ahead where that other
officer is.”


Prosper nodded and Brundle
started walking ahead so he and Williams followed. 


When they reached the police
officer, Brundle flashed her identification again. “So what have we got?” 


“Body’s over there.” He pointed
off the path. “But I want to avoid people trampling over the area until the
SOCO arrive.”


Brundle nodded. “We just need to
ascertain a few details, so we need you to accompany us while we look at the
body.”


The officer tugged his earlobe.
“Well don’t disturb anything. We’re still waiting for the photographer.”


“Williams, wait here. Prosper,
come with me.” Brundle looked back at the police officer. “Lead the way.”


He started off through the ferns.
The stench of rotting meat filled the air and Prosper wrinkled his nose and
then wiped it with the back of his hand. 


Up ahead, he could see an arm
jutting out of the leaf mulch. The wrist had been chewed, bone visible beneath
the shreds of marbled skin. Then there was the face, the skin frayed and
hanging off in places, exposing a skeletal grin. 


“Looks like he’s been here for a
while,” Brundle said.


Prosper noticed the white
uniform, the same uniform the subjects in the prison wore. There was a spider’s
web tattoo on the man’s neck, more tattoos visible on his arms. Prosper looked
at the face. Ravaged beyond recognition, the teeth visible in a permanent grin,
he didn’t need to see any more to know who it was.


“Oh my God,” he said, his jaw
dropping.


Brundle looked at him, eyebrows
knitted together. “What?”


“Don’t you know who that is?”


Brundle peered at the corpse,
realisation dawning on her face.


“I don’t know what the fuck’s going
on,” Prosper said, “but that’s our escaped prisoner, Peter Clarke, and by the
looks of it, he’s been dead for quite a while.”


Brundle frowned. “But that means
…”


“Yes, Peter Clarke is not our
killer.”


 
















CHAPTER 47


 


“I don’t understand,” Brundle said.


“Neither do I.”
Prosper shook his head and gazed at the face. It was definitely Clarke. 


Brundle frowned. “So if he didn’t
do it, then who the hell did?”


“I don’t know.” Prosper chewed
his fingernail, grinding the pieces down and swallowing them. “What if there
was another escaped prisoner that we weren’t told about?”


“And why wouldn’t we have been
told?”


Prosper shrugged. “I don’t know.
The whole experiment is seriously fucked up. Perhaps there was something about
this other prisoner they didn’t want us to know about.”


“Such as what?”


Prosper exhaled. “I don’t have
the answers, but one thing’s for sure, we’ve been sent on a wild goose chase.”


“Then it looks like someone’s got
some explaining to do.”


“So what do we do now?”


Brundle pulled out her phone. “I’m
calling Lester, then we’re going to have to go back to
square one.” 


As he sat in the back of the car
questions whirred around Prosper’s head like spun candy. He couldn’t fathom
what was going on. How could Clarke be dead? It didn’t make any sense.


After a moment, he took his
Blackberry out and accessed the internet. He was missing something. He just
didn’t know what that something was. Once he was connected, he went to a search
engine and input ‘Stanford Prison experiment’, then started to read:


The Stanford prison experiment
was conducted in 1971, and was set up to study the psychological effects of
becoming a prisoner or prison guard. Twenty-four undergraduates were selected
to play the role of either a guard or prisoner. Those selected were chosen for
their lack of psychological issues, crime history and medical disabilities.
Roles were then allotted by the toss of a coin.


Those selected soon adapted to
their roles, progressing beyond what had been predicted, which led to dangerous
and psychologically damaging situations. One third of the guards were judged to
have shown genuine sadistic tendencies, while many prisoners were extremely
traumatised and two had to be removed from the experiment. Once it was found
that the prisoners and guards had become too grossly absorbed in their roles,
the experiment was terminated after only six days.


Prosper stroked his jaw. “Do you
know how long Klement has been conducting his experiment for?”


Brundle answered without turning
around, “Over a year. Why?”


“Have you read the background to
the Stanford Prison experiment which they have loosely based their experiment
on?”


“I know a little bit about it.
Why?”


“Well then you’ll know that the
Stanford experiment was terminated after only six days, after the participants
were shown to have become too absorbed in their roles.”


“And what’s your point?”


“The other day, when we found
those escaped prisoners, didn’t you notice something?”


“Just get to the point.”


“Well I’ve only just thought about
it really. They didn’t seem like people who wanted to kill without compunction,
as they’d been conditioned to. No, they seemed scared.”


Brundle put her left hand on the
back of the seat and turned her head. “So what are you getting at?”


“They killed to escape, whereas
the person going around murdering those innocent people is killing for
pleasure.”


“He’s got a good point,” Williams
said as he indicated to turn left. 


“Now imagine if the Stanford
experiment was abandoned after only six days,” Prosper continued. “What has
been the psychological effect on the participants of a similar experiment that’s been running for over a year?


“I think we’ve been looking in
the wrong place. I don’t think it’s the prisoners that can kill without
compunction; I think it’s the goddamn guards.” 


 
















CHAPTER 48


 


Brundle stared at Prosper with a
confused expression. 


“It’s the only thing that makes
sense,” Prosper said. “Think about it. They were in a prison, with tight
security, and yet we’re expected to believe that a prisoner, subject or
whatever the hell you want to call him, knocked a guard out, dressed in his
clothes and then destroyed any video evidence before walking out without anyone
challenging him.”


“So what are you suggesting?”


“That someone, namely a guard,
helped him escape, only to then kill him. I mean what better alibi to have than
blaming the killings on an escaped prisoner – an escaped prisoner that you know
is dead and buried in a shallow grave.”


Williams slapped the steering
wheel. “Son of a bitch. I think he’s right. We’ve been
taken for a ride.”


“Say I believe you,” Brundle
said. “then we’d have to start interviewing the
guards.”


Prosper nodded. “If we interview
them one at a time, and make it known to them that Clarke’s body has been
found, and that we suspect it’s a guard that’s responsible for the killings, we
can gauge their reaction. Hopefully the real killer will give himself away.”


“And what if he doesn’t?” 


“Then we have a problem. But it’s
got to be worth a shot.”


Brundle licked her lips, then turned to face the front. “Williams, take us to the
prison.” 


When they arrived, Brundle led
the way inside. Rogers was sitting
at the reception desk.


“Can I help you?” he asked, eyes
narrowed.


Brundle walked right up to the
desk and planted her feet shoulder width apart, hands on her hips. “Yes, you
can get me an employee roster. I want to know who was on duty the night the
prisoner escaped, and then you can arrange for a room where we can interview
each of the workers in turn.”


Rogers
snorted. “What’s this about?”


“It doesn’t matter what it’s
about. Just do what I’ve asked.”


Rogers
clenched his fists and then pressed a button on the intercom. “Mr. Klement,
you’d better get to the reception desk. We’ve got a … situation.”


Less than a minute later, Klement
appeared, looking flustered. “What’s the problem?”


Rogers
stood up, chest puffed. “These people want to interview the guards.”


Klement’s eyebrows arched.
“They’ve already been interviewed once.”


“We have some new evidence that
we need to talk to them about.”


“New evidence?”
Klement raised his hands in a questioning manner.


“We can’t disrupt the program any
more,” Rogers said.


“Excuse me.” Prosper stepped
forwards. “I thought you were just in charge of the guards, not the
experiment.”


Rogers
folded his arms across his chest. “We all assume roles, but we’re all part of
the experiment. We all want to see results. That’s why it’s important not to
disrupt the research.”


“This is a murder investigation,”
Brundle said. “That takes precedence over your … experiment.”


Rogers
nodded, the hint of a smile on his thick lips. “It’s
all one and the same.”


“And what’s that mean?” Prosper
asked.


Rogers
shrugged.


Klement stepped forwards. “We’re
at a crucial stage of the procedure. Any disruption now could set us back
months.”


“Have you not been listening to a
word I said?” Brundle snapped. “We need to interview the guards, so either you
grant us access, or I start wheels in motion to shut this place down.”


Klement chewed his lip and
exhaled slowly. “Okay, okay, we’ll set something up.”


Ten minutes later, Prosper found
himself sitting behind a desk with Brundle and Williams on either side. The
guards were then escorted to the room one at a time. Prosper had them sit opposite, and then he started asking them
questions: 


“What do you know about the
escapes?”


“Were you involved in them?”


“Did you know that, Peter Clarke,
prison number 142345 has been found dead?”


“And did you also know that he
couldn’t possibly be the killer, as he was killed at the time of his escape?”


“Did you kill him?”


All of the guards up to now had
expressed shock and confusion. Prosper didn’t get a feel from any of them. Next
up was Rogers.


He plunked himself down in the
chair and leaned back, arms folded across his chest. “I hope this isn’t going
to take long,” he said, narrowing his eyes into slits.


Prosper shrugged. “It’ll take as
long as it takes. Now, what do you know about the escapes?”


“I’ve been through this already.
You have my statement on file.”


“Go through it again.”


“What’s the point?”


“The point, Mr. Rogers, is that
we’ve found Peter Clarke.”


Rogers
sat up straight. “Great. Then what’s all this about? Bring him back and we’ll
sort him out.”


Prosper leaned forwards. “I would
if I could, but as you well know, he’s dead.”


Rogers
visibly bristled. “Dead?”


“Yes, but you already know that,
Mr. Rogers, because you killed him.”


“Me? I haven’t killed anyone.”


“It’s no good lying,” Brundle
said. “We have the body, and I’m sure we’ll find enough evidence soon.”


“Evidence about
what? I haven’t killed him. Besides, what’s it matter? Now that he’s
dead, the killings will stop and we can get back to business.”


“Yes,” Prosper said, “the
killings would stop if Clarke was the killer, but as you and I know, he’s not.
He’s a scapegoat for the real killer.”


Rogers
frowned. “You’ve lost me.”


“The escape.
It was a smokescreen that allowed the real killer to pass the blame. While we
concentrated on finding Clarke, the killer, namely you,” Prosper pointed
an accusatory finger, “was free to carry out the murders undetected.”


Rogers
held his hands up, palms facing forwards in a defensive manner. “Whoa, hold on.
You’re not going to pin this on me.”


“And why not?”


“Because I
didn’t do it.”


“Then if you didn’t do it, who did?”


Rogers
shook his head. “You’re the detectives, you tell me.”


Prosper glared across the table
and then slammed his fist down on the top, making Rogers
jump. “Enough with the bullshit. Mr. Rogers, I’m
arresting you. You do not have to say anything, but—”


“But I haven’t done anything.
Look, ask Klement. He was there that night. He knows more than me.”


Prosper frowned. “Klement was
there the night Clarke escaped?”


“Sure.”


Prosper took out his notebook and
flipped through the pages to find the notes he’d written while interviewing
Klement. “Klement said he wasn’t here that night.”


“He wasn’t on duty, but he popped
in for some files he said.”


“What time was that?” Williams
asked.


Rogers
shrugged. “I don’t know. Not long before 142345 escaped I guess.”


Prosper clenched his fists.
“That’s one of the things that niggled me about this
case. How did Clarke know where the recordings were, and how did he manage to
delete them? Now suppose it wasn’t Clarke. Suppose someone disabled the cameras
just before it all went down, and then they deleted all the recordings to make
it appear that they were deleted after the escape.”


Brundle stood up, sending her
chair skittering back. “Klement?” 


Prosper nodded. “Who else? I think he allowed Clarke to escape, and then
once he was out, Klement killed him. I think Klement is the man we want.”


Brundle charged out of the room.
Prosper and Williams followed. Behind him, Prosper heard Rogers
shouting, “So I guess this means I’m free to go?”


They headed straight for
Klement’s office, but Klement wasn’t there. A thorough search of the facility
took place, but as Prosper feared, their suspect was gone.


Prosper returned to Klement’s
office to search for clues. He sat in Klement’s chair, noticed the photograph
on the desk and frowned. The picture was black and white and showed a man in a
German military uniform. The peaked cap the man wore bore the skull and
crossbones insignia of the German SS. At a quick glance the man looked a little
like the American singer and actor, Bing Crosby. 


Prosper wondered whether it was
Klement’s father, but there wasn’t any physical resemblance. Ignoring it for
now, Prosper started searching the desk for clues. 


He couldn’t believe Klement had
orchestrated the whole thing. The man in charge of the experiment had killed
Clarke so that he could blame him for the murders, leaving him free to kill. 


The lunatics hadn’t just taken
over the asylum, they were running it.


 
















CHAPTER 49


 


Natasha sat across the table reading
the newspaper. Even though she was only a few months gone and her stomach
wasn’t that large, Prosper noticed the chair was pushed a little further back
to allow her more room to manoeuvre. She probably didn’t even realise, but her
maternal instinct was kicking in. 


Computer generated sounds
emanated from the living room where Leon
was playing on his game console. 


Prosper leaned back in his chair
and clasped his hands behind his head. He sighed. He had started feeling his
age, so while the prospect of a new baby was exciting, it was also scary. What
with the new job taking up a lot of time, he only hoped he didn’t overlook his
family. At the end of the day, they were the ones that were always there for
him.


Natasha turned the page, the
paper rustling. Prosper glanced at the headline: Fourth baby stolen from
hospital. 


He read some of the story,
scanning over the words ‘… he’s just a baby’, the mother said. ‘An innocent baby. He’s never done anything to anyone. He
can’t fend for himself. Please, if you have him, bring him back.’ 


Something itched at the back of
Prosper’s mind. He bit his top lip. Something Klement had said, something about
not being able to assess whether subjects were reacting out of nature or
nurture due to social and environmental issues. What else had he said: to
assess subjects properly, they needed a tabula
rasa – a blank slate.


The implications hit him like a
sledgehammer blow and he almost fell off his chair, the breath catching in his
throat.


Prosper jumped to his feet. “I’ve
got to go to work.”


“But it’s your day off.”


“I’m sorry. Promise I’ll make it
up to you later.”


He ran out of the room, snatching
his phone on the way out and scrolling through his contacts and pressing dial. 


“Prosper, and what do I owe this
pleasure to?” Brundle asked.


“Have you seen the newspapers? The stolen babies. I think its Klement. I think he’s
taken the babies. I think he was conducting two experiments. One
on the people with their memories wiped, and the other on babies.
They’re perfect for his needs. He kept going on about blank slates. People with no memories. People he could program.”


“If you’re right—”


“I am. I can feel it. We need to
get to High Grove hospital, where the last baby was taken from and go through
the security footage. That bastard was there. I know he was.”


“I’ll be there in twenty.”


Prosper disconnected the call and
jumped into his car. First he drove to work and signed out his gun. He wasn’t
taking any chances. 


Once they had started
investigating Otto Klement, it came as no surprise to
discover that wasn’t his real name, and they had no idea who he really
was.


After leaving HQ, Prosper drove
to the hospital. Security had been stepped up and there were two police
officers stationed at the entrance. 


He walked through the automatic
doors and entered a bright reception area with animal murals on the walls. He
ran up to the main desk and flashed his identification to the middle aged woman
seated behind the desk.


“How can I help?” she asked.


“I’m here about the baby that was
kidnapped. I need access to any security recordings you have.”


“The police are already going
through them.”


Prosper rested his hands against
the counter. “Where?”


The woman nodded. “You’ll have to
go to the security office. Down the corridor, up the stairs and follow the
signs to security.”


“Thanks.” Prosper pushed himself
away from the desk and jogged along the corridor. He could feel the gun pressed
against his side. Whereas before its presence would have made
him feel uneasy, now it felt comforting. Made him feel
a little more confident. 


When he reached the security
office, he knocked on the door. A moment later it opened and a skinny man with
dark rings under his eyes wearing a peaked cap looked him up and down. “Yes?”


Prosper flashed his identification
again. “I need to look at the security recordings you have from the day the
baby was kidnapped.”


The guard scowled and held onto
the door. “And you are?”


“Prosper Snow.”


The man shrugged and shook his
head, expression blank. “Never heard of you.”


“I don’t really care whether
you’ve heard of me or not. I need to see those recordings.” He started to walk
forwards.


The guard pressed his palm into
Prosper’s chest, holding him back. “Whoa. And where do you think you’re going?”


“I need to see those recordings.”


“I’m not letting any Tom, Dick or
Harry in with some Mickey Mouse identification card.”


Prosper ground his teeth, took a
step back and started to reach for the gun in the holster beneath his jumper.


“Is there a problem here?”


Prosper turned to see Brundle and
Williams standing behind him.


“This jobsworth
won’t let me in.”


“Then he obviously doesn’t
realise that we have the power to terminate his career.” Brundle stared at the
man, her eyes narrowed into slits. 


The guard swallowed. “I’m just doing
my job.”


“And we’re just doing ours. Now
step aside.”


With a quick glance at Prosper,
the guard moved away from the door. Prosper realised that his hand was still
hovering over the handle of the gun. He couldn’t believe he had been close to
drawing it. Of course he wasn’t going to shoot the man, just scare him into
granting him access. But still …


He shivered. What was happening
to him? The boundary between right and wrong had been crossed a long time ago.
Now he was treading water in the murky grey area where the two interlaced. 


Prosper walked past the man to
find himself in a room about twenty feet square. The furnishings comprised a
table, drawers, a bank of monitor screens and two chairs, both of which were
occupied by plain clothes police officers that Prosper recognised by sight,
even if he didn’t know their names. 


The police officers looked back
at Prosper, Brundle and Williams. 


Brundle flashed her
identification. “We’re taking over for now.”


The men glanced at each other and
then stood up.


Brundle seated herself at the
desk. “Okay, I need someone to show me how to play the recordings from the day
the baby was taken.”


The skinny security guard stepped
forwards and talked her through how to access what she needed. Prosper could
tell by the look in the man’s eyes and his general demeanour that he fancied
Brundle. Little did he know she would eat him for breakfast and then use his
bones as toothpicks. 


He pitied any man that she was
intimate with. 


Prosper stood behind Brundle and
watched as she played a series of recordings from a camera stationed in the
corridor outside where the baby was taken from.


“What time was the baby taken?”
Prosper asked.


“We think it was about eleven o’clock,” the guard said.


Prosper glanced at the time stamp
in the corner of the screen, saw that it was showing 11:16. “Can you go back further? To before the baby was
taken.”


Brundle moved the pointer on the
screen and clicked on a reverse arrow. The image started playing backwards. She
speeded it up.


“Go back to about ten fifteen and
then play it forwards at double speed,” Prosper said.


When the recording started
playing again, Prosper leaned forwards and gazed at the screen, watching people
appear and disappear, their movements almost comical
as they waddled along. He continued to watch, absently chewing his thumbnail as
he did so. “Hold it there,” he said after a few minutes.


Brundle pressed a key and the
image froze. 


“Back up a few
frames.”


She did so, one frame at a time.


“There. He’s there.” Prosper
pointed at the screen, felt his heart pound in his chest, his breath catching
in his throat. Staring up at the camera, almost as though taunting them was
Klement. 


 
















CHAPTER 50


 


Prosper turned to the security
guard. “Can you track that man’s movements?”


The guard nodded and took control
of the keyboard and mouse. “There are no cameras in the wards, only the
corridors so I’ll lose him when he goes inside the room.”


“As long as you
catch him on the way out.”


Prosper watched as Klement
pressed an intercom button on the wall. Then he opened the door and
disappeared. 


“So how does that intercom work?”
Brundle asked.


The guard replied without turning
around. “People have to talk to whoever’s on the reception desk to gain access.
If he’s not a relative, he shouldn’t have gotten inside.”


“Well I guess the system is
flawed,” Williams said.


“Having been through all this, I
know all he had to have done,” Prosper said, “is stand near to the intercom
when people are visiting. Then if he heard the name of one of the mothers,
that’s the key to gaining access as he only had to use her name, say he was
there to visit, to get inside.”


“Speed the recording forward to
where he leaves the room,” Brundle said.


The guard did as he was asked. 


When Prosper saw the door open,
he shouted, “There,” and pointed at the screen.


The guard paused the recording,
went back a couple of frames and then restarted it. 


Prosper watched as Klement walked
out of the room, a plastic carrier bag in his hand. “He put the baby in the
bag.”


Brundle clenched her fists. “So
now how do we find him?”


“Can you track him on the cameras
until he leaves the hospital?” Prosper asked.


The guard nodded.


Prosper watched as Klement
casually walked along the corridor. At one point he thought he saw something
move inside the carrier bag and his heart turned to ice as he thought of that
poor baby. A sick feeling bubbled in his stomach. 


Klement continued uninterrupted
until he exited the building. 


“There are cameras outside too,”
the guard said, as he tracked Klement on the screen.


Prosper observed Klement walk to
the car park where he got into a silver BMW. Movement
was visible inside the vehicle as Klement leaned over the seat, probably
securing the baby in the rear. Then he started driving. Prosper made a note of
the car’s number plate in his notepad. Seconds later, Klement was gone.


“Well we know he’s not at home,
but he must be somewhere,” Prosper said. 


“Great deduction,” Brundle
snapped.


“What I mean is he must have a hidey
hole. Somewhere secure. If he’s kidnapped babies, he must be keeping them
together where he can experiment on them. We need to run a check, see if there
are any buildings registered to his name. And put out an APB on that vehicle.”
He passed across his notebook with the registration number.


“I’m on it,” Williams said,
taking the phone out of his pocket.


Prosper waited patiently until
Williams disconnected the call. “There’s nothing on record for any buildings
under his name, but of course, he could use an alias.”


Prosper ground his teeth. He had
hoped they’d get a break. 


“So now what?”
Williams asked.


“We just need to hope we can get
a lead on the car. Now that we’ve flagged it, hopefully it’ll be spotted by one
of the automatic number plate recognition cameras. We need to keep an eye on
places he’ll need to visit. Supermarkets and places like that.”


It hadn’t escaped Prosper that
although he was new to the team, they were letting him assume control. This
surprised him, especially as there was tension between himself and Brundle. In
normal circumstances, he believed she would want to assert her authority and
put him in his place. So why wasn’t she?


But he didn’t have time to ponder
it now. He had a job to do. And that job was finding Klement and those babies. 


 
















CHAPTER 51


 


Klement settled the baby on his
lap and put the bottle to its lips. The baby looked up at him with big blue
eyes as it suckled at the milk. It had no comprehension of anything. A blank slate. 


Klement was disappointed that he
had been rumbled. But it didn’t matter. Despite the drugs and conditioning, the
adult subjects’ memories were too ingrained. Babies were another matter all
together. 


He had been able to eavesdrop on
the police as they interviewed the prison guards by way of the security camera
in the corner of the room, and as soon as he heard Prosper Snow announce that
they had recovered Peter Clarke’s body, he knew the noose would tighten. 


Blood ran down the walls of the
circular room he was in, the gory display emanating from two projectors set in
the ceiling. Each projector covered a 180 degree portion of the wall. After a
while the image changed to show scenes of carnage, people being blown to
pieces, traffic accidents, anything where people died. Klement liked it in this
room. He called it the nursery.


Another baby crawled towards him,
then stopped and rocked back to watch the display on the walls. The infant
reached out a hand towards the image of a man with his legs blown off and
chuckled. 


When he’d finished feeding the baby
on his lap, Klement put it down on the ground and stared at two older babies
that had recently progressed from crawling to a tottering walk. One, a boy, had
a rattle. The other, a girl, scratched the rattle holder’s face, making the boy
cry. The girl then snatched the rattle. Klement reached into his pocket and
took out a chocolate bar. He broke a piece off and passed it to the victor.
Weakness was not something he would tolerate, and he certainly wouldn’t reward
it. 


He knew it was going to be hard
to continue the project on his own, even more so now that the police were
hunting him, but that wasn’t going to stop him. He was going to prove once and
for all, whether behaviour was based on nature or nurture. And the babies were
going to help him. They were going to be raised in an environment of fear and
brutality. None of them would receive any compassion or any form of emotional
bonding. To Klement they were just test subjects. Feral
beasts, pure and simple. 


He watched the girl suck on the
chocolate and shake the rattle.


Rattle


Bones


Death


Decay


Klement wasn’t a father. He was a
mentor. And what he taught was the art of death. 


 
















CHAPTER 52


 


“So what are you going to do?”
Wolfe asked.


Prosper shrugged. He didn’t know.
Two days after the last baby had been snatched, and they were still no closer
to catching Klement.


He sat at Wolfe’s kitchen table,
the cup of tea in front of him going cold as he chewed his ragged fingernails.


“Well I thought you were a member
of some super secret organisation now. Don’t you have some James Bond gadget
shit to help you?”


“Like what?”


Wolfe shook his head. “Tracking
devices, something like that.”


“To track someone, you need to
know where they are.”


“Well can’t you track someone by
triangulating the signal on their mobile phone?”


“We’ve checked that. The phone
registered to him isn’t switched on.” Prosper recalled the prison environment,
and how the inmates/test subjects were treated, and he couldn’t help thinking
about the babies. What horrors were they being subjected to? He shuddered. 


The doorbell rang. Wolfe looked
back along the hallway but didn’t move. The bell rang again. Wolfe pursed his
lips, slowly turned. The ringing came a third time and Wolfe went to answer the
door. 


Prosper rolled his eyes. Wolfe’s
obsession with the number three was getting beyond a joke. Obsessive compulsive
disorder was the clinical term. 


A couple of minutes later, Wolfe
walked back into the kitchen laden down with supermarket shopping bags.


“Are you too proud to shop with
us mere mortals, having to have your food delivered?” 


“It’s just easier. Do you know
how much time you waste in supermarkets queuing at tills?”


“Enlighten me.”


“I read it was almost fifty three
minutes a month. Add that up for a lifetime and it’s a lot of wasted time.”


Prosper watched as Wolfe started
unpacking. “I’m surprised you don’t have someone to do that for you too.”


Wolfe snorted and opened a
cupboard to stack the tins he took out of the bags. Prosper wasn’t surprised to
see that the tins were in rows of three, and stacked three high. 


“You should try it. Just think
with Natasha being pregnant, it beats having to trawl round the shops.”


Prosper narrowed his eyebrows and
stroked his chin. Then he slapped his palm down on the table, slopping tea out
of the mug and making Wolfe jump.


“That’s it!” Prosper jumped up. 


“What?”


“That’s how Klement will stay off
the radar. He’ll order anything he needs off the internet.”


“Well it’s easy enough. So how
will that help you find him as I’m guessing he won’t be using his own name, and
he’ll have some bogus account?”


Prosper pinched his lower lip
between finger and thumb. “Well he’s got lots of babies to feed now, so he’ll
be ordering more baby food and formula milk. I just need to cross check any supermarket
online accounts that contain large quantities of these things.”


“And how are you going to do
that? They must deliver baby food to hundreds of places.”


“Each supermarket that does home
deliveries must have a central database. I’ll just contact the supermarket and
have them send the info through to me.” 


“It’ll take hours to go through a
list like that. Even longer to check them all out.”


“Can you think of anything
better?” When Wolfe didn’t respond, Prosper took out his mobile phone and
started making calls. 


 


Prosper perused his emails via
Wolfe’s computer. He had gone through channels at work to gain access to the
supermarkets info – although he hadn’t told the company what he was looking for
– and had them forward the results to his email account. He didn’t fully trust
his new employers, so he wasn’t going to divulge his theory just yet, at least
not until he had something to back it up.


He had asked for details of
anyone purchasing large quantities of baby food, but as Wolfe had said, there
were hundreds of results. 


“Told you it
was useless.”


Prosper snorted loudly. There had
to be something he had missed, something that would help. He leaned back, lips
pinched as he tried to think. He stared at some of Wolfe’s paintings on the
wall, the dark swirls forming strange shapes. One of the shapes reminded him of
a skull, and it triggered a memory. The photograph on Klement’s desk had been
of a man wearing an army uniform with a skull and crossbones insignia on the
peaked cap. There had to be a reason why Klement had the photo on his desk. He
tried to think. Something niggled at the back of his mind. Something about
German’s in particular. Something about an experiment that
proved a relationship between obedience and authority. He took out his
notebook and flipped through the pages until he found a reference to the Milgram Experiment. Underneath it he had scribbled: Nazi
war criminal, Otto Adolf Eichmann.


Prosper turned back to the
computer and clicked through to a search engine. Then he wrote Otto Adolf Eichmann into the search bar, selected ‘images’ at
the top of the screen and pressed return. When the results appeared he
recognised Eichmann as the man in the photograph on Klement’s desk, a sinister
Bing Crosby.


“This was the photograph Klement
had on his desk,” Prosper said. He then entered Milgram
Experiment into the search engine so that he could relate to Wolfe what the
experiment was about. After that, he performed another search on Eichmann and started
to read: 


On the advice of family friend
Ernst Kaltenbrunner, Eichmann joined the Austrian
branch of the NSDAP—member number 889 895—and of the Schutzstaffel
(SS). He enlisted on April 1,
 1932, as an SS-Anwärter
(Candidate). He was accepted as a full SS member that November, appointed an
SS-Mann (Man), and assigned the SS number 45326. 


He progressed through the
ranks, and was eventually promoted to the rank of SS-Obersturmbannführer
(Lt. Col.) Eichmann was originally a member of the SD (Sicherheitsdienst
or Security Service), and went on to head Gestapo Section IV B4 (responsible
for Jewish affairs) where he helped plan and implement the Holocaust. At the
end of World War II, Eichmann was captured by the U.S.
Army, who were unaware of Eichmann’s true identity as
he presented himself as "Otto Eckmann."
Early in 1946, he escaped from U.S.
custody and hid in Altensalzkoth, an obscure hamlet
on the Lüneburg Heath, for a few years. In 1948 he
obtained a landing permit for Argentina,
but did not use it immediately. At the beginning of 1950, Eichmann went to Italy,
where he posed as a refugee named Riccardo Klement. 


On May 2, 1960, Eichmann was apprehended
by Israeli secret agents in Argentina,
where he had been hiding under an assumed name, and was smuggled back to Israel
to stand trial for his crimes. After a highly publicized trial in 1961,
Eichmann was sentenced to death and executed in 1962. 


“That explains where he got his
name from,” Prosper said. “He used Otto from Otto Eckmann
and Klement from Riccardo Klement.”


“So what’s his fascination with
Eichmann?”


Prosper wrung his hands together
and then wiped them down his thighs. “Perhaps it’s because of Eichmann’s obedience to authority. He’s a role model of
sorts. He claimed he was only guilty of following out orders, which exonerated
him of the crimes themselves. In the same way, Klement can claim he is only
following out orders in the nature or nurture experiment. That
he can kill because it’s been sanctioned by people with authority.”


“If that’s the case, he’s more
fucked up than I thought.”


“That goes without saying.”
Prosper had another idea and he went back to the email containing the names of
the people that baby food had been delivered to. He entered the name Riccardo Eckmann in the search
box and pressed return. “Got you,” he said when the name came up.


Taking a leaf out of Sam Rivers’
book, Prosper brought up Google Earth and then input Eckmann’s
address, zooming down to Street View to get a closer look. 


The property was a detached
Victorian house set back from the road and bordered by a wall with a metal gate
at the entrance, through which he could see a short shingle drive. There were
no vehicles in the drive, but there was a garage attached to the side of the
house, designed to look like a miniature of the main building. Horse chestnut
trees were dotted around the front garden; throwing shadows across the gabled
front of the building and making the leaded windows seem ever darker and more
imposing. In the apex, Prosper could see what looked like a security camera. 


Wolfe leaned forwards and peered
at the screen. “What do you think?”


Prosper looked up at Wolfe, his
eyes narrowed. “Now we go and get him.”


“What’s this ‘we’? You need your
agent buddies for this one.”


“No, I need someone I can trust.”


Wolfe held a hand up. “I’ve done
enough to help. I told you before I can’t afford to get involved in anything
dodgy.”


Prosper exhaled slowly. He knew
he was asking a lot. “What’s happened to the Wolfe I used to know? The one who
was always pushing boundaries? The one who didn’t just seek out thrills, he
thrived on them?”


“He’s grown up.”


“Bollocks.”


“Look Prosper, I’ve got a
profitable business going on.”


“And why’s that? Because you cashed in on that business with the Oracle. What
did I get out of it?”


“You got something that money
can’t buy. It brought you and Natasha closer.”


Prosper swallowed. “Friend to
friend, I need your help. If not for me, think of those babies. Who knows what
that sick fuck’s doing to them.”


Wolfe ran a hand through his hair,
his teeth gritted. “That’s a low shot.”


“So are you going to help?”


Wolfe nodded. “But this is the
last time. After this, I’m opting for the quiet life.”


“You? Quiet life? Never. Come on, let’s
go.” 


 


Wolfe drove slowly past the
property. Hidden behind the darkened glass of the vehicle, Prosper stared at
the house but couldn’t see anything untoward.


“Park at the
end of the road.”


Wolfe did as he was asked and
then killed the engine. Prosper pulled his gun out and turned it over in his
hand, the metal cold against his skin.


“I take it that’s not a toy,”
Wolfe said.


Prosper looked across at his
friend, shook his head, then put the gun back in its
holster before exiting the vehicle.


The sky was grey, giving
everything a depressing demeanour. He glanced along the road, the detached
houses all set back from the road, allowing the residents more privacy. 


He walked towards the house. The
wall stretched all the way across the front and was about five feet high. He
glanced both ways along the road but couldn’t see anyone.


“Give me a leg up,” he said as he
grabbed the top of the wall. 


Wolfe crouched down, laced his
fingers together, and boosted Prosper up. Prosper sat on the top and stared
across at the house to make sure no one was looking out at him. He turned back,
was about to reach down to give Wolfe a helping hand when his friend scrambled
up without any assistance.


Prosper dropped down onto the
other side. Wolfe landed beside him.


There were a couple of trees
between Prosper and the house. The security camera was angled towards the gate,
so it wouldn’t detect them where they were, and he couldn’t see any other
cameras. 


He withdrew his gun again.


“What if this isn’t the right
house?” Wolfe’s gaze fixed on the gun. “We don’t want any … accidents.”


“Of course it’s the right house.
I’m just making sure I’m prepared.” Prosper still had difficulty accepting
Wolfe’s change of persona. At one time, his friend would have been all gung ho,
but since his already vast fame and fortune had spread, he seemed to have had a
personality transplant. He was toeing the line for the sake of his reputation.


A lawn stretched towards the
house, the grass of which had been recently mown. There was a door visible on
the side of the house, protected by a small porch, and five windows, two on the
lower floor, and three on the first floor. 


Prosper launched himself across
the grass and pressed his back up against the house. His pulse throbbed, and he
stood puffing slightly. Wolfe charged across the lawn and slammed into the wall
next to him. 


Adrenaline coursing through his
body, Prosper crept along the wall towards the first window. When he reached
it, he cautiously peered inside the house. He could see a room furnished with a
leather settee, a sideboard and a glass topped occasional table with a mug on
the top.


Prosper tiptoed to the next
window and again, peered inside the house to see an old fashioned kitchen with
a range. A table and four chairs occupied the middle of the room, surrounded by
cupboards, and a large fridge freezer. In a small annex, he could see a washing
machine, tumble dryer and dishwasher. Stacked on top of one of the units was a
pile of baby food tins and powdered milk formula. 


He continued to the door and
tried the handle, but the door was locked. 


“Now what?”
Wolfe asked.


“Now we have to get inside and
check the place out.” Prosper continued to the door underneath the porch and
turned the handle. The door was locked.


Six frosted panels were inlaid in
the upper half of the door. Prosper licked his lips, then
slipped his jacket off. He placed the jacket against one of the panels, then smashed it with the handle of the gun, wincing at the
loud sound. Glass tinkled musically onto the floor inside the house. Prosper
pulled his jacket back, shook the glass out of it and then reached inside,
crouching down so that he could grab the lock and turn it. 


He then opened the door and
entered the house, trying to be as quiet as he could, the gun held out in
front. 


A short carpeted hallway
stretched before him. Three doors were visible. Two were open. At the end was a
staircase that turned a corner half way up where there was a narrow,
rectangular window with a stained glass pattern with inlaid blue, red and
yellow glass. 


The air smelled slightly of faeces
and sick. Prosper wrinkled his nose.


He cocked his head slightly,
listening for any sounds. Not hearing anything, he started along the hallway,
trying to move as quietly as he could. Wolfe followed close behind.


When he reached the first open
door, he peered into the room beyond, which contained a flat screen television
attached to the wall, a long settee and a row of bookcases. 


Nothing in the house stood out as
particularly out of place, and certainly not enough to sound alarm bells in his
head, and for the first time he questioned what he was doing. If he was wrong
about this, then he could kiss his new job goodbye. He could perhaps kiss it
goodbye anyway, going out on a limb, or at least without the company approval. 


God, what was he playing at? 


Casting aside his reservations,
Prosper moved deeper into the house when a noise caught his attention. He
halted, held his breath. Wolfe came up behind him. Prosper put his hand up,
making Wolfe pause. 


A baby screaming, the sound very
faint, muffled. Where was it coming from? 


Prosper moved forwards, trying to
trace the sound. He approached the closed door, put his head against it and
cupped his hand around his ear to cut out any other noise. 


He tested the handle. The door
was unlocked. As he opened it, the stench hit him and the sound grew louder.
Padding on the rear of the door soundproofed it to an extent. A set of steps
led down to the cellar. 


Taking one careful step at a
time, Prosper started to descend, the smell growing worse. 


The screams grew louder,
generated by more than one mouth. Prosper knew the sound of babies crying could
be pitiful, but this … this was something more. 


At the bottom of the steps, he
found himself in a corridor that stretched the length of the house. The walls
were a clinical white, harsh illumination provided by florescent lights in the
ceiling. 


Wolfe grabbed Prosper’s shoulder.
“You should just call this in.”


The babies’ screams continued
from somewhere up ahead. Prosper looked at Wolfe and shook his head. “I think
they’ve suffered enough.”


Increasing his grip on the handle
of the gun, he continued along the corridor. A cold sweat coated his back, his
mouth dry, heart drumming away as he tiptoed towards the source of the noise. 


When he reached the door where
the screams originated, he hesitated, wiped his brow and tried to swallow. Then
he grabbed the door handle and pushed open the door. 


 
















CHAPTER 53


 


Klement turned his head and
glared at Prosper. 


The baby on Klement’s lap
screamed, its face flushed. The air smelled of faeces. A couple of the other
babies crawled around the floor, crying incessantly. Projectors in the ceiling
displayed images of violence and bloodshed on each of the walls, a landscape of
decapitation, war and violence.


“This is seriously fucked,” Wolfe
said from behind Prosper.


Prosper pointed his gun at
Klement. “Put the baby down and step away.”


Klement laughed and stood up,
holding the baby to his chest. “I don’t know how you found me, but you’re not
going to stop me, Mr. Snow.” He started walking towards the door.


Prosper tensed his finger on the
trigger. “Stop or I shoot.”


“And risk killing the baby? I
don’t think so.” 


Prosper gritted his teeth.
Klement was right. He watched as the man walked past him.


“You can’t just let him go,”
Wolfe said.


Klement increased his grip on the
baby, one arm around its neck, squeezing, making it scream louder. “My work. All this. It’s too
important.”


Prosper kept the gun trained on
Klement and stepped aside. “Just put the baby down. If you want a hostage, take
me.”


“I prefer my little protégé.”


“It’s just an innocent baby.”


“Is it? And how would you know?
That’s what all this is about. Nature or nurture, remember.”


The baby scratched Klement’s
face, leaving small red lines, its wail an ear-piercing shriek. 


Prosper lowered the gun. “Okay,
let’s just talk about it. Don’t do anything stupid.”


“Stupid. Ignorant.
Bliss. Happiness. Sadness. Sorrow. Pain.”


“He’s cracked,” Wolfe said.


Prosper shot him a warning
glance.


“Well he is,” Wolfe mumbled.


Prosper crouched down and put the
gun on the floor, then he stood up straight and put his hands up. “Look, I’m
unarmed. We can talk. Just stop hurting the baby.”


Klement took another step towards
the door. “I’ll tell you how it’s going to play out. I’m going to leave the
room, and you’re not going to stop me. You—” he nodded towards Wolfe. “Move out
of the way.”


Wolfe folded his arms but didn’t
move. Klement squeezed the baby, making the pitch of its scream go up an
octave. Wolfe moved aside. 


Prosper shook his head. “You know
I can’t let you leave with the baby.”


“I know.” Klement threw the baby
at Prosper.


Prosper reacted instinctively.
Heart in his throat, he caught the baby in the crook of his arms, sighing with
relief when he knew that it was safe. 


When he looked up, Klement had
bolted through the door.


Despite his concern for the
babies, Prosper knew he couldn’t let Klement escape. He placed the baby on the
ground and picked up his gun. “Stop him!” he shouted and gave chase.


Klement had a short lead, and by
the time Prosper reached the top of the stairs, he was nowhere in sight.


“Where is he?” Wolfe asked as he
reached Prosper’s side.


Before Prosper could answer, he
heard a clanging sound and stared in shock at the windows as metal shutters
descended, blocking out the light.


“Shit,” Wolfe said.


Prosper swallowed and ran across
to the nearest window as the shutter closed completely, immersing them in
darkness. He banged on the panel, making a sound like thunder reverberate
around the room. Then he tried to pry it open with his fingers before charging
it with his shoulder, sending a bolt of pain down his arm, but the metal sheet
was secure.


“We’re trapped.” Prosper rubbed
his shoulder.


“With a psycho,” Wolfe added.


Prosper grimaced. He had a
chilling vision of the gas chambers that Eichmann would have sent his enemies
to and a chill crept up his spine. He gripped the handle of the gun; could feel
the sweat greasing his palm. More sweat coated his back, making him feel
uncomfortable. Klement was on home turf, so he had the advantage of
familiarity. 


He heard a sound, a chuckle that
made the hairs on his arms stand on end. He cocked his head, trying to trace
the sound, but he couldn’t get a fix.


Klement had made sure the place
would be secure. Probably to stop people getting inside, but now his home was a
prison. Prosper didn’t fail to see the irony as Klement’s experiments were
conducted in a prison environment.


“Now what?”
Wolfe asked.


“Now we stop the son of a bitch.”
Although he had thought there wasn’t any light, he realised that thin bands
streamed through gaps in the shutters and his eyes were slowly adjusting.
“Follow me.” He tiptoed along the hallway, his footfalls louder than he liked.
When he located a light switch, he flicked it and the bulb a couple of feet
ahead exploded and flames rained down. Prosper instinctively ducked. He felt
liquid land on the back of his hand, burning. He grimaced and patted it against
his chest until the flames were extinguished. The liquid that had struck the
floor continued to burn with a yellow and orange flame and the smell of petrol
filled the air. 


“Are you okay?” Prosper asked.


“I’m fine. You shielded me.”


“The bastard’s rigged the place
with traps. They were probably armed when the shutters came down.”


“Things just keep getting
better.”


Prosper knew they couldn’t stand
around arguing so he started walking. He didn’t know where he was heading; only
that he had to find Klement. Prosper reached a doorway and hesitated. He
extended the hand with the gun and rushed into the room, scanning for any sign
of movement. He could make out furniture, a settee, cabinets and a television,
but no sign of Klement so he turned his attention back to the hallway and
continued on, tiptoeing carefully along the wooden floor.


He eased his foot down and the
floor gave a little. Prosper frowned, was about to lift his foot when the
ground beneath his foot gave way. Prosper started to fall forwards, his breath
caught in his throat. He dropped the gun, reached out to try to stop himself falling when he felt someone grab him from behind.


“I’ve got you,” Wolfe wheezed as
he pulled Prosper back.


Once he was upright, Prosper
peered down and saw that the floor had dropped away to reveal a pit about six
feet deep, six feet long and as wide as the hallway. At the bottom he could see
sharp metal spikes. 


“Jesus,” he said, clutching his
chest. Goose bumps mottled his arms. If Wolfe hadn’t grabbed him … “Thanks.”


“You were close to becoming a
human kebab.”


Prosper tried to see if he could
spot the gun, but even if he did, there wouldn’t be any way of getting it. The
spikes, which were about two feet long, were too close together to allow him to
retrieve it without spearing himself.


“Now what?”


“I dropped the gun, so we need to
arm ourselves.” 


“Great.”


Despite the gloom, Prosper
imagined Wolfe frowning. 


“Look, there’s nothing I can do
about it now. We’re in this together, and so we need to help each other if
we’re going to get out of this alive.”


“Well we wouldn’t be in this mess
if it wasn’t for you.”


“And you think I don’t know
that?”


“Just sayin’,
that’s all.”


Prosper fell silent. He knew that
if anything happened to Wolfe, it would be his fault and he already bore too
much guilt; couldn’t carry any more. After a moment, he said, “Come on; let’s
get that son of a bitch.”


A thin ledge ran alongside the
trap and he put one foot on it to shorten the gap and then leapt across to the
other side. He hoped and prayed that where he landed wasn’t also booby trapped,
and he breathed a sigh of relief when nothing happened. Wolfe followed close
behind. 


Unsure where to go next, all
Prosper could do was check every room he passed. 


His heart pounded and sweat
beaded on his brow when he realised each step could be his last. He placed each
foot down as though treading barefoot on glass. There was a closed door on his
left. He reached out to grab the handle but then paused, hand hovering inches
from the metal knob.


There could be anything behind
the door but he couldn’t stand there all day. Prosper held his breath,
positioned himself against the wall and then turned the handle and pushed. The
door swung in and Prosper was about to step out from behind the wall and
venture inside the room when a loud blast rang out, almost deafening him. The
wall opposite exploded in a haze of paint and plaster and Prosper gasped and
clutched his chest. 


“Holy crap,” Wolfe said.


Prosper wiggled his fingers in
his ears to try to alleviate the ringing, and then peered inside the room. The
gloom was too thick to see clearly, so he stepped inside. 


A thin wire stretched from the
door handle to a shotgun attached to a metal frame. Prosper examined the frame
and the gun, but the weapon was securely fixed to its frame, and there weren’t
any more cartridges anyway so it would be pointless trying to take it. 


The room itself was a library.
Books filled the floor to ceiling shelves and gave the room a slightly musty
aroma. A leather armchair sat in an alcove near the shuttered window. Beside
this was an occasional table.


“What if we smoke him out?” Wolfe
said. “Set fire to the place.”


Prosper shook his head. “And what
happens if there’s no way out? We’ll burn to death.”


“Well he’d have to unlock the
place.”


“How can you be sure? He could have
already left the building and we’ll just be signing our own death warrant, and
doing Klement’s job for him.”


“Well we can’t keep wandering
around in this fucking death trap.”


“Let’s get to the kitchen and
find something we can arm ourselves with first.”


“Yes, let’s beat him to death
with a spatula.”


“I’m glad you can find something
funny in all this.”


“Believe me, if I didn’t laugh,
I’d be crying.”


“Now that I
don’t believe. Come on, let’s go.” Prosper headed towards the door and
back out into the hallway, listening intently for any trace of sound.


There were stairs leading up and
another door further on, and Prosper approached it as carefully as he could.
The hairs tingled along his arms, and he couldn’t shake the sensation that he
was being watched. 


The next door was open, and he
peered inside and saw that it was the kitchen. He stepped inside in the hope
that he could find something to arm himself with. There was a sink by the
window, a table and chairs and the usual things such as a washing machine,
cooker, tumble dryer, fridge freezer and microwave. Cupboards lined the walls
and Prosper approached and pulled open drawers until he found the cutlery. He
took out two long knives and passed one to Wolfe.


The knife he kept hold of was a
carving knife with a serrated edge. It made him feel a little more secure as it
was something he could use for attack or defence. 


Back out in the hallway, he
proceeded to the stairs and stared up into the darkness. About to ascend, he
noticed a glint of light and peered up into the corner of the hallway and saw a
small camera, its single eye staring down at him. 


“We’re being watched.” He pointed
the knife at the lens.


“Well I hope he’s got my good
side,” Wolfe said with a chuckle.


“I don’t think it’s focused on
your ass.”


“Glad to know you rate my
derriere so highly.”


Prosper snorted and stared back
up the stairs. He couldn’t make much out but if there were cameras, Klement had
to be holed up somewhere in the house watching their progress. The thought made
him more determined to find the bastard, but he didn’t trust the steps, knew
that one or more of them was bound to be booby trapped in some way. 


“Wait here a minute.” Prosper ran
back to the kitchen. He picked up a metal rubbish bin and carried it back into
the hallway.


“Going to tidy
up for him?”


“Just stand back.” He tipped the
bin on its side; put both hands underneath and launched it up the stairs. It
landed four stairs from the top with a loud clatter. Then it rebounded and
started rolling back down, clanking from step to step. Almost at the bottom,
Prosper heard a faint click and a spiked rack swung down from the ceiling.


The bin reached the bottom step
and rolled across the floor. Wolfe stepped over it and grabbed the rack on its
back swing and brought it to a stop.


Prosper looked at the device,
which was basically a metal frame like the base of a prison bed. Five metal
spikes had been welded to the bottom edge. Each spike was about twelve inches
long. Judging by how fast it had come down, the rack had been spring loaded and
the spikes would have pierced anyone in their path at just above waist height.


“I guess he wanted to make a
point.” Wolfe fingered one of the spikes.


Prosper grimaced. “Enough with the jokes.” He ducked underneath the rack and
proceeded up the stairs, knife gripped in his fist. The stairs turned a corner,
so he proceeded carefully, terrified that another step could be rigged.


When he reached the landing he
breathed a sign of relief and looked left and right. Faint light radiated
through the gaps between the shutters covering a window at the far end on the
left. From what he could see there were four doors, three on his left and one
on his right. 


Klement had obviously been very
thorough in his planning, and he had taken into account that whoever got inside
his house might be lucky enough to make it past the ground floor traps. But
that left the question what else had he booby trapped? If he was as crazy as
Prosper surmised, he could have rigged the whole house to explode, but deep
down he doubted it. Klement was a survivor. He wouldn’t take his own life, not
when he enjoyed taking other people’s so much.


“Enough with the games,” Prosper
shouted. “If you’re so good at killing, come out and fight like a man.”


He waited but there was no response.
Klement wasn’t stupid and he wasn’t going to be goaded. He was clever, that was
certain. He was also obviously insane. 


“Now what?”
Wolfe asked.


“Now we find the son of a bitch.
And when we do, we kill him.”


“Well that’s one plan.”


“It’s the only plan.”


“We’re going to have to rename
you Rambo Snow.”


Prosper shook his head. “Let’s
just find him.” He headed towards the single door on the right, moving as
slowly as he could, testing each foot placement before he committed himself to
putting his full weight down. 


The door was ajar and he peered
inside to see a bedroom complete with bed, wardrobe and dressing table. Klement
wasn’t inside. He would no doubt be wherever the monitors for the cameras were.
That’s when the idea came to mind and Prosper looked up and saw another camera
in the corner of the ceiling. 


“Wolfe, come here and give me a
boost up.” 


“Why, what are you up to?”


“You’ll see.”


Wolfe walked across and crouched
down with his fingers linked together to form a stirrup. Prosper dropped his knife,
put his foot into the makeshift step and Wolfe lifted him as high as he could. 


Prosper grabbed the camera and
yanked as hard as he could until it came away from the wall. Then he continued
pulling, the cable ripping through the plaster like a giant zip. He dropped
down, picked up his knife and then resumed pulling the cable.


Wolfe nodded. “Clever.”


The cable led along the hallway
towards the last door. Wolfe and Prosper stood either side of the door. Wolfe
leaned against the wall. Prosper dropped the cable and braced himself. He
pressed his ear to the door and listened. Not hearing anything, he grabbed the
handle, slowly turned it, then stepped aside and pushed the door and the world
exploded in a flash of light and heat. 


 
















CHAPTER 54


 


The building shuddered. Klement
felt the vibrations travel through his body. He looked at the monitor but
couldn’t see anything as Prosper had ripped the camera out of the wall. 


The fact that Prosper and his
companion had evaded the first few traps surprised him, but feeling the rumble,
he knew his adversary had activated the small explosive device he had rigged in
the last room along. It was a shame really, because the police officer had
proved a worthy opponent.


Klement flicked a switch that
reconnected the electricity supply and raised the shutters, then stood and
walked across to the trapdoor. He lifted it and lowered the loft ladder then
descended to the landing. The shutter covering the window came to a stop as it
finished its travel, beams of light illuminating dust in the air. The smell of
burning filled his nostrils. Debris from the explosion littered the floor, the
wall opposite the door half blown away in the blast. He walked towards the room
where the explosive had been set and looked inside, the corners of his eyes and
lips drooping in puzzlement when he realised there weren’t any bodies. 


He heard a click and turned to
see the next door along opening. Prosper stepped out into the hallway. Apart
from looking a little dazed, he appeared none the worse for wear. And he
certainly wasn’t dead. 


When he saw Klement, Prosper
pulled out a kitchen knife and ran towards him. Unarmed, Klement turned and
fled. He flew down the stairs, taking the steps two at a time. At the bottom he
ducked underneath the swing trap and headed towards the exit. 


He caught sight of the door to
the basement and grimaced. Snow had ruined his plan to assess nature or nurture
with subjects that didn’t have any preconceived ideas. He was going to kill him
for that, as slowly and painfully as possible. 


Klement opened the side door and
ran outside. It had started raining. He pulled his car keys out and pressed the
button to unlock the doors to his BMW. Once inside the car, he started the
engine and looked back towards the house to see Prosper exit, followed closely
by his companion. 


Klement gunned the engine, a
smile playing across his lips as he slipped it into gear, released the
handbrake and floored the accelerator. 


 
















CHAPTER 55


 


Prosper saw the car tearing towards
him and he jumped aside. The front bumper clipped his leg and he crashed to the
ground. With no time to hesitate, he picked himself up, wincing at the pain.
Wolfe had jumped the opposite way. He looked unscathed. 


“He’s determined, I’ll give him
that,” Wolfe said.


Prosper watched as Klement
continued without stopping. “Come on, we can’t let him get away.” They ran to
Wolfe’s vehicle and jumped inside. Wolfe started the engine and accelerated
away with a squeal of tyres. Klement was already far ahead.


“We were lucky that explosive
went off as soon as the door opened and we were shielded by the walls,” Wolfe
said as he drove, the windscreen wipers sweeping away the rain. 


“Let’s just catch the bastard,
then we can put a stop to all this.”


Wolfe put his foot down and the
vehicle surged ahead. As Wolfe drove, Prosper made a phone call to tell the
police where the kidnapped babies were. 


Hedgerows became a blur. Up ahead Klement overtook a car near a bend, just managing to
pull back in as a car sped around the corner, horn blaring and lights flashing.


“He’ll kill himself at this
rate,” Prosper said.


“Well it’ll save us a job.”


“Then we’d better catch him
before that happens because I don’t want him to escape that easily.” He caught
sight of Wolfe staring at him, eyebrows raised. “Don’t go getting all
sanctimonious on me now.”


“All this power’s going to your
head.”


“Just drive.”


Wolfe glanced at Prosper. “You’ve
changed, my friend.”


Prosper shrugged. “We all
change.”


“Yes but you seem, I don’t know,
like someone who just doesn’t care any more. Someone who’s lost all his
compassion, you know, someone empty.”


“Just concentrate on the driving
and leave the psychoanalysis for another time.”


“OK boss.” 


Klement was driving like a madman
and anybody coming the opposite way was liable to end up involved in an
almighty collision. 


“Ease off a bit,” Prosper said.
“If we scare him too much someone else is going to get hurt.”


“I’d almost think you meant that,
if I didn’t know you want to make sure Klement doesn’t kill himself.” 


Prosper rolled his eyes. “Just slow down, but not enough that we lose sight of him.”


They followed Klement along the
road and out into the country. When they reached a long stretch of straight
road lined by hedgerows, Prosper said, “Okay, let’s head him off.”


Wolfe pressed down on the
accelerator and closed the gap until he was almost on Klement’s bumper, then he
pulled out and edged alongside. Prosper looked across and saw Klement staring
at him, a grin plastered across his face as he turned the steering wheel,
slamming his vehicle into theirs, jolting Prosper. 


“Bastard.”
Wolfe fought to keep control as the vehicle slewed across the wet road. 


Prosper gripped the edge of his
seat. Once Wolfe regained control, he accelerated again and tried to edge ahead.
Prosper felt his heart pounding as they nosed in front, the straight road
coming to an end a couple of hundred feet ahead.


Without warning, Wolfe yanked the
steering wheel to the left, ramming into Klement’s BMW. Metal screeched and
Klement veered off to the left, disappearing along a narrow lane in the hedge.


Going too fast, Wolfe drove past
and slammed the brakes on, the car skidding across the road. When it came to a
stop, he rammed it into reverse and headed back until he could follow Klement
along the lane. 


As the road opened up, an
abandoned, one story structure about fifty feet long with wire mesh over the
windows came into view. It stood behind a fence topped with barbed wire, the
gate to which was open. Behind the building, trees and bushes were visible.
Situated on the outskirts of the city, there were no other buildings in the
vicinity. 


Klement’s car was parked out
front but there was no sign of Klement. Wolfe drove into the compound and
parked behind him.


“Come on, let’s find the son of a
bitch,” Prosper said. Knife in hand, he exited the vehicle and headed towards
the building with Wolfe on his heels. At the door, Prosper listened for any
sounds inside, and then eased it open. 


The door opened into a small
reception area. Prosper and Wolfe scurried inside. A desk occupied the back
wall and there was a door either side. The one on the left was open. Prosper
headed towards that one and stared down the short corridor beyond. Unsure
whether to proceed, he turned to say something to Wolfe when he heard a
scuffling sound from up ahead. 


Motioning to Wolfe, Prosper
started tiptoeing along the corridor. When he reached the room the noise
originated from, he kicked the door open and saw Klement standing towards the
back of a room lined with filing cabinets. 


“This is everything on the
project,” Klement said, holding aloft a memory stick. He dropped it and then
ground his heel into it, smashing the device. “Now everything is stored up
here.” He tapped his head. “I am the font of all knowledge.” 


Prosper pursed his lips, his eyes
narrowed into cold, hard slits. He tightened his grip on the knife and then
leapt forwards, driving the knife into Klement’s shoulder.


Klement fell backwards, hands
scrambling to push Prosper off. 


“Drop the knife and back away.”


Prosper spun around at the sound
of the voice, confused when he saw Williams standing in the doorway, gun drawn.
Wolfe dropped his knife. 


“Now you,” Williams said,
targeting Prosper.


Prosper increased his pressure on
the knife, driving the point deeper.


“Last chance, Prosper. Drop the
knife and let Klement go.”


“He’s a killer. What does it
matter?”


“I have my orders. Now let him go or I will shoot you.”


“In the circumstances, I’d do
what he says,” Wolfe said from the corner where he leaned against the wall,
arms folded.


Prosper gritted his teeth, let go
of the knife and stepped away.


Klement put his fingers around
the blade, applying pressure. Blood seeped through his fingers. He coughed and
stood up straight, wincing. “You would have made an ideal subject for my
experiment, Mr. Snow.”


“And why’s that?” 


“You were lost, but now you’re
found. You were that tabula rasa – that
blank slate. But now that emptiness has been filled.
You’ve been taught. You’ve evolved. Devolved. Violence. Madness. Bloodshed.” Klement chuckled. “You, Prosper Snow are all
that I envisaged.”


Prosper swallowed. “You’re sick.”
He turned to Williams. “How did you find me?”


“Your request for a search of all
supermarket deliveries of baby food was flagged and we then tracked you through
your phone, triangulating the signal.”


Even though he had backed away,
he noticed Williams was still pointing his gun at him. Gears rotated in
Prosper’s mind. “I’ve been set up from the beginning, haven’t I? Stop me if I’m
wrong, but Lester hired me because of my suspect history. I should have seen
it.” He shook his head. “This experiment, its government funded isn’t it?
That’s why none of this will ever be made public. That brings us to the
murders. For those, you need a scapegoat, someone that can take the fall to
cover up your mistakes, someone that’s not whiter than white. Someone who got
his hands dirty and who you can now hang out to dry.”


Williams stepped forwards. 


“Bravo, Prosper,” Lester said as
he walked into the room.


Prosper clenched his fists. “What
I don’t understand is why the government is so interested in whether we are a
product of our genes or our environment.”


“I would have thought that was
obvious.”


Prosper mulled over it for a
moment. Why would the government be so interested in Klement’s work?
Then it hit him. “You don’t want to know what makes people what they are, but
how to make people what they are. Killers. You
want to create killers for something.”


“You’re good,” Lester said,
nodding his head. “Just think about the practical military implications of
someone who kills without compunction, the perfect soldier.”


“Jesus.”


Prosper looked at Williams. “And
you’re happy with this?” 


“I’m just doing my job.”


Prosper snorted loudly. “And is
it your job to stitch up innocent men?”


Lester interrupted. “You’re
hardly innocent.”


“We all have skeletons.”


“And for that, we’re forever
grateful. Now if you don’t mind, I need a doctor to look at Mr. Klement’s
shoulder.”


Prosper gritted his teeth. He
thought about his unborn child and a cold shiver infused his body when he
imagined he might not get to see the baby born. But he couldn’t let this
continue. It was just wrong. He knew he wasn’t perfect, but this … this went
beyond anything he had ever been a party to.


“I think it’s time to go,” Wolfe
said. Without hesitating, he launched himself off the wall and slammed into
Williams, sending him flying before he headed for the door. 


Prosper glanced at Klement. The
grin on his face made his blood boil, but he couldn’t do anything about it, so
he ran, barging past Lester as he followed Wolfe out the door.


His footfalls echoed like a
ghostly drumbeat as he fled along the corridor. Movement caught his eye up
ahead and Brundle stepped out in front of them, her gun raised. 


 
















CHAPTER 56


 


“This way,” Wolfe shouted as he
veered right along the side corridor.


Prosper dived after his friend,
clipping the wall and jarring his shoulder. He winced. Heard
a shot, the bullet slamming into the wall behind him.


A door stood at the end, about
thirty feet away. The word, ‘Exit’ was stencilled in white across the red
paintwork. A push bar lay horizontally across the centre of the door. 


Wolfe reached it first and
slammed into it, pushing the bar with his hips and falling through. Prosper
followed him out into the rain, the big, fat drops stinging his face. 


The car park was surrounded by a
chain link fence topped with barbed wire. 


“Now what?”
Wolfe asked as he skidded to a halt.


Prosper looked around. They
couldn’t bar the door, couldn’t climb the fence. 


He glanced back at the building.
Rain dribbled into his eyes, mixed with the sweat that oozed from his pores,
blurring his vision. Any minute one of their pursuers was going to burst
through the door.


His pulse pounded,
lungs like bellows on a furnace.


He remembered seeing Sam Rivers
enter the prison facility and he stared around the car park; saw a pile of
bricks about five feet from the fence. “We’re going to have to fly,” Prosper
said before he started running. When he reached the bricks, he ran up them
without breaking stride, felt them shift precariously beneath his feet. At the
highest point he jumped as high and far as he could and sailed over the fence,
braced himself for the landing; knew it was going to hurt.


He hit the gently sloping grass
bank, lost his footing and somersaulted, bouncing from foot to elbow, foot to
head, his eyes full of stars as he skidded on his
back, trying to use his feet as brakes. Something crashed into his back.
Prosper looked around, saw Wolfe. He looked further back, saw Williams run
outside, level his gun and fire off a couple of shots that whistled past
Prosper’s ear.


Prosper got to his feet, wobbled,
his head spinning. “Run,” he screamed.


A scrubland stretched before him,
the sparse greenery interspersed with small trees and bushes. Decrepit looking
industrial buildings stood far away in the distance, the tiles missing from the
roofs leaving them open to the elements. Beyond these, on the horizon, were
hills, above which the clouds gathered. Prosper ran towards the buildings, ignoring
the whip of the tree branches. He scrambled through a bush, tripped on some
long brambles that tried to ensnare his legs. 


The ground ahead opened up in a
wide chasm. Prosper just managed to avoid falling over the edge and he skidded
to a stop, gasping for breath. 


A disused quarry stretched
between Prosper and the buildings. A rusty crane to his left arched over the
water. Prosper stood at the edge, looked down at the pool about forty feet
below that stretched roughly two hundred feet across. The drop made him feel
dizzy. 


The water was a dull green
palette reflecting the grey sky above. Plants, bushes and trees sprouted from
cracks and crevices in the rock all around the walls. The flora and fauna
opposite were much thicker, with trees and dense bushes. Prosper kicked a few
small stones over the edge, watched them hit the surface, creating a series of
concentric circles. 


Jagged rocks projected from the
water directly underneath where Prosper stood, and beyond that a shelf about
thirty feet long stood a couple of inches above the water line. 


“Now we’re fucked,” Wolfe said.


A knot tightened in Prosper’s
stomach. He sucked in a breath. Behind him, he heard Williams approaching,
crashing through the sparse undergrowth. 


“We’ll have to go around,” Wolfe said.



Prosper shook his head. “There’s
no time. He’ll catch up to us.”


“Then what would you suggest?”


“We have to go as the crow
flies.” He pointed straight across the quarry.


“Are you mad? How are we going to
get across there?”


“Swim. Come on.” Prosper ran
towards the crane. A jib extended out across the quarry from a dishevelled,
square metal operating room that stood on a large concrete base. A large gear
mechanism was situated beneath the operating room, which would once allow it to
swivel. It was now rusted. A rope hung from the jib, on the end a length of
metal rocked slightly in the breeze like a seesaw. A metal
framework extended above the cab and also back to a weighted block that
hung over the bushes. Metal wires were attached to the end of the jib to
provide stability and hold it aloft. 


Prosper scrambled up the side of
the cab and clambered on top of the jib and started to crawl along. Unshielded,
the breeze whipped his hair and whistled past his ears. 


“This is crazy,” Wolfe shouted
after him.


Prosper ignored him and continued
climbing. He gripped the cold metal structure as tightly as he could, his
knuckles going as white as his cheeks. As he got higher, the structure started
to shake – at least he thought it was the structure until he realised it was
him who was shaking. 


He took a couple of breaths, but
they failed to calm him. Keeping his gaze focused ahead, he continued climbing,
his legs getting weaker the higher he went. Flakes of rust crumbled beneath his
hands, his palms stained red like blood. He glanced down between the struts;
wished he hadn’t as his head spun, the surface of the water looking impossibly
far below. Surely if he jumped from here, he would die on impact!


Prosper had now cleared the
rocks. He steadied himself, and then twisted around and lowered his legs over
the side of the jib, keeping both feet on the structure. He closed his eyes.
His mouth was dry. He tried swallowing but couldn’t produce any saliva.


A splash broke the relative
silence. Prosper opened his eyes and looked down, saw the water bubbling and
frothing before a head broke the surface. Wolfe looked up, waved for Prosper to
follow, and then started swimming.


Prosper lowered one leg,
hesitated. The rocks were still very close. Wolfe had been lucky, but what if
there were hidden obstacles beneath the water that could spear him if he fell
onto them? 


A hand grabbed Prosper’s leg and
squeezed. His breath hitched in his throat and he looked back at Williams.


Unarmed, Prosper kicked with his
free leg. 


Williams head snapped back and
blood dribbled from the corner of his mouth. He released his grip and reached
for the gun in its holster. With no other alternative, Prosper knew he had to
drop, so he let go of the jib and pushed himself back. His heart felt as though
it rose into his throat, clogging it. 


Prosper hit the water hard. Pain
flared up his legs and along his stomach as he did an ungainly belly flop. It
felt as though he’d hit concrete. He sank, water bubbling around him and he
kicked his legs and dragged his arms through the water, struggling to escape
the liquid embrace.


A second later, he broke the
surface and gulped a breath as he trod water. 


Prosper looked up, saw Williams
take aim and start firing. Bullets splashed around Prosper, his only saving
grace being the distance, which meant Williams wasn’t as accurate as he might
otherwise have been. Prosper turned and started swimming towards the far side
of the quarry. After the awkward splash down, his stomach felt as though
someone had prodded it with red hot pokers, but he tried to ignore the pain,
knowing there was nothing he could do about it.


The freezing cold water actually
helped quell the pain. Never the best of swimmers, Prosper performed a stroke
crossed between doggy paddle and the crawl. An ungainly movement, he didn’t
swim very fast and the exertion soon left him panting, his arms and legs aching
from the strain. The weight of his clothes dragged him down, his trousers
billowing around his legs. 


He imagined sinking beneath the
surface, trying desperately to hold his breath, and then eventually opening his
mouth and letting all that water invade his throat. The thought made him
shiver; made him swim faster. Behind him he heard a splash.


Up ahead he could see Wolfe
clambering out of the water and shaking himself down. 


“Get a move on,” Wolfe shouted.
“He’s behind you.”


Now tell me something I don’t
know.


Prosper’s lungs were on fire.
Each stroke only added more fuel to the flames. He grimaced, continued to swim,
twisting his head from side to side, mouth open to suck in enough air, sinking
lower, his legs hardly moving, arms flopping lazily through the water. 


His hand smacked against
something, making him wince. Then his legs dragged against whatever it was, and
Prosper realised there was a shelf of rock beneath him. He staggered to his
feet, looked up, saw that he was about fifteen feet away from Wolfe. 


With the water up to his knees,
Prosper splashed forwards. He didn’t dare stop and look back, too afraid of
what he might see. 


When he was close enough, Wolfe
reached out, grabbed Prosper’s arm and hoisted him onto the slightly higher
platform. 


“We’d better run,” Wolfe said.


Prosper risked a quick glance
over his shoulder, saw Williams less than thirty feet away swimming like a shark
that had sensed blood. 


Pulse pounding, Prosper followed
Wolfe across the rocks, his feet squelching in his shoes. His clothes were lead
weights as he scrambled across boulders, slipping on gravel. There was a rough
road leading up the wall of the quarry, punctuated by small bushes and trees
that sprouted from the rocks. Prosper started up the road, his muscles flaring
with each step. He didn’t know how much longer he could keep going. When he
reached the top of the track, Prosper saw a road snaked between the buildings,
which looked even more decrepit up close. 


Soaking wet, sweaty and tired, he
knew he couldn’t run any more. The bushes and small trees behind the buildings
wouldn’t provide enough cover for them to escape, so the dilapidated buildings
were the only option. There were five of them all together, constructed from
large blocks of stone. Four were missing most or all of their roofs. The fifth
was more or less intact, although the windows in every building had been
smashed. Plant growth sprouted from a couple of the structures, clinging to the
crumbling brickwork like green wigs. Some old, rusty machinery was visible
lying forlornly scattered about the place, along with a few well worn tyres.


“This way,” Prosper said, running
towards the nearest building which appeared to still have two thirds of its
roof intact. There was no door on the property, just a wooden surround that
looked badly decayed and rotten. 


The building was about thirty
feet long, and inside there was a dividing wall down the middle that had
started to crumble. 


Metal barrels had been
haphazardly lined up along both sides of the room. Diamond shaped content
labels on the containers indicated everything from flammable liquids to
corrosive and toxic substances. 


“What’s this?” Wolfe asked.


“It looks as though it’s being
used as a dumping ground by a company that wants to save money on disposal for
hazardous substances.” A couple of the barrels were leaking, the contents
having left bright yellow stains down the outside of the metal.


The roof covered the entrance,
but further back, there were just crossbeams open to the elements. Windows
lined both sides, and where the roof was missing, trees grew out of the
concrete floor. The leaves of one tree next to a leaking barrel were brown and
withered.


Another entrance was situated at
the rear, the door still intact but ajar and hanging off the rusty hinges. 


There was nowhere to hide inside
the building, and Prosper didn’t want to hang around the dangerous contents, so
he ran between the barrels to the back door. He pushed it open, the wood
creaking and the hinges squealing. 


The next building stood about
twenty feet away and ran horizontally; forming the top of a T with the building
Prosper had exited. The roof had collapsed, visible through the doorway as a
crumbled mess, crossbeams protruding from the slate tiles like the ribs of some
long extinct prehistoric beast. 


He knew Williams would reach the
buildings any second. 


Another building stood to the
right. It looked smaller than the others, about twenty feet square, but the
roof was virtually intact. Prosper ran towards it. The door was still in place
and he tugged it open and ran inside. A gutted desk sat against the back wall,
the drawers lying on the floor, surrounded by a mulch of paper from old files. 


Light entered through the missing
tiles and three small windows, but the room had a depressing air, the corners
filled with skulking shadows. There was only one entrance. 


Aside from the desk there was a
broken wooden chair. On top of the desk stood a couple of
dusty cups. A monthly calendar was nailed to the wall behind the desk.
The pages were crinkled and faded, but Prosper could see that it read August
1976. 


He pushed the door shut, then
crouched down next to a window beside it and peered out. He shivered,
a mixture of fear and cold. 


Wolfe moved behind him, and
Prosper turned to see his friend pick up a wooden leg from the chair. He
slapped it against his palm to test its weight, then
satisfied; he came across and crouched beside Prosper. 


He closed his mouth, cocked his
head, listening for the sound of Williams’ approach but couldn’t hear anything.
Prosper rose up enough to peer out and a hand shot through the gap and grabbed
him by the hair. 


Prosper reared back, teeth
clenched, hair feeling as though it was going to be torn out from the roots.
Williams glared in at him, his expression pinched, eyes dark unfathomable pits.
He had the gun in his other hand and started to raise it,


Without thinking, Prosper lunged
forwards and dived at Williams, forcing him to release his grip on his hair as
he fell back. Prosper landed on top of him and used his weight to pin the hand
with the gun to the ground.


Williams twisted his body, making
Prosper lose his balance, then he levered himself into a position that allowed
him to roll Prosper off.


Prosper fell forwards, releasing
his hold on the gun arm so that he could stop his head smashing into the ground
and allowing Williams to buck him off like a rodeo bull. 


Prosper scrambled to his feet and
turned to see Williams raising the gun to shoot. His blood froze in his veins,
rooting him to the spot. He prepared himself to feel the pain of the bullet
when Wolfe appeared behind Williams and slammed the chair leg into his head
with a loud crack. 


Williams dropped to the ground in
a heap and Prosper ran forwards and retrieved his gun. 


“Thanks,” Prosper said. “I
thought I was a goner then.”


Wolfe crouched down and checked
Williams’ condition. “He’s alive, but you’re not out of the woods. There were
at least two more of them and even if you do get away, they want to pin this on
you remember, so now what?”


It didn’t escape Prosper that
Wolfe emphasised the word you. But he guessed that was only right. After
all, he had dragged his friend into this against his will so it was only right
he was kept out of the shit – 


A bullet whizzed past his ear and
struck the wall behind him like an angry wasp. 


 
















CHAPTER 57


 


Heart thumping, Prosper shouted,
“Duck,” and dropped to the ground. He didn’t know where the shot came from and
feared he could still be in the gunman’s sights. He scrambled across the mud on
all fours and headed towards the next building. Once he reached the door he got
to his feet and barged inside to discover he was in the room with the toxic
waste. Wolfe followed him in.


He checked the gun he had
liberated from Williams. There were four bullets in the clip. 


A bullet whined through one of
the windows and took a chip out of the stonework, making them both duck.


“You make enemies easier than you
make friends; must be your winning personality.”


“Just keep your head down.”
Prosper ran across to the nearest window and planted himself at the side. He
took a deep breath then he leaned around the edge and peered out to see if he
could see anyone. A puff of dust erupted beside his face as another bullet
struck home. Just before Prosper dropped down into a crouch, he spied Brundle
using the corner of a building for cover. 


He knew she was a far better shot
than him, and he wouldn’t stand a chance in a straight fire fight. 


“We need a distraction,” Wolfe
said.


Prosper looked across at his
friend and saw the barrels behind him. Signs on the sides of some indicated
their explosive contents and an idea formed. It was going to be risky, but it
was all he had.


“Well I have the perfect one.”


Wolfe frowned. “What?”


“We’re going to blow this place
sky high.”


Wolfe glanced warily at the
barrels. “I hate to put a flaw in your plan, but how are we going to do that
when we’re stuck inside here?”


“We run. We run very fast.”


“As plans go, that’s the worst
I’ve ever heard.”


“Oh I don’t know. How about
trying to frame a serial killer for a murder we committed? That was a pretty
bad fuckin’ decision, don’t you think?”


Wolfe skewed his mouth and
shrugged.


“Right, Brundle is over by that
building.” He pointed to where he had seen her. “I couldn’t see anyone else
with her, so I’m hoping she’s alone.”


He crawled across the ground to a
barrel near the middle of the room. Rust coated the top and there was a big red
label with a fire emblem and stencilled on the side, were the words, Highly
Flammable. 


Prosper pried off the band that
secured the lid and opened it up to see a dark liquid with swirls of rainbow
colour across the surface. A pungent, sweet aroma filled his nostrils, making
him feel slightly giddy.


“I need a light.”


Wolfe threw across a lighter.
Prosper found a scrap of paper on the ground, screwed it up then lit it and
threw it into the container. Almost instantly the liquid caught fire, yellow
and orange flames dancing from the surface. The heat struck Prosper like a
punch. “Okay, give me a hand to push it over.”


Wolfe joined him and they both
put their shoulders against the barrel and pushed. Heat already emanated from
the metal and Prosper could feel it burning his shoulder as he strained to
push. Slowly the barrel started to move and the burning liquid sloshed out of
the top and splattered the ground.


“On the count of three, give it
all you’ve got,” Prosper said. “One, two, three.” He
pushed with all his strength, teeth gritted. The barrel passed the point of no
return and crashed to the ground, the burning liquid splashing in all
directions. Some of the other containers were leaking and the flames spread to
them and ignited the substances that had trickled down the sides. Paint on some
of the barrels started to bubble. Prosper didn’t know how long it would take,
but when the contents of the sealed barrels reached a certain temperature, the
pressure would grow too great and they would explode. That would probably cause
a chain reaction and the exploding barrel would ignite the others. He didn’t
want to be inside the room when that happened. 


Heat washed over him as the
flames danced. He felt a sense of déjà vu as the last time he had any
involvement with fire, he ended up burning down acres of woodland in an attempt
to flush out a serial killer. Now he was trying to use fire as a diversion to
allow them to escape.


Black smoke started to fill the room.
It drifted across the ceiling and slowly started to descend like an evil fog.
Long tendrils snaked out of the windows.


Wolfe coughed and wafted his top.
“It’s getting hot.”


Sweat beaded on Prosper’s
forehead. If he timed this wrong they were either going to be cooked alive, die
from asphyxiation or get shot. None of the options appealed to him. “When I give the word, run as fast as you can back towards the
quarry.”


He looked at the barrels. The
ones untouched by the flames were sweating as much as he was. Something was
going to give any second. “Go!” he screamed as he started to run.


Prosper headed towards the
farthest door and crashed through it. Losing his footing, he tumbled across the
mud, slipping and sliding as he swung his arms, just managing to stay upright.
He vaulted over some abandoned machinery. Heard what sounded like gunfire at
his rear, he glanced back, saw a figure giving chase.


Then the world exploded in a
flash and a bang. Prosper was punched forwards, launched off his feet and
carried through the air. Bright light filled his eyes, blinding him, the
explosive roar all he could hear. 


Pain burst from every pore of
Prosper’s being. He hit the ground arms first in an ungainly dive and then his
stomach struck the ground, knocking the wind out of him. Stones rained down
around him and he covered his head with his hands, grunting as a rock hit his
leg.


After a second, he realised that
the ground was rumbling underneath him and he rolled over, lifted his head and
looked back.


A large black mushroom cloud
filled the sky, billowing hundreds of feet into the air. The building had
virtually disintegrated and a large crater lay in the centre. The remains of
barrels lay scattered all around. Some were burning, others leaking their
noxious contents into the ground. 


Prosper staggered to his feet. He
looked down, saw his jeans were on fire and patted at the flames to put them
out.


Movement caught his eye behind
some bushes. For a moment he thought it was Brundle and his heart missed a beat
before Wolfe stood up, wiping himself down.


Prosper staggered across. “Glad
to see you made it.”


“Only just.
That was some explosion.”


“Tell me about it. I think it’s
perforated my eardrums.” Prosper shook his head and rubbed his ears to try to
alleviate the ringing.


He looked around at the
devastation. The dark mushroom cloud gave the setting an apocalyptic feel. 


“Do you think they survived?”
Wolfe stared back at the building.


Prosper was about to shrug when
he noticed a severed arm in the undergrowth. He stared at it for a moment,
watching smoke rise off it. 


Noticing where Prosper was
looking, Wolfe said, “Well I guess whoever that was won’t be bothering us now.”



Prosper clenched his jaw. There
was more blood on his hands. “Come on, let’s get out of here.” He turned and
jogged back towards the quarry.


Before he took five steps, he
heard a bullet whine off a rock to his left. Heart thumping, he dived to the
ground, knocking his chin in the process and biting his tongue. Wolfe crashed
down beside him.


“Guess we’re not out of the woods
yet,” Wolfe said.


Prosper withdrew Williams’ gun.
It surprised him how natural it felt in his hand, like an extension of his arm.



Blood ran down his throat and his
tongue throbbed from the bite mark. Sparse foliage surrounded them; some of it alight after being doused in burning liquid from the
explosion. Prosper knew the flora wouldn’t protect them from gunfire and it did
little to hide them from sight. 


“We’re going to have to run
again,” Wolfe said.


Prosper shook his head. “I’m
getting sick of running.”


“Then what do you suggest?”


“That we make a stand.”


Wolfe skewed his lips. “You’re
tripping. We’re sitting ducks out here and you’re the only one who’s armed.”


“Armed and
dangerous.”


Wolfe’s eyebrows arched in surprise.
“Man, you’re getting a thrill out of all this shit aren’t
you?”


Prosper tensed his finger on the
trigger. He knew he had four bullets, four chances. The only trouble was that
he didn’t know where the shots had originated. As soon as he made a move the
gunman would open fire. 


“You’re going to have to draw the
fire so I can get a shot,” Prosper said.


“Like hell I will. Give me the
gun and you draw the fire.”


“Do you know how to use it?”


Wolfe hesitated, then shook his head.


“So like I said, you need to draw
the fire. If you don’t, we’re both dead.”


“Rather than just one of us you
mean.”


“Look, we’re wasting time. The
gunman could be creeping up on us while we lie here arguing.”


Wolfe grimaced. “If that bastard
shoots me ...”


“Trust me; I’ve got your back.”


“You’d better have.” Wolfe
nodded, then stood and started running.


Prosper propped himself up and
peered around. Flames and smoke billowed from the remains of the building, but
through the smoke he saw movement, saw Brundle as she broke cover and ran after
Wolfe, taking a circuitous route that would head him off. 


Prosper knew she was too far away
for him to shoot her, so he waited for her to reach a point between himself and
the edge of the quarry. Then with Wolfe’s life in his hands, Prosper launched
himself forwards and sprinted towards Brundle. Blood speckled her face from
various cuts and her clothes were ripped and torn as a result of the blast. As
Prosper was coming at her from an angle at her rear, she didn’t see him. He
caught sight of Wolfe in his peripheral vision, running for all he was worth.
Brundle stopped, raised her gun, steadying it in both hands as she targeted
Wolfe.


Prosper knew it was now or never.
He raised his own weapon and fired as he ran. His shots went wide, but it was
enough to distract Brundle. She turned and looked at Prosper, then started to
bring her gun around to fire. 


Prosper increased his speed, then
when he was about eight feet away he launched himself through the air, feet
first. For a moment, he seemed to float. He could see Brundle starting to take
aim, the barrel of the gun a dark eyeball. Next second his feet struck her
chest, knocking her back. She flailed in the air, her gun arm swinging wildly
as she pulled the trigger. 


Prosper crashed to the ground and
watched as Brundle sailed over the edge of the quarry, disappearing out of
sight. Seconds later he heard a splash and he dragged himself to the edge and
looked down to see her surface from beneath the water. She looked up at
Prosper, grimacing with what could have been pain or anger. Prosper didn’t wait
around to see any more. He hobbled to his feet and headed after Wolfe who was
standing further ahead, panting heavily.


“Is she dead?” Wolfe wheezed when
Prosper reached him.


“Unfortunately,
not.”


“This is never going to end is
it? We know too much.”


He knew Wolfe was right, and that
unless they had some leverage, Lester would try to pin this whole debacle
firmly on his shoulders, using what he supposedly knew about Prosper’s history
and his involvement with the murder of Mack – the Hatchet Man – Taylor to try
to make him into a monster responsible for even more deaths. Of course, to get
away with this, they would need Prosper killed so that he couldn’t refute their
claims. Plausible deniability. 


Prosper remembered Klement’s
words: You were lost, but now you’re found. You were that tabula rasa – that blank slate. But
now that emptiness has been filled. You’ve been taught. 


If that was right, then there
must be something he could do, something he had learned that would keep him
safe. That’s when Prosper realised that once Lester knew he had escaped; he
would undoubtedly go after Natasha and Leon to use as bait. He took his phone
out. Despite having gotten it wet, he was pleased to see that it still worked.


Natasha answered on the fourth
ring. “Hi, where are you?”


“Nat, I want you to get Leon and
get away from the house,” Prosper said, his words stilted as he fought to catch
his breath. “Don’t ask questions. Just do it. Don’t stop for anyone.”


“What’s going o—”


“I haven’t got time to explain,
but you need to get somewhere safe. Please, just go.” He was about to
disconnect the call, then added, “I love you.”


He put the phone back in his
pocket, saw Wolfe staring at him. “They’ll track you down you know,” Wolfe
said.


“Then I need to find a way to
stop them.”


 
















CHAPTER 58


 


Prosper’s pulse pounded as he
entered the building. The security guard stared at him and spoke into a
walkie-talkie before withdrawing his gun. 


“I need to see Lester,” Prosper
said.


The guard eyed him warily.
“Lester wants to see you too.”


“Then lead the way.”


The guard approached Prosper and
patted him down, relieving him of the weapon he had secured from Williams. Then
he prompted him with the gun, pointing in the direction of the lift. Prosper
did as he was asked. Once the lift stopped, he proceeded to Lester’s office.
The secretary sat at the desk outside pursed her lips and reached for the
button on her desk to call through.


“He’s expecting me.” Prosper
walked past and entered Lester’s office without knocking. The guard followed
him in.


Lester sat behind his desk, hands
steepled beneath his chin. “Prosper Snow. This is a
surprise. Brundle informed me that you escaped, but I didn’t think you’d be
foolish enough to hand yourself in.” He looked at the guard. “You can go now.”


The guard nodded and then left
the room.


“Let’s cut the bullshit,” Prosper
said. “Regardless of what you think, I’m not going to let you pin all of this
on me.”


Lester smiled. “I don’t think
you’re in any position to make demands.” He reached down below the desk and
Prosper’s heart stopped when he thought Lester was going to withdraw a gun. He
took a breath when instead he pulled out a large folder and dropped it onto the
desk. “This is your dossier. It contains enough evidence to reopen the
investigation into Mack Taylor’s death and the events surrounding the Oracle
case. With a little work I can make it seem you were responsible for all of it,
that you were the killer. And then it won’t take much to pin the recent murders
on you. All people want is a perpetrator. Give them a few facts and they’ll
fill in the rest themselves.”


The door flew open and Brundle
entered. She looked at Prosper, her eyes widening in surprise before she
withdrew her gun. Cuts and grazes decorated her face and her clothes were
dishevelled.


“You son of a bitch, you killed
Williams.” She clenched her jaw. 


Lester put his hand up. “Not
here. Take him somewhere quiet.”


Brundle motioned with her gun. “This way.”


Prosper swallowed but didn’t
move. He withdrew an envelope and threw it onto Lester’s desk. “I’ve left
details with certain people that if anything happens to me, a copy of that will
be posted to every major newspaper and television studio in the country.”


Lester picked the envelope up and
opened it. He read in silence then dropped the letter on the desk and stared at
Prosper. “Very clever.” He nodded. “Stalemate I
believe.”


“What is it?” Brundle asked.


Lester pursed his lips, took a
breath. “Mr. Snow has written a letter detailing our experiment and those
involved.” He stared at Prosper. “But how do I know you’re not bluffing about
leaving copies with people?”


“Try me.” He kept his gaze fixed
on Lester, not blinking. 


Lester glared back. Eventually he
cleared his throat and glanced at Brundle. “Let him go.”


“But—”


“That’s an order.”


Brundle pursed her lips, eyes
narrowed before she put her gun away and stepped aside.


Prosper headed towards the door
but then paused and turned back. “One more thing, I want to keep my job.”


Lester snorted loudly and then
nodded. “I’ll be watching you, Mr. Snow.”


Prosper walked out of the room.
It took all of his strength not to run. 


 


“So what are we going to do?”
Brundle asked after Prosper left. “Do you want me to go after him?”


Lester leaned forwards in his chair
and studied the letter on his desk. After a moment he shook his head. “No.
Prosper Snow has served his purpose for now. Besides, you heard him. He won’t
be going anywhere.”


Brundle frowned. “I thought he
was brought in to take the fall?”


“Well luckily, we’ve managed to
keep a lid on most of the murders that Klement committed, so we’ll just find
another patsy to take the fall.”


“But he knows too much. He’s a
liability. And he almost bloody killed me along with Williams when he blew that
building up.”


“I don’t think he’s foolish
enough to say anything. He has too much to lose. And you survived, so get over
it. We have more pressing matters.” Lester stood up and walked towards the
door. Brundle followed him out into the corridor.


A security guard pressed a button
and a barred gate swung across allowing them to proceed. 


Further ahead, Lester punched a
code into a keypad to unlock another door and then entered a brightly lit
corridor. He stopped at a window and stared into the room beyond. Klement lay
strapped to a bed, his wound being tended to by a nurse.


Lester snorted to himself. It
seemed incredible that the ideal test subject had been underneath their noses
the whole time.


“Klement holds the key to the
experiment,” Lester said. “Now we just have to determine whether it was nature
or nurture that made him kill without compunction. And
we have a lot of work to do.” 


 


Prosper walked out of the
building and headed towards Wolfe who sat waiting in his car. He opened the
door and dropped into the passenger seat. Sweat coated his brow.


“So I’m guessing it worked.”


Prosper nodded. He had taken a
huge risk bluffing that he had left the letter with certain people but as long
as Lester believed he had, then he hoped he and his
family would be safe. 


Wolfe started driving. “So I
guess you’re now unemployed.”


“Not quite.”


Wolfe stared at him. “What does
‘not quite’ mean? Either you are or you aren’t.”


“Well then I’m not. I made Lester
keep me on.”


Wolfe slammed on the brakes,
bringing the car to an abrupt stop. Prosper flew forwards, the seatbelt saving
him from flying through the windscreen. An angry horn blast emanated from the
car behind as it swerved around them to avoid a crash.


“You did what?” Wolfe screamed.


Prosper slackened the belt and
rubbed at his chest. “There’s an old adage about keeping your friends close but
your enemies closer. Well how am I going to keep an eye on them if I’m not
close?”


“You’re crazy. Those people
wanted to frame you for murder.”


“Only they wouldn’t be framing
me, would they? I am guilty of murder. We both are.”


“Is that what this is about? That
you feel like you should pay for what happened?” 


“No. This is about me wanting to
make sure I keep my family safe. And ultimately, I want to make them pay for
what they’ve done.”


“If I didn’t know better, I’d say
it’s more to do with you starting to get a kick out of all this.”


“Just drive.”


Wolfe shook his head, exhaled
slowly and then started driving. 


Prosper stared out of the windscreen,
his jaw clenched tight. He thought about his family. He had a lot of explaining
to do to Natasha. Not that he could tell her the truth, but he’d have to tell
her something. But then he was getting good at lying.


He then thought about his unborn
baby. A tabula rasa.
He only hoped to god that with all the killing he had done, he hadn’t passed
along a biological predisposition. 


Nature or
nurture?


One thing was certain. Murder
makes monsters of people. Prosper Snow knows that better than most. 
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