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The Body in the Barn The Unpublished Memoirs of Detective Chief Inspector Thomas Rayne of the Yard December 1952

I am not a squeamish man. That particular commodity was expunged from my being in the trenches of Paschendale during the Great War, where as a naive young man I beheld sights so dreadful and over such a lengthy period of time that I became (I am loathe to admit) all but inured to the daily horrors they presented. A body ceased to be a person. It was a dead thing, a frail, corporeal shell from which the spirit had flown. I developed the emotional tactic of mentally divorcing one from the other in order to better shoulder and carry out the duties and the responsibilities that my regiment and my country expected of me.
In my professional � and I might say quite successful � career in the police force, I found that my hard schooling in France and Belgium, my youthful immersion in the squalid depths that constitute human perversion, left me with a clear and reasoned mind free from the shackles of unnecessary emotion. A state of being which I have found on many occasions benefited my mind�s effective operation.
So, I reiterate: I am not a squeamish man.
Neither, or so I thought, was Detective Inspector Wilson, whom I had known for seven years or more. A more levelheaded, objective and forthright a fellow I had never known. Hitherto I would have cast him in the same mould as I, a man tempered in the fiery furnaces of France. I had not expected to find him in the state I did. He was clearly agitated, and I suppose his agitation served to infect my own spirit that day too, for I had not expected my steel-hard shell to be breached so readily.
It was the summer of 1929, mere months, as I recall, before the Crash in America, which would send dire economic ripples around the globe, and a full ten years before the world embarked on another orgy of bloody madness, as if out of the bitter soil of economic ruin would grow the choking weeds of dictators and despotism. In the summer of 1929 we were as yet blissfully ignorant of all that. Yet, in an old barn on the edge of a Suffolk field, I felt we uncovered portents of the evil to come. Intimations of the evil that resides eternally within all men.
I use the word evil carefully. I am not a man given to believe in the full connotation of the word, though I am a man who believes privately in God, and by turns, I suppose, a Devil; but I never expected, during my role as a police officer, to ascribe the term to any aspect of my work. Not until that day in 1929. Not until Wilson came over to me, his face deathly pale and I instinctively knew something was terribly amiss.
My first thought was that he was feeling under the weather, nursing a summer cold perhaps. Detective Inspector Wilson was possessed of such a resolute character and impressive determination that I had seen him carry on working whilst in the grips of a dreadful fever and refuse to give in to it. As he approached me I told him he looked shocking and that he really mustn�t overload his system so; his chest suffered badly, a legacy of being gassed during the war.
�No, really, I am quite well,� he assured me.
�Well you certainly don�t look it,� I told him pointedly.
He did not say anything immediately; he signalled instead for me to follow him to the barn.
There were already a number of police cars there, and an ambulance looking to get its wheels stuck in the mud. It was only when we reached the twin corrugated iron doors to the dilapidated old barn, guarded by two uniformed officers, did he stop and turn to me.
�Hell, sir, I haven�t seen anything like this in all the time I�ve been on the force.� He took a cigarette from a silver case, offered me one, which I refused. He planted the cigarette firmly between his lips, snapped the case shut and pocketed it. �Are you sure you don�t want one?� he said as he flicked his lighter into life and touched the flame to the end of the cigarette. �You might find you�ll need it.�
I admit I laughed, because I partly felt he was having me on. But he shook his head and I noticed his left hand shook a little as he placed the lighter into his trench coat pocket
�I say, old boy, what have you got in there?�
�That�s just it, sir, I�m not certain.� He indicated with a quick jerk of the head for me to follow, tossing aside the unfinished cigarette at the door, which an officer ground into the mud with his boot.
The unmistakable stench of death hit my nostrils, though in truth I had caught the smell earlier. It was a familiar smell, yet one I have never been able to grow accustomed to. Perhaps it is because it never failed to resurrect those painful memories of France, of man�s continued inhumanity and pathetic little existence; his ambitions, his greed, his lust and selfishness � everything he is inevitably becomes little more than a stinking soup.
I knew instinctively, just from the smell, that the body had lain here some considerable time. The inside of the barn was dark, illuminated only by the light from the open doorway and the feeble glow from a lamp held by another uniformed officer. It took a second or two for my eyes to grow accustomed to the dark. In the far right-hand corner of the barn there appeared to be a mound of white ash.
�It was found by the farmer. He thought some animal or other had crawled in here to die, like a fox or something. It�s been disturbed, as you can see, because he poked it around with his stick, not knowing immediately what it was. Then he uncovered the head.�
What he�d discovered was a human torso, every limb, including the head, had been separated from the body, the legs and arms laid in a neat row by the body and the head placed centrally on top of them. The whole had been covered in a fine white powder.
�Quick lime?� I said.
�That�s right,� Wilson replied.
I saw him groping for his cigarette case again.
�Man or woman?� I asked, bending to the corpse and taking out my handkerchief to cover my nose and mouth. Apart from the heavy decomposition that had taken place it had been mauled by rats too.
�That might have been difficult to ascertain,� he replied, �had we not found this.� He went over to a small mound of clothes and carefully picked up a wallet with his handkerchief. �There�s money still inside, not a great deal but enough to tell you that robbery wasn�t part of it. The identification inside says he�s one Jimmy Tate.�
�The late Jimmy Tate,� I quipped. �So do we know who Jimmy Tate was?� I queried. This was no frenzied attack. The body had been carved up in equal proportions as far as I could tell.
�We�re carrying out preliminary enquiries right now. Early indications are that he�s a local man. Apparently he owned and ran a small scrap yard about two miles away. We�ve got someone there now.�
�Whoever did this can�t have been in a hurry. They took their time.� The carcass wouldn�t have been out of place at Smithfield market, I thought. I looked over the head. �There have been a couple of sharp blows here; the skull is caved in.� Not enough to have killed him outright, I surmised, but certainly enough to incapacitate him, to knock him senseless. The thought that he�d been hacked alive I found deeply disturbing.
�I�m of the mind they brought him to the barn to finish him off,� said Wilson, �probably clobbering the poor fellow at his home, dragging him here. We�ll know soon enough if we discover blood there. They most likely used a car; there are tracks out there but it�s rained quite a bit since this happened and it will be the devil to pick them out. We�re trying to see if we can find the types of tyres used.�
�How long do you suppose he�s been here?� I asked, already formulating my own opinions.
�I should say two, perhaps three months. He�s well rotted.�
It confirmed what I thought. �We�ll know soon enough,� I said.
�That�s not all,� said Wilson. �There�s this over here.� He borrowed the lamp from the officer and took me over to the stone wall of the barn. The lamplight lit up a curious symbol daubed quite carefully in black paint.
I looked closely at it. It appeared to be a circle, but in actuality it was a serpent eating its own tail, and at the circle�s centre, acting like the four thick spokes of a wheel, was a cross. At the heart of the cross was a star. �Do you think this is contemporary with the murder or incidental?� I asked.
�Hard to say,� said Wilson. �The farmer hasn�t seen it before. Mind you, he says he hasn�t been to the barn for the best part of a year. He doesn�t use it anymore. But what other reason would there be? I�d say we had a ritualised murder in there and this played its part.�
�Witchcraft?� I said incredulously.
�Who knows?� he said. �Whatever went on here, it�s a ghastly business, make no mistake.�
�I�m certain I�ve seen this symbol before,� I murmured, though for the life of me I had no idea where.
�Recently?�
�No, in connection with another case perhaps. The thing�s like an itch on my mind and damned if I can scratch it.� In the end I gave up trying and turned away. �Get it photographed along with the body. Get someone to cover this up,� I said, nodding at the corpse, �and let�s see what this fellow�s scrap yard has to offer.�
It transpired Jimmy Tate kept himself pretty much to himself. A few of the locals in the village knew him by sight, a youngish man; they said he�d been running the scrap yard for eighteen months or so, but to a man confirmed they�d not seen much business actually happening. The high gates seemed to be bolted shut far more often than they�d been open. From all accounts he lived on his own, a fact confirmed on searching the house which was attached to the yard. He occupied a single room downstairs, the three upstairs rooms devoid of any furniture. It had all the appearance of being a makeshift existence, with little attempt to make this a permanent home.
Hidden beneath the floorboards under a mattress thrown onto the floor � Jimmy Tate�s bed, it seemed � we found a small wooden box. To our astonishment we discovered it to be filled with gold and silver items, but mostly gold. Rings, necklaces, pieces of gold of indeterminate origin � all told it would have kept him in reasonable comfort for some time. And yet here he was living an almost hand to mouth existence, rarely going out, locking himself behind his high wooden fence. It was almost as if he were barricading himself inside, lying low so as to attract as little attention to himself as possible. So was the gold part of this? Did it even belong to him, or was he even aware of it lying beneath the filthy mattress he slept on?
We had hoped to gain answers to some of these baffling questions by digging deeper into whom this Jimmy Tate actually was. There were documents in the house that confirmed him as the said Jimmy Tate � a birth certificate and a detailed army service record, plus one or two bills, fully paid. But just when we thought we could start to build up a fuller picture of the dead man it soon transpired that we were dealing with something far more mysterious. The man in the barn wasn�t Jimmy Tate. His papers were an elaborate deception. The real Jimmy Tate had died some twenty years previously. What we had here was the case of a dead man using a dead man�s identity.
The case was kept hush-hush, an order from on high decreeing that limited details about the circumstances of the murder were to be divulged. I was never privy to the reasons, but the results of this edict rather hobbled our investigations. I was frustrated that no matter where we searched we hit a dead end, and a full year later we were no nearer finding out who murdered Jimmy Tate, or what his real identity was.
Then I discovered what I felt was a connection to the symbol painted on the barn wall. My abiding passion is medieval history and I remembered where I had seen it before. I went to my many books and papers on the subject in my library and managed to trace the reference I had previously struggled to recall. At this juncture it was little more than a shot in the dark, and even I thought it faintly ludicrous that a murder committed in the modern age had any link to a symbol I�d seen referenced in a passage first written five hundred years ago.
At once I brought it to my superior�s attention, excited that the case had opened up an altogether different, though at that stage rather tenuous, line of investigation. I was told to keep the details under my hat, at least for the time being, until I was definite that there was a connection; we had already suffered some embarrassment over the lack of progress and another, some might say outlandish, dead end, would not be tolerated.
Less than a month later I would be fighting for my life.
I received a tip-off about a warehouse job going down in Lewisham. The information came from one Bobby Garrick, a small-time crook whose dubious services as an informer I had used on a number of occasions, and he was doubly insistent it was I that went to see him. What I did not know was that Garrick was waiting for me with a double-barrelled shotgun.
I do not remember much about that night, except walking into a darkened warehouse and hearing Garrick call out my name. I answered, and his response was to open fire on me. Both barrels, one after the other.
Later he testified that he had mistaken me for someone else, that he was in fear of his life, and that he was sorry that I had been shot. He was not half as sorry as I. I had been hit in the leg with the first shot, which blasted away my upper calf, and the second shot caught me in the stomach as I fell. I hung between life and death for two weeks. They managed to save my leg, but I would never walk without a stick, and I have been troubled by severe pains in my midriff ever since. In an instant a London low-life managed to do to me what the Kaiser�s entire army had failed to achieve for a full four years.
Worse still my career was over. I was quietly pensioned off and the case of the Body in the Barn handed over to someone else. It was a strange and bitter period for me. I am not one to feel sorry for myself, but I entered such dark months of depression that I cared not whether I lived or died, and at times I wished Bobby Garrick�s aim had been better so that he might have finished me off instead of condemning me to a painful living hell. Without my career I felt I was washed up, finished and good for nothing, a burden on my wife and family. They feared for my mental health, let alone my physical wellbeing. It did not help matters that I became haunted by the case that I had never solved, which in time eclipsed (at least in my own troubled mind) my many successes. The force no longer needed my help, though I forced myself on them for a time. In the end even they grew tired of me and slammed doors shut that previously had been open and welcoming.
At this, my darkest point, I was approached by an aspiring young author called Justin Symons who was chronicling murder cases for a book he was writing. It had the rather uninspiring title of True Crimes, but he offered a not insubstantial payment for my help. Angry at my colleagues, whom I felt had abandoned me, and largely angry at myself and the cruel twists of fate, I blurted quite willingly all manner of details to the young man about some of the cases I had worked upon. I admit I released a number of facts about the Body in the Barn that had been kept secret from the general public. Though I regretted this afterwards, I am glad to say I never saw hide or hair of the published book, and as far as I know it never saw the light of day, which rather let me off the hook.
My troubles increased when my poor wife succumbed to cancer, and though I had a daughter at this time, the loss of my wife was hard for me to bear. I was in danger of slipping once again into remorse and self-pity, traits I abhor in myself but which lurk like twin beasts forever behind me waiting to pounce.
What helped me climb out of the slough of despond I was slipping into was an approach by the BBC to dramatise a number of cases I had worked upon throughout my career. I had many successful cases to report and was glad of the opportunity to set the record straight. The resulting serialisation was entitled The Casebook of Inspector Rayne of the Yard, and I was thrilled to hear it for the first time on the radio, though I do feel they rather gave my achievements, and even my voice, a touch too much of the heroic. But if I am to be honest I fancied I basked quite self-indulgently in the brief but glorious limelight. In truth the fees did help pad out the old pension.
Yet even to the last the Body in the Barn bedevilled me. I had been careful not to make the same mistake twice and hadn�t divulged anything to the dramatists about the case but that which was officially sanctioned at the time. No one had ever been brought to trial for Jimmy Tate�s murder, so effectively it was still open. I assumed with so little to go on they�d simply omit it from the run. Yet my radio series ended upon this very case. They used whatever material they had to hand, some of it total balderdash and used for effect rather than accuracy. They included the accounts of local villagers to pad out the so-called facts, and as they were as ignorant of the majority of these as the rest of the population it proved to be a sad end to a rather gratifying series, not least because it finished with my dismal failure to solve this one crime. I felt it wiped away my other career successes, though the BBC pointed out that it added a touch of drama; people do like a mystery that remains a mystery.
I cursed Jimmy Tate for ever soiling my life with his death. It was, and still remains, the bane of my life, the one thing I am remembered for not doing.
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Miss Evelyn Carter The Unpublished Memoirs of Detective Chief Inspector Thomas Rayne of the Yard January 1952

At the height of my radio fame (and alas, as is the way with fickle fame it burnt brightly for but a short interlude in my life) I was asked to attend numerous parties and functions. Most of these I kindly declined as it is not in my nature to position myself at the centre of attention, but one in particular I graciously accepted and that was to dinner at Gattenby House. As it transpired the invitation would have curious consequences, and not least because of what happened afterwards to Miss Evelyn Carter and how this prompted me to revisit the case of The Body in the Barn, with surprising, and one might say astonishing and bizarre conclusions.
But I step ahead of myself. It was 1939, and you probably ask what was so special about Gattenby House that should winkle me from my shell of natural reserve? Well, in a word, friendship. I first met the owner of this massive country pile, Simon Lambert-Chide, as a young man of twenty-four serving as a lieutenant in France. Quiet, generous to a fault, he was the perfect foil to the overly brash, confident character of my youth. Our first meeting was inauspicious; it was in Neuve Chapelle, in the middle of a burrowed-out haystack we were using as an observation post to watch the German trenches. He looked like a scarecrow, with bits of straw attaching itself to his uniform. He politely offered me a mug of tea.
I soon discovered that he had a solid reputation amongst the men; they respected, one might even say loved him, like no other officer. I beheld it for myself, observing him dreadfully cut up at the loss of any of his men, no matter what mean social strata they hailed from. I saw him visibly shaken when having to write letters to wives, sweethearts and mothers about the loss of a loved one. He was a thoroughly decent chap. After the war, though we earnestly vowed to write to one another, like so many early friendships we lost contact as civvy life, and more pressing matters, overtook us.
I did follow his progress from time to time, his name cropping up in the newspapers or society journals of the time. He came from a relatively wealthy family, but made his own fortune in the burgeoning petrochemical industry, and as such inhabited an altogether higher and more rarefied echelon of society than did I, what with novelists, artists, playwrights and movie stars turning up at his gates. A lowly and jobbing Detective Inspector was no comparison.
I naturally thought our two worlds would remain in separate orbits till I received a letter from him, which concluded with a warm invitation for me to attend dinner at Gattenby House. In the letter he told me he had met the most beautiful and sweetest of women, whom he had asked to be his wife. He had heard my exploits on the radio and expressed most fondly that he would love to see me again. I could not resist such an invitation. I had read that, like my own, his first wife Elizabeth had died tragically and I was happy for him that he had found another companion. His letter was undeniably buoyant, one could say bubbling with a kind of unrestrained, youthful excitement, the tenor of which passed to me and helped revive my flagging spirits.
I had seen photographs of Gattenby House, but I was not prepared for the sheer size or opulence of the place. In one respect I found my memories of the unassuming Simon and the rather stately pile difficult to reconcile, but, I conceded, time and circumstance change us all. He was, though, pretty much as I remembered him, as effusive as ever as he pumped my hand up and down in greeting. He looked desperately concerned about my leg, and asked after my wounds. I told him that I was fine, though it secretly pained me greatly to walk, and he observed this and quietly took my arm and led me slowly and proudly into his house.
�Evelyn is in the shelter,� he said. �It is a spot by the lake where she likes to sit and read,� he explained. �She does a lot of reading; beautiful mind as well, old chap!� He smiled. �Once you are settled you will have to meet her.�
The shelter, as he called it, was a large open building in white stucco, its portico held up by four massive pillars. There was a long stone seat covered by wooden laths and cushions, and sat on these, in a pool of sunlight thrown in through a glazed arched window, I first saw Evelyn Carter, her attention riveted to the book she was reading.
She was indeed pretty; dark haired, smooth complexion, slender arms snaking from a light summer dress, her delicate lips bearing just the shadow of a smile. To my surprise she was a good ten or fifteen years his younger, but I could tell instantly why he was so smitten with her. She looked up on seeing us approach.
�Simon, you should have sent word; I would have come to the house.� She rose from the seat, her eyes glancing at my stick and the way I hobbled over the lawn.
�Thomas wanted to see the garden,� he replied. �Thomas, this is my fiance, Evelyn Carter; Evelyn, I�d like you to meet the dearest friend a man could ever wish for.�
�I am delighted to meet you, Mr Rayne. Simon has told me so much about you.�
�Please, call me Thomas,� I insisted. She had a quiet air of confidence about her, but I found it rather difficult to read what was behind those alluring eyes of hers.
�Soon to be Evelyn Lambert-Chide, of course!� Simon piped up, a ring to his voice as he said it.
He was clearly in love with her and my initial qualms over their age difference melted away; half an hour in their company and their relationship seemed as natural as the air we breathed. She too appeared genuinely besotted with Simon, and I felt they made a real pair of turtledoves. It brought to my mind the many days of happiness shared with my own wife. Other people�s joy, I have discovered, is a double-edged sword.

I did not meet Simon�s son until later that evening. David Lambert-Chide had been out with friends in his new MG sports car and arrived home late. Simon was most displeased on finding him absent as we entered the dining room.
�I specifically told David we had a very special guest joining us for dinner and not to be late,� he said, his face sullen.
Evelyn reached out and put a calming hand on his own. She looked particularly attractive that evening, wearing a gorgeous dress in shimmering light blue that hugged and showed off her elegantly proportioned figure. A beautiful brooch of sapphire and diamonds sparkled against the silk and I commented upon it.
�It is a rather extravagant gift from my husband to be,� she said, chastising him sweetly. �He knows I am not drawn to such things.�
He shook his head and smiled. �She would live like a beggar if I let her,� he said. �Where is that boy?� he said suddenly, his attention drifting to a large clock by the wall. �Any sign of him?� he asked of one of the servants bringing in the food.
I said that he should not make a fuss on my behalf, and referred him to the inconsistencies of our own youth. He smiled warmly but I could tell he was still agitated.
We had all sat down to dinner when he finally turned up, a little worse for wear. Though I had given him the benefit of the doubt and served up a reasonable defence in his name, I was not immediately enamoured of the brash young man. He cast his father the faintest of apologies, and then he introduced himself to me as if I were one of the servants, sitting down and whipping up a napkin with a flourish, declaring he was half starved. I noticed he did not acknowledge Evelyn in the slightest, which I felt was most rude. He had an arrogant air about him that even his tender eighteen years could not excuse, and I rather supposed it was almost inevitable, being immersed in the corrosive acid that is great wealth from such a young age. He sat down to eat as if none of us were present.
However, Simon, Evelyn and myself chatted amiably, Evelyn eager to know how Simon and I came to know each other, and we shared only superficial insights into our wartime exploits, for in truth a great deal of it would be unpalatable at a dinner table, and much we preferred to keep forever only to ourselves. Evelyn, bless her, tried her best to engage David in conversation, but aside from terse two- or three-word answers he repelled her attempts as if he were an umbrella shedding water. But his ears pricked up when the talk came around to my work in the police force.
�Ah,� he said, dabbing his napkin at the corner of his mouth, �the famous detective from Scotland yard!� He at once imitated the melodramatic introduction to the broadcasts, doing a pretty fine job I might say. He laughed at his own cleverness.
�Not quite famous,� I said.
�Not quite,� he agreed. �Evelyn does not listen to the radio, do you, Evelyn?�
She looked at him, her expression still polite, but her eyes had steeled. �That is true; I don�t care for it,� she said.
�You really must get with the times,� he said. �You are far too young to be living in the past.�
His father glanced up, none too pleased with the remark, but he kept his calm and cleared his throat as some kind of signal to his son.
�Did you really solve all those crimes?� he asked. �All those gruesome murders? Or did they exercise artistic licence, bend the truth as so often happens with these things?�
�They are all true,� I said. �And yes, I did indeed help solve all those crimes, but I had a very good team around me.�
�All bar one case, of course,� he said, his chin resting on his balled fist, his eyes, though the spitting image of his father�s, held none of the warmth.
�All bar one, I�ll grant you that.�
�Tell us about it,� he asked, though it bordered on an order and I could sense this was someone used to getting his own way.
�He has told it once too often,� interrupted his father. �I am sure he is tired of having to relate it, right, Thomas?�
I politely agreed. I smiled but of course I hated the damn case being dragged up every time, a fact young Lambert-Chide latched on to pretty quick.
�The Body in the Barn,� he said, undeterred. �A man found dead in a Suffolk barn, dismembered.�
�That was pure speculation on the BBC�s part,� I said hurriedly. �I never gave any details about it to them. Facts about the case are still a secret. They took, as you say, artistic licence, for dramatic effect.�
�Come, Mr Rayne, it has been so long ago that it cannot matter now, surely, if you spill the beans; so please tell us what really happened. Why did you never solve this case? Why did you fail?�
The word failure stung. �I cannot do that,� I said, �but with any of the other cases I will be more than obliging.�
I happened to glance at Evelyn; she had gone dreadfully pale in the face and was staring vacantly down at her plate. The knife in her right hand was trembling ever so slightly. She saw me looking and set it down, her hand going to her lap.
�The murderer left the body to rot,� he carried on.
�That�s enough, David; can�t you see Evelyn doesn�t like it?�
She signalled that she was fine but I could tell she was far from it.
�But here�s the strangest thing; a mysterious symbol painted on the barn wall��
�Speculation,� I said.
�The farmer said it was so.�
�If you believe it,� I countered.
�A ritualised murder?� He was purposely laying it on thick, his voice lowering dramatically.
�Speculation,� I reiterated.
�That�s enough, David,� said Simon evenly but firmly.
�A sacrifice, perhaps?�
Evelyn rose quickly from the table, visibly shaken. �Please, you will have to excuse me,� she said, her large eyes blinking rapidly; she looked as if she might be sick at any moment. I stood as she left the room, Simon excusing himself also and following her.
�How utterly peculiar,� said David, completely unperturbed and tucking into his food. �Why do you suppose she went off so?�
�Some people have vivid and sensitive imaginations,� I offered.
�And there�s me thinking she was getting upset on your behalf, because you failed and she felt sorry for you.�
�You have much to learn about the meaning of failure, David,� I said, hardly disguising my irritation. �As you have yet to learn many valuable lessons in life,� I added.
Simon returned a few minutes later but the meal had been ruined for us and we continued in relative silence. �She has a headache, that is all,� he excused. �She has gone to lie down and apologises to you, Thomas, but will see you in the morning when she is feeling better.� His eyes cast daggers at his son, but David wore impenetrable emotional armour and was impervious to his father�s annoyance.
Before I left Gattenby House the next day I was summoned by Evelyn to speak to her privately.
�I am sorry for leaving you like I did last night; please forgive me,� she said.
I said that it did not matter and that I hoped she was feeling well.
�I am sorry, too, that David brought up that horrid affair,� she said.
I shrugged. �It happens. I am forever stuck with it.�
�Will they ever find the murderer, do you suppose?�
�I am certain of it, one day,� I said.
�I do hope so,� she murmured, her eyes far away and staring on a different, sorrowful scene.
�But don�t let it concern you. Such things are rare.�
�Not as rare as you would think,� she said cryptically. �Thank you for coming to see Simon; I know he appreciates your visit greatly.�
�The pleasure was all mine,� I said.
�And you will come to wedding?�
I smiled. �Thank you for your invitation; as I said to Simon, I will be honoured.�
She nodded. �I do love him. You do believe that, don�t you?�
I said it was none of my business whether I believed her or not, but since she asked it I thought they appeared very much in love. They made a fine couple.
�It is not about the money at all, though tongues have been wagging ever since we met. I did not know who he was at the time, I truly did not, and I never meant to fall in love, but we cannot help ourselves at times, can we?�
I agreed. I thought back to my own wife and how I missed her terribly.
She fell silent. �Is everything alright, Evelyn?� I asked at length.
She smiled broadly and wished me well and a safe journey back home; that she looked forward to seeing me again at the wedding. However, I came away feeling there was something left unsaid that day, and that she veered away from it at the last moment.
I spent the rest of the morning playing a round of golf with Simon, albeit painfully slow on my part and I left Gattenby House warmed by my rekindled friendship with Simon. This time we vowed we would not allow our friendship to lapse. After all, true friends are so very hard to find, he told me. I realised as I was driven to the station that although he had great wealth, Simon was a very lonely man, save for Evelyn, in whom, he confided in me, he put all his trust and love, both of which he felt he�d not been able to dispense in a long time.

So you can understand how distraught Simon Lambert-Chide was when Evelyn disappeared never to return, two days before the wedding.
He called me on the phone, so upset he could hardly string two words together. For no apparent reason she had packed a small case with a few things, a selection of clothing, the brooch I saw her wearing, and left early in the morning. Where she went no one knew. She left him a short note, which Simon tearfully read to me, saying that she was immensely sorry but she had to leave; she said she loved him dearly and wished him well. Simon said he needed to see me and would I come over to the house right away? I agreed and went over the following day.
When I got there the contrast in the atmosphere of Gattenby House compared to that when I first visited was marked. It was now like a mausoleum. I saw the preparations for the wedding that had been made � large bouquets of flowers, white ribbons laced around the banister of the grand staircase, and in the dining room a large, multi-tiered wedding cake sitting on a magnificent table laid out for a good many guests. But the seats were to remain empty.
Simon was in the drawing room, clutching the crumpled letter. He was disconsolate, as if someone had taken a dagger to his very soul. �She may still return,� he said. �That�s why I�m not allowing any of the things to be packed away.� He rubbed his eyes. �Hell, if she doesn�t want the wedding we don�t need it. Why, Thomas? Why has she left me? She told me she loved me, she told me she was happy, and I believed her.�
I said I could offer no explanation. It was quite bizarre. He then rambled on about her being abducted, forced to write the letter; she�d been kidnapped, and her jewellery taken as well. That was the reason, no matter how preposterous it appeared. He was clutching at any explanation he could.
�Find her for me, Thomas,� he asked as evening drew in on us. He had calmed down somewhat but he looked desperately beat up. �I don�t care what it takes, how much money, how long, just find her for me.�
I didn�t take him seriously at first. �What if she doesn�t want to be found?� I speculated.
�You were the best detective on the force. If anyone can find her, persuade her to come back to me, then that man is you. Help me, Thomas. I�m begging you, as a friend.�
I did not have the heart to disappoint him. I caved in to his ardent request. �You may not like what I find,� I warned.
�I don�t care. I simply want her back, good or bad. I�d give all this,� he said, pointing loosely at the walls around him, �in exchange for her. She�s my life. I cannot live without her.� He went to a cabinet and took out two photographs, which he held out for me to take. They were of Evelyn, sat in the Shelter by the glazed arched window where I�d first seen her. �They are copies, old boy.� He looked on them as if his very soul would crumble into dust. �In case you need them.� When he handed them over he turned his back on me, perhaps to hide the moistness in his eyes. �Find her for me, Charles. Return her to me, that is all I ask.�
Yet it was not that simple. During my short stay all hell broke loose. Simon�s son, David, came with news of a servant�s discovery. It transpired that many more things had gone missing alongside Evelyn. Apart from a significant amount of the former Mrs Lambert-Chide�s jewellery, there were many other valuable objects, including two small watercolours by the Pre-Raphaelite artist Dante Gabriel Rossetti; in truth the Victorian paintings had fallen out of favour with the art-buying public and were not worth a great deal in themselves, but in total the haul was worth many, many thousands of pounds.
�I told you she was a bad egg, father,� said David Lambert-Chide, wearing a corrosive I-told-you-so sneer. �Well, I�ve called the police. They will soon put a stop to this woman�s wicked ways. She was obviously part of a gang, had been planning this for ages. They knew exactly which pieces to target. Preparing for a wedding? She was all along preparing to fleece you, father, taking you for a jolly old ride.�
Simon, naturally, refused to believe the evidence of his own eyes. And true to David�s word a veritable sandstorm of police officers descended upon Gattenby House, swirling around every hallway and corridor and filling the house in their search for evidence.
Simon did not want me to leave, even though I thought it wasn�t my place to be there in the midst of all this family angst. He took me into his private chambers. �Thomas,� he said, �I don�t know what this is all about, but I don�t care a jot about the damned jewellery and paintings. I want you to find her, as you promised.�
�But the police will soon find her,� I said. �There are enough of them on the case, after all.�
�Damn the police! She is innocent!� he fired at me. Then his eyes softened. �They are looking for a thief. You are looking for a woman. Please, Thomas, for an old friend. Promise me you�ll try to find her. You are better than the whole of Scotland Yard. If anyone can locate her, then I know you can.�
We parted on the shaking of hands and an agreement that I would try my best, which seemed to calm him down somewhat, though I feared for his health, even at that stage in the game. I came away from Gattenby House with a heavy heart.
And so events took a queer turn. I began my long search for Evelyn Carter as promised. And this is where there came that inexplicable link with the long-deceased Jimmy Tate. It transpired the woman whom Simon had fallen in love with was not the real Evelyn Carter.
It gave weight to David Lambert-Chide�s accusations. It was part of a grand swindle. The Evelyn Carter whom his fiance claimed to be had died thirty years previously.
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Pipistrelle Elldale, Derbyshire May 1958

He sat on the edge of his bed, a fourteen-year-old boy on the verge of uncertain manhood, staring at the old wooden trunk lying on the floor in front of him. There were hefty bands of metal at the trunk�s corners, more ribs of metal enveloping it in a brutal embrace, a monstrous medieval-looking padlock securing the lid. Dust motes circled it, as if intrigued.
This box, this mere container, was all that was left of his grandfather; the only physical testament to a life once lived. His house, sold, lived in by others; his clothes, given away to the poor; his small and worthless collection of seaside pottery sent to the local tip; his meagre life savings shared out and quickly spent. All that remained of his grandfather, Thomas Rayne, one-time soldier, one-time famous detective, one-time dotty old man, all but forgotten and living alone in his quiet suburban semi, was this battered, scarred and scuffed old trunk pasted with fading labels from faraway places.
Charles Rayne rested his bandaged chin on his bandaged hand without thinking and winced at the pain. Today had been particularly bad, his skin afire, the weeping lesions and sores each as painful as if someone had been stubbing cigarettes out on his flesh. It was at times like this that he wondered what crime he had committed to be singled out for such punishment. Yet he was aware that today�s punishment was something he�d brought on himself, because he had dared to step out into the sunshine. He�d been unable to take the sight of closed curtains, knowing that outside the summer sun shone strong, and a sort of madness had taken over his fourteen-year-old mind. He went for a walk onto the moor; clambered up the huge natural rock edifice that was Mam Tor, to stand breathlessly on top of the high, sheer cliff of shifting black shale and feel the wind buffet him, as if it said he should not be there and tried to force him back down.
Tears stung his eyes, the bright light at once blinding, beautiful and terrifying. Hope Valley lay stretched out like a model far below. Hope Valley. How ironic. He should not do this; everything inside him was screaming for him to turn back and take shelter inside the safety and gloom of his curtained bedroom. He knew he would suffer for this. But he didn�t care. He desperately needed to see the green of the summer grass, the pure blue of the sky, to witness birds wheeling freely many hundreds of feet below him, unconstrained by walls and fear. He didn�t care if he shrivelled up and died. Life had become pointless. He might as well jump from the cliff and end his suffering.
Charles Rayne was unlike other boys of his age. He was unlike anyone he knew. He could not go out in daylight.
There was a time � it seemed so, so long ago now � when he was normal, like any other kid, nothing special to separate him out. Then at ten years old it was as if a switch had been flicked on inside him. His body began to rebel. The skin on his face, arms and legs blistered as if he�d been attacked by a blowtorch, and he fell dreadfully ill. For a while they feared for his life, and struggled to find a reason for what was happening to him. They bathed his ruptured skin and scratched their collective heads. He was obviously allergic to something. What had he eaten? They banned certain foods to no avail. Eventually it dawned on them; he could not go out in daylight. When they kept him inside, sheltered from even the tiniest chinks of light, he recovered. Never fully; his skin remained sensitive to the touch and was prone to blistering without reason. But now they knew any exposure to daylight caused a reaction. For young Charles that wasn�t the worst of it. He screamed the first time he went to the toilet and saw his urine had turned a deep red, almost the colour of a fresh bruise. He thought he was dying.
So Charles was kept indoors, his mother employing private tutors who had to work by the light of lamps. He could no longer go out onto the high moors that surrounded the village of Elldale, or play in one of the many freezing streams that gushed down the craggy hillsides. Instead, he played with his friends in a strange twilight world, till they exchanged this gloomy netherworld for the lure of the outside. They gave his condition a fancy name � porphyric hemophilia. Some people weren�t so sure, but they felt they needed to label it with something. He was bounced eagerly from one specialist to another by his mother, desperate to find a cure and secretly blaming herself for her son�s condition. She even briefly considered it was something to do with eating too much beetroot whilst she�d been pregnant with him, hence his purple urine, but they reassured her politely that it wasn�t so. It didn�t entirely convince her and she remained riddled with guilt.
He became something of a medical curiosity, told that one in half a million people might suffer with some form of the condition. It did not make him feel better; it made him feel he�d been purposely singled out, imagining God�s giant index finger reaching down through puffy white clouds and a booming voice saying: �This is the boy. Let�s make it him!� He was forever being prodded, poked, swabbed, injected, stripped, bandaged, and talked about as if he weren�t in the room. Then they took him to that horrible room, laid him gently on the bed, his reassuring mother almost tearful and saying it was for his own good. They attached something to his head, put something in his mouth and told him to bite on it. He had no idea what was happening. The electric shock sent his body into convulsions. It appeared to last an age and then he passed out. But it did not make his condition any better.
And yet he endured all this because he wanted to be cured of the thing and to go out and play in the sunlight with his friends again. He became so lonely it screwed up his insides. That�s when he became attached to his grandfather Tom.
He was one of the few people to visit him, brought over by his mother for the occasional dinner. He liked Grandad Tom. They shared an unspoken bond. Grandad Tom lived all by himself. His wife had died a long, long time ago and he had never remarried. He�d once been a famous detective, his mother (Grandad Tom�s daughter) said, speaking of him as if the man were long-dead. She would often ask her son to excuse his grandfather�s erratic and often eccentric behaviour, putting it down to age and something not being quite right up here, pointing with a flash of her delicate finger to her delicate temple. His visits were reluctant, on his part, and dutiful on hers. He was always in a hurry to get off back to his house and his research, to his special �project� as he liked to call it, and he would not settle because of its constant demands on his limited attention.
�He does go on about the dratted thing,� his mother sighed. �Can�t he simply give it a rest, just once? It�s not so much to ask.�
�The old man�s not been himself for a long time,� defended Charles� father carefully. �At least he�s happy,� he said. �It gives him something to do, to concentrate the mind upon. That�s no bad thing, considering.�
�He�s so obsessed with the thing,� she said. Charles noted how she always sounded upset and angry all at once. �He lets the thing prey on his mind when he should have let it go. After all, there�s nothing he can do about it now, is there? Some things are never resolved. That�s a fact of life.�
�Well the old boy thinks he has an answer to the case, finally,� his father chuckled, ever the umpire in these things and wanting to see fair play all round.
�An answer? The answer he refuses to tell anyone about? He shuts himself away with his dusty old books and maps and things and every day he steps further and further away from the man I knew and loved. Doesn�t he know I have enough troubles with him upstairs? It�s not fair. It�s just not fair!�
And so the conversation downstairs would ebb and flow, bubble into hearing one minute and drop into a simmering, formless moan the next. She didn�t realise, Charles thought, how easily they could be heard through the thin downstairs ceiling. He remembered how his grandfather would sit on the bed beside him, whilst below her mother hammered out her feelings, her frustrations, her fears. He would show no sign that what was said upset him, or that he even listened or understood. Instead he�d tell Charles about his project, and Charles had a willing ear.
�I�ve got most of the answers, Charlie boy,� he�d say. �Most but not all. Got a way to go yet, a few more leads to follow, but this will make me when I publish it. They won�t say I failed ever again, because I�ll have the answer, and boy, is that answer going to knock them dead!�
And young Charles Rayne would simply listen to him. He didn�t pass any judgements on the old man. How could he? He loved him, and he never made a big fuss out of the fact he had to sit in a room with the heavy curtains closed; never really seemed to notice. Once, though, he did pause in talking about his project and, looking querulously about him, said:
�Strange thing, old chap, having to sit here like you do in the gloom, and only venture outside in the dark.�
�I�m used to it,� Charles lied.
�Nothing wrong with coming out at night, Charlie boy. Nothing wrong at all. Pipistrelles, they come out at night.�
�Pipistrelles? What are they?�
�Bats, old chap. Little bats. You�re my little Pipistrelle,� he said, snaking an arm around his shoulder. He thereafter called him this whenever they met. Privately, of course, never in front of his mother and father. It was their little secret.�
�They think me mad, old chap,� he confided in Charles one day.
�Who would think that?�
He gave a sideways nod of his head to his mother and father downstairs. �They think me a bit batty. A bit batty, eh, Pipistrelle?� They both laughed at the pun. �But not a bit of it. Marbles quite in order. Still playing with a full deck, eh, lad?�
The next thing he knew his grandfather was dead, and Charles Rayne was devastated, overcome with debilitating grief, plunged into dark loneliness with his loss. He wasn�t even able to go to the funeral. That�s when he couldn�t take it any longer; he had to get out, into the sunshine, into the fresh air. He did not want to be a bat. He wanted to be human again.
They thought he would die. He wished he would, for now there appeared not a single reason for him to go on living. As he lay in his shadowy, fevered limbo, he once again heard his mother expressing her upset and anger all at once, this time over him. What had she done to deserve this, he heard her rant one evening? Charles felt for her, but he could offer no answer. Some things, after all, are never resolved.
Then the trunk was delivered to his room. �Your grandfather wanted you to have this,� his mother said. He noticed she could not look straight at his bandaged face, and averted her gaze as she placed the hefty keys to the trunk into his bandaged hand.
�Thank you, mother,� he said. �I�m sorry,� he added, his lower lip splitting as he spoke. He dabbed away the blood with his hand. The bandage came away marked with a scarlet dash. He saw how upset this made her.
�I�ll leave you to it then,� she said hurriedly and left him staring at the trunk.
It was a full half hour before he inserted the key into the huge padlock and lifted the lid. The smell was the smell of his grandfather. There was his army uniform, his medals, a leather binocular case, his battered old trilby. Beneath these everyday items he found notebooks, many of them tied together with string into blocks, each of them numbered and dated. And at the very bottom a number of dusty old books and rolled up maps. He also discovered a quantity of brown cardboard files, these too carefully dated and numbered. They contained press cuttings, pages ripped from books annotated with his florid scribbles in red pencil, photographs, notes, more press cuttings, pieces of paper with nothing more on them than strange symbols. He was drawn to two photographs of a very pretty young woman sat outside in a sort of arbour, the sunlight gilding her smooth cheeks, bouncing off her shining hair. He was instantly captivated by her, and he fell in love immediately. A young man�s love. On the back of each was the name Evelyn Carter. Who was she? Who was this mysterious woman with the enigmatic smile and faraway eyes?
He sifted through more paper and he knew at once that this was his grandfather�s prized project.
He lifted out the topmost set of bound notebooks, titled rather grandly The Unpublished Memoirs of Detective Inspector Thomas Rayne of the Yard.
As he read them he soon came across the case of the Body in the Barn and was drawn into the gruesome tale. And beyond � far beyond, for he realised that the remainder of the trunk�s contents were given over to this single case. For weeks he sifted through the memoirs, the copious notes, the cuttings, the articles, and finally gasped at the enormity of what his grandfather had uncovered, at what he was suggesting.
From that moment, Charles Rayne knew what he must do. He must take what his grandfather had started and make it his life�s work, to finally put to rest the mystery of The Body in the Barn, no matter how extraordinary the findings. And like his grandfather before him he sank down into his work, till it absorbed him fully and he heard his mother say one evening:
�He�s obsessed with the thing!� Sounding both upset and angry all at once.
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The Lunar Club Elldale, Derbyshire 1972

He was reminded very much of the H. G. Wells� novel, The Time Machine; the very beginning of things when the time traveller invites his learned friends around to his house so he can reveal the secret of his experiments. Recall the exciting and bizarre tale of his adventures. Gain their confidence.
The difference for Charles Rayne was that this was the first time he would have met his two friends and colleagues in the flesh. They had communicated animatedly for a number of years by letter and phone. All three of them young and fervently ambitious historians, each in their own way determined to make their mark on their profession and the world. Each taking joy that there were other similar minds to share their passions, their theories and the lust for life that lay ahead. Together they would explore new horizons, shatter conventional belief, to find their own place in history.
They called themselves The Lunar Club.
Charles had suggested the name after the Lunar Society of Birmingham, formed in the 1760s by a group of similarly ambitious, inventive and imaginative young men who would together transform the future � Matthew Boulton and James Watt, Erasmus Darwin, Josiah Wedgwood and Joseph Priestly. Together they not only oiled the wheels of the Industrial Revolution but made them.
Given that Charles could only go outside at night the name appeared doubly fitting. Together they would shine a bright light on the dark past. But tonight the direction of the Lunar Club would take a new and exciting turn. Tonight Charles would lay down a theory that in time would make them notorious, make them legends. But he needed their help, and, like the time traveller, he needed their complete confidence. For what he was about to reveal, the results of many years of study carried out beneath the conventional historical research that had already started to make his name, was an idea so important, so far-reaching, that it would create a tidal wave of attention that would overthrow many entrenched beliefs, and have incalculable ramifications for both the present and the future. It would change everything for all of them.
But first he had to meet them, and Charles Rayne was nervous. They knew of his condition, of course. But the first sight of his disfigured face most people found disturbing. He didn�t want his illness to overshadow events. So he had warned them not to be appalled or upset, and they returned jokingly that they were appalled and upset that he would think such a thing.
He was alone now. Following his parents� death the house belonged to him. It had become his prison and his sanctuary. His published works were reaching many thousands of people the world over, but he felt he could not travel beyond this small village. He did not wish people to see him. He had to be under cover before daylight. In the end he avoided invitations to conventions, to speak at lectures. No image of him appeared in any of his books. He existed on his reputation, making just enough money to keep his head above choppy financial waters. But he had gathered admirers, fellow historians, who became close friends. Friends that had never met him. But tonight that would change and he grew ever more excited and nervous as the time for their arrival grew near.
When they both finally turned up at his door, the full moon raining down its silvery light on them (it was only appropriate they timed the inaugural meeting of the Lunar Club to coincide with a full moon), to his joy they did not flinch once at his appearance, and they both immediately launched into a flurry of anecdotes small and large; who was doing what, who was getting what wrong, a shocking treatise on Benjamin Franklin, an inspiring lecture at Greenwich on Milton, and what God-awful tea they served up on British Rail.
Charles fussed over them, prepared tea, and afterwards they sat by the fire drinking wine before moving onto whiskey and cigarettes. He was so happy and they looked positively energised to be all together.
He�d seen photographs of them, naturally, but in real life they looked far different. Howard Baxter, tall, spindly, swept back dark hair, a firecracker of a man whose passion exploded at the slightest spark to his passion�s blue touch-paper. He�d taken a slight career detour and had become an archivist. And Carl Wood; quieter, smaller than he�d expected, who lit up cigarette after cigarette in nervous succession and left the greater amount of the talking to the other two, except to make a remark every now and again that was as sharp as a knife.
Then Charles rose from his seat and said he had something to show them. Would they follow him to his study? The boyish frivolity of earlier gave way to serious contemplation as he lifted out his carefully prepared notes and laid them on the table in front of them, peeling back his findings a layer at a time, to demonstrate how he reached his conclusions, so there could be no mistake, so they were clear about what they were seeing. He watched them as their faces grew solemn with disbelief and disappointment, expressions that said that they would have to let their friend down carefully when this was all over; watched them as they were gradually infused with excitement, as over the hours he drew them deeper into his research, pointed out the proof, tabled copies of mediaeval documents, books, more notes. They discussed the implications, tested the facts, argued and discussed it all over again.
Finally Charles Rayne sat back, breathless, completely exhausted with the effort, and then silence descended on the room.
�Gentlemen,� he said at length, �there you have it. I need your help. Are you with me?�
And the members of the Lunar Club, in grave silence, nodded and shook hands.
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This Side of Dead London, December 1975


�How is she tonight?� she asked.
He came to her side, nuzzled up to her rather too closely, she thought. His arm brushed against hers and she moved away and folded her arms against the barely disguised suggestion. �She�s having one of her strops,� he said. He looked across at the woman lying on the narrow hospital bed, her wrists and ankles firmly strapped down with thick leather belts. Bare arms and legs poked out of a thin, unflattering, green cotton nightgown. �We are, aren�t we?� he said to her, his neck craning forward, his chin thrust out almost contemptuously. He lifted the clipboard that hung at the foot of the bed, the woman staring cold and hard at him. She jerked her legs and caused him to react fractionally. �It�s no use fighting against it,� he said, his grin a whisker away from a sneer. �You�d think you�d have learned after all this time that you�re not going anywhere in a hurry.� He flipped a page or two. �She�s due her usual sedative.� A glance at his watch. �Looking at her I�d shove double into her. Take the sting out of her attitude.�
�We don�t want to harm the babies,� she reminded him. �She�s stressed as it is.� She nodded to the grey metal box bleeping by the side of the bed.
�She�s refusing to eat again,� he remarked casually. �We�ll give you a little more time to change your mind, young lady, and if you don�t, well, you know what�s coming.� He indicated down his throat with his index finger. �And remember, you�re eating for three now!�
She yanked hard and furiously at her restraints. The bed shook a little but she gave up, her eyes squeezing shut, tears being pressed from them.
�Don�t be cruel to her,� she said to him. �Why do you insist on treating her like that?�
She knew why, of course; because he could. Because the woman didn�t even possess a name. She had a number. She was a number. And what�s more she was completely helpless, pegged out like a bug on paper, and the ego of men like him grew fat on helplessness, grew strong on it, relished it. She loathed him and all his kind. But she didn�t let it show. She swallowed down the feeling, though it stuck in her throat.
�She doesn�t know any better. How can she? She isn�t normal. She�s a freak,� he said. It didn�t carry any emotion. It was a statement of fact.
�She�s a human being,� she defended, yet in even the short time she�d known this man Stephanie Jacobs knew compassion was a quality he didn�t possess, or he kept it pretty much chained up in a dark recess somewhere in that black soul of his. How could that be so, she thought, in a career that was dedicated to the betterment of the human condition? Perhaps that�s where she had gone wrong � or right, depending upon your point of view; perhaps she had allowed compassion to creep in too much, to prise open that cool, clinical reserve of hers. Not so long ago she had considered herself to be immune to such sentiments, for you simply couldn�t do this job and have any deep kind of feeling for the subject. The woman on the bed had to be meat in a clinical trial. Simply that. But it had all changed and she was on the verge of throwing her career into the trashcan because that often-cruel veneer of medical dispassion had been scraped away once and for all.
She took the clipboard from him. �She�s stable?�
�Mother and foetuses doing well,� he said. He went over to a cabinet on the wall and took out a glass bottle and a syringe. �Time for bye-byes, miss,� he said.
�I�ll finish that off,� said Stephanie.
He pumped air out of the needle, a thread of silver liquid arcing upwards. �That�s OK, I�ve got it,� he said, eyeing the syringe carefully.
�It�s two in the morning. You should have finished hours ago. Go home. You�re supposed to be going out with your wife tomorrow � today � or have you forgotten?� She held out her hand for the syringe. Beckoned enticingly with her fingers. �Come, give it here; it�s past your bed time too.�
He hesitated momentarily then handed it over. �Careful, Dr Jacobs, she�s a little wildcat tonight.� He paused at the door, turned back to her. �I�d prefer it if I were going somewhere with you instead, you know.� He grinned. �Come on, give me a sign. Give me some hope.�
�You�re married,� she pointed out, tapping the syringe with her fingernail.
�So?�
�So go to your wife,� she said, smiling at him and turning to the woman.
�You little tease,� he said, leaving her and closing the door.
�You little prick,� she said under her breath, her smile falling away. Stephanie Jacobs moved over to the bed; the restrained woman lifted her head slightly, watched her keenly, the muscle in her smooth jaw working away like a mole beneath sand. �I�m sorry,� she said, holding aloft the syringe. But she quickly pumped out the contents into the air and tossed the needle into a sharps bin. �Sorry that he�s such an arsehole.� She bent to her haunches, touched the young woman�s forehead. It was very warm and damp with sweat. �Listen, I�m going to leave the room for a few minutes. I want you to stay calm, and if anyone comes in I need you to behave as if I�ve given you the sedative. Do you understand? You�ve had the sedative. Now do as I say. I�ve come to help you get out of here.�
�You bitch!� snarled the woman hoarsely.
Stephanie gave a shrug. �I can�t argue with you there. Remember what I told you, if you want to get out of here.�
She went to the door, opened it fractionally to check the corridor. It was empty. A fluorescent light flickered nervously. She hurried down the corridor, the sound of her footsteps coming back at her hollow and unusually loud, as if they strived to betray her. She felt sick with apprehension, her legs threatening to buckle beneath her, but there was no choice now. She knew she had to go through with this. She had the access. She would go unchallenged.
A part of her wished she had never met them both.
She wished she had never met Pipistrelle or listened to his outlandish ramblings, because that is what she first thought them. The ramblings of a man who went by the name of a bat. How crazy, how outlandish. But now she knew differently. It was she that had been caught up in something twisted, not he. On one level she hated Pipistrelle, because he�d confronted her, held up her dark deeds to the light for her to see in all their corrupt glory, and she did not like what she beheld. But there could be redemption, he said. It did not have to be like this. There could be salvation.
Then there was the other man. A powerful, respected being in his own right. A giant in the pharmaceutical industry. She was in awe of him. They all were, even his peers. How could she resist that? Better people had tried and failed. She realised how easily she had fallen for his flattery and the twin lures of a high financial reward and her name up there with the giants of research, and how easily his honeyed promises had led her to become something cold and vile.
Yes, she had been attracted to the career partly because of the illness that took her mother in old age and scrambled her mind so much that she wasn�t the same woman. Attracted to it because she could make a difference to people�s lives. It was partly why medical research held such allure. Partly. But once there her greed for professional recognition rose quickly like oil in water, to the surface, so that when she had shown startling promise, and had been headhunted for higher and better things, she gorged on the opportunities heaped before her, and entered, almost without question, her darkest phase; a phase when she felt she choked her very humanity in the process.
And in truth that�s why she was here, to atone for her sins. That�s why she must go through with this and accept the consequences, whatever they might be. Pipistrelle had promised safety, for herself and her year-old daughter, and she believed him. Trusted him.
God, she wished she had never heard of Project Gilgamesh.
The ladies� locker room was empty, as she expected. There were few staff members abroad at this hour, a couple of colleagues hunched over their Petri dishes and agar jellies in a lab down the corridor; a security guard up top, guarding the main entrance to the underground chambers; another guard floating around, patrolling the building somewhere. She unlocked the metal door to her own locker, withdrew a white lab coat. Contrary to popular myth, they rarely wore them all the time, as seen in the movies. Most researchers preferred not to wear them and there was only a rush to put them on when they were being inspected by the bigwigs. This coat was her spare. She groped in the locker for a plastic name badge. This was definitely not hers. Pipistrelle had made a false one based upon her own. She looked closely at it; he�d done a good job and she wondered where he got the expertise. The likeness to the woman in the bed was close enough to fool a quick, disinterested glance, and that, she hoped, was all that was needed.
She took out a pair of flat shoes. They may be a size too big, she thought, but they�d have to do. She put everything into a carrier bag and checked the corridor before dashing out.
�Evening, Stephanie,� said a voice at her back. She turned, horrified.
He walked calmly down the corridor towards her, his hands in his pockets.
Randall Tremain was young, ambitious, you could read it in the way he carried himself, she thought. He was the head of security�s number two. Second in charge. His good looks, his warm smile, were masks to a far colder nature. She didn�t trust him, in the same way he trusted no one else. He smiled but she realised he was scrutinising her, digging deep beneath the fragile crust of her outward calm. She hadn�t expected him to be here. He wasn�t supposed to be in the building tonight.
�Good evening, Mr Tremain.�
�She is well?�
Stephanie nodded. �Well enough.�
�Have to look after our valuable little investments, don�t we?�
�Absolutely.�
He stared for a second longer than was comfortable. �I�m keeping you from your job, I�m sorry.� He passed her and disappeared down the corridor.
She breathed a heavy sigh of relief, waited a few seconds and then rushed back to the room.
The woman lay watching her closely as she unloaded the contents of the carrier bag onto the foot of the bed. Stephanie bent down to her. �I�m now going to untie the straps from your ankles. I need you to keep calm and keep quiet. Do you understand?� She placed a hand on the woman�s arm. �I promise to get you out of here, so please do as I say. For both of us.� She drew in a calming breath and untied the first ankle. It left a large red welt. The woman didn�t move. She unbuckled the next, and then moved swiftly around the bed to the strap holding down the woman�s right arm. Finally she paused at the buckle on the last strap. �Remember what I told you,� she said. �Keep calm.�
As soon as the strap was released the young woman swiped hard at Stephanie, hitting her in the jaw and sending her reeling backwards. She attempted to get off the bed, rise to her feet, but her feeble legs crumpled beneath her and she fell to the floor. She began to drag herself to the door.
Stephanie caught her by the shoulders. �Stop!� she said. �Can�t you see you�re still too weak?� But the woman shrugged her off, her fist striking out again, this time lending Stephanie a heavy blow on the arm. She had no choice but to hold her down, piling her full weight on her, surprised that even in her weakened state the desire for freedom gave her added strength. She eventually calmed down, the fight knocked from her.
�You�re trying to trick me,� she said. �It�s all part of playing with my head.�
�No, no tricks,� she assured her, releasing her hold on her. �I�m going to get you out.�
�Why should I believe you?�
�Because you don�t have a choice,� she returned flatly. She took out a bottle and a syringe from her lab-coat pocket. �I�m going to give you a shot of this,� she said.
�Like hell you are!� snarled the woman, using the metal foot of the bed to raise herself to her feet. She put a hand to her head as the room began to spin crazily.
�You�re still feeling the after-effects of the drugs you�ve been receiving. This will help counter them, give you a burst of energy. You�re going to need it.�
�You think I�m going to let you shove that thing into me, after I�ve been treated like an animal all this time? You come near me with that and I�ll sink the thing deep into that black heart of yours � if you fucking had one!� She sank like a lead weight onto the bed, her vision blurring, her head pounding. She knew she was on the verge of blacking out.
�I�m your only chance of getting out of here,� said Stephanie calmly. �We don�t have much time. I reckon we have half an hour tops before your supervisor for the night comes in. If anyone finds you free were both screwed.�
�Why? Why are you doing this?� she asked, pain pumping like lava through her head.
�I can tell you later. Now, are you going to trust me?�
She nodded, held out her arm. Stephanie swabbed and injected. �You should start to feel its effects in a minute or two. Until then, slip this on.� She handed her the lab-coat.
�I�ve not seen you before,� said the woman, doing as she was bid and threading her slim arms into the sleeves of the coat.
�I work in a different part of the complex ordinarily. I got myself posted here, when I heard about you. When I was told about you.�
�Came to stare at the freak?� Her fingers fumbled over the buttons, but she felt strength beginning to seep through her body again.
Stephanie helped pin the name badge on the coat pocket. �Not a freak. You�re someone very special. And I don�t agree with any of this,� she said, her hand flapping dismissively at the room. �It�s wrong, it�s vile, and it will end tonight. Hurry, someone is waiting for us outside.� She could hardly disguise her nervousness.
The young woman slipped her feet into the shoes, bent to tie the laces. She was aware of her swollen midriff pressing against her upper thighs. �So who is waiting for us?� the suspicion strong in her voice.
�Pipistrelle,� Stephanie replied.
�And who is Pipistrelle?�
�A friend. He knows all about you. All of you. Now please hurry, we must be going.� She helped the woman to her feet. She tottered uncertainly. �Are you able to walk alright? It�s important that if we are stopped you must be taken for one of us.�
�Yes, I can walk,� she said.
Stephanie checked the corridor was empty before beckoning the woman follow. They turned immediately right, the hard tiles amplifying their urgent steps. They passed through double doors and into another stretch of corridor. At the head of this stood a security guard.
�Leave all the talking to me,� said Stephanie.
The uniformed guard watched them intently as they approached, his cold, boulder-like expression gave the impression he was going to pose a problem, but he hardly glanced at the name badges. He didn�t say a thing as he stepped aside, and did nothing to hide his leering stare at Stephanie�s breasts.
The women passed through the door and halfway down the corridor Stephanie paused and looked back. �We need to go this way,� she said, nodding to a metal door, taking out a bunch of keys and fumbling through them till she found the one she was looking for. She unlocked the door and pushed at it. The hinges gave a high-pitched squeal which caused Stephanie to wince. �Quickly, inside,� she beckoned, and all but dragged the young woman inside with her.
She flicked a switch. A single low-wattage bulb lit the interior of the small room with a cold glow. It was empty, its concrete walls dripping wet, a choking, musty smell hanging in the air. There was a door at the far end, this one coated in a layer of rich red rust.
�What is this place?� asked the woman. �It�s like a Second World War bunker.�
�That�s because, after a fashion, that�s what it is,� Stephanie explained quickly. She found out another key. �This entire building is deep underground. It was designed as a chemical warfare research centre during the last war, both secret and bombproof. Very few people know of its existence. There�s more than one entrance to this complex � this is one of those that isn�t used anymore.� She pushed open the door and removed a flashlight from her coat pocket. The concrete-lined tunnel ahead was pitch-black, the small beam hardly putting a dent in the dark.
�How do you know about all this?� the young woman asked.
�Pipistrelle; he told me.�
�He knows quite a lot,� she said.
�Yes, he does,� she said. �He�s made it his business to know. Without him you�d be in here till you died. You�ve a lot to thank him for.�
With the door closed behind them the darkness appeared to press ever closer, eating away at the feeble torch beam. Stephanie set off with a purpose, the young woman following as close as she could, her legs at times hardly able to support her. She was grateful when they came to a stop beside a metal ladder bolted against the wall. Stephanie shone the light up the narrow, metal lined shaft above their heads.
�Up here,� she said. �You go first; I�ll help you if you need it. It goes up for fifty feet or more and then there�s a trapdoor. It�s unlocked; you just need to push it open.�
They started to a noise coming from the way they�d come, back down the corridor. Voices, raised in concern. The young woman, her face wreathed in alarm, looked at Stephanie. �Are they onto us?� she asked nervously.
It fell silent. They both strained to listen. �I don�t know,� she answered. �You must hurry, up the ladder. We�re almost there.�
Her fears were confirmed when she heard at the end of the corridor, from behind the closed metal door. �Doctor Jacobs, are you there? Do you have her with you?� She�d locked the door but it wouldn�t be too long before they sourced another key or realised which exit they were headed for. �Open the door, Doctor Jacobs. You know you can�t go far.�
�We have to get to the top before they send someone to cover the exit,� she said, pushing against the young woman who�d begun to ascend the ladder.
With every minute stretched taught and long they eventually reached the trapdoor and the young woman heaved her shoulder against it. The metal lid swung open and clanged shrilly against a stone floor. They clambered out of the shaft and into another empty room, a broken window letting in a pale wash of moonlight. In an open doorway stood the silhouetted figure of a man, waiting for them.
�Pipistrelle!� said Stephanie breathlessly. �She�s here. Take her, quickly. They can�t be far behind us.�
The man stepped forward. His lower face was swathed in a large scarf, all but his eyes visible. He held a blanket, which he draped across the young woman�s shoulders. �This way.� His voice was peculiarly warm and reassuring. �We�re here to save you,� he said. He turned to Stephanie. �Make for your car, draw them off if needs be, and we�ll meet at the arranged place.�
�Do you have my daughter?� said Stephanie.
�She�s safe. Don�t worry about her. Now hurry.�
The yard had fallen into disuse many years ago, the tarmac heavily cratered, with weeds forcing up tiny black hillocks so that it looked like a vast volcanic landscape in miniature; the wire fence that encircled it, with connecting concrete posts, was still in place but heavily twisted and rusted, in some areas split open. They rushed towards a gate, the padlocked chain having been cut open. They entered another similar yard, treading over the ghostly outlines of buildings long since demolished. Through another gate at the far end they emerged onto a side road. Waiting for them was an old, pale- green Commer van; sat behind it was a Volkswagen Beetle. Pipistrelle opened the door of the van and Stephanie helped the young woman up into the seat. The engine spluttered into noisy life.
She slammed the door shut as the van drove off, its wheels giving a tiny squeal as they sought purchase on the icy road surface, and she launched herself into her Beetle, her breath pumping out in clouds as she fumbled with the ignition key. She�d avoided the staff car park tonight. Once locked behind those gates it would have been difficult to get out with the girl. She wondered how Pipistrelle knew about this exit. There was much about him she did not know.
She looked through the side window at the rear of the looming, dark hulk of the squat Art Deco building, sitting there like a malevolent behemoth. She turned the key in the ignition and the car refused to start. Her urgent breathing fogged up the windows, which iced up on contact, pasting a thin diaphanous glaze on the glass. At length the engine exploded into motion. She stuck the car�s heater onto full, knowing even on high they were lukewarm at the best of times, when they worked at all. She had not expected such a sharp frost tonight, and she cursed herself for not having placed something over the windscreen to keep it clear. The windscreen wipers scraped a few channels in the frost. She had no choice, she could not hang around.
Through the fogged screen she saw the twin specks of car headlights in the distance and instinctively knew they were headed for her.
She hit her foot hard on the accelerator, the car taking an infuriatingly long period of time to get moving on the ice. When it did eventually get going it slewed dangerously from side to side until she managed to get it back under control. Then she was off, taking the corner ahead, her heart pumping, her temples throbbing, the sound of coursing blood loud in her ears.
It was her fault, she said over and over to herself; her fault she hadn�t gotten out without being discovered. They should have had plenty of time. It shouldn�t have come to this. She swung the car around corners, determined to lose the car before she headed out to the meeting place arranged with Pipistrelle. She had to be doubly sure she wasn�t being followed.
But to her horror she saw the car�s headlights blazing behind her. It was still some way off but the Volkswagen wasn�t built for speed. Ahead of her the bright moonlight made the frosted road appear as if it were silvery, sweating skin.
�Come on, you old pile of junk!� she ordered the car, and it ignored her. She felt the rear tyres swing alarmingly as she rounded another corner, narrowly missing a series of parked cars. Panic welled up within her; she saw a one- way sign and took the street, the wrong way. A brief thought flickered in her mind that she was ordinarily such a law-abiding person. Wouldn�t even throw litter on the ground. Never put a step out of line her entire life. That particular Stephanie was long gone. Too many things had happened. Now it was survival at any cost.
On either side of the car was a stretch of waste ground where once there had stood rows of back-to-back houses, the sad reminders of the bombing during the Blitz, land due for development shortly according to the signs on the wooden fence that encircled the area. She checked the rear-view mirror; she was clear of them, lost them somewhere.
Her attention returned to the road a split second too late for her to slow down to take the bend ahead. She yanked the wheel hard, the car hitting a patch of black ice and spinning wildly in the middle of the road. The Volkswagen mounted a curb and ran headlong into a concrete street lamp. Stephanie Jacobs� head lurched forward as the front of the car crumpled up like tinfoil. With no seatbelt to protect her she smashed into the windscreen, her world engulfed by a deafening blackness.
The Rover came to a halt beside the wrecked Volkswagen. Petrol was leaking onto the road, as if the car bled away its lifeblood. The windscreen was completely shattered. The front of the car a mangled, unrecognisable lump of distorted metal. Two men exited the Rover. One of them glanced nervously around him but there was no one around.
�Shit!� he said. �What a fucking mess!� He wasn�t simply referring to the car. He went over to the Volkswagen, peered through the cracked glass of the heavily dented driver�s door. Stephanie�s head was resting against the wheel, a cat�s cradle of deep gashes, her entire face lathered in blood. �Christ, she wouldn�t win any beauty competitions now,� he said.
The other man came to his side. �Is she dead?� he said dispassionately.
�She�s moving, Mr Tremain. I reckon she�s only just this side of alive.�
Randall Tremain was angry. So fucking angry. Bitch, he thought. For her to escape on his watch was not what he wanted to hear. He was in danger of slipping down the ranks because of this, unless he could put some of it right. He yanked open the door. �Pass me your flashlight, quickly,� he rasped.
He handed him a heavy-duty metal flashlight from the Rover�s glove compartment. �What are we gonna do, Mr Tremain?� he asked. �It�s one hell of a shit hole we�re in now.�
Tremain turned on the flashlight, shone it at Stephanie�s bloodied face. He lifted the torch then brought it down hard on her head, three, four, five times. The sound of splintering bone caused the other man to step back, his face screwed up in horror. Tremain calmly handed the torch back, reached in and took Stephanie�s pulse.
�Now she�s only just this side of dead,� he said.
The Rover drove away, its exhaust fumes lingering over the Volkswagen like a sad spirit that whirled in the still air and quietly faded into the chill night.
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What�s in a Name?

He checked his watch again. She should be here now, he thought, scanning the country road, his breath being pumped out in clouds into the frosty night air. He�d pulled off into the entrance to a farmer�s field, the spot where they�d agreed to meet up. But there was no sign of Stephanie�s Volkswagen.
He took one last glance at his watch. He�d already hung around for half an hour longer than they�d planned. He couldn�t wait any longer. He clambered back into the Commer van and reached under the wheel for the ignition keys. They weren�t there.
The next second there was a screwdriver held at his throat, pressing through the scarf and into his flesh. He gingerly lifted his hands away from the steering wheel.
�Who are you?� she said, pushing the screwdriver harder.
He gave a little groan of discomfort. �Put it away,� he said. �I don�t mean you any harm.�
�Are you from Doradus?�
�Doradus? No, most certainly not!� he turned his head to look at her. �The point of all this is to save you and your babies from him, from anyone who seeks to harm you.� His voice was slightly muffled by the scarf. �Stephanie risked her life to save you. Who knows what�s become of the poor woman. This isn�t helping us; we have to be moving on.�
�Take off your scarf, let me see you,� she said.
�I�d rather not.�
She drove the screwdriver deeper. �I�d rather you did,� she said.
He lifted a reluctant finger, hooked it into the folds of his scarf and peeled it down from his face. His skin was an alarming bubble of growths, like cists, ranging from very small to an inch across. He sat in silence for a while and then pulled the scarf back into place. �It�s part of a condition I have to live with. Sunlight doesn�t agree with me. They�re not malignant, yet, but I realise they�re not pretty either.�
She lowered the screwdriver and then tossed it into the footwell. �We all have our cross to bear,� she said. �So you say you�re not with Doradus, or with Gilgamesh. So who are you? Stephanie called you Pipistrelle.�
�A nickname. Otherwise known as Charles Rayne.� He nodded at the bulging midriff. �You are due in April.�
Her hand brushed the firm rise of her pregnancy. �So they tell me. Where are we headed?� She handed him the ignition keys.
�Somewhere safe,� he said, gunning the engine. But he hesitated, his hands planted on the wheel. Then he took another look at his watch.
�She�s probably dead,� she observed.
He took in a slow, deep breath. �Yes, probably. That was always the risk,� he said, �but it doesn�t make it any easier.� He reached over, lifted the blanket she had let fall. �Cover yourself; this old thing hasn�t got a great heater and it�s freezing cold outside. Keep yourself warm, we�ve got a long way to go tonight.� He drove the van off the track and onto tarmac, out of the corner of his eye seeing her pull the blanket right up to her chin.

He was reluctant to wake her. She looked so peaceful, as still and as perfectly formed as a porcelain doll, he thought. Unconsciously Charles Rayne ran a light finger over his own blemished cheek. She was pretty. Perhaps her pregnancy added to that, he thought, as is the way with some women. His heart sank again when he thought of Stephanie. But there was always hope, he thought. He eased over and tapped the woman on the arm.
She snapped awake like a trap jumping to its prey, her eyes saucer-wide and immediately on the alert. �Where are we?� she asked.
�Home,� he returned, getting out of the cab. She followed.
It was still very dark. They were in a village, but there were few streetlights to illuminate the few stone buildings. Against the slightly lighter grey that was the sky she made out the rise of bleak, brooding hills. There was even more of a chill in the air here, and snow lay in faintly luminescent swathes on the ground, lining the base of snaking dry-stone walls, capping some of the high hills.
�Where is home?� she asked.
�Derbyshire. A small place called Elldale,� he explained. �This is my house. Quickly, get inside before you catch your death of cold.�
The house was constructed of dark, severe stone, solid and oppressive, she thought, with a low grey slate roof and small windows. It was set back from the side road, in grounds of its own, and sat in total darkness. She felt the cold touch of snow tapping her warm cheek.
�Careful, let me give you a hand over these rough stone slabs,� he offered, reaching out to help her, but she shrugged him off with a fierce glare. �I have a room prepared for you,� he said, opening the door. She paused at the doorstep, her expression one of fretful mistrust. �It�s OK, you�ll be safe here.�
�I am not safe anywhere,� she said dryly, and stepped over the threshold.
�Please forgive the clutter,� he said. �The life of a scholar is forever dominated by paper. I swear one day I will drown in it.�
�You live here alone?� There was a table in the centre of the room piled high with paper and books, more books crammed onto an inordinate number of bookshelves.
�Yes, all alone,� he said. �I never married�� He coughed lightly. �Both my mother and father passed away rather suddenly � they were on the older side when they had me. The house was left to me. I stay because it is all I have known.�
They entered the study and two men rose from their seats. The woman flinched at seeing them. �You said you lived alone.�
�And I do, ordinarily. Please forgive me for not mentioning them earlier. I did not want to unnerve you any more than you are already. Let me introduce you to the two other members of The Lunar Club, myself being the third � Howard Baxter and Carl Wood.�
�The Lunar Club?� she said suspiciously.
�Without their help you would not be here. We have worked together��
They stared at her, failing to hide their amazement. Baxter lunged forward and held out his hand to shake, but she backed off in alarm. Charles Rayne held up a gentle hand for him to step back. �Pleased to meet you at last,� said Baxter as Charles led her away.
�Come this way, through here,� he said indicating a door that opened onto a flight of stairs. He nodded at her midriff. �Can you manage the stairs? They are dreadfully small and tight, as is the way with these old places.�
�I am not made of porcelain,� she said, and he thought immediately of her doll�s face as she slept. She gripped the banister tightly and went up the stairs.
�Second door on the left,� he said.
The room was small but neat, plain unassuming furniture sat against prettily patterned wallpaper, a wooden-framed mirror, a double bed heavily laden with thick woollen blankets, a bedside table strewn with a few books.
�It has been so long since I slept in a proper bedroom,� she said. �Able to turn out the light��
�I have arranged for a local woman, a former midwife, to attend to your needs when the time is right.� He saw her sudden, alarmed expression. �Don�t worry; she thinks you are on the run from a violent husband. She is sworn to secrecy. I know her well.� He went over to the window and drew the curtains closed. �We must ensure you and your babies are going to be well. But you will need help beyond all this, though, and on that score I can assure you I have matters in hand.�
She sat slowly on the bed. The springs squeaked. �Why are you doing all this?�
He found he had to avert his head when she looked at him directly. He was all too aware of her beauty and his disfigurement. �Because you need my help.�
She didn�t answer. Her hand was running over the soft woollen blanket, disturbing tiny fibres of wool that sprang up and swirled in the air like so much dust. �I cannot stay,� she said. �You know they will find me, and they will kill you.�
�For now you are safe,� he said. �What name do you wish me to call you? I ask only because it is difficult to address someone without using their name.�
She shrugged. �What�s in a name anyway?� she said bleakly. �Please leave me alone for a while.�
�I will fix you something to eat presently,� he said. He left her staring fixedly at the blanket and closed the door softly on her. When he came back with a tray of food and knocked softly at the door, opening it and poking his head round, he saw her in bed sound asleep. She looked so peaceful, he thought, but he knew better. She could never be at peace.

He stood there, hands wringing, outside the door. Pacing, pacing, and as nervous as an expectant father. From within the room he heard agonising screams. She had been in labour for hours, far longer than was good for her, said the midwife, dashing out and then dashing in again, closing the door on him before he could catch a glimpse of what was happening. He heard scuffling and soothing words, and more screams and panting and rapid breathing. He heard water being squeezed from a cloth into a bowl. And then, finally, he heard a baby cry and there were no more screams. Then even the baby fell silent and he knocked tentatively at the door. Eventually the midwife stepped outside. She looked exhausted herself, locks of grey hair wet with sweat sticking to her forehead.
�Well?� he said.
�She gave birth to twins, a boy and a girl,� she said, rubbing her tired eyes. �Both of them bruisers, and little wonder she was so large and they took some getting out.� Then her face looked all at once solemn. �But, Mr Rayne, I have some terrible news��
�What? Tell me!�
�I am sorry. There was nothing I could do. She is dead.�

Abandoned Baby Found South Wales Echo May 1976



Cardiff police are today trying to locate the mother of a baby found abandoned in one of the cubicles in the women�s toilets at Cardiff Central railway station yesterday evening.
Mrs Sylvia Tomas, a cleaner at the station for over fifteen years said she had seen many strange things in her time working for the station but had never come across an abandoned baby.
�I heard a baby crying from one of the cubicles,� said Mrs Tomas. �At first I thought the mother was in there too, but when I heard it crying for a while I knocked on the door and was surprised to see the baby.�
The baby boy, which police say is aged only a week or so old, was found wrapped in a woollen blanket, quite healthy but obviously distressed.
�Fortunately, with the mild weather, we weren�t concerned that the baby had been kept warm enough,� said a police spokesman. �However, we were worried he might be a little dehydrated. We�d like to ask the mother to come forward and we can offer help. She may be in a critical condition herself and in need of medical attention.�
The police did admit the baby had been left with a single piece of jewellery, in a brown envelope wrapped in its blanket, the nature of which they will not at this stage disclose in order to verify the correct identity of the woman when and if she comes forward to claim her child.
In the meantime the baby, as yet without a name, is being cared for by the authorities and is said to be doing well in spite of his railway ordeal. Police are calling for anyone who may have witnessed the woman going into the toilets with her baby.
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Gareth Davies Euston tube station, London 2010

He would forever refer to it as that one event which marked a decided shift in his fate, if such a thing exists. He didn�t believe in such things ordinarily. But it was as if his life were but two great plates split apart, a continent once secure in itself now divided. The two halves would never again be joined, irrevocably drifting away from one another. The existence he�d known and trusted, had taken for granted, all at once transformed and called into question. Belonged to another. On that evening he began his journey towards another life leaving the old forever behind.
Until then things had been going on as normal, Gareth Davies� life locked into a seeming spiral of sameness and predictability. He was only thirty-four-years of age, at a time in his life when he considered himself �fortunately young�; that is, old enough to feel a growing confidence in himself rather than the empty bravado of his younger years, gradually shedding his self-consciousness like an old skin. He convinced himself he was in possession of a certain maturity that only comes with age, poised, as he thought, on that enviable pedestal from where he was able to look down at both those younger than him with frustration and disdain, and those older than him in the same way but through the additional lens of pity.
He was working for a respectable and successful real-estate agency in central London. Conrad Jefferson Realty Co. It was your high-end stuff, not your bungalows and semis. A single deal could be worth millions, the commission made measured in the many thousands.
Gareth was good at his job. Had a nose for it, they often told him. He made his name early, moving swiftly up the ranks until it was hinted at very strongly that if he stayed long enough he might even make partner. He had it all � a pretty girlfriend, a dockside flat (OK, so it was a small dockside flat), a Mercedes, he travelled regularly and far, and had a sickeningly healthy bank balance. His future seemed to stretch out before him like an ironed bed sheet � flat and entirely wrinkle free.
How wrong he was.
On that evening in question he hadn�t seen Fitzroy at first. It was rush hour and he was on a typically crowded Euston underground platform, London, waiting for the train.
He hated rush hour, he thought. No, scratch that; he despised it. During rush hour he tended to become snow blind � with so many people around he simply didn�t see them and, he guessed, they didn�t see him either. The tube was as packed as it always was on a Friday evening, with everyone head down and desperate to start the weekend. They were all crammed onto the platform, waiting, cursing that three minutes between trains can feel like an eternity when you�re worn out and dead on your legs.
He was reading a paper. More gloomy news about the recession, the first signs that the Greek economy could go tits up and take down the entire Eurozone, borrowed-up-to-their-eyeballs like everyone else. It was a time of cuts, more cuts and redundancies; it was a time of a coalition government and opposition party sharing something for once; the fact that they both didn�t have a clue about how to solve the mess. Lots of symptomatic things like programmes on TV about making your money stretch and how to recycle your old soap. Lots of house repossessions, growing dole queues, people stealing lead from church rooftops and the brass plaques from war memorials to sell on. It was the worse economic depression since the �30s and the mood was generally sombre. Especially so tonight because the trains were being delayed due to signal failure. You could read the frustration in people�s faces. If there�d been a huge cartoon-style bubble over the heads of the crowd it would have read simply �fuck this!� It didn�t help that billboards on the wall opposite goaded him with scantily clad women sunning themselves besides azure seas on exotic beaches.
Someone sneezed wetly and disgustingly into a tissue behind him and ruined the daydream he�d allowed himself to fall into as he studied the woman�s breasts bubbling out of her bikini, wondering and not really caring whether they�d been digitally enhanced or not. He closed his eyes briefly to blot everything out and when he opened them Fitzroy was standing in front of him. His presence took him by surprise.
�How are you, Gareth?� he asked.
Gareth. He�d never been particularly fond of the name, unlike others who were undeniably proud of their moniker. Gareth. So called after the man who adopted him. Apparently his father before him had been named Gareth, as had his grandfather before that, and so on. A string of Gareths. Welsh tradition. He guessed he gave him Gareth to make him feel as if he belonged, so he could lay claim to some form of heritage stretching way back when. It never quite worked for him. He always felt like an impostor, a weak link in the Gareth chain.
Gerard Fitzroy, in a strange way, reminded him very much of his adoptive father. When Davies joined the company as a fresh-faced youngster out of university, Fitzroy assumed the mantle of mentor, took him under his protective wing, taught him the ropes, forgiving him his many mistakes and celebrating with him his early triumphs. He said he had the talent to go far. He was the first to see this in him. He vowed that when he grew older he would model himself on Gerard Fitzroy; calm, intelligent, patient, quietly spoken yet with each word thoroughly thought out, meaningful and wise. He cared about people. He had a humanity the world was fast losing. He genuinely liked Gerard Fitzroy.
But he did not want to see him that evening. He could feel his insides shrivelling up as their eyes met. Gareth turned his head aside, pretending to look at the bright yellow LEDs that flickered on the board above the platform, announcing that a train would be along in one minute�s time, but mainly because he did not feel man enough to meet his warm, sincere gaze.
�I�m fine,� Gareth said, folding up his paper and trapping it beneath his armpit.
Fitzroy was aged about fifty-nine, bald on top, a band of hair that had once been black but now streaked heavily with grey, cut short above the ears and the back of the head. His lips were thin and pale, but his cheeks were flushed pink. His shirt was always an immaculate white, never any other colour, the knot of his tie perfectly formed and sitting dead centre under his collar. His suit was always charcoal grey and he always wore the same style woollen overcoat and carried the same buff-coloured briefcase that his wife had given him as a present thirty-odd years before.
He was surprised that Fitzroy�s smile was genuine, almost as if he felt sorry for him and was offering support. The irony was hard to bear.
The organisation (weird, isn�t it, he thought, how we refer to the organisation as if it were some form of mindless entity separate from the people who make it up, who make the decisions?), well, the organisation was restructuring, responding to the economic downturn, the slump in the property market. In short � and it hurt Gareth to think of this even after all this time � they had shafted Gerard Fitzroy and he�d done the dirty for them. He may have risen up the dubious and sticky hierarchical ladder to stand above Fitzroy, in effect to become his superior, but he realised he displayed none of his superior qualities when backroom meetings focussed on shedding staff. In particular, staff of a certain age.
Discrimination, naturally, but rife in such places and difficult to prove. So when Fitzroy�s name was raised did I object, thought Gareth? Did I defend? Did I, in fact, raise any concerns whatsoever? Not a single one. Moreover, he added the weight of his eager support. After all, Fitzroy had considerable experience and he�d be sure to find something else soon enough. He said it, but he didn�t believe that delusion for a second. His age, the rising unemployment, the shrinking property market, many things were stacked against him.
�I don�t blame you,� Fitzroy said, turning away from him, staring into the black tunnel, a blast of warm air ruffling his short hair. He bent down, set his briefcase on the platform.
�Look, Gerard�� he began.
He began but he did not know how to finish. He did not know where he should take the rest of the sentence. Fitzroy held up a hand to bid him stop. Gareth needed no such encouragement.
When they suggested Fitzroy should go he knew he should have had the strength to say no. They, on the other hand, were quite plainly looking for him to have the strength to say yes. They were testing him. They knew how he admired him. The path to his ultimate promotional prize blocked only by this thing with Fitzroy. All he had to do was do the dirty. Simple. So he said yes and agreed that he must be first amongst those to feel the axe.
He broke the news to Fitzroy himself. How he hated that heavy, sick sensation; Fitzroy sat in front of him, bemused expression, waiting for him to begin, then realising something was wrong. The news was going to be bad. And being the man he was, he said, �Take your time, Gareth.� Giving advice and guidance to the last.
The twin glinting eyes of the train�s headlights appeared out of the void to the sound of its rumbling engine, like a red and white dragon hurtling from its cave. People stepped forward as a body.
�Have a good life, Gareth,� said Fitzroy, his dark eyes moist.
He took a single step over the thickly painted yellow line at the platform�s edge and, as calmly as he had conducted everything in his life, he jumped onto the rails and into the path of the thundering train.
Someone screamed, or it might have been the screeching of brakes. Gareth stood immobile as Fitzroy�s body disappeared beneath the rush of metal, and thought he heard the ripping of cloth and the splitting of bone. But these were sounds he realised he must have dubbed onto the scene later, during his many tortured recollections, to torment him, for he could not have heard them over the deafening sound of the train.
�Oh my God! Oh my God!� a woman ranted next to him.
He was aware of people backing away in horror, but mostly he remembered others who gathered around to get a better look. He made out the flap of Fitzroy�s black coat, wet with blood, in the thin gap between the train and the platform�s edge and he gulped back the urge to be sick. He staggered backwards, his hand to his mouth, noticing Fitzroy�s buff leather briefcase sitting on the platform like a lost and forlorn little terrier.
The tiny crowd grew in number. Someone was snapping away with their phone, the images no doubt sent out over the ether to share with friends within minutes. Guess what happened to me on the way to the office?
A uniformed woman waving her white plastic signal paddle came bounding over, forcing her way through the crush of people.
�Stand back! Stand back!� she cried, her middle-European accent coming out thick in her panic and almost making her words unintelligible.
�Great!� snarled an irritated commuter, dressed not unlike Fitzroy himself. He glowered at his watch and went over to the tube map on the wall. Gareth was surprised how fast the platform now emptied as people realised they were going nowhere from here. The uniformed woman was shouting something into her radio and at the same time turned to shoo away another wave of people who were streaming down the steps and onto the platform. �Closed! Closed!� she screeched at them. �Closed till further notice. Dead man on the track!�
A corpulent woman washed up against the not inconsiderable size of the railway attendant and immediately rolled her eyes. �How fucking inconsiderate!� she opined and her puffy little legs swivelled on her expensive Jimmy Choo heels to retrace her steps.
The attendant then turned her plastic paddle on Gareth. �Go now!� she ordered sternly.
He couldn�t. He simply stared at the spot where Fitzroy lay dead on the tracks, largely imagining the carnage that lay beneath the train. She tapped Gareth firmly on the back with the paddle. He spun round on her, his face fierce with shock and anger.
�He was a friend of mine!� He said, swiping away the paddle. She backed off a little.
Suddenly remembering, he frantically looked around for Fitzroy�s briefcase.
Someone had stolen it.
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He was deeply troubled by Fitzroy�s suicide. How could he have known his imperturbable exterior was a thin veneer beneath which existed a man who had long suffered a lack of confidence and fought frequent bouts of dark depression? His act of selfishness, Fitzroy�s forthcoming redundancy, announced to him but two days before he threw himself under the train, literally tipped his fragile mind over the edge.
Gareth avoided the funeral. He did not want to see the man�s wife and daughter. He�d met them on several occasions when they invited him into their home to share a meal and friendly company, particularly in his early days at the firm, a lonely country boy in the Big Smoke. He came to depend upon that selfless surrogate family support, not having any real family of his own. No, he did not want to see her, for he knew she must at least suspect, or had been told, of his part in things.
He took the coward�s way out and feigned illness, sending through a large and exorbitantly expensive wreath in the forlorn hope that it would help expunge his guilt. Needless to say it did not. To make matters worse she sent over a small parcel to him at the office. It contained three silk ties of Fitzroy�s which he had admired and a Victorian copy of Shakespeare�s tragedies, a beautiful leather-bound tome he had openly lusted after on his considerable bookshelf. In a letter she included with the parcel she wrote that he had always said he should have them if anything should happen to him. Inside the book he�d written in pencil the words �Loyalty and love above all�. Gareth collapsed on seeing it and could do no more that day.
He spent weeks going over the affair. Angry at first, mainly at Fitzroy for doing this to him. Then beating himself up for failing to read the man�s illness in his tired eyes or the frenzied tapping of his finger on his thigh, signs that were as plain as day after the fact and to which he had been totally blind before. And he got angry at the organisation too, for putting him in the position of executioner, and dismayed at the cruel attitude displayed by the crowd on the platform where he met his end, who saw his death as entertainment or inconvenience or both.
Gareth re-evaluated his career, the so-called friendships that loosely cemented his life together and found them meaningless, shallow and contemptible. His girlfriend, initially very supportive of his black mood swings, eventually told him it was time to get his act together. It was all so depressing, she said, and he realised the pout he used to consider so attractive he now found childlike and repulsive.
No one at the firm cared about Fitzroy�s death, which was never mentioned again after the funeral. He knew with certainty that if something similar happened to him it would matter not one jot. But also he knew he had become as cold and as heartless as the rest of them, and the city he once considered exciting and trembling with vibrancy and promise transformed in his mind to streets full of pitiable despair and cruelty that tapped into your life force to suck it out, and which spat you onto the paving stones when you were drained.
His relationship with his girlfriend and his work continued to suffer. As he was considered a valuable commodity by the firm his superior suggested some well-earned leave and a counselling session or two at their expense; time out to flush this Fitzroy thing from his system so he could get on with his life. Get back up to speed, he said, a little frustrated.
It wasn�t long before his manager�s patience and understanding, and that of his girlfriend, crumpled into impatience and incomprehension. Then, totally unplanned, as Gareth sat at his desk, staring hard at the telephone as if it were an alien life form, the pile of paper in his in-tray as something ominous and meaningless in equal measure, he came to a decision and went into his manager�s office and told him he was resigning with immediate effect.
He didn�t hang around for a reply. He didn�t want to risk being talked out of it, even if the chances of that were slim. His decision was, perhaps, by this stage in the game mutually beneficial. In the end his never knowing gave him a modicum of satisfaction that he�d made a stance against the firm, in his own small and barely significant way. More likely, his throwing himself upon his career sword was a means of atonement for the cruel way he treated Fitzroy and his family, and the cowardice he felt he�d exhibited throughout.
Whatever his motivation, Gareth was now without a job. Soon after he was without a girlfriend. She made it clear in no uncertain terms that he�d gone mad and said she could no longer live with the uncertainty he�d thrown at her. �You�re sick, do you know that, Gareth? You need your head looking at!�
It did not bother him half as much as he used to think it would, being without her. He felt strangely free, uninhibited and terrified all at once.
What he did possess was money set aside. Before he left the firm he sourced and secured a sizeable but comparatively inexpensive cottage in Wales, on the Pembrokeshire coast. Inexpensive compared to his London flat, that is, which he sold at a tidy profit thus enabling him, after first taking advantage of the housing slump to drive the price down still further, to buy the old cottage outright.
He traded in the Mercedes for a 1970s Land Rover and bought a repair manual with the sincere intention of learning how to keep the ancient thing on the road, a manual which was destined never to be opened in anger with his ignorance of all things mechanical remaining just that. He packed up a few basic things and flogged the rest of his stuff on eBay or handed it in to the local charity shops. He was aware he was wiping away the remaining vestiges of the person he�d been and was determined to manufacture a new one to stand in his place. If only it were that simple, he thought gloomily. But for now it seemed like half a plan and he felt lighter with every bag of useless crap he took out of the flat.

Deller�s End was a bluff old farmhouse, early nineteenth century in date, standing alone in the remaining few acres of land that hadn�t been sold off when the farm closed twenty years before. It stood but a quarter of a mile from the beautiful, majestic Pembrokeshire coast, an unspoilt stretch of low windswept heather, with steep, craggy cliffs that tumbled down to the sea many metres below where the waves could be heard booming endlessly, like the retorts of a battery of cannon at their base. The cottage�s address put it as part of a village which was in reality a handful of similar cottages sprinkled out far and wide in all directions, served by a single narrow road that was both exit and entrance. But in truth the cottage was too far removed to be a part of anything and that suited him fine. The cottage and he already had something in common. Gareth, too, felt too far removed to be part of anything. They were meant for each other. The last thing he needed was to be surrounded by people.
The village had a solitary general store and post office that opened for business at unpredictably bizarre times following no plan that he could see; a hair dressers run from a small cottage that always had a closed sign hung in the door; and a small, generally empty pub run haphazardly by an affable pit-bull of a landlord. It was the nearest thing to urban for miles.
He initially fretted the contrast between London and the middle of nowhere might be too great and that, like many a city dweller with sugary visions of moving to a country idyll, he�d soon be stir crazy and packing up his bags to head for the nearest Starbucks. But he needn�t have worried. He hadn�t realised how much he needed this until he experienced it.
He had quite a bit of savings still, but given the work the old place needed doing to it, and that he didn�t have a job, it wouldn�t last long. So he decided to turn his hobby into a business. He had been interested in photography for a long while, and in the past had used some of his London gallery contacts to sell the odd-print or so. He built upon that, and, though it took time to get off the ground, with one website and the buttering up of a few people back in the Smoke he managed to get close to break-even. Close but no cigar. He even learnt how to throw a few pots, invested in a small kiln and before long he was a regular tree-hugger, all anoraks and five-day stubble. He lived cheap and simple, uncluttered by the demands of a world he felt ground you up and spat you out. OK, he thought, it wasn�t all sweetness and light. It was cold in winter, he always seemed to be hungry, and he never had the money up front to pay the Council Tax, going to the dentist was a luxury he couldn�t afford and he missed having a hot shower. Swings and roundabouts.
The village store, when it opened for business as such, was run by two women. They were, by large, his only frequent human contact apart from the occasional visits from the postman. They were sisters, allegedly � the Cavendish sisters � both in their late fifties to early sixties and both as different in appearance from one another as it was possible to get. The most talkative, Patricia (never Pat) was tall, slender to the point of being alarmingly thin, with long dark hair still striping her mostly grey locks; she had a long nose to match, wide eyes like a frightened doe and a sour pout. Her sister, on the other hand, was small, overweight, a button nose and her voice was deeper; her general expression was one of permanent standoffishness and suspicion. The only thing they had in common was their sour pout. Gareth fancied they were �sisters� after another fashion, a view shared by one or two locals he spoke to. One old farmer told him how he�d heard they�d called themselves after the banana, the Cavendish, as some kind of in-joke. They�d been here since 1966, apparently, and the old-fashioned, lacklustre store reflected their long tenure. They treated Gareth with mistrust for ages. In fairness, he thought, he must have looked like some backwoods hermit to them, even by comparison with other local backwoods hermits, and it took a long while for them to smile at him, at which turning point he felt partially accepted, or deemed harmless enough to encourage.
Gareth Davies was alone, but he wasn�t lonely. Even on nights when the wind rattled something loose on his leaky old roof and the arthritic wood burner struggled to fight back the damp amid the cold of a Welsh winter, he did not miss the company of others. In the beginning he rather thought that he would, but it wasn�t to be so. He realised he had always been something of a loner; he did not make friends very easily, and there were few people with whom he forged a close emotional bond. Perhaps it was because he was adopted, he thought, and he was fearful of getting too close to anyone and then having to suffer separation. Who knows?
He remembered he did not cry when his adoptive father died, and same too for his wife, his adoptive mother, following hot on his heels a year later. He was naturally sad, yes, but not enough for it to squeeze tears from him. It wasn�t their fault. They tried their best. He simply never forgave them for telling him the truth about his beginnings. It was like a razor to his heart when his mother sat him in front of her, a kid of about ten years old, his father telling them he had to go out to the garden and leaving her (rather cowardly, he felt, but who was he to talk?) to break the news they�d been dreading ever since they decided he must know. He was devastated. The words they must have agonised over for so long, for genuinely benign reasons, created a rift that would never heal till the day they died.
He may or may not be a Welshman, though he called himself such. He could have been born in England, Ireland, Scotland, or even Moldavia for that matter. He was found stuffed into a toilet cubicle in Cardiff railway station, the only connection to his real mother being half an old silver coin crudely punched with a hole and threaded onto a cheap silver-plated chain. This had been wrapped in a piece of paper and stuffed into the blanket that covered him. The paper, once unfolded, appeared to be an old map of some constellation or other, crudely ripped from a book; on the flipside a biography of Beethoven. He used to look hard and long at it as a kid, trying to make sense of it, but realised it was meaningless, just an ordinary piece of paper cocooning some kind of useless costume jewellery. He could not work out anything of her from that. He was fooling himself for trying to read something into it all when in reality it was so much crap. He wanted to bin it, but he found he couldn�t bring himself to do it. So he tossed it to the back of a drawer and forgot about it.
What kind of a mother could do that, he often wondered? Did he blight her life so much she had to dump him as soon as she could? Like rubbish? Not only could he never forgive his adoptive parents, he could never find it in him to forgive his real mother, whoever and wherever she was.
He had no name, so he was given the provisional Christian name Edward, after the stationmaster, his adoptive parents supplied the surname and the Christian name, poor Edward being shunted to the middle. Gareth Edward Davies in full. They desperately wanted him to be fervently proud of his country, of his Welsh heritage, as indeed they were fiercely proud; a heritage and passion he shared until the day they told him of his origins, at which point all attachments were shattered like china on cold Welsh slate. How could he be proud of a lie? And therein, he supposed, lay the source of his feelings of social isolation. No man is an island, as they say, but he�d put in place an impressively wide exclusion zone all the same.
Had he really turned into such a cold, heartless man? He had plenty of time to mull this over, but in the end he gave up trying to figure it all out and simply got on with his new life at Deller�s End.
He was not in desperate need of a companion. True, he admitted he missed female company, but only physically. He did not hanker after a soul mate. He was not on the immediate lookout for a Mrs Tree Hugger. He was happy being alone and he could not see any reason that this would change for a long time to come. Burned fingers, and all that.
But he felt happier that he�d ended 2010 in a better place than he began it. So much had changed in the last twelve months. Here at least he felt safe, out of the way; almost, he thought, as if he could hide away from fate, that thing he never once believed in.
But, he thought, he�d be the first to admit you can�t stop things happening to you if they want to happen. Things could find you even if you had your head down�
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Always a Pleasure Chelsea, London Spring, 2011

To be truthful, he hadn�t expected it to be as successful as it appeared to be turning out. The gallery was full and there was quite a buzz to the place. A few pieces had already been sold, exchanged for not insignificant sums, and there was keen interest in others. He did what he was good at, floating around the room, plying more drinks on people, pausing to give a grand exposition on one of the pictures to an interested party, remembering and calling out first names, shaking hands, complimenting taste, laughing at banal humour, and selling like mad.
Clive Foster, of Foster Specialist Art Galleries, Pimlico Road, Chelsea, loved the thrill of the chase, and the more challenging the quarry the greater the enjoyment. Gareth Davies was as yet relatively unknown as a photographer, but he was obviously proving very promising, he thought. His signed limited edition prints � largely landscape with occasional portraiture � were extremely accomplished and actually selling. When he said to Davies he�d include his work as a small part of an exhibition by an altogether more famous photographer, his expectations had been low. He did it because Davies, in his previous role, had managed to swing a rather good deal on the purchase of a central London gallery, and it was his way of returning a favour to an ex-realtor and struggling artist.
But in spite of the success Gareth Davies was in short supply. He�d gone missing again. He made his excuses to a group of potential buyers and, with wine glass poised in hand, he threaded through the crowd of people to search out the missing photographer. He found him sitting quietly on the bottom of the stairs which led to the first-floor gallery space. He was staring into a half-downed glass.
�Gareth,� said Clive, �what on earth are you doing sitting here? I need you back there. Sell, sell, sell!�
He smiled uncomfortably. �You know I hate crowds, Clive.�
�But this isn�t a bad crowd, Gareth; this is a good crowd � they have money!� And, a rare thing these days, they�re actually spending some! I must say I find myself pleasantly surprised. I know you�ve been shifting a few recently, but I hadn�t realised��
�Thanks for the vote of confidence.�
�So are you intent on hiding yourself away the entire night?�
�Most of it. You appear to be doing a good job on my behalf.�
Clive sat on the step beside him. �Ever since you went all rural on us and deserted dear old London for that Godforsaken Deliverance country��
�Wales, Clive.�
�Same thing � ever since you went all Country Mouse on us you�ve become scared of your own shadow. I hope you�re not peeing into milk bottles and storing them; that�s always a bad sign for a recluse.�
Gareth offered a friendly sneer. �That�s so amusing, Clive.�
�It�s partly your exhibition, Gareth, but you�re largely conspicuous by your absence. It would do your cause � and mine, of course, let�s not forget that � a lot of good if you got your arse back in there and lay on some of that silken sales pitch of yours.�
Gareth drank the remainder of his wine and grimaced. �I don�t do that sort of thing anymore,� he said. �The things will have to sell without me. Though I do appreciate it, you know that, Clive.�
�Sold quite a few pieces,� he said. �It�s been a rather satisfying night. A particularly young and beautiful woman took a keen interest and snapped up a couple of prints. She asked if I could point you out as she couldn�t see you. Tell you what, Gareth, you�d be in with a chance there if you get back into the driving seat.�
Gareth smiled warmly. �Thank you, Clive. I will be in shortly. Give me a few more minutes.�
Clive rose, plonked his empty glass on a table and looked around for a waiter with a wine tray. �Please get over your panic attack soon; your reluctance goes right to the heart of my commission,� he said, grinning.
He was soon lost to the milling crowd, clearly in his element, thought Gareth. Once upon a time that would have been him, but things were very different now. He hated the fuss, albeit very necessary; hated being at the centre of attention. Even the drink failed to nullify his escalating anxiety. And as for the crowds of people, whilst financial manna to Clive, Gareth found them disturbing these days. All he could think about was Deller�s End and closing the door on the world.
You�re getting to be a sad, lonely bastard, he told himself, rising from the stairs and wading into the choppy sea of humanity.

The woman watched him keenly, from a distance, tucked away at the back of the room, a glass to her face primarily to help mask it. He looked so handsome, she thought, quite the ladies� man. A little nervous, unsure of himself, but that was no bad thing in a person. And so talented. What wonderful photographs.
She saw him look in her general direction and she turned away, pretended to look at one of the prints on the gallery wall. When she raised her head and glanced over her shoulder he had melted into the crush of people. Not yet, she thought. I can�t meet you yet; but it has to be soon, she thought. Very soon.
A tiresome, middle-aged man engaged her in conversation, but she saw through his game and abandoned him with scarce a word. He laughed sheepishly into his glass and flitted to an altogether more willing pretty flower.
She picked up her two framed prints, which had been wrapped in paper for her and then made her way to the exit. She was headed off at the pass by the gallery owner.
�Leaving already?� Clive said.
�I have what I came for,� she replied.
�They will give you great pleasure,� he said, nodding at the prints under her arm.
�More than you�ll know,� she said.
�I can introduce you to him,� he said. �You showed interest earlier��
She held up her hand. �No thank you. Perhaps another time.�
�You look familiar�� he said, his fingers waving briefly in front of his chin. �Have we met before?�
The woman cocked her head slightly and her lips broke out into a warm smile, but he noticed there was sadness deep in her eyes. �Dear me, Mr Foster, that is such an old chat-up line!� She walked past him and to the door. Here she paused and turned back. �Can you tell him one thing for me?�
�By all means.�
�Tell him his sister was here.�
�Sister?�
She went out, onto the street. He watched her retreating figure, bemused, till someone called out his name and he switched off from her as if she had never existed.
She stepped into the taxi waiting for her. �Take me to Camden,� she told the driver.
He tried to make conversation along the way but she ignored his efforts and in the end he gave up. She had the prints on her lap. Every now and again she�d unconsciously pass the flat of her hand over them.
�Pull over and wait here for me,� she said at length.
As she left the prints on the seat and got out he wound the window down. �You sure this is the place, miss? I mean, it�s not the kind of place you ought to be out alone, if you get my meaning.�
�I�ll be no more than fifteen minutes. Please wait for me.�
The street was deserted, the buildings dark and close together, looming over her, the sound of her footsteps hollow and incongruous in the still night. In the background was the ever-constant drone of traffic.
She saw a man separate from the shadows of a wall and head towards her. �Do you have them?� she asked.
�The money?�
She nodded, holding out her hand. He studied her through narrow, distrustful eyes. He gave her a brown envelope. She rifled through the documents inside.
�High quality, as ever�� he said.
�They should be. It cost me enough,� she observed. She appeared satisfied. Handed him a thick wad of cash. �It�s all there,� she said flatly.
�I trust you.� He slipped the money into his pocket. �Always a pleasure.� She didn�t answer. She turned on her heel and left him. �Till the next time,� he called after her.
There will be no next time, she thought. At least, not with you.
She got back to the taxi and the driver seemed relieved to see her. �Take me to Camden tube station,� she said. When eventually they arrived there she got out and leaned towards his window. �There�s three hundred pounds,� she said. �You never saw me tonight and you never drove me to Camden.�
�Fine by me,� he said, taking the money. �Never set eyes on you.�
She headed through the turnstiles and took the escalator down to the tube.

The evening was drawing to a natural close. Clive Foster was wearing his Cheshire Cat grin, which meant the exhibition had gone well. He went over to Gareth to congratulate him and discuss business.
�By the way,� he said, waving goodbye to a young couple leaving the gallery, �the woman of whom I spoke about earlier � the pretty one��
�They�re all pretty to you, Clive,� Gareth observed wryly.
He thought about that and nodded. �Anyway, it was your sister.�
Gareth frowned and then laughed hollowly. �I don�t think so, Clive.�
�That�s what she said to me. She said to tell you your sister has been here. What is it, are you two not on speaking terms or something?�
�Clive, I don�t know who she was, or why she should say that. She was pulling your leg. I don�t have a sister. I never have.�
�That�s rather bizarre, then,� said Clive. �I know now why I thought I�d seen her somewhere before � she bore a distinct likeness to you.�
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Billy Crudd Manchester, August 2011

Billy Crudd had big plans. So many plans his head was fit to burst with them all, like they were bored and angry teenagers confined within the constraints of a stuffy classroom, staring out of the windows, craving freedom and causing trouble purely because it broke the grinding monotony. Lots of fists pounding on the glass of his skull, things demanding to be let out. They taunted him in bed as he lay awake at night, and all but screamed at him as he stuffed yet another tin of baked beans into the ever-hungry maw of a dull stretch of supermarket shelving. Plans. Plans designed to hoist him out of this drudgery, to scoop him out of the shit that was his miserable life.
He stood in front of the bathroom mirror, swept away the mist on the mirror with the palm of his hand, but it crept back like grey fungus and his reflection remained blurred. Not that he particularly wanted to see himself in the mirror. He knew he was not blessed with good looks. His hair, at only twenty-eight years of age, was already as patchy as a lawn in a drought, and he blamed his fucking dad for that; in fact he blamed both his parents for ever bringing together their woeful combination of genes and passing the obnoxious concoction on to him. From his mother, oily, spotty skin, overly large, uneven teeth, a chin that was a little bit too long; from his dad that sorry thatch on his head, a pigeon chest and thin frame on which muscle refused to accumulate in spite of his many, if sporadic and failed, attempts with weights and muscle-bulking drinks.
He brushed his teeth. A quick ten seconds because what was the point? They weren�t up to much anyway and were more fillings than enamel. He glanced at his watch. He had to get a move on if he wasn�t to be late again. He�d already been called into Slimer�s office � Slimer being the supermarket manager � and warned with some ferocity about being five minutes late again. Five fucking minutes! Damn that clocking-in machine. It used to be fine until they cracked down on workmates clocking in for you if you couldn�t quite make it in time. And the last thing he wanted to be told was that there were plenty of people on the dole who would gladly do his job if he didn�t want it. �Christ, Billy, you only live five fucking minutes away!� Slimer had growled. �There isn�t even half an excuse you could give me!�
Well, thought Billy Crudd, they could have their fucking job. It wouldn�t be long before he would be able to tell Slimer he could stuff his job where the sun doesn�t shine. He smiled at the thought, playing the scene in his head like he was the hero in his own movie, standing there and telling the jumped-up gobshite all the hateful things he�d stored up, the same way he�d stacked those crummy shelves with crummy foreign food year after stinking year, and laughing at his manager�s terrified, beaten face as he spun haughtily on his heel and strode proudly out of his poky little office.
Yeah, Billy Crudd had plans. Just needed the money and his scheme would take off and fly, taking him with it.
Money, unfortunately, was the only sticking point. What he needed he just couldn�t earn at Speedy Save supermarket, not on minimum wage. Neither could he afford to escape living with his parents and rent a place of his own. He could hardly save the deposit needed for a flat, let alone pay the hugely inflated monthly rents they were asking these days. Since the housing crash, with people unable to get mortgages, the rental market had gone ballistic and landlords had been quick to sniff profits and raise their rates. People were paying small fortunes for stinking dives that nobody wanted a few years ago. So he was stuck with them for now; stuck with his parents and stuck with the name Billy Crudd.
His real name was William Krodde, his Dutch grandfather coming over to England after the war. No one at school could be bothered to pronounce it properly, so they called him Crudd or Cruddie, a nickname that stuck. Anyhow, it suited him that no one thought he was part foreign. He hated all those fucking foreigners coming over and taking all the English jobs, scrounging off benefits and sapping the National Health system. He conveniently ignored the fact that his own father hadn�t worked in ten years and knew the system well enough to claim a raft of state benefits. He played up his inability to get about, yet Billy had seen him active enough to know that was a lie. But so what? The system was fucked-up anyhow, and the government didn�t give a toss about you. You have to take care of yourself, son, he�d told him in a rare moment of paternal advice giving, and if that meant at the expense of someone else then that suited Billy Crudd too.
It was 9.30pm before he put on his works uniform � white shirt, black trousers, black shoes � and stuffed the horrible lime green coat he was forced to wear into a Speedy Save carrier bag. His dad was stretched out on the sofa; the news on the TV was playing to itself. Fresh rioting had broken out in London. Good for them, he thought. The fucking government, driving everyone deeper into poverty with their bastard austerity measures, deserved to get a stiff kick in the ministerial balls. If he were there in London he�d be joining in too, helping himself to a new TV. He could do with another TV.
�I�m off,� he said, but his lardy lump of a father didn�t hear; he was asleep, his rounded belly rising and falling like a partially deflated balloon.
His mother was out at bingo, squandering hard-earned money, his dad said. Mainly mine, thought Billy, still incensed that his mother had recently increased his board because the electric and gas bills had shot up and she had ranted that it was all the fault of him playing all day, every day, on his Playstation.
�It doesn�t use gas, you silly mare!� he�d said, but she gave him a wallop for being cheeky and made him feel like that weedy little kid all over again. He hated that. He desperately wanted to get out before he took an axe and did them both in. He�d read about such cases and could understand why someone would do that. Another movie played in his head as he left the small terraced house; a horror movie, blood splashing everywhere, his dad�s head rolling down the hallway like a bowling ball�
As he trudged through the largely deserted streets, the sun set to gasp its last and let night have a go, a couple of police cars screamed by him, lights flashing, sirens blaring. He didn�t pay them much attention; there was always something going down in this part of Manchester. In his opinion it was a slum, a blighted, sleazy dive of a place where there were two sets of people: those who did their best to escape the vice and those who came in to find it.
Speedy Save supermarket reflected the aspirations of the locality. It was owned by a decent Asian family called Patel, but stuck in a place where your Tesco or Sainsbury wouldn�t be seen dead. It dealt in lots of foreign food bought on the cheap, dented cans and out of date packets to pad out the precious few brand names on show. It was doing OK. People round here couldn�t afford to be choosy. Most of them were on the dole, and anyway a good wash would remove the fishy smell and green tinge from the chicken breasts.
It was a good business model, thought Billy enviously, and one that he was keen to emulate. This was his Big Plan; to own his own small food store somewhere. He�d spent time chatting to the girls in the office, got to know a few supplier contacts, and reckoned if he had enough behind him he�d be able to set up shop too. But it wouldn�t have a name like fucking Speedy Save. Billy wanted it to sound class, even though it would basically purvey the same kind of suspect crap. He didn�t know yet what that name was going to be as he wasn�t hot on words, but that was the least of his worries. He needed the readies and no bank was likely to offer it to him, even less so since the bastards had stopped lending money to anyone these days. So he�d lined up a meeting with someone who would give him a loan, no questions asked. A big risk, for some maybe, but not for him. His business wouldn�t fold because he knew exactly what he was doing. His business model was foolproof.
The approach to the side door of the supermarket, past the main entrance, was always a time of dread and bottled up anger. The thought of facing another night working alongside all those zombie shelf packers on the graveyard shift grabbed at his intestines and gave them a squeeze. The place had its fair share of weirdos and night appeared to bring them out. It was only because it was one of the few jobs on offer around here that Billy took it on in the first place. That and to escape the dole-dishers who were forever on his back. Sponging off the government was something his father might be accomplished at, but he�d never acquired the same skills. He was glad to shrug them off, petty, bureaucratic bastards that they were.
The store was run for Mr Patel by Slimer (real name Derek Pritchard, or �Prickhard� as the office girls laughingly called him behind his back). Mr Patel turned a convenient blind eye to his store manager�s dodgy employment practices and the night shift hid any number of illegal immigrants and tax dodgers, mixed in with one or two guys with severe mental health issues you didn�t want to explore with them in a lonely place. You didn�t choose to work nights at Speedy Save, not if you had anything about you. It was a sort of saloon bar for the desperate. Billy, well he was just biding his time till the Big Plan took off.
So he was immensely glad when into the gloomy squalor of his dreary existence came Beth Heaney. It was a year ago now. Fresh-faced, quiet, youthful, ball-achingly attractive Beth.
He fell for her straight away. So too did the rest of the morons who drooled like slavering Rottweilers on heat whenever she came near. She caught the attention of Slimer, too. He sometimes worked nightshift � a version of worked which looked a lot like sleep � and his eyes were out on stalks, his tongue scraping the dust from the floor whenever he was around her. Which was as often as he could be in the first few weeks. Like some kind of jailer he organised his aisles according to where they appeared on his scale of hard case. He liked her so he put her on the soups and gravy aisle with a harmless old timer called Bernie. Bernie had been a Jap prisoner during the war and never talked to anyone. Slimer put all the quiet ones here. Nobody but nobody wanted to be put on toilet rolls and bleaches because that�s where the weirdest of the weirdos were. Duty of care to his staff, Slimer said. So Beth got soups and gravy with Bernie, until she refused to play game with his lecherous advances and he stuck her next door to the Aisle of the Damned. She didn�t bat an eyelid though, which impressed Billy. Just kept herself to herself, shrugged off the lewd comments like it was acid rain and she was waterproof, till it didn�t rain comments any more.
Beth sat alone in the canteen at break times, she in one corner of the room, Bernie in another, and small groups of weirdos in between. Billy avoided talking to her for a full month, as he avoided talking to any pretty young woman. Their very presence tied his tongue up in knots. But there was something about this woman that had sunk its soft hooks into him. He became increasingly besotted with her. The calm, unruffled way she carried herself only added to her allure. Then one evening he marshalled every ounce of courage, which even on a good day wasn�t much, preparing himself for the inaugural meeting by paying particular attention to wearing a clean shirt, combing through his thinning hair a dozen times, and brushing his teeth for a full two minutes without stopping.
At break time he took his flask of coffee and plastic sandwich box and sat down at her table, opposite her. He felt all the weirdos� eyes burning at his back, heard the phrase �get in there my son� and ignored them.
�Hi,� he said, hardly daring to look in her eyes. She glanced up from her half-eaten sandwich, smiled politely, nodded in greeting and bent down to eating again. She had copies of the Times and Guardian spread out on the table in front of her. �Reading in stereo?� he quipped.
�I like to keep up with events,� she said.
�I�m a Sun man myself,� he admitted.
�I prefer words to pictures,� she returned.
Ouch! He jerked back a little as if punched, then saw that she wasn�t serious, or if she was she made it look like it was harmless. He laughed, too loudly. �Yeah, right, pictures!� he said. The pause hung around for a little too long to make it comfortable. �I�ve got egg,� he said, snapping the lid off the box and a strong farty smell confirmed it. He cursed himself for talking a load of crap. It wasn�t what he�d rehearsed. She�d think him some kind of retard or something, he thought. One of the weirdos. �Can I buy you a drink from the machine?� he asked. �It tastes like shit but it�s warm and wet.�
She pointed to a cup of tea. �Already fixed, thank you.� Her accent was hard to pin down. Not Mancunian though. Not from around here.
�I bring my own,� he continued, unscrewing the lid of the flask. He almost screwed his eyes up in pain at his abject failure to kick-start a proper conversation. The ice remained resiliently unbroken. All the best lines he�d been mulling over for weeks had been wiped clean from his head, as if her presence was like a very strong magnet put too close to a computer hard drive.
�It�s Beth isn�t it? Beth Heaney?�
She packed away her sandwich, folded both newspapers and rose from the table. �My break is over,� she apologised, and left him to feel the silent heat of the mocking weirdos.
That wouldn�t stop him, he decided. He wasn�t going to be snubbed by a young tart like her. He had plans. He bragged off regardless, both at work and outside, how he and Beth were seeing each other. An item. Which nobody believed really. But this first meeting continued to trouble him like a niggling little splinter in the finger; hard to remove, hard to ignore.
Billy Crudd put on his hateful lime-green coat and marched down the length of the supermarket. Shelf packers were busy, and silently, opening up boxes and slashing plastic covering and filling up gaps. The aisles were littered with discarded plastic, cardboard, paper, cages of stock wheeled in from the warehouse lined up and ready to empty onto the shelves.
Morons, he thought, avoiding contact with most of the people there. He took a detour, however, down Beth�s aisle, paused by the cage she was emptying and admired her curvaceous rump as she bent to her haunches to fill a lower shelf.
�Hi, Beth,� he said. She returned the greeting with a nod. �How are you doin�?�
�I�m doing just fine,� she said. Which was about all she ever said.
He remembered how it felt when she declined his invitation to a date six months ago; there was a film showing he thought she�d like. She said thank you but no, and it cut him like a blade because she didn�t know how much it had taken him to pluck up the courage to ask her.
�Another night, maybe?� he said hopefully.
�Another night,� she echoed. But he knew there would never be another night.
Billy Crudd went to his aisle, checked what the lazy fuckers on the day shift hadn�t done and went out to the warehouse to collect a cage of stock. One of the weirdos was standing there, looking out onto the open warehouse yard. In the distance, beyond the high walls of the yard, above the satellite dish-infested roofline, there was a faint orange glow in the sky.
�What�s that?� asked Billy. �Someone�s house on fire?�
�Who gives a shit?� said the weirdo and dragged his cage to the shop floor.
But Billy thought something was wrong. He knew trouble when he saw it.
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He took his Stanley knife and slashed down the strip of tape to open the cardboard box�s guts. Dog food. He hated being put on the pet aisle. It�s almost as bad as the arse-wipe aisle, he thought acidly. What you stacked said a lot about who you were here in this twilight zone. Billy Crudd was down with the dogs.
But as always to alleviate the numbing monotony of it all he thought of Beth, only a few aisles down the store from him. All that blonde hair. She reminded him of the hot one from Abba, Agnetha. His dad had admitted to having a crush on her in the �Seventies.
What Beth didn�t know was how much Billy knew about her. Oh yes, he knew some things alright. It had all started out of curiosity, following that very first snub at the canteen table. He found he couldn�t concentrate on much else; even his Big Plan seemed to be elbowed from his thoughts by her. She occupied his every waking moment, made all the worse by her having declined his advances, which instead of pouring cold water on his fiery ardour appeared to fan the flames of his obsession all the more.
So early one morning, when they�d all finished their shift, he followed her home. She lived quite some distance away and she took him through a maze of back streets he�d not been down before. Even he, hardened to Manchester�s meanest districts and housing estates, felt more than a little trepidation in walking the run down area. This, he knew, was where all the bad stuff happened � drugs, prostitutes, you name it there was a lot of it going on here. The police came in pairs, if they ever came at all. And then he�d heard it was only to fish for narks.
She crossed a large forecourt that led up to a block of oppressive-looking flats, a throwback to the �Sixties when they threw them up like Lego with scant attention to quality or longevity. He followed her to where she took the stairs, avoiding the lifts, he noticed. The stairwell stank of piss, the walls so full of graffiti they could sell it to the Tate Modern as abstract. But he dared not follow her further, not on that first night, and he crept back off as quietly and as furtively as he could. He didn�t want to hang around the place too long. He was likely to get mugged, or knifed, or raped, or all three at once.
But it didn�t stop there. He couldn�t let it. He blamed her for the invisible hold she had on him. He went back during the day to snoop around, maybe to get a glimpse of her. Then he went through her trash and recycling bin. He didn�t really think anything of it. He just needed to know more about her. What she ate, what she read, what she wore. Who she was.
There didn�t appear to be any boyfriends. He never saw anyone else with her. Except for one time; he caught sight of another young woman of a similar age enter her flat. Briefly he considered the unthinkable, that she was a lesbian. That would answer a lot, he thought bleakly, and was consumed by a heavy, cutting sense of betrayal. But he could not, would not, accept that to be the case. He never saw the woman again, which confirmed his feelings and lifted a heavy burden from him.
He would occasionally go back there to wait outside, hang around, watching the flat, walking around the place in a way that allowed him to keep vigil without arousing too much suspicion. Anyhow, there were so many other dodgy people hanging around that one more wouldn�t arouse much suspicion, he thought. Then one day he struck gold; she came out of the flat one Saturday afternoon, holding a carrier bag heavy with something. He followed her. She stopped at a grocer�s shop, went into a chemists, did the usual stuff. Then she ducked into a pawnshop. OK, so they didn�t call them that these days, they went under fancy names, but it�s where you went to hock your stuff all the same. A rash of them had sprung up all over the city as the depression deepened.
Strange thing was she paid a visit to three of them, one after the other. There were only so many watches, gold rings and necklaces she possessed, surely? And he never once saw her wearing any jewellery, come to think of it, not even earrings.
The following weekend she came out, same time in the afternoon, but on this occasion she carried a small suitcase. At first his heart almost skipped a beat. Was she leaving? Going somewhere for good?
He followed her and watched from a safe distance as she waited at a bus stop. When a double-decker turned up and he saw her pay her fare and skip up the stairs, he made a dash for the bus and managed to clamber on board before the doors swished shut.
�Where to?� asked the driver.
�Where do you go to?� said Billy. �Where�s the end of the line?�
The driver told him and Billy stumped up the fare.
Breathlessly he took a seat at the rear of the bus and watched for Beth coming down the stairs.
Eventually she emerged and he ducked down so she wouldn�t glance back down the bus and see him. He needn�t have worried. She left the bus and Billy almost left it too late to leave his seat. The driver was closing the doors and the bus lurched forward when Billy said, �Wait a minute, let me off!�
�Make your bloody mind up!� the driver grumbled. So much for customer service, thought Billy.
He followed her through the crowds of shoppers, till she ducked into the ladies� toilets. She was gone about ten minutes. He nearly didn�t recognise her; she came up the steps dressed to the nines, hair brushed up nice, face made-up, a natty two-piece suit and black high heels that she must have had in her suitcase. She went into a store simply called Kennedy�s, the highest-class cash or exchange shop of them all; the stuff they dealt with sometimes ran to the hundreds of thousands. Even those with money sometimes needed to hock their Rolex, he guessed. A higher-class cash or exchange shop for a better class of economic hardship, he thought.
He hung around. She was in for twenty minutes or so. She emerged, went back to the toilets and changed back into her old gear. She caught a bus straight back home. Billy was fascinated, but he had no answer to her strange behaviour. That didn�t stop him speculating.
Yes, he thought, ramming a dented tin onto the supermarket shelf, I know more about you than you know. He wasn�t fooled by that quiet, innocent exterior. She was involved in shady goings-on at the flat. Why else would she pick to live there, lost amongst the dross? She was a fence, most likely, shifting valuables for some hoodlum or other. Some of those shops wouldn�t ask too many questions either.
It didn�t dampen his enthusiasm, it added spice. And he was considering ways he might use that information against her, to get what he wanted from her. Money, for one, to support the Big Plan. And he grew excited by other possibilities. Who gave a fuck that the only way he might bed her was through blackmail? In his soiled book the end determined the means.
He heard the muffled sound of some commotion or other from outside the supermarket. He didn�t pay it much notice. There were many nights when drunken yobs played havoc in the yard. Slimer had regularly called in the police to deal with them when he first started at the supermarket, but he�d called them out so often they pretended not to hear anymore. In the end Slimer accepted it was what you could expect from such a crap posting in such a crap place and ignored the annoying but generally harmless incursion into his territory. Slimer, everyone knew, would much rather sit in his poky little office reading porn or trying to catch up on sleep. One word from a weirdo or two usually put paid to any mischief anyhow.
Billy returned to his shelf filling. He was biding his time, waiting for an opportune moment to confront Beth not-so-innocent Heaney. He let the thought roll over in his mind, the way he�d roll a toffee in his mouth, playing over the sweetness it offered.
The strident, crashing sound of shattering glass rudely interrupted his daydreaming. He couldn�t see the front entrance from his aisle so he left his work and made his way to the front of the store where the tills were ranked. He was joined by the majority of the night staff, each drawn by idle curiosity.
Billy�s eyes widened in disbelief when he saw the seething black mass of a crowd of people gathered beyond the supermarket�s large windows. One of the panes sported a great gaping hole where a brick had been thrown through it. Loud, angry voices raged like a stormy sea. He saw Slimer up front, his finger on a large green button. The metal shutters were shivering their slow way down; he hadn�t bothered to shut them and was giving someone else an ear bashing for his own mistake.
It was too late. More bricks followed the first and a good length of the windows simply dissolved and showered the floor like ice crystals. Slimer jumped away from the button as a torrent of people � mostly youths but some of them were distinctly older � rolled through the rent into the store like an oil slick onto a beach. They wore hoodies to hide their heads, or scarves wrapped around their lower faces, and many of them brandished makeshift weapons like staves of two-by-one timber, or long pieces of iron and chains; some of them still had a brick in each hand.
The crowd charged belligerently, the sound that of an amplified wounded bear, the look in people�s eyes like that of a hungry snake staring at a blind mouse. Slimer, his staff for the first time right behind him, ran down towards the rear of the supermarket screaming: �It�s a bastard riot!�
For a moment Billy was rooted, as if his feet had been planted in concrete blocks. He glanced to his right; Beth was also standing motionless, pale-faced, a tin of something or other still clutched in her hands. She looked at him worriedly as the crowd surged towards them.
Stuff this, thought Billy, the instinct for self-preservation never more than a scratch below the surface. He abandoned her to find her own way out it. It was a case of every shelf-filler for himself.
People were hurling shopping trolleys through the opening in the window and they wasted no time in helping themselves to anything they could get their hands on, scooping stock off the shelves and sweeping it into the trolleys like queer kinds of consumer goods waterfalls. Some made directly for the small electrical section, another group for the spirits and wines; a couple of thoughtful fathers, perhaps, began to stock up on tinned baby milk and packets of disposable nappies; another small group, maybe harbouring thoughts of preventing the need for baby milk altogether, loaded up with condoms.
A large contingent simply had violence and destruction in mind and set about trashing all they could with homemade weapons. The sounds of shattering glass and tins hitting the floor added to the horrific din echoing around the supermarket aisles.
Over the tannoy, Englebert Humperdink was singing, �Please release me��
Billy found the way out blocked. He came up against Slimer and the rest of the staff, backing away from the rear doors that led to the warehouse yard; more people were spilling in this way and forcing them back into the store.
�We�re all going to die!� Slimer screamed, and Billy, looking at the rampaging crowd swarming like killer bees and settling all over the supermarket, shared similar gloomy thoughts.
He saw Beth briefly, barged out of the way and falling to the tiled floor, disappearing beneath a thicket of legs. If he felt the urge to rush to her aid it was quickly drowned by a cold wave of choking fear. Slimer ducked through the door that led to the upstairs office and everyone played follow-my-leader again. He allowed so many people inside the office before trying to shut out the remainder, saying there wouldn�t be enough oxygen for everyone. �Fuck you,� said two of the weirdos in perfect harmony, and soon the small office was crammed to capacity. They could now look through a small window onto the madness swirling like a menacing whirlpool below them.
Slimer telephoned the police, who it seemed at first didn�t want to believe him. �We�re all going to be murdered here!� he yelled almost incoherently. As if to give weight to his predictions he saw smoke begin to billow from one of the aisles. �Jesus, the bastards are using our own firelighters!� he cried disbelievingly; how anyone could light anything with those crappy things he�d never know, but they�d certainly got a good blaze going now. He waved everyone out. �Back down the stairs! Back down the stairs! Get back, damn you! We�ll all be boiled alive!�
Billy would have liked to have corrected him � there was a distinct absence of water around � but he wasn�t going to hang around long enough to debate the matter. He pushed his way out and headed down the stairs. Others took his lead and abandoned their hysterical manager to his fate.
As the flames took hold the crowd shrank before them like cellophane in a fire, gradually retreating back to the front of the store and out through the broken windows, or back into the warehouse yard. There came the sound of a police siren and even the hardiest of hardcore rioters, who�d lingered to load up with a few more bottles of vodka, made a dash for the exits, some cursing the blasted trolley wheels for refusing to go straight.
The smoke started to choke Billy and his eyes began to stream. He coughed as he ran, keeping his head low. He came across Beth, sat on the floor, dazed, her leg bloodied. She looked up at him, her eyes cold. Well to hell with you, he thought, and stumbled towards the window. But something made him stop. As the last of the rioters tried desperately to lift their heavy trolleys out of the window Billy turned and went back to look for her. But when he reached the place where he�d last seen her she was no longer there.
Now the smoke was getting really thick and black as the blaze consumed plastic and rubber. He coughed so much he choked, and his chest was gripped by painful spasms he couldn�t do a thing to control. Ah fuck, he thought angrily. He staggered towards where the windows were supposed to be, pausing on the way to snatch a mobile phone from the shelf. �They�re cheap crap anyway,� he said.
The fresh air outside was welcome. He stood bent over, his hands on his knees, retching and bringing up bitter bile. Blue flashing lights of police cars and fire engines lit up the front of the store like it was a nightclub.
He realised a tiny crowd of his colleagues had also gathered, drawn protectively to each other, and Beth was there, standing with them.
�Is everyone accounted for?� asked a fireman of one of the weirdos, who shook his head in shock. �Who�s your manager?� he persisted. �Who is in charge here?� Someone pointed at Slimer who sat on the concrete floor staring at the supermarket flames racing through the building. �Who is your fire officer?� Slimer shook his head. �How many staff did you have in there? We need to do a quick count, see if anyone�s missing.� But Slimer appeared not to understand a single word.
To Billy�s surprise there was a small TV crew and a photographer already on the scene, pointing a camera at Beth and the small group of employees. He noticed she quickly turned away. At that moment there was a series of small explosions as aerosols burst open in the heat and Billy�s attention was diverted.
�They�ve been running wild through the city,� explained a police officer when Billy questioned what was happening. �The riots just flared up without warning. Started with a guy being shot by police in Tottenham. Then rioting broke out all over London, spread to other cities. It�s happening everywhere,� he said, his voice slightly panicky, which didn�t do much to reassure Billy. I mean, he thought, you�d expect the police to be in control, but obviously nobody was in control of anything anymore. It was as if the world had gone mad, all order broken down, normal rules ripped up and stamped upon.
The building was quickly turning into an inferno. More fire engines raced onto the scene and hoses were played upon the blaze. Someone put a friendly, reassuring arm around his shoulder and led him away. He heard the tinkling of glass at his back.
The staff of Speed Save � the ones who had not escaped by the rear exit � were herded meekly to a corner of the car park, a shivering, frightened group clearly shaken by their experience.
Billy noticed, however, that Beth Heaney wasn�t amongst them. He looked around and caught sight of her slim dark form, some distance away, hurrying from the scene.
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�Yes?� he said, eyes squinting in the harsh light, speaking through a narrow crack as the door was still on its chain. His face clouded over when he saw the two young men, both wearing flashy suits in charcoal grey, white shirts and neat black ties. One of the men was white, the other black. The black guy clutched a fancy leather briefcase. They both smiled broadly but the smiles cut no ice with him. �We don�t like Jehovah�s Witnesses here!� he said abruptly, about to close the door unceremoniously on them.
�Neither do we,� said the white guy.
�We don�t like people coming round cold selling either. Double glazing, that kind of thing.�
�A blasted nuisance,� agreed the white guy. �We�re not here to sell a thing, not even God. We came to see your son, Billy. Billy Krodde. He does live here, doesn�t he?�
�What�s he done wrong now? He said he was sorry for nicking that poxy mobile phone. They sacked him from that poxy supermarket because of it. What else has he been up to? You the law?�
The two men exchanged a quick glance, their smiles not once showing signs of withering. �You could say that, in a round about sort of way,� said the white guy.
�The police?�
�Dear me, no!� said the black guy.
�Then who?�
A pause. �The Church of Everlasting Bliss,� said the black guy. �I�m called Gabriel. My friend here is called Isaiah.�
�Look, it�s a Sunday, day of rest and all that,� said Billy�s dad, for whom every day was technically a day of rest, but he felt it was the principle of the thing. �We don�t want any churchy people round here, especially on a Sunday, preaching the end of the world or anything. It puts you right off your day.�
�We�ll pay,� said Isaiah, and the door stopped in its tracks, �to see Billy. It�s vitally important we speak with him, Mr Krodde.� He fished out two twenty pound notes from his wallet and handed them over to him. �And we promise not to mention the end of the world, not even in passing.� He grinned.
The chain was quickly unfastened. �Come on in. I�ll go get him.� They followed him into the cramped living room. A smell of onions and fat lingered in the air from the night before. �So what church was that again? Everlasting Peace, you say? Never heard of that one.�
�Bliss,� he corrected. No surprise,� said Gabriel, wiping a handkerchief across his dark skin. �We tend to keep ourselves pretty much to ourselves.�
�The congregation�s going to suffer,� he said, stuffing the two notes into his trouser pocket.
�The congregation�s doing just fine, Mr Krodde.�
�Billy! Billy!� he hollered at the foot of the stairs. �Come off that bastard Playstation. You�ve got a couple of blokes down here looking to have a word with you. Billy!� He pointed to the sofa for the men to sit. �Cup of tea?� he asked.
�Rather not. Pushed for time,� said Isaiah apologetically.
�Suit yourself. Where is that lazy, good for nothing boy of mine? Billy!� he screamed again.
�What?� screamed Billy in return.
�Get your arse down here! Important business!�
Billy Crudd came downstairs, his footsteps laboured and heavy on the treads, and he slowly put his head round the doorway into the living room. �Who are you?� he said.
�They want to talk to you,� said his father.
�In private, Mr Krodde,� said Gabriel. �If you please.�
He rolled his eyes and shut them in the room. Billy regarded the two smartly dressed men warily. �Yeah? What do you want?�
�We need your help, Billy,� said Isaiah. He signalled for Billy to come in and sit down before them. �We need information from you. Information that is important to our church.�
�Yeah, right, you�re from the Department of Work and Pensions checking up on whether I�m entitled to my dole. Well I�m entitled, �cos I ain�t got a job no more, and I ain�t doing any cash in hand stuff either.�
�We heard. We paid your ex-manager a visit � Mr Pritchard � at the supermarket, or what remains of it,� said Gabriel. �He gave us your address.�
�Why would he do that? Isn�t there such a thing as data protection?�
�There are all manner of laws, Billy, that Speedy Save clearly fail to adhere to,� observed Gabriel. �And no, we are not here to check up on your benefit entitlement, interesting though that must be. We are from the Church of Everlasting Bliss.�
�Bible thumpers! Great.�
�In a manner of speaking, Billy; but we�re not here to preach.� He turned to Isaiah and the man reached into his jacket pocket. The sheen on the suit wasn�t your cheap sheen, Billy observed; this was quality, even Billy could see that. Isaiah handed over a piece of paper to Gabriel. �My name is Gabriel. My colleague is Isaiah,� he introduced. �And this,� he added, giving the paper to Billy, �is who we need to find.�
He scrutinised the copy of a photograph that had appeared in the local rag following the fire at the supermarket, a full three weeks ago now. Three weeks since Slimer had said they�d been going over CCTV footage and Billy had been spotted pocketing a mobile phone during the riots. Slimer told him that it was looting and that looters could be shot. Billy told him that was only in times of war, and the mobile was hardly loot if it didn�t work. But, said Pritchard, that wasn�t the point; it hadn�t been paid for and so was stolen.
�We�re not going to press charges, though,� Pritchard assured.
�That�s because you don�t want me lifting the lid on how many of us that work here don�t have any contracts and work cash-in-hand,� he said.
There was still a strong tang of smoke hanging over the office. Half the supermarket had been gutted but they�d cobbled together the ability to carry on trading whilst the damage was being assessed and the insurance being looked into. Half the weirdos had been laid off. The same would have happened to Billy, he thought, but Pritchard being Pritchard he liked to make a scene. �The tense is past, Billy. Worked here, not work here.� He pointed a finger. �You�re fired!� said Pritchard in true Apprentice style.
�Fuck you,� said Billy.
�And you�re fucked,� returned Pritchard smugly, sitting back in his chair, folding his arms and only unfolding them to point at the door again. �That or the police, Billy.�
Billy looked over the photograph and shrugged. �It�s a photo of some of the staff outside the store, the night it was set alight. It appeared in the paper. So what?�
Gabriel came over to Billy. He could smell his aftershave, clean, sharp and strong. He put a finger onto the photo. �Do you know where we will find this woman? Beth Heaney, I believe your Mr Pritchard called her. Do you know where she lives? You see, we asked the same of your ex-manager and he said he�d not seen her since the night of the fire. He tried contacting her but it transpires she did not live at the address she gave them. He had no idea, and didn�t care where she lived. If she didn�t want the money owed to her, fine, he said, that was her business. But he did say that you and Beth had a thing going; you sat with her at break time, spoke with her. He said you might know where we might find her.�
�Yes, Billy,� Isaiah joined. �Can you help us? We�d be most grateful.�
�Yeah? How grateful?� said Billy, his interest sparking into life. �We can be very generous,� said Isaiah, �in our gratitude. Do you know where she lives?�
Billy sat down. �I know a lot more about Beth than where she lives,� he revealed. �She�s not what she seems.�
Gabriel raised a brow, just a fraction, but enough to tell Billy he was onto something. �Go on. Tell us more.�
�Not before you tell me who you are and what you want her for. Are you the police?�
Gabriel gave a thin smile. �Not the police, Billy. But we do clean the streets of trash.�
�What�s that supposed to mean?�
�The address, Billy, that�s all we want.� The smile faded like the sun behind cloud and the room fell decidedly chillier with it.
�So who do you work for?� he insisted. �Who is the leader of this church of yours?�
�We can�t tell you that,� joined Isaiah, �but the CEO is God.� He grinned.
�Yeah, well, I ain�t about to throw away information for nothing.� Billy�s plans, the ones he�d so recently screwed up and thrown away like so much trash after Slimer had given him the push, were being unfolded and put back on the table of his ambition. �She�s part of something dodgy, I know that. I could so easily go to the police. They�d be interested in her too.�
�What exactly had you in mind, Billy?� said Gabriel a little tiredly.
�Take me to who you work for. I�ll talk with him.�
�We can�t do that, Billy,� said Isaiah firmly.
�Then I won�t open my mouth and you won�t find her.�
Both men stared hard at him, like he was looking down the twin barrels of a shotgun, and Billy felt a tremor of unease. But he steeled himself. Flash suits didn�t mean a thing. Eventually Gabriel sighed, his eyes looking up to the ceiling.
�Don�t play around with fire, Billy, unless you want to get burnt,� he said evenly.
�Call him. Call him now, on the phone. Tell him I want to do a deal with him.�
�Gabriel�s jaw hardened. �He doesn�t do deals. And we don�t do phones.�
�Don�t do phones? What kind of a backward outfit are you?� Billy mocked with a burgeoning confidence threatening to bubble over into recklessness. �Write him a letter, bang on jungle drums, send him smoke signals, do whatever. I�m not talking to the monkeys; I want to see the organ grinder.�
Gabriel took in a slow, measured breath, attempted to hide his annoyance. �Billy, don�t take offence, but you�re a nobody. He will not see a nobody.�
That really pissed him off. �Well this nobody has something that your somebody wants, so he�ll see me or you can just fuck off, the pair of you.�
�We�ll find her sooner or later,� said Gabriel.
�You�d find her sooner, I�ll bet, if he saw me,� he said, folding his arms the same superior way Slimer had done in the office. It felt good to be on the opposite end of being sneered at. �And it won�t come cheap. You don�t fool me; you�re desperate to find her and she could easily stay lost in this city for ages, that�s if she hasn�t already done a runner.�
Gabriel�s dark eyes stared unblinking at Billy, like two cold black marbles that reflected hate. When he blinked his lids came down slow and deliberate. Everything about this man was slow and deliberate, thought Billy. Gabriel rose to his feet. Billy hadn�t fully appreciated how big the guy was. Isaiah followed his lead. �We�ll be in contact soon,� he said.
Billy had a sudden sinking sensation that his good fortune might never be seen again once they left the house, and his self-assurance trembled on the point of bursting like a soap bubble. He�d played out a little too much line in trying to draw them in, he thought; they were getting away and he�d never get them again. �You definitely will contact me, won�t you? I mean, I know all sorts of things about her; weird things.�
Gabriel paused at the door, turned to him. �So you said. We�ll be in touch. You have my word on this.�
�Cool!� he said, and instantly wished he hadn�t, because it put a big dent in his newfound street cred. They left and he closed the door on them. He went over to the net curtains and peeled them back, half expecting them to have turned up in a smart black car or something, but they hadn�t. They walked away till he could no longer see them.
�You know those two tossers?� his father asked, coming back into the room.
�Nah. Some kind of bible pushers,� he said, letting the curtains fall back into place.
�Since when have you become all religious?� he sneered, flopping down onto the sofa. �You think God will get you a job?� He laughed to himself.
�Yeah, yeah,� Billy growled. Go ahead, you dozy lump of lard. You won�t be laughing soon. None of you will. I�ve got plans, and they don�t include you.
�Make me a cuppa,� he father ordered, picking up the TV remote.
Billy wanted to say fuck you, but that�s where the road of his confidence came to an abrupt end. So he went to the kitchen and put the kettle on to boil.
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Camael

He noticed how the pub these days was far emptier than it used to be. No one had much spare cash to spend, and anyhow you could pick up cheaper booze from the supermarket than down here at the local. Only a few hardened regulars refused to change their habits. Billy knew a few of them by name. Older blokes, generally, two or three of them slumped at either end of the bar, as if they�d been washed there like so much human flotsam by some kind of sad old river. They didn�t speak much, not even to one another. They stood, they drank their beer, their faces long and sober as they drained their glasses and passed them on to the lass behind the bar to refill them. It was a dead, quiet place, the ghost of something that once was.
Fucking morons, thought Billy. Night after night propping up the bar in some grotty washed-up little pub. What a pisser of a life. He downed his half lager, thought about ordering another, but a quick count of the coins in his pocket changed his mind.
The ancient clock mockingly chimed 10pm.
His loose change remained in the palm of his hand, the Queen�s head laughing at him. Reminding him he was skint. Reminding him that those two flashy bastards never came back. Six days and not a word from them. He began to wish he�d simply struck a deal there and then, got something out of them, even the price of a few more lagers, rather than trying to play the big shot. He came out of it with nothing. He�d played the wrong hand. Story of his fucking miserable life. Why was it every hand he played, or every hand he�d ever been dealt, turned out shit?
Pillock, he thought, feeling doubly sorry for himself and rechecking the change to see if it had somehow magically increased to the price of another lager. No amount of counting made it stretch that far so he slid off the stool, steadied himself, and decided he�d head on home.
The air was warm, the sky desperately holding onto the light of day as if it were afraid of the coming night. Billy felt a twisting of hunger so he ambled along to the local chippy, the smell of the fried fish, potatoes, salt and vinegar clawing at his stomach. But it was only as he stood in the tiny queue to get served did he remember he hadn�t enough money and turned away mouthing expletives to a God he didn�t believe in for putting him this shithole of a situation. Now he couldn�t even afford a bag of chips. It was a basic human right, he thought, to have enough to be able to afford a bag of chips!
He shuffled sullenly towards home, his head fogged by alcohol, which, in his opinion, wasn�t fogged enough. Ideally he�d wanted to afford enough to blot out his entire miserable existence for one night at least.
He passed a row of parked cars, their paintwork shining like the backs of so many beetles under the insipid sodium glow of the street lamps. Night finally smothered the last of daylight and Billy Crudd thought long and hard about whether to go and sign on the dole in the morning. He had an appointment to see some kind of employment adviser and he hated those young, jumped-up, self-righteous little shites, who, but for the grace of the God he didn�t believe in, didn�t know how fortunate they were to be on the other side of that fucking desk.
His concentration was such that he didn�t hear the sound of the car door opening, the light tap of shoes on the pavement behind him. He wasn�t aware of much apart from his own murky despondency till a bag was thrust over his head, followed by a punch in his side to knock the air from his lungs and stifle any scream of alarm. He doubled up in pain and shock, unable to resist the hands that dragged him backwards, forcing his head down and pushing him into the back seat of a car.
By the time he�d regained his breath the car door had slammed shut and the vehicle was pulling sharply away, causing him to tumble uncertainly to his knees. He reached up, clutched at the makeshift cloth hood, giving out a high-pitched scream. It didn�t last long; he was punched in the stomach, his hands grabbed and hauled away from the hood. Billy groaned, spluttered, coughed; he felt the heat of his spittle soaking into the hood.
�Take all my money, take whatever you want!� Billy burst tearfully. �What do you want?� His hand went to the hood again. �I can�t breathe!�
�Leave it alone, Billy, or I�ll lay another one into you. Sit still, there�s a good man.�
The voice was all too familiar. It was Isaiah.
�Shit, you could have just asked!� he said. �You Bible-thumping moron!�
The comment was answered with another unforgiving punch. This time Billy did not argue; he sat there silently as the car threw him from side to side as it sped through the streets.
�For your sake, Billy, I hope you�re not pissing up our backs!�
�You�re not going to hurt me, are you?� he pleaded. He was glad they couldn�t see his tears, but he guessed his terribly cut up voice gave them away.
The car took a sharp right and Billy was flung against Isaiah. The man�s arm was hard with muscle, like a lump of beef from the freezer. Isaiah pushed him away. �Stop snivelling, Billy,� he said. �Go easy on the pedal, Gabriel,� he said, �I�d like this one to arrive in one piece.�
�Camael hates it when people are late,� said Gabriel.
�Camael?� sniffed Billy.
He was punched again and lay doubled up on the seat. He could smell warm leather through the thin cotton bag and resisted the urge to puke up the lager he�d drunk. That would really piss them off, he thought, not even allowing the tiniest moan of fear as he choked back the first signs of vomit.
Billy found it difficult to estimate how long they�d been travelling. It felt like an age, and his escalating anxiety stretched out the minutes into achingly long periods of time. He�d lost all sense of direction long ago, the dark of the hood adding to the feeling that he was being dragged into another world entirely. A world he decided he did not want to enter. He wanted to go home like he�d never wanted it before.
The car came to a halt, the cutting of the engine plunging the car�s interior into sepulchral silence. Billy�s galloping fears began upped their tempo to a full-blown stampede. When Isaiah grabbed his arm he jumped back as if struck with a poker hot from the fire.
�What are you going to do with me?� he blubbered.
�You got your wish, Billy,� he replied, hauling him out of the car. Billy caught his head on the doorway and yelped. �For Christ�s sake, Billy, shut the fuck up!� he snarled. �Next time, be careful what you wish for.�
Billy could smell old brick, concrete, damp grass, and he stumbled over uneven ground as he was led away. He heard the sound of some kind of door being lifted, like the shutters over a shop window. It rattled noisily, squeaking with rust. He was bundled inside, standing there in silence whilst the shutters came down at his back with a final loud crash of metal. Or it appeared loud to him, his senses honed to blade sharpness by fear. Billy cringed as the hood was whipped off his head. It didn�t make much difference to what he could see; the place was almost pitch-black.
Isaiah flicked on a torch. They were in what Billy took to be an old, disused warehouse, pieces of long-defunct and rusted machinery sitting around like pathetic creatures from another age; plaster hanging from the walls; an old Pirelli calendar torn into flaps, still pinned above what looked like a filing cabinet. Ahead was a flight of stairs up which Gabriel was already climbing. He glanced back at them impatiently.
Isaiah gave Billy a prod in the back. �Go ahead, follow the man.�
Rubbing his bruised side, Billy went up the stairs.� Where are we?� he asked. Gabriel was holding open a door at the top of the stairs.
�Don�t talk wet, Billy,� he said. �In here, now.�
They entered a large empty room, some kind of warehouse, lined on each side with windows, mostly broken. They threw patches of faint light onto a floor littered with broken bricks and other debris, onto a line of cast iron pillars that supported, half-glimpsed in the gloom, a spider�s web of iron girders. At the far end of the room was a single chair, the figure of a man sat in it.
Billy hesitated but was urged on by Isaiah�s balled fist. His feet crunched on powdered masonry, splashed in an oily-black puddle of water. The smell of decay, of a dying building, was overwhelming, stirring up a sickening soup of dread. It was eerily quiet; the faint, distant sound of a siren hurtling through the streets doing its best to puncture the silence but it was short-lived. Billy could hear Gabriel�s rhythmic breathing at his back. The sound of his own blood pumping crazily in his ears.
�That�s far enough,� said Gabriel�s disembodied voice.
Billy stopped. He waiting for someone to say something, but no one was taking the initiative and the tension grew hard enough to beat Billy�s legs to jelly as easily as Isaiah�s fist.
�Some church!� said Billy, alarmed at his own bravado. �And not very Christian, is what I think�� He pawed his side. It hurt like crazy and he knew he�d pay for it in the morning. He turned to Gabriel. �Well, is someone going to say something or not?�
�You are William Krodde?� said the figure in the chair. The voice was calm, almost gentle, but Billy instinctively didn�t like it, not one bit. It caused his insides to do a polka.
He tried not to let his feelings show. �My name is Billy,� he said. �You�ve got to be the guy Camael.� He saw the figure, still largely hidden in shadow, visibly stiffen at the mention of his name. �That�s right, ain�t it?� he asked of Isaiah. �That�s what you said. Camael.�
�My brother tells me you have important information for me, Billy,� said the man. That same creeping sensation skittered across Billy�s fevered mind like some kind of spider darting for cover.
�Maybe I do,� he said, his voice croaking a little. He stood erect. �Depends.�
�Depends?� echoed Camael.
�Cut the lip, Billy,� warned Gabriel, coming close.
He held up a gloved finger, a small gesture that saw Gabriel back off quickly. �Yes, I am Camael,� he said.
He rose from the chair. He was surprisingly tall, very slim, and Billy was reminded of a large insect uncurling its limbs. He was dressed in black, head to toe, and it was probably this, combined with the strange light from the windows that gave his long face a deathly, waxen appearance. He wore round glasses, heavily tinted, not unlike the ones Billy associated with John Lennon. His hair was long and straight, touching his shoulders, as black as his clothing. He stared towards a shattered window, seemingly forgetting all about Billy, as if he were totally alone and immersed in private thoughts.
�Where is the woman, Beth Heaney?� he said at length.
�I�m not saying till we�ve cut a deal,� he returned.
Camael�s lips spread into a thin smile. �Cut a deal? Really, Billy, you must stop watching all those movies.�
�Yeah, well, all the same, what I know won�t come cheap.�
�So what exactly is it you know, Billy?�
�Put it this way, I know where she hangs out. I could take you straight there. I also know she�s up to something. She�s flogging gold and stuff.� He saw Camael turn from the window to face him. �That�s what all this is about, isn�t it? She�s part of some racket.�
�You are very astute, Billy. You must be congratulated on your sharp and incisive mind. Where is she?�
�I want two thousand pounds,� he spluttered.
Camael�s brows rose. �As much as that? For a simple address?�
�I reckon she�s worth far more than that to you. But I�m not greedy.�
�Most kind of you, Billy,� he said. �We�d find her eventually, of course, with or without your help.�
�So why am I here?� He folded his arms, his confidence beginning to peek out of the dark corner it had scuttled away to hide in. �Nah, you can�t risk her leaving Manchester. You need to find her and find her quick, is what I think. I can make that happen tonight, but you have to make my two thousand happen.�
Camael took a step towards the window. He wiped his finger down one of the panes; it came away dirty. �I don�t have to do anything. But I am a generous man. You shall have the money after you have taken us to her.�
�No deal,� he said defiantly.
Camael put his hands behind his back and came slowly over to Billy, his eyes on the ground. When he lifted his head, Billy saw his own frightened reflection in the dark spectacles.
�Billy,� he said again in that same composed and measured tone. �Please do not argue with me. You could be dead in less than thirty seconds and I guarantee no one will ever find your miserable little body. Do you really want that?�
He shook his head, looking agitatedly at Gabriel and Isaiah who now book-ended him. �Sure. As you like,� said Billy. �We can settle up afterwards.�
Camael turned his back on him. �Describe her to me first, Billy.�
He did as he was told, Camael never once turning around, listening intently, occasionally nodding as if in agreement. �Were you in love with her, Billy?� he asked unexpectedly.
He thought about it. �I fancied her,� he admitted. Yet in truth his feelings did go deeper, the more he thought about it; thought about her. �You might call it love,� he said at length.
�She has that effect on people,� he said. �She is evil. She plays with men�s minds. It is her strength. And yet you would exchange this love for a handful of silver?�
He ignored the question. �What are you going to do with her when you find her? I don�t want to be involved in something � something serious.�
Camael�s head cocked on one side. �It�s far too late for that, Billy,� he said. �Far too late. I want you to take my brothers here to the place where she lives, right now, tonight.�
�Right now?�
�Do I hear an echo, Billy?�
�But I�ll get my money, right? We have a deal?�
�You will get paid,� he said. �Isaiah, take him to the car.�
Billy opened up his mouth to speak but thought better of it. He allowed himself to be led dumbly away. When they were alone Camael spoke to Gabriel: �You have everything prepared?�
�I do.�
�The blessed Articles of Faith anointed and ready?�
�It is all as it should be, as it is decreed.�
He nodded, satisfied. �It has been a long search. But this will be a special night,� said Camael. �And this Billy?�
�All is in hand,� said Gabriel.
�You are a good servant,� said Camael. �You will be blessed and receive your just and holy reward, in due course.�
�I know it,� said Gabriel. �It will be as you promised.�
He bent to one knee before Camael, who stepped forward and made a sign on Gabriel�s bowed forehead.
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Number 349

Moonlight painted a strange, spectral bloom on Isaiah�s cheeks, Billy noticed. All colour washed away. As if he was looking at the world in monochrome. Isaiah�s expression was equally monochrome; he was giving nothing away. His eyes, though, were watering with the intensity of his gaze.
�What�s so interesting about a full moon?� said Billy, more to shatter the unsettling silence that had fallen between them. He noticed the man was gripping the steering wheel so hard his knuckles glared white. He joined his companion, looking out of the windscreen to the swollen moon hanging over the rooftops of the block of flats, making it look as if it were coated in silvery frost.
�You are sure this is the place?� Isaiah asked, his voice low.
�Yeah. Third floor. Number 349. What�re you going to do to her?�
Isaiah craned his neck forward, checked the streets around. It was after midnight and it was deathly quiet. �None of your business,� he said.
�You�re not going to hurt her, are you?�
�What do you care, Billy? You were the one who sold her out.�
�Yeah, but not to get hurt. She�s a nice woman.� Coming from him it sounded odd, he thought. Because he meant it, and Billy had never really meant anything nice about anyone before.
�You should have thought about that before you set your price.�
�So what�s she done, exactly?�
Isaiah looked at him, his eyes now shaded and set into deep black pits of nothing. �You heard Camael; she�s evil.�
Billy gave a nervous chuckle. �Surely you can�t believe that crap, that anyone can be evil. You know, evil like the devil, like Hitler.�
Isaiah turned back to the moon. �What do you know?�
�So who is Camael? And you ain�t telling me your real names are Gabriel and Isaiah � sounds like a bloody nativity play!�
�Shut the fuck up, Billy!� snarled Isaiah, thumping the wheel with the flat of his hand. �You�re starting to drive me nuts!� He pulled the keys out of the ignition. �Come with me; we�re going to check the place out.�
�I�ve told you already, it�s number 349. You don�t need me up there.�
�You haven�t got a choice,� he said, popping the boot of the car.
Billy got out of the car, followed Isaiah round the back. The man reached in and took out a large leather bag, like a sports holdall, and another plastic carrier bag filled with something bulky and heavy, which he passed to Billy. �What�s this?�
�Just make yourself useful and carry it for me.�
�And what�s in the leather bag?�
�You don�t need to know. Show me the way now, quickly whilst there�s no one around.�
They hurried across a square that had once played host to carefully manicured grass and a few trees, but it was mainly bare earth and ragged stumps now. Billy led Isaiah to the block of flats, to the dark, tunnel-like entrance to the lift and stairs. The smell of urine hadn�t got any better, thought Billy. Without waiting Isaiah bound lithely up the concrete stairs, which Billy found quite impressive for such a heavy-set man, and not least because he found it difficult to keep up with him.
�You don�t need me here,� Billy moaned breathlessly. �And we could have taken the lift��
�Keep the fucking noise down!� Isaiah hissed. �You want your money then do as you�re told.�
The gasping young man nodded and spat on the ground.
They reached the third-floor walkway. Lights were burning in a few of the flat windows, but mostly they were in total darkness. They padded softly down the walkway, stopping outside the door to flat number 349. Beth�s place. Isaiah nodded at it and Billy nodded back in confirmation. The man put a finger to his lips, reaching into his coat pocket for gloves, which he put on as he studied the window frame, running a gloved finger around it. Billy noticed the place was in darkness.
�Maybe she�s out,� he whispered, hoping this would make Isaiah turn round and leave. Some hope.
�All the better,� he said. He put the bag down on the ground, gave a quick look all around and then reached inside his coat pocket again. He took something metallic out that blinked briefly in the moonlight, and he set about the door lock. In seconds he was able to turn the handle slowly and ease open the door. He made a sign for Billy to stay by the door and in no uncertain terms made it clear that he was not to scarper.
The man crept silently inside, waiting a second or two before signalling for Billy to enter. They were in a small living room. Isaiah bound swiftly over to what Billy presumed was the bedroom and gently pushed open the door. �She�s not in,� he said in a hushed voice difficult to catch.
�Maybe she�s got another night job, like the one at the supermarket,� said Billy. �Can we go now? You can come back when she�s in.�
He grasped Billy by his shirtfront and yanked his face close to his own. �I don�t want to hear another word from you, not one!� he growled. �Now sit over there and make like a mouse in a trap!�
Billy didn�t like the image it conjured up, but he did as he was told, going over to a threadbare sofa and wondering what possessed Beth to live in a flea-bitten, grotty dump like this; and what on earth she was involved with when it included guys like these. He looked around; the room was a dive, little better than a doss house.
He watched as Isaiah reached up to the light in the centre of the ceiling and took out the bulb. Then he went over to his bag and unzipped it. He gingerly withdrew a long red velvet bundle edged with gold, and carried it across the room as carefully as if he carried a delicate baby. He placed it on the floor and mumbled something incoherent over it. Billy stared in both amazement and with an escalating fear. He looked over to the door. It was but a few short yards away. He could make a dash for it. He�d had enough of these weird games. He wanted out. Forget the bloody cash. Forget his plans. This was all going a step too far.
�Don�t even think about it,� said Isaiah without even looking up from the bundle.
�I shouldn�t be here. This is all wrong,� he said.
Isaiah peeled back the red folds of the bag, like skin on a great, fleshy wound, wide enough to take out what looked to be a two-foot long silver hammer. He�d seen something similar before; a mace, the type of things knights used in movies. It seemed to glow with a white fire as it flashed in the narrow panel of moonlight thrown in through the window. Isaiah inspected it keenly, his hands running up and down its surface. Finally he went to stand with his back against the wall, near the door, the mace resting on his right shoulder.
�I need to go back now,� Billy whimpered.
�Go through into the kitchen. Close the door. Don�t make a sound.�
�Why can�t I go back?�
�Do as you�re told, Billy, and you�ll not get hurt.�
Billy wasn�t convinced, but he groaned and did as he was ordered. He didn�t close the door entirely. He left a tiny crack to peer through, though in truth there wasn�t a great deal to see besides the patch of moonlight sitting on the floor. He looked about him. The state of the kitchen was every bit as grotty as the living room, a smell of stale food hanging in the damp air. He was drawn to the window near the kitchen sink as a means of possible escape, but one quick look outside convinced him otherwise. Even if he managed to open it and climb out without Isaiah hearing him the fall would kill him, or at the very least break most of the bones in his body.
That�s when he heard the sound of a key being put in the door, the sound sickening because he had desperately not wanted to hear that tonight. He shot over to the partially opened kitchen door, stared hard through the gap. He made out a shadow flitting beyond the frosted glass of the door, a slim woman�s shadow. He couldn�t make out Isaiah but he knew he was there, absorbed into the darkened room, almost a part of the wall he leaned against.
Billy�s faint heart began to run the Derby and his mouth was sponged dry. The urge to scream out a warning was overwhelming, and yet he choked it back as if choking down bile.
The door opened and the woman stepped into the room, a hand reaching out for the light switch. Billy heard it click a couple of times, and he sensed the woman�s hesitation in the dark, the feeling that something wasn�t quite right. He saw the moonlight catch the side of her face as she moved cautiously into the room. Billy could not help himself; he called out.
�Beth!� he shouted, his voice ripping through the silence like an explosion.
The woman made a dart for the door, but Isaiah�s arm lunged out like a striking serpent from the darkness and he clasped her round her slender neck. She was dragged back into the room, his hand a blur as he now moved it to cover her mouth and stifle her scream. They played out their struggle in the patch of cold moonlight, as if they were actors on a macabre stage, the rasping sound of cloth against cloth as harsh and distressing as their combined heavy breathing. Billy saw Isaiah�s arm rise, the mace flashing silver for a split second; saw the weapon whipping in a cruel arc to smash against the woman�s head. Her body collapsed into a shadowy heap on the carpet, a drawn-out bubbling groan fading into silence like a dribble of water disappearing down a plughole.
Billy stumbled into the room. �Oh my god, you�ve killed her!� he said.
She was face down. Isaiah was already kneeling over her, feeling the pulse in her neck. An oil-like pool of blood was seeping across the carpet. �Not quite. Not yet,� he said. He said it like he was checking a microwave dinner.
That was it; Billy couldn�t take any more. He sprang over the outstretched legs of the woman and grabbed the door. Isaiah shot to his feet, his hand grasping at clothing, but he stumbled over the body, cursing as Billy ran out of the door beyond his reach. Billy turned to run back along the walkway and came up against Camael and Gabriel who were headed towards him.
He spun on his heel to take the opposite direction, knowing there had to be another exit, another stairwell at the end of the walkway, and he bolted headlong towards it.
Isaiah came to the doorway.
�What the fuck are you doing letting him out?� said Gabriel in a hush, indicating the man was to go back inside. He looked about him but no one stirred. He imagined this place wasn�t a stranger to weird noises during the night, and it paid not to investigate. �Do what you have to do,� he told a contrite Isaiah. �I�ll take care of Billy.� With that he went chasing after the young man, who�d already ducked rabbit-like down the black hole of the exit.
Body pumped through with adrenaline, Billy took the stairs quickly, holding onto the rail as he cleared them two at a time. Behind him he heard the machine gun clatter of Gabriel�s heels ripping his nerves to a bloody pulp. He stumbled, regained his footing, knowing now that if he were caught he�d be as cold and as dead as Beth. He wanted to scream out in alarm, scream for help, but he simply didn�t have the breath.
He emerged from the exit on the ground floor, raced across the muddy square, allowing himself a quick flick of the head to check where Gabriel was. He wished he hadn�t. He wasn�t far behind and he was closing fast. The sight of his indistinct but lean form lurching mechanically after him injected another much-needed shot of strength into his fast-failing legs.
Billy had hated sports at school. He�d since avoided any kind of physical exercise. The many hours flopped in front of the TV, or laid prone on his bed as he played on his games came back to haunt him as his flaming lungs turned against him, his legs, sucking in the last dregs of energy, were gradually being converted to rubber. His mind yelled �run!� and his body yelled back �I can�t!�
He heard, through the fog of his fear, a car racing down the road. It drew alongside him as he ran. �Get in! Get in!� he heard a man shout through the wound-down window.
A mind in panic does strange things, was his first thought. This entire night was madness and the car was part of it. The car stopped just in front of him.
�Inside, now!� yelled the driver.
And this time Billy didn�t hesitate, he flung open the passenger door and threw himself breathlessly inside the car. Gabriel came pounding alongside, made a hasty grab at the door as the car sped quickly away and Billy slammed the door shut. He leapt up and was relieved to see Gabriel�s form shrinking into the distance.
�Oh, Jesus! he bawled. �Oh, Jesus Christ!�
�What was happening back there?� asked the driver. �Who was that guy coming after you?�
�We�ve got to get to the police,� Billy stammered. �Now, straight away. God, they�ve killed her!�
�What? Who have they killed?�
For the first time Billy looked directly at his saviour. A hard-faced man, aged about forty maybe, thick hair, narrow eyes �Beth, for fuck�s sake! They killed her, that crazy Isaiah dashed her head in with a freaky mace-thing.� He put his head into his hands and began to blubber.
�Beth? Beth who?�
�Heaney.� The word was muffled by his hand.
�The girl from the supermarket?�
Billy nodded. Then he looked up questioningly. �How�d you know she worked at the supermarket?�
�Never mind that, Billy,� he said. �Are you sure it was this Beth Heaney woman?�
�You know my name? Are you the police or something?�
�You sure it was her, Billy?� He sounded pissed off.
�You�re American. You�ve got an American accent. Who the hell are you?�
�I�m Canadian, but I�ll forgive you. I�m a friend, Billy, that�s who I am.�
�How�d you know my name?� Panic began to sink its razor claws into his chest. �Let me out, I�ve got to get to the police.�
�Yeah, sure, we�ll go to the police. Give me the number of her flat, Billy, and then we�ll head right on to the nearest station.�
�Number 349, now stop fucking about! This is serious!�
�Listen, you�d be dead if it wasn�t for me,� he said. �Like I said, I�m your friend; you can trust me.�
Billy closed his eyes. The world had gone crazy. He began to cry, great globs of tears streaming down his cheeks. �I want to go home!� he wailed, his body shaking.
�Sure you do. I�ll take you there. But you gotta answer me a few questions first. Understand?� Questions first, home second. You got that? Billy, listen up, this is important! You got that?�
�Yeah, I got it,� he snivelled, wiping his nose on his sleeve.
�I�m your friend, Billy. Didn�t I just save your arse back there? So you gotta trust me. You got that? Trust me.�
Billy swallowed, nodded dumbly. The car sped down the deserted streets into the night.
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Silent Scream

These sorts of places were hell during the day, but at night they were something else. A stinking maze full of rats, he thought, eking out a dull, hand to mouth existence with little to relieve the tedium or the squalor. Most of the occupants unemployed, most doing drugs or something worse. A foetid pit where they threw society�s leftovers. At least, that�s what he thought, and once he thought something there was very little chance of shifting it. Helped him do his job. You needed to get things straight in your head, not mess them about. That way you knew where you were.
And where he was at this moment was outside flat number 349. And the door was unlocked.
He checked again down the walkway and then peered over the edge of the concrete wall and down onto the empty courtyard below. There were voices, in the distance, the hum of car tyres, the sound of a TV playing too loud a few doors down. But, from all appearances, flat number 349 had not attracted any attention. For the moment.
He�d been back at midday to check, and though a number of people came and went, going about whatever business people around these parts needed to take care of, no one even suspected what had happened in flat number 349 the previous night. No police, no drama, nothing. A narrow window of opportunity offered itself before the law and media were crawling all over the place. He knew he might not have long. Billy had told him that Beth Heaney had been murdered, but he couldn�t rely on the word of that snivelling little runt of a weasel. He had to check this out for himself.
He pushed the door open. The metallic smell of blood confirmed something had happened, and it was strong, enough to tell him plenty of it had been spilled in the process. He was careful to close the door quietly behind him before flicking on the torch, shining it at his feet. As he suspected, an inordinately large patch of blood had soaked through the carpet almost to the place where he stood. He must not tread in any of this, he thought, sliding the beam over to the centre of the room.
He�d seen many a body in his time � cut up, shot up, beat up � and had contributed to the list himself over the years, and he knew what state this one would probably be in, but all the same the sight of the inhuman lump of flesh, covered over with a fine grey-white powder, took his breath away for a second.
He made out a torso, beside it its dismembered limbs arranged like so many logs beside a fire, and atop these was what looked to be the severed head. The whole sat in a black lake of blood.
He bent to his haunches, aiming the torch at the head, the mouth, open and bloodied, gaping wide in a final silent scream, was visible through the mound of lime that had been poured over it.
Difficult to tell who she was, he thought. But not a nice way to go, whoever. Fucking barbarians. He�d hoped to get to her before they did, to prevent this.
He played the beam of the torch over the bare feet of the corpse. He squinted thoughtfully for a moment. He rose, and saw a strange symbol on the wall opposite. He played the torch beam over it. A circle in black paint, a cross in the centre, a star in the middle of it all. His eyes narrowed. The circle turned out to be a snake or something, eating its own tail. Fucking barbarians, he thought again.
He edged around the room, avoiding any of the blood, careful not to touch anything, not to brush against the blood-spattered furniture and walls. His gloved hand pushed open one of the two bedroom doors revealing an unmade bed, a cheap, chipboard cabinet at its side, a chest of drawers � an ancient-looking thing, dark varnished wood and probably 1930s. He went over to the drawers first, going through them one by one. Cheap women�s clothing � T-shirts, underwear, a jersey. Precious little. Hardly enough to support a life. This place was temporary, he thought, a stopping-off place. To where, he wondered?
The cabinet yielded nothing except a plastic alarm clock which had stopped at ten thirty-four. He lifted the mattress. Nothing underneath. He ran a speculative hand down the mattress edge and at the foot of it discovered a slit, six inches long, not easily detectable unless you knew what you were looking for. His fingers probed inside and he took out an envelope. He shone the light on the contents: a number of documents, including a plastic driver�s licence bearing the name Daniel Burgess, and a birth certificate for the same guy. He didn�t recognise the face on the photo. He stuffed it all back inside the envelope and back into the mattress, shining the torch around the room. By the window was a pair of women�s shoes. He picked one of them up. But on the way out he was drawn to two stylish photographic prints on the wall, incongruous because they didn�t seem to fit with the other taste in decor, or distinct lack of it, and because they were the only two things adorning the walls anywhere in the flat. Black and white photos. Coastal landscapes.
In the corner of each, written in pencil on the white paper margin were limited edition numbers. And the name of the photographer: Gareth Davies.
He took one of them down from the wall. On the back was a London gallery label: Foster Specialist Galleries, Chelsea. They would have been expensive to buy. He made a mental note of the name and address and hung it back up.
A noise on the walkway outside caused him to stiffen, flick off the torch. He stood motionless in the dark, waiting for the voices to thin and disappear. Only then did he make his move. He paused by the hardly recognisable heap of human remains and placed the shoe he�d found in the other room near the dead woman�s foot.
As he suspected, the foot was too big for the shoe. One thing he was almost certain of now; the woman lying here on the floor wasn�t Beth Heaney.
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Learning to Swim

She was cold. Shivering. Though the room was chilled, her tremors were because of the reason why she was here. What she had to do.
She found her mind shooting back to when he was little, her Billy, though in truth she hated it when everyone called him Billy. His name was William, she said, getting progressively more annoyed each time. How could they corrupt it so? It was William. In the end she gave up the fight. But to her he was always William, nothing else. Her little William.
How she�d longed � ached � for a baby. How she�d clutched him to her sweated breasts, a tiny, bloodied lump of a baby boy. But he was hers. She promised she would love him come what may. She was a mother, and he was her little boy. A bond that lasts forever.
�This way, Mrs Krodde,� said the man.
He had a comb-over. Youngish but with a comb-over. She thought such things were dead and gone these days. Men preferred to shave their heads entirely. It was the fashion.
There was a horrible smell in the room. A sharp, chemical smell that prickled the nostrils and made her feel nauseous.
He was lovely till he was twelve years old, she thought. His mother could do no wrong. He worshipped her. He loved that. My William, she�d tell him, and he�d respond by kissing her on the cheek. Then all that fizzled away when he became a teenager and it never came back. One moment a sweet puppy; the next a snarling hound you couldn�t put your hand near. She could just about put up with the cold shoulder from her husband � there�d been no fire in that particular oven for years � but not from her William. It cut her up.
So she ate away the misery but that just made her fat and feel even more miserable. Eventually she turned off from the hateful William he�d become, drowned her long tiresome hours in long bouts of mindless TV and chocolates. One life swapped for another. You are what you eat, people say. What did that make her?
The man with the terrible comb-over took her to a table. A long form laid upon it, covered with a sheet. There was another similar mound on another similar table. She wanted to turn and run away, but folded her arms against the cool atmosphere and sucked in a breath.
His fingers gripped the edge of the sheet. He observed her closely, a tiny smudge of empathy in his eyes. She glanced at him, nodded quickly.
He peeled back the sheet. It crackled as if it were new and straight out of the polythene wrapper.
The face was so white, she thought, like that of a statue she�d seen in a park.
�Is this your son, Mrs Krodde?�
She wanted to say no, because her son, her little William, had died a long time ago. But she nodded again, putting a hand to her mouth. �Yes, that�s my son William,� she said. �You say he was found in the canal?�
He said yes, and explained that he was found by two young people out jogging. �Drowned, by all accounts,� he said. �No sign of any other injuries. He had his wallet on him, and his watch, so not a mugging gone wrong, one presumes. You say he�d been out drinking?�
�Yes, he was depressed because he�d lost his job at the supermarket. I told him drinking wasn�t the answer.�
�Probably had one too many, took a walk, went too close to the canal and fell in.�
�He couldn�t swim. I couldn�t afford for him to have swimming lessons when he was little. Maybe if I had he�d be alive today.�
�Perhaps,� he said clinically. �Perhaps not. Depressed, you say?�
She said yes. �You think that�s a reason? You think he drowned himself?� The thought cut her up. She knew all about depression. She was drowning in chocolate.
�Hard to say, but it could be a contributory factor.�
�Oh,� she said. She allowed herself to be led meekly to the door. �Do you think if I could have afforded swimming lessons for him, like other mothers did, he would be alive today?�
�Difficult to say, Mrs Krodde. Difficult to say.�
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A Prickling of Fear
December 2011

Christmas was fast approaching, a week or so away. The snow came down hard and relentless. But that was what winter could be like in Wales. Gareth Davies wasn�t complaining; it was part of the attraction, being cut off, isolated from everyone and everything. Isolation did have its drawbacks, namely the weather; he had risked the elements and driven out in his wheezy old Land Rover to stock up on exorbitantly expensive provisions from the Cavendish sisters� store during one of the few windows of opportunity the weather presented. It had been a nightmare getting out, driving down the lanes and small single-track road; the council�s gritting trucks only concentrated on the major routes so when the blizzards came they experienced a total wipeout, with the small side road and neighbouring fields becoming one under the heavy drifts of snow.
He had loaded his carrier bags into the back of the Land Rover and was making his careful way back. Night had fallen and the snow came down again in Arctic proportions. He cursed. He didn�t want to be stuck out in the middle of nowhere. The final mile stretch down to his cottage was on quite a steep incline, the road giving way to a muddy track, heavily rutted and frozen solid. It was covered in a fresh blanket of fine snow. The old headlights didn�t do much to light up the track, and the windscreen wipers came from an era when slow and erratic represented British quality. He was concentrating hard, struggling to keep to the track and avoid letting the vehicle slide into one of the deep, snow-filled ditches.
He was, however, glad to be on the last leg of the uncomfortable journey home, and was looking forward to hunkering down in front of a log fire with a stiff drink. He�d even break into one of his recently bought sherry-filled mince pies as a minor salute to the season. And perhaps it was this warming thought that distracted him, because he did not see her till it was too late to do anything.
A woman, her face gleaming like a bright full moon in the glare of the headlights; a look of surprise that switched to horror as she burst from the hedge to his left and realised that a car was bearing down on her. She appeared to slip on the snow, crash down the steep bank.
He hit the brakes, more by instinct than anything. The wheels locked but the car kept moving, slewing madly from side to side. He heard the awful thud of impact; saw her head bouncing off the front of the Land Rover like a volleyball. She disappeared beneath the vehicle and Gareth closed his eyes as if somehow that might stop the inevitable from happening.
His heart was performing a loud and fast Lord of the Dance routine as he swung open the Land Rover�s door. �OhJesusohJesusohJesus�!� he said in a wild rush of air that spiralled into the sky like a cloud of cigarette smoke. He leapt from the cab, his feet plunging into deep snow. The rhythmic rumble of the engine was ominously loud in the snow-muffled lane, large flakes still falling from the sky, spinning around him and hitting him on the face. He saw her legs � bare legs � lying prone in the light from the headlamps.
He dashed around to the front, slipping in his haste and grabbing the wing mirror to steady himself. Her head was turned away from him, one arm draped protectively over the bridge of her nose, the other across the chest of her sweatshirt, an oversized, sodden raincoat wrapped loosely around her.
There was a carrier bag by her side and inside he saw a small cardboard box poking out. But he was more concerned that he�d killed her. Bending down he patted her face. �Hello,� he said dumbly. �For God�s sake, answer me.� He spotted blood on the snow and his insides crumpled. She remained motionless and he saw her face being leached of colour, growing dangerously paler by the second.
He reached into his coat for his cell phone � he needed to call an ambulance. After much fumbling from pocket to pocket he remembered he�d left the phone on the seat and ran madly back to the cab. He retrieved it, but there was no reception. He cursed, waving it around in the air, as if he could somehow snag a stray bit of signal. He failed.
Could she be in shock, he thought? He pocketed the phone for now and slipped off his coat to drape it around her body. Flakes of snow settled quickly and evenly on it.
�Don�t you worry,� he said worriedly. �We�ll soon get you taken care of.�
He tried the phone again. Nothing. He stood there with a hand to his head wondering what on earth he should do now. He could run back up the lane to see if the reception was any better, but he doubted it; he�d be cut off from a signal for quite a distance. Anyhow, she was unconscious, not a good sign, maybe even bleeding internally, broken bones, shock, and laid freezing in the snow. No one else would happen on them as few cars came this way, even in mid-summer, so on a night like this waiting around just wasn�t an option.
�Why me?� he said angrily. �Of all the lanes in all the country you had to fall into mine!�
The engine grumbled impatiently. The snow came down in thick, unrelenting globs. Deller�s End was still three quarters of a mile away with no other house between here and there. At least there was a landline to use in the farmhouse. Gareth bent to his haunches. Aside from his Land Rover and his own laboured breathing, the countryside was deathly quiet. It was unreal. His breath was pumping out in clouds to play around her face as he thought through the limited options.
He needed to get her in the vehicle then get home as fast as he could so he could call for an ambulance. But, having made his decision, he was hampered by the thoughts that he could do more harm than good in moving her. She might have a broken neck or something. He swept his hair back over his head in desperation. She�d freeze if she stayed here much longer, he thought. It would take ages to run to the farmhouse and make the call. The nearest cottage back the way he�d come was at least two miles distant.
Then, as if in answer to his prayers, the woman moved and turned her head, letting out a muffled groan before stretching her legs and falling still again.
No broken neck, he thought gladly.
There was nothing for it. He went to the back of the Land Rover, opening the door and clearing the deck of tools and shopping. He took off his jersey and laid it on the floor. Not much but it would have to suffice. He went back to the woman, paused over her, drew in a calming breath and bent down to take her weight, which, as he lifted her, was not too great. Undernourished rather than slim, he thought. She didn�t make a sound as he carried her to the rear of the Land Rover and placed her as gently as he could on his jersey. He tucked his coat around and under her head, noticing with a sinking heart that there was blood streaming down her forehead. He only hoped he hadn�t done any damage carrying her. He did his best to tend to the wound with a dab or two of the sleeve of his coat before he gave in, slammed the door shut and retrieved the carrier bag from the snow, tossing it carelessly onto the passenger seat.
He pressed the accelerator as gently as he could, both to gain traction and so as not to jolt the vehicle unnecessarily. It appeared to take an age to traverse the snow-packed lane, the drifts getting progressively deeper as he neared the cottage. He could not get all the way to the gate. The Land Rover got itself bogged down in a drift about thirty yards away, so he clambered out of the cab. He checked on the young woman, deciding to remove her coat which was wet-through and no doubt contributing to any hypothermia. He ran the rest of the way to Deller�s End.
Tossing the dripping coat over the back of his sofa he bawled into the phone that he needed help � ambulance, paramedics, helicopter, anything � and realised he must have sounded like an incoherent, babbling idiot, but they appeared to get the message and advised him to leave her in the Land Rover but to keep her warm and as comfortable as possible till they got there. On no account must he try to get her to the hospital himself. Having got his orders he stripped his bed of his duvet, grabbed a pillow and went back to the woman.
As he tucked the pillow under her head and wrapped the duvet around her, for the first time he noticed how pretty she was, in a plain, everyday sort of way. No makeup. Face dirtied by her fall. Late twenties, early thirties tops, he thought. Slightly familiar, if he were to be honest, as if he�d seen her somewhere before. But his attention was more drawn to her lips, which appeared as bloodless as her skin.
�Can you hear me?� he asked, getting in beside her and closing the door on the swirling snow. He picked up the torch he kept in the back and shone it at her. �Don�t worry, it won�t be long and they�ll be here.�
He put the flat of his hand on her forehead. Why, he had no idea, because he didn�t have the faintest idea what he was looking for. She felt cold, but was that good or bad? If she�d been hot and feverish would that have been preferable to cold and clammy, given her condition? And what exactly was her condition?
Jesus, he thought, I could have killed her! And she might die if they don�t get here soon.
�I�m called Gareth,� he blurted, pulling the duvet up to her chin. Stupid bastard, he thought; like she�s going to hear you. But it made him feel better, to offer what little support he could. The only way he knew how. �Welcome to Deller�s End,� he said, looking through the fogged-up window of the door towards where the ambulance would appear. If they could get down here, he thought bleakly.
At that moment a flurry of snow rattled softly against the sides of the Land Rover as if to taunt him.
About three-quarters of an hour passed. The temperature inside the vehicle dropped sharply and he was hoping the young woman was still warm beneath the duvet and was deliberating whether to fetch more from the house when a shadow flitted by the steamed-up window. At first he thought his tired eyes had imagined it, but he distinctly heard someone � or some thing � tramping softly in the snow outside. He thought that somehow they�d arrived without him noticing, to take her to hospital, but it was only when he swung open the back door and jumped down from the Land Rover into the thick snow did he realise no one was there. No ambulance, no paramedics, nothing.
Nothing except a deep and fresh set of footprints pockmarking the drifts. �Anyone there?� he called out, flicking his torch beam into the ragged, thorny undergrowth by the side of the lane. The thin beam did little to penetrate the scrub. Gareth traced the footprints, fresh snowflakes already settling in them. They appeared to circle the Land Rover and then head off towards the cottage, where they looked to meld with his own footprints of earlier. He aimed the torch down the lane, and then swung it to his left; the beam struck out across an empty expanse of ghostly white field. There was not a soul to be seen.
His curiosity was just dipping into the first prickling of fear when he saw the starlight-blink of headlights in the distance, shining sharply through the curtain-like screen of denuded trees. He went back to the Land Rover and waved the torch in their direction, relief flooding through him, warming and welcome.
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Precious Metal

He insisted he travel with her in the ambulance to the county hospital, just outside St Davids, but when the paramedics discovered he wasn�t family, and in fact was the man who had nearly killed her, they told him it wasn�t a good idea and that it would be better if he didn�t. That didn�t stop Gareth. He followed the ambulance, with difficulty in the worsening conditions, to the hospital.
Why? He asked himself that and concluded he didn�t rightly know. No, he thought, that wasn�t the entire truth. He didn�t follow the ambulance because of guilt, though he did feel the odd-pang screw up his stomach � after all, it wasn�t entirely his fault, was it? It was simply because during the lengthy time he spent with her before the ambulance came, tucking her up in the duvet, touching her forehead, staring at her face, as peaceful as if she were asleep � during that time a connection had been made.
She hadn�t spoken a single word, had only looked into his eyes for a split second before the moment of impact, and, he thought, let�s face it she might not have even seen his face through the windscreen, the bright headlights washing him and the Land Rover out all but completely. But something happened back there in that lane. Something he couldn�t figure out but which was drawing him along as easily as if he were tied to her by an invisible cord. Something that made him try to keep up with the ambulance, headed back out into a snowstorm he had so desperately tried to escape.
Nor did he think it odd that he sat inside Accident and Emergency in an insipid corridor on an uncomfortably hard, plastic chair, staring at notices on the wall opposite telling him not to use his mobile, which he found ironic, because the thing would probably work here where he least needed it. He sat impatiently, twiddling his thumbs, waiting for news of her condition.
He knew it was faintly ridiculous, but he was worried sick for her. He suspected the doctor also thought something similar as he badgered her for an update and she politely explained she�d inform him as soon as she had details. She indulged him though, and gave him directions to the nearest coffee machine, and advised him to avoid both the tea and coffee and stick to the hot chocolate.
A police officer turned up after a while, mumbling that he could not get here any earlier due to a number of weather related accidents stretching the available force. He looked weary and hollow-eyed, like he really didn�t care but he was going through the motions.
�So she jumped out in front of you?� he asked.
�Ran out in front,� I corrected.
�Do you think she meant to do it?�
Gareth frowned. �Like suicide? No, I don�t think so. There are easier ways. She looked too surprised, and I think she slipped in front of the car. I�m not sure she actually meant to go under it.�
He grunted something and his pen flicked over the paper of his pad. �Seems odd she didn�t see or hear your car, don�t you think?�
He thought about it. �She appeared to be running fast, as if she was being chased.�
He looked up. �Did you see anyone else?�
�Not exactly.�
�Not exactly? Can you explain?�
�It might be nothing, but I heard someone moving outside the Land Rover just before the ambulance arrived. I saw footprints too.�
�But you didn�t see anyone?�
Gareth shook his head. �Not a soul.�
�And how long after you�d hit her did this happen?�
�I�m not sure. Best part of an hour.�
He gave a low chuckle. �She had a good head start then!� He snapped shut his book and shoved it into his pocket. �Thank you for your help, sir. I have your contact details should we need to speak with you further.�
�So you�ve no idea who this woman is, where she was going or what she was doing out there at this time of night?�
�No ID. And not exactly dressed for the weather either. Probably as high as a kite on something or other, wandered, got lost, panicked, saw you and ran to get your help. Bang! Ends up here. As soon as she comes to we�ll interview her.� He rose to his feet and looked down at him as he plonked his cap back on his head. His radio crackled and thin insistent voices buzzed like a swarm of angry wasps. �If you take my advice, sir, you�d best be headed home. You can�t do any good here anyhow, and like I say, she�s probably not going to thank you for your concern; I�ve seen this type before.�
Gareth wanted to protest, but held it in check. He bade the officer good night and wandered down to the coffee machine. He should have heeded the doctor�s advice � the coffee was dire. Resignedly he sat back down on his chair and waited for news, sipping and grimacing and wondering what on earth he was doing here.
The doctor came to his side, almost taking him by surprise.
�Is she going to be alright?� he asked, rising from his chair.
She nodded. �The suspected fracture of the skull turned out to be a quite sizeable blow to the head that caused concussion, but thankfully all she should suffer when she finally comes round are a few stitches to the head, dizziness and a thumping headache. There were no broken bones, no internal injuries. A day or so, depending on how she reacts to the crack on the head and she should be OK.�
He gave an obvious sigh of relief. �So she�s still unconscious?�
She nodded. �Sleeping.� She glanced pointedly at her watch. �If you want to see her you�ll have to wait till tomorrow. That�s when the police say they should be back to ask her a few routine questions.� She made as if to leave, her shoe squeaking on the tiled floor. �One curious thing, though,� she said. �Though she�s escaped having any broken bones this time she�s had more than her fair share for one so young. Long-healed, but either she�s very accident prone or suffered quite a bit of trauma in the past.� She smiled. �Accident prone, I guess, judging by tonight�� Her bleeper went. �Goodnight. You really must be going; you�ll never get home and you could be stranded here all night.�
He left the building. It was now approaching 9.30 p.m., and they�d stopped clearing the hospital car park of snow a while ago. All traces of tarmac had vanished and cars were transformed into spectral white humps, fast disappearing under the blizzard. He located the Land Rover and drove carefully into town. It looked like a snowplough had been along a while ago and cleared a little, but it was already whiting over with fresh snow. He sized things up and decided it was madness trying to drive back to Deller�s End now.
There was a pub-cum-hotel he knew of not too far away in St Davids, at which he�d stayed on his first visit to the area when buying Deller�s End. He banked on it not being full. If so he might have to spend a freezing night in the back of his Land Rover, a prospect he did not relish.
The sullen young man who greeted him at the hotel looked faintly annoyed with having to tend to a new customer, especially one liberally dusted with snow, shoes dripping wet and looking like he�d been blown in by the weather. Fortunately, he said, there was a single room free due to a recent weather-related cancellation. They ran through the formalities of checking-in double quick and Gareth went up to his room. It was only when he�d shrugged off his sodden coat that he remembered the carrier bag and cardboard box belonging to the young woman, which he�d tossed into the passenger footwell. Not wanting it to become a lure for opportunist thieves he reluctantly went back out to the car park and retrieved it.
He tossed the bag idly onto the dressing table beside a balding sprig of tinsel someone had placed there in deference to the jolly season, and switched on the TV whilst he showered. It chattered comfortingly away in the background as the warm water fizzed out of the limescale-encrusted showerhead and he began to relax. The late news was on as he towelled himself dry; the usual stuff, snow causing absolute chaos on the roads, even though we expect it every year, indecision and anger about the proposed NHS reforms, and police had found the body of a murdered woman in a Manchester flat and in a state of some decay.
It didn�t pique his interest. Why should it? There was always someone somewhere being found dead. But his ears pricked involuntarily at the nature of her death. The police weren�t giving much away at this stage, naturally, but the thick-necked officer looking ill at ease before the cameras, his tie slightly askew, an older guy who from his worn expression looked like he�d seen many years in the force, said calmly that some dismemberment had taken place. He said there had as yet been no formal identification of the body, but she was believed to be aged between twenty-five and thirty-five, perhaps foreign, perhaps Polish. He asked for witnesses to come forward. Then it went back to the weather. More snow on its way. Great, he thought, and he flipped through the channels to find something a little less depressing.
His evening meal consisted of a microwaved pasty and a packet of crisps, which was all that was available without trudging through high drifts to find some late-night cafe open. He sat on the bed and sullenly watched the TV babble away to itself. Then his attention was drawn to the carrier bag. OK, so he shouldn�t be nosey, he thought, but he brought it over to the bed and took out the cardboard box, which turned out to be an old shoebox that, according to the illustration pasted on it, once held size ten Nike trainers. Something metallic rattled inside. He sat the box on his lap and removed the lid. He shook his head in disbelief.
There was an assortment of gold necklaces, brooches, rings � some of it quite hefty. Even as a non-expert he realised some of this was quite old, a couple of rings in particular and a bangle, all in bright yellow gold, one of the rings having a single small emerald, rough cut, sitting in an unassuming plain setting. He rifled his fingers deeper through the sea of gold. One brooch snagged his attention and he took it out. He�d no idea of date, but it was oval in shape, a large sapphire encircled by diamonds. If these stones were real, he thought, this alone must be worth a small fortune.
Where on earth had she gotten all this? Were they stolen? She looked like she owned very little, judging from her threadbare appearance. Yet he could not believe she was a thief. Or perhaps he didn�t want to believe it, he thought; perhaps he�d fallen under her spell a little. Become blinded.
It was then he saw the simple leather cord, incongruous because it was the only thing not made of precious metal. His finger hooked it and pulled it out. He almost dropped the box from his lap.
What hung from the end of the leather cord, blinking in the harsh glow of the bedroom light, was half a silver coin.
The missing half to the one he had back home. The one he�d had with him when he�d been found as an abandoned baby.
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It�s Deadly Out There

When he stepped out onto the street the following morning there was no question in his mind about what he should do.
Overnight snow had caused the usual mayhem on the roads. The drifts were high, the only vehicle attempting to go anywhere was a lone snowplough, and even that looked to struggle with the conditions. A rag-tag rope of sorry-looking cars followed close, if slowly, in its wake, but they could hardly keep on the road, their wheels finding little traction.
He shook his head at their attempts. He wasn�t going to risk it in his Land Rover. OK, so it was supposed to be made as all-terrain, but it was vintage, a classic, and he wasn�t about to risk taking it anywhere just yet, especially amid those maniacs trying to slalom their way to work. To be on the safe side he booked another night at the hotel.
But of course that wasn�t the real reason he was going to hang around. He was going to see the woman when it came round to visiting time, and not just because he was worried for her health. Finding the coin came almost as a body blow to him. A bizarre coincidence? And though he didn�t have his own to hand to compare he�d looked it over too many times to be mistaken that the one the woman had in her box was the missing half to his. Then, of course, doubts shrugged their way in and he admonished himself for being a fool. They couldn�t be part of the same coin. The thoughts plagued him through the remainder of the night and well into the morning. When he awoke he snatched the leather-threaded coin from the dressing table, just to reassure himself he hadn�t been dreaming the entire thing. In the cold light of day he knew he wasn�t mistaken.
He hung around till 2pm at which time the hospital was open to visitors. He was at the head of the tiny wave of heavily wrapped people that washed onto the ward to see their loved ones. For some reason he was relieved to see her there, as if half expecting her to be a smoky dream that had been torn to nothing by the fingers of morning. She looked as if she were asleep, arms laid out on top of the bed, head propped up slightly, her head encased in a bandage from which beneath sprouted a few tufts of blonde hair. The ward was hot, stiflingly so, and began to throb to the hushed voices of the visitors who sat in conversation with people in various stages of recovery from traumas and illness. Gareth Davies wasn�t particularly keen on hospitals and didn�t relish being there.
He pulled up a chair and sat down beside her bed. The metal chair creaked. She opened her eyes to the sound, and at first, only for an instant, he saw fear painted there, her body visibly stiffening. But it vanished quickly. She stared at him, half suspiciously, half expectant.
�Good afternoon,� he said. She didn�t reply. He was momentarily captivated by the blue of her eyes. �We�ve bumped into each other before,� he quipped, trying to make light of things, but it prompted an icy glare of incomprehension. He could see her mind working on the comment. �I�m the one who knocked you down last night, remember?� he explained. �In the lane?�
She swallowed, glanced at the jug of water and glass on the cabinet beside her.
�Are you thirsty?� he asked, reaching for the jug. He poured a little water and handed the glass to her. She took it and sipped. �My name is Gareth Davies,� he said.
�Thank you, Gareth Davies,� she said huskily. He waited but she remained silent.
�I was wondering if you felt better,� he said. He could have done with a drink too � he felt like he was drying up like a slug caught out in the sun. He pointed to the bandage. �It could have been worse, you know; I could easily have killed you.�
�But you didn�t,� she said quietly.
�No, not quite. What�s your name?�
She shook her head. �I can�t remember,� she returned shortly. �Like I told the police.�
�Look, I don�t care what you were doing last night��
�I might not have been doing anything,� she said.
�How do you know? You can�t remember.�
She narrowed her eyes. Placed the glass on the unit and they both watched the water inside it tremble for a second. �True enough,� she conceded.
�The police interviewed me too,� he said. �Routine when there�s been a traffic accident in which someone�s been hurt.� She gave him a vacant look. �Knock to the head, does strange things, eh?� he said. �Look, I came because of two reasons: the first, to see how you are � you came running from the hedge like the devil was at your back, I nearly killed you, you had no ID, you weren�t even dressed for winter and I was concerned for you. The second�� He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out the coin on its leather cord. He saw her eyes widen and she turned away. �I could mention the box full of gold, which in itself looks a trifle dodgy to say the least, but it�s this I�m more interested in. Where did you get it? Is it yours? Is it stolen?� He found his voice was getting more animated and he had to stem the flow of words. He let the coin dangle there.
�Put it away,� she said.
�Tell me where you got it.�
�Not here,� she said. �Put it away.�
He sighed and stuffed it back into his pocket. �I have one just like it. Mine though is the other half. I�ve had it since I was a baby. My mother left it with me. Weird, don�t you think, that you turn up with this? All I want to know is where you found it.� He bowed his head, his hands working together on his lap. �I never knew my mother. The coin is the only link to her. I�d like to find her.� He found it strange to be uttering the words as he had always professed the opposite.
�You can�t,� she said pointedly.
�That�s for me to decide.�
�She�s dead, Gareth,� she said, turning to him.
He found it cut straight into him. Even though he�d hated the woman for what she did to him, he did not want to hear this. �How do you know? How can you be certain? Did you know her?�
�I�m your sister, Gareth,� she said. �I�m your sister, Erica. That�s how I know.�
For a moment he received it as if she were joking, and even smiled a little. Then the smile collapsed into a frown. �Erica, huh? What are you trying to pull here?�
�We�re twins.�
�OK, when�s my birthday?� he asked sceptically.
�April 28th, 1976.�
�Wrong. It�s May 10th.�
�That�s the date they put on the birth certificate, yes. But it�s not the right one. You�re older than me, by nearly half an hour. You were born at 7.30pm, and I followed at 7.55pm. You cried your lungs out; I didn�t, they had to make me.�
He sat there, stunned by what he was hearing. �This is some kind of sick joke��
�Look at me,� she said. �Don�t you see a resemblance?�
Of course he did. He hadn�t realised it at first but that�s probably why she looked so familiar when he first saw her.
�What was her name?� he asked, delivered coldly, still refusing to believe what he was hearing.
�Elizabeth.�
That single word made him crumple, in spite of everything he was feeling, in spite of the defences he was rapidly throwing up. �Elizabeth,� he echoed quietly. He looked down at the coin resting in his hand.
�It�s a Charles the Second silver crown, 1662,� she explained. Your half was left to you wrapped in a sheet of paper torn from an encyclopaedia.�
�So how did she die? Why did she dump me at Cardiff railway station? How come you and I never met till now?�
She glanced quickly and furtively around the ward. Everyone was involved in their own little world. �I can�t tell you at this moment. This is not the right place,� she said, her voice deliberately hushed. �But you have to believe me.�
A man wandered onto the ward. He was draped in a heavy winter coat. Gareth saw her freeze and she watched him closely. He glanced in their direction. Then saw who he was searching for and made his way across the ward to the bed. She sighed.
�Look, are you in some kind of trouble?�
Her attention snapped back to him. She looked like she wanted to say something, but her lips slowly came together and the words remained unsaid. She held out her hand for the coin necklace. He gave it to her and she concealed it in her fist.
�What were you doing last night, running out in front of me like that? You could have killed yourself. Who were you running from? Has the box of gold jewellery got anything to do with this?�
�Keep your voice down, Gareth,� she said. �Please.�
�You steal it?�
�Absolutely not. Do you have the box safe?�
�I have it, yes.�
�It�s all there? Everything?�
�Of course it is! What do you take me for? Tell me straight, what�s going on? Are you on the run from the police?�
She shook her head. �I came to help you. To warn you, Gareth.�
�To warn me of what?�
She let out a deep breath. �Of them�I can�t speak about that here,� she said quietly.
He threw his hands up in frustration. �OK, OK. Not here. You�re a strange one, lady.� Her eyes were heavy, as if she were desperately tired. She was fighting to keep them open.
�Shall I come back later?� In part he knew he wanted to get out because he couldn�t handle what he was hearing. Couldn�t handle the fact this woman could be his sister. It threw his entire life up in the air.
She reached out, grabbed his hand. He didn�t know what he should do. Till a few minutes ago this woman was a stranger he had almost killed. Now she was a potential sister he never knew he had. Struck dumb, he just let her hang onto his hand. It felt warm. Reassuring. A contact he never dreamed of ever making. Emotions bubbled up within him, competed with each other for a piece of his troubled mind. The peace he�d found since coming to Deller�s End was in danger of being crushed like tinfoil. When he looked into her eyes he saw only truth, and that scared him. Terrified him. He tried to pull his hand away but she wouldn�t let it go.
�You have to believe me, Gareth.�
�I dunno�� he said. �It�s all too weird. I�ve got to go. Maybe I�ll see you this evening, huh? I need time to think about this.�
He wrenched his hand free and she tried to sit upright, but pain forced her back onto her pillow. She grimaced. �Be careful, Gareth,� she said.
�I�ll see you later,� he said. �I�ll bring you your box.� And with that he turned and left her, hurrying from the ward and out of the hospital.
The cold, fresh air did little to revive him. His mind was spinning. This wasn�t happening, he thought. It was all too sudden, all too unreal to grasp.

He wandered the snowy streets of St Davids in a half-daze, finally clearing snow from a metal bench overlooking the cathedral and he sat there in the freezing cold. The grounds were deserted and sheathed in an undulating skin of snow broken only by the many dark headstones rising from it. The sky was a pristine white. Fresh snowflakes circled his lonely frame like excited children as he thought deeply on the implications of the visit. But there were no answers to be found, so he bought a bottle of Johnnie Walkers and went back to the hotel to find a few answers inside that. Did he really want his life turning inside out just as he�d got it back on track? He drank deeply of the whiskey and decided maybe he didn�t. Then drank again and decided that maybe he did. What if she was a fraud? But where did she get the other half of the coin if so, how did she know the details of how it was left to him, and what the hell was there in it for her to pretend to be his sister anyhow? None of it made sense. Unless she really was his sister. He took a stiff swig and gasped on the hot liquid. He ought to get something to eat or he�d suffer for it, he thought.
She came to warn him, she said. Warn him of what?
In the end he lay down, the drink taking its toll on him, and his mussed-up head tried to grapple with a plague of contradictory thoughts. As sleep drew its warm veil over his tortured mind he thought it would be rather swell to have a sister. And he smiled, in spite of himself.

When he awoke, the sky beyond the window was black. He rubbed sleep from his eyes, not fully realising how tired he�d been. The combination of tiredness and alcohol had all but floored him. He took a look at the time. 6.15pm. Visiting time at the hospital had started fifteen minutes ago. He splashed cool water on his face, grabbed the cardboard box full of jewellery, slipped his arms into his coat then headed for the hospital.
If anything the afternoon sleep had worked wonders. He woke up fresh and clear-headed, deciding he had to see Erica again. The prospect of a sister � his real family � filled him with something akin to excitement. It was as if a massive piece of the puzzle that had been missing in his life was finally being slotted into place. All the mysteries, the many questions, he might now find answers to them. He all but ran through the hospital doors, hoping he wouldn�t be too late.
He was taken aback to see that her bed was now occupied by an older woman.
�Where is the young woman who was in this bed?� he asked, managing to intercept a nurse. �Has she been moved?�
She was in a hurry and the flash of her eyes told him so. �She discharged herself, I believe. Are you a relative?�
�No,� he said. �I�m the one who nearly killed her.� He saw a look of horror spread across her face, her mind racing to the nearest panic button. �I mean, I knocked her over in my car. I have something I�d like to return to her.� They both looked at the carrier bag he had in his hand.
�Well she obviously thought she was well enough to take herself off.�
�I suppose you have no idea where she went?�
�You suppose right,� she said bluntly. �Now if you�ll excuse me�� And she scurried away to attend to other duties, but couldn�t resist calling back, �And try not to hit anyone else; we�re rather busy!�
He stood there. No amount of staring at the bed with the woman in it transformed her into Erica. He came down from his elation as if he�d been on a drugged high and it didn�t feel at all comfortable. He shook his head resignedly and headed for the double doors at the head of the ward. As he lifted his hand to push through the doors a man standing there held up his hand and stopped him dead. He was middle-aged, near to forty maybe, smartly dressed in a charcoal-black woollen coat that finished just above his knees, the shoulders peppered with shimmering beads of melted snow; his trousers were dark, ending in a pair of wet but shiny black shoes; his hair was neatly trimmed, his face a little red from the heat.
�Excuse me,� he said, his accent either American or Canadian, Gareth couldn�t determine which. �I couldn�t help but overhear. You were asking about a young woman, the one who occupied that bed?�
�Do you know where she is?� Gareth asked hopefully.
�I was hoping you�d be able to tell me, Mr�?�
Gareth ignored the name fishing. �How do you know her?�
�A close friend,� he said. �I�m trying to contact her. I got wind she was here, but like you it appears I arrived just a little too late.�
�Yes, it appears so,� he said. There was something about the man he took an instant dislike to. Something that made him feel decidedly uncomfortable. �Look, sorry, but I have to leave.�
�And how is it she knows you? She never mentioned you.�
�I sort of bumped into her, as you do,� Gareth said. He tried to sidestep him but he mirrored his move and blocked the exit. �I really do have to leave,� he insisted.
�And I really do have to find her. It�s important. Perhaps I can buy you a drink?� he offered, his face trying hard to hold onto a smile that revealed a nice set of teeth which must have set him back a small fortune over the years.
�Another time maybe,� Gareth said, nodding politely. �I�ve told you all I know.�
The man paid particular interest to the carrier bag. �Something of hers?�
�That�s really none of your business,� he said, pushing by him and opening the doors.
�Sure, thanks for the help,� the grin broadening. �Oh, and be careful; it�s deadly out there,� he warned.

There was nothing for it but to head home, he thought, totally deflated, his mind full of questions. The roads were better now, and he had no reason to hang about the hospital; she wasn�t going to return. That didn�t stop him scanning the streets and the people as he headed out, searching for any sign of her.
It took a while for him to drive home in the dark, especially once he hit open country where the snow remained thick on the ground. He passed the odd-car sitting nose down in a ditch, or abandoned by the roadside under heaps of snow. As usual, signs of humanity thinned the closer he got to Deller�s End. When he approached the spot where he�d hit Erica he unconsciously slowed down, even checked the hedge from where she�d come sliding down, as if somehow she might do the same today, as if he could conjure her up just by thinking about it.
Eventually he pulled the Land Rover to a sliding halt on the snow covered grass verge by the gate to Deller�s End. A chill wind caused the branches of trees to hiss like waves breaking on shingle and great clumps of dislodged snow came thudding silently to the ground. A full moon blazed brightly in a crisp black sky, the stars standing out clear and sharp.
As he trudged down the path he noticed the cottage door was ajar and he cursed himself for forgetting to lock it in his haste to tend to Erica. A small drift of snow had accumulated just inside the room. He scooped the snow away and closed the door, not thinking anything of it till he glanced down at the remains of damp, muddy footprints on the carpet leading into the living room. He turned on the light. He�d clearly made one set of prints when he�d dashed in to phone for the emergency services and collect the duvet from upstairs. But there was another set of prints, on closer inspection, that evidently did not belong to him. They were larger than his for one thing, and the remains of the deep tread told him unequivocally they were made by a pair of boots and not by the soles of his light shoes.
He began to get worried that, as remote as this place was, he�d been burgled. He went immediately to his few pieces of furniture � drawers, a bureau � but there was no evidence that anything had been disturbed. It was only when he turned to check upstairs that he noticed the symbol painted on the wall. A circle, painted in black, a cross in the middle of it, a star in the centre of the whole.
�What the blazes�?� he said, going closer to it.
He noticed it wasn�t a straightforward circle; it was a serpent eating its own tail.
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Two-for-One

He supposed he�d better call the police to report a break-in and damage to the wall. He was told to leave the scrawl until the police had been to check it out. An officer eventually turned up four days later. Break-ins were apparently not a priority for a force having to endure savage cuts to frontline staff and the pressures of the recent bad weather.
The terminally tired officer asked to be taken into the living room where the damage had been done.
�Looks like the work of kids,� he surmised. �Some young ne�er do well with time on his hands decided to take advantage of you leaving your door open.� He looked meaningfully from above his pad at Gareth.
He grinned sheepishly. �Probably true, but aren�t the footprints on the large size for kids?�
�Trust me, some teenagers these days are fully grown except for up here in the head. I think they come out of the womb fully grown. What you have there,� he said with a decisive point of his pen at the symbol, �is a common or garden graffiti tag. Some kid marking out his territory.� He slapped his cap back on purposefully. �My advice would be to get better locks and remember to use them in future. Isolated cottages like this are a magnet for trouble. Good job there�s nothing stolen; the insurance companies won�t pay up if you leave the door open and invite them in.�
Gareth took it on the chin and watched as the police officer took a photograph of the drawing. �If we can match this up with tags from elsewhere we might catch the culprit.� He took more photos of the muddy footprints. They�d faded considerably, dried into the carpet. �Not your size,� he noted. He pocketed the tiny camera. �So, you�re definitely sure nothing�s gone missing?�
�As far as I can tell,� said Gareth, �everything�s still here.�
�Kids,� he said, �fooling around.�
He told him they�d be in contact just as soon as they heard anything, which, he detected from the dull tone of voice, was likely to be never. Gareth walked him to the door, watched him get into the police car and drive away, rather rashly, thought Gareth, as the slush had turned to ice.
Searching out an old tin of emulsion paint Gareth did his best to cover up the symbol, but despite a couple of coats the thing kept creeping back. In the end he gave up, the ghost of the image never quite going away, reminding him these had been a strange and unsettling few days.
So who was she? Who was Erica and where the hell did she go? Likewise, who was the American guy searching for her? Eventually he stuffed the box of jewellery down in the cellar, in the hope that one day he�d be able to return it to her and partially to try and forget her. But he found that was impossible. She stuck like a thorn in his mind.

Life got back to something representing normal. But everything had been washed clean of the meaning it had before he met her. His work suffered. He really had to get more productive, he told himself. He took long walks along the coast in the hope that inspiration would blow in on the wind and that his growing obsession with Erica would blow away on it. She was a poison that had infected his system, he thought grimly. A poison that had begun with a kind of euphoria and was ending in a black swirling cloud of emotions which threatened to engulf and suffocate him.
He became so absorbed he forgot to stock up on provisions. It was only when he went to the cupboard to search out something to eat that he did a Mother Hubbard; same for the fridge. He slipped his arms into a coat and set off for the Cavendish store to grab a few groceries, reluctantly acknowledging that it was the mundane necessity of the everyday business of having to eat that forced him back into the real world again.
The two sisters who ran the store were never far from one another. It could be quite threatening to have them both serving you at the same time, he thought. But they must have sensed his dark mood and even offered him vocal support, even if that were limited to pointing out where the two-for-one cupcakes they had on offer were to be found.
He half-heartedly wandered along the thinly populated shelves of food and gradually filled a basket with all the basics. He�d go to the supermarket in a few days, he thought; these prices would cripple him. He was acutely aware of them watching his progress up and down the two tight aisles, his final approach to the counter quietly disturbing, for they were staring at him pretty much as they had when he�d first landed in Pembrokeshire. He thought those days were behind him.
One of the sisters silently began to unload his basket; annoyingly slowly too. The other offered him the sort of smile a ferret might give before plunging down a rabbit hole.
�We had someone come into the store yesterday asking about you,� she said casually.
Gareth raised a brow. �Me? Are you certain? Who?� He hoped it was Erica.
�Well, it might have been you but we couldn�t be certain,� broke in the other sister, glowering at his carton of milk as if it had been misbehaving before tossing it unceremoniously into a carrier bag.
�Of course it was him!� she said, rolling her eyes. �He said he was a reporter from the Clarion.�
�It wasn�t the Clarion!� she corrected.
�Then which paper was it?�
�I can�t quite remember, but it most certainly wasn�t the Clarion, that much I do know.� A bag of potatoes followed the milk. �He was American.�
�An American?� said Gareth.
�Clarion or not, he was a reporter and he said he was looking for the man hereabouts who knocked over a young woman in the snow.�
�You�re certain he was American?� asked Gareth.
�Jones the Post said that your Land Rover was involved in an accident.�
Gareth took the carrier bag and handed over his money. �How did he know about the accident?�
�Jones the Post knows all sorts of things,� she said, throwing his money into the till and slamming the drawer shut. �I�ve had to charge you 5p for the carrier bag,� she added. �It�s policy.�
Gareth mumbled that it was fine. �What did this man look like?� he asked.
They went on to describe, in detail, the man from the hospital.
�But we didn�t tell him where you lived or anything like that,� said the sister at the till.
�Oh no,� joined the other. �He wasn�t from around here. Anyway, we don�t trust reporters � all that phone-hacking stuff, it�s just deplorable! We only take reputable papers in the shop now.�
�Was she badly injured?� she said, coming from the till to lean on the counter. �You didn�t kill the woman, I hope?� She said it jokingly but the optimistic light shining in her eyes begged otherwise.
�No, I didn�t kill her,� he assured. He thanked them for his things. �Look, if anyone else like that comes around asking for me, don�t point out where I live, huh?� He was feeling a tad uneasy about this mysterious man who appeared to be following him around.
At that moment two uniformed police officers came into the shop, seemingly filling it with their presence. Gareth gave one of them a glance and made as if to squeeze by them to leave. One of the sisters quipped loudly that they�d found him at last, and laughed, rather too shrilly.
�Mr Davies?� one of the officers said. �Mr Gareth Davies of Deller�s End?�
�Yes, that�s right,� he returned. Then realisation hit him. �Have you found the kids who damaged my wall?�
The second officer stepped forward, a sheer rock-face of a man. His expression was equally stony. �Mr Davies, we�d like you to accompany us to the station.�
�Sorry?� he said, bemused.
�We�d like you to come along with us, sir.�
�What, now?�
�If you would, sir,� he said, meaning definitely and don�t argue.
The faces of the two sisters were a sight to behold, thought Gareth as he left the shop with the policemen. That was the last time he would ever get offered their two-for-one cupcakes, he mused.
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Hollowed Out

Gareth was one of those people, he decided, that just being in the company of the law made him feel instantly guilty. Everything about him told them he was guilty � his voice, his sweaty palms, his increasingly furtive looks. He bet they could fasten a lie detector on him and he�d come out responsible for anything from shoplifting to terrorism. Whatever it was they were looking for when they sat him in that sterile interview room he was certain they believed they found it in him. The officer who sat opposite him told him to relax, it was only a question or two, that�s all; shouldn�t take too long. Routine. He liked how they used that word. Just being in here was anything but routine.
�What�s all this about?� Gareth asked, glancing apprehensively at the CCTV camera in the corner of the room.
All in good time, the officer told him. He needed to confirm his name, date of birth, address, which he dutifully did. As he was finishing another man came into the room, dressed in plain clothes, closely followed by another dressed similarly. There was an obvious handover and the uniformed officer rose and left, the other two taking his place, sitting side by side opposite Gareth.
The older of the two looked familiar. Large-framed, good head of hair but almost grey, eyes that had seen it all and needed to rest; his partner was far younger, slim, quite handsome, a jaw that sported hair somewhere between a fashionable five o�clock shadow and stubble. He guessed they represented both ends of the career spectrum; starting out, seeing it out.
The elder introduced himself in a quiet, unhurried drawl as Detective Chief Inspector Stafford of the Greater Manchester Police; his colleague was Detective Inspector Styles.
�How long have you lived at Deller�s End, Mr Davies?� he asked. He told him. �And where did you move from?�
�London.�
His head nodded gently. �Bit of a change, London to rural Wales. Don�t you find it a bit isolated?�
�It suits me fine,� said Gareth. �What is all this about?�
�You�re a photographer,� he said, looking down at the table.
�I get by.�
�Live on your own?�
�Yes. Is that unusual?�
He flashed him a pasted-on smile. �Not at all, Mr Davies.� From a cardboard folder that sat on the table he pulled out a photograph and slid it over to Gareth. �Do you recognise that, Mr Davies?�
He did, instantly. It was the painted symbol from his living room wall and he told them so. �One of your guys told me it was probably a graffiti tag. Seems a lot of bother to drag someone down all the way from Manchester to investigate a bit of vandalism.�
Slowly the officer removed another photograph and pushed it across the table so that it sat alongside the first. �Actually this photograph is the one from your wall; the first came from elsewhere,� he said.
Gareth held them up together. �They look the same. Do you suppose they were done by the same person then?�
He ignored the question. �Have you ever lived in Manchester, Mr Davies?�
That took no time at all to answer. �Never. All I know about Manchester is that it has two football teams and a canal.�
�A visit recently?�
�No.�
�Not even briefly?�
�Not even for a nanosecond. What has the graffiti on my wall got to do with Manchester?�
He slid yet another photograph over. A young woman smiling for the camera, caught in the bright glare of the flash. She looked like she�d been taken unawares.
At first glance Gareth thought he was looking at Erica, and his heart lurched. But then he realised it wasn�t her, similar yes, but definitely not Erica.
�Do you recognise this woman?� said Stafford. The younger officer called Styles leant forward a fraction.
Gareth shook his head. �Never seen her before.�
�Are you certain? Never met her, even briefly? Perhaps at a party somewhere, on the streets, in a cafe? Take another closer look,� he insisted. �See if it refreshes your memory.�
Gareth pushed it back across the table. �Never clapped eyes on her till this moment when you showed me this. Who is she? Am I supposed to know her?�
�Do you recognise the name Ania Dabrowska?�
�It�s not a name I�m familiar with,� he said. I think I�d remember that one; Polish, is it?�
�Good guess,� he said passing a sideways glance at Styles.
�Hardly,� Gareth countered, �I�ve known a few Polish people. Youngsters coming over for the work.�
�And you are absolutely certain you never knew this young Polish person who came over for the work?�
�How many times do I have to tell you?� he said, exasperated, �I have never seen this woman before. Who the hell is she and what has she to do with me? Why am I being questioned like this?�
DCI Stafford sat back in his chair, stretching his back and shoulders. �You mean who was she. She�s dead, Mr Davies. She was murdered.�
Gareth was stunned. Then he made the connection: the slot on the TV news some time ago, when he was in the hotel in St Davids; the young woman found dead in a Manchester flat. The man opposite him was the officer leading the investigation, the one who was asking for witnesses. That�s why he looked vaguely familiar.
�Wait a minute,� said Gareth, �you don�t suspect me of having had a hand in her murder, do you?� He could feel his insides screw up like newspaper and his legs go weak. His mouth was mopped dry in an instant. He looked from elder to younger and back again, searching their dispassionate eyes.
�As you can understand, Mr Davies,� Stafford said, coming forward to lean on the table, �we need to chase any lead we find, and, naturally, want to eliminate you from our enquiries.�
Gareth�s hand swept back his hair in a nervous gesture he�d had since a kid. The tension was getting so tight he could hear it squeak. �I hadn�t realised I had to be eliminated from anything.�
�Are you aware of how this woman died?�
�I heard something on the news, briefly. Didn�t take too much notice if I�m to be totally honest.�
�Every limb severed from her body.� He stared hard into Gareth�s eyes looking for a reaction. �All her limbs set beside the torso, the head removed and placed on top of it all. The entire body covered in quick lime. She�d been there months before she was discovered. It wasn�t a pretty sight, as you can imagine, Mr Davies.�
His face was twisted in horror at the image the officer so brutally conjured up. He could feel himself beginning to sweat profusely. �It�s a terrible thing to have happened,� he said. �But like I said, what has this got to do with me?�
Stafford hesitated then put an index finger firmly down onto the photo of the symbol. �What we can�t understand, Mr Davies, is why the same image that appeared on the flat of a murdered woman in Manchester should appear on the wall of your cottage in rural Wales. Knowledge of the symbol hasn�t been made public yet. And yet here we have the very same � same size, same colour, same black paint, in your cottage. Naturally we are more than a little curious.�
Gareth could feel a headache beginning to come on, pain blistering at the base of his skull and threatening to engulf his entire head. �Naturally it�s the same person,� he said.
�Naturally,� he agreed, raising a brow. �Can we get you a drink of water, Mr Davies? You look like you might need one.�
�Are you accusing me of murder?� he gasped. �Shouldn�t I have a lawyer or something?�
�Why, do you think you need one?�
�I haven�t done anything!� he said, anger building up.
�Of course not,� said Stafford. He smiled disarmingly. �Just routine questions, sir. No need to get alarmed.� He went again to the folder. That damn folder, thought Gareth! �Perhaps you can explain a couple more things for us, Mr Davies.� He brought out a number of documents, separated them and showed him a driver�s licence. �Do you recognise the photograph on there?�
Gareth�s eyes widened. �That�s me!� he said. �It�s a photo I use on my website.�
�But that�s definitely not your name, is it?�
�No, of course not. I�m not Daniel Burgess. What is this?�
�And so this isn�t your birth certificate either?� he said. The name appearing on that was Daniel Burgess too.
�I�ve no idea what all this is about. Has someone been trying to steal my identity?�
�Or someone�s been trying to create a new one. Interestingly the real Daniel Burgess has been dead twenty-five years. These were found in the flat where we discovered the murdered woman. And one last thing�� he turned to Styles who up till this point hadn�t said a word.
�You�re a photographer,� DI Styles noted. His voice was crisper, more incisive. Like he was in a hurry to get to wherever he was going.
�So I already said.�
�We found two of your framed, limited edition prints in one of the rooms. Bought from Foster Specialist Art Galleries. Seems you have a real fan.�
�This is getting weird,� said Gareth.
�Very. You knocked over a young woman in the lane not far from your cottage, is that right? A day or so before you discovered the symbol on the wall.�
�Yes. I gave a statement to the police.� An officer came from behind and placed a glass of water on the table. Gareth picked it up and drank the lukewarm contents, glad of the relief on his parched throat. �You think the two are connected?�
�You�d never met her before?� said Styles. He replied no. �Did she give you her name? I understand you visited her at the hospital.�
�I wanted to check on her,� he said. �I wanted to check she was OK. I was worried I�d done something terrible.� He hesitated. �She never told me her name,� he lied. He felt himself heat up because of it. What was he doing? Lying to the police!
�Did she tell you anything about herself, anything at all?�
�Do you think she has something to do with the murder in Manchester?�
�Please answer the question,� said Styles. �Did she tell you anything about herself?�
�No, not really.�
�No not really, or simply no?�
�No.�
�Describe her.�
He did so, but remained deliberately vague about the description. �She looked scared though, as if she were on the run from someone. That was my first impression.�
Styles glanced down at his notes. �It says in your statement that someone had been snooping around your car on the night of the accident. Did you see anyone?�
He said no. �I thought I heard someone outside the car, thought I saw a shadow, footprints in the snow, but now I can�t be sure. Maybe I made them myself; I panicked, because I thought I�d done real damage to her.� He took another swig and drained the glass. �Is she in some kind of trouble?�
�We don�t know, Mr Davies,� said Styles. He went on to ask where he was during a range of dates and times. Gareth managed with difficulty to provide an answer for the majority.
�Am I a suspect?� he asked.
�There�s definitely something strange going on, Mr Davies,� said Stafford. �But don�t worry you�re not being charged or anything.� He smiled but Gareth wasn�t put at ease.
Just when he thought the questioning was drawing to a close they went over the same things, framed differently each time but designed, he thought, to trip him up. Another hour later he was beginning to feel the stress, his head crackling with pain, his body telling him he needed sleep. It had turned into a very long day.
It was during the final stage that Gareth inadvertently gave away the fact that he was in possession of Erica�s box of jewellery. As soon as he let it slip he cursed to himself.
�You never mentioned this before,� said Stafford, his eyes suddenly alight with the thrill of a new chase.
�I didn�t think it important,� he said lamely.
�Where is this box now?� he asked him. �And what did you intend doing with this jewellery, Mr Davies?�
�I guess I was holding onto it in case she came back.� He shrugged. �It�s back at the cottage.�
�Holding onto it� I guess you were,� he said. �You weren�t withholding information, of course.�
�As far as I know it was a box belonging to a young woman, that�s all. Now she�s a young woman involved in something dodgy, according to you.�
�Perhaps she is. We don�t know yet, Mr Davies. But we�d like to see this box.�
�You weren�t planning to use the jewellery for your own ends by any chance?� asked Styles.
�Of course not!� Gareth burst. �What are you suggesting? I�d have probably handed it over to the police eventually!�
�Probably,� echoed Styles.
�Had I known there might be a connection with this Manchester thing then I wouldn�t have hesitated.�
�Well it could be stolen,� said Stafford. �A boxful of jewellery is rather suspicious. And you must contact us immediately if this woman turns up again.�
Gareth nodded dumbly. �One more thing which might not be important and I don�t want to sound paranoid. There�s this man; I think he�s been following me,� he said. �An American or Canadian, don�t know which. He was asking about the woman at the hospital and apparently he turned up in my village looking for me.�
Styles cocked his head. �Can you describe him?�
He did so, as much as he could remember. �Seems you can recall him better than the young woman,� noticed Stafford.
�One of those things, I guess,� said Gareth tiredly. �He was quite distinctive.�
Then it was all over. They reminded him to contact them if the woman or this man turned up again. They�d be round soon to collect the box of jewellery and run some forensic tests on the symbol. He was driven home, totally hollowed out and exhausted.
Things couldn�t get any worse, he thought.
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What Harm Can It Do?

The trail went cold.
Weeks passed. She never came back. Not that there ever was a trail. Erica disappeared as readily as she�d entered his life. He had nothing to go on. A first name. He didn�t even have a surname. And there was a chance even Erica might be false. He refused to believe it, of course. He hung onto the notion that he had a sister like a dying man hangs onto his last breath. The forensics team descended, scraped off slivers of black paint from his wall, took fibres from the carpet, dusted for prints, and looked a little displeased he�d attempted to paint over the symbol. They made a mess of the wall by the time they�d chipped away at it. They shook their heads when he told them he�d cleaned the carpet of muddy footprints ages ago.
Clive Foster contacted him the day after he�d been hauled in by the police. �I say, you�re not in trouble are you?� he asked. �Only I had the law around here asking about your prints, who bought them, that kind of thing.�
�So who bought them?� said Gareth, intrigued.
�I checked the edition numbers and it turns out those were the ones sold on the night of the exhibition to the woman claiming to be your sister. You remember, the rather attractive one I told you about? Didn�t take an address or anything for the receipt.�
�Did you tell the police that she claimed to be my sister?�
�I told them she seemed to act a little strange and left it at that. Not a fan of the police, old man; bad for business having them sniff around. This isn�t going to get to be a habit is it? Only I have my business to think about. You know how it is. Some of my wealthier clients, let�s say they�re particularly edgy when the law gets involved.�
�Clive, I haven�t had so much as a speeding ticket before now. I hardly think you and your wallet need worry over this.�
�A relief, old man. Strange, though, I had this Canadian guy in the gallery asking about the same set of prints a while before the police. He was interested in knowing all about you.�
Gareth frowned. �Canadian, you say?�
�That�s what he said.�
�Middle-aged, grey hair, nice teeth?�
�You know him?
�I�m getting to know him better than I�d like,� he replied. �What happened?�
�Never thought anything about it. People are generally interested in the artists or photographers. Gave him your card with your number to call. He pushed for an address but as you know I don�t give out those kinds of details. Told him Pembrokeshire, that�s all. He didn�t buy anything though.�

And that was it. Beyond that last phone call his search for Erica came to a crashing dead end. Weeks passed and he got his life back on track after what he assumed was to be an extremely unsettling but short-lived period. It began to feel like it had all never happened. Then DI Styles turned up out of the blue at his door.
Gareth let him in. He asked to see where the symbol was.
�I�m afraid I�ve painted over it some more and you can�t see it. Do you have any more information on all this? Why it appeared here?�
Styles touched the wall where the symbol was, and gave a vague answer that neither confirmed nor denied. �Have you heard anything more from the young woman?� he asked.
�Not a thing.�
�Remember, you must contact me if you hear anything about her,� he said firmly. �There�s evidence that the murdered woman wasn�t living alone. There might have been someone else living there in the flat with her.�
�You think it�s the same woman I knocked over?�
�Perhaps,� he said.
�What did you find out about the jewellery?�
Styles had unexpectedly wandered off, walking around the small room, his body appearing relaxed with his hands behind his back, but his eyes were like that of a raptor seeking prey. �Generally quite old, mostly Victorian, a few Georgian pieces, all good quality according to our experts, so someone with an eye for good stuff. We�ve estimated it as being around?90,000 in value. The provenance has yet to be determined, but it�s most likely stolen and the young woman probably had a hand in its disappearance. A fence, maybe.�
Gareth felt the sting of disappointment that Erica might prove to be nothing more than a common thief. �But there�s no proof of that, is there, that she stole it? I mean, she could have come about it quite legitimately.�
Styles looked at him like he was dealing with a child that could not, or would not, understand. �Innocent until proven guilty and all that,� he said. �But my advice is to not take her at face value, or believe a word she told you; she�s probably conducting some kind of scam. At the very least she�s involved in something extremely suspicious, maybe even dangerous. So, as I said, your first port of call is me if you see anything of her or hear from her again,� he reiterated, this time with more of an edge to it. �Do you remember a certain sapphire and diamond brooch amongst the jewellery?�
Gareth nodded. �Vaguely,� he said. �I didn�t know if the stones were real or not.�
�Oh yes, very real indeed. Turns out it�s by Cartier, hallmark for 1938, a commission piece. This brooch alone has a value of?60,000. Also turns out that this particular brooch was reported stolen over seventy years ago.�
�You�re telling me it�s been lost seventy years and only just turned up?�
�Reported missing in January 1940. It was one item from a significant number of others stolen at the time from a family mansion. At today�s value the hoard amounts to over one million pounds, maybe far more, given that amongst it there were two rare paintings by Dante Gabriel Rossetti. Back then they weren�t worth much, but today they fetch huge sums. The son of the man who owned the stolen property never gave up searching for it. He�s had photographs and information on it circulating ever since; there�s even a webpage devoted to the missing stuff. It�s paid off because the brooch has now found its rightful owner. Bit of a time lag, admitted, but he�s pleased as punch; at least one family heirloom returned and all that.�
�How come she had it?� he asked, feeling deflated.
�All manner of things could have happened to the brooch and the other pieces since 1940, passed through all kinds of dirty hands, a section of it finally ending up in her little collection. She�s been nicknamed the Magpie down at the station.� He gave a wry chuckle. �We�d very much like to have her in for questioning,� he said, all humour instantly gone. �The brooch is still being held as possible evidence in a murder investigation, so we can�t release it yet. But, more to the point, the gentleman to whom the brooch now belongs has offered a not insubstantial reward for its return and any evidence of the other missing pieces. You, sir, are to be the recipient of that reward. Aren�t you a lucky man?�
�I couldn�t take it,� he said.
�That�s up to you, sir. All the same, I�ve been told to give you this.� He handed Gareth a piece of paper. �He�s desperate to meet the man who found his father�s property. Sentimental value, you see. Wouldn�t hurt to meet him; he�s an old guy and you know how they can be. You might also be interested to know who the man is.�
�I might?�
�He�s not exactly your ordinary man on the street, this one. He�s Sir David Lambert-Chide.�
�The pharmaceutical guy?� said Gareth.
�The one and the same,� said Styles. �His father founded the company. As a billionaire he�s not short of a bob or two, so if it were me I wouldn�t be too hasty in refusing his generosity. Could be worth your while,� he said, glancing around his Spartan living room. �And it�s not as if you don�t deserve it, being recognised for doing your civic duty.� His voice barely hid the sarcasm. �Like I say, sir, up to you what you decide to do. Naturally, we didn�t give your name out to him.�
The meeting concluded and Gareth walked the officer to the door. �You really think she�s a thief?� he asked.
�I think she�s not what she seems,� he returned.
He reminded him yet again to contact him if he should ever see her again, but Gareth thought that highly unlikely now. But he could not scrub away the thought that she was a petty thief. He could not budge the notion that she just might be the sister he never knew he had. The two thoughts bumped up angrily against each other like stags in rut.
He eventually decided he wanted nothing to do with any reward for the brooch, until very late one evening the phone rang insistently. He tried his best to ignore it, but as it could be business and he was in desperate need of that he gave in.
�Hello,� he said. The line remained silent. He could hear, faintly, someone breathing � a light, rapid panting. �Hello,� he said again. �Look, if this is some kind of prank�� Still there was silence but for some reason he couldn�t bring himself to hang up. He held the phone close to his mouth and spoke softly: �Erica, is that you?�
The line went dead.

He hadn�t thrown away the scrap of paper with the contact details on it. Why, as he�d decided not to claim the reward, he didn�t know. Instead he�d stuffed it into a drawer from where he now retrieved it. He couldn�t be certain, but he knew it had been Erica at the other end of the line. By rights he should have contacted the police immediately. Again, his screaming emotions drowned out whispering logic. He needed to find her. She might be in trouble with the police but he didn�t care. He was desperate. The brooch was the only link to Erica, and David Lambert-Chide was the only link to the brooch. Maybe there was the slightest chance he could join the two up. And he needed to know about the brooch�s disappearance, perhaps even find proof that Erica wasn�t the last in a long line of dirty hands, as Styles had intimated. It was a slim hope, but any hope was welcome.
Gareth sat down at his laptop and carried out a search on Sir David Lambert-Chide. There was a surprising amount of biographical information available, a lot of it authorised.
He was born in London in 1921 to Simon and Elizabeth Lambert-Chide. He�d not only been born with a silver spoon in his mouth; he�d had an entire canteen. The Lambert-Chides were extremely wealthy people even back then, growing rich on the back of a successful chemical and pharmaceutical business.
David was an only son, had the usual privileged education at Oxford, fought as a young pilot in the Second World War with distinction and inherited the family business and estates when his father died of a heart attack in 1949. At the age of 27 he set about adding to their already large business portfolio, expanding rapidly through acquisition, merger and a raft of innovative and lucrative advances in the pharmaceutical side of affairs. They become a leading player in the industry, abandoning the chemical arm by the mid-1970s. The company still operated from its original base on the Golden Mile in Brentford, in a purpose-built building in the Art Deco style, which his father had specially commissioned back in the late 1920�s. The photograph of the Lambert-Chide building showed an impressive edifice to industry and power � a grand Art Deco entrance flanked by huge oblong pillars, a tier of stone steps leading up to immense double doors, and to top it all off a clock tower looked down on everything like a huge one-eyed Cyclops.
The name, following another merger, had since changed to Fraser-Biochem in 1986. The main focus of attention for the company these days was research into the prevention of diseases of old age like Alzheimer�s and dementia, an expanding market the world over with people living longer and diseases associated with old age becoming more prevalent. Though some research was still carried out at the original Brentford building the centre of its massive global operations was based in the United States, where it first set up business in the Research Triangle Park, Durham County in North Carolina in 1963.
Gareth looked at the name and number on the piece of paper. What the hell, he thought. What harm can it do?
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Fruitcake

For him, Cardiff Central station was where it all began. Or ended. It depended upon your point of view. This place, right here, right in front of him, was where his mother had abandoned him. Through that door (OK, so it wasn�t that very door as it had been replaced ages ago) and in those same women�s toilets. 1976.
He�d often pictured it in his head. It was late, the platform thinning somewhat as the last dregs of commuters headed home. A woman clutching a small bundle to her chest, unnoticed, attracting not the slightest attention. But there again why should she? There was nothing unusual about her, a woman carrying a baby. Nothing unusual in the way she nipped into the toilets.
Gareth Davies wondered what her expression had been as she glanced about her to see if anyone were watching. Was it cold and calculating, indicative of a job to be done, to be got out of the way quickly, not even a hint of emotion? Or was it pained, remorseful, tearful? It depended upon which mood seized him, whether he wanted to despise or pity her, or even whether he despised or pitied himself.
He imagined her exiting, the bundle no longer at her chest. He even followed her path from the door, saw her faint shape scurrying down the platform and out of his life forever. She could only have gone that way, he thought, headed for the exit or another platform. She had walked this very platform, passed within inches of where he stood now.
He breathed deep as if to breathe in what remained of her presence, but all he could smell were the acrid fumes from throbbing diesel engines and strong coffee wafting from the cafe further down the platform.
As a consequence he hated this place for all that it represented. He�d been here a few times over the years and the feelings only grew stronger. What he should not have done was come to this platform in the first place. He needn�t have; his train didn�t even depart from here. But it was as if he were drawn against his will. But for what? To suffer abandonment all over again, to heat himself up with something he couldn�t change? Or to try and reach out for someone that was the only true link to who he truly was; to that woman who took with her, when she scurried empty-handed down the platform, his very identity, his sense of belonging; took away the very meaning to his life before it had even begun?
�You�ll find it�s the door on the left,� a woman�s voice said at his right shoulder.
It caused him to start. �Sorry?� he said, turning to look at her.
She didn�t meet his eyes, though he could see hers were a vivid shade of green. Her hair was a luxuriant red, shining healthily and long, hanging just above her shoulder blades. She sported a short, heavily worn leather jacket and equally worn slim-legged denim jeans. She had her hands thrust deep in her jacket pockets. Attractive, he thought almost immediately and almost against his will. She was chewing gum like it was going out of fashion.
�The men�s toilets are the ones on the left.� She pointed limply, returning the hand to the pocket as if it were a shy creature unwilling to poke its nose out in daylight. �You appear confused. It�s the one marked with the little man wearing trousers.�
�Oh,� he said, expelling a nervous laugh. �No, not confused, thank you.�
�Unless it really is the one with the little dress on � it�s none of my business to pry.�
Though he smiled at her remark she did not smile in return. Her head was making little darting movements, first looking down the platform to her left and then to her right. She met his gaze only briefly. A minimum of makeup, he thought, if any. Lips pale but full, the only colour on her cheeks brought on by the wind streaking through the station. He wondered whether the striking red of her hair was real or from a bottle. Couldn�t be real, he decided, but it looked good on her.
He stepped aside. �I apologise, I�m blocking your way.�
�Not good to stand outside the women�s toilets and stare. People might get the wrong impression.� She nodded upwards at a CCTV camera. �Careful, may be used in evidence and all that��
She made him feel curiously embarrassed. �Oh no, I wasn�t doing that,� he defended.
She looked into his eyes, unblinking. Then gave the tiniest of laughs with a shadow of a smile tagged on. �Kidding,� she said, and the smile faded before it had really got going. Her jaws worked the gum hard. �He was found there,� she said out of the blue.
�Sorry, who was found?�
�The baby. Abandoned. In the toilet cubicle, back in 1976. I was a year old then.�
Gareth struggled to pull together his words. �Why would you say that?� he asked, frowning deeply, quietly disturbed by what she�d said.
�Because it�s true, is why. In there; abandoned.�
He looked about himself uncertainly. Was this some kind of a sick prank being played on him? �How do you know about that?� he said.
�People know lots of things about lots of things. I know about that one.�
�Why�d you pick me to tell it to?�
�Making conversation,� she said. �You looked lost.�
�Is that all?�
�What else would there be? It�s what people do all the time. I�m a facts person, queer little anecdotes. The correct one at the correct time makes you appear intelligent and well-informed.�
�Is this a joke?� he said. �Because if it is then it�s definitely not funny.�
She shrugged, her face impassive. �I don�t do jokes. Some people are born without the capacity to either receive or deliver jokes. I�m one of them. People have told me I have a dry sense of humour, which basically means it�s as acrid and as featureless as a desert. Sorry to disappoint.�
�I�ve got to go,� he said quickly, picking up his suitcase.
�Sure,� she said. �We�re all headed somewhere.�

He ordered a black coffee, noticing as he handed the money over to the man at the checkout that his hand was shaking. He carried his drink over to a small table in the corner of the room and sat down. The platform cafe wasn�t unduly busy and he was glad of the quiet. He was wondering what all that with the woman on the platform was when he saw her enter the cafe. She scanned the room. He bent his head down, avoiding looking at her. The next thing he knew she was sliding into a chair opposite him.
�Am I being stalked?� he asked. He did not mean it as light-hearted banter.
�Look,� she said, �I�m sorry, we got off on the wrong foot back there. My fault.�
�That�s fine,� he said, returning his attention to stirring his drink.
�No harm done,� she said.
�None that�s visible.�
She pouted her lips. �Ooh, raw nerve touched, I think. I�m sorry if what I said upset you.�
�It didn�t.�
�It did. Even I can see that.�
�OK, it did. Fine, let�s leave it at that. I�d like to be alone and drink my coffee now.�
�It�s shit,� she said. �The hot chocolate is marginally better, but don�t you find that�s always the case wherever you go? Weird, huh?�
�Do you never mince your words?�
�I talk straight. Say things as they are.�
�I noticed. Now if you don�t mind I�d like to drink my shit in peace. Is that straight enough for you?�
She took out the gum and wrapped in a discarded paper sugar sachet. She took another stick of gum and rolled it onto her tongue. �Straight as an arrow,� she said, but didn�t take it as her queue to leave. �Can I buy you a drink to say sorry?�
Gareth held up his paper cup. �Sorted, thanks. I don�t want to be rude�� He was brought up by her startled expression, her eyes wide and looking beyond his shoulder to the wall behind him. Her jaw had stopped its irritating chewing.
�You�re being tracked,� she said.
�What?� he said incredulously.
�Followed. I�ve just seem him walk in.�
�Who has walked in?� he asked. This is ridiculous, he thought, and getting more absurd by the minute.
�The black guy, sitting down with a coffee and a fairy cake.�
He looked across her shoulder and saw him. He looked innocent enough. �Now how on earth could you know that?� he said. �You have your back to the counter.�
�There�s a mirror on the wall behind you,� she said.
He turned. �Oh yeah, very James Bond of you.� A total fruitcake, he thought. He must have a label on his forehead declaring his susceptibility. �He�s just a regular guy having a regular coffee and grabbing a bite to eat before heading off.� He rose from the table. �I don�t know what game you�re playing, lady, but I�m not in the mood.�
�Seriously, you have to trust me,� she said.
�Seriously, I have to do no such thing.�
�You think I�m some kind of nutcase?� she said.
�The penny�s dropped at last!� he said. �I�m being followed by a man who likes fairy cakes. I�m all a-tremble!� He made pretended to check his watch. �My train leaves soon. Sorry, got to be going.�
�The train to Winchester doesn�t leave for another half hour,� she said. �We�ve plenty of time.�
Gareth�s jaw hung open. He closed his eyes and scratched his temple. �How do you know I�m going to Winchester? No, tell you what, don�t bother. I�ve had enough. Please don�t follow me or I�ll search out the transport police to haul your crazy arse out of here.�
He grabbed his case and swept out of the cafe as quickly as he could, casting a passing glance at the man eating his cake. He was more interested in the buttercream than anything else, and in reading a dog-eared copy of a fishing magazine.

Gareth was glad to board the train. He�d felt pretty vulnerable stood there on the platform, thinking that at any moment the raving young woman could pounce on him with fresh imaginings. But she never showed her face again, though he searched the crowd of people on the platform even as the train began to pick up speed and pull away from the station.
Naturally she wasn�t quite right in the head, he thought, and he should have reported her. But he admitted that what had come out of that head had unnerved him. It had been one hell of a coincidence that she mentioned the abandoned baby. But that�s all it could be, a coincidence, he told himself. And really, who the hell would set out to follow him?
Maybe it was the police? He�d been unsettled ever since Stafford and Styles had cross-examined him at the station over the murder of the poor young Polish woman in Manchester. Ever since the Cavendish sisters mentioned the strange Canadian he had the feeling that someone was watching him, keeping him under tabs. Or that could purely be his insecurity taking centre-stage again.
His attention wandered to his fellow passengers. A man rattling away at his laptop; another one head back, eyes closed; a middle-aged woman engrossed in a tatty paperback; a wheezy old man chatting away on a mobile. Every one of them appeared thoroughly harmless; every one of them might be a potential threat.
Christ, he thought, rubbing his eyes, you�ve let her get to you that�s all, let her peel back the lid on the tub of fears you�ve been storing up. Time to put the lid back on them.
No sign of the black guy, he thought, then admonished himself. Of course not, he was just a normal guy. The fantasy was in her head.
It was a pretty head though, he mused. Attractive for a complete nutter. He allowed himself a smile and relaxed into his seat. Time to forget about her. He had other things to think about, like meeting Lambert-Chide; like finding his sister.
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Gattenby House

Winchester railway station was smaller than he envisaged, made up of two platforms under painted wooden canopies supported by painted iron pillars. One of the lucky stations to have escaped Beeching�s cuts way back when, he thought. The platforms themselves were relatively busy, given the inclement weather; there was a cold wind driving sheets of fine rain into the sour faces of travellers.
He watched the train snake out of the station and looked at his watch. It had taken over three hours and two changes to get here from Cardiff. He shared the platform with a few groups of sullen-faced people and the odd-person with their head down in a book or newspaper awaiting the next train. A group of Chinese tourists, in lively good humour and clutching cameras and guidebooks, chatted amiably amongst themselves in spite of the freezing British weather. Nothing would stop them enjoying their Jane Austen tour, he mused. He followed them out of the station and into the car park. They hitched a ride in a taxi and he was left pretty much all alone in the rain.
Gareth had made the call. He was put through to a Randall Tremain. He was told he was invited to Gattenby House in Hampshire to meet personally with David Lambert-Chide, who was most eager to thank him in for the recovery of the family heirloom. The man, he was told, would also be delighted if he could stay the night and have dinner with him, taking advantage of everything the house had to offer in the way of swimming pools, saunas and so on. Call it a mini-break, Randall Tremain had said lightly.
He was taken aback by the throwing open of Gattenby House doors to him so readily; Lambert-Chide was a notoriously private man, so the brooch must have meant a great deal to him, Gareth surmised, to go to all this trouble for a nobody, a jobbing photographer. He was also quite surprised at how insistent Lambert-Chide was. They arranged that a car would pick him up from Winchester station and he was sent first class train tickets the next day.
Presently a sleek black Bentley cruised incongruously into the car park and it was only when the door opened and the driver came across that he realised it was meant for him.
�This is rather plush,� Gareth said as the driver held open the door and he settled himself down on the luxurious cream leather seat. �I expected something a little less stately.� The driver smiled politely and took Gareth�s overnight bag. The door shut with a solid thud. The driver took the wheel and didn�t say another word for the next fifty minutes or so.
The car passed silently through the chalk uplands and rolling hills of the South Downs National park, looking bedraggled and brown in the winter drizzle, but, Gareth thought, quintessentially English with its hedgerows, trees, patchwork of fields and open grassland. He turned on the radio and half-dozed to the scraping of a violin on Classic FM.
He couldn�t care less about any reward that had been offered. He had refused to take it. But he was still curious as to what the connection was between Erica and the theft of a Cartier brooch some seventy years ago. And anyhow, he thought, if anything the time away from Deller�s End would do him good, he convinced himself. Being shut away from everyone for so long can�t be good for the body and soul. So even if his search for Erica came to a dead end and there wasn�t anything to be gleaned in that direction from the visit, a mini-break at the expense of one of the country�s richest men might be just the tonic, he thought.
They turned off a quiet country road marked as private. It went on for about a mile or so, naked grey elm trees lining the route on either side like sombre sentinels; beyond these stretched open fields, not a house or cottage to be seen. The car eventually pulled up in front of a large set of black wrought iron gates supported by twin redbrick pillars. A CCTV camera looked down on them from the top of a metal box-like pole. Almost as soon as the car drew to a halt the gates began to swing slowly open and the car headed sedately along the long road that stretched beyond them.
The landscape had Capability Brown written all over it, or that of one of his closest disciples; acres of sculpted hills, rolling lawns and carefully crafted gardens, glimpses of statues and follies through the trees, a huge lake fed by a river that was spanned by an ancient-looking stone bridge over which they drove. A pair of swans sitting serenely on the river completed the picture-postcard view.
The final approach to Gattenby House had been purposely designed to impress, and Gareth admitted it worked on him, as it must have done on numerous visitors over the last two hundred years or so. Reading something on a website was one thing, but to see it in reality really brings it home, he thought. He had prepared for Gattenby House to be a grand affair, as befitted a billionaire, but still the place took his breath away.
The name Gattenby House was misleading; it was more a mansion or a stately home than a house. Working in real estate Gareth would have drooled over selling something like this. It was mostly Georgian in origin, partly Victorian in its later additions, and a smattering of other styles in between, yet they all worked very well together, he thought, unlike some he�d seen which had their fair share of bits taken away and bits added leaving muddled architectural monstrosities.
The gravel drive swept up to a set of magnificent stone steps, as expected, and the car came to a halt beneath these. The driver came round and held open the door for Gareth and as he emerged from the Bentley a man headed down the stone steps to greet him.
�Good afternoon, Mr Davies. Good to meet you,� he said, holding out a hand to shake. �We spoke on the phone. I�m Randall Tremain.� Something that might have been a smile twitched briefly on his lips.
He was much older than he�d envisaged, but tall, well built, his hair cropped short. Must be in his sixties, Gareth thought, but he looked good for his age, and his grip was hard and decisive; together it suggested a man who looked after himself, worked out maybe. He signalled for the driver to collect the bag.
�It�s a pleasure,� said Gareth, glancing up at the towering stone edifice that was Gattenby House; it was even more impressive up close.
�I�m so glad you agreed to come,� said Tremain. �I know this must seem a little unusual, but Sir Lambert-Chide is not your usual kind of man. He is thrilled you are here and can�t wait to meet the man who reunited him with a most sentimental piece of jewellery.�
�I can�t take too much credit,� Gareth said, but Tremain cut him off.
�First we shall show you to your room so you can freshen up after your journey. Then I will introduce you to Sir Lambert-Chide.
Two monolithic pillars in Bath stone flanked and dwarfed them. The place was awe-inspiring. �How the other half live,� said Gareth as the walked up the stone steps.
�Quite,� said Tremain, guiding Gareth through the open doors into an impressively spacious entrance hallway laid out with shining black and white marble tiles, marble pillars shooting up to ornately painted ceilings from which dripped fabulous crystal chandeliers. The marble walls were lined with formal portraits and a number of finely carved Romanesque statues looked down on them from their lofty plinths.
This wasn�t how the other half lived, Gareth thought; this was how the other half of the other half lived. Gattenby House positively screamed enormous wealth, power and privilege.
�As I mentioned on the phone, you will be able to avail yourself of the many facilities we have here during your stay with us,� said Tremain, his hand indicating for Gareth to take a staircase that seemed to have come straight from a movie set. �We have three swimming pools, two gymnasiums, a number of tennis courts and two state-of-the-art digital cinemas. Sir Lambert-Chide has made them all available to you.� He turned to his rather dumbstruck guest. �This is a special honour, Mr Davies. This is not a hotel,� he said, driving the fact home. �Few people get to see inside Gattenby House.�
�I�m sure I shall be eternally grateful,� said Gareth. �I do so dislike hotels.� He found he had taken an instant dislike to the man. There was something in Tremain�s eyes that said the feeling was mutual.
Gareth�s room was equally elegant. Oak-lined walls, antique furniture smelling sweetly of beeswax, ultra-thick carpets that muffled the sound of his footsteps, landscape paintings on the walls, and a slab of a bed that wouldn�t have been out of place in the Palace of Versailles. The view from the large window was a fabulous sweeping vista of ornate gardens held together by finely trimmed hedges, a large circular stone fountain with a statue in its centre, and beyond these the manicured curves, rises and gentle valleys of a vast estate disappearing into the winter fug of distance as night began to pull its blanket over the landscape.
He felt he could have stepped out of a time machine and into another era altogether. It felt totally removed from the modern world, unnerving and fascinating at the same time.
His overnight bag was already on a chair by the bed. How it had gotten there before him he never worked out. Perhaps he had deliberately been taken the longer, more scenic route to hammer home Lambert-Chide�s importance.
�Dinner will be seven o�clock prompt,� said Tremain as he stood at the door. �Sir Lambert-Chide expects punctuality, but don�t worry, I will arrange for someone to come and collect you. Don�t want you getting lost, do we?� he added.
�Heaven forbid,� said Gareth.
He took a shower and sat down to watch TV � one of two concessions to modern technology, the other being a telephone. The six o�clock news was on and he instantly recognised DCI Stafford and turned up the volume. He was still asking for witnesses and a photo flashed up on screen, the same he�d shown Gareth of the Polish woman. They named her this time. He noticed there were details of the murder deliberately being kept back. No mention again of the strange symbol. Mention again of the dismemberment but no mention of the arrangement of the body parts. It was shocking enough, even for six o�clock.
He dressed for dinner and was standing ready when there was a knock at the door. What he wasn�t expecting to see was a beautiful young woman, long blonde hair reaching down to settle on her upper chest, a great deal of it revealed by the low-cut neckline of a stunning blue dress. She smiled sweetly at him. A kid really, he thought, no more than twenty-four, twenty-five max; even the heavy makeup couldn�t hide her youth.
�Mr Davies,� she said, her voice chiming with culture and confidence, �I have been sent to collect you.� She gave a light chuckle. �That rather makes you sound like a parcel, I do apologise!�
�Please call me Gareth,� he said. Her perfume wasn�t your off-the-shelf Boots brands, he thought idly, and he guessed the bangle studded through with shining white stones was not costume jewellery.
�Gareth,� she echoed. �Gareth it is. Forgive me, I have not introduced myself. I am Helen Lambert-Chide.�
�Ah,� he said. �Pleased to meet you. Daughter? Granddaughter?�
�Neither. I am David Lambert-Chide�s wife,� she said, smiling at his discomfort.
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The King of Terrors

He was guided by Helen Lambert-Chide down the staircase and eventually taken into a spacious though comfortable-looking room. It had its fair share of opulence � antiques, wood panels, crazily long brocaded curtains closed against the dark outside; a mammoth stone fireplace with logs crackling and spitting in a black iron grate. It had all these things and yet somehow did not feel in the least threatening. There was, surprisingly, plenty of contemporary works on display, from bronzes to paintings, ceramics to stone carving. The room was far less starchy or intimidating than the grand entrance hallway, he thought.
As they entered the room a man rose slowly from his chair. Gareth�s first impressions of David Lambert-Chide were mixed. At first glance he looked every bit as old as his ninety-odd years said he should; his frame was thin, bent and frail, supported by an ebony walking stick topped off with a silver knob; he had a waxen face heavily carved by lines and creased into folds by the years from which pale watery eyes peered; he had no hair save a prickling of white at the top of his ears, and no discernable lips to speak of. When he held his hand out to shake Gareth�s he noticed how skeletal it was, with veins standing out like thin threads of blue wire.
But his grip was unexpectedly firm and he pumped Gareth�s hand up and down with energy.
�Good evening, Mr Davies,� he said, the voice not that of a frail old man at all. His eyes also lit up when he smiled and his face took on an altogether more youthful, timeless look. �I�m so glad you could come to Gattenby House. You have met my wife, of course,� he said as she came to his side. He snaked a spindly arm around her slender waist. �Take a seat, Mr Davies,� he said. �We must talk. I find it builds an appetite.�
�I will leave you to it then,� said Helen, once more passing Gareth a luscious smile before leaving the room and closing the door behind her.
�Please call me Gareth,� he said, taking a seat opposite him. He watched as the old man lowered himself gently into his own chair. It seemed there was pain in his knees; he gave a glimmer of a grimace. It soon passed.
�And please call me David,� he insisted. He offered Gareth a drink from a range of spirits laid out on a table by his side. �I can recommend the Highland malt,� he said, pouring out two glasses without waiting for a response. He handed over the glass. Gareth didn�t argue.
�Firstly, I�d like to thank you for finding the brooch.� He sat back, the hand holding the glass shaking a little.
�I can�t really take any credit for it. It sort of fell into my possession, so to speak. You obviously value it very much.�
�I value it more than you appreciate. �Did you think my wife attractive?� he asked out of the blue.
The question took him very much by surprise. �Why yes, she�s a very attractive woman.�
�My fourth,� he said, his face dropping serious for a moment. �Possibly my last. But who knows?� He drained his glass. �You�re not married, Gareth?�
�Is it that obvious? You�re right, I live on my own.�
�Escaping a wife or escaping marriage altogether?�
�Not given it much thought,� he said. �Anyhow, marriage is an almost outdated institution these days, according to some. It doesn�t guarantee you love.�
�Or trust,� he said. �A word of advice, Gareth; never trust a woman. Take it from a man with long experience of them.� The face was deadpan. Gareth couldn�t make out what was going on behind those pale eyes. Then he smiled, largely Gareth guessed, at his bemused reaction to the bald statement. �Do you think my wife too young for me?� he asked. Again the question came from left of field.
�That�s not for me to say,� he returned guardedly. �It�s no business of mine.�
�But you think it nevertheless. I am well over ninety years of age, and Helen is barely into her twenties. You must have formed an opinion, surely.�
�I am your guest,� he reminded. �It would be rude of me to express any opinion, especially as you have been so welcoming to me. And I�m certain that even if I had an opinion it would hardly matter to a man of your success and standing. What do you care what I think? I rather fancy you don�t care what the entire world thinks.�
He studied Gareth carefully; Gareth could almost hear his mind ticking over. �You�re correct, of course,� he said at length. �In time you will � hopefully you will � grow old, as I have grown old. And though you will look at yourself in the mirror and see an old man staring back at you, there will be this other person inside you who thinks, who is this strange old man? You see, I don�t feel old; I don�t feel old at all. In my heart, in my head, I am a little older than Helen. One day you will understand this.�
Gareth could see that his presence was almost irrelevant. Lambert-Chide had sunk into a dark world of his own. When his eyes rested on his guest, it appeared as if he didn�t see him, his mind working over something else, some distant memory. �Do you think about death, Gareth?� he said eventually.
�I don�t give it much thought,� he said, which was not quite the truth. Since Fitzroy�s death he had given it plenty of consideration. �I suppose every now and again it springs to mind. It�s unavoidable.�
�Unavoidable,� he repeated, nodding. �When you look at me, do you see someone past their prime, one foot in the grave?�
He thought about his response carefully. �You look very good for your age,� he observed, �and your mind is obviously as sharp as a razor.�
�Lord Byron called death the King of Terrors, did you know that?� Gareth admitted he did not. �Above all else death strikes fear into all of us,� Lambert-Chide continued. �We spend our lives ignoring it, trying to put it off, trying to extend our pathetically short lives. But the King of Terrors gets us all in the end.� His clawed hand squeezed the silver top of his cane. �But take me, for instance, I am poised close to the cliff-edge of death. I may keel over as we speak; I may go to bed tonight and my eyes may never open in the morning. I live with death as my close companion, hidden but waiting to spring at any time.�
�But you�ve had a long and successful life,� Gareth pointed out.
�How easy to say when you are still so young with the rest of your days stretching ahead of you. Yet I am not ready to die,� he said firmly, as if merely saying so could help stave it off. �The shell of my body is admittedly weak, but up here in my head I am brimming with life and promise. Death comes when I am at my prime. That cannot be right and I will fight it. I will fight to stay alive. I for one refuse to give in to the King of Terrors.�
Gareth didn�t know how he should respond to any of this. He simply hadn�t expected it. Nor could he work out what purpose it served except to make Lambert-Chide feel a whole lot better about things. It certainly put a bit of a dampener on his mood and the evening had barely begun. Perhaps he read the unease in Gareth�s face, for he smiled disarmingly and became at once the affable host. �Forgive me,� he said brightly, you must think me most odd.� He didn�t expect a reply. He bent to a small device resting by the whiskey glass and pressed a button. �Randall, can you come in, please?� He turned again to Gareth. �I am most pleased that you found my family�s lost piece of jewellery. Would you mind if we asked you a few questions about its discovery? We are naturally intrigued.�
�There�s not a lot to say, actually,� Gareth admitted.
Randall Tremain entered and padded silently across the room to stand between the two men. He stared at Gareth � the sort of stare a security guard or a bouncer might give you, he thought. The atmosphere in the room fell decidedly chillier.
�We understand the brooch was in the possession of a young woman,� Tremain said.
�That�s right.�
�Can you describe her?� he asked.
�Why? For all we know she came into possession of the brooch quite legitimately.�
�Of course,� said Lambert-Chide, �a great deal of time has passed since my father had the jewellery stolen. But how can we make up for the poor woman�s loss? Humour me, Gareth. What did she look like? Her height, hair colour, her age? Perhaps we can trace her.�
Under their dual intense stare Gareth grew increasingly uncomfortable. �I�m afraid I can�t,� he said. �I think we�d best leave it to the police, eh?�
�It is important,� said Tremain stiffly and Gareth caught Lambert-Chide throw him a warning glance. He put his hands behind his back and softened his expression but his eyes remained marble-cold.
�Evidently it is,� said Gareth. �Like I said, medium build, medium height. It�s all a little hazy now. I didn�t pay her much attention,� he lied.
�You spent a good deal of time with her,� said Tremain. �You visited her in hospital.�
�You seem to know a lot about my movements,� said Gareth.
�Did she say where she was headed, the merest mention of a destination?� asked Lambert-Chide. �Please think back; as Tremain says, it is important to me.�
�Sorry, nothing doing. Why would a complete stranger tell me those kinds of things? This does feel a little like an interrogation,� he said, �and I�ve already told the police all I need to. Do you question all your guests in this manner?�
Lambert-Chide regarded him thoughtfully. �Why you, Gareth? Why did she come to you?�
�Why do you suppose she was coming to me? It was an accident. These things happen.�
Tremain�s face gave away the fact he didn�t believe a word of it. �It�s almost as if she knew you,� he said. �Searching you out.�
�Is this about the brooch or the woman?� he returned.
�Both,� said Lambert-Chide evenly. �Then he smiled. �Forgive me again, I forget my manners. There�s the reason you�re here.� He signalled for Tremain to fetch him something. He returned from a cabinet with a chequebook and pen. �Your reward: shall we say two thousand pounds?�
�I don�t want the money,� said Gareth. �I�m not here for that.�
�So what are you here for, Gareth?� he asked.
�Curiosity, I guess.�
Lambert-Chide�s fingers drummed on the arm of the chair. �Let me make you an offer: if you are able to tell me anything of her whereabouts, anything at all that would give us the tiniest of leads, I will up my reward to ten thousand pounds.�
Gareth whistled. �Ten thousand pounds? That sounds like desperation, David. Why would anyone pay that much?�
�I have my reasons, Gareth,� he said. All warmth had vanished. �There are still many outstanding items of jewellery that amounts to quite a haul. It�s still missing. I want to find it. The woman may be able to help trace other items, that�s why she�s important to me.� He coughed lightly. �Anyhow, I�ve kept you long enough. Dinner will be ready. Please, go ahead; I�ll join you presently. Randall will show you the way.�
As if on cue Tremain went to Gareth�s side and he rose from his seat. �It�s been a pleasure,� he said. �Sorry I couldn�t have been more help.�
Lambert-Chide was looking away and acknowledged him with a peremptory flick of the hand. �If you should remember anything�� he said.
�You�ll be the first to know,� he said.
Tremain led Gareth swiftly away, down a maze of corridors and finally to a small but reasonably furnished dining room. A large mahogany table sat in its centre laid out for three people. Helen Lambert-Chide was already there and greeted him warmly.
�So, now you�ve met David what do you think?� she asked as someone flashed out of nowhere to pull back a chair for Gareth.
�He�s interesting,� he replied.
Someone offered to pour wine out for her but she took the bottle and waved him away. She slopped it into her glass, filling it and then offered the bottle to Gareth. He declined. Behind the makeup, the pretty mask, she looked quite a sad young woman, he thought. She chatted aimlessly for a while, already looking the worse for wear; she�d already been at the bottle it seemed. Gareth turned the conversation round to the brooch.
�Why the big interest?� he asked. �I mean, he can afford to buy God knows how many more brooches and pieces of jewellery. It has been over seventy years now. Maybe time to let the thing rest.�
�You�ll never work out what David is thinking, I�m afraid,� she replied. �The jewellery does seem to mean a lot to him, and especially the brooch. He�s been searching for it long enough.� She lifted her glass to her lips, the wine wetting them seductively. �The story goes David�s father met a young woman called Evelyn Carter shortly after the death of his wife. He falls head over heels for her and they plan to get married. Two days before the wedding day she does a runner taking quite a few thousands of pounds of his property along with her. Quite a haul, they say. It was known as the Gattenby Hoard at the time.�
�So what happened to Evelyn exactly? Did they ever find her?�
�Apparently not. The brooch is the only piece ever to turn up in eighty years or so. A mystery to this day. David�s old man never recovered. They say he died of a broken heart and all that old baloney.� She swigged down the wine and poured another glass. Her alcohol-induced happiness was close to slipping into the morose. �It caused one hell of a stink at the time, as you can imagine. It happened just before war broke out; they were hot on the family pride-thing at that time. The shame of it rang for years afterwards � all those society tongues wagging away. I suppose that�s why he never let the matter drop. He�s been searching for the jewellery�s return ever since, maybe to put the affair to bed. Who knows what�s in his sly old head.�
At that point Randall Tremain entered the dining room. �I�m sorry, Mrs Lambert-Chide, Mr Davies; Sir Lambert-Chide gives his apologies � he has been unexpectedly detained and will not be joining you for dinner. He expresses his wish that you enjoy your meal, Mr Davies.� He left without saying another word.
�Was it something you said?� Helen grinned mischievously, a spark in her drunken eyes.
�I think he�s had what he needs from me,� he returned, picking up his napkin. �Or perhaps he didn�t get what he wanted.�
�Yes, he can be like that,� she observed. �I�m famished. Let�s eat.�

In the morning, before breakfast, Gareth stood at his bedroom window, taking in the grand vista in daylight and thinking about the night before. He bent forward, looking down to the gravel drive below. He caught the sight of Randall Tremain. He was engrossed in some conversation with a man who had his back to Gareth. Does his face ever alter, Gareth thought. But it was only when the conversation was over and both men parted company that Gareth realised who Tremain had been talking to; it was the man from the hospital, the same guy who, if the Cavendish sisters were right, had also said he was a newspaper reporter asking for his whereabouts.
Gareth was taken aback at seeing the man at Gattenby House. He hurriedly got dressed, found his way downstairs and stepped outside.
�Can I help you, Mr Davies?� said Tremain at his back.
�I saw you from upstairs, speaking to a man just now. Who was he?�
�A nosy reporter,� he said shortly. �Given Sir Lambert-Chide�s importance we get a lot of them sniffing around. The press is a necessary nuisance.�
�Which publication is he from?�
He shrugged. �I cannot remember. He has gone now. And you, Mr Davies, when are you planning on leaving? I can have a car ready in less than an hour.�
�I�m a little curious; it�s a long way for me to come to be given a reward, don�t you think?� Gareth said. �You�ve put yourself to a lot of trouble.�
�It�s a long way for you to come to refuse it,� he parried. �I hope you enjoyed your stay. Sadly I must leave you to attend to pressing business matters. Goodbye, Mr Davies.� He turned to go, then spun on his heel. �But if you do recall anything, or hear from her again, the offer made last night still stands.� Gareth expected him to leave, but instead he came over to him. �Mr Davies, I sense you too are interested in the young woman who had the brooch. What really is your connection with her? Did you seriously think you�d find some connection here at Gattenby House?�
�Did you think by inviting me you�d find a connection too?�
He stared into Gareth�s eyes, his gaze unflinching. �As Sir Lambert-Chide�s Head of Security, I have a job to do,� he said shortly. �And I�ll do that. Whatever Sir Lambert-Chide wishes and whatever it takes. Goodbye, Mr Davies.�
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Only So Many Ways to Commit Murder


He had never considered himself ruled by ambition, unlike others on the force. They were in it for the careers. No, in the beginning Detective Chief Inspector John Stafford�s ambitions had been pretty basic; to provide a roof over his family�s heads, enough money to pay for a decent holiday each year, and time enough to spend with his wife. True, the job had given him financial security � same couldn�t be easily said for the younger generation coming through, some already facing redundancy due to the need to make efficiency savings, piling more pressure on the officers remaining, and everyone knowing they were working longer and coming out with less at the end of it all. He didn�t envy the new lot.
Sure, he�d had a good income, but it came at a cost. He�d missed out on seeing his two kids grow up, and now with them married and off their hands they realised as a couple they had precious little left in common. When he retired in four months he knew it would be a case of painfully rebuilding the relationship with his wife his job had dismantled brick by emotional brick.
Stafford had allowed events to take him where they would; he�d never driven himself purposely towards promotion. That was just a natural by-product of being good at his job. He had the same feeling about his job as when driving his car and not being able to recount much of the actual journey he�d just travelled. He remembered starting out, and arriving, but the bit in between was almost a blank. Same for his career. He got quite alarmed when he thought about it too long.
But he wasn�t unhappy. Not entirely. He�d got to the stage when he was glad to be counting down the weeks to his retirement. He had it in mind that, of all things, he�d buy a camper van and they�d spend time touring around. They talked about it when they were younger but never had the money or the time. He hung onto that thought though, even though the time when it would have meant a great deal to them had long passed. But it was the one thing that gave him some kind of hope when he finally quit and they were thrown back together again. She humoured him, he could see that, but beyond that what else was there to look forward to? She said she�d like him to take up ballroom dancing. Ballroom dancing! Jesus, that gave him the shivers.
He was disturbed in his thoughts by a knocking at his office door. It was DI Styles. The guy had recently been transferred from the Met and the Super had insisted he be part of Stafford�s team investigating the Polish woman�s murder.
�I�ve already got twenty-three good men on the case,� he argued, �I don�t need another.�
�Well you�ve got twenty-four now,� he got in reply. �He�s on for DCI. Treat him good. Old dog, young dog, and all that. No point in kicking up a fuss about it.�
So reluctantly he had to take on the ambitious newcomer and already they�d managed to rub each other up the wrong way. Stafford nicknamed him Nobby after Nobby Stiles, he of the England squad that won the 1966 World Cup final. That went down badly; Styles loathed the nickname, which prompted Stafford to use it all the more. Though he did concede Styles appeared to be good at his job it didn�t hurt to put the youngsters in their place, let them know who was boss. If only for another four months.
In truth he felt he needed all the help he could get. The murder case kept hitting dead ends and questions were beginning to be asked about his capability. The murdered Polish girl, Ania Dabrowska, had been working late nights and early mornings, doing cash-in-hand at pubs and clubs for a while. From all accounts she didn�t have a habit, wasn�t a prostitute, but had few friends and kept herself to herself. She had one hell of an enemy though, Stafford thought grimly. They�d had her ex-boyfriend in for questioning, one Heniek Pawlowski, a rather more dodgy character. One-time pimp, pusher, sentenced for carving up a man with a knife; not the sort of guy you�d want as your soul mate. Had she been on the run from him and he�d caught her up? That�s what they initially thought but his alibis appeared to stack up. So too did those of the Davies guy. Never any proof he�d even been to Manchester, and no motive or anything. His background was clear. Not even a speeding ticket. But how to account for the false papers found in the murdered woman�s flat which had his photo on the driver�s licence, and the blasted symbol on his cottage wall was anyone�s guess at the moment. There was some evidence that the Polish woman shared the flat with another woman for a time. Was there really a connection between this woman and the woman whom Davies ran over and nearly killed that night? So many damned loose ends, he thought.
�Parcel for you,� Styles said, handing Stafford a box wrapped in brown paper.
�Who is it from?�
�Dunno. Handed in at the desk this morning. Early retirement present? Golf tees?� he said with a wry grin. �Been through the scanner so won�t blow up in your face.�
Stafford ignored the comment. Out of the corner of his eye he watched Styles leave. He began to take the paper from the box.
That�s the trouble with this job, he thought, the one thing they didn�t really tell him when he started out, not like they do these days. They prepare you better for it. Back then they didn�t tell you some people simply can�t take all the crap that human beings are capable of. It makes them cynical, despairing. Sure, there are nice guys out there, but they�re the ones being dumped on by the bad ones. And that was the dirt he�d had to deal with for decades. Enough dirt and you start to sink into it and never feel clean. Some of his colleagues, well they just let it all wash over them. Came with the turf, they said. Shrugged it off like a filthy overcoat when they got home. But he�d never quite been able to do that. His overcoat got filthier and filthier and in the end he never took it off. He knew closing a camper van door on it would never make it go away when it was all finally over, because it was all he�d ever known. He knew it, his wife knew it.
He took the lid off the cardboard box to reveal a book. Nothing else in there. He lifted it out. A damp musty smell he associated with second-hand bookshops hit his nostrils. The green, jacketless boards were darkened with age; the title sat in faded gold on the spine � True Crimes. He checked out the publisher: Arrow Press. Never heard of them, he thought. Same for the author, Justin Symons. The publishing date was 1935. He was drawn, however, to a slip of paper sticking out like a bookmark. He opened it at the page and saw the title of the chapter: The Body in the Barn. He frowned, sliding out the paper. He was surprised to see it had writing on it in block capitals:

TIME IS RUNNING OUT. HE IS GETTING CLOSER. READ THE MARKED CHAPTER THEN TELEPHONE ME ON THE NUMBER BELOW AT 6PM TONIGHT. PLEASE KEEP THIS INFORMATION TO YOURSELF.

C.W.

Stafford�s frown went deeper and he began to read the chapter, The Body in the Barn. His eyes widened as he delved deeper into the tale. A short time later he gasped. �Christ!� he said. He went to the door and called Styles in.
�What�s the matter, boss, didn�t they leave you a receipt so you could change it?� he said, smiling. His smile faded quickly when he saw Stafford�s serious expression.
He handed the book to Styles. �Get me everything you can on this Body in the Barn case. Looks like we�ve got ourselves a copycat killer on our hands.�
�Copycat?� said Styles, poring over the book. �You serious?�
�The two cases are just too similar. Check it out. Someone read this and took it on themselves to repeat the same kind of murder eighty years later. The symbol on the wall, the dismembered body, the arrangement of the limbs, even the quick lime � everything matches.�
�Except that it says here the victim was a man called Jimmy Tate. Ours is a woman. Slight deviation.�
�Maybe it�s a coincidence,� said Stafford, thinking aloud. �I mean, there are only so many ways to commit murder. But it�s too much of a coincidence for my liking. I want you to do a detailed check on everything you can � this Inspector Rayne guy, anything you can lay your hands on.� Styles made as if to go. �And Styles,� he added, �keep it under your hat for now, OK?�
�Yes, sir,� he said, dashing from the office.
Stafford couldn�t help but dwell upon the last line of the chapter. It drew attention to the fact that the case became known as Rayne�s curse, partly because the man never solved it, and partly, he supposed, because of his tragic exit from the service whilst working on it.
Well sod that, he thought; I never did believe in curses.

�So who am I talking to?� said Stafford at 6pm precisely. Styles was sat on the edge of Stafford�s desk. He nodded to confirm the call was being recorded. For a moment there was silence at the other end of the phone. Then the sound of someone breathing. �Who is this?� he asked. �I got the book you sent.�
Finally a man�s voice replied, �No one else knows about this?�
Stafford looked across at Styles. �Just you and I. What�s your name?�
�Carl Wood.�
�Well, Mr Wood, we both know what this is about. I think you ought to explain, don�t you?�
�Not over the phone.�
�The Body in the Barn case � you obviously know there�s a similarity between that and the murder of the woman we�re investigating. What I�d like to know is how you came to know it. Given that very little detail has been released you seem to be quite knowledgeable. Did you kill the woman?�
�What? No! Of course not!� came the reply.
�My guess is that only the killer and the police know about those kinds of things. If you�re not the murderer then how is it you know so much?�
�There is much that I have knowledge of; things that are dangerous to know. Inspector Stafford, my life is in danger. He is getting closer and I am certain he will send someone to kill me.�
�Who is getting closer?�
�Doradus,� he said.
�Doradus?� Stafford repeated. He saw Styles raise a questioning eyebrow. �Who is Doradus?�
�Not over the phone. We have to meet. I am giving a lecture tomorrow afternoon at the Apollo Conference Centre in Birmingham. Meet me there, alone, at 4pm.�
�A lecture?�
�That�s all I can say for now. Goodbye, Inspector, I will speak with you tomorrow. Remember: come alone.�
The line went dead. �Right,� said Stafford to Styles, �get online and check out the Apollo Conference Centre in Birmingham. There�s a Carl Wood giving a lecture there. Find out everything you can about who he is.�
Styles nodded. �Do you reckon he�s our man?�
�He sounded afraid of someone,� said Stafford. �That someone might be our man. Who knows? I�m meeting him at the Apollo tomorrow. He wants to meet alone.�
�Is that wise, sir? I could tag along, keep a low profile.�
He nodded. �Probably makes sense.�

He was just thinking how he was still faintly distrustful of computers, even after all this time, when a knock at his office door disturbed his efforts to catch up on paperwork. Not that he couldn�t use them; they were everywhere these days and you couldn�t escape them. You just couldn�t manage without them. No, not that. It was just that he felt all this technology was still something of an interloper in his world. He remembered having to work things out in the head or on paper, not crunch the numbers into a keypad. He remembered having to type things up manually or get one of the typing-pool women to do it. He remembered having to nip into a phone box whenever he needed to make a call, or he�d have to send a letter. Three channels on the box. Needles to play albums. A visit to a cinema to see a film in colour. Too many other things that had once made up his life and had been wiped away. Improved, they said. Improved, my arse, he thought.
Naturally he�d accepted change, to a degree, but why did he partly feel like he was being swept helplessly along by the rush of it, to a destination not of his choosing? Why, on some days like today, did he simply wish to swim to the bank, clamber out of the flow and let it all gush on by?
�What is it, Henderson?� he said, realising he sounded brusque and tempered it with a softening of his features. Henderson was a good guy.
Henderson closed the door after him. He looked decidedly uneasy. �Well, sir, I�m not sure how to say this��
�Say it as it is. I ain�t got the time.�
�He coughed lightly into his hand, took up a seat opposite Stafford�s desk. �It�s about Styles, sir.�
Stafford whipped off an email and put his hands on the desk, slowly knitting his fingers together. �What about Styles?�
�Thing is, and it�s not just me � a couple of the men have noticed it � well, have you? I mean, don�t you think there�s something odd about him?�
He screwed his eyes up fractionally. �Odd?�
He sighed. �Yeah, odd. Little things. Office procedures he doesn�t get right when he should, his lack of basic knowledge about things, which for a man who�s supposed to be in line for a DCI is a bit mystifying. Yet he produces the goods, faster at times than anyone else, like he knows where to look.�
�What are you saying?�
�That�s just it, sir; I don�t know what I�m saying exactly. But something doesn�t feel right with the man. If it was just me I�d put it down to imagination. But it isn�t just me.� He paused, Stafford�s hard stare causing him to squirm.
�You�re speaking about a fellow officer here. You�d better be careful what it is you�re implying.�
�I�m not implying anything, sir. Just making an observation.�
�And your conclusions to this observation?�
Henderson shrugged loosely. �I guess I don�t have any.�
�I�m surprised at you, Henderson. It�s not like you. If you�ve got something to say about an officer in my team then make sure you get something substantial stacked up beforehand. I�ll pretend this conversation didn�t happen. Don�t piss on my day with idle gossip and I�ll hang the next man who walks in here spouting crap.�
The man got up from his chair, nodding contritely, tight-lipped, a sheepish glance from under his brows. Stafford watched him silently as he went out of the office. What really disturbed him weren�t Henderson�s loose observations.
He�d already noticed it about Styles himself.
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Tutankhamun�s Curse

D.I. Styles flipped open his notebook. Steadied himself as Stafford braked heavily. �No wonder they say you wear out your brake pads faster than anyone else,� he observed. Stafford hit the gas pedal and the car lurched into motion again. �Your feet are too big,� he said, �that�s the trouble. Too big and clumsy for the pedals.�
�Bollocks,� Stafford returned shortly. �In my day all police officers had big manly feet. Sign of a good cop. Tell me about Carl Wood.�
He turned a page or two. �Professor Carl Wood, recently retired senior lecturer in history. A wife, one grown kid, a number of published works � books, journals, that kind of thing. He specialises in military history, and in particular is an expert on the English Civil War. The lecture he�s giving today at the Birmingham Apollo is called, Cromwell: Hero or Villain? Right up your street, sir,� he said. �He�s been invited to the conference by the National Civil War Society. They�re the ones hosting it.�
�People pay to go to these things?� said Stafford incredulously. �Must be as dry as a nun�s crotch.�
Styles frowned at his bluntness. �History is big business,� said Styles. �Other than that there�s not much more to say about Carl Wood. Roundabout coming up, sir.�
�Jesus, Nobby, cut the river of instructions will you? You sound like my wife. I can see the blasted roundabout.� He stopped at the roundabout, foot tapping the accelerator. �So what have you got for me on The Body in the Barn case?�
Styles flipped more paper, one eye on the cars careering round the roundabout as Stafford waited impatiently for a suitable � or not so suitable, if he knew Stafford � gap in the flow of traffic. �DCI Thomas Rayne, good cop, successful career with a number of high-profile cases under his belt. Appears he was taken out with a shotgun by one of his own narks, a small-time crook called Bobby Garrick, and this finished his career. Garrick copped it eight months later in prison with a knife in the gut during an altercation with a fellow inmate. The Body in the Barn case was never resolved, according to the book. Anyhow, I searched police records and to be honest there�s not a lot of information on it. Seems details of the case were lost in a fire during the Blitz in 1940. The case did make it onto radio though. I found mention of it in old microfiche records, in a copy of the Radio Times from the 1930s. It was the last episode in a series broadcast by the BBC called, The Casebook of Inspector Rayne of the Yard. I tried to find out if any old recordings survive but drew a blank. They simply destroyed them after they�d finished with them, not like they do nowadays. Did you know they wiped a Michael Parkinson interview with John Lennon?� He tut-tutted and shook his head.
�Never liked Lennon; too clever for his own good. I�m more a Harrison man myself. Anyhow, forget Lennon. What else?�
�The author of our book, True Crimes, Mr Justin Symons, acknowledges in the preface how fortunate he was to get a frank and detailed interview with Rayne, so as far as we can tell the details of the murder came straight from the horse�s mouth. But I decided to do some further digging and found out that publication of this book was stopped and any distributed copies recalled. A few obviously managed to slip through the net, like ours, but they must be as rare as hen�s teeth.�
�Are you saying the book was banned?�
�Effectively, yes.�
�By whom?�
�It�s impossible to say. But you�d have to think that it most likely contained something that someone didn�t want broadcasting.�
�Or the book was simply crap and sales were bad.�
Styles shrugged. �I also checked up on the author.�
�And?�
�Justin Symons was found dead at his home six months later, hanging by a necktie from the banister. The coroner�s verdict was suicide. Now you could put it down to depression brought on by a creative temperament, but it all starts to look a little suspicious, don�t you think?�
Stafford smiled. �Now this is where you�ve got to be careful, Nobby,� he said. See, it�s like Tutankhamun�s curse��
�Not following you, sir.�
�Death followed death followed death, all put down to a curse on those who defiled Tutankhamun�s tomb in the Valley of Kings. But in reality there was no curse, that bit was made up; and each death was made to fit something that never existed in the first place. People see what they want to see, Nobby, remember that.�
Styles shrugged. �I also checked to see if Thomas Rayne had any living relatives. Turns out he has one, his grandson Charles, who lives in Derbyshire. Might be able to help us shed more light on his grandfather and the case.�
�Not bad, Nobby,� he said. �Not bad for a pup.�
Styles closed his notebook and sat back in his seat with a sigh. �Pedestrian crossing, sir,� he said sharply.
�Damn you, Nobby, stop that!� Stafford snarled.

They pulled into the car park of the conference centre, the security guard at the barriers refusing to let them through without a valid pass. Stafford flashed his ID. �All this fucking security for a history conference,� he moaned, finding a spot to park the car. Rather badly, thought Styles. Stafford looked over to the large modern building, reminding him of some kind of technical college from the �Sixties. A crowd of people were spilling out of the twin set of revolving doors. He looked down at his watch. 4.15pm.
As they marched across the tarmac he noticed how serious some of the faces were, and tiny knots of people had gathered in quiet conversation. Usually there was a bit more of a buzz at the end of a conference, if only to get out of the place, thought Stafford, but that�s history for you�
He heard a siren in the distance, turned and saw the blue flashing lights of an ambulance streaking through the barriers and headed for the conference building.
Stafford grabbed someone by the arm. �What�s going on?�
The man, his conference badge still attached to his jacket, a delegate pack clutched in his hand, said, �It�s Professor Wood.� He saw Stafford�s blank expression. �Haven�t you heard? There�s been a terrible thing happened. Professor Wood collapsed in the gent�s toilets � they say he�s had a heart attack. He was right as rain when he was up there on stage giving his lecture.� He threw his hands up in despair. �One minute he was fine, the next��
�Where is he?� Stafford asked. The man pointed, gave hurried directions, and the two officers drove through the revolving doors with the ambulance crew hot on their heels.
They pushed through a crowd of people gathered in the corridor that led to the toilets, holding out their ID to a security guard who stood over the body of a man lying face down on the tiles by the urinals. His eyes were open, his mouth agape. A medic bent down to the stricken man. He checked for a pulse and then looked up at Stafford and Styles, shaking his head.
�Too late,� he said. �I�m afraid he�s dead.�
Styles searched the dead man�s jacket and unpinned a name badge with a photo on it. �Carl Wood,� he said, holding up the badge. He rose to his feet and stood by Stafford�s side. �I reckon it�s Tutankhamun�s curse, don�t you, sir?�
Stafford gave a grimace.
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The Beast at His Back

It was late when he picked up the Land Rover from the station car park back in Cardiff. He drove off into the growing night with his mind on overdrive, churning over his meeting with Lambert-Chide, feeling he�d come away with a raft of unanswered questions. That there was an ulterior motive behind the tycoon�s invitation was without doubt, but as to what the motive was remained unclear. He did appear inordinately intrigued by Erica, beyond that of a man robbed of personal possessions by a thief. He hardly disguised the fact that his interest in her eclipsed that of the soon to be returned brooch. Then the unnerving appearance of the so-called Canadian reporter, the same man that turned up at the hospital looking for Erica. A coincidence? That one was too hard to swallow.
Tiredness began to strip Gareth Davies� body of energy, though his mind still raced. What on earth was his next move to be in trying to locate a sister, a woman who, save for a brief incursion into his life, disappeared and looked as if she didn�t want to be found again? Why? What was all this about? Didn�t she know how much that hurt him, how painfully cruel that was?
Night fell completely and the windscreen wipers batted away a thin film of misty rain. He wasn�t quite sure what pricked his suspicion, but he studied the headlights of the car behind him with interest. Was he imagining it or had it been with him for a while now?
He shook his head as if to toss away the notion. There�d been so many weird things happen to him lately that he was becoming paranoid.
But he checked it out the next time he drove down a lamp-lit street. A BMW Mini, in black. He entered open country again, the night swamping all detail but the car�s headlights. It kept pace with him. He deliberately slowed down; it did the same. He put his foot down; the occupant of the Mini mimicked it. He tried to convince himself that it was merely someone headed in the same direction as him. To test his hypothesis he turned off into a housing estate, feeling relief when it did not follow.
You fool, he told himself. He returned to the main road and five minutes later the Mini was there on his tail again, some distance away but doggedly keeping pace. They now traversed the open country of Pembrokeshire, long stretches of road with only the occasional light burning from the odd-cottage or two.
Then, surprisingly, the Mini�s headlights flashed at him. First in one or two steady bursts, then more agitatedly. He saw a sign for a lay-by ahead and he glanced around for his mobile. Couldn�t see it. Felt in his pockets. Where the hell had he put the thing? He really should call the police.
Gareth pulled the car off the road, hoping beyond hope that the Mini would simply cruise on by and he�d be left feeling immensely foolish for allowing himself to become possessed by unfounded, irrational fears. But the Mini pulled in and came to a stop a few yards behind the Land Rover.
The temptation to hit the accelerator and get the hell out of there was overwhelming, but he resisted. He was glad to find his mobile in the glove compartment. The growl of the Land Rover�s engine sounded curiously aggressive, like a dog sensing something was wrong. He didn�t need reminding. But he was fuming, too. Whoever it was would get a piece of his mind, he decided, and the instant he opened the door and stepped out onto the tarmac of the lay-by he regretted his bravado.
It was pitch-black all around, the only illumination coming from both cars, and it did little to penetrate the dark. He made out the formless shapes of huge trees on both sides of the road, the breeze causing them to moan gently.
�Who are you?� he shouted, if only to relieve the tension. It made him feel better, bolder, to hear the sound of his own voice. �What the hell do you want?�
The Mini�s door swung open and a slim silhouette emerged. The figure moved closer, into the light. Gareth released a pent-up breath. It was the same red-haired woman he�d met at Cardiff station, her face deadpan, hands thrust into the pockets of her leather jacket, jaw still working on gum.
�Jesus Christ!� burst Gareth. �Not you again!� he fumbled in his pocket for his mobile. �Right, that�s it, this has gone far enough; I�m going to call the police!�
�You won�t,� she said calmly, spitting out the gum.
�Oh no? Just watch me.� He stabbed at the keys with his thumb. �You�re crazy, do you know that? Crazy!�
�There�s little or no reception here,� she said. �Which is why I called you over at this point.�
�Fuck!� he said when he realised she was right and he began to wave the mobile in the air. �Damn Wales for being so � so inaccessible!� he said.
�Like waving it around is going to work,� she said disparagingly.
He gave up. �I�m going to get inside my car and I�m going to drive off. What I don�t want to see is you following me like some kind of stalker!�
�You can�t go home.�
Gareth shook his head, raised his hands in despair. �What is it this time? Look, lady, you really need to get help, see some kind of specialist.�
�Your life is in danger.�
He laughed, but it was devoid of humour; tended more towards the hysterical. �Right, of course it�s in danger, from Fairy-Cake Man! I hate to tell you this, but this isn�t a movie. You can�t go around doing these sorts of things, saying things like that. This is Wales, in Heaven�s name, not New York or Chicago. This just doesn�t happen in Wales!�
�Gareth, you must not go home.� You have to listen to me.� She took a couple of steps forward.
�Stay there, lady.� Then he frowned. �You know my name? How do you know my name? Are you with the police or something; is that what all this is about? The woman in Manchester?�
She looked back down the road. It was empty of traffic. �I�m not with the police, but yes, it is linked to the woman, in a way.�
�So what are you? Who do you work for? I take it you have to work for someone.�
There was reluctance written all over her face; she didn�t want to say anything, but after a moment�s thought she said, �Pipistrelle.�
�Pipistrelle? What is that? A bat, isn�t it?�
�It�s a he,� she said. �Pipistrelle is a man. We�re searching for the same woman you took to hospital.�
�Erica?�
She gave a thin smile. �Is that what she told you?�
�You mean she lied about her name?�
The woman shrugged. �Who knows?�
�She�s my sister,� he said. �I need to find her again. Do you know where she went?�
�If I did I wouldn�t be looking would I?� She gave a heavy sigh. �Look, Gareth, it�s pissing it down, I�m getting soaked through. You can�t go back to your house because it isn�t safe for you, end of story. Which bit don�t you understand?�
�OK, so what�s making it unsafe? Dry rot?� he said caustically.
�This woman, Erica, that�s what. Other people want to find her too.�
�For Christ�s sake, give it to me straight will you? Stop this fucking beating about the bush and tell me what other people are looking for her.�
She took out a piece of paper. �I�m afraid the same people who are searching for your sister are now searching for you. Believe me that will make it dangerously unsafe for you to go back. If you want to stay alive, Gareth, things have got to change. Here�� She handed over the paper. �I�ve booked you into a hotel. Drive there. You�re booked in under the name David Harris. Wait there till I come to get you. We�ll have to drop the Land Rover somewhere, though; it�s a bit too conspicuous.�
Gareth couldn�t help himself; he laughed aloud. �You don�t seriously think I�m going to believe any of this hokum, do you? David Fucking Harris? Dump my Land Rover? As if! You really are one batty young lady!�
�Doradus is aware of you now. As a consequence the life you knew, who you are, who you were, all that has changed.�
�Doradus? What�s that?� He rubbed his tired eyes, stroked back his rain-soaked hair. �First Fairy-Cake Man, then Pipistrelle, and now Doradus. Tell you what; I�ve had enough of this.� He tramped wearily back to the Land Rover.
�Wait. What do you think you are doing?� she called. �Hear me out!�
�I�m going home. I�m tired, it�s been a weird few weeks. I need a shower and a good sleep and maybe when I wake up in the morning you�ll have vanished along with the rest of this damned nightmare.� He clambered back into the cab and wound down the window. �Do not follow me,� he warned. �I mean that.�
Gareth thumped the gear stick into first and crashed his foot hard on the accelerator, the wheels throwing up loose wet stones as the Land Rover raced away down the road. He checked his mirrors. She did not give chase. Ten minutes later he checked again; the road behind was completely empty, the Land Rover floating in a sea of uninterrupted blackness.
She had troubled him, not least because he�d never experienced having a stalker (were they always as in your face as this one?). He decided as soon as he got inside he�d phone the police about her. After all, she might prove a danger to someone; who knew where her unbalanced worldview would take her? Mind you, he thought, they�d love that, the police. They already viewed him as a bit of an oddball at the very least, and deeply suspicious at best. Shit, he thought, he just wanted this rollercoaster to end, and preferably tonight with a stiff drink and something to eat; just the drink if needs be.
He�d never been more glad to see home. The thought struck him that this marked the first time since living at Deller�s End that he�d considered it a home in the true sense of the word. His place of refuge where he could close the door on the fucked-up world outside. He�d get his head together, he thought, spend some time working out how best to pick up the threads of his sister�s trail. He was determined not to be diverted from that, not even by zany redheads on lonely country roads.
Gareth fumbled with the house keys, unlocked and pushed open the door to the cottage, bathing in the sense of relief he found on closing the door on the dark Pembrokeshire night. He reached out for the light switch, flicked it. Nothing happened.
�Bugger,� he said. �That damn fuse.� It kept tripping for no reason, even though he�d had the electrician in time after time to fix it, and each time he�d suggested a more expensive remedy than the time before. In the end he thought he�d rather put up with the niggling inconvenience.
He stumbled blindly; without a moon or street light the room was in almost total darkness.
But something was wrong.
It was as if he�d picked up a signal from the very air, like a jabbing electrical shock that brought his suspicions jolting to life. Just as the urge to turn and run was being signalled from his panicked brain to his legs, his body was hit by someone bounding out of the deep shadows, forcing him backwards and sending him crashing against the wall. His instinct was to strike out with his fist, his arms flailing wildly in the dark, and he made contact with a face, eliciting a fierce growl from his attacker.
Powerful hands now pinned his arms. He struggled, tugged himself free, stumbling and almost falling over, but his passage to the door was blocked by another man who grabbed him by the throat in an iron-hard arm lock, choking the breath from him. A fist was rammed into his unprotected stomach and he slumped down, gasping in pain.
A sharp jab in the side of his neck, a needle going in deep. Liquid fire being pumped into him. And then he was released.
He made for the door, smelling the damp scent of night as he tried to run down the short path to the gate. But his legs felt as though they�d had weights strapped to them and he could hardly lift his feet. His world descended into a waking nightmare, the kind where he wanted to run, to escape the beast at his back, but his body was fighting against the pressing weight of gravity, or was pushing without effect against a soundless gale. The stars in the sky began to multiply. Then they became smudged into streaks of incandescent blue. He found he could no longer support the weight of his body, no longer control its direction.
The Land Rover�s distinct shape melted into the night, and that same night spread like a cloud of ink in water, till his entire being was swamped in a swirling, smothering blackness that seeped into his brain and turned it off.

29

One-Way Ticket to Hell

The last in a long line of deeply unsettling dreams tramped towards the place from which they can never be retrieved. Only their bruising on the emotions lingered. Wakefulness crashed in like a chilled wave hitting the beach, and with it came the horrifying remembrance of being attacked.
As if an electric current had been passed through him his eyes snapped open and his body lurched forward. But he could not see a thing, not a single speck of light. Then he experienced a frightening choking sensation, his mouth blocked, stuffed with something that threatened to enter his throat. He panicked at the lack of sight and tried to move but found he could not, his arms were bound. He fought against his bindings, thrashing wildly; tried to shout out but his screams came out as a muffled whimper. He squeezed his eyes closed, opened them again, repeated the process. Nothing. He was totally blind, and that made him panic all over again.
His hands were fastened tightly at head-height and no amount of struggling loosened them, which only inflamed his desire to be free. He tried till he was too exhausted to go on anymore and stopped, his body limp, breathing laboured.
Gareth Davies let the first wave of panic subside, forcing himself to breathe calmly through the nose, attempting to overcome the intense fear brought on by the total dark, his inability to move. He forced rational thought on a raving mind.
Had they blinded him? The thought terrified him and he began to hyperventilate all over again. No, he thought, he wasn�t blind. It was cold, d& he�d experienced something similar before, a long time ago as a kid. He�d been taken down into some caverns or other on a school trip. The guide shone a light on a rock and it cast the distinct shadow of a witch�s head. But the thing which really unnerved him was when he demonstrated what it was like when the lights were turned off. It must have only been twenty seconds or so, but it was horrible. Like a solid black wall. He wanted to scream back then; scream for the stupid man to stop messing around and turn on the lights. He remembered feeling intense gratitude when the lights flicked on, but the short experience stayed with him.
He was cold and he was sat on hard earth and stone with his back against what felt like a stone wall. He was in a cave, he thought, in the dark. He was reliving the fear all over again.
Was he dead?
He dismissed the thought immediately and closed his eyes. He found this strangely comforting; better to close his eyes and see nothing than to open them and see the same.
Why? Why was he here? Who were those men who attacked him? And where the hell was here? This can�t be happening, he thought. He must be in the grip of a nightmare from which he would surely awake.
But he didn�t and the nightmare hung on.
His logical self barged its way to the surface. He drew in a deep, slow lungful of breath to tamp down his escalating panic, then began to examine the bonds that held him. Sharp tugs told him they were made of leather or something similar, wrapped tight around his wrist, that in turn were fastened to clinking metal which must be fixed to the wall. He tried to bring his wrist round to his mouth so he could test the binding but the tether was too short for this. His legs, however, were free. He listened to the sounds his shoes made as he scuffed them on the floor. Loose stones and dirt. It wasn�t bare rock like you�d find in a cave, and it felt flat, man-made. That suggested some kind of mine, not a cave. Next he tested the air with his nose. Dry and dusty from where he�d kicked up the dirt, but not too damp. But it was cold.
�Bet you like detective novels too,� Fitzroy had once told him. �Sometimes you are too logical for your own good. You analyze things so much you miss out on the fundamental things in life.�
Gareth almost smiled at the memory; or he might have done hadn�t his lips been pasted together with heavy-duty tape.
�Actually, no, I don�t like detective novels as it happens. Too formulaic. I suppose you�re telling me you rely on intuition, on instinct, eh?�
�I�ve learned to trust it, yes.�
�Feel the Force, Luke!� he said with a grin.
�There will come a time, Mr Spock, when logic is no longer enough. You will have to go beyond logic.�
That time was now, he thought. What had happened to him recently, what was happening right now, defied rational thought. The pieces simply would not fit neatly together.
He rubbed the side of his mouth against his shoulder, felt the tape begin to peel away at the edge. Elated with the tiny victory he set about stripping it back further, the tape sticking to his clothing and allowing him to peel enough away for him to spit out a wad of cloth that had been stuffed into his mouth. He took a deep breath and then yelled out as loud as he could. His voice did not produce an echo, he noticed; rather it felt like he was in a small, low-ceilinged room.
�Help me!� he screamed. �Can anyone hear me?�
The cry fell away fast and silence crashed down on him again. He was left listening to the sound of his blood rushing in his ears. He yelled again; yelled until his throat burned with the effort. Once more the silence fell like a thick and oppressive blanket. He was about to shout again when he thought he heard a noise, far off, the scrape of footsteps, perhaps? His imagination creating the equivalent of a thirsty man�s oasis mirage?
�Hello?� he shouted. �Can you hear me?� Then, miraculously, he saw a glimmer of light and he felt a rush of unadulterated relief at this wonderful, flickering vision. �Help me! Help me!� he cried. �I�m being kept a prisoner!�
The light clearly came from some kind of lamp and he was surprised to see that it illuminated a long, low tunnel. He made out the shadowy forms of three men loping slowly and silently towards him. As they approached their lamp lit up his prison cell. He was in a large, oblong chamber, the stone walls relatively flat, the ceiling very low, also carved flat. He noticed the men were bent low to avoid cracking their heads.
�Thank God you heard me!� he said, gratitude flooding his voice. �Please untie me. I was attacked and now I�m being held against my will.�
The three men stopped before him, the lamp held out towards him, the light blinding after his long immersion in total blackness. Their forms disappeared in a hazy fizz of white light.
�Be quiet,� one of the men said.
That�s when he knew he wasn�t out of trouble. He yanked hard at his bindings and screamed out in panic again.
�It�s no use wasting your energy like that; we�re a good fifty feet underground and tucked nicely away at the end of about six miles of corridors and chambers. It�s an old quarry, you see. Abandoned, forgotten; not unlike you,� he said. The man came round into the light, crouched down onto his haunches, his leering face a foot or two away from Gareth�s.
Gareth squinted in the light at the man before him. His hair was long, black and straight; it shimmered healthily, like the plumage of a raven, in the lamplight. His skin was a ghastly pale colour, and, strangest of all, his eyes were hidden behind heavily tinted glasses. Fifty feet below ground and he was wearing shades. He lifted a thin hand, his forefinger and thumb grasping the edge of the tape on Gareth�s mouth. �Who�s a clever boy then?� he said, his voice quiet, calm, assured. He gently peeled away the tape and tossed it to the ground.
�Who the hell are you?� Gareth snarled. �Untie me you bastard!�
�Don�t do that, Gareth; it�s so demeaning and I rather expected better of you.�
�How do you know my name? Who are you people?�
�I know all about you, Gareth. In fact I know more about you than you do.�
�Untie me!� he said.
�I�m afraid I cannot do that. And anyhow, even if I did, where would you go? You wouldn�t get far. There is an absolute maze of old tunnels down here, dead-ends galore, and of course there�s also the total darkness. So escape is not only futile but impossible. No one ever comes here now � it was abandoned by the miners a century ago.� He reached out and tested the binding at Gareth�s right wrist. �They used to mine something called firestone, so called because of its resistance to heat. It was used in furnaces and the like, places where temperatures reached as hot as Hell. Ironic, isn�t it, that here you are but a single step away from the real thing.�
�You�re crazy. Let me go. The police will be looking for me.�
He laughed. �Really? You do live in a fantasy world. �Down to business, Gareth. Where is she?�
�Where is who?�
He sighed. �Where is the woman?�
�What, the crazy red-head? No idea and quite frankly I don�t care.�
The man looked back at one of his companions. �She must have been the one talking to him at the railway station.�
�And?�
�I thought she�d simply taken a fancy to him, or was just making conversation. Never paid her much heed. Sorry, Camael.�
�Listen, Camael, or whatever they call you,� said Gareth, �there�s been some kind of big mistake here. I�m not who you think I am. I take photos, in heaven�s name! Whatever it is that you�re all mixed up in then you can bet I�m not involved in any of it.�
�Yes you are,� he said, head snapping back. �You�re right at the heart of it and so is she. So, please tell me where she is.�
�I�ve told you, I�ve no idea what it is you�re going on about.�
�Where is the woman you went to see at the hospital?�
�My sister?� he said, his eyes widening. �She�s involved with you?�
�Your sister?� Camael said. His brow crumpled into a frown. �Yes, tell me about your sister. Where will we find her?�
�I don�t know anything, other than I�d never clapped eyes on her till the day I nearly killed her. And even if I did know where she was, do you think I�d tell a bunch of weirdo thugs?�
�I ask you to reconsider, Gareth. Try to remember, for your own sake. It would be easier on yourself if you played along.�
�Go to hell!�
Camael�s breath hissed out through his noise like gas from a leaking pipe. �It is not I, fortunately, that will be making that particular trip, Gareth. I�m afraid that will be you. Yes, they call me Camael. Some call me the Dark Angel of Doradus. I am your one-way ticket to Hell.�
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The Third Man

The musky scent of lilies was overpowering. If there were one flower that Stafford disliked it was the lily. Death, that�s what they always reminded him of. The sweet smell of death and loss. Every funeral he�d ever been to as far back as he could remember he�d seen lilies. There was something about their bloated flower heads he found quietly disturbing. They were in abundance here, along with more condolence cards than they had on the racks at Clinton�s. Wood must have been a popular man in life, Stafford thought. It caused him to ponder on how many cards and lilies he�d receive after he�d died. As many as this? More? Fewer? Did it really matter?
That it mattered to Mrs Wood was plain to see; the flowers and cards were given prominence and one tiny area near the TV in the corner of the room, on which stood a photograph of the late Mr Wood, had become something of a shrine. She was running out of room to put them all.
She was a small woman, very quiet, everything about her being round; round eyes, round face, round body like a ball dressed in tweed. She was putting on one of those forced welcoming smiles, behind which he could tell there was a frenzy of dark, conflicting emotions. She offered Styles and him a cup of tea, and appeared glad of the task which helped occupy another few seconds of her mind�s time. Styles never drank tea; he was a strong black coffee man, but he made appreciative noises when she brought in a tray bearing china cups and saucers that must have been in their possession since they got married, brought out, he imagined, only for special occasions. Everything in the house pointed to a life made for two suddenly halved.
Mrs Wood sat down, hands clasped in her lap, scrutinising the arranged crockery to satisfy herself that everything was as it should be. Only everything wasn�t as it should be. It was an acted-out normality, Stafford thought. He glanced at Styles, whom he thought looked faintly uneasy in the face of the woman�s automaton intensity. Or maybe he was transplanting his own mood there. Stafford pictured his own wife sat in Mrs Wood�s place. Would she behave the same way if he had died?
�You were there when he passed away,� she said to the two officers.
�We arrived afterwards,� Stafford explained. �There was nothing we could do, I�m afraid,� he added.
�There was nothing anyone could do,� she said. �I never expected a heart attack. He was such a healthy man, for his age, or so we thought. You know, golf at the weekends, liked to walk the dog every day. But Carl was getting on,� she noted with wooden forbearance. �One must be grateful for what one�s had, I suppose.�
She didn�t look in the least grateful, Stafford thought. She didn�t look like anything. He marvelled at how a face can be bleached entirely of emotional colour. �Did you husband, especially of late, say that he was troubled in any way? Did he show any signs that something gave him cause for concern?�
�Oh yes,� she said without hesitation. �He was not an easy man to live with. He fretted over most things, like work, or paying the bills, or leaves on the lawn. His teacup always had a storm in it. I did say that he�d worry himself into an early grave.� She lifted the cup of tea to her lips, her eyes unblinking.
�Was he worrying about anything out of the ordinary, aside from the leaves and the bills?� asked Styles.
She fixed him with an unexpectedly stern stare from over the delicate rim of her china cup. �Leaves and bills were very real to him,� she said crisply, then remembered herself. �They might seem silly little things to others.� She glanced upwards to a spot on the ceiling. �The death of his one-time friend and colleague troubled him greatly,� she said. �He passed away only three weeks ago and Carl took the news terribly. Well you would, wouldn�t you? A friend passing away like that.�
�What was the friend�s name?� asked Stafford.
�Howard Baxter,� she said. �He was an archivist, I believe. They went back a long time, to when they were just starting out in the 1970s but they�d not seen each other in a long while. It�s still upsetting, though, when a friend dies, even a friendship that has lapsed. It sets you to thinking � about life, getting on, the impermanence of things. Drives you into melancholy if you let it. That was the effect on Carl at any rate. What made it worse was the fact Howard had taken his own life. Hung himself, I think. Carl didn�t want to talk about it. Even refused to go to his funeral, which was out of character. It was a shame, too, by the sounds of it; Howard was about to publish something quite extraordinary by all accounts, and in truth the man was in desperate need of the income as it transpired he was a bit of a gambling man with huge debts. It�s strange, don�t you think, how a person like Howard, who�d always held down good jobs, can end up still being in so much debt. He even worked for Lambert-Something or other as an archivist � you know, the pharmaceutical firm.�
�Lambert-Chide?� said Styles.
�That�s the one. Surely such jobs must have been pretty lucrative, and he�s always had them. Well, that hardly matters to him now, does it? Debt or riches we are all equal bedfellows in the grave, are we not? It sounds as if his debts drove him to his final decision. Very sad.� She nodded. �Is the tea to your satisfaction, Inspector?� she asked of Styles.
�Perfectly fine,� he replied, taking a sip to prove it. He noticed the woman�s hand trembled, like a leaf shivered by a breeze.
She let her cup rest in the saucer, the two rattling tellingly together. She set them down on the coffee table in front of her. �A Return to Eden,� she said absently.
�Sorry, Mrs Wood?� said Stafford.
�That, I believe, was the title of Howard�s work. I haven�t the faintest idea what it was all about, but I did hear Carl talking about it over the phone to him � why, it must have only been a fortnight before Howard died, the last conversation they would ever have, as it happens. And, ironically, the first they�d had in over ten years. Carl wasn�t best pleased about it, whatever it was. I heard him telling Howard not to be so damned foolish, which was uncharacteristically harsh for Carl. I remember he came off the line looking rather worried. But as I say, being rather worried was not unusual for Carl, and it�s a fact that historians can be scathingly critical of each other�s works, you know. That�s what was at the heart of it, I shouldn�t wonder; professional ardour that was probably regretted afterwards.�
�Did Mr Howard Baxter have a wife, children we might talk to about this Return to Eden?� asked Stafford.
She shook her head. �He was�� She hid her lips behind her cup. ��you know, batted for the other side, so to speak.�
�Gay?� said Stafford.
�That, yes,� she said. �No wife, no children. He had a partner, as they call them.�
�Where can we find him, do you know?�
�Really, Inspector Styles, I don�t pry into those kinds of things.�
�No, course not, Mrs Wood.�
�Did Carl have any enemies, Mrs Wood?� asked Styles bluntly.
She looked surprised by the question. �Enemies? Carl? No, quite the opposite.� She indicated with a blink the ranks of condolence cards. �Too many friends, in fact. Why do you ask?� She glanced worriedly from one to the other. �Surely you don�t suspect anything underhand; he was a man well-loved and highly respected, held in high regard by his peers. And after all, it was a heart attack � that much is proven. The doctor�s report said so.� She dipped down into melancholy. �He was too kind a man to have enemies. Jealous rivals, perhaps, but enemies is too strong a word. He was a nice man. I shall miss his kindness,� she said. She looked about the room, as if kindness were a physical commodity she could lay her hands on; as if traces of it might be left behind.
�Did he ever mention the name Doradus, even in passing?�
She thought about it, made as if to answer in the negative and then checked herself. �It�s something I heard him mention in connection with the Lunar Club��
�The Lunar Club, Mrs Wood? What�s that?� asked Stafford.
�Oh, a little something Carl was intermittently involved with. Just a group of three historians having an excuse to get together every now and again to discuss work � or so he told me. Both Carl and Howard belonged to it; they started it many years ago, before I first started to court Carl. It dropped off after a little while when they all grew up and went their separate ways.�
Style�s eyes were alight. He leant forward. �So who was the third member of this Lunar Club, Mrs Wood? The third man?� he asked.
She said she could not easily recall but had the information in her husband�s address book. She returned minutes later, popping a pair of reading glasses onto her button nose and flicking through pages turned soft and yellow by age and continual use. �Here we are,� she said. �The other member of their little gang was a man called Charles Rayne.� She looked up. �He used to live in Derbyshire. He may be there still. Does that help you?�
Stafford and Styles exchanged a cursory glance. �That helps us a great deal, thank you, Mrs Wood,� nodded Stafford. �May we have the book?�
She handed it over. �Please take it. It is of little use to Carl or me now.�
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Pest Control

Love and loyalty is all.
The phrase seemed to swirl around his head like a flake in a snow globe.
�Tell me where she is,� he demanded, firmer this time.
�I don�t know the answer to that,� he returned. �And I wouldn�t tell you even if I did.�
�Such a brave little man,� smirked Camael. �Time has taught me to be very patient, Gareth,� he said. �But even my patience starts to draw thin.�
�Tell me why you want her. What�s she involved in?�
Camael cocked his head. �I could almost believe you didn�t know. Almost. Where is she?�
Gareth shook his head tiredly and sighed. �I don�t know.�
�There are two ways we can do this, Gareth; painless or painful. Which is it to be?�
�You�re fucking mad!� he said, and started to yell. �Help! Help me!�
At Camael�s signal one of the men lurched forward and landed Gareth a meaty punch to his cheek. He groaned loudly, the pain rattling through his skull like a freight train.
�Now, one last time; where is she?�
Breathing heavily, Gareth stared straight at Camael, his jaw fixed, the side of his face throbbing painfully. The words of his reply were long and drawn out: �I don�t know!�
Camael�s finger flicked out a silent order. The man who had struck Gareth bent down to Gareth�s leg and yanked off his shoe.
�What are you doing?� Gareth gasped as he tried to yank his leg free. The shoe on the other foot was similarly removed. Then his socks were pulled off. The man had both Gareth�s legs pinned to the ground. �You�re crazy! Let me go!�
�Bring the lamp closer,� Camael ordered.
With a sinking heart Gareth recognised the man with the lamp when he came closer; it was the man who had been engrossed in his cake and magazine at Cardiff station. �This is pure madness!� he said. �I never met her before that day. I don�t know where she is now or what all this is about!�
Camael ignored him. He removed a small leather case from his coat and unzipped it. �I�d like to believe you, but you must understand that I have to make doubly sure.� He smiled coldly, his teeth revealed to be large, uneven and yellowed. �Are you afraid of death, Gareth?�
�What kind of question is that?� He was instantly reminded of his strange conversation with Lambert-Chide.
�The one most people usually answer yes to.� Camael took a long, slender needle from the case and held it up to the light, which zipped down its length like silver fire as he twisted it before his eye. �I am not afraid of death. I know what awaits me when I pass over. But you � well if I were you then I would certainly live in fear of it. Eternal damnation, burning in the fire pits of hell for all time; not exactly a holiday, is it?� He bent down to Gareth�s left foot and placed the needle against the soft centre of his sole. He flinched but the man held his leg tight. �Where is she, Gareth?�
�I know what you know; nothing.�
Camael shoved the needle deep into the yielding flesh of Gareth�s foot; it came to rest against bone. Gareth screamed out in agony.
�My colleagues here have long experience of extracting information from reluctant lips, Gareth,� Camael said. �But whilst pulling out fingernails and such like have their place in the grand scheme of things I find the simplest measures are often the most effective.� He twisted the needle in Gareth�s foot and he yelled out. �Straightforward darning needles, large ones of course. Available from your local store.� He removed another from the leather case and placed it gently against Gareth�s right foot. I always find myself wondering at this point how Jesus must have felt, his feet being nailed to the cross. Where is the woman you call your sister? Please tell me, I have a case full of needles and all the time in the world.�
He shook his head frantically. �I�ve told you all I know.�
Camael rammed home the needle till it struck bone and Gareth cried out. His arms strained at his bindings to no avail, and his legs were still pinned heavily down despite his manic thrashing.
�You are either very brave or very foolish,� said Camael. He signalled for the man to release Gareth�s legs. He drew up his knees and groaned, the soles of his feet scorched by twin fires.
�Take them out,� Gareth said angrily. �You have to believe me.�
The response from Camael was for him to take out another needle. Rising to a stoop, his head close to the low stone ceiling, he grabbed Gareth�s right wrist and placed the needle against the palm of his hand. �Not just the feet, of course; Jesus was nailed by the hands.� He drove the point of the needle deep into Gareth�s flesh, his teeth biting his lower lip as he forced the metal through the hand and out the other side. �Drink deep, Gareth, of the pain of our Lord.� Gareth screamed. �No one will help you. No one can hear your pathetic pleas for help. No one knows you are here. You could die here and your body would probably never be found for decades to come. Tell me where she is and I will make the pain stop. Refuse and I will add to your suffering.�
Sweat drenched Gareth�s hair, his face and neck; his eyes were screwed up into agonised slits. �I�can�t�� he said breathlessly.
�That�s a shame,� said Camael. �Hold his head�, he commanded. The man stepped forward and grasped Gareth�s hair, jerking his head violently backwards, wrapping his arm around his neck and holding him fast in a steely arm lock. Camael reached back into the leather case. �I have two needles here.� He held one in front of Gareth�s eyeball. �It�s no use closing your eyes against it; the eyelid is but a flimsy barrier, as is all human flesh. Do you remember what it felt like to experience total dark? Remember the fear?� The point of the needle touched Gareth�s unprotected eyelid. �One simple push on my part and that darkness will be permanent.� To demonstrate he pressed a little harder. �Where is the woman?� Tell me where she is. A simple answer will save your eyesight.�
�I don�t know,� he said, a tear being squeezed from the lid. �You have to believe me.� His voice was shaken, his lips trembling.
�One last chance, Gareth,� he said evenly.
Gareth clamped his lips and shook his head, the movement restricted by the man�s arm lock.
Camael�s tongue ran over his lower lip. He breathed in deeply, then exhaled a sigh. He put the needle back into the case and turned away. Gareth watched as he strode over to the other man and said something he could not catch. With that he held out his hand and was given a torch. Without another word he left the chamber, the sounds of his footsteps growing fainter. The man released Gareth�s head.
�What are you going to do?� Gareth asked, sucking in breath, his chin slumping exhaustedly to his sodden chest.
The man from the station came over to him. �It�s not good news. But there again it rarely is for your kind. Vermin have to be destroyed.�
�You�re going to kill me?� he said, the fear coursing through his veins like iced water.
�There was never going to be any other outcome.� He looked at his watch in the gloom and then went over to sit with his back against the wall. He signalled to his companion, who walked over to a large canvas bag which Gareth had failed to notice in a dark corner of the chamber. He brought it over, the sound of metal hitting metal loud in the chamber�s confines. He put it down again and then began to look over one of the walls, running his hand over it. Satisfied that it appeared an even surface he reached into the bag and to Gareth�s surprise took out a small tin of paint and a brush. Silently he prised the lid off the paint and lowered the brush into the contents. It came out glistening black, as if dipped into crude oil.
�What are you doing?� said Gareth, his voice seeming to thunder in the eerie silence. No one answered. He watched as the man began to paint something on the chamber wall, methodically, skilfully. When he eventually stepped away Gareth was both surprised and appalled to see the same symbol that had been painted on his cottage wall; the same that appeared on the photo taken at the murdered woman�s flat; the same serpent eating its tail, the cross at the centre with the flaming star in the middle. A fresh wave of horror engulfed him as the implications struck home.
�Who are you people?� he said, wincing at the excruciating waves of pain emanating from the embedded needles.
The man with his back against the wall reached up and stroked back his short, black hair. �Pest control,� he said, his face twisted by loathing as he stared hard at Gareth.
�I�m an ordinary guy,� he said tiredly. �Why won�t you believe me?�
The man�s eyes glared white and fierce in the gloom. �That�s where you�re wrong. You aren�t ordinary. You�re far from ordinary.� He looked at his watch again. �And because of that you have only one hour and thirty three minutes to live.�
�You�re mad,� Gareth managed weakly.
�I�d save your breath for any prayer you need to offer up to whatever god it is you worship, though your filthy black soul was damned from the moment you drew breath. There is no salvation for you or your kind; only death and eternal punishment for transgressing the Holy Laws of Doradus. I feel dirty just being in your presence.�
�Doradus? What is that?�
The other man released a low grunt, then came to loom over him. �I don�t want to hear your filthy mouth utter that ever again.� He bent down and twisted the needle in Gareth�s hand. He screamed out. �You�re not worthy,� he said. He turned to the man sat against the wall. �We could do it now. Get rid of this animal once and for all.�
He shook his head. Camael needs to be here in person.�
�I have no idea where the woman is,� Gareth said.
�We know,� said the man against the wall. �But that doesn�t alter things. You were never going to live. And we�ll find the woman; it is only a matter of time.�
�What have I done that is so wrong?� said Gareth, flinching as the man drew near the needle again.
�You live, you breathe, and you are Satan�s child.�
In spite of everything Gareth gave a low, humorous chuckle. �You really are crazy. Did you murder that woman in Manchester because she was spawn of the Devil too? Was that your twisted reason?�
�Technically, you cannot murder devils or their spawn. They don�t fall under the same corporeal laws that bind the rest of humanity,� he replied matter-of-factly, as if he truly believed what he was saying.
�Oh for fuck�s sake!� said the other man, and rammed the needle deeper into Gareth�s hand. �I�m tired of having to listen to your pathetic little squeals. Every time you open your mouth I�ll give you more of the same, understand?�
Gareth, his teeth gritted, nodded helplessly.
Both men sat together in silence, the only sound to break the silence was Gareth�s gasping and heavy panting, his world now a churning maelstrom of fear and pain. Time dragged on laboriously, and each second of every minute passed like a living hell.
Eventually they heard footsteps from down the long, darkened corridor; saw the sweep of a probing flashlight.
�It�s time.� And both men rose from their positions, brushing dirt from their trousers. They stared hard and unforgiving at Gareth, who shook his head disbelievingly.
He saw a dark, silent form come up behind the two men, the features in heavy shadow, and with it came an overwhelming sense of dread.
The chamber erupted into chaos, a series of loud explosions and bright flashes ripping through the sepulchral silence. There was a scream, shouting, one of the men tumbling into a crumpled heap before Gareth�s feet, the other making a staggering run for the tunnel. There were two more explosions and the man collapsed with a groan to his knees.
The figure with the smoking gun calmly stepped over to the wounded man, who began to crawl on his hands and knees to the exit. He aimed the gun point-blank at his back and fired. The man collapsed silently to the stone floor, his legs kicking once before they lay completely still and lifeless.
The man slid the gun into the inside of his coat and turned quickly to Gareth. �Hell, seems I got here just in time,� he said, going immediately to the leather bonds securing Gareth�s wrists. He began to unbuckle them.
�I know you; you�re the man from the hospital,� he said. �The Canadian who was at Gattenby House��
�Can�t argue with that,� he said.
�Who are you?� Gareth asked weakly as his hands were freed.
�The cavalry,� he returned.
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�Sit down; we need to take care of those wounds.� He went over to the curtains and drew them against the dark, then opened a green plastic first-aid box he�d brought with him from the car. �You were damn lucky,� he said, glancing up at Gareth Davies� deathly-pale face as he lowered himself into a well-worn armchair. He was staring at his bloodied hands, examining the puncture wounds the needles had left. His fingers were dreadfully painful to move and his feet hurt like blazes.
The hotel room was small but adequate, the sort of place frequented by sales reps and the like, he thought. Basic comforts they sought on their way to somewhere else. Outside the window was the gentle hum of traffic, sounding like a breeze at the coast. They�d pulled off the motorway into a service station, parked up, to Gareth�s surprise, at the front of the small motel.
�So where are we exactly?� said Gareth. The journey through the mines, outside into the car and driving down busy roads to the service station had passed in a fevered haze punctuated by moments of rising terror and pain. When he questioned his saviour the man had told him in no uncertain terms to wait. He had to concentrate on getting them as far away from the mines as possible. All would be explained in good time.
The man took a roll of bandage and a tube of cream from the first-aid box. �We have to bathe these first,� he said. Take your shoes off and I�ll find something for you to clean the wounds with. Don�t want them getting infected. The small ones are always the worst,� he added.
�Where are we?� Gareth insisted. �And why aren�t we going to the police? I was nearly murdered back there. And you shot those men!�
�First, you�re in Surrey,� he explained, going to the bathroom and running warm water into a plastic cup. He handed it over to Gareth with a wad of cotton wool. �Here, clean your hands and feet.�
�What the blazes am I doing in Surry?�
�The mines are in Godstone. I guess they like those sorts of places.�
�Would they have killed me?�
He flipped the top off a tube of antiseptic cream, gave it a cursory sniff. �Oh yes, most definitely. Dab a little of this into those wounds and I�ll bandage them up for you. They might hurt like the devil but they�ll heal OK. Like I said, you were lucky; I�ve seen what these bozos are capable of and you got off lightly.�
�I have to contact the police,� Gareth said, getting to his feet, limping to the phone and lifting the receiver.
His rescuer dashed over and took the phone off him, placed it back on the bedside unit. �Definitely not a good idea, Gareth, trust me. Tantamount to throwing chummy in the water to attract sharks. And anyway, there is no need; I am the police.� He took out a wallet and wafted ID in front of Gareth�s confused eyes.�
He caught sight of the name Detective Robert Muller. �You�re not British,� he said.
�As British as maple syrup,� he quipped. �But being Canadian doesn�t stop me being one of the good guys.�
�So what are you saying about attracting sharks; that the police are somehow involved in all this? It�s not safe to call them? That�s ludicrous.�
�Might sound it, but all I can say is that at this stage is that you don�t know who you can trust.� Gareth returned to his seat, took the weight off his throbbing feet. �When did you last eat?�
Gareth shrugged. �I�ve no idea.�
�I�ll nip out and grab us something to bite,� said Muller. �I�m famished.�
�Forget the fucking food!� Gareth burst. �What is going on? I need answers!�
The man sighed heavily. �I am most keen that you and your sister are kept alive, unlike the bunch you just encountered who want you very much dead.� He heard a noise he didn�t like and went over to the curtains, peering through a slit onto the service station car park below. Headlights flashed through a dull fug on the M3 motorway in the distance and there was the steady moan of tyres finding its way through the double-glazing. Relatively quiet as it was early morning. He seemed satisfied all was well. �Do you know where she is?� he asked.
�No. I�m tired of answering that bloody question.�
�Look, it is very important that we find her. If we don�t then Camael and his mob will, and if he does then she�s as good as dead. You want that?�
�No, of course not. But what has she done? For that matter, what have I done?�
Muller rubbed his eyes. �That�s rather sensitive information at the moment.�
�Try me. Is this something to do with the gold jewellery, smuggling or something?�
�Yeah, something like that,� Muller said, his tone of voice far away and non-committal.
�Can you be more specific? And more to the point what�s your part in all this?�
Muller shook his head. �I can�t say more, except that I�m here to protect you, to find your sister and protect her too.�
He removed the bandage from its cellophane cocoon and began to wrap it carefully around Gareth�s hand. �Sure you are,� he said. �But I can bet you�re not licensed to kill. You shot two men in cold blood back there.� He winced as pain flashed through his hand. �What�s Lambert-Chide got to do with all this?�
Muller paused briefly then finished off the dressing, fastening it with a safety pin. He indicated with a nod for the other hand. �What makes you say that?� he asked.
�I saw you at Gattenby House; I was a guest there. You were speaking to the Head of Security � Randall Tremain.�
Muller�s lips cracked into a thin smile. �Let�s say his organisation is part of an on-going investigation.�
�Into what?�
�Not allowed to say.� He fastened the bandage in place. �I once saw a guy who�d had nails driven through is hands and feet. That was unpleasant,� he said, almost absently.
�I�m counting my blessings,� said Gareth grimly. �Who were those guys back at the mine? And who is this Camael?�
Muller sat down on the edge of the bed. �Camael is a dirty piece of work, but I guess you already know that. Heartless and cold-blooded son-of-a-bitch of the first order. Whatever threats he made against you back there he would have made real. Will make real if he ever gets the chance. A driven man, you might say; driven by religious fanaticism. The worst kind of fanaticism in my book, and I�ve seen a few.�
�So they�re from some kind of sect��
He cocked his head slightly. �After a fashion.�
�Called Doradus?�
�Where�d you hear that?�
�The guys back there mentioned it, but I first heard about it from a raving red-head back at Cardiff station. Turns out she might not be as crazy as I first thought. She warned me not to go home, told me I was being tracked.� He shook his head. �Turns out it was all true. The black guy back in the mines � he was the one at the station cafe. She pointed him out but I refused to listen to her.�
Muller�s interest had been sparked. �Describe her to me.�
Gareth did so, as much as he could remember. �You know her?� he asked. �She with you?�
�No, can�t say that I do know her, but whoever she is she sounds like big trouble,� said Muller darkly. �Stay well away from her. You see anything of her then you tell me straight away.� He reached into his coat pocket and took out a gun. Gareth flinched perceptibly. �You�re in deep shit here, man, and I�m the only one who can get you out. We�re OK here for now, but nowhere is truly safe; they�ll hunt us down soon enough, so we�ll make tracks in a couple of hours, after you�ve had a chance to eat and get cleaned up.� He checked the gun and put it back into his coat. �Look, I gotta leave you for a while. Got to make an urgent call. Stay here in the room and you�ll be OK, you hear?� He saw Gareth�s confused hesitation, his eyes all but glazed over in incomprehension. �Here, take this,� he said, reaching back into his pocket and offering him a gun. �I always carry two. It�ll make you feel better.�
�The hell it does! Take that thing away from me! I don�t know anything about guns; I�m British!�
�Now�s the time to learn,� he said stiffly, plonking the gun into Gareth�s bandaged palm. �See � safety catch on, gun good; safety catch off, gun bad. Aim, pull trigger. Simple.�
�You think I�ll need it?�
�You really need me to answer that? Right, so you understand; do not leave the room and do not answer the door to anyone but me. Be careful not to shoot any of the hotel staff by mistake,� he grinned wolfishly. �The poor things are on minimum wage as it is.�
Gareth nodded dumbly. �How long will you be?�
�Twenty minutes tops. I�ll fetch us a pizza and a beer or something.� He went over to the curtains one last time, his eyes squinting. �Remember; don�t answer the door to anyone. Do not pick up the phone if it rings. I have to check whether it�s still clear to move you on to a safe house. I�ve got a change of car ready and waiting outside.� He smiled warmly at the door. �Don�t worry, Gareth, you�re in good hands now.�

The woman watched him closely as he left the hotel and walked swiftly and with a sense of urgency across the lamp-lit car park. He paused by a parked Range Rover, popped the boot and took out a black case. He leant against the car door and made a short call on his mobile, the conversation obviously quite animated. Once finished he locked up the car and strolled across the car park, tossing the car keys into a black bin before going to another car, a Vauxhall Astra. He unlocked the boot and put the black case inside. She noticed, even at this distance, that Muller�s lips betrayed smug satisfaction.
She watched his passage through the shining backs of ranked cars and stopped at a 24-hour MacDonald�s to order food. Her fingers flicked on the radio and she swept back her red hair, looking at the early-morning sky, plum dark still. Massaging her stiff neck she took out a stick of gum and slipped it between her lips.
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Muller was whistling a tune to himself, partly, Gareth surmised, to mask the tension he was feeling. His eager, darting eyes were screwed up as if he were experiencing a throbbing migraine. He swept his gaze from wing mirrors to rear-view and back again at frequent intervals, every now and again stiffening on spying something that alerted his spring-tight suspicions, his whistling coming to a dramatic halt, then cranking slowly back up when he felt reassured. They�d been driving about two hours and Gareth noticed the route had largely been on back roads, avoiding any major arteries. Apart from the tune he whistled, Muller had been infuriatingly quiet, the majority of his questions being batted away like an irritating fly with the reply that he�d find out soon enough and not to worry.
�How do I know I can trust you?� said Gareth at length.
�Look in the mirror; you�re not dead yet and that�s always a good sign,� he said lightly, allowing himself a mist-thin smile. �Anyhow, you�ve got a gun. How much more trust do you need?�
The gun. The weapon sitting heavy and brutally aggressive in his pocket. He was alarmed at how quickly he was growing accustomed to carrying it. �True,� he said. �I guess.�
�Don�t worry, Gareth,� he said for the umpteenth time, which Gareth found a trifle worrying all the same, �this will be all over soon enough. You�ll find out all you need to know. I just have to get you somewhere safe, so hang in there, buddy. You�ll be passed onto my colleagues � trusted colleagues. Until then you are in real danger of losing your life. For that matter, we both are. Look, you must be tired; grab a bit of shuteye � we�ve got another hour or so to go yet.�
It was dawn when they turned off into a leafy green lane, rolling arable fields veiled in mist all around. It all looked so normal. So peaceful. They bumped down the lane for a few minutes till Muller took a sharp swing to the left, down an even narrower lane that led directly to an old dilapidated farmhouse shielded on three sides by ranks of long-established trees. Muller killed the engine and bade Gareth leave the car. He went round the back of the vehicle and took out a black case from the boot, his head swivelling from side to side as he scanned the yard, the run-down outbuildings, and the hedges and fields beyond.
�Go inside,� he said, tossing Gareth a bunch of rusting door keys. �I�ll hide the car from view. Put the kettle on for a coffee, eh?�
Gareth unlocked the old door, all its paint having flaked away over the decades and revealing grey weatherworn wood. The place smelled strongly of neglect; obviously it hadn�t been used in a very long time. Gareth wasn�t sure it was even habitable, or indeed safe to go inside. The tiny living-room-cum-kitchen had an old padded sofa and armchair huddled together for comfort in front of a 1950s beige-tiled fireplace, the carpet being a survivor � just � of the 1970s, bearing a garish red and yellow flower pattern that almost hurt the eyes; the wallpaper looked far older and in parts it had come away with the damp to reveal a pattern from a previous decade lurking beneath. The windows were so mired with filth it looked like someone had washed them with mud. An empty terracotta plant pot sat alone and despondent on a dirty windowsill peppered with dead flies and wasps; it looked like someone had been careless with a bag of currants. An old, cream dial phone from the 1960s sat on the floor amid entrails of nicotine-yellow and brown cabling which led to who knew where.
He saw Muller drive the car past the window, or a vague shape he assumed must be a car glimpsed through the fog of dirt. Heard the door opening and being slammed shut. He went to an ancient-looking fridge; the light came on when he pulled open the door, and it buzzed like a large moth in a jam jar, but all that was inside was a single carton of semi-skimmed milk. He found an old kettle by a stone Belfast sink and filled it from a rusty cold-water tap that coughed and spat and finally, with a hefty grunt, threw up a torrent of water. He sat it on a gas cooker that was so smeared with brown fat it almost disguised the fact it was once white.
�All we have to do now is wait,� said Muller brightly as he came into the room; he looked decidedly more at ease now they were in the farmhouse. He had the black case in his hand. �There are a few provisions in the cupboard over there, if you find you need to fix yourself something to eat. There�s even a TV through there.� He pointed to a doorway. �Portable but adequate for the rubbish that�s on these days.�
�How long are we going to have to wait?� Gareth asked.
�Could be some time,� he returned. �We have to make special arrangements for you.� He went over to the window and pulled back the dusty, nicotine-stained net curtains, surveying the yard as he�d surveyed the service station car park. �Best if you just relax and settle down.�
�But if you gave me some answers,� said Gareth shortly. �Why am I, of all people, being targeted, and what�s my sister�s involvement in all this?�
Muller bent to the kettle, checked it was boiling and then went to a cupboard, taking out a couple of mugs. He set them on the grimy worktop. �It�s just not my place to tell you.�
�So you keep saying. It�s not good enough.�
�Look, fella, it really isn�t.� He sighed, turning and leaning with his back against the worktop, his arms folded. �OK, time to settle up some, I guess. The least I can do.� His eyes looked askance as he scratched the side of his neck in thought. �First, I was lying; this isn�t about gold, jewellery or even drugs and the like. This goes way beyond those commodities.�
�So I assume we�re still talking big money being involved.�
�You wouldn�t believe how big,� he said.
�What�s being bought and sold?�
Muller�s eyes settled on Gareth�s questioning face. He paused, licked his lips. �You are.�
Gareth frowned fractionally, then laughed out loud. �Yeah, right, like I�m worth a small fortune! So much so someone back there wanted me dead. It doesn�t make sense.� His smile faltered and fell away when he saw Muller was serious. �Come on, Muller, I�m hardly worth a thing. I have a cottage in Wales, a small but scratched collection of Bob Marley singles and a battered old 1970s Land Rover � oh, and a couple of Premium Bonds I bought way back in �95. Your average underworld leader is unlikely to get excited over that lot.�
�Let�s say, to the right buyer you�re worth about ten million pounds � each.�
Gareth laughed again. �OK, Muller, cut the fun and games, what�s all this really about? What�s the truth?�
�The truth? Straight up?�
�Straight up.�
�I reckon it could easily be pushed up to fifteen million.�
Silence fell over the pair of them and any semblance of humour on Gareth�s lips faded like breath on a windowpane. �You�re serious��
�Deadly.�
Gareth plonked down on the sofa; the weakened cushion springs sagged beneath his weight. �Go on��
Muller shook his head solemnly. �You really haven�t the faintest idea, have you? What you are, what you�re capable of.�
�It appears not. Enlighten me.�
Muller opened his mouth to speak and then thought better of it. He turned to the boiling kettle. �How�d you like your coffee � strong, weak or transparent?� He poured hot water into the mugs.
�I�m just an ordinary guy.� he said again.
�Sure you are. One question: ever had a cold, Gareth?�
�What?�
�Ever had a cold, a touch of the flu maybe?�
�What the hell has that got to do with anything?�
�What about a virus of any kind? In fact, think back; when was the last time you ever got ill, the last time you went to see a doctor with your average run-of-the-mill ailment?�
Gareth thought about it. �I�m one of the lucky people who seem to escape catching colds, I guess.�
�You think it�s lucky?�
�Well, genetic, obviously. An accident of birth, that�s all. The right genes coming together. So that�s what makes me a valuable scientific wonder, is it? The man who rarely caught a cold � big deal.�
�Do you know who your mother is, Gareth?� he said with his back still turned to him, slopping milk into the mugs.
He was taken aback by the question and change of tack. �Never knew her; she dumped me in Cardiff railway station as a baby. So I get my lucky no-cold gene from her, so what? It happens.�
�It might surprise you, but I know a man who knew your mother pretty well.� He passed Gareth a mug of coffee. �I made it medium. I don�t know how you guys drink this shit like you do.�
Gareth was on his feet. �Who is this man? How did he know her?�
�Let�s say they shared each other�s company for a while.� Then Muller froze, his head whipping back to the window. He placed his mug of coffee on the worktop.
�Come on, man, you can�t leave it hanging like that. Who is he?� But Gareth was brought up short by Muller�s raised hand signalling him to be quiet.
�You hear that?�
Gareth shook his head. �Not a thing.�
�There�s someone out there.� He reached into his coat for the gun, flicked the safety catch.
�We ought to phone the police,� said Gareth with escalating alarm.
�I am the fucking police!� he said, gliding swiftly to the front door. �Go through there,� he ordered, indicating a door to another room. �Keep out of sight and let me handle this.�
�Is it Camael?�
�Maybe. The bastard�s been damn good at tracking us if so. I didn�t catch sight of anyone following us.�
Muller put his hand on the door handle, twisted it, the gun raised almost to his cheek. He peered through the crack, then waved energetically for Gareth to do as he was told. Gareth turned, and as he did so a figure emerged from the other room, arm outstretched, a pistol gripped firmly in her hand. She bound smoothly across the kitchen, barging past Gareth before he�d even had time to register what was happening.
�Put the gun down, Muller!� she said crisply.
Muller�s face was a mask of complete astonishment. He raised his firearm instinctively and for an instant thought about firing it, but in a second the red-haired woman had her own gun inches away from the side of his head.
�Go ahead, nothing would give me greater pleasure,� she said.
Gareth fumbled in his pocket, brought out the gun Muller had given him back at the hotel. He brought it to bear on the woman. �I don�t know who the hell you are, but let the man go,� he said, rather more confidently than he felt.
She didn�t even bother turning round to him. �Put that thing away, Gareth; it�s not even loaded.�
He looked helplessly down at the gun, unsure now what to do. He�d no idea how to check to see if she were telling the truth.
�OK, Muller, drop that thing and close the door,� she snarled, her jaw chewing agitatedly at the gum in her mouth. He did as he was told and she kicked the fallen weapon away. �Over there, by the wall,� she ordered and Muller complied with a scowl. She saw Gareth studying the gun in his hand. �Oh, for Christ�s sake give it here!� she said, snatching it from him. With a deft working of her left hand she flicked out the cartridge case and handed the gun back to him. �See, it�s as empty as a politician�s promise. He was pissing up your back, Gareth, lulling you into a false sense of security.�
�You�ve come to kill me!� he said, horrified, backing away.
She peered at him through narrowed eyes. �You really are dumb, aren�t you? No, I�m not going to kill you. I�ve come to save your arse. Someone else isn�t going to be so lucky though.�
�He�s the police,� said Gareth.
�The police? Nice one, Muller.� She waved the gun at the man who had his hands behind his head. �Let�s see the ID, Muller. Throw it over to Davies.�
He reached carefully into his pocket, took out a wallet and tossed it to the floor in front of Gareth. He bent down to pick it up. �You bitch,� said Muller.
�Yeah, right. Now give it to me, Gareth,� she said, gun aimed solidly at Muller�s head. She glanced at the contents of the wallet and sneered. �I�m surprised at you, Muller; I�d be ashamed to use such cheap Mickey Mouse stuff. I know there�s an economic depression, but still��
Muller remained tight-lipped, averting his eyes, breathing heavily.
�They�re false?� said Gareth.
She rolled her eyes. �I�m seriously wondering whether you�re worth all the trouble,� she scoffed. �Of course this shit is false. Everything about him is false.�
�Don�t trust her,� Muller said. �It�s real enough.�
�He saved me from Camael,� Gareth defended. �I�d be dead if it weren�t for him.�
�He saved you alright; he saved you for himself,� she corrected. �Isn�t that right, Muller?�
�She�s crazy!� he fired back in return. �Don�t believe a word she tells you.�
The woman took out the ball of gum and tossed it into the cold, dead hearth. �Maybe I am crazy, maybe I�m not,� she returned calmly. �How is Randall Tremain these days? Still the same heartless bastard? I�m betting he�s really pissed off with you right now. Not the kind of man you�d deliberately cross, so I say you�re very brave, very desperate or as thick as pig shit.� She caught sight of a flash of recognition on Gareth�s face. �That�s right, Davies, this guy, your guardian angel, your Errol Flynn, is in the pay of Randall Tremain, who, as you know, is in the pay of Lambert-Chide, where the dirty salary chain stops At least as far as we can tell. Only I reckon Muller here thought the pay wasn�t up to scratch and ever the sleazy opportunist decided to give himself a pay rise, isn�t that so, Muller?�
If ever a man�s face betrayed his inner turmoil it was Muller�s, thought Gareth, as he sized up the situation, running through limited options. For the first time he saw a fault line of nervousness open up in the man�s iron-hard exterior.
�Is this true, Muller?� asked Gareth.
Muller gave an emphatic shake of his head. �She works for Camael,� he fired bluntly. �You listen to her and you�re as good as dead, Davies.�
�You were at Gattenby House. I saw you talking with Tremain,� he said. �What�s the truth, Muller?�
�The truth,� interrupted the woman, �is that this man is a hired private investigator, hired initially to find your sister. They�ve been searching a long time. Lambert-Chide has many people looking for her. But there was a shift in plan when Muller realised your connection, your importance to Lambert-Chide. He was instructed to bring you in, but obviously thinking about his old age and retirement to some exotic location or other, he decides to keep you for himself, and then broker a better deal with Lambert-Chide for your handover. Foolproof. Except that I�ve been tracking you for a while now, Muller, and what a trail; as bright as Halley�s Comet. You may be good at finding people but you�re shit at covering your own tracks when you thought no one was watching.�
Muller�s eyes were looking resignedly at the floor. He�d abandoned exploring options for tackling the woman; he�d shifted to consideration of new and different plans. The change was plain to see, thought Gareth, physical, plastered all over the man�s face, in the way he carried himself. The woman went over to the old armchair and sat down letting Muller stew in his heated thoughts for a while.
�I followed you when you first came to look at this place, when you hired two cars and when you booked the hotel room. So what�s going on here, I thought? Then the penny dropped; you never intended delivering Davies to Tremain. I�m afraid there�s a rather dark and damp cellar here, Gareth, in which you would no doubt have spent some considerable time until negotiations were complete and you were handed over to Lambert-Chide. If you don�t believe me take a look downstairs. There�s a bed made up for you, even a portaloo; no expense spared.�
�Is this right, Muller?� Gareth said. But he didn�t need a reply. He knew it was. He could read it in the man�s shattered resolve.
�OK, so what�s your point?� said Muller. �Where is all this headed?�
�But before you could get to Davies Camael turned up, didn�t he?� she continued. �Took him for himself. It would have been down to me to get him out but I figured you�d be so desperate to secure your investment you�d go ahead and do it on my behalf. And so here we are. Tell me if I got any of that wrong, Muller,� she said.
�You want a share, is that it?� said Muller. �We can work something out.�
If Gareth had any lingering doubts then they were swept away by Muller�s statement. �What the fuck is it with you guys?� he fired angrily. �I�m not a piece of meat to be bought and sold, to be bounced from one set of weirdos to another! Give me some fucking answers!� he demanded.
They both looked at him. �How much have you told him?� the woman asked.
�Jack shit.�
She shrugged. �Might be for the best, for now,� she conceded.
�I�m going to phone the police right now!� he said. �The fucking real ones!� They watched silently as he went over to the old phone and lifted the receiver. He gave an exasperated sigh. �The line�s dead,� he said flatly.
�Really?� she said. �Now sit down, Gareth, and be a good boy.� She motioned with the gun and he looked at it warily, quietly going back to his place on the sofa.
This time it was his turn to mull over options, and none of them looked good. He felt totally helpless, a piece others were moving around a board in a game he couldn�t fathom.
�So who is paying you?� Muller asked.
Her stony expression didn�t waver. �I�m doing it for love,� she said.
�Yeah, so you are. What�s your price?�
�Not everyone�s like you, Muller,� she said. �Let�s say I�m motivated by other things. I know you�ve already been in contact with Tremain, when you made the call in the service station car park. You made him an offer. How did he take it?�
�He�ll come round when he sees he hasn�t got a choice,� said Muller.
�What he wouldn�t give to know your whereabouts right now, eh, Muller?�
Alarm fired up in his eyes. �What are you getting at?�
�Let me put you out of your misery. I�ve told Tremain I have Davies and I have you.� She looked at her watch. �By my reckoning we have a couple of hours before they get here.�
�You crazy bitch!� he said, terror leaching colour from his face. �You gotta be kidding!�
�I don�t do humour,� she returned.
�What do you want? Half? It�s yours.�
�I don�t do money either. This way, Muller,� she pointed to the door to the next room. �We�re going to put you down in the cellar. I hope the bed�s comfy.�
�Tremain will kill me!� he protested. �He�ll kill you too!�
�Comes with the territory,� she said, and waved for him to get a move on. Reluctantly he led the way through the door. They paused by another door in the corner of the room. �Go on, Muller, open it.� He did so. It opened out onto a series of stone steps leading down into a darkened basement. He made one last attempt to reason with her but she prodded the barrel of the gun between his shoulder blades and he clumped downstairs. There was a door at the bottom with a shining new padlock on it. �Inside, Muller,� she said. He went quietly inside the room and she closed the door on him, snapping the padlock in place. She heard him cursing her from the other side.
When she came back up the stairs Gareth was waiting for her. He�d picked up Muller�s gun. �I�m betting this one is loaded,� he said, pointing it at her.
She ignored him. �I�m famished,� she said, walking over to the fridge. �What have we got to eat?� She opened the fridge door. �What is it with men and empty fridges?� she opined.
�I mean it; I�ll use this thing if I have to. I want some answers. Talk.�
�So now you want to listen to me? If you�d have done that before it would have saved us both a lot of trouble.� She pointed to the case Muller had brought from the car. �Open it, Gareth, if you don�t believe me.�
He went over to the black case, the gun trained on her still. He snapped open the gold fasteners. There were many documents inside, including a variety of passports and plane tickets. �I don�t get it,� he said.
�As soon as you�d been handed over he was planning on making a quick getaway and losing himself somewhere exotic and far away.� She nodded at his hands. �It could have been far worse than a few pinpricks.� She removed her leather jacket. She wore a tight-fitting T-shirt that emphasised her slender torso, her small breasts. �Camael wants you dead; Lambert-Chide wants you alive � it�s all a matter of taste, I guess.�
�Is that supposed to be funny?�
�Like I said, I don�t do humour.�
�Enough of the mind games. Who are you?�
�Caroline Cody.�
�And who exactly is Caroline Cody?�
�Someone sent to help save you.�
�I�ve been told that once before and I�m not about to fall for it again.�
She gave a careless shrug. �Suit yourself, but I�m all you�ve got between people like Muller and Camael. She opened a cupboard door. �We�ve got bread. You like bread?�
Gareth ran a hand through his hair, his hand trembling. �This is complete and utter madness. I have to get out of here.� He lowered the gun, then dropped it onto the sofa as if it were something dirty and offensive.
�Sure you do. You go out there and you won�t last more than a couple of days. One or the other will get you. And don�t even think of going to the police. That�s a shortcut to your funeral. Like I said before, life is never going to be the same again for you. Gareth Davies? Forget him. As far as you�re concerned he doesn�t exist anymore, not if you want to stay alive.� She began to hum the Bee Gees� song Staying Alive. �Great, we have crab paste,� she said. �You like crab paste?�
Gareth rubbed his tired eyes. �How did I ever get into this mess? One day I�m going quietly about my business, the next thing I know a sister I never knew I had throws herself in front of my car, and then I�m on the run for my life not knowing who to trust, and best of all not knowing why.�
Caroline took the lid off the crab paste and sniffed it. She threw it back in the cupboard. �You�ll know soon enough. Look, I don�t mean to sound so vague, but right now is not a good time to hit you with the full story. Trust me, it will either freak you rigid or you�ll think me crazy.� She angled her head. �Crazier,� she said. �Or both, which is the most likely scenario.� She nodded at his bandaged hands. �How are the hands and feet?�
�Sore but I�ll survive.�
�That�s my little soldier,� she said.
They heard a dull rumbling from down below as Muller pummelled the cellar door. �Is he going to be OK?� Gareth asked.
�Only until Tremain gets here.�
�You really believe Tremain is capable of killing someone?�
Her face steeled. �I know it,� she said. �From personal experience.�
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Weeping Blood

Detective Chief Inspector Stafford stepped out of the car, his expression as sullen as the Derbyshire weather. He buttoned up his coat. There was a distinct chill in the air, the sky busy with an armada of angry, grey clouds urged on by a brisk, biting wind. Massive hills towered all round, like the backs of washed-up humpback whales, enclosing them in a solemn embrace. The road shone like wet leather.
�Cold, sir?� asked Styles. He carried a cardboard folder under his arm.
�I must have been up north the best part of twenty years, and in all that time it�s never warmed up,� he returned, scowling.
�Maybe southerners are just too soft,� said Styles.
Stafford groused something disparaging into the pulled-up lapels of his coat. He nodded towards the house, half-hidden by fir trees in need of a haircut. �This the one, Nobby?�
Styles sighed. �I wish you�d not call me that.�
�What? Nobby?�
�Yes, sir; Nobby.�
�Can�t see your problem. Nobby Stiles was a hero of mine. He helped lift the World Cup for us back in �66. Skinny, bald, gap-toothed and not very pretty, but a hero all the same.�
�So you say. But Nobby has other connotations these days, as you are well aware. Anything but Nobby, is all I�m saying.�
�Let me think about it,� said Stafford lifting the gate catch and strolling down the path. He looked back over his shoulder. �Yeah, this is the one, Nobby!� He saw Styles curl his lip and he smiled inwardly. Young pups should always know who the top dog is, he thought. Didn�t hurt to remind them now and again, especially someone as irritatingly ambitious and self-centred as Styles. �Sort of place you�d half-expect a historian to live, ain�t it? House on its last legs, garden overgrown, weather damp and dreary. Northern.�
�You�ve make it perfectly clear; history is not your thing.�
�Hated the fucking subject,� he said with venom. �Dry old farts lecturing me about dry old dates that no one gives a toss about.�
�Except for �66, of course� he said.
�That�s not history!� he retorted.
�It is to me,� Styles drove home with a wry smile. �Positively medieval.� He looked back at the high hills, the clouds wrapping themselves around their summits like gauzy scarves. �We learn from the past,� he continued. �Or at least we should do, if people�s minds are open to it and they want to learn.�
�Bollocks!� scoffed Stafford.
�My point exactly.�
�Nobody learns from history,� he said. �That�s a joke. Talking of which, did you hear the one about the new origami museum?�
�No, sir,� he said absently.
�It folded.�
�Great.�
�Or the calculator museum?�
�If you must.�
�It didn�t work out.�
�Your point being, sir?�
�My point being history is like the pencil museum.�
�And that is?�
�Pointless!�
Styles stopped before the door, its paint peeling or scuffed away to reveal past incarnations of colour. �That�s not true. The book is a case in point,� he said, pointing at the volume of True Crimes in Stafford�s hand. �What point is there in being here unless we want to learn something from the past, find a connection?� He reached for the brass doorknocker, so in need of a clean that it looked as if it had been smeared in green-brown boot polish.
�Yeah, whatever you say,� he said absently. �The curtains are all drawn,� he noticed.
Styles rapped the knocker hard. Presently the door opened, a gloomy hallway glimpsed sketchily beyond. Whoever opened the door remained unseen behind it.
�Hello?� said Stafford.
�Please come in,� a disembodied voice invited. �I take it you are DCI Stafford?�
Stafford stepped over the threshold, Styles following close behind. A man stood in shadow behind the door. �That�s right,� Stafford said, �and this is DI Styles. You are Charles Rayne?�
The man closed the door swiftly, whipped back a thick curtain to cover it entirely. �That�s correct. Please forgive me,� he said warmly, reaching out and flicking on a light switch. �My condition,� he explained. �I have to avoid all sunlight.�
Stafford did his best to hide his surprise at seeing the old man before him. His face was a mass of tumour-like growths, particularly down the left-hand side of his face. His lips looked painfully cracked and sore, his eyes rimmed red. His white hair had all but fallen out, clumps of it desperately clinging onto the yellow skin of his head. There were growths on the top of his skull too, above the ear. He held out a gloved hand for Stafford to shake.
�Don�t be alarmed; it isn�t contagious.�
�No, of course not,� Stafford said, shaking his hand.
�Over the years my exposure to sunlight has caused me to have a few skin problems, as you can see. It is more unsightly than harmful. Is that the book?� Rayne said. �Can I see it?�
The officer handed it over. �Your grandfather was a famous man in his time. A good police officer by all accounts,� Stafford complimented.
Charles Rayne handled the book carefully, delicately almost. �This is a rare thing. I knew it existed, but assumed they had all been destroyed. I have never been able to track one down.�
�It belonged to a colleague of yours,� said Styles. �Carl Wood.�
�Carl? Oh, yes, poor Carl.�
�You heard about his death, obviously,� said Stafford.
�Oh yes. Very sad. Very sad. Though we had not seen each other in perhaps ten years or so. I did not know he had a copy of this.� Then he smiled. �Sorry, how rude of me, keeping you standing in the hallway like this. Please come through to the living room. Can I get you something to drink? Tea, perhaps?�
�No tea,� said Styles abruptly. �No thank you; we had something on the way here, sir.� They followed the man down the hall and through into another room.
�It�s a little untidy,� said Rayne apologetically. �I live on my own and I dedicate my time to my work. It sort of takes over. One grows used to living in it and not seeing it.�
The curtains were fully drawn and obviously made of a very hefty material designed to keep out all the light. The artificial light was bright enough, mainly provided by an array of lamps. They lit up a room dominated by bookcases crammed full of old leather volumes, modern hardbacks and piles of well-loved paperbacks. There was a desk on which a VDU peered from behind precarious stacks of papers and cardboard files, more paper and box files stacked on the floor against the walls. If this were his living room, thought Stafford, he�d hate to see the office.
�Reminds me of my desk,� Stafford said, and then thought better of it. �I mean, I accumulate paper, tons of it, even though it�s supposed to be a paperless office.�
Rayne shrugged. �I did try and tidy it up a little, knowing I had visitors coming, but it might not be immediately apparent to the untrained eye.� He swept his hand in the direction of a sofa. �Please, make yourself comfortable.�
The two officers sat down. �Styles here says you�re quite the famous historian. A number of books published and all that.�
�More than just a number of books,� Styles interjected. �I read Shining a Light on the Dark Ages � a seminal volume. Mr Rayne�s work is highly regarded. They gave you honorary degrees from both Oxford and Cambridge isn�t that right?�
�Rayne waved it away. �A little difficult to attend the ceremonies, I admit, and not easy to conduct at night or in the dark. Still, I am flattered you have even heard of me. As you can see, I keep myself to myself.�
�But technology makes the world more accessible,� said Styles, looking at the computer.
�In the same way it makes privacy less accessible,� he returned. �You know, holding this book makes me feel closer to my dear grandfather.� He sat down, opening the volume and fanning through the pages. �So this is what you came to see me about?�
�Your relationship with Carl Wood first, Mr Rayne,� said Stafford.
�Like I said, we hadn�t seen each other in a long while.�
�Mrs Wood informs us that Carl Wood, Howard Baxter and you were part of a little group called the Lunar Club.�
He smiled. �That�s right. A long time ago, when we were young. We wanted to change the world, as young people so often do. We met up to discuss theories, have a glass or two of spirits and smoke cigars.�
�Is that all?�
�What else could there be? In any event, we stopped meeting a long time ago.�
�Any particular reason?� said Styles, cutting across Stafford.
Rayne regarded the young man. There was something he didn�t like, behind the eyes; something he felt he had to be wary of. �No particular reason. We just went our different ways, trod different paths.�
�Did you know Howard Baxter has also died?� said Stafford.
Rayne hesitated. �Yes, I did hear that. Tragic. I believe he took his own life. I�m not sure of the details.�
�Ever heard of something called A Return to Eden, Mr Rayne?� asked Styles.
�Can�t say I have.�
�It was the last thing Mr Baxter was working on before he died. It seems Carl Wood and Baxter had words over its potential publication. As if it might be revealing in some way. Perhaps even dangerous?�
Rayne frowned. �Dangerous? I rather think that�s over-egging the pudding, Inspector Styles; history is rarely dangerous.�
Style�s eyes narrowed. �That depends upon what is being revealed.�
�True, I suppose,� said Rayne. �But all the same, I have never heard of A Return to Eden.�
�It appears you are the last of the three, Mr Rayne,� noted Stafford.
He shrugged. �I don�t know whether I ought to feel glad or sad,� he replied.
Stafford reached forward, touched the book in Rayne�s hands. �Mr Wood sent me this. When I spoke to him on the phone he told me that Doradus was getting closer and that time was running out. What can you tell us about Doradus?�
The old man looked from Stafford to Styles. �Isn�t it some kind of star? I seem to remember that�s what it is. A bright one.�
�And that�s all you know?�
He nodded.
�We got the impression from Mr Wood that Doradus was a person,� said Styles. �Think again, Mr Rayne. Did your little Lunar Club ever discuss Doradus?�
�That�s all I know, I�m afraid, Inspector. We never discussed Doradus. We were historians, not astronomers.�
Stafford ran a finger over his lips. �Mr Wood appeared to be frightened, afraid for his life, you might say. He died soon afterwards, on the very day we had arranged to meet with him.�
�He died of a heart attack, I understand,� said Rayne quickly. Too quickly, he thought, and regretted it.
�Are you aware of anyone that would have wished Mr Wood harm?�
�Not in the time I knew him. As for the last ten years I cannot say, but I doubt it; he was a gentle, kind-hearted man.�
�I find it strange,� said Stafford, his face falling serious, �that Mr Wood sends me this book and points out the very chapter detailing the case your grandfather worked on. You know which chapter I mean?�
�Indeed I do,� said Rayne. �The Body in the Barn. It haunted my grandfather his entire life. He never solved it, you see. And people never let him forget it, which added salt to the wound.� He closed the book and handed it back to Stafford. �Carl was a historian, no doubt possessing many books � I too have books on murder; it is a human condition that will be forever with us, no matter how far back we go or how far forward we reach.�
�Yet he sends me this one, out of his many books,� said Stafford. �You are aware that we are investigating the case of a murdered woman in Manchester.�
�I have seen it on the news, yes.�
�The method used to murder and then dismember her body is exactly the same as that mentioned in the book. The limbs set beside the torso, the head on the whole, and everything covered in quick lime. On the wall was a symbol painted in black, matching precisely that detailed in this book, Mr Rayne. The Body in the Barn might well be describing the scene in the Manchester flat.�
Rayne�s brow crumpled into a frown. �Really? I find that most odd. Are you certain?�
Stafford ignored the comment. �Personally, that�s what I call one hell of a coincidence, don�t you?�
�It is rather strange, I admit that.�
Stafford leaned forward, the book in both hands. �Your grandfather, did he ever discuss the case of the murdered Jimmy Tate?�
�Alas,� said Rayne, �I was only young when he died. He did speak of it, yes, but as I have already said, mainly because it troubled him to the last. Do you think you have a copycat killing on your hands? It would certainly appear so.�
Stafford answered the question with one of his own: �Did he leave any other details, besides that written in this book? Any notes, journals, thoughts scribbled down, for instance.�
�Sorry, no he did not.�
Styles opened a folder and took out two photographs. He handed them over to Rayne. �Recognise these?�
�I take it this is the symbol you talk of.�
�That�s right. The one on your left came from the Manchester flat; the other from a different location.�
�It is the same as that described by my grandfather,� he admitted, handing them back to Styles.
�Do you have any idea why the book was prevented from being published?� Stafford asked. �Was it something to do with The Body in the Barn case?�
Rayne shook his head. �I don�t know, Inspector,� he said apologetically. �There were a number of restrictions placed on my grandfather which hampered his investigation, the reasons which were never made clear to him. In the end, my grandfather�s shooting removed him from it altogether. It is difficult not to see a connection between the two, but perhaps that is being a little too imaginative. The stuff of fiction, eh?� He smiled weakly. �Do you know my grandfather called this case his Curse, Inspector?�
�Should I take that as a warning, Mr Rayne?� said Stafford lightly.
�You are a historian, Mr Rayne; have you ever come across a similar symbol from the past?� said Styles.
The tenor of Styles� voice implied that he had, and Charles Rayne read something deep in the young man�s searching eyes, some knowledge that he knew only they two shared. �As far as I am aware most historians do not know the history of everything,� Inspector Styles.
�Take a closer look,� Styles insisted, whilst Stafford looked on, a little bemused. �Have a best guess stab at interpreting it.�
Rayne took back the photo. �The circle is an ancient symbol, of course, representing something never ending, eternal. Likewise, the serpent features in many cultures. This one, eating its own tail, reminds me very much of the old Viking legend, that the world was made from a slain giant�s eyebrow, sunk into the ocean and surrounded by a serpent, its thrashing causing storms at sea. In this instance, though, I would say it refers to eternity. The star in the centre � well, that could mean anything. We see similar symbols everywhere from on the top of Christmas trees to black magic pentangles. Take your pick.� He thrust the photo back to Styles, saying politely but firmly: �Symbols are not my specialist area.�
�You sure?� They stared hard at each other.
Stafford stepped in. �As the gentleman says, not his specialist area. What kind of man was your grandfather, Mr Rayne? His success rate, barring the last case, was quite impressive. It�s a shame we know so little about him.�
�He was a persistent and dedicated man, Inspector. A man wedded to the police force. He became a shadow of his former self when he was injured and had to retire prematurely. The police force never left his system.�
Stafford saw similarities between himself and the long-dead officer. He wondered if he too would ever be able to expunge the force from his body, or would it hang onto it like the effects of a powerful narcotic. There was no rehab for police officers hooked on their careers. He rose from his seat. �Thank you for your time, Mr Rayne. We shall be in contact if we have further question.�
�I only wish I could have been of more help. I hope it�s not been a wasted trip.�
Stafford smiled. �Can I use your bathroom?� he asked. �A man of my age plans his journeys around toilet stops these days.�
�Certainly. Top of the stairs, first on the left. Careful on the stairs, they are a little worn and narrow.�
Rayne waited till Stafford had left the room then looked uncomfortably at Styles. �Is there something bothering you, Inspector?�
The young man slipped the photographs back into the folder. �My interest in history is more around the Second World War,� he admitted, wandering over to a bookshelf and scanning the spines with his head cocked to one side.
�An interesting period.�
�Especially fascinated by the German occupation of France. The Resistance.� Rayne remained silent. Styles pulled a book from a shelf, slid it back in again after checking the cover. �People risking their lives to save others, knowing if they were captured helping Allied prisoners or downed airmen back to safety they�d be subject to the utmost cruelty, their families as well. Very brave people in the face of such overwhelming danger.�
�Some causes bring out the very best in people,� he said. �And the worst.�
�I once read a very slim volume that you wrote on medieval symbolism,� he said, turning to Rayne who raised an eyebrow at the remark. �Strange how you conveniently forgot that you�d researched and published a book on the subject, don�t you think?�
�Age does that to people. I have written many books and forgotten many things.�
Stafford came back into the room. �We�ll be leaving you then, Mr Rayne,� he said. �Thank you again for your time.�
Rayne saw them to the door. Styles went out to the car. Unexpectedly, Rayne caught hold of Stafford�s sleeve. �I may be a superstitious old man, Inspector, but I know what happened to my grandfather. Perhaps there really is a curse around the damned thing.�
He didn�t know quite how to react to the man�s words, thinking at first he meant it in half-jest, but the man�s face bore the leaden lustre of deadly seriousness. �Thank you for your time, Mr Rayne,� he said.
�Be careful who you trust,� Rayne said quietly, his eyes flashing mysteriously towards Styles. Stafford�s lids narrowed. �An old adage of my grandfather�s,� he explained, and he smiled and closed the door after the police officer.
He took a handkerchief out of his pocket and dabbed it on his forehead. His split lips from forcing smiles were steadily weeping blood.
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A Strong Possibility

He�d never really seen eye to eye with Superintendent Maloney, but Stafford guessed you�d never escape that no matter which profession you found yourself in. Never quite agreeing with your superior. Finding them lacking in some respect. Maybe it was all about bolstering yourself at the expense of another; superficial deference in public, unashamed criticism in private. He never really took to the man. Not that you had to like your boss, but you had at least to respect them to get anywhere. Lose respect you�ve lost the plot and never pick it back up. That there was no love lost between them was common knowledge amongst the team, in part down to him because he�d let it be known what he thought of Maloney. Some might say that was unprofessional; he couldn�t give a toss. That�s the way it was. That�s the way he was.
The trouble with that sort of stance is that your boss would relish any opportunity to get one back on you. Sooner or later they�d get even. And that time was now, Stafford suspected as he sat in the chair before Maloney�s desk facing a stern-faced Superintendent with a full reservoir of words dammed up behind his lips that he just couldn�t wait to spill out in a torrent. There was a moment�s silence then Maloney let the dam burst.
�What the fuck do you think you are doing, Stafford?�
�Sir?�
�Don�t give me fucking sir! What the hell are you doing chasing all around Derbyshire with this?� He slammed the copy of True Crimes onto his desk and a pile of paper fluttered at the edges as if nervous and prepared to fly. Not satisfied with this he pushed the book derisively over towards Stafford.
Superintendent Maloney was a slim man, not very tall, not very broad, white hair clipped real short, like his words, the sort of man who would have been at home in the army if he hadn�t joined the police force. Everything by the book, the rules sacrosanct, a visible displeasure at those who strayed out of line, a pathological hatred of sycophants and men with opinions alike. He told Stafford on meeting him that he encouraged freedom of thought, just not the freedom to express it. That said a lot about him. He was a slight but very tough cookie. A man who was born filled to the brim with naked ambition and looking for something to use it on. Woe betide anyone who stood in the way of that. Stafford had obviously put himself very much in the way, judging from the Super�s puce cheeks. Another one of the reasons he couldn�t wait to finish with the business and climb aboard his camper van.
�You know why,� Stafford said. �The Rayne case in there and the murdered Polish woman � �
�Don�t give me that bullshit, Stafford,� he said. �Tell it like it is, like a man. You�ve run out of ideas. You�re grasping at straws. Do you know how all that�s going to look if word gets out that we�re chasing a detective story from an old book?�
�It�s relevant, sir.�
�Not to me it isn�t.�
�I have a duty � �
�Your duty, Stafford, is to find the man who murdered that woman, not to go off on wild goose chases that threaten to bring the good name of this place into disrepute, make it a laughing stock.�
�With respect, sir,� he said, feeling he�d choke on the word respect. �You know as well as I that it is not a wild goose chase. There is a valid connection. We have the deaths of two other men � �
�The historians? One of them a suicide, another a heart attack. You�re beginning to see things, Stafford.�
�The murder in the book is a dead ringer for the murder of the woman.�
�A bizarre coincidence, no more. Anyhow, we�re finished with this debacle. The case is over. We have our murderer.�
Stafford�s mouth hung open slightly. �Sorry, sir, I didn�t quite get that.�
�You heard me OK. We have our man. Whilst you�ve been running around chasing smoke and mirrors people here have been doing real police work. We have him banged up.�
�Who?�
�Heniek Pawlowski.�
�Her boyfriend? That�s absurd. We had him in already. He�s in the clear. His alibis stack up.�
�He lied, and everyone lied on his behalf; they pulled the wool over your eyes and your checks simply weren�t robust enough to see through his little game. He�s got the motive, too. He got jealous and possessive all at once, got angry, killed her. End of story.�
Stafford shook his head. �The murder was ritualised, not carried out in a fit of anger. The charge won�t stick, it has too many holes.�
�Watertight. We have a full confession,� he said, leaning back in his chair. He took the book and dropped it into the waste paper bin. �You�re off the case, Stafford. Thankfully it will all be over and done with before you can do any more harm.�
�You can�t be serious?�
�I�m never anything but serious.� His face twisted into what Stafford presumed was an attempt at compassion, something that didn�t sit too well on his features, as if alien to them and he needed the practice. �Look, man, you�re what � two, three months away from retirement? You don�t need this aggro. Let�s call it succession planning for continuity�s sake. Time for a gradual slide into retirement, not thrust into something that�s clearly too much for you at this stage in your career. You�ve had a good innings, Stafford; do you really want to go out with a miserable failure as your last outing? Quit whilst you�re still ahead.�
�Bollocks!� he said. �I�m not taking that crap!�
�You haven�t got a choice.�
�Who says so?�
�I say so! Let�s face it, Stafford, you�re an old warhorse that�s past its prime and ready to be put out to pasture. Let the thing go before you do anything foolish.� He looked down to his papers. �You�re off the case. I�ve put Morley onto it to wrap it up.�
�That wanker? I don�t believe it. You can�t do this.�
�You�re speaking about a fellow officer, I have to remind you! And you�d better believe it, because I just did. Conversation over, Stafford. We�ll sort things out later.�
�I have to protest��
�I don�t have to hear you.�
Stafford stormed out of the office. He saw Style standing with a number of other colleagues. They all looked at him like he was a broken piece of glass, the edge flying their way. They knew him well enough to be able to read his temper like a weatherman predicts a hurricane.
�You know about this?� he fired shotgun-like at the group of officers. One or two looked away. �Styles, you in on this too?�
�Sorry, sir, in on what?�
�They�ve pulled in Pawlowski and slapped a murder charge on him. Full confession, apparently.� He could tell by the vacant expression that he appeared as much in the dark as anyone. �OK, so where the fuck is he?� he blasted. The men remained tight-lipped. He was told Holding Room 3. Stafford let the men wither under one of his trademark glowers then dashed away, swirling through the office like a grey tornado. Styles followed quickly on his heels.
�When?� he asked, trying to keep up with him.
�This morning. They got a tip-off. Conveniently forgot to tell me. He�s put Morley on the case to wrap it up.�
�He can�t do that.�
�He just did.�
Stafford bounded down the corridors, pile-driving through doors, muttering under his breath, getting more worked up along the way.
�Let me in the fucking room!� Stafford badgered the reluctant duty officer, who resisted bravely but eventually unlocked the door and stood aside. A man was sat on a chair, his head down. He lifted it on hearing the door open. His left eye was swollen, a cheek bruised, lip split. �A full confession�� Stafford said.
�He resisted arrest,� said the officer. �Put up a fight. Broke an officer�s nose.�
�Bollocks!� said Stafford with a contemptible snort down his nose. �He resisted making a confession, more like.�
�Jesus!� said Styles.
�You OK?� Stafford asked of the man. His reply was to spit on the ground at Stafford�s feet.
�This isn�t the 1970s,� Styles mouthed incredulously. �They can�t do this and get away with it. Not unless they had good cause to believe he is the murderer.�
�And my name�s Andy Pandy!� he said.
�Andy who, sir? Wait a minute, where are you going?�
�To get pissed� he retorted.

Styles found the man sat outside in his car in the car park, his forehead resting on a bridge made up of his fingers, Bon Jovi blasting out of the stereo. He knocked on the glass of the door. Stafford, without looking up, hit the button and the window crawled down.
�What?� she said.
�You never drink on duty. Never have, never will.�
�Bollocks!� he said. �What do you know?�
�The men back there know you better than they know their own wives. They respect you, cantankerous old sod that you are. Not my words, theirs. They said you�d be in the car park listening to Bon Jovi on full blast.�
�Get in,� he said. �I want to talk to you.�
He drove for a good five minutes before saying anything. �Something is going on here, Styles. Something I can�t get my head round. Never seen anything like it all the time I�ve been on the force. So, tell me straight: what�s going on?�
�Beats me.�
�Cut the crap. Let�s start with you.�
�Me?� said Styles. �I don�t get it. What do you mean?�
�Do you think I�m going senile too? I�ve been in this business far too long to have the wool pulled over my eyes. You get transferred to my unit out of the blue from the Met. No real reason given. I say I don�t want you, Maloney tells me I�ve got to have you. Crucial to the case, he says. Still don�t need you, I say. Don�t argue, I�m told.�
Styles� fingers drummed on his thigh and he watched the world shoot by in a blur. �It�s only forty miles an hour speed limit here, sir,� he observed.
�So I take you,� he resumed, pressing his foot harder on the accelerator. �And I soon sniff out that this isn�t your usual beat. Little things stand out, irritating little things that get me wondering. I even get one of my men coming up to me to say something similar. So, I says to myself, who is it exactly that I have here? Why is he here? Well I still have contacts in the Met so I did a little digging. Got a few people to pass on what they knew.�
�Which, of course, is strictly illegal� he said. �So what did they know?�
�Surprise, surprise, what do I find? You never really came from the Met, did you? OK, Styles, spill the beans once and for all, who are you, where are you from, and what the fuck is going on here?�
�Maybe you�d best pull over,� he said. �You�re going to kill someone if you don�t cool down.�
�Too fucking right I am!� he thundered, then sighed, indicated and pulled over to the side of the road. Someone honked belligerently behind him and he threw up a middle finger. �Right, start talking, because there�s some weird shit going down here that I�m not party to.� He killed the engine, sat back and folded his arms.
Styles closed his eyes briefly, sucked in a calming breath. �You�re right; I�m not with the Met. I�m with Special Operations; Counter Terrorism Command.�
�SO15? Bollocks!� scoffed Stafford.
�Straight up,� said Styles. He reached into his pocket, whipped out ID which he handed to Stafford, who read it, shaking his head.
�What the fuck has this case got to do with you guys?� He thought about it. �Maloney�s obviously in on this. I see lots of things starting to fall into place. Right, Nobby, tell me the rest.�
�I�d have to kill you if I did,� he said lightly.
�I�ll kill you if you don�t, you little tosser. The fact nobody tells me any of this really fucks me off!�
�Understandable,� Styles agreed with a nod. �But all done for good reason.�
�And the good reason being?�
�We got wind of a major terrorist threat to mainland UK about a year ago. That threat level has since been raised to substantial.�
�An attack is a strong possibility�� said Stafford.
�In the jargon, yes.�
�A threat from whom, from where?�
�MI6 have been receiving reports of a group, going under the guise of the Church of Everlasting Bliss. Doradus appears to be the name of its spiritual leader.�
�The same Doradus that Carl Wood was fearful of?�
�The very same.�
�So you think they murdered him? Why?�
�What the doctor who pronounced Wood dead from a heart attack didn�t notice was the additional injection puncture wound. Didn�t notice because the man had Type 1 diabetes who injected insulin daily. Wood had quite simply been injected with a dose of a chemical that was most likely digithiamine dianthisyde that stopped his heart. A substance very effective and almost impossible to detect. It�s a favourite of theirs. Yes, most definitely he was murdered.�
�Let me guess, because he obviously knew too much about them and they didn�t want it broadcasting. You reckon they silenced him because they knew he made contact with us, had arranged a meeting?� Styles nodded emphatically. �How�d they know about the meeting?�
�Trust me, they know. Walls have ears and all that. You don�t know who you can trust. I believe it was the same too for the other professor, Baxter. What he�d been about to publish � A Return to Eden � was something that apparently lifted the veil on the hitherto secret existence of the Church and their activities. How he came across the details we�ll never know, but he paid with his life. It wasn�t suicide, I can say that much.�
�So what exactly is this Church?� Stafford asked. �Never heard of it.�
�Hardly surprising. But its operations are global and it has some loose affiliation with more prominent, established terrorist factions, operating mainly, as far as we can tell, from roving cells in the Middle East and in Europe. But Intel�s been patchy to say the least. Trying to pin it down has been hampered by the fact that it seems to have all the right friends in all the right places. Trails go stone cold, barriers go up, and just as we think we have got a bite the line goes slack, or snaps altogether. However, in the last six months we uncovered a plan to use more extreme terrorist measures��
�Planes into buildings extreme?�
Styles looked at him thoughtfully and shook his head. �Similar in that it�s driven by religious extremism, but different approach. The threat�s biological, we think.�
�What type of biological?�
�Let�s say a very nasty kind. In truth we�re still unsure. It could all be a smokescreen to hide something else. Our sources have been flashing red lights for quite a while, but it�s been all but impossible to pin down where or when, and what�s more, why. Even the most extreme of terrorist organisations have a defined goal, a reason, no matter how twisted. But with the Church � or CEB, as we call it in the trade � it�s different. It�s almost as though it�s killing for killing�s sake. Mass killing being the operative words here. What�s driving the killing isn�t clear. But if there really is a genuine biological threat to the UK, then it could be murder on a scale never seen before. Forget world wars; this could produce the same body count in a matter of weeks, not years. Then there�s the organisation�s involvement with the Chinese. The country has been buying up or heavily investing in resource rights the world over � water, oil, gas, copper, iron � particularly in third world and developing countries. In part they say it�s to work with these countries, aid development, but cynics would say it�s to get a foothold in acquiring the resources that at some time in the not too distant future will become precious to every country the world over. They�d have immense control. Now what we want to know is how could CEB benefit from all this? Why are they enmeshed with the Chinese? One theory is that, at its most extreme, the CEB orthodoxy seeks to wipe out every person on the entire planet except for a chosen few, return it to a pre-industrial, pre-Fall, Eden-like state. Think about it; if you have access to most of the planet�s valuable resources � resources that made and mark out the modern world they so despise and want to bring to its knees � you can ensure no one uses it again. Destroy it, pollute it, whatever. There would be no returning to the modern world as we know it.�
�That�s sheer bloody lunacy!�
�In their minds it�s entirely logical. That�s a worse-case scenario, of course.�
Stafford grunted. �Why is it I�m not reassured? OK, so the murdered Polish woman, where does she fit into all this?�
�It�s not necessarily about the woman; it�s the symbol. It�s mediaeval in origin and has been strongly associated with CEB. We were routinely monitoring terrorist activity in Pakistan when video surveillance threw up the same symbol painted onto a wall that also turns up out of the blue in a Manchester flat. So naturally we make a connection. Given that we�re already monitoring embryonic cells based in Manchester it made sense to have someone inside, on the case. For your information Maloney doesn�t know who I am. His actions today, the way the case is being closed down is highly suspicious, don�t you think? Part of the reason I�m here.�
Stafford gave a gasp. �What are you saying? That Superintendent Maloney is in on something, maybe trying to cover something up? Look, I hate the guy�s guts, but do you know what you�re suggesting here?�
�You have to keep this quiet, Stafford. Let him have his head. Go along with things. �Lives depend on it. Many, many lives. So as far as today is concerned, we never had this conversation, understand?�
He pushed fingers through his hair, shaking his head. �Jesus!� he said. �Things are never simple. Where do we go from here?�
�The Polish guy back at the station, he�s no guiltier of murdering that woman than you or I. But I�ve seen this before; if they want him guilty they�ll find him guilty. Whatever they want to stick will stick. That man Rayne, the third member of the Lunar Club, he knows more than he�s letting on. I�ve got people looking into him. Soon there won�t be anything he can hide from me.�
�But Maloney � are you saying he�s with this CEB?�
�Many people are with CEB. You just don�t know who, which is why from now on you have to be real careful. So you�ve got to let it go, leave it to me. You understand, Stafford?�
He eyed him. Hit the play button and Bon Jovi�s rock guitar chords growled aggressively. �Cut the Stafford, Styles; it�s sir to you!�
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Unfinished Business

On closer examination she was older than he thought. She looked mid-thirties maybe. The beginnings of lines spreading out from her eyes. Tired eyes, Gareth thought. Deeply troubled.
�So who are you really working for?� said Gareth. �Who is Caroline Cody?�
She screwed her nose up slightly. �I told you, I work for Pipistrelle.�
�Oh yeah, the bat,� he sneered. �Come on, where�d you learn all this gun stuff?�
�The hard way. I served in Afghanistan.�
�That tells me something but not a lot. You with the military now?�
�No, and that�s all I�m going to tell you on the subject. I don�t want to talk about it.�
�That�s not good enough.�
�Well tough titty!� she snapped. Then shook her head, leaning back against the worktop with her arms folded. �Sit down, Gareth.� She waited till he gave in to her stare and sat down. �First, you have got to believe me when I tell you to trust me, no matter what happens. You got that?�
�Seems everyone wants me to do that. What choice do I have?�
�Secondly, I know where your sister is.�
�What? Where?�
�You�ll meet her very soon.�
�Well what are we waiting for? Take me to her now. Like you said, Tremain will be here soon and I�m guessing we don�t want to be here when he arrives.�
�It�s not as straightforward as that, Gareth. You�ll get to see her alright, and soon, don�t worry about that. Thing is it�s time you knew where you stand in the grand scheme of things.�
�No shit,� he said.
�It�s certainly an interesting situation you�re in,� she said. �On the one hand you have Lambert-Chide who wants to dissect you in the name of science, and Doradus who wants to do the same in the name of religious fundamentalism. But at least Lambert-Chide wants you alive, for now, which is one reason you�re still breathing now, otherwise Camael would have done the nasty on you and you�d be lying in a pile of mouldering back in Godstone. Either way, it�s not good news for you. Rock and a hard place, and all that.�
�OK, so let�s take this one step at a time. Start with Camael. Why does he want my sister and me dead?�
She studied a dirty patch of linoleum at her feet. �In order to understand what�s going on you�ve got to go back to the origins of the Church of Everlasting Bliss, and that starts in about 1471.�
�Everlasting Bliss? You kidding me?�
�Are you going to shut your trap and listen? I thought you wanted to hear. Fine if you don�t, it�s your funeral!�
He held up his hands at her unexpected outburst. �Ok, sorry, go ahead��
�1471. Edward IV is on the throne of mediaeval England and the country is being rocked by a widespread outbreak of plague. It�s devastating, entire communities all but wiped out by the disease. Villages decimated with some never to recover. Given the sheer scale of this, and that religion was at the heart of medieval society it�s little wonder the plague was seen as God�s punishment visited upon a sinful world. Now into this mix add a man whose belief system was to extend even beyond the common orthodoxy of the day and whose life was to be transformed by the plague. His name was Benedict Jones.
�On the face of it our Benedict seems nothing special. He�s a merchant who made his name in London. He was a successful man, part of what we call today the merchant aristocracy, having his fingers in many entrepreneurial pies. He owned properties which he rented out, he had part-ownership in ships that exported cloth to the Baltic and Low Countries, wool to Calais and imported goods from the Flemish markets. He had political ambitions, and his connections to the Crown because of his trading placed him in a good position for him to realise his ambitions. Things were looking up for Benedict Jones till the plague struck.
�Records indicate the disease wiped out his entire family � his wife, his father, mother, cousins, grandparents � all of them died. The entire population of his district was virtually wiped out. And yet, in the midst of this carnage he survived. The loss of his family troubled him greatly. He commissioned a large stone memorial to them. It�s still there, if you look hard enough. His family all dead, his business hanging in tatters, being the man he is he decides to start up again from scratch.
�Eight years pass and he remarries, again at the head of a successful trading business. This man clearly knows how to sell and make money. But in 1479 a fresh wave of plague strikes, and again everyone he knows and holds dear dies � his new wife, all her family, his friends, servants � all wiped out in an instant. But Benedict Jones survives a second time, and it is this second immersion in the aftermath of the plague that is the catalyst for the extraordinary thing he does next.
�He believes the plague is Divine retribution on an unprecedented scale. Moreover it is all part of God�s Great Plan. There�s a printed pamphlet in which Benedict declares that God is now so distressed at seeing his wonderful creation being destroyed by man�s greed, lust, debauchery and war that He will wipe out the entire human race and return God�s earth to the heavenly state that existed before the Fall. A return to Eden.
�There is nothing new in such sentiments being expressed at the time � all around was proof of God�s displeasure and that his wrath had been invoked. What makes our Benedict stand out as being different is his own part in God�s Great Plan. You could argue the loss of his family, twice over, affected his mind. Perhaps he went mad. Perhaps at the time he was trying to find a reason why he should live whilst all those he held close had died. In any event Benedict Jones next appears on trial accused of blasphemy of the highest order. It appeared, from the scraps of records left, that he�d set himself up as some kind of new messiah. God, you see, had preserved him whilst destroying others. God had chosen him to be his new Adam, and when the New Eden was eventually created, Benedict was to be set up as the earth�s natural leader, living forever with his chosen few followers in a world that was now pure, unsullied and free entirely from the sins of man that had so soiled the world and angered God.
�Benedict Jones built up quite a following. People, fearful of the widespread death being handed out to prince and pauper alike, terrified that their souls would spend eternity in purgatory with no one to pray for them, condemned to the flaming pits of Hell for the accumulated sins of mankind, were easy targets for his preaching. He had a particularly strong following amongst the burgeoning and increasingly wealthy and powerful merchant class, which he�d been courting from early on, who were willing to pay handsomely to save their damned souls. Though his movement, which he called The Church of Everlasting Bliss, went underground for a number of years he was eventually denounced to the authorities.
�This is where it gets interesting. Not only was Benedict Jones brought to answer for his religious unorthodoxy and heretical preaching, it turns out that evidence was provided accusing him of murder. You see, he believed that the serpent who tempted Eve, thus helping bring about the Fall, before God cast it to slither for all time on its stomach, existed in human form alongside Adam and Eve. Descendents of that first serpent, whom he named Serpentiles, evil creatures that he believed still roamed the earth, had to be sought out and destroyed otherwise any New Eden would be in danger of being corrupted for a second time.
�The trial documents reveal the case of a man killed by Benedict and his followers. He had been ritually dismembered, every limb removed, including the head. This was, they testified, to prevent the evil soul from rising � it�s a belief that persisted into the Eighteenth Century when criminals could be hung, drawn and quartered. The soul cannot pass on if the corporeal body is in many parts. The man he employed to do the dirty work was someone he named Camael, so called after God�s avenging angel who would be sent to earth to punish those who transgressed God�s holy laws. They both freely admitted to the crime, and as a result were guaranteed an early death. But they did not die. Judgement was never passed because Benedict and Camael disappeared from their cells before it could ever be made. Helped out? Who knows?�
�So who is Doradus?�
�Change of name. When exactly the leader of the Church of Everlasting Bliss became known as Doradus we don�t know � obviously the name came into use after the invention of the telescope and its use in studying the stars three hundred years later, but it�s interesting they chose this name for their leader. Doradus is a star in the large Magellanic Cloud, one of the brightest stars known in the Milky Way. The brightest star in heaven, you might say.�
�Like on the symbol,� said Gareth thoughtfully. �At the centre of the cross there was a star.�
�That�s our Doradus alright,� she said. �Take the symbol: symbolically the star sits with Christ on the centre of the Holy Cross. The circle is in the shape of a snake eating its own tail; this represents the creature than tempted Eve with the old Cox�s Pippin. On the symbol, both physically and representational, it sits outside the cross, outside purity, outside Eden. As you can imagine, for the time such a belief was heretical to say the least.�
�The woman murdered in Manchester in the same manner�� he said. �Are you telling me this Church of Everlasting Bliss is still around? Still murdering people? After all this time? Jesus, are you asking me to believe those guys back at Godstone mines were really from a medieval sect?�
�You got it. The position of good old Camael still going strong. How�s that for a job for life? See, unlike a lot of mediaeval sects and sub-sects that came and went � take Lollardy, for instance � this one sticks around. In fact it grows in numbers and grows in strength. It�s still an underground movement, naturally, but it gains followers amongst the medieval elite � particularly the nobles who already pay through the nose in indulgencies to the church in order to secure prayers for their souls in purgatory. Well, they also like to hedge their bets, and Benedict Jones� radical new vision offers them another route in, so to speak. And given that the Church of Everlasting Bliss backs anything that kills off large numbers of people in order to fulfill God�s Great Plan, it suits those nobles who are thinking of financing the odd-war or two to further their own earthly ambitions. Killing two birds with one financial stone, so to speak. They can now secure an eternal place in the New Eden without feeling guilty about their bloody terrestial gains. So this new and dangerous religious belief feeds off both men�s fear of death and lust for power.
�And it�s still with us. Same old promise � if it�s working don�t mess with it. Over the ensuing centuries the Church of Everlasting Bliss has been involved in many wars, acts of terrorism and genocide, in many countries, across continents. Death, to them, is simply an act of cleansing, preparing the way for the ultimate fulfillment of God�s Great Plan: to wipe everyone out and create a New Eden. It�s like the Masons but without the silly aprons, and of course a whole lot meaner.�
Gareth shook his head disbelievingly. �Come on, Caroline, how come nobody knows about them?�
She looked at him patiently. �Some of us know, Gareth, obviously. And anyhow, that�s the point of a secret sect; they don�t want anyone to know. Not yet at least. The modern Church of Everlasting Bliss has a foothold in all aspects of society, particularly in positions of financial power, a long tradition that goes back to Benedict Jones and its medieval origins.�
�You seriously expect me to believe all that?�
She shrugged. �Suit yourself. You asked, I�m telling. You�d do well to believe me.� She looked to the ceiling. �Yeah, I know, it sounds like baloney, but it isn�t. They�ve been central to stirring virtually every conflict across the world for hundreds of years. Take one big example. Who do you think was instrumental in orchestrating the assassination of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo in 1914, an act that was to be the catalyst for the First World War? A bunch of inept thugs, a nineteen year old kid called Gavrilo Princip? The Black Hand? The Church not only was a part of the plot to assassinate the Archduke, it also managed to get to the Serbian ambassador to Vienna, a guy called Jovanovic, so that he was unable to deliver the warning that there was a threat of assassination to Austria-Hungary. Not satisfied with that it even had a hand in drafting the Habsburg Ultimatum that hung the Kingdonm of Serbia out to dry, forcing them into war. War was going to happen, whetever it took, and they played everyone against each other to achieve those ends. That�s only one instance, there are many more. Who, for instance, was an unseen financial force behind the emergence of fascism across Europe in the �Thirties, secretly funding the Nazi�s rise to power, and that of Mussolini in Italy? Who is currently behind a great deal of the radicalisation of young British people who then go on the perform acts of terrorism? Who do you think is involved in recent events in Syria threatening to drag us all into God knows what? They have their twisted fingers in virtually every nasty pie across the globe in some way, shape or form. Hell, all they�ve ever had to do was give us a little shove and we do their dirty work for them, quite happily murdering each other by the million, year in, year out. It�s what we humans do best, kill each other. I�ve seen it up close and personal. The more people that die the closer Doradus and his Church feel closer to achieving God�s Divine Intention. Best of all there�s not a lot we can do about it; the rot has set in for far too long and is too far reaching for it to be cured.�
�Are you saying they go right to the heart of our political system too? Is that why we can�t go to the police?�
She laughed coldly. �That�s the trouble with all these conspiracy theories � every novel or movie that�s ever had one has the Prime Minister or President of the US ultimately responsible. In truth you don�t have to have anyone in government involved � those morons couldn�t organise a piss-up in a brewery. Don�t worry; Margaret Thatcher wasn�t Doradian, though many would probably argue otherwise. For the most part politicians are as ignorant as your average man on the street. Anyhow, political systems change too often. You need long-term stability, which means more can be done from elsewhere in the societal strata, particularly the financial sector. That�s where Doradus and his Church cut its teeth hundreds of years ago and has been a part of it ever since. That�s the more powerful force at play. Need an example? Take another look at major banks found to be processing billions worth of dollars in South America to finance God knows what mayhem through accounts that don�t exist? That�s just one dirty example. I have many more where that came from.�
�It still doesn�t make sense. What on earth can this Doradus, whoever he is, want with my sister and me? And Lambert-Chide � what have I got that he needs so badly? Muller mentioned me being valuable because of some kind of immunity I had, but quite frankly this entire thing is just plain ludicrous!�
�Ludicrous until you end up dead and in tiny pieces on the floor. You are both extremely valuable, that much is true, but Muller hasn�t quite got it right,� she said. �He�s put two and two together and come up with five. Let�s say he was close but no cigar.� She went to the grimy net curtains and peeled them back to peer outside.
�OK, so what has the murdered woman in Manchester got to do with all this?� asked Gareth. �My photo was found on a false driver�s licence in the flat. The way she was murdered obviously means Camael and Doradus were behind it. But what�s the connection between all that and me?�
Something outside the house was bothering her; she found it difficult to pull herself away from the window. When she did her attention seemed to be elsewhere. �A simple case of mistaken identity. Your sister had been living at the flat, occasionally sharing with the Polish woman. Somehow Camael found out where she lived and turned up with the intention of disposing of her. Don�t ask me about their rituals, why it had to be there and then, why not anywhere else; those kinds of details even I don�t know. Anyhow, Job done, they thought, only to find out later it wasn�t your sister. Someone who looked a lot like her, yes, but definitely not the same woman. So the chase was on again. And it�s been a chase that�s been going on some time.
�As for the false documents the police found at the flat, those belonged to Erica; she�d been gathering it, preparing an entirely new identity for you. She knew Doradus was getting close to discovering who you really were, and figured you�d be next on their hit list. She felt she had to protect you, to save you. It was no accident that you ran into her that night in the lane. She�d been squatting in an old house nearby, but had been traced there by Camael and his lackeys. She narrowly escaped being caught by them and was on her way to warn you when she encountered you in the lane, must have slipped in her haste and you accidentally knocked her over.�
�And the symbol painted on my cottage wall?� he asked. �How�d that get there?�
�My guess is Camael and co traced Erica as far as they could, finally coming upon your cottage as the most likely place she�d find shelter for miles. They discovered the place unlocked and empty.�
Gareth thought back to that night, which seemed an age ago. �I remember taking Erica�s coat off because it was so wet. I took it with me to the cottage, threw it over the back of the sofa. Maybe they saw it, thought she�d been there, or expected her back at any time.�
�It�s the only reason I can see that they set about preparing for the ritualised killing,� she said. �Like I told you, it�s impossible to know the exact secrets of their rituals � timings, places, things like that � but the time and the place had obviously been in alignment that night at your cottage.�
�Except we were in the Land Rover and they never knew.�
�That was a close run thing,� she said.� Had you taken Erica indoors you would have both been murdered.� Caroline once again moved to the window. Stared hard outside. �The arrival of the ambulance obviously disturbed them and they either took flight or hung around to see Erica being taken to hospital. Muller�s appearance at the hospital scared her into flight again. So that�s how we are where we are,� she said. She took the gun out of her jeans belt and checked it over. �Doradus wants you dead because he deems you evil; Lambert-Chide wants you alive because of your immense value. One man�s trash is another man�s treasure, huh?� She beckoned for him to rise. �We have to go now.�
�You�ve been conspicuously vague on the real reasons I�m being hunted, I notice.�
�That will all become clear later,� she said. �Come on, Davies, we haven�t got much time. I�ve got to get you somewhere safe.�
�Like hell,� he replied defiantly. �The way I see it, nowhere is safe. I�m still not convinced. How do I know you�re not doing what Muller did? Are you using me?�
�It�s no skin off my nose if you end up in pieces,� she said, taking out a piece of gum and ramming it into her mouth.
�You�ve risked an awful lot to say you don�t care what happens to me.�
�I have my reasons, and don�t flatter yourself to think it�s all about you. Either come with me or hang around here and wait for Tremain or Camael to find you. I�ll just tell Pipistrelle that I did my best.�
She went over to the door, eased it open and checked outside, the gun poised in her hand. Reluctantly he left his seat. �Where are we going?� he asked as they went out into the farmyard. Rusted machinery lurked like prehistoric beasts in the long grass.
�I have a car ready. No, not that way,� she warned as he headed instinctively down the main driveway. �We have to go across the fields and into those woods over there. The main way is too obvious.�
She leapt through a line of bushes onto a bare field beyond, bright green shoots of some plant or other poking tentatively through the soil. The mud began to stick to the soles of his shoes. His feet still hurt like blazes but he wasn�t about to let her see he was in any way distressed. He hoped the puncture wounds wouldn�t go septic. They clambered up a steep incline, reaching the small wood on its summit that they�d seen from across the field. Caroline indicated with the gun to a thin thread of a path that ran through it. He was tempted to make a bolt for it, to get himself away from this strange woman, find some kind of help. Real help. But he hadn�t the faintest idea where he was, and if there was the remotest chance she had been telling the truth then he was in big trouble and perhaps she was the only one who could get him through it. With options thin on the ground he trudged blindly after her, drawn as much to her brimming confidence as much as anything. That and her cool determination, which he found reassuring and disturbing in equal amounts.
They emerged from the wood onto a narrow, track-like country road, little used, a strip of dirt and weeds running through its centre along its entire length. Ahead, pulled tight into a bank was a large black Ford, opaque windows reflecting a stormy grey sky.
�Muller didn�t see me follow because I�ve been waiting here all along for him,� Caroline revealed, turning to Gareth. �He fell like a fly onto a web.� She nodded. �After me,� she said, pointing to the car.
Gareth went in front, and as he did so the passenger door swung open. A man dressed in a dark suit emerged. Rose to his full height. It was Randall Tremain.
Shocked, Gareth faced Caroline. She had the gun aimed squarely at his chest. �You bitch!� he said. �You mean you�ve been working for Tremain all along?�
In his anger he threw a punch at her. She didn�t flinch. His fist missed her jaw by an inch or so, his head dragged back by Tremain who delivered a swift punch into his kidneys. Another man leapt from the car and came over to hold Gareth in a painful arm-lock.
�Where�s Muller?� said Tremain, his voice as hard and as cold as granite.
�You�ll find him locked in the cellar,� said Caroline, sliding the gun into the belt of her jeans.
�Get him in the car!� Tremain ordered, watching as Gareth was hauled gasping to the vehicle. �I need to take care of a little unfinished business before we go,� he said, sliding his hands into a pair of leather gloves.
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Shadows

�Can I get you a drink?�
David Lambert-Chide regarded him from under his heavy, waxen lids, but Gareth merely scowled in reply. There were burly, black-suited men stood on either side of him, faces impassive, eyes unblinking, like grotesque bookends. Randall Tremain stood against a wall, one arm behind his back, another clutching what looked like a large leather-bound book. Gareth�s arms still throbbed from the mauling he�d received as they�d dragged him out of the car, through doors, down corridors, and finally into this room where they sat him down on a hard wooden chair. The room was a dreary, stone-walled affair, plaster peeling away, a solitary bare light bulb in the ceiling�s centre, not a single window. There were two ancient-looking oak doors, one behind him, another in front. Three chairs, put there for the occasion as far as Gareth could tell, were the only pieces of furniture. The room looked like an old scullery, laid with worn stone flags, and he could see old lead pipes snaking out of the floor near the wall and going nowhere; holes in the plaster where fixtures and fittings had once been set.
�You can�t get away with any of this,� Gareth growled.
Lambert-Chide waved away the two security guards and they backed off, going to stand a distance behind Gareth. He could sense their mica-cold presence at his back.
Lambert-Chide held up a glass, the amber liquid inside catching the cold light of the bulb. �Are you sure you won�t have one? This will be your last chance.� He put it to his lips, never once taking his eyes off Gareth, took a gulp. �And I do mean your last chance. Pretty soon you�ll be on your way to the States. Not first class, I�m afraid. Sadly it will have to be by crate, but you won�t notice as you�ll be asleep the entire way.� He raised a brow. �No? Your choice.� He took his time walking over to one of the chairs, his aged, thin figure sitting carefully down, and his hand toyed with the silver head of the cane he carried. He scrutinized Gareth. �The likeness is the giveaway, of course,� he said, half to himself. �Don�t you agree?� he asked of Tremain who came to stand on Lambert-Chide�s right. There wasn�t a glimmer of response from Tremain.
�Where am I?� asked Gareth.
�Back at Gattenby House, though that matters little to you,� said Lambert-Chide. �The oldest part of the building, as it happens, and never used.� He flicked a bony finger and Caroline came from behind Gareth, her hands stuffed inside her leather jacket pockets and her mouth still chewing on gum. �Well done, Caroline,� he said. �Very well done.�
�Bitch!� said Gareth under his breath, swiveling his head round to stare at her. She stared back, unconcerned. He could not believe he fell for her lies.
�And Muller?� asked Lambert-Chide of no one in particular.
It was Tremain that replied. �Taken care of,� he said.
�You can�t trust anyone these days,� Lambert-Chide noted, swigging the glass empty and holding it out for one of the guards to take away. �I never really trusted Muller,� he admitted. �Fortunately we were informed of his intended duplicity by Caroline here. We must thank Muller, though, for getting you away from Camael alive, Gareth.�
�This is kidnapping,� said Gareth. �You can�t hope to get away with it. What�s more I�m no use to any of you. This is madness!�
The old man leant forward, both hands resting on the head of his cane. He gave a dry chuckle. �Get away with it? Look around you � I already have! Nobody will miss you. Nobody�s looking for you, not even the police. And believe what I say when I tell you that your value to me is immeasurable. Immense. You, Mr. Davies, are the future. My future, their future, everyone�s future,� he gestured with his thin arm around the room. �And as a consequence one of the most valuable assets I shall ever possess. I say one, as there is one other.�
Lambert-Chide checked himself and ran a thoughtful tongue over his non-existent lips. Gareth noticed how the man�s head fell foul of a slight tremor, as if it were too heavy for his slender neck to support. He waved abruptly for the guards to leave the room, then to Caroline to do the same. Tremain remained where he was. The room fell silent till the door closed behind the last security guard to leave.
�When I get my chance, I�m going to wring that scrawny chicken neck of yours!� said Gareth. �This is all fucking madness! You have me mixed up with someone else!�
Lambert-Chide smiled thinly, giving his hollow-cheeked face even more of a skull-like appearance. �Bring her in for me,� he ordered Tremain, his semblance of a smile melting like ice in hot water.
�Are you certain?� Tremain asked.
Lambert-Chide�s eyes narrowed. �As I say, Randall.�
Tremain passed Gareth a fleeting, mysterious glance, handed Lambert-Chide the book, which he rested on his lap, then went out of the room leaving the two men alone. But Gareth knew that was a fallacy; they weren�t truly alone. The men outside could respond to alarm in a second or two. He searched the room, wondering how he could escape. But what was he escaping from?
�It�s useless to think about it,� Lambert-Chide said, as if he�d read his thoughts. But Gareth figured his face must be a dead giveaway. �Let me fill you in on a few things,� he said. �I suppose you have that right at least.�
�You�ve trampled over most others,� Gareth observed.
�You can�t but notice we live in hard economic times,� said Lambert-Chide. �It is true that my own company has been hard-hit. We are not alone amongst others in the pharmaceutical industry to find that we have a raft of patents on various drugs and treatment that will soon expire, open to the free market, our monopoly on them at an end. The problem is we have very few new patents coming through to replace them. Why? Simple: a lack of investment in research and development of new products. It can take anything up to ten years to bring a new drug to market, and we live in times when we have not been able to invest either the time or the money, unable to shoulder those kinds of investments or timescales. We have been sucking the pot dry and soon it will be a time of reckoning for us. For the entire industry.�
�My heart bleeds,� said Gareth.
Lambert-Chide regarded him as if he were an ignorant, errant child. �I wouldn�t expect you to understand the harsh economic realities, so let me approach this in a different way. Take a look at me. What do you see?�
�I�m not playing any pathetic little game to satisfy you.�
�I�ll tell you what you see. You see a man of ninety-odd years. Frail, eaten by age, fast approaching the end of his days, a fraction of the man that once was, soon to become nothing more than a shadow. Our lives are all shadows, aren�t they, Gareth. We are here but a brief time and we pass all too quickly, staring out as nothing, ending up as nothing. Shadows. Life is God�s rigid impermanence.�
�You�ve spouted all this before,� said Gareth. �I�m getting bored of it. Damn you! You can�t keep me here against my will!�
�I can do as I please.�
�You think that having money gives you the right,� Gareth fired angrily, �to simply do as you please?�
Lambert-Chide�s eyebrow lifted a fraction, and he pretended to give the comment serious thought. �I�m not the one in your position, and you�re not the one in mine. Work it out for yourself. As I was saying before your rude interruption, I may be old but I am not ready to die. Not yet. I have too much to do, too much life to live.�
�Tough. We all have to die sometime. Get used to the idea.�
�Ah, but that�s where you are wrong, Gareth. Death is not an inevitability. Did you know there are organisms that can potentially live forever? There are certain types of jellyfish, for instance, and many bacteria, that simply do not grow old and die.�
�Lucky jellyfish.�
�The fact is no one knows why we humans grow old; why we slip into decay, cease to function. Scientists have been divided on the subject for decades. Some say it�s evolutionary, a method by which the species keeps replenishing itself. Then there�s the telomare theory which posits that with each successive reproduction the cells in the body get weaker, and so they eventually fail. Or it�s DNA damage through chemical, radiation or viral infection that causes ageing; or the auto-immune theory that blames antibodies for attacking tissue. Those and a hundred other similar theories. But in truth no one has yet been able to discover what the trigger is that starts the onset of ageing.�
�I don�t believe this,� said Gareth, shaking his head. �You�re giving me a Christmas lecture!�
�I think you deserve the courtesy of an explanation at the very least,� he said. �But if you don�t wish to know��
Gareth thought the man had the look of a cat playing with a mouse. He sighed despondently. �Explain,� he said. �I�m all ears.�
�Think on this, Gareth. What if we could find the ageing trigger, find some way of blocking it? What if we didn�t have to grow old and die? Can you imagine how many billions that would be worth to any company that could develop that? It would be the dominant player in the market for a century to come.�
�Whatever,� said Gareth, half-listening. He thought about rushing the old man, making for the door beyond him through which Tremain had disappeared. He�d no idea where it led.
Lambert-Chide, in any case, had all but turned off from what Gareth said, had stepped inside his own world. His attention was distant. �I would not have to die,� he said. �I would not have to yield to a twisted natural law that allows a jellyfish to live almost indefinitely, whilst I, being all that I am, having all that I have to offer the world, has to succumb to a miserable, ignoble inevitability.� Lambert-Chide rested heavily on his cane, his breath rattling in his throat. �Such a prize would be worth taking any risk, don�t you think? The means totally justifying the end.�
�You�ve said it yourself; the means to turn off the trigger doesn�t exist, so it�s a moot point. You�ve had your time, more than most, and you�ve been a wealthy man too. Difficult for me to feel anything but pity for you and your delusions. And no, the means do not justify the end. Holding me here against my will for God knows what reason; people having died already whilst you and Doradus � whoever he is � play your weird games between you thinking that you�re both outside the law. You�ll pay for it, sooner or later.�
The old man clapped mockingly. The soft skin made little noise. �Bravo, Gareth! That�s the spirit! A rousing speech is just what�s needed. Very Henry the Fifth!� He lifted the book, but turned his head at the sound of the door being opened behind him.
Tremain entered, holding onto a woman by the arm. She had her head down, long hair unkempt, and she appeared to be drunk, for she found it difficult to place one foot in front of the other, staggering uncertainly. Tremain�s grip was firm; he was all but preventing her from falling over.
At first Gareth didn�t recognize her. She was dressed plainly in a sweatshirt and jeans, her feet, he noticed completely bare. There were a few spots of what appeared to be blood on the front of her sweatshirt. She groggily lifted her head, her eyes rolling, blinking at the light as if it were far too bright. She looked across at Gareth but there was no sign of recognition, only a bleary, vacant stare.
�Erica!� Gareth exclaimed, jumping to his feet. He saw Tremain�s hand move instinctively towards the inside of his jacket where he kept the gun. �What have you done to her?� he said angrily, wanting to go to her aid but obeying Lambert-Chide�s raised hand. �What has my sister done so wrong that you have to treat her like a dog? You think she stole your precious jewels?�
Lambert-Chide bade Tremain take the woman over to a chair, and Gareth watched as she was allowed to slump heavily down to the seat. Her head rolled briefly, then her chin rested limply on her chest.�
�Erica you call her? That�s as good a name as any,� he said. �And don�t let this upset you; she is far from being treated like a dog � quite the opposite. She is merely being kept sedated, for her own good. Such a feisty creature. It looks worse than it actually is.� He rose from his seat, the book in one hand, the cane in the other. He put the end of his cane under Erica�s chin and raised it. There was a brief flash of recognition in her eyes, which quickly turned to anger, but it faded as fast as it rose. �Your sister and I are long and dear friends, is that not so, Erica? We are renewing an old and cherished acquaintance. Thankfully we didn�t have to rely solely on Muller to find her; I had more than one team on the case and we caught her less than a week ago.�
Gareth could not hold back any longer; he went to her, noticing how Lambert-Chide waved Tremain away as he stepped forward protectively. Gareth dropped to his knee before her. Saliva had glazed her chin and he wiped it carefully away. �You bastards!� he said. �This is inhuman.� He brushed her hair back from her forehead with a tender hand. A spark in her pretty eyes told him she knew who he was; but it was sorrow she flashed him. He could feel her fighting the drug, trying to regain control of her mind and limbs, and her fingers grasped his tightly. �I�ll get you out of here,� he promised, and meant every word. He rose to his feet, anger swelling up inside him. He stared into the barrel of Tremain�s gun, his passion threatening to plunge him into doing something foolish. He forced himself to calm down. Now was not the right time. But he�d find it.
�Many, many years ago, my father met a young woman,� said Lambert-Chide. �He was still grieving the loss of his wife, my mother, at the time, and thus one might say susceptible to the attentions of any young opportunist, and clearly this particular woman was highly skilled at the game. She landed him hook, line and sinker. So much so they�d hardly known each other before he announced they were to get married.� He came over to Gareth, the book clutched to his chest. �A little digging on my part soon revealed her for the fraud she was. I confronted her, unbeknown to my father, and naturally, faced with such overwhelming evidence she melted away lest her fraud be disclosed to the police.� He handed the book to Gareth. He saw that it was a photograph album. �My father was a keen amateur photographer. Take a look at the pages marked with the strip of paper.�
He resisted for a second or two, then did as he was bid, opening the album at the marked pages. There was a large photograph on each page, roughly eight inches by ten, black and white images but acquiring the sepia tint of age. One of the photos showed a large white-painted stucco garden shelter supported by four stone columns, an arched, glazed window casting light onto the seated figure of a woman. She was sat on a cushion, wearing a light summer dress, head bent to a book.
But it was the picture that appeared on the opposite page that drew Gareth�s attention. It was a head and shoulders shot of the same seated woman, the image snapped as she looked up from her book, as if disturbed in her reading, quite natural and un-posed. What Gareth found disturbing was the woman�s face. He looked from the photo to Erica and then back again.
�I don�t understand,� he said at length.
�Yes you do,� countered Lambert-Chide. �The woman in the photo is of Evelyn Carter, my father�s young fiance in 1939. The woman sitting before you is the one and the same.�
�That�s impossible!� he said. �So there�s a resemblance, maybe even a family likeness, who knows��
Lambert-Chide shook his head firmly. �You say we do not have the trigger that turns off old age? Well you see the answer before your eyes. Here is proof we do not have to grow old and die.� His laugh was brittle and mocking. �And well you might be amazed, Gareth. The woman sat here, the one you call Erica, the one you call your sister � well, I�m sorry to tell you she isn�t; your sister died at birth. This woman is your mother.�
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Sorry to Disappoint

She stood at the long window, watching him as he busied himself with preparations for the wedding. The large marquee was being raised on the lawn, and she had to smile, because he couldn�t help himself; he had to be supervising the affair, from the first peg in the ground to the arrangement of the rose-heavy garlands. He said he was making such a fuss because he wanted it to be perfect. Like her, he�d said, brushing a finger against her cheek. He wanted the day to match her skin: flawless.
�And the mirror crack�d from side to side�,� a voice said.
It caused her to start, to look back suddenly. She�d not heard him steal up behind her. He saw her expression change instantly from one of unalloyed happiness to one of quiet distrust. He took pleasure in eliciting this from her.
�I�m sorry?� she said, composing herself and turning her attention to the activity outside in the grounds. But her posture had shifted; her back a little more rigid than before, her hands clasped protectively in front of her.
�You know, from the poem by Tennyson, The Lady of Shallot; she that can only look upon her beloved Lancelot through a mirror, but alas she cannot resist turning to look upon him in the flesh and her world collapses around her. One of my father�s favourite poems. He is such an old romantic, my father,� observed David Lambert-Chide, close at her shoulder. �He doted on my mother just the same as he does you, you know. He is such a fool � no woman is worth that. Least of all you, Evelyn.�
Her head spun round, eyes momentarily blazing, but she knew he was baiting her. �Why can�t you be happy for him, David? Just once you might find it in yourself to do that, after all he has done for you, all he has given.�
�He holds back more than he releases. But one day I will have my due. He cannot last long.� He rapped a fist against his chest. �Dodgy ticker, we�re told.�
�That is such a cruel thing to say, David! You can be such a heartless young man. You forget who you are and who you talk to.�
David laughed. She felt him coming round to her side. �Really?� he said, so close to her ear she felt the heat of his breath. He came to stand in front of her, between the window and her. �That�s just the point, Evelyn; I don�t know who it is I talk to.�
�You are so spiteful, David,� she said and made as if to walk away. He grabbed her tightly by the arm, his fingers digging into her flesh. �What do you think you are doing?� she snapped. �Let go of me!�
�Don�t you dare turn your back on me, Evelyn! Or is it Evelyn? You see, I�m confused, because I�ve had people check up on Evelyn Carter and the strange thing is it appears you are not the person you say you are.�
�That�s absurd!� she said, a flicker of alarm in her voice. �Let me go at once, do you hear me?�
�You�re a fraudster, Evelyn � ah, there I go again, calling you Evelyn, when we both know the real Evelyn Carter is long-dead and gone. What�s your game, to marry and fleece a desperately love-sick and lonely old millionaire grieving for his beloved wife? To escape being the simple shop girl that you were when he found you? You think I would freely hand over part of my inheritance to a cheap freeloader?�
�That�s a horrid thing to say!� she countered. �I love your father like I have never loved anyone else. I care for him with all my heart, with my very being.�
David Lambert-Chide�s face became a twisted mask of loathing. �If you love him, as you say, then you�ll walk away from here and never see him again.�
�I can�t do that,� she said.
�No? Would you rather it was me that broke the news to him that his sweet little angel is a thieving whore? Or shall I simply call in the police? You have a choice. Think yourself lucky I don�t hand you straight over. As it is I�m giving you a head start before I get the law down here.�
She blinked hard, her breath coming in sharp little gasps, her chest heaving. She bit at her lower lip as she went over what he�d said. �We can be very happy, your father and I. I have waited so long, so long, to find a person like him, to love so truly, so honestly. I truly love him. It is no sham. I didn�t know who he was when I met him. I fell in love with the man, not his money.� She yanked her arm free, rubbing the point of contact, but made no attempt to move away. �Don�t do this to him. It will hurt him badly. It could destroy him.�
�Every cloud and all that�� he returned with a poisonous grin.
�That�s an awful thing to say, David.�
�I want you out of here tonight. You do not speak to him, do you understand? If you do not do as I tell you I shall call in the police and inform the old man without a moment�s hesitation.� He smoothed down his jacket, picked at a speck of cotton clinging to the dark material of his sleeve. �Goodbye, Evelyn, or whatever your real name is. I don�t want to see you ever again. Consider your mirror well and truly cracked.�

David Lambert-Chide remembered it all as plain as if it happened only hours ago; remembered how he turned his back on the young woman, heard his footsteps echoing down the long hall, and he firmly believed their paths might never cross, except perhaps in court. She�d only taken a few things, the most valuable being the Cartier brooch. She could have taken more � his father had been very generous with his cash � but she didn�t, and he supposed she attached some foolish sentimental importance to it. He�d secretly taken a number of other, far more valuable items from the house, some of his mother�s fine jewels and a couple of his father�s prized Rossetti�s, telling the police and his distraught father that they had been taken by Evelyn and possible accomplices. It served two purposes, he thought; to turn his father even more against the wretched woman, and to sell on privately to fund his own interests. Beyond that he never gave the woman called Evelyn Carter a second thought. The missing valuables didn�t have the desired effect on his father, however; the old fool pined for the woman like a lovesick teenager in the strangulating throes of first love. The last name on his lips, as he lay paralyzed down one side by the heart attack that was to finish him, was not his son�s or that of his former wife, but Evelyn. He hated her all the more for that.
As he peered now into that beautiful young face with its taught, unblemished skin, he still found it hard to believe all those years had intervened. Here she was, as young as if time had all along been standing still, in sharp contrast to his aged and desiccated self. As he gazed upon her now it was as if he had been transported back to 1939. He could almost smell the tang of newly-mown grass as the grounds were being prepared for the marquee; could almost see his father ordering people around, supervising the many staff that buzzed all over the place like flies around jam; almost feel his father�s renewed vitality, his lust for life that the presence of the young woman had brought to him.
�I took her for a cheap opportunist, Gareth,� he said. �Men in our position attract them like a cloud of pretty little butterflies; butterflies with stings in their tails. She was a shop girl working in a London store when father happened upon her. He fell for her, and then he was led like a meek little donkey on a halter by his foolish emotions. It had always been a failing of his. I thought I�d seen the back of her for good.�
Erica seemed to be shrugging off the effects of the drug. Gareth noticed her head was steadier, her eyes better able to focus. �You can�t believe Erica and Evelyn are the same woman, surely?� said Gareth incredulously. �That�s nonsense.� But he still had hold of the photo album, and the likeness of Erica to Evelyn was uncanny.
Lambert-Chide gently stroked Erica�s hair with a bony index finger and she flinched as if touched by a firebrand. �But we met again, didn�t we? Thirty-odd years later. Purely by accident. I was attending some tiresome function or other and, to my complete astonishment, who did I see dressed as a simple maid sweeping a hotel carpet? You didn�t recognize me at first, did you? But I knew you. Of course, I thought the resemblance to Evelyn truly remarkable, but could not possibly think you were the one and the same person. That, as you say, Gareth, is nonsense. Yet there was fear in her eyes when she looked at me, the same fear as I beheld standing by the window that day back in 1939. Yes, Erica � or Evelyn Carter or Beth Heaney, whichever you prefer as you have had so many over the years � it was the fear in your eyes that gave you away. Here before me was a woman who should have been approaching the age of sixty, but instead looking as fresh and as young as she did back in 1939. A woman who did not age, at least not in the conventional sense.
�She did not waste time � she tried to make a bolt for it, to disappear again that very night. But I�d already arranged to have her � how shall I put this?�� to have her escorted to a safe place.�
Erica�s hand went to her mouth and she wiped away the moisture there, squeezing her eyes closed as if to force away the dregs of the drug. �You�re a contemptible man, David,� she said.
�Really? That�s not very sporting or grateful of you, especially after all I have given you.� He let him arm swing lazily to point out Gareth.
Tremain came over, a little concerned about Lambert-Chide allowing himself to get too close to the woman and Gareth. He waved him away. �She is as harmless as a little kitten, Randall,� he assured.
�It was rape,� she said. She sounded as if she�d been drinking and Gareth could see how desperate she was to gain control of her body.
�That�s not quite right, is it? I mean, artificial insemination isn�t technically rape, is it, Randall?� The man gave a loose shrug in response.
�You see, Gareth, Evelyn � you don�t mind me calling you Evelyn, do you?�� Evelyn became central to Project Gilgamesh. Are you familiar with Gilgamesh, Gareth?� He admitted he wasn�t which appeared to please Lambert-Chide. �The Epic of Gilgamesh is one of the oldest-surviving pieces of literature, from Mesopotamia. It is a poem, and tells the tale of the friendship between Gilgamesh and a wild man created by the gods named Enkidu. Gilgamesh is distraught at Enkidu�s death, which prompts him to carry out a long and perilous search for the secret of immortality. Just as we sought it. As we seek it. My company�s Project Gilgamesh was necessarily a secret, and Evelyn was central to it. In fact she was, in essence, the project itself � with her we aimed to find the answer to life without end, to extend human longevity, to end death from old age and disease.�
�Kept prisoner, treated little better than a lump of meat, stuck with needles, cut open, raped, for two years,� said Erica. �All in the name of company profit. And the plan remains exactly the same. Personally, I�d rather die,� she said, her throat dry and painful.
�That isn�t an option, I�m afraid, Evelyn. We need you very much alive. Gene technology and understanding has moved on in leaps and bounds since the 1970�s, and personally I don�t have much time left to me. I need results fast. I�m determined to find the key that turns off aging and reverses it very soon, even if it means I have to take you apart piece by beautiful piece until I do.�
Lambert-Chide moved over to Gareth, who had been stunned into silence by all that he�d been hearing. He did not want to believe any of it, but that was becoming impossible with every minute that passed.
�But of course,� he continued, �I can afford to do that now, can�t I, because I have a back-up. I have your son.� He saw Gareth open his mouth to speak, then close it again, the words left unsaid. �You are first and foremost a little miracle, do you know that, Gareth? But of course not! How could you? How innocent you have been all this time, believing one thing yet the truth being another.�
�The drug is wearing off,� warned Tremain, standing close to Erica. �We need to get her back to her cell.�
�Cell?� echoed Gareth.
Tremain removed the gun from his jacket as a silent warning, and Gareth sat back, helpless.
�She has lived a long time,� said Lambert-Chide. �You cannot comprehend how long. But in all that time she has never been able to have children. Perhaps an unfortunate side-effect of not aging. Perhaps the key makes you infertile. Our experiments using a range of select donors over a two year period eventually proved successful. She became pregnant, not with one child but with twins! Twice the insurance should anything happen to her. Three times the possibility that the project would succeed in its aims.�
�And when they were born you would have used them like lab animals,� said Erica. She rubbed her eyes, as if she were clearing them of sleep. �You are little more than an animal yourself, David. It�s not enough that you�ve had money and power all your life.�
Lambert-Chide ignored her feeble protest. �But Project Gilgamesh was all but put on hold when Evelyn was helped get away by someone we thought we trusted. A rising young star in the industry, or so I thought. But you cannot trust anyone, can you, Gareth?� He bent down on his haunches to stare at Erica�s face. �Your savior, Doctor Stephanie Jacobs, destroyed all tissue samples, all notes, as many records as she could lay her hands on, and then she took you from me. You and my miracle babies. And for over thirty years I�ve been searching for you. You are clever, Evelyn, I will grant you that; managing to stay low for so long, obviously a well-practiced art of yours. In the end, though, it was simply a mother�s love that brought you to the surface again, winkled you out of hiding.
�The way I picture it in my imagination, you�d always kept a discreet and distant watchful eye on Gareth as he was growing up. I�ll bet you were never very far away from him. If only we�d known that you left your baby in Cardiff station; that would have made our work a lot easier! What happened? Was Doradus getting close to capturing you? That�s it, isn�t it? You were on the run and they were hot on your heels. Only he didn�t know about the baby, did he? I mean, it wasn�t possible for someone like you to have a baby. So it was very noble of you, Evelyn, to abandon your baby rather than have him taken by Doradus; how painful a choice it must have been, to decide whether you kept him and so watch him suffer the same fate as you if you�re captured; or to let someone else have him instead, to know he will hate you for the deed you did but he will at least live in relative safety for a while, till he too realizes who he is. Because he must, you know. You could only postpone the inevitable. But what of the other twin? What happened to it?�
�She,� said Erica. �It was not an it.�
�A girl? What happened, did she die at birth? She can�t have lasted long, I think. I am of the mind you only had Gareth at the time you left him in Cardiff. It is unlikely you would abandon one child and risk the other being caught with you. And even less likely you dropped them off like so many parcels in different places. No, the twin died, of that I am certain.� Erica remained tight-lipped and silent. Lambert-Chide looked to Gareth. �Yes, Gareth, you see, you really did have a sister, albeit briefly, it appears. Died in childbirth, I suspect, or soon afterwards. Which made Gareth all the more special to you, eh? Precious, you might say.
�He may belong to another, but you were irresistibly drawn to him, weren�t you, Evelyn? The son you never even heard speak; the boy you didn�t see cut his first teeth, or had the joy of seeing him take his first steps. You could not keep away. You had the world to choose from but all along you were here, almost under our very noses. All through Gareth�s life, a distant, ghostly presence he never knew existed, a shadow in the distance, watching him. You even dared to attend an exhibition of his in London a matter of months ago, treating yourself to two of his prints. But recently you were also afraid Doradus was getting close to discovering the truth about who he was and so you sought to warn him, to protect him. You sourced false documents, something you have been doing for decades. Of course, you had to pretend to be his sister, for now, because the truth would have been too much all at once. Yet we both know it was always more than that, wasn�t it? More than simply trying to warn him. You may be immortal, Evelyn, but you cannot escape the timeless bonds between a mother and her child. You had to get even closer. You just had to meet him, didn�t you? Oh, you had a valid excuse, but in reality you were brought into the open by an inescapable physiological urge.
�The brooch was the link,� he said, turning to look at Gareth. �The only piece she took with her when she left Gattenby House. Why, I thought? Why this one thing? I bargained on the fact that she could never let that brooch leave her; it was the last emotional connection with my father. It had nothing to do with cost and everything to do with one lover giving another a special gift. I�m impressed; to have kept a candle burning for him for so long she really must have been telling the truth about her feelings for him. So I knew that if I found the brooch I would find Evelyn. So it proved to be. That I would also discover the whereabouts of one of the missing twins into the bargain was my great fortune! I knew from the moment I saw you, Gareth, that you were Evelyn�s child. She is in your very eyes. It is such a shame we don�t have the girl, too. We would have had the full set.� Lambert-Chide rose to his feet, his weight taken by the cane.
�You get some kind of perverted pleasure out of all this, don�t you?� said Gareth. �It�s all a big game with no rules.�
�Oh, it�s no game, Gareth. Far from it. Have you any idea how old she really is? How many years you, sharing her genes, have the potential to live? Gareth, look at her. We know from the confessions she gave back in the 1970�s that she is more than four hundred years old! What you see here is proof that some people are born without the trigger that causes ageing. They cheat death. They cheat the King of Terrors. And you too, Gareth; you, as her son, have this potential to be immortal.�
Unexpectedly Evelyn was up and out of the chair. She grabbed Lambert-Chide around the neck from behind. Gareth could see now that she�d been largely feigning the effects of the drug, for she seemed to move pretty fast and decisively. Tremain swung the gun around towards Erica. There was no slurring of the voice when she next spoke.
�Drop that, Tremain, or I�ll wring his neck like a piece of rope!�
Tremain, his nostrils flaring, glowered at her. �I told you it was a big mistake!� he said to Lambert-Chide. �She needed to be put under again.�
�Cut it, Tremain,� snarled Erica, her arm squeezing tighter around Lambert-Chide�s neck as if it were some kind of slender python. �Drop it, now!�
He hesitated, and instead of doing as he was told he brought the gun to rest against Gareth�s temple. �Let him go,� said Tremain. �I�ll kill him.�
�Go ahead. It doesn�t matter to me.�
�Tremain,� gasped Lambert-Chide, �don�t��
He ignored the old man. Pushed the gun harder, forcing Gareth�s head to one side. Gareth closed his eyes, expecting the worst.
�You still don�t get it, do you?� said Erica. �Muller told me you�d fall for it, because you�re so focused on what you want to see you�re blind to everything else. I wouldn�t have believed it if I hadn�t seen it with my own eyes.� She shook her head, putting her lips close to Lambert-Chide�s ear. �You stupid old fool, don�t you understand? I�m not Evelyn, this man isn�t my son, and I�m certainly not four hundred years old. Sorry to disappoint you all. You�ve been conned and I want out of here!�
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She dragged Lambert-Chide backwards, towards the door through which Tremain had first brought her.
�You can�t get out,� said Tremain. �Let him go.�
�Throw me the gun,� she said.
�Take a leap�� returned Tremain.
She crushed Lambert-Chide�s neck tighter and he croaked in pain. �Throw me the gun, you merciless bastard!�
Tremain saw the fear in Lambert-Chide�s eyes, sighed resignedly and held the gun between index finger and thumb, holding it out at arm�s length, then bending and sliding it across the floor. Erica had to release Lambert-Chide long enough to bend and retrieve the weapon at her feet, but as she did so the door behind her flew open and two men threw themselves into the room, barging into Erica�s unprotected back. She fell to the floor. One of the men brought his gun crashing down on her head, once, twice, a third time. He fell on top of her, flattening her to the ground, blood seeping through her tousled hair. The other man went to Lambert-Chide�s aid, supporting him. Lambert-Chide pushed him away, clutching his sore throat. He sent a foot into the woman�s unprotected side and she gave a pitiful yelp of pain.
Tremain retrieved his gun, aiming it at the woman. His breathing was laboured and his eyes betrayed his desire to send a bullet into her back. �Now do you believe me? There�s a reason she was kept sedated!�
�You gullible fools�� Erica said faintly, her breath pumped from her by the weight of the man.
Lambert-Chide signalled for him to get off her. �Don�t listen to her,� said Tremain. �She�s lying. She�s the one.�
�So you�d like to believe,� Erica said, rising to her knees. She ran a hand over her head; her fingers came away smeared in scarlet and she glowered hard at Tremain.
�Shut your mouth, you lying bitch!� he said.
�Let her have her say,� said Lambert-Chide, being helped to one of the chairs. He massaged his neck.
�Surely you don�t believe her?� he said.
�Quiet, Randall,� he said. �Go ahead. Let�s hear it.�
Erica sat up. She glanced briefly at Gareth, who appeared totally dumbstruck. �Muller and I were in on this together,� she said. He�d been tasked with finding this Evelyn Carter woman. OK, so he wasn�t entirely sure why, but that didn�t really matter. What mattered was that he found her and deliver her to you. He wasn�t stupid; he knew she was immensely valuable to you. Knew how much manpower and money you were willing to put into this. The reward for delivering her to you was enough to suggest she was special, very special. After all, it would make him a very rich man.�
Lambert-Chide saw Tremain was about to interject and he held up his hand for him to remain silent. �You recruited Muller personally, didn�t you, Randall?�
�He passed through all the checks.�
�But it took another, Caroline Cody, to spot what his game was, to double-cross us.�
�What are you saying?�
He ignored his head of security and addressed the woman. �So, tell me who you�d like us to think you are.�
�Muller figured he�d help things along. He�d guarantee that he�d be the one to find this Evelyn Carter for you. Except that it wouldn�t be the real one, it would be her double. I was working for a small-time modelling agency when he approached me with an offer. He wanted you to think he was hot on the trail of Evelyn, and I helped create that illusion. You were never going to get her, of course; once we had the money we�d divide the proceeds and disappear, a whole lot richer. But he got greedy. He decided that he�d double his chances, by leading you on to believe that Gareth here was her son. Everything, me falling in front of his car, the brooch � an expensive replica; we had all the details from your website � all an elaborate setup. I didn�t mean to end up in hospital; I slipped. But it inadvertently helped convince you that I was Evelyn. We even convinced Doradus, whoever he is.� She looked over to Gareth, whose face displayed a rising anger. �My guess is if Gareth is here then Muller is either dead or has taken the money and run. Either way it�s time to come clean. Game over. I�m pissed off with having those fucking needles stuck in me.�
There was a strained silence that hung in the air for a minute as Lambert-Chide digested her words and marshalled his thoughts. �What is it you hope to gain by all this? Even if what you say is true, you can see your position is hopeless. I can�t let you live.�
She shrugged. �First of all, this man is no more than an unwilling and unwitting pawn in all this. He isn�t, and never was, that special person you thought he was. Second, my position isn�t as hopeless as you�d like to believe. At the start of all this I took out a little insurance. I paid a visitor to a solicitor and left him a letter in a sealed envelope. If I don�t return to claim it then he�s instructed to open it and act upon the contents. It�s all there, trust me. You and your company won�t come out of this in a good light. Muller knew enough about your secret project for it to damn you if it ever got out. Oh, and don�t feel left out, Tremain, you get a hefty mention too.�
Gareth was reeling with this latest revelation. The knowledge that he�d been nothing more than a helpless tool in someone�s lust for money made his insides boil with rage. He looked over to Lambert-Chide, whose face gave nothing away. He was nodding slowly, his eyes staring at the woman but his mind obviously working over other things.
�All I ask is you let me go and pay to keep me quiet,� she resumed. �Whatever you do with Gareth is up to you. I don�t care.�
At last Lambert-Chide rose from the chair. He picked up the photograph album. �I admire your audacity and creativity.� The image of Evelyn Carter was smiling up at him. �But of course we can prove it in very little time. A simple DNA test from you both will settle things once and for all. Either way, you are mine to do with as I please, in spite of your pathetic insurance policy. Solicitors are notoriously materialistic. A suitable payment will buy silence. And if not, well there are many different ways to get people to stay silent.�
�You can�t believe her, surely? It�s all a pack of lies!� complained Tremain.
�There is the small possibility she might be telling the truth. Time will tell. Take them both away. Put them in the same detention room. I think they need more time to get to know one another.�
Tremain disagreed. �I don�t think � � he began.
�What have I told you about thinking, Randall?� he burst angrily. �I�ve had enough of these games. Take them away, and you�d better pray that she is telling lies, Randall.�
Lambert-Chide was clearly incensed by all this, thought Gareth. Irate at the fact that he may have been so easily duped. Or perhaps that his plan, his precious project, was in danger of collapsing like a pack of medical cards. Things weren�t looking good, he thought, whichever way you viewed it. If anything, the woman�s revelations had made things a whole lot worse.
With an acquiescent grunt, Tremain hauled the woman to her feet and brandished the gun at Gareth. He glanced over to Lambert-Chide, but the man had his back to them all. �If they cause the slightest trouble, Randall,� he said, his voice a little cracked and husky, �kill Davies and take the kneecaps off the woman. Don�t kill her just yet. There�s plenty of time for that.�
Lambert-Chide waited till they�d all left the room and then lifted the photograph album, peering at the images for a good two minutes, his chest beginning to heave, the breath rattling in his throat. Then he threw the album across the room, his cry shrill and banshee-like.

The room was small, no more than six feet square, with no windows, its walls painted an insipid cream colour. A single bulb inset into the high ceiling bathed the interior in a dull, half-hearted glow. The floor beneath them was made of shining black ceramic tiles. Gareth beat at the locked door with his fist. There was no handle on the inside of the brushed-steel door.
�That won�t do you the slightest bit of good,� she said. She was sat cross-legged on the floor, her back against the wall and her gaze resting somewhere at a point just in front of her feet. Her hand still had blood between the fingers, her hair matted and bloody.
Gareth groaned in frustration and anger and turned sharply away from the door. What she said made sense, but it galled him all the same to be reminded that he was in a desperate situation that he could fathom no way out of. And what�s more he was stuck with the woman who�d admitted she�d dragged him kicking and screaming, literally, into this damned mess.
�I don�t care to hear your opinions,� he snapped. �Christ, to think you almost had me fooled back there as well! What on earth was I thinking?� He found himself becoming infuriated by the nonchalant shrug of her shoulders. �I�m in God knows what kind of shit because of yours and Muller�s greed � you think that makes me feel good about things? I�ve been subjected to hell since you came into my life, and I can�t for the life of me see any way this is going to end well.� He slammed his back against the wall and folded his arms. �The lowest thing you did was that you made out you were my sister. You know how that cuts me up? If Tremain doesn�t kill you then I�m tempted to do the bloody job myself!�
She put a hand to her forehead. Held it there a while, shielding her eyes, and then ran her fingers back through her hair. She flinched when she touched the wound. He noticed how absolutely beaten she looked, as if she�d given up caring about anything. �What can I say? I�m sorry.�
�You�re sorry? You�re fucking sorry?� He let out a humourless laugh. �That�s alright then, isn�t it? That�s guaranteed to make everything better.� He went over to her and she eyed him cautiously. �Why has he put us in the same room together? Is he hoping I�ll rip your throat out or something? I tell you, he�s not far wrong on that account.�
She nodded towards the ceiling, to the far corner. He hadn�t seen the tiny plastic box. �They�re watching us, listening to everything we say. I don�t know, maybe to see if I�m lying. To see how we behave with each other.�
�Great,� he said. �It isn�t enough that we�re dumped here like animals.� He joined her, sitting on the floor. �So what do I call you � Evelyn, Erica, Beth � what suits you?�
�I prefer Erica,� she said tiredly.
�Is that your real name?�
�Does it matter?�
�Suit yourself,� He closed his eyes. �So does she really exist, this Evelyn Carter, or is it all a figment of the old man�s atrophied brain?�
She studied his face closely whilst he had his eyes closed. �Would be amazing if it was true, but no, it�s more the latter. Lambert-Chide is living in a dream world of his own making. But there again he has enough money to chase any dream, no matter how ridiculous. Do you miss not knowing your mother?� she asked.
He breathed heavily down his nose. �Yes, I do,� he said. �I guess we all need to know where we came from, who we are. I�ve spent so long hating her for what she did to me that I realise I�ve been consumed by it. It has coloured my life in a way that hasn�t been healthy. I wanted to ditch all that bitterness, and I thought I�d discovered a sister whom I could relate to, to help me get over it. But it turns out I�ve been living in a dream world of my very own making. It was all just too good to be true. She didn�t exist. Turns out she was a con artist all along. Story of my fucking life.�
�Maybe she had good reason to abandon you,� she said. �Maybe it was for the best.�
�What do you care?� he said angrily. �Keep your nose out of my business. It�s nothing to do with you. I don�t need to hear your little philosophy on life. For all I know you�re in the pay of Lambert-Chide, this is still all part of the game. I can�t trust anyone. And I ain�t about to start trusting you. So cut the fucking nice lady crap. Another word from you and I really will tear your throat out.�
It should have made him feel better, to get something off his chest. But instead it made him feel worse. He saw her fingering the top of her head. She looked totally beat up, a husk of a person with the insides all scraped out. He bent to her.
�Here, let me take a look at that,� he said.
�It�s nothing. I�ve had worse,� she said.
He felt so damned cheated. He thought he had a sister. Like coming up on the lottery only to lose your winning ticket. He desperately wanted to hate her also, but his capacity for hate was being spread a little too thin these days.
�Whatever,� he said, resting back against the wall and closing his eyes again.
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He stared hard at the piece of paper. On it was simply an address scrawled in blue pen. His own handwriting had gotten weaker, more spidery, he thought. Was that a sign of something? A sign of old age? What? Or was it foolish to read something so significant into a series of loose and florid lines on a torn-off page from a notebook? It had become less definite, that was sure, like him. Less definite about things. There was a time once when he knew what he knew and didn�t question things as readily; nowadays everything was there to be queried. Again, was that just maturity kicking in at some point, or the older mind struggling to comprehend? Needing answers. Well he needed one now like never before.
Four months, that�s all he had left. After four months he could close the door on all this and set off into the sunset in his brand new camper van. He didn�t need to be bothered with it anymore. So why was he getting so worked up? Because the force he knew and loved (after a fashion � all love is painful at times) was rotten, that�s why. When it had become so he didn�t rightly know, had never even suspected it was beginning to stink of decay. OK, so it was never perfect, always one or two bad apples to remove from the barrel, always something that happened that pulled the lid on dodgy practices, but this? This went even deeper, like a cancer that had infiltrated it so thoroughly he doubted you could ever get it clean again.
He felt totally crushed by Styles� revelations. Dismayed to the point of depression. So what? He could easily wash his hands of it, leave them to sort it out amongst themselves, slink off to keep a low profile. After all, look what happened to Wood and Baxter. This Doradus bunch didn�t mess around. But it wasn�t as simple as that. They�d dirtied the thing he admired. He didn�t want to let it go, like Styles had insisted; to lie low and leave it up to him. He was a good police officer, and everything about this was so wrong it was rancid. That cut across the grain of decades of police work. He wanted to have a part in getting it clean again. He wanted to get even, especially with Superintendent Maloney. He bluntly told Styles that he wouldn�t rest until Maloney was behind bars, in spite of Styles� protests. He�d do his best to crack this case and put Maloney�s head on a platter, and if that meant treading all over MI-bloody-5�s softly-softly approach then so be it. He still had four months left and he was going to use it to good effect. What was the worst thing they could do? Sack him?
Stafford looked at the piece of paper again. He went to the office door and called Styles into his office.
�Close the door,� he said and wagged a finger for Styles to come over to his desk. �I received a tip-off this morning.�
�About?�
�About the murdered Polish woman. It seems a man was seen running away from the flat on the night of the murder, chased by another guy.�
�Where�d the tip-off come from?�
He waved the paper. �An old acquaintance of mine, one Robert Courtney. He�s been down for a number of offences in the past, mainly stealing cars and the like. Nothing major. He�s been going straight, so he says, but has now got a wife and kids to feed. Makes a little extra by feeding me information every now and again. Still has his contacts on the streets. Any light we could shed on this case could help bring Maloney down,� he added.
�OK, give it here, I�ll see what we can do,� said Styles.
�Bugger that!� he said. �This is still my baby.�
�You don�t want to do this, Stafford,� said Styles. �Leave it up to us.� He held his hand out for the paper.
�Like hell I don�t,� he said. He pocketed the paper.
�You really don�t have to get involved any further.�
�Maybe I do. For my own good.�
Styles looked down at his feet. �OK, bring the man in. We�ll both see him.�
He shook his head. �Not that simple. He wants me to go to him. We arranged to meet in the Collyhurst area an hour from now.� He checked his watch: 8pm.
�Can you trust him?�
�Getting as you don�t know who you can trust these days,� he said, and for some reason Charles Rayne�s anxious face and his delivering of his whispered warning sprang disconcertingly to his mind. He shrugged it away.
�You�ve got to take me along with you then,� he insisted.
�But it�s my shout. Let me run things,� he said. Styles shrugged his assent. �Gareth Davies has also gone missing.�
�Forget him, his alibis stack up.�
�No, I can�t; somehow the man is involved in all this. I just don�t know how yet. If he�s guilty in some way I want his arse for shoes. If he�s innocent he may just well be in deep trouble and he�ll need my help.�

The car pulled up near a railway viaduct just as a commuter train rumbled across, the lights from its windows flashing down on them as the carriages whipped by. They got out of the car.
�Why here?� asked Styles.
They were standing on the edge of waste ground where houses had been demolished. Across from them were empty, derelict Victorian terraced housing, evidence that this had once been a busy and popular area. It had gone downhill fast. There was never enough money, even with the massive amounts spent on regeneration projects in Manchester. Some areas were being raised up, given new life, but some pockets, like here, were slowly sinking into crime and poverty, the recession feeding off these places like a ravenous hound.
�Because it�s far enough out of the way not to be seen,� explained Stafford. �He�d get short thrift if he were seen talking to me.� He leant over into the car and took out a torch. Street lighting here was in dreadfully short supply. �This way,� he directed. They picked their way over a rubble-strewn landscape to the row of empty houses, most of the windows boarded up, walls defaced by graffiti. �It�s this house on the corner,� he said.
They glanced around but the place was deserted. Styles pushed at the old door to the house and it swung stiffly open. �Wipe your feet,� he said, grinning widely as he stepped inside, his shoes crunching noisily on broken glass.
Stafford followed, shining the torch into the pitch-black living room, once home to hard-pressed working-class families who worked in the factories, nowadays not even a ghost of a home. �Courtney!� he said. �Cut the games. Where the fuck are you?� His voice came back at him, hollow and otherworldly. �Watch out for the holes in the floorboards, Styles,� he warned, playing the torch beam over the floor.
Stafford narrowed his eyes. �You smell something?� he asked, sniffing the air.
Styles stepped closer. �I smell piss,� he said. �Someone�s been using it as a doss house.�
�I think it�s gas.�
�Yeah, maybe, faintly,� said Styles. �Residue from a severed gas pipe, no doubt. The place looks empty, sir. This Courtney man�s playing games with you.�
�Not his style,� said Stafford.
They passed the stairs that divided the house up the middle, as it was in a lot of two-up, two-down terraced housing, and moved slowly into the kitchen area, shining the torch into the gloom. The windows were blacked out, with boards nailed on the outside.
�Empty,� said Stafford. �What�s that man playing at?�
Styles froze and lifted his head. �You hear that?�
�No. Nothing.�
�There�s someone upstairs, sir.� He shone the torch back to the stairwell and made a move as if to investigate.
�Leave this to me,� he said. �Courtney�s twitchy at the best of times. He�ll freak on seeing you.�
He began to climb the narrow wooden treads which gave painful creaks as he put his weight on them. He reached the tiny landing at the top, a bedroom directly on either side of him. He shone a torch inside one room. It was totally empty. �You in here, Courtney?� he said, stepping across and into the other room. Again it was empty, save for a pile of soiled rags in a corner of the room. The windows boarded up. �I�ll have your guts for garters when I get my hands on you, Courtney,� he said under his breath, carefully descending the stairs. �Let�s get out of here, Nobby,� he said, his frustration mounting. But he didn�t get a reply. The smell of gas was becoming stronger. There certainly was no mistaking it now. He reached the bottom of the stairs. �Styles?� he said. �Where the hell are you?� What the fuck was going on here, he thought. With a grimace he choked on a sudden wave of gas and put a hand to his mouth. He looked towards the kitchen and saw something dark and formless lying on the floor. To his horror his torch beam revealed it to be a body. �Styles!� he said.
He couldn�t explain why but in an instant his mind was filled with the vision of Inspector Thomas Rayne of the Yard being put out of action by his own nark, and how the case of the Body in the Barn had become his lifelong curse.
�Christ, no!� he said, just as the explosion threw him off his feet and a massive fireball bowled through the rooms, engulfing him completely. He had no time to scream, no time to shield his face. As he hit the floor, the searing heat enveloping him like a thousand slashing razors, he was vaguely aware of the fragile ceiling above him giving way and come crashing down in a deafening cacophony, his helpless body being pummelled by falling timbers.
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A Higher Calling

He did not recognise the reflection in the mirror as belonging to him. In Lambert-Chide�s mind he remained young, but this perversion, this dried-up, time-eaten man in the mirror stood like a skeletal reminder that though he might control almost all his life with the flick of a finger, he could not exercise any control over this, the most fundamental aspect of all. He could not control growing old.
He had been so close all those years ago and it had been snatched from him. And now, just as he thought it might once more be within his grasp it might all be an illusion. DNA tests would prove if Davies and the woman were related one way or another, but the thought that the woman locked away downstairs might not be Evelyn caused his insides to screw into a tight ball. Time was fast running out, he knew that, even for one as powerful and as tremendously wealthy as he. He didn�t like to dwell on the fact that even if she were Evelyn there wouldn�t be enough time to unlock her secrets, despite the huge amount of revenue at his disposal. And in truth did he really care about immortality for the masses? No, he cared only about finding it for himself first and foremost. Yes, find it soon and he�d become one of the world�s most powerful men, but what use to him the discovery after he had died?
On his dressing table was an ebony-framed photograph of his mother and father on their wedding day. A mother he had loved and lost, with that loss in some way being the font of his all consuming bitterness and selfishness. Strange how such things can stain you from an early age, he thought, and the remnants of that emotional stain still in evidence all these years later, fainter perhaps, but there all the same and carried with you always.
He envied them. They had found love. A deep, trustful, complete love that he had never known in all his long years. Money acted as a wax jacket to that particular commodity, he soon realised, but somehow allowed the false to soak through. Money couldn�t buy him love, as the old song went, not the kind his parents had. It bought only cheap, shallow substitutes. It bought him his young wife, whom he knew cringed at the sight of his old, naked body, though she�d never let it show. She was hanging in there, waiting for him to kick the bucket, like so many of the hangers-on were. Vultures in suits. Hyenas in Gucci. He didn�t care she slept in a separate bedroom. She was there if he needed her. But he couldn�t sleep with a lie.
It riled him all the more to think on these things. Made him determined to hang onto every last breath in his body; made him determined to try to live forever, and no jumped-up little con artist was going to stand in his way. If that�s what she turned out to be she was as good as dead. Davies as well. He had ways and means of efficient, discreet disposal at his command. He�d employed it before to great effect.
Tremain was a problem, though. In the past he�d been very good, progressed swiftly to become his trusted right-hand man. But lately he�d become careless. Perhaps he was too old for the job now, he thought. Perhaps it was time to end his service. Time for his retirement.
David Lambert-Chide got into bed, the room now in almost total darkness. That�s when the fear began in earnest. It had been a gradual thing, becoming more pronounced the older he became. The thought that he�d close his eyes and never open them again. Death, that King of Terrors, would come stealing into his bedroom whilst he slept and snatch him away forever. So he fought sleep as long as he could. He took a variety of drugs, drank copious amounts of black coffee, anything that helped him stay awake at night. He was grateful that as his body had aged it had required less and less sleep, but he could not resist it entirely. There was always a black curtain of unconsciousness ready to be drawn and that was the time he feared the most.
So he sat in the dark, his eyes growing accustomed to the gloom, feeling his heart beating, the sounds of silence rushing in his ears, growing ever more afraid. Staying awake in order to cheat death.
But of course he could not resist indefinitely. His thoughts began to fuse and take strange detours as his mind gradually succumbed to slumber, distantly aware that he ought to fight it, afraid of something but not knowing what.
He was brought abruptly awake by a sharp stabbing sensation in the side of his neck, just below his jaw. His instinct was to rise, to move, to lash out at whatever was pressing painfully into his flesh. But a voice close by his ear made him freeze.
�Not one move, not one breath, or I�ll sink this knife into your gizzard.�
He could not mistake the voice. �How did you get in here?� he asked, careful not to move his jaw any more than he had to.
�Access is something I�m good at,� said Caroline Cody. �Keep your hands inside the covers for now, away from any panic button you might have.�
He strained in the dark to make out the blurred, pale disc of her face, heard the telltale squeak of her leather jacket as she reached across for the bedside lamp. She flicked the switch and he screwed his eyes up momentarily against the bright light. �What is it you want?� he said.
�I want you,� she said. �I want you out of bed and dressed.� He hesitated so she pressed the knifepoint in a little deeper. �Time is of the essence.� As he rolled back the duvet and slid his feet out onto the thick carpet she gave another warning. �Don�t try anything stupid. No heroics. At all times keep your hands where I can see them. And, oh, I also have a gun�� She tapped the weapon she�d tucked into her jeans.
�Where is my security?� he said, his composure returning to fill his words with venom.
She put an index finger to her lips. �Quiet, please, there�s a good little billionaire. One of them is still outside in the corridor. Not very bright, if you don�t mind me saying. Really, I am surprised at you; all that money and you hire some of the worst gorillas in the zoo. But there again you hardly expected anyone to get this far inside, did you?� She gave a mocking shake of her head. He could smell the perfume of her skin wash over him. She stood close by him as he began to get dressed.
�What do you want? Money? Aren�t we paying you enough for what you did for us? You want more, is that it?�
�Alas, not quite that simple,� she said.
He paused in putting on his shirt. �Look, you�re good, damned good. You helped save Tremain�s bacon by revealing Muller�s double-cross, getting Davies to us. That has to be worth something. I�m in the market for a new Head of Security. You know what, you�d be perfect.�
She raised an eyebrow. �That�s very flattering of you, David. You could turn a girl�s head. Not. Now hurry up; we haven�t got a lot of time.� She waited till he was fully dressed and then held out a mobile phone. He recognised it as belonging to him. �Right, tell Tremain to call off the security on Davies and the woman.�
�I won�t do that,� he said pointedly.
�Yes you will,� she said, the knife aimed at his throat. �I will use this. You know I will. Now once they�re called off ask him to meet you outside their cell in twenty minutes.�
He reluctantly lifted the phone, did as he was bid. She heard the buzz of Tremain�s voice querying the order, but Lambert-Chide told him sharply to do as he was told and finished the call. �Anything else you�d like? Room service, perhaps?�
�One more thing: have a car ready and waiting for us outside the rear entrance, the old tradesman�s entrance. A fast car, fully tanked-up. No driver.� She waited till he finished the call and snatched the phone from him, whipped the gun from her jeans. �Now we�re going to take a little walk downstairs, breeze past the gorilla in the corridor as if there�s nothing unusual in him seeing you leave your bedroom with a pretty young woman. Oh, I forgot, there isn�t anything unusual in that is there?� She smirked and he glowered icily in return. �After you,� she said, holding her hand out towards the door. �I�ll be at your back like I was your shadow, David, so close you�ll be dead in an instant if you try anything funny. You don�t want to die, do you? No, I thought not. Lead on McDuff!�
The dark-suited man rose quickly from his chair, ejected as if by a spring on seeing the pair coming out of the bedroom. Lambert-Chide said nothing as they approached him. The man nodded almost imperceptibly at his boss, glanced briefly at the woman accompanying him, then averted his eyes deferentially. They tramped slowly on the soft carpet till they rounded a corner, out of sight of the guard.
�You can�t get away with this,� he said quietly.
�Get away with what?� she asked. �You�ve no idea what I�m going to do. Just take me to Davies and the woman.�
�So who are you working for? How much are they paying you?�
�Money doesn�t come into it. Mine is of a much higher calling.�
They took an elevator down to the basement floor and Lambert-Chide led her down a number of bland-looking corridors, utilitarian, probably once used by staff a long time ago to get around Gattenby House unseen by their betters. Eventually they reached the door to the room where Davies and Erica were being held.
�If you�re after Evelyn Carter then you�re wasting your time,� said Lambert-Chide. �The woman in there is probably nothing more than a con artist and the man a dupe.�
�Whatever,� she said absently. She looked at her watch. �Tremain should be here soon.�
�So what do you want with them?� he asked.
�That�s my business.�
�Did Doradus send you?�
She stared at him, unblinking. �Which part of my business don�t you understand?�
�Look,� he said. �We can come to some arrangement. There is nothing here that can�t be resolved in an amicable and mutually beneficial way.� Her expression remained implacable. �Don�t harm them. Don�t kill them. Not yet. Let me do what I must with them, and if they�re impostors I�ll kill them; if they are genuine, let me finish my work and then I�ll hand them over to you. You can do with them what you will then. Look, I�ll pay well to keep them. What�s your price? Name it you can have it.�
�A higher calling,� she reiterated vaguely.
They both raised their heads to the sound of footsteps down the corridor, and observed Tremain�s unmistakable form striding towards them. As he drew closer it was easy to read the mild annoyance he was feeling at being disturbed at such an hour. He frowned on seeing Caroline at Lambert-Chide�s side.
�What�s going on?� he demanded. Something made him suspicious. A hunch. Years of training. He didn�t know what it was, but something didn�t feel right. Before he could make a move towards the weapon he carried Caroline had raised her gun.
�Slow down, Tremain. Don�t do anything too hasty.� She held out her hand. First hand me the gun � gently � then your swipe card to get through this door.
Tremain passed his gun over, speechless.
�My offer still stands,� said Lambert-Chide.
�The money or Tremain�s job?� she asked, next taking the card from Tremain.
Tremain�s brows lowered. His cheeks flushed as fury built up.
�Both,� said Lambert-Chide. �If you want them.�
Caroline paused, cocked her head in thought. �You know what, your working conditions suck.�
She swiped the card in the lock and green lights flicked on with a buzz.
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Right Here, Right Now


He rose quickly to his feet on hearing the door lock�s distinctive click, and saw the door begin to open. This was his chance, he thought, his heart beginning to crash wildly in anticipation.
�Maybe we could rush them,� he said, but she reached up and grabbed his wrist, anchoring him firmly.
�Don�t risk it,� Erica said. �I know these people.�
It was Tremain who entered the room first, but Gareth noted how his face was different; the mocking self-assuredness had been wiped away, replaced, he thought, by tight-lipped edginess. The reason became immediately apparent; there was a gun being held to the back of his head.
�Inside,� said a voice very familiar to him.
Tremain was followed closely by Lambert-Chide, both men avoiding eye contact with the prisoners. Erica got up, but her grip didn�t loosen on Gareth�s wrist. He peeled her fingers away. �The bitch is back!� he said, when the red hair and leather jacket of Caroline Cody appeared in the doorway. The comment didn�t appear to register with her.
�Right, Tremain, I want you over there, by the far wall.� Caroline gave him a hefty prod with the gun as additional encouragement. As Tremain did as he was told, the gun swung in a fast arc to settle on Gareth and Erica. They stared anxiously at the weapon.
�Don�t harm them!� pleaded Lambert-Chide one last time.
�Give it a rest,� she fired back in return. �Well you two, are you going to stop gawping and get your arses over here?� she said, frustrated.
�Don�t trust her,� warned Gareth, feeling his stomach tightening like a twisted rope on seeing her again.
She rolled her eyes impatiently. �I�m busting you out,� she said. �Get over here. You too, lady.�
�You expect me to fall for that again?� he said.
�You have no other choice.�
�I trusted you once before and look where it landed me.�
�Then you�ll just have to fire up your trust again, won�t you?�
Erica came forward. �I know you,� she said quietly.
�Not me, lady,� said Caroline.
Tremain�s face had been changing shades, from an angry red to a volcanic puce. �I�m going to kill you, you bitch!� he snarled. �Wherever you go I�m going to find you, and then I�m going to watch you die for this.�
Caroline handed over Tremain�s gun to Erica. �I know you�re familiar with using these,� she said. She nodded at Lambert-Chide. �Cover him. He may be over ninety but he�s as sharp as a needle and as slippery as a grease-covered banker. I have to take care of some unfinished business with Tremain here.� The tone of her voice had changed dramatically, dropping instantly from cold to Siberian winter. She went over to him and put the gun to his forehead. Tremain didn�t flinch, his eyes twin balls of loathing. �You think I won�t use this, don�t you, Tremain?�
�You know you won�t,� he said.
�You�re wrong. I came here for two reasons. Number two was to get these guys out of your filthy clutches. Number one was to settle an old score. I came to kill you.�
Something in her threat caused Tremain�s self-assurance to weaken. He felt the barrel of the gun press deeper into the skin of his forehead, saw how the knuckles of the woman�s hand whitened.
�Who are you?� he said.
�I�m here on behalf of an old friend of yours,� she said. �You might know her, since you murdered her.�
�You�re crazy,� he said, wincing at the discomfort.
�Crazy? Yeah, maybe you�re right. On your knees, Tremain.� He gave an obstinate shake of the head. Caroline lashed the gun across his face and he uttered a grunt of pain. He dropped to his knees, blood beginning to drip in a scarlet rivulet from a gash on his cheek. Caroline went calmly around to the back of the man, the gun now pressed against the base of his skull. There appeared to be no emotion in her face; even her eyes looked glassy and lifeless.
The lack of feeling was the frightening thing, like she was on automatic. Gareth had no doubt in his mind that she was going to make real her threat. �Jesus, Caroline! What are you doing? You can�t kill a man in cold blood!�
�No? Watch me.�
�Don�t do this,� said Erica, holding out a pleading hand. �She wouldn�t have wanted you to do this. If you do you�ll only bring yourself down to their sick level.�
Caroline�s head flashed up, and Gareth thought he detected the tiniest glint of a tear in her eye; or perhaps he wanted it to be there. Her hand was undoubtedly trembling. �This man murdered my mother!� she revealed.
Erica�s voice was calm. �Don�t do it, Caroline. Please, don�t let there be any more killing.�
�You remember her, Tremain? Remember the woman you murdered? She was my mother,� said Caroline. �Stephanie Jacobs. Doctor Stephanie Jacobs. Sound familiar?�
There was a moment�s silence as Tremain absorbed the words. �Yeah, I knew her. She was killed in a car accident. Hit a lamppost. Died outright.�
�Hit a lamp post,� she echoed. �Whilst running away from your goons. And it wasn�t outright, was it, Tremain? You helped it along, as she sat there unconscious and helpless. She might have been saved, but you couldn�t allow that to happen, could you? You killed her to keep her quiet and now I�m here to settle the score.�
�Caroline,� said Erica, taking a step closer to the distraught woman, �Your mother was a good woman. She was the only one who showed me any kindness. She gave her life rescuing me. Don�t soil her name, her memory, by killing Tremain, no matter how much you think he deserves it. I beg you, Caroline.�
Gareth had had enough. He threw his hands up in despair. �Cut the fucking charade, will you? Caroline, she�s admitted she�s a fraud, so don�t listen to her. For all we know she�s still in cahoots with them.� Then he realised it might sound like an excuse for Caroline to pull the trigger. �Just leave the man be. Let�s get out of here and we�ll settle things later.�
Lambert-Chide, who had remained silent throughout the exchanges, now chose to speak up. �Well done, Tremain, you buffoon! How the hell did she get through security checks?�
�She checked out!� he retorted. �Her cover was good��
�Now�s the time to beg for your life, Tremain,� said Caroline, her composure returned.
�Never!� he said.
She cracked him over the back of the head with the butt of the pistol and he fell forward, grasping the point of contact. He groaned.
�You can�t!� protested Gareth.
�I can!� she returned,� her teeth gritted. �He took my mother from me. He deserves to die��
�Caroline�� pleaded Erica.
�Do it, why don�t you?� said Lambert-Chide. �The man�s an inexcusable imbecile.�
�You�re next!� said Caroline, swinging the gun onto the old man. Only a flicker at the corner of his lip gave away any concern he had for his safety. She brought it back to point at Tremain�s back. Her trigger finger appeared to stiffen. Then, with a loud exhalation, she lifted the gun so that it pointed at the ceiling. �OK,� she said, �let�s go. You!� she addressed Lambert-Chide, �You are coming with us. Tremain stays here.� They filed out of the room, Caroline taking one last look at Tremain who sat on the floor rubbing his bruised head. �Consider yourself lucky,� she said.
�You won�t be so lucky when I catch up with you,� he growled. �I�m going to find you, all of you, and one by one��
Her expression was frosty. �Try it. I warn you, Tremain, if I ever see you again I will kill you. No more chances.� She closed the door on his vehement protestations. �Have a taste of your own medicine,� she said. �Right, there�s a car waiting for us out back. If anyone tries to stop us don�t hesitate to use that thing,� she told Erica. �Move it, you old goat,� she ordered Lambert-Chide.
The rear of the house was in almost total darkness. It had once been one of the many tradesmen�s entrances, tucked discreetly away so that the owners couldn�t see the comings and goings of the merchants. Caroline made them pause at the ivy-wreathed door whilst she checked everything was clear. A large black Bentley had been dutifully parked not far away from the door. Its gleaming paintwork reflected the stars in the crisp night sky, looking as if a piece of the universe had been laid at their feet.
�You and Erica in the rear,� Caroline directed Gareth. �You get the pleasure of my company, David. I�ll drive and all I ask from you is that you�re a good boy at the gates.�
�We can still work this out,� Lambert-Chide persisted, lowering himself into the passenger seat. We can come to an arrangement.�
She ignored him, or never heard him as she went through the plans in her mind. �Keep low, both of you. The windows are fairly well blacked out but we don�t want the guys on the gate suspecting anything.� She started the engine. �Nice motor,� she observed. �How many lives did this cost?� Lambert-Chide chose to ignore her, his restless eyes looking for a way out, windows on a mind that was feverishly calculating, searching for a way out.
They drove down the gravelled driveway, Gareth looking back and half-expecting a shrill cry of alarm, lights to suddenly blaze around the house. But it remained quiet, the house in almost complete darkness except for one or two windows which offered a tiny warm glow against the night. They reached the twin iron gates. A bright halogen light came on as soon as they approached and someone stepped up to them out of the darkness. Erica let the passenger-side window scroll down, just enough for the security guard to see Lambert-Chide�s face. No words were exchanged. The man stepped aside and the gates swung silently open. Caroline sighed in relief as the window rolled back up again.
�Where are we going?� Gareth asked as the car sped away down country lanes, leaving Gattenby House far behind.
�Somewhere safe,� said Caroline.
Gareth snorted. �I seem to remember you saying something similar, just before you handed me over to Tremain.�
�Necessity,� she said.
�Yeah, so you say.�
She checked the mirrors. Nothing on their tail. �I discovered Erica here had been taken by Tremain before I could get to her,� she said, �so I needed to switch my plan around. I�d been trailing Muller for some time whilst tracking you and Erica down, wondering what he was up to. I figured he was planning to double-cross Tremain, so thought I�d use his deviousness to my advantage. I informed Tremain here about Muller�s intended double-cross, and then arranged that I�d hold you and Muller for him. Till I handed you over he didn�t really know what I was up to. I knew Tremain would have checks run on me, but I�d already thought about all that and put a suitably false trail in place. I knew he�d be so glad to get his hands on Muller and deliver you over to Lambert-Chide into the bargain that he�d forgive any slight discrepancies in my ID. Having delivered on my end of the bargain that was it; I was allowed access into their inner sanctum. The rest is history. Two birds, one stone and all that.�
�Wait a minute � are you saying you used me as bait?� exploded Gareth. �You fucking used me as bait just to get inside Gattenby House?�
She frowned. �So? What of it?�
�What if you hadn�t managed to get us both back out?�
The frown deepened. �I did, didn�t I? So what�s your problem?�
Words failed him. He struggled to comprehend all that was happening. He turned to Erica. �OK, level with me, what is the truth? Who are you? Were you in on it with Muller or what?�
She looked at him briefly, her eyes tired and faintly sorrowful. �I�m sorry,� she said.
�Sorry? Is that it?�
�Time to cut the crap, Gareth and face facts,� burst Caroline. �People have put their arses on the line for you. Both of you. There has to be a bloody good reason to do that, don�t you think? Work it out for yourself. Maybe you�d better leave it at that and we�ll explain later. We�re not in the clear just yet, so right now can I just concentrate on getting out of here otherwise it will all be a moot point.�
�But�� he began.
She reached into her jacket pocket and tossed something over her shoulder at him. He caught it before it hit him in the face. �Here, have some gum and get your mouth working around something else. I need to concentrate.�
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This Side of Alive

She drove the Bentley deeper into the woods, the track narrowing the further in they went, even the suspension on the luxury car failing to dampen the effects of the ruts and potholes. Trees loomed out of the dark like spectral sentinels, their colour washed out in the harsh beam of the halogen headlights. They�d been driving at speed for a good forty-five minutes, but Caroline had been careful not to draw attention to the car should any on-duty patrol car lie lurking unseen and waiting to catch early morning drink-drivers. Her detour into the woodland had been unexpected and sudden.
�Where does this lead?� Gareth asked, but he didn�t get a reply.
Eventually she brought the car to a halt, the way ahead so narrow and choked with bushes that the car would not have got much further. �Everyone out,� she said, �and down here,� she aimed a flashlight ahead of them and they began to file down the overgrown track, Caroline in the lead, Lambert-Chide struggling to keep up behind her, Erica urging him on. Gareth brought up the rear. �It leads to a disused quarry,� she explained, and as if to add weight to her words the track passed down a narrow alley formed of high, rough-hewn rock on either side. It eventually opened out onto a clearing, littered with the odd-tree, dense patches of shadowy scrub and long-abandoned blocks of stone. A sheer cliff rose about thirty feet ahead of them and formed a rough semi-circle topped with a dark ruff of trees. Above these the sky appeared a bleak shade of dark grey.
Caroline moved swiftly over to a large green mound, deep in shadow, and hauled away a thin covering of branches to reveal a green canvas tarpaulin. She yanked it away. To Gareth�s astonishment the headlights of a 4X4 came into view. She went to the car�s door and swung it open, urging them inside.
�Everyone except you,� she said to Lambert-Chide. �You stay here. I don�t need you as insurance now.�
�We can�t just leave him here,� Gareth protested.
�Well I�m not about to take him with us,� she returned.
�Look at him; he�s an old man, for Christ�s sake. We�re in the middle of nowhere and it�s dark. He�s over ninety!�
She shook her head. �Will you get it into your thick skull that this man, no matter how old he is, would have cut you both up into tiny little pieces and all for the sake of a few measly billion. He�s not your average pensioner, Gareth. He�s a cold-hearted brute, a murderer. He stays here, which is not what I�d really like to do to him; I could do far worse. Unless you�d prefer we drop him off at the Ritz on the way?�
�Don�t trust her, Gareth,� Lambert-Chide said, a little breathlessly after their trek through the woods. �She works for Doradus. Go with her and you�ll both end up dead. I can offer you something else, Gareth, something much more profitable.�
It was at this point that Erica stepped up to the old man, the gun still in her hand. �Ignore him, Gareth. His words are poison. All you offer, David, is misery and death. You don�t care about anything except for the pursuit of something you will never have.� Her eyes narrowed, her jaw steeled. �I have thought about this moment for decades, every day since I escaped your research facility. Thinking about you standing in front of me, helpless, and me with a gun. You treated me like a lab rat, David; nothing more than an animal to experiment upon. An animal to be used, to be hunted down, to be experimented upon or exterminated. I could so easily kill you for what you did to me. For what you would have done to Gareth. But I�m better than that. And long after you�re dead and gone I shall still be here, to spit on your memory. You�ll never have what we have, David. For all your money and your influence it can only end in dust for you.�
�You may have fooled my father, but you never fooled me, Evelyn.�
�She�s a fraud � she admitted as much,� said Gareth. �She and Muller were in on it together.�
Lambert-Chide shook his head. �No, she�s the real thing, Gareth. I knew all along it was a desperate ploy, to play for time, to set doubts running. To try anything possible to protect you. As soon as I saw her I knew who she was � the same bitch who tried to snare my father.�
Her anger was clear to see, but she fought to hold it in check. �I loved your father, David, I truly did. Do you know how rare it is to love someone so deeply, so completely, to trust them with your very life? I guess you never have and never will. You only love yourself. As you�ll also never know what it�s like to spend many, many lonely years on the run, in hiding, taking on different names, identities, unable to commit to relationships because you know they have to end sooner rather than later, so afraid of committing to anything or anyone for fear that the truth will eventually come out about what a freak of nature you are; or to watch those you love grow old and die whilst you stay forever young. How often I�ve thought about taking my own life, to end the misery and the horror. But cowardice and my beliefs prevent me from doing so. This is not a gift � it is a curse of the highest order. You cannot know what it is you want, what it is you wish for, how it crushes the soul to be wandering like a damned spirit forever and ever. But with your father it was different; I did commit, and I would have told him who I was, eventually, and I would have been glad to have shared his love, if only for a short time. Just a short time in this ceaseless, empty life of mine. But you took it away from me. You don�t deserve to live, David, because it is people like you that are the cancer in this world, not I.� She turned away from him, heading for the car. �Leave him here, Gareth,� she said dully.
�It can�t be true�� said Gareth. �It just can�t.�
David Lambert-Chide grabbed him by the arm. �Don�t listen to them, Gareth. Yes, it is all true. And I can make you a very rich man. You�re special��
But the flashing of lights through the gaps in the trees at the edge of the clearing disturbed them. It was followed by the harsh sounds of feet blundering through the undergrowth.
�This looks like trouble,� said Caroline. �How on earth did they manage to find us? I was damn certain we weren�t being followed.�
Lambert-Chide laughed sardonically. �All my cars have tracking devices on them as a precaution. You never know when one will go walkabout.�
�Inside, Gareth, now,� she said. �No time for gawping at the pretty little lights.�
�You really are pushing it!� he returned.
�I�m all a tremble.� She got inside the cab and hit the ignition.
�Over here! Over here!� yelled Lambert-Chide, waving his arms energetically.
At that moment a number of loud bangs rang out, and Gareth heard the sound of bees. Then he realised they were bullets whipping close by his head. He instinctively ducked down. More shots crackled from out of the dark undergrowth, the strident sounds echoing slightly in the curve of the natural amphitheatre, and he flinched when Caroline let loose a few rounds from behind him.
�What are you hanging around for? Get inside, Gareth!� she hollered.
�Gareth! Do as she says!� Erica pleaded.
He estimated there were around three or four people out there in the bushes at the edge of the clearing, judging from the bright gun flashes. A fresh round swept the spot where he crouched and he felt that if he raised his head he�d have it blown away. Lambert-Chide was still shouting, wafting his arms like crazy. Then unexpectedly the old man staggered backwards, as if someone had pushed him in the chest with the flat of their hand. He glanced over at Gareth, a look of utter astonishment in his eyes that turned quickly to terror as his hand came away from his chest where the bullet had hit home, his fingers covered in blood. He tottered uncertainly, shaking his head defiantly before giving a rattling, rushing gasp as he collapsed.
Gareth bound over to him at a stoop. �He�s been hit!� he called to no one in particular. He crouched down before Lambert-Chide. The old man�s eyes had rolled into the top of his head, almost completely white. His bony hand clutched at Gareth�s sleeve like a man tumbling down a cliff grasps at the earth to prevent the fall. He gasped out a final, gurgling breath and went completely limp, his hand slipping away.
Randall Tremain ran out into the clearing a little way, taking shelter behind one of the huge boulders, two men at his back. Thankfully the CCTV in the cell where he�d been locked away was scheduled to be checked every hour. He hadn�t had to wait long, but it had been long enough to stoke up one hell of a fury.
He pumped out a couple of shots, looking with some satisfaction at the indistinct, crumpled heap that was Lambert-Chide, laid on the ground some fifty yards away, lit partially by the headlights from the car that Caroline had gunned into action. His had been the shot that had brought Lambert-Chide down. In the confusion it would be claimed to be a sad and unfortunate accident, but Tremain had made sure to take very careful aim. He knew what the old tycoon had in store for him, after all these years of loyalty and confidence. In the end he thought he�d get in first. Consider yourself well and truly retired, you old devil, he thought bleakly.
He�d already been working on a story to cover the old man�s death, that Lambert-Chide was being kidnapped, possibly to be held for ransom, that security had given chase, the kidnappers had fired upon them unexpectedly. That�s when Lambert-Chide had been accidentally hit. On which note he was mindful of his nest egg up front. And what a fucking auction that�s going to be! He had both Russian and Chinese contacts that were falling over themselves to get their hands on these two. But first he had another score to settle � that bastard woman Caroline Cody had managed to outflank him somehow and that hurt like crazy. He was going to make sure she paid for it. He signalled for his men to take up positions on either side of him.
Tremain shouted, �Give yourselves up!�
More shots rang out, whether from his men or from the direction of the car he couldn�t be sure; the noise was bouncing around the rocks making it difficult to tell where anything was coming from. He�d instructed them to fire high, not to hit them � they were worth far, far less dead � but they were panicking under fire.
Gareth rose to his feet, dazed. He could not believe that Lambert-Chide had died right in front of him. Two more bullets whizzed over his head. Erica dashed out of the car and went over to him, raising the gun as she came to a halt and letting off three rounds, firing blindly towards Tremain and his men. She dashed in front of Gareth, pushed him towards the car.
�In heaven�s name, Gareth, get inside!�
Then a volley of shots rang out and Erica lurched into Gareth, almost knocking him over. She groaned and slumped against him.
�Erica!� he said, grabbing hold of her, trying to support her dead weight. He put his arms around her and immediately felt the warm pulse of blood course over his fingers.
�No! Stop it, you idiot!� cried Tremain, dashing from out of the cover of the boulder to the man who had fired the shots. �Stop firing � you�ll hit them!�
Gareth saw the plum-dark silhouette bound from behind the rock. He prised the gun out of Erica�s tight grasp. As he backed away towards the car, half-carrying, half-dragging Erica with him, he raised the gun and let off a quick succession of rounds, firing wildly towards to where the shots had come from, surprised at the gun�s recoil. More shots flashed out of the dark in return and he heard a bullet strike the car with a dull, metallic ring. Caroline opened the passenger door and together they heaved Erica onto the seat.
�Inside, quick!� she demanded, thumping him between the shoulder blades with something like fury.
Caroline threw herself behind the steering wheel, ramming home the gear stick and jamming her foot hard onto the gas pedal. The car careered away in a cloud of dust, spraying pebbles far behind it. Gareth struggled to reach out and close the passenger door, almost being thrown out in the process. The car sped towards a barely visible opening in the trees which he hadn�t been aware of, and he closed his eyes briefly when he thought they might lurch headlong into a cliff wall or a boulder or straight into a tree trunk. He wrapped his arms protectively around Erica to prevent her being bounced around as the car hit a series of deep ruts, rattling the suspension.
�You�ll kill us!� he shouted as branches rapped the windows.
�I didn�t want to feel left out!� she said, wrenching the wheel this way and that. Finally the car burst out of the undergrowth in a veritable storm of leaves and twigs and onto hard tarmac. She slid the vehicle round and hit the gas again, forcing Gareth back in his seat. With a squeal of tyres the car raced down the black road.

Randall Tremain lay on his back, gasping for breath like a fish out of water, and every inhalation sent searing shards of pain spearing into his chest. He knew he had taken one of the bullets fired randomly by Davies; perhaps it was even the last one. He had been shot through the lung. He could even hear the sound of blood filling it up, or thought he could. He coughed, spewing up blood, and he screwed his eyes in pain. He suspected the bullet had gone on to lodge in his spine, because he could not feel his legs anymore. The two men came to his side, one of them chattering excitedly on the phone, the other bending down to him, unfastening his coat to check the wound by the dim light of a torch.
�How bad is he?� said the man with the phone.
�Bad,� returned the other, putting his gun away. He checked for a pulse. �He�s losing a lot of blood by the looks, getting weaker. I reckon he�s only just this side of alive.�
Randall Tremain winced as the words from over thirty years ago came back to peck at him like hungry crows attacking carrion. But the irony wasn�t lost on him.
Soon, very soon, he knew he would be just this side of dead.
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Sprites

A life. That�s what all this represented, he thought. His life. In the end, as with his grandfather before him, it all came down to the impermanence of physical things. This room, filled with an accumulation of the worthless, the seminal, purposeful and inconsequential. Drawn to people like iron filings to a magnet, and when that magnet is removed they will all fall away and be dispersed again.
A life.
Charles Rayne grabbed another armful of books and papers, carried them to a wheelbarrow by the back door and tossed them onto a similar mound of books and papers. When the wheelbarrow was full to overflowing he trundled it into the garden and tipped it onto a large pile of wood, books, files, sheaves of paper and cardboard storage boxes. He returned again and again, filling the wheelbarrow, tipping it onto the steadily growing pile in the dark garden, his actions lit only by the light of stars.
It felt sacrilegious to burn books, he thought. Some had been companions since his youth, staunch friends when friends were in short supply. But he knew he had to destroy everything that held even the slightest clue. There must be nothing left after he had gone, nothing that could be pieced together as he had laboured for a lifetime to piece things together. Nothing that would lead Doradus to them. He must protect them at all costs. He must continue to watch over them even after he was dead.
He stripped everything out of bedrooms, cellars, lofts, living room, kitchen, and his eyes were hot with tears as he did so. He knew this time would come. It was inevitable. He�d rather expected it sooner rather than later. But even so, it was difficult, in the end, to relinquish a life long-lived.
He paused only once, and this was over his grandfather�s old trunk. The catalyst to his life�s work. He allowed himself the indulgence of poring over the dusty old notebooks and journals one last time, the copious hand-written text and scribbled notes the results of many years of research and speculation. In them he found the connection between the young boy he�d been, disfigured by disease, and the old man he�d become, disfigured by duty.
He scooped out the contents piece by piece, as if scraping out a living thing�s insides, and gradually took it all down to the pyre. He placed the contents of the trunk carefully onto the pile, picked up a container of petrol and doused everything as thoroughly as he could. Pages of books fluttered helplessly in a thin breeze, the mound appearing strangely alive with their movement. He lit a match and flicked it onto the mound, watched the first bloom of blue flame spread across the fuel-sodden paper till the flames roared in triumph and raced across his life�s work.
He waited till he was certain it was being properly consumed, poking it with a long stick and letting air into it, sparks and tiny flares of burning paper spiralling into the night air like unearthly sprites.
He went back to the house and put his toolbox on the now empty table, separating out hammer, chisels and screwdrivers. He set about carefully dismantling his computers, his laptops and notebooks, removing hard-drives where possible. He carried them outside and set them on the stone flags, sending the hefty hammer smashing into them. Sweeping up the mangled remains he threw them into the centre of the raging blaze, the heat causing the skin of his face to prickle, the smoke to sting his eyes.
He stood staring at the white heat of the bonfire, listening to the cracking banners of flame striking the night, feeling that his very soul had been hollowed out; everything he�d ever been eaten away by the crackling, mocking flames.
He went back to the house, now looking curiously empty, almost unrecognisable as his home, and sat in a chair by the coffee table. He contemplated the memory of his Lunar Club colleagues all those years ago. Like yesterday but over thirty years away now. Howard Baxter the excitable archivist; Carl Wood, the thoroughly decent chap that never had a wrong word to say about anyone. He remembered everyone�s excitement when she first came through that very door the next morning. Remembered how she glanced from one to the other of them, her eyes heavy with suspicion. They fixed her something to eat, which she barely ate, answered a number of her questions, how it had started with Evelyn Carter�s strange disappearance and Thomas Rayne the police officer who had used his detective skills to trace her mysterious life history back � further back than he ever thought possible, till he finally had to admit he was dealing with a woman who had possibly lived many, many years. More than that, how he had uncovered the truth about the strange symbol and the Church of Everlasting Bliss; how Evelyn�s kind had been hunted down by them and destroyed, one by one; how his grandson Charles Rayne had taken up the challenge, had taken it upon himself to trace this Evelyn Carter and to help her; and how Charles had persuaded the Lunar Club members to join him in his search. A search that ended with her rescue from Lambert-Chide�s lab. The reason she sat before them now.
A full three hours passed in this way. She appeared disturbed at first that they seemed to know so much about her but she settled down gradually. And he remembered the chill in her voice when, to everyone�s quiet delight, the woman they had known as Evelyn Carter began to relate her life story in her own words.

�It begins with a young yeoman farmer called Simon freeman,� she said, her voice flat. �He came from the village of Crewkerne in Somerset. He married in the year 1630. But the marriage was not blessed with children, which pained them both. Yet they thought God smiled upon them, for nine years later they took an orphan girl as their own, whom they named Elizabeth. And so this Elizabeth remained their only child. Simon would have preferred a son, because a daughter brought only problems to resolve, not least in eventually marrying her off. But though her dowry was poor, her good looks went some way in making up the difference and Elizabeth was given away in marriage at the age of fifteen to a man of reasonable means, a rope maker called Robert Franklin from the same area. Robert had a son, also called Robert, by his first wife, who had died in childbirth. The marriage was something of a convenience for them both. But even marriages of convenience can be run through with love and in the early years Robert doted on his young wife.
�Twenty years passed in the blink of an eye and the son grew to manhood. He married, and he brought his new wife into the house to live, as was sometimes the custom. In an age when all were devout, none were more so than the woman her son had chosen to be his bride. She followed her mother�s example of continued fasting to demonstrate her profound godliness; the fiercer the hunger the fiercer God�s divine presence resided within her, and she insisted that the only meat she desired was that of God�s Holy Crown. She would fall into a semi-trance and praise times past when images, statues and the brilliant colours of stained glass windows were shattered, the country purged of its sin just as her body was being purged of sin.
�It was on one of these occasions, when she had been in the grip of a lengthy fast, that her eyes rolled into her head and her finger pointed out accusingly at Elizabeth��

�The Devil walks amongst men!� the words gurgled in her throat, and her voice deepened so that it no longer sounded like her at all. �His unholy familiar rendered in many guises the better to trick men and thus tempt him down the path of evil��
Both father and son followed the path of the woman�s outstretched arm; the index finger trembled as it hovered six inches or so from Elizabeth�s chest. She backed away and both men watched her closely, their faces deadly serious.
�What can she mean?� said Elizabeth.
�She is God�s holy vessel,� said the young man reverentially. �Why do you back away? There is nothing to fear in God�s pure truth. Unless there is good reason to fear.� His eyes lingered just a little too long on Elizabeth�s face to prove comfortable.
�I must leave,� said Elizabeth.
�You must stay!� her husband ordered in a tone of voice she had never heard him use before.
She looked from him to his son; they shared the same grave expression. �Art thou afraid, Elizabeth?� he asked. �Pray, why is that?�
�I am as afraid of God as anyone,� she admitted.
�But more fearful today,� he noticed.
�Because the finger points at me,� she said, �and for what reason I cannot know.�
The woman sat on a wooden stool, rocking back and forth, the arm still rigidly outstretched, but the hand now a tightly balled fist that made the knuckles glow white and fierce. �See, but a single kiss from the Devil�s mouth breathes evil into the body, to course through the body and to consume the soul. See standing before you the Devil�s handicraft, for behold, why, in the face of time�s passing is her beauty undimmed? Why hast not time chipped away at the thin shell of youth to reveal the ageing woman beneath?�
�Please do not say such things!� Elizabeth begged, her hand to her chest. �Son, make your wife stop!�
�When God so wills it so will she stop,� he said. �And I am no true son of yours.�
�What is it you say?� she asked.
�What she says is true,� said her husband. �Thou art still young, unchanged. Many remark upon it behind their hands, behind closed doors. Where are the lines of old age? Where is the skin that sags and hairs of grey?� he put a hand to his own head.
�Wouldst thou have me haggard and bent?�
�I would have thee free from possession.�
She gasped. �Possession? I am no more possessed than thee!�
�Look! Look!� cried the young woman. �She grows horns!� She covered her eyes with both her arms.
�That is not true!� Elizabeth defended.
�She sees a vision,� said the young man. �A vision sent by God to unmask thy true self.�
Elizabeth rushed forward and put her hands on the woman�s shoulders, shaking her wildly. �Stop this! Stop this blasphemy at once!� she demanded.
It was the young man who struck her. A glancing blow with his fist to her head that saw her reel groggily backwards, her hand to her throbbing cheek. �Robert!� she said, shocked. �What is it that you do? Thou wilt strike one that looks upon thee as thine own mother?�
�I strike the Devil!� he said breathlessly, standing between Elizabeth and his wife. �And I would do the same again if you once more lay your vile hands upon this the godliest of women!�
�You will leave this house at once,� said Elizabeth�s husband, �for thou hast brought shame upon it.�
�It is my home!� she cried, tears beginning to fall. �Please, Robert, think upon what it is you do! Have I not been a dutiful wife and mother?�
�To enter my heart and corrupt it thou hast done many things.� He grabbed her by the hair and dragged her over to a tiny looking glass, forcing her to gaze upon her smeared reflection. �See? See? The Devil grows not old and you grow not old. It has been the talk in the village for a long while and I have refused to believe the evidence of mine own eyes. But it was all along a trick and finally you have been unmasked by my son�s wife.�
�She grows scales! She grows scales as those of a fish!� moaned the young woman in the chair as if in response.
He released her as though frightened, wiping his hands on his tunic as if to remove dirt. �Leave!� he demanded. �Leave now, Elizabeth. I will delay denouncing you till first light tomorrow, but no longer.� She stood immobile before him, her eyes beseeching. He appeared to soften. �Elizabeth, do as I say, for your own good. I appeal to the last dregs of the woman that used to be my wife.�
�I am your wife! I am the woman who has loved thee since first we met.�
�I do not recognise thee as such anymore,� he said flatly and turned his back on her. �Thou art the Devil�s vessel and my true dear wife is now dead to me.�
She was bundled out onto the street and the door slammed closed behind her. She fell to her knees her hands clasped before her, and begged them to reconsider. Then a stone hit her between the shoulder blades and she yelped in pain. When she rose to her feet and turned she saw a small number of villagers scowling at her, keeping their distance, people she had known all her life. She held out her hands imploringly, but they bent and picked up more stones and pelted her with them till she could take the hail no more and ran from the village covering her head. She ran till she was beyond the village boundary and took shelter in a wood, collapsing in grief and exhaustion by a stagnant pool of water. She eventually lifted her head, peered into the pool with her hand poised to dip into it so that she could drink. But she saw her reflection and screamed, pounding the mocking image into a thousand sparkling pieces with her balled fist. But it settled and the image came back. It would always come back and it would never change.

The memory was painful; Charles Rayne could read it in her eyes, in her heavy words. They all could. Baxter and Wood were hanging onto her every breath, Baxter�s mouth hanging open fractionally. Time had not diminished the impact, diluted the sting of the tale, and the room was heavy with its implications. She took a sip from a glass of water, a pause in which her gaze played on some far memory, before she started again.
�I was taken in by a convent eventually,� she said. �And here I thought I might find peace. I might dedicate my life to God�s work, to put to rights the wrongs that I had obviously done to incur His displeasure. But it was not to be. As others grew old so I stayed young and I was forced to run away before I was denounced as a witch, sent by the Devil to corrupt the women of the convent. Only then did I truly realise I had been cursed. I do not know what I would have done if it had not been for Stephen de Bailleul finding me.
�He shared my curse. He did not grow old. He had already seen two hundred winters. He had fought as a knight in the Holy Wars against the Moors; told me that as penance for the many he sins committed abroad he had been forced to wander the earth for all time. He told me that there were others like us, too. But time had given him the skills needed to survive and he taught me how to live life like he had done, in short bursts, moving from place to place, creating a different identity, carrying our wealth with us only in the form of gold and silver. But he also taught me about the Church of Everlasting Bliss and to be forever wary of them. He taught all of us. At first there were ten people. Ten immortals. We would never come together all at once, but Stephen was to become our leader of sorts. We knew we were not alone. We had each other and we had Stephen to lead the way. But one by one, over many years, we were hunted down by Doradus, till all that remained of the ten were Stephen and me.
�Doradus finally caught up with Stephen de Bailleul in Suffolk in the year 1929 and with his death I was left completely alone.� She looked across at Charles Rayne. �The body in the barn was Stephen,� she said. �But you already knew that, didn�t you?�

Charles remembered how she looked all that time ago as plainly if it were only yesterday. All of them gathered in this tiny room to listen to the words of someone who had lived more than anyone else on earth, perhaps. As young, as unaltered, as if she had lived but twenty-odd years. A beautiful casket with the dead weight of many tragic years inside it. And he remembered how he had fallen in love with her, though in truth he�d fallen in love long before he�d even met her. Fallen in love with her from the moment he read about her in his grandfather�s journals and saw her photograph taken in the Shelter at Gattenby House.
But how could she love him? How could anyone love him? Yet that did not stop the fire within him. He would do anything for her. He even endangered his own friends� lives to save her. He knew the risks. He knew more about Doradus and the Church of Everlasting Bliss than he�d let on to Baxter and Wood. Poor Baxter. He should not have put pen to paper about Doradus. He may have needed the money, but word obviously got out about his Return to Eden, maybe through the publisher, who knows? But he paid the price for his foolishness; they found him and killed him. As they did with Carl, too. Next it would be him. The net was closing on him fast and he had nowhere to go, nowhere to hide, even if he could set foot out of the house, which he couldn�t except at night. He was trapped like a fish in a drying-out puddle of water.
He put his head in his hands. Oh, Caroline! What have I done, he thought? I have put your life in danger, too. All because I love her; because I still love Evelyn Carter. I would sacrifice you too to bring her safely to me so that I can look upon her eternal beauty once more. I should not have involved you, told you about Tremain killing your mother. But I knew that would draw you in, didn�t I? Forgive me, because I used you. I used your grief to further my own ends.
He looked up towards the curtained window. It glowed orange from the fire outside. He knew the time left to him was very short. Doradus would soon be here and though he might have destroyed all physical evidence of his lifelong work he still held secrets in his head. She had been wrong. She wasn�t the last. There were more and he couldn�t allow their identity to be discovered by Doradus.
He went over to a rank of CDs and took one off the shelf. He placed it in his CD player, turning up the volume. Handel�s Sarabande floated around the room like dense smoke.
He took out his cell phone and sent one final text to Caroline:

Doradus onto me. Time short. Destroyed everything. It�s up to you. Carry on without me. Don�t come back here. I will always love you. Goodbye. P.

Charles Rayne opened a box of painkillers, his lifelong companions, and emptied the tablets out on the coffee table before him. He filled a glass with water and sat down to stare at the mound of white pills.
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A Kitten�s Terrified Mewling

Superintendent Maloney stood rigid by the bed, his cap trapped under his arm. He could hear a bird chirruping outside the window, welcoming the first moments of dawn, its song at odds with the heavy atmosphere in the room. There were two other officers present, standing on the opposite side of the hospital bed. One of them looked pale, as if he were about to throw up; the other could barely contain his anger at seeing a fellow police officer, one he�d known ten years at least, lying critically ill, and seeing the various tubes and wires linking him to unknown instruments and life-saving fluids only incensed him more.
CDI Stafford lay motionless, his head a mass of bandages and dressings, the only piece of his flesh open to the air being his left eye. His arms were stretched out on the bed, almost entirely swathed in dressings, right down to his hands which were red and blistered. They�d been told that his body, beneath the frame that kept the covers off him, had suffered third degree burns and a broken pelvis where a ceiling joist had come spearing down onto him. He was lucky to be alive, they were informed. And make no mistake he was only just alive. He wasn�t out of the woods by a long chalk.
As they watched, Stafford opened his eye. It was obvious to them that he was heavily sedated.
�Go easy on him,� warned the doctor.
�A good man is down,� said the angry-looking officer. �And we need to find out who did this to him.�
Maloney held up a calming hand. �Not now,� he said quietly. He bent over, closer to Stafford. �How are you?� he said, his manner never quite able to manage empathy in these situations.
Awareness seemed to flicker on like a light in Stafford�s eye. He grew restless, his head trying to turn, his hand moving on the bed cover.
�Easy,� said the doctor. �Calm down, Mr Stafford.� He glanced over to the machine at the side of the bed.
�He�s trying to tell us something,� said the officer. �What is it, boss? You know who did this to you?�
�Accidents happen,� said Maloney and the officer�s lips clamped shut. �It was an accident waiting to happen.�
Stafford raised his arm a little. He pointed to the officer�s pocket. �My notebook? He wants my notebook, sir.� And Stafford�s hand grew more agitated as he said it. Before Maloney could respond the man put the notebook under Stafford�s hand and placed a pen gingerly between his trembling fingers.
�That is not a good idea,� said the doctor, but Maloney shook his head slightly and let him go ahead.
The stricken man scribbled something down, then pushed the pad away, exhausted. His eye closed and they heard his breathing rasping in his damaged throat. The doctor stepped between them, grasped the notebook and thrust it at the officer. �That�s enough!� he insisted. �Can�t you see the man�s desperately ill?�
�What�s it say?� Maloney asked.
The officer looked at the page, sighed and handed it over to the Superintendent. In spidery capitals Stafford had scrawled: STYLES.
Maloney studied his fingernails. �Yes, I know, he was a good man. But I�m afraid he didn�t get out alive. He�d dead.� Stafford�s frame trembled. �He�s taking it badly,� said Maloney. �Probably blaming himself for dragging them out there on a hunch. His body has been formally identified. Sorry, Stafford��
�Right, that�s enough!� said the doctor pointedly. �You can all leave now and let this man rest.� He herded them out of the room, closing the door after them. He checked over Stafford�s vital signs, reassured himself that the man was as comfortable as he could be before leaving him alone.

Stafford woke from a series of nightmares that he could not quite remember, except that they left his mind a boiling pot of fear. He didn�t know how long he�d been out, but it was dark outside now. A flood of pain swamped his entire being, as if he were lying in a cocoon of scorching flame. He was vaguely aware of his wife�s face hovering near him, hearing her distant voice, but that could have been minutes or hours ago, if it happened at all. But he could almost feel the pain in her voice as if it were something physical. More pain to add to his hell.
Then a face appeared in view. A man�s. He was smiling.
�Good evening, Inspector Stafford,� he said. �Don�t talk, it will only stress you.� He sat down on a chair by the side of the bed. �You know, you are a resilient old rooster, we�ll give you that. Anyone else wouldn�t have come out of there alive. But here you are!� Stafford felt something was wrong. He looked across at the man through a drugged, foggy haze. He wore a white doctor�s coat. Stafford struggled to speak but found he couldn�t. �The trouble with your kind is that you never give up. As long as there�s a single breath in you you�d keep at it till you found an answer. You had your chance but you wouldn�t listen, would you? Well, we can�t have that.�
He rose to his feet again, took out a small plastic box from his coat pocket. Snapping open the lid he removed a tiny, very fine syringe. He went over to one of the tubes that fed down into Stafford�s arm and at the top, near the bag of fluid; he punched the needle home and emptied the contents of the syringe. Once finished he packed it all away and stowed it out of sight in his coat again.
�There, all done,� he said. �In approximately twenty minutes your heart will go into arrest. In twenty-five minutes you�ll be declared dead.� He patted his coat pocket. �Virtually undetectable, even if you know what you�re looking for.� Stafford�s eye was glazed with abject terror, his head attempting to move but the pain almost too much to bear. �Don�t struggle, Inspector; count yourself amongst one of the lucky ones. Your end will be swift, but for many people it won�t be so. To return to Eden Doradus needs to wipe the place clean of trash. And anyhow let�s face it, a man like you couldn�t live a life like this, could you? Doradus is doing you a big favour. He specifically told me to ensure your end wasn�t painful.�
The man breezed out of the room and left Stafford to his racing thoughts. Was it a dream? Was it a nightmare? Had he really seen someone by his bed? He let out a scream, but it issued from his throat like a kitten�s terrified mewling.
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Final Solutions

The wrought iron gates were eaten by rust, so too the links of the hefty chain that bound them together. The padlock, Gareth noticed, was brand new. Caroline Jacobs� fingers deftly rolled its numbered dials and the lock clicked. She slid away the chain and swung the gates open; they squealed a little in protest. Hopping back into the cab she drove the car beyond the gates and high, redbrick walls and stopped opposite a brooding Edwardian house that stood in almost complete darkness, a blackened lump against a sky bearing an orange wash from the glow of distant street lamps. She went back to the gates, checked outside to see if anyone had noticed their arrival and closed them again. She flicked the dials on the combination lock and went back to the car. She swung open the rear door.
How is she?� she asked.
Gareth�s reply was leaden. �She�s lost a lot of blood, Caroline. And I can�t seem to wake her up. She desperately needs a doctor.�
�You know it�s not that simple,� she said, reaching in and patting Erica�s cheek. �Come on, girl, don�t do this to me. Time to wake up.� She didn�t move. �Carry her inside, Gareth,� she said. �I�ve got medical supplies inside.�
He did as he was ordered, lifting Erica gently out of the car. She moaned in pain but didn�t open her eyes. Alarmingly, he felt hot, sticky blood on his hand and noticed a large dark patch on the car seat. �What is this place?� he asked as Caroline snapped open a padlock on a sheet of steel that blocked the original door.
�It�s just one of around thirty-thousand houses around the country that have been abandoned. This one�s owned by the local council and scheduled for demolition later this year.� She guided him through the open door. �Careful, it�s dark. Take her into the room on the left.� He carried Erica inside the room. A damp, musty smell assailed the nostrils. �There�s a mattress on the floor,� she said. �Don�t worry, it�s clean. Put her down there.� Caroline went over to the boarded-up bay window and bent to her haunches. She ran her fingers across the bare floorboards.
She lifted up a loose board and stuck her hand deep down inside the hole. She pulled out a black plastic bag, then another, and then reached in again. She removed a primus stove from the hole and out of the black bags she removed a few tins of food, basic items of crockery and a small pan. �All the home comforts you could ask for,� she said. From the other bag she produced what looked like a green army satchel of some kind. He noticed a red cross emblazoned on it. She snapped open the fasteners.
�You think this woman really is my mother?�
Caroline regarded him from under her brows. �Let�s have a look at her,� she said, ignoring him for the moment. Between them they gingerly removed Erica�s sweatshirt and Caroline screwed up her nose. �Damn, that looks real bad.� She took a pulse. �Real bad. I can do my best dress the wound, give her something for the pain, but the bullet is lodged deep inside. She�s bleeding internally, and fading fast.� She looked up at him. �Yes, she�s your mother, Gareth. She put herself between you and a bullet to save her son�s life. If you want final proof then look at her. She�s dying, Gareth. She�s dying because she put herself in danger to save you. And I don�t just mean stopping one of Tremain�s bullets. She could easily have stayed in hiding, gone abroad somewhere, but no, she put her life at risk as soon as she came to warn you. Some might call it motherly love; I call it stupidity. She�d have been better off keeping her head low. But I don�t have kids, so what do I know?�
�She can�t die,� he said, alarmed. �We have to get her to a doctor, get her to hospital.�
�It�s too late for that, Gareth,� she said, the cotton wool she used to clean the wound sopping wet with blood. �I saw plenty of this out in Afghanistan. She�s not going to live long.� She put on a mock German accent: �For her the war is over��
�How can you be so fucking cruel?� he cried angrily.
�Cruel!� she returned. �I�m not the one who�s been in denial, especially after all that�s happened to you. This woman, yes, she�s worth it � you, well I�m not so sure. Why have we all put ourselves in danger for you? Go ahead, if it pleases you, take her to the nearest hospital and let�s see how long she�ll live then. I�d give her a day or so before Doradus and his mob got to her, that�s even if she managed to live that long, which she won�t. All we can do now is make her comfortable, give her something to ease the pain, but beyond that if I were you I�d take this last chance to be with your mother. Christ knows, you�ve waited long enough, both of you have. At least you�re lucky; my mother died when I was only a year old, trying to help this woman. I never had that chance. So stop your fucking moaning and make out like a good son whilst you can, eh?�
She tended to the wound as best as she could, treated it and bandaged it and covered Erica with a blanket. In silence she fired up the primus stove and opened a couple of cans of soup, then left them alone together on the pretext of getting more provisions from the boot of the car.
Gareth brushed back Erica�s hair from her forehead. Her face was dreadfully pale, her breathing shallow, and he was instantly reminded of the night they first met in the snow-covered lane not far from Deller�s End, an age ago now. �Can you hear me?� he said softly. �Erica, can you hear anything I say? Don�t die on me. Please don�t die.�
He fell quiet when Caroline came back into the room. She dumped a couple of carrier bags unceremoniously onto the floor. �Best get something to eat,� she advised.
�I can�t! How can I eat?� He stroked Erica�s shoulder. �So what, we sit around eating soup till she dies, is that it?�
�It�s all I can suggest. Welcome to our world. You�d better get used to it; it�s your world now.�
He rose shakily to his feet. �I�ve got to go get help. I�m not just going to stand here and watch�� He paused, the words lodging in his throat. �I�m not going to watch this woman die before my eyes without lifting a finger to help her. I�m going out to get help, phone for an ambulance�
�You can�t do that, and you know it.�
�This Pipistrelle you work for, this Lunar Club � get them to help. For God�s sake, do something can�t you?�
�I am,� she said flatly. �I�m fixing you soup.�
�You�re fucking crazy!� he said, storming to the door.
�She�ll be dead before you get back,� she said. �Wouldn�t you rather spend what little time you have with her? For her sake? After all she�s tried to do for you, after all the hell this poor woman has been through for countless years. It�s the least you can do. She�s had to endure severe and crushing loneliness for years, decades, centuries even. Don�t let her die lonely. At least let her die in the company of someone who she loves, and who loves her in return.�
He was taken aback by the tenderness in her voice, her hard exterior powdering away for a few telling seconds. She poured soup into the pan, watched it begin to bubble furiously under the intense heat. He came slowly back into the room, sat down beside the mattress and took Erica�s lifeless hand.
�But if she�s immortal surely she can�t die,� he said helplessly.
�She�s not invulnerable. She ain�t no Superwoman. If she got hit by a bus, or a bullet for that matter, the effect is the same as on your ordinary person. We�re all mortal. So my advice is not to go around thinking you�re Superman, either. If I kick you in the balls then you�re going to feel it.�
�What makes you so sure I�m like her? We don�t know who my father is.�
�We�re not sure. But there�s a good fifty-fifty chance you are. Lambert-Chide was willing to bet you inherited her longevity gene, and Doradus wasn�t going to take any chances at all; he was going to bump you off just to make doubly sure. Something he�ll continue to do until he finishes the job.�
�And you? Why are you taking a chance for someone who might turn out to be just another ordinary Joe?�
Caroline took bread out of its cellophane wrapper and poured soup into two plastic dishes. She handed one over to Gareth. �Don�t expect me to play house all the time,� she said.
�You�re avoiding my question again,� he said. �Why are you involved in all this? Was it simply to get at Tremain?�
She blew over the hot soup, steam flaking off like spirits. �Pipistrelle is my father,� she said, then checked herself. �Well, not really my father. I�ve no idea who that is. But he cared for me, brought me up when my mother died. He�s the only family I�ve got. I haven�t got anyone else. Regular orphan Annie.�
�What is he, some kind of vigilante?�
She smirked. �Hardly the type,� she said. She put the dish on the floor. �Look, final history lesson, so listen up. Pipistrelle � real name Charles Rayne. This all began when his grandfather, Inspector Thomas Rayne, a cop in the Met, investigated the murder of a man called Jimmy Tate back in 1929. It�s a murder that�s never solved. In fact a lid seemed to be put on the case, and Thomas Rayne finds himself put conveniently out of action when he starts to get close to the truth. Anyhow, he continues with his investigations privately. Charles Rayne, his grandson, takes over the project when his grandfather dies. He gradually builds upon his grandfather�s studies and is amazed to confirm what his grandfather had posited. See, once he realised Evelyn Carter had used one false ID after another, always following the same pattern of taking on a dead person�s identity he was able, over twenty years additional painstaking research, to build up a bigger picture as to how long she�d been doing it. And it turns out that stretched back a mighty long time.
�Evelyn Carter and Jimmy Tate had something in common. First, they both used dead people�s identities � the first clue for Rayne that they were connected in some way; secondly, Evelyn�s reaction to the recounting of Jimmy�s death by David Lambert-Chide, as mentioned in Rayne�s journal, suggested she might have been closely attached. Turns out she was. So Charles did more digging around Jimmy Tate, using his trail of false IDs as stepping stones all the way back to a man called Stephen de Bailleul, a man who shared her death-defying genes, who taught her to survive. Charles� conclusion was the bizarre possibility that there had obviously been a number of people who had lived a tad more than their allotted three score and ten. Not only that, his investigations into the medieval symbol uncovered the continuing presence, albeit in secret, of the Church of Everlasting Bliss. It soon became apparent to him that people like Evelyn Carter and de Bailleul had been systematically hunted down and exterminated by this Church. Condemned by the Church as being Serpentiles � you remember, the descendents of the original Eden serpent � they used some kind of God�s Holy Hit Man called Camael, otherwise known as the Dark Angel of Doradus, to despatch the unlucky victims in a sick and time-honoured ceremony. You�ve seen what that looks like and it isn�t pretty. So not only did these poor people have to continually reinvent themselves every few years so as not to draw unwanted attention to themselves, they had to contend with the Church of Everlasting Bliss on their tails determined to wipe out every last one of them. Anyhow, at the beginning the Lunar Club didn�t know fully about the Church and its workings. For Charles Rayne and his grandfather before him it all began with Evelyn Carter. It starts out as historical inquisitiveness � what would it be like to speak to a woman who has lived four hundred years? Every historian�s dream. Charles, however, has an illness that keeps him indoors out of sunlight so he thinks it�s time to go to his two colleagues who make up the Lunar Club, fellow historians whom he trusts. He convinces them she exists and they pool resources and skills, eventually managing to locate the woman they think might be Evelyn working as a maid in a hotel under an assumed identity.
�They don�t want to spook her so Howard Baxter keeps a low profile, and just as he�s about to make first contact at the woman�s home men turn up and take her away. At first he thinks it�s Doradus, but he follows them to the Lambert-Chide building in Brentwood on the Golden Mile. More to the point they enter by the back door. She goes in but she doesn�t come out. The Lunar Club do some historical digging and discover that labs below the building had been used for clandestine research into chemical warfare during the Second World War.
�They don�t fully know what�s going on, but by putting two and two together they suspect Evelyn is being held as part of some kind of experiments into ageing. They needed to get her out and that�s where my mother, Stephanie Jacobs, comes into it. Howard Baxter managed to secure a secondment in the archives at Brentford in order to spy out the comings and goings of staff. Eventually he spotted, and was able to target, my mother. Pipistrelle persuaded her to help get Evelyn out of the lab complex. She died freeing her.
�Evelyn�s heavily pregnant with twins. You�re born OK, but as you know your twin sister dies during birth. Evelyn is moved to a safe house the Lunar Club have prepared. At first, they don�t agree about what they should do next. They know they�re sitting on weird stuff here. One of them argues for going public. The others urge caution. Whilst they�re arguing it out Doradus comes sniffing too close to Evelyn�s safe house. She suspects, wrongly, that the Lunar Club is in cahoots with Doradus and she makes a bolt for it with you as a babe in arms. Lambert-Chide was right: she chose to abandon you rather than risk Doradus finding you with her. That couldn�t have been an easy choice for her to make.
�But that�s not quite the end of the story. Charles loses all sign of Evelyn but traces you to a welsh orphanage. He knows you are Evelyn�s child; you are found with a tiny coin on a chain which he saw her make for you after you were born. It was almost as if sooner or later she knew you must part ways, but needed some way of demonstrating who she was if she had to come back into your life. And that had to happen at some point, in order to help you survive.
�As for the Lunar Club, things get a little heated. It dawns on them they�re dealing with something far more sinister, far bigger than they bargained for with the Church of Everlasting Bliss, meaning they dare not go public. That would have been virtual suicide when they realise the depth of Doradus� influence in society. Two of them � Carl Wood and Howard Baxter decide it�s best to let the entire thing drop, for their own safety, so the Lunar Club collapses and the men hardly see each other again, keeping quiet about the entire affair. But Pipistrelle can�t forget Evelyn or you. He tries to find her again, but he can�t do it on his own. That�s why he eventually needed me.�
They ate in silence. Gareth�s mind had reached overload, all manner of conflicting emotions swirling sickeningly within him and adding to his utter sense of confusion. The overriding feeling was one of despair. It hung in the cold, clammy air, wrapped its chilled arms around him. Erica laid still, her face slightly twisted by pain. He put his barely-touched soup on the floor and lifted her head carefully so that it rested on his lap. He stared fixedly at the few strands of her hair that draped thread-like over his fingers.
�She knew she had to help you survive, in the same way she�d been taught by de Bailleul,� Caroline said. �She�d prepared false ID, and the box of gold was for you. It wasn�t stolen. It had been acquired over a long period of time. Gold is truly portable. She always avoided banks. Safer to have something stashed away you can exchange for money rather than traceable accounts. And she generally only took jobs where she could keep her head low, where few questions are asked about the comings and goings of employees, working for cash-in-hand, leaving as little a trail as possible. But Doradus discovered where she�d been working in Manchester, made a botched attempt at killing her then came close to discovering who you really were. So she was forced out of hiding earlier than planned. The rest is history,� she said, not fully realising the irony of her words.
�I still don�t read you,� he said. �I still don�t get why you do this, why you�ve put your life at risk for us. We can�t mean anything to you.� He saw how she looked at him, a strange, almost fond light in her eyes. She turned her head away from him. �What�s driving you, Caroline Jacobs?�
�Hate,� she said, though the word carried not an ounce of feeling. �The hatred of all the evil we are capable of. Religion, science, they�re both as bad as each other, both of them searching for their own Final Solution. Unspeakable things have been done in both their names. And science, well that�s just religious extremism in another guise, the search for the Holy Something that can never be found. Lambert-Chide and his kind are as bad as Doradus and every group that ever put a bomb under a car or flew a plane into a building. And in-between them both, ordinary people get crushed.� She turned to study him, the angle of her chin lit by the faint blue glow from the primus stove which she�d left burning. �You and me, we�re not so different. Both of us alone. Both of us don�t know where we came from, don�t know where we�re headed.� She rubbed at her temple with her index finger. �I do what I do to ease the hate, but it doesn�t work. I guess it never will. It�s like a cigarette for the soul. One last drag and it will all feel better. But it�s never one last drag, is it? You�ve gotta keep lighting up.�
�Your mother was very special, to give her life for another. I don�t know if I could do that.� He thought back to Fitzroy. All he had to do was say no but he couldn�t even manage that. He felt small, pathetic, useless, surrounded by all these brave people that held up a mirror to his own cowardice.
�I guess it was hatred that drove her too,� she said. �This time it was hatred of herself, at what she�d become. She was a Polish Jew, born in early 1945 shortly after her mother, my grandmother, arrived in Auswich. She was born into the camp. Stephanie and her mother survived, but her entire family were wiped out. Not an aunt, uncle or cousin remaining. They came to England after the war, settled in the north, Stephanie being put through university on the back of my grandmother�s hard graft in the cotton mills. She never really saw her daughter�s success, because ill health brought on by her time in the camps eventually killed her, leaving Stephanie all alone. All alone except for her medical career, which she threw all her energies into, doing the best she could for her mother�s sake. She got spotted and recruited by Lambert-Chide as an exceptional researcher for Project Gilgamesh.
�But she finds herself involved in experiments that she convinces herself are for the greater good. She looks like she has everything � money, a bright career ahead of her and the patronage of one of the world�s wealthiest men. But the Lunar Club did some digging into her past, looking for some kind of emotional lever, maybe even something they could use as blackmail. Being historians they soon found out what had happened to her family during the Second World War. Pipistrelle used that information to make her see things as they were, and the evil nature of what they were doing to another human being. Confronted with this she realised that she was no better than those sick bastards at Auswich and she was horrified, felt compelled to do something to help. I don�t know, maybe it was partly some kind of atonement for her part in things; maybe by getting your mother out of Project Gilgamesh she was helping her own mother out of Auswich. Who knows exactly what goes on in people�s fucked-up heads?� She tore off a chunk of bread and stuffed it into her mouth. �As for me, well I�m the product of one of a number of short-term relationships she had. Seems she struggled to hold them down.� She gave a flicker of a smile. �Same trouble here. Like mother like daughter, eh?� Then the smile wafted away as if on a breeze.
�You don�t fool me,� he said. �You come over as cold and heartless, but that isn�t you.�
�No? What do you know?�
�I know that it�s a mask you wear. It�s because you care that you are like you are, that you�ve done what you�ve done. So what is it, your time out in Afghanistan?�
She got hurriedly to her feet. �That�s not open for discussion.�
�Who are you really fighting here, Doradus or your own little demons?�
�Cut it, Davies.� She went to the door.
�Something screwed you up, that�s for sure,� he said. �I�m betting this is the tale of a lonely young woman, missing a mother she never knew. I reckon she�s the worst kind of angry teenager and needs somewhere to let it all out, something to kick at when she�s finished kicking at all the doors she can. So somehow she ends up in the army. She finds comradeship, yet she can lose herself in a faceless mass. She�s good at her job, because she�s good at anything she does, launches herself into whatever it is with a passion, because passion burns up energy, helps burn up the hatred in her. Maybe they put her on special ops or something. Whatever it was they trained her for she witnesses things that screws up her head even more, because war isn�t therapy; it�s hell. She�s discharged but the war doesn�t go away, and neither does the lonely teenager kicking at doors. It�s all still in there, poisoning the soul. Then somehow she stumbles across what Pipistrelle�s been involved with. She persuades him to tell her about Evelyn and me. More importantly, she finds out how her mother really died. I don�t know, maybe Pipistrelle has to tell her because he needs her help. Whatever happened, she gets involved too. In some ways it suits her. It�s what she needs. Doradus is another door to kick against. She�s found her own private War on Terror.� She had her back to him. He saw she was breathing heavily. �Tell me I�m wrong,� he said.
�It�s going to be light in a couple of hours,� she said dully. �We can stay here for a while but we need to be out by nightfall.�
He shook his head. �I�m not leaving her,� he said.
Caroline came across and bent down to her. She felt at Erica�s neck for a pulse. �You don�t need to worry about that. She�s dead,� she said evenly. Then her eyes softened. �I�m sorry.�
Gareth was choked into silence. Whilst he�d been talking Erica had slipped quietly away. He stroked the woman�s shoulders tenderly, and without warning, against his will, he burst into a fit of uncontrollable tears. Caroline left him alone, going outside to stand in the cold, her arms folded tightly around her. She stared up at the massive cathedral-like dome of the sky as dawn began to furl back the chill of night.
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An End to All This

�What time is it?�
She glanced at her watch. �Five minutes to six.�
�You let me sleep for too long,� said Gareth, rising to his elbows. He looked over to Erica�s blanket covered body, and the events of the previous night came thundering in on him again. At least sleep had blotted it all out for a time, exhaustion dulling the pain and the implications of it all. He was surprised, though, that he�d slept the entire day and into the early evening.
�You needed it,� she said. She was messing around with a small digital radio, flipping through channels. She looked agitated.
�What are you doing?� he asked.
�You need to hear something.�
�Lionel Ritchie is hardly appropriate, given the circumstances.�
�Tough.� A guitar blasted out.
�Turn it off. It�s not right. She�s dead, if it escaped your notice.�
�She�s hardly likely to complain about the noise, is she?� When she turned to face him he could tell something was troubling her.
�What�s wrong?�
�There�s nothing wrong,� she said, lowering the volume for his benefit. She took out two boxes from the army satchel. �What do you think; black or chestnut brown?�
�Look, Caroline, forget the bloody hair dye! We�ve got to talk��
�Black, I reckon.� She stuffed the other box into the satchel.
�What are we going to do?� he said.
�About what in particular?�
�Jesus, Caroline! About Erica here, about Tremain, Lambert-Chide and Doradus! We�re in a whole heap of shit and all you�re concerned about is listening to Radio Two and hair dye!�
She shrugged. �Can�t argue with you there,� she said.
He swept back the blankets, his body feeling stiff and sore from long hours on the hard floor. In spite of the many hours sleep he still felt immensely tired, his head still heavy, mind unfocussed. He was drawn against his will to keep looking at Erica�s shrouded body, and each time he felt a ballooning anger that he couldn�t tamp down. Before sleep claimed him he�d sat there with his grief gradually morphing into rage, turning the gun over in his hand, no longer afraid of it, needing to use it, needing to enact swift revenge. He scraped it up off the floorboards now; already the gun felt all too familiar, too comfortable.
�If I�d just gotten into the damn car earlier she might be alive today,� he said. �It�s my fault.�
�Stop beating yourself up. There�s nothing you can do. Let�s face it, she�s had longer than most of us.�
�And that�s supposed to make things alright? She�s been murdered!�
�What else do you want me to say?� she asked. �I did my best.� She lowered her head, and then sat down with her back against the wall, the box of hair dye twirling in her hand. The radio hummed in the background. �I got a text from Pipistrelle early this morning,� she admitted. �Doradus knows who he is now. You want to know what�s eating me? I�ll tell you: I�ve got to go help him, even though I know he would want me to stay here with you, to ensure both you and I are safe from them. But he�s my father, or the nearest I�ve ever got to having one. I can�t desert him when he needs me. I can�t let Doradus get to him. He�s as good as dead if he does.�
�Then we�ll go to the police,� he said animatedly. �The rot can�t be as bad as you make out. There�s still some good out there. And you can�t fight something this big all alone.�
She laughed. �You won�t accept it, will you? Going to the police simply isn�t an option.�
�So you�re going to leave me behind with Erica here, is that your plan?�
�I haven�t decided what I�m going to do, which is why I�m still here with you,� she said, closing her eyes. �It was never intended to end like this. Get you and Erica out, ship you somewhere safe, job done. But now if Pipistrelle falls into Doradus� hands sooner or later they�ll prise all manner of secrets from his head. I move up their most wanted list, and all the escape routes we�ve planned beforehand will be of no use. It�s not safe staying here either. They�ll know about this house soon enough.� She glanced from under her brows at him. �We�ve got people wanting us both dead. All we have left is each other now.�
�Surely someone somewhere can help us. Someone in authority.�
�Yeah, there must be. If you know who to trust.�
�DCI Stafford, I trust him. He�s clean, I can tell. The rot hasn�t extended to him.�
Instead of answering him she went over to the radio, looked at her watch and turned up the volume. �I�ve got bad news for you on that front,� she said bleakly. The music finished and the six o�clock news came over the radio.
�I say we go now and try to make contact with him.�
�You can�t.�
�What is it with you and orders?� he snapped.
She pointed to the radio. �I heard this earlier today. Listen for yourself.�
He didn�t know what on earth she was getting at till he heard Stafford�s and Styles� names mentioned at which point his ears pricked. Both officers had tragically died as the result of a gas explosion in a derelict house in Manchester. DI Styles killed outright, DCI Stafford dying from his injuries in hospital in the early hours of this morning. All evidence pointed to an accident waiting to happen. Fellow officers were mourning the loss of two respected police officers, said the radio reporter. Both Superintendent Maloney and the Chief Constable praised the two brave officers, who had been instrumental in the arrest of a man, who police have named Heniek Pawlowski, in connection with the murder of Ania Dabrowska in Manchester.
�You say the rot hasn�t gone that far? It certainly reached Stafford and Styles.�
�They said it was an accident��
�You really want to hang onto that?� she said. �OK, you do that. You take that chance.� She turned off the radio. �Face it, Davies, we�re all on our lonesome now. Just you and me against the world. And I for one ain�t about to stay here till Doradus comes sniffing around. Me, I�m going to help Pipistrelle and take things from there. I�m not going to let these bastards get hold of him. I owe him that much. So do you and Erica; without him she�d have been dead decades ago and you would have ended up in tiny pieces floating in a row of pickle jars. You can either choose to come along with me or go your own way. I guarantee that you won�t last too long on your own.�
�Is that supposed to be a choice? Go with you and potentially end up dead, or stay here and end up dead?� He shook his head slowly. �But what about Erica? I can�t just leave her here like this.�
Caroline went out of the room and came back in with a green plastic petrol can. �I brought spare fuel from the car.�
He was horrified as her intention sank in. �You�re suggesting we burn her?�
�I think it�s called cremation in the trade,�
�No, that�s not going to happen!� he said. �That�s so fucking callous and I�m not being a part of any of it.�
�You�re already a part of it, you idiot. OK, so what�s your answer? Go on, I�m all ears.�
�Let me think, for Christ�s sake!�
�Well think faster because we haven�t got the time.�
�Maybe we could take her and bury her in woods somewhere,� he said, and even as he said it he realised how outlandish and cruel it all sounded. �Or maybe leave her where she�ll be found, looked after properly.�
�They�ll discover the bullet wound and know she�s been murdered. We have to destroy all evidence that could lead to finding out who she was or leads anyone directly to us. Look, I�ve got to be out of here tonight.� Her expression softened fractionally at seeing him so upset. �It�s not as if she�s going to notice either way.�
�But I�ll know!� he stormed. �It�s not right, it�s not decent!�
�Decency doesn�t even come into the equation now. It�s all about survival now, whatever it takes. We have to destroy all evidence, all trails, and that means taking care of Erica�s body.�
�You intend to torch the entire house?�
She raised a thoughtful brow. �It�s due for demolition anyhow. If I remove the bullet beforehand we might just get away with people thinking she was an unknown homeless squatter who had a nasty accident with a primus.�
�What kind of a mind have you got that allows you to think like this?� he said, running a hand over his head.
�An experienced one. Like I said right at the beginning, forget the person you are, the life you had, it doesn�t exist anymore. From here on in everything changes. It�s not only me who�s moved up people�s list. They have you very much in their sights now. I can help you; teach you how to survive, like your mother learned from de Bailleul. But there really is no one else you can safely turn to right now. That comfortable little world simply doesn�t exist for you. Face it, you�ve got me, the crazy redhead, and that�s it. So we can either pull together on this one or we can go our own sweet separate ways here and now. Either way I�m going to help my father, and if I can kick some Doradian arse in the process to make me feel better that suits me fine.�
Gareth peeled back the blanket from Erica�s face. She appeared so calm, finally at peace after so long. He stared at the handgun. �Can you teach me how to use this properly?� he asked.
�That�s an essential lesson,� she said.
�We can�t keep running forever,� he said. �We�ve got to take the fight to them, got to find this Doradus, whoever the bastard is, and put an end to all this.� He got to his feet and shoved the gun into his jeans� waistband. �Offence is the best form of defence, right? If you�re going to kick some Doradian arse then I want to be right there with you.�
He went over to the army satchel and took out a roll of bandages from its plastic bag. Taking a pair of scissors he bent down to Erica, lifted a strand of shining hair and cut it off. He placed it tenderly into the plastic bag and sealed it, putting it into his pocket. He saw Caroline watching him closely.
�It�s all I�ll have left of her,� he said, avoiding her gaze. He gently put the blanket over her face. �OK, do what you have to do and let�s get out of here before I change my mind.�
She hung back till he left the room, and she packed the satchel with a few provisions, cleaning away anything that might implicate someone else had shared the room with Erica. She took a knife from the satchel and heaved Erica�s body over, removing the blood-sodden dressing. She plunged the blade into the wound, located the bullet and scraped the tiny piece of lead out.
Finally she unscrewed the black cap of the petrol can, poured a little fuel over the blanket and onto the dry floorboards. Shouldering the satchel she lit a match, holding it briefly over Erica�s body; the flickering light made it appear as if something stirred beneath the blanket, but she knew this to be an illusion. She had to be strong for both their sakes, but Erica�s death had affected her. It brought back so many painful memories of Afghanistan. And she felt like she knew this woman.
She dropped the match casually onto the blanket and waited till the flame began to take hold. She hung about long enough to see the fire spread across the floorboards, black smoke beginning to balloon upwards to the ceiling, before closing the doors and heading out to the car. She threw the satchel into the boot. Gareth was staring vacantly out of the windscreen, his face like a ghost behind the glass, she thought. She nodded to him that it was done and silently went over to the padlocked gates. She opened them wide, checking to see if the coast was clear before dashing back to the car. She gunned the engine.
�What are our chances?� he asked evenly.
�I�ve never been a gambling woman,� she said. �But if we were horses in the Grand National then I wouldn�t fancy our chances at Beech�s Brook.�
�Well, I�m going to give it my best shot, for Erica�s sake,� he said.
�That�s all we can both do,� she said, reaching into her pocket for gum and finding it empty. She groaned loudly.
�Brown,� he said.
�What?�
He nodded at her hair. �Brown would suit you better.�
�You think so?�
�Black just isn�t your colour,� he said.
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Factory Settings Elldale, Derbyshire

It was just after midnight and the night appeared to press down on the car. Visibility was compounded by the fact that there were no houses, only the barely glimpsed rolling, moor-dominated landscape, and a dense mist had fallen making it all but impossible to make out any detail save for the strip of country road lit up by the car�s headlights. As if the world outside had ceased to exist. Caroline pulled the car to the side of the road.
�Why are we stopping?� Gareth asked, snapping out of the drowse he�d succumbed to.
�We�re on the edge of the village of Elldale,� she said, taking the handgun from the glove compartment and sliding it into her jacket pocket. �I�m going to take it on foot from here.�
He unfastened the seatbelt. �I�m coming with you,� he insisted.
�No you�re not. It could be dangerous. If I�m not back in three quarters of an hour tops then you get the hell out of here and don�t look back. You�ll find money, ID, the addresses of a couple of safe houses I located that even Pipistrelle doesn�t know about, so you should be safe for a while. That�s all I can do for you.� She smiled, and it actually contained a little warmth. �Don�t look so glum; your mother managed it for four hundred years.�
He reached out and held her arm. �I can�t let you go out on your own. You could get hurt.�
�Anyone would think that you cared,� she said, peeling his fingers away. �You don�t have a say in this, Davies. I�m more likely to get hurt having a bumbling amateur cramping my style. I�ll be just fine. Keep the engine running.� She checked her watch. �Forty-five minutes and then drive the pedal to the floor and put as many miles as you can between this place and that screwed up little head of yours.� She made as if to open the car door.
�I didn�t say thank you,� he said.
�I wasn�t looking for it.�
�You saved my life and you tried to save Erica�s. You put your own neck on the line for us.�
She pursed her lips nonchalantly. �Maybe when this is all over I�ll see a shrink. Like you say, I must be crazy. You have the gun handy?� He patted his pocket in response. �And you�re sure you know how to use it now?�
�It was a fast lesson but I�m a fast learner,� he said.
�That�s my little soldier,� she said lightly. �Till I get back it�s the only friend you�ve got.�
With that she clambered out of the car, and he slid over to the driver�s seat. It was only a matter of moments before she was eaten up by the night mist. She didn�t look back.
The village of Elldale was a sombre scattering of cottages constructed from Derbyshire stone; it boasted only two street lamps that failed to puncture the night. Not a single light burned in any of the cottages looming darkly out of the mist, which appeared to absorb all sound. Not that there was a great deal to hear. Beyond the single road that connected the cottages and ran like an artery through the village there were only high, heather-strewn hills criss-crossed by miles of dry-stone walls.
She approached Pipistrelle�s cottage cautiously. As far as she could tell there wasn�t any sign of parked cars near it. The place was in darkness, but that wasn�t unusual given that most of the time the curtains were drawn against the sunlight. At night, sometimes, he had been known to open the curtains to let in the moonlight. She skirted the high trees that surrounded the cottage, flinching at seeing the darting, ghostly forms of bats flitting in and out of the branches. She headed for the rear of the cottage, drawing the gun and crouching low. She could smell wood smoke and came across the still-smouldering pile of ash in the centre of the garden, a wheelbarrow close by, smashed pieces of computer motherboards nearby. She guessed immediately what he�d been doing; he must have been really spooked to have been driven to destroying everything, all his books, his notes, his life�s work.
The rear door that led directly into the small kitchen was ajar. She paused beside it, ear close to the opening, listening intently. Her left hand reached out, pushed open the door very slowly, her breath held till it became painful. This doesn�t look good, she thought, glancing quickly behind her to make sure no one was sneaking up on her. But all was deathly quiet and still, the mist swirling languidly over the darkened garden.
�Come on in,� said a voice that made her start. A light clicked on in the kitchen and she jumped back in alarm. �I know you�re there, Caroline.�
She hesitated, then kicked open the door violently, rushing inside at a crouch the gun held out in two hands before her. A man was sat on a chair, his feet up on an old pine table in the centre of the room.
�Such theatrics,� the man observed calmly.
�What have you done with him?� she demanded firmly. �Where is Pipistrelle?�
�He�s alive, I can tell you that much. But for how long depends upon you.�
�He�d better be!� she warned, moving closer, covering him with the gun.
The man held up his hands in mock surrender. �I�m not armed,� he admitted. �You can frisk me if you like.� He gave a smirk. He had icy blue eyes that marked her as she came forward.
�And who the hell are you?� she asked. She noticed a mobile phone on the table.
�I�m Gabriel.�
It was her turn to scrutinise him. He looked to be in his thirties, had all the appearance of a man who relied more on muscle that intellect, but she knew that could be deceptive.
�Just for the record,� she said, �you�re not half as attractive as the old Gabriel.�
�Just for the record, I�m twice as alive,� he said. He indicated the phone with the flat of his hand. �I need to make a call.�
�Where is Pipistrelle?� she urged.
�The reason for the call,� he said. �May I? It�s in your interest.� She nodded and he picked up the phone. �She�s here.� His voice was unruffled, his movements unhurried, cool and deliberate. He put the phone back onto the table. �So, you want to see him?�
�Don�t mess with me.�
�We�ve got a bit of a hike. I hope you�re wearing sensible shoes.�
�Cut the crap and take me to him,� she ordered. �If you�ve done anything to harm him you�ll pay for it.� She watched him closely as he slid his feet off the table. �Keep your hands where I can see them,� she warned.
�I bet you say that to all the boys!� He went to the door, the gun covering him all the way. �Follow me.�
At the door she lunged forward and grabbed him by the neck, putting the gun to his temple.
�Hands against the wall, legs splayed!� she said, her eyes wide, a fleck of spittle flying out to land on his cheek. �One wrong move, just one, and I�ll take the side of your skull out!�
He did as he was told. She started at the top of his body, moving swiftly down to his legs. She made a point of bringing the gun up hard between his legs so that it crashed heavily against his balls. He flinched and gave a tiny groan.
�Was that really necessary?� he said, trying not to screw his face up in pain.
�I was making sure you weren�t packing anything solid in there. Turns out you weren�t.�
He gave a sneer.
They went out into the cold night air, the mist beginning to thicken perceptibly. In a few minutes they reached the edge of the village and took a narrow country path that headed off into nowhere, rising steadily upwards.
�So who are you with?� she asked, keeping a close eye on his back, watching his hands by his side.
�God,� he returned, and meant it.
�Does God pay well?�
�I get by,� he said. �The true rewards will come later.�
The path now began to rise steeply. They walked for some time till they reached a style and he clambered over, waiting for her to do the same. The track on the other side disappeared into a faintly luminescent mist.
�Where are we going?� she asked, realising they were headed up a considerable hill.
�This is Mam Tor,� he replied. �Apparently they say it�s one of the most accessible of the peaks, but I guess that depends which way you climb it. Not going too fast for you?� he said with a leer.
�Keep the jibes to yourself,� she said, �or I�ll ram this gun down your throat.� Visibility was now limited to but a few craggy yards. Her senses honed sharp she detected an overwhelming sweet smell of wet heather. �Tell me,� she said, �what kicks do you really get out of all this? Why the Church of Everlasting Shit and not Al Qaeda or some other fucked-up bunch of religiously motivated thugs?�
He laughed and it sounded dull and faraway in the mist. �Other people are just too self-serving. We work for the good of God�s creation. The others are products of Satan�s desires, though they may believe otherwise, because they are fooled by him. He threatens to destroy, we seek to restore, and that�s the difference.�
�To wipe the world clean as if it were a computer hard-drive. Restore it to its factory settings.�
�Crudely put, but if it helps you understand these things.�
�You can�t really believe all that shit Doradus spouts, surely? You really think there�s a place for your kind in this New Eden? You�re being used like everyone else. You�re no better than a bunch of mindless Moonies without the weddings.�
�If that�s supposed to tempt me from the True Path I�d forget being a missionary and stick to your day job,� he said sardonically. �If you had one.�
�Yeah, well, one wrong move from you and I�ll show you where the True Path really is. How far?�
�Quite a distance yet.�
�Why here? Why Mam Tor?�
�Because Doradus wishes it,� he said, as if she were stupid to question it.
They clambered steadily uphill along the snaking, narrow track till the ground started to level out, and not soon enough, thought Caroline. The air was decidedly chillier, the mist being shifted along by a stiffening breeze. Something dark and squat loomed menacingly out of the gloom and she realised it was a stone cairn marking the summit of Mam Tor. Some yards beyond this marker another barely recognisable form emerged.
�That�s far enough,� she said, and the man stopped dead in his tracks.
�She�s here, Camael,� the man called.
Caroline squinted against the dark, her eyes looking furtively around her. She took a step or two closer. The mist thinned and the shadowy blob separated out into two distinct figures. Charles Rayne was on his knees, his head bowed, and all but naked save for his underpants. He was shivering uncontrollably. Behind him a tall, lean figure became visible, a deathly pale face framed by long, dark hair.
�I�d be very careful, Caroline,� said Camael. �Little more than two yards to your left, and a mere three feet from my right, there�s a drop of a few hundred feet. You wouldn�t want to lose your footing, would you?�
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The Things We Do For Love

Gabriel moved cautiously to stand a little closer to Camael. She covered them both with the gun. She saw how Rayne�s body was covered in weeping lesions and sores. �That�s far enough, Gabriel,� she said. �What have you done to my father, you bastard?�
Camael looked down at the old man. �Let�s say he had a little too much sun yesterday. It doesn�t agree with him, does it?�
�Let him go.�
A veneer of a smile spread over his lips. He grabbed Rayne by the hair and hauled him to his feet. The naked man stood trembling with the cold, his arms folded tight against him. He looked desperately ill, thought Caroline, her stomach tightening in anguish, dark patches of blood on his body, his face looking red and sore.
�Let him go?� he said. Then he gave a light laugh. �You know I can�t do that just yet.�
Rayne lifted his head. �I told you to stay away,� he said, his voice cracked and dry. �Why did you come?�
Camael yanked Rayne�s head sharply. �Quiet, old man.�
Caroline�s jaw stiffened. �Let him go now or I�ll blow your brains out!�
�No doubt you would. I think, however, it�s time for a little negotiation, don�t you? You have something I want, and I have something you want. Let�s say that in return for the old man�s handover you let me have the woman and her son.�
She shook her hair. �Sorry, no can do.�
Camael gave Rayne a shove closer towards the invisible cliff edge. �One more push and he�ll fall to his death. You don�t really want that, do you? All you have to do is tell me where I will find the woman and her son and your father, such as he is, will go free. Refuse and over he goes.�
�If you do that then you�re a dead man, Camael. So is your friend.�
�Death doesn�t scare me, Caroline,� he said. �And killing me, though it will give you a modicum of pleasure, will not bring your father back from the dead. Where are they?�
�Don�t tell them, Caroline!� Rayne wheezed painfully.
�What are they to you anyway?� Camael continued. �What does it matter that they live or die?�
Caroline was sizing up the situation. She couldn�t rush Camael with her father a step or so from the edge of the cliff. She couldn�t risk a shot at him as the visibility was so poor, and even if she hit the man then she wasn�t certain she�d be able to get one off at Gabriel in time.
�The woman is dead,� she said. �Died of her wounds yesterday.�
�And you expect me to believe that?� Camael said.
�It�s the truth. Lambert-Chide�s men killed her. One thing is certain; she doesn�t have to worry about you guys ever again.�
�And Davies?�
�You�re going to be so sorry you crossed me,� she said.
�Empty threats,� Camael said, shaking his head. He pushed Rayne�s resisting body. �One last chance,� he said coldly. �I will do this, mark my words. Where is Davies?�
The mist cleared a little and a dark maw opened up a few inches away from Rayne�s bare feet. Camael stared intently at Caroline and she stared right on back in a non-verbal standoff, the gun still held rigid in her outstretched arms. She shook her head decisively, her eyes filling. �I won�t,� she said.
�Won�t or can�t?� he said. �Too bad.�
His hand grabbed Rayne�s neck and he was about to give him one last shove when a voice broke out of the dark.
�Wait, Camael!�
Out of the mist she saw another figure step forward, blurred and indistinct. He looked to be wearing a long, grey Burberry coat, the collar turned up against the chill night air. Camael dragged Rayne brusquely back from the edge, holding him in front of him like a pale, quivering shield. Caroline swung the gun over to the shifting ghostly shape.
�You�d rather watch your father die than give us Davies,� the man said. �That�s interesting.�
�Who are you?� Caroline asked nervously.
�Don�t tell me you�ve actually developed feelings for the man? Actually care for him, so much so you�d even sacrifice your own father?�
�Nobody is being sacrificed tonight,� she said defiantly. �Let my father go.�
The figure came closer, but the face was still largely hidden from her. �Ah, the things we do for love!� he mused. �Poor Pipistrelle here; he devoted his entire life to a love that could never be consummated, never even be revealed. Isn�t that true, old man? Well did you hear that? She�d dead. Your Venus is no more. With the help of your lovesick devotion she led me a merry dance for decades, but alas that is all over now. I rather enjoyed the thrill of the chase, tracking down the last of the line, so to speak.�
�So who are you?� she asked again. �Are you Doradus?�
Her comment was met with an icy silence. �I�ve been impressed by your work, though, Caroline,� he said at length. �You�ve managed to run rings around everyone. I could use skills like that. Let me put to you a proposition: join me, tell me where Davies is and not only will I let you have this pathetic little old man, I will give you riches and power beyond your wildest imaginings. I need people like you.�
Caroline took a slow step to one side, trying to get a better angle on Camael with the gun, but he mirrored her movement and kept hidden well behind Rayne.
�I must say I am flattered, to be addressed by Doradus himself. What an honour!� she said, trying to play for time. �Or is that Benedict Jones? Because that�s what all this is about really, isn�t it? You�re like the woman and Davies. You don�t die. The way I figure it, the reason you�ve been obsessed with tracking such people down over the centuries is that it�s difficult to be God�s Chosen One if there are more exactly like you. That strike a familiar chord? Call them Serpentiles, call them what you will, you can�t escape the fact that you�re one of them. And these morons who follow you hankering after a place in your New Eden, well that�s a load of balls and you know it. When the nasty little bug you�ve been developing hits the streets they�ll all die, like the rest of us. There�s no place set for them at the Eden table, is there? But Davies, people like him, they�re resistant to viruses so they�ll survive and you can�t allow that to happen, can you? You want the place for yourself.�
The man grunted. �You have some imagination.�
�It�s one of my better points.�
She noticed how he�d put himself some distance away from Camael and the others, the eddying mist all but swallowing him up.
�Much as I�d like to talk all night, I don�t have the time. We�ll determine soon enough whether the woman is dead or not. Davies, however, is very much alive. Hand him over.� He was met with stony silence. �You really want to see your father dead?�
�We all die sooner or later,� she said.
He shook his head. �You can�t win, you do know that, don�t you? The odds are stacked against you.�
Whilst her attention had been on Doradus she hadn�t noticed Gabriel pulling out a gun. Where the hell had he had that, she thought? Had Camael handed it him? She cursed herself. �The odds are I�ll at least get a couple of you. Starting with you, Doradus.�
�It needn�t come to that, Caroline. Give me Davies. It�s all I ask for now. You and your father can walk free.�
�Free? That will never happen,� she said. �You�ll come for us sooner or later. You can�t have him,� she said with finality, her arm stiffening.
�Then there is no other option,� he said. �You�ll both have to die tonight.�
�Maybe it�s time to rethink that, Doradus,� another voice called out of the mist from the direction of the stone cairn. �Seems I�ve just changed the odds.�
�Gareth!� Caroline said. �What the hell are you doing here? I told you to stay behind!�
He remained behind the cover of the cairn, hidden from view behind the shadowy block of stone. �What is it with you and orders?� he said.
�How long have you been there?� she said.
�Long enough. You know, things are starting to fall into place. What I want to know is how Inspector Styles managed to die and be on top of Mam Tor at the same time.�
Caroline�s face flushed through with confusion. �Styles? The officer that died with Stafford in the fire?�
�That�s the one,� said Gareth. �Seems Styles and Doradus here are the one and the same, is that not right, Doradus? I might not be able to see you properly but I�d recognise that voice anywhere.�
�At least you�ve saved me the trouble of coming to look for you, Davies.� He took a furtive step backwards, into the mist. �Well you know how it is, every now and again it pays the Chief Executive to go down to the shop floor to see how the prols are doing.�
�And the guy who took your place, the one the police conveniently identified as you?� Gareth asked.
�A nobody. The world is littered with nobodies.� Doradus� form appeared to grow ever more indistinct. �Stafford had his chance but he refused to call it a day. And I rather liked the irony of it all, meeting his end like Rayne�s grandfather did, at the hands of his nark. Except there was no nark.�
�I still don�t get it,� said Gareth, trying to keep a bead on Doradus but it was getting increasingly difficult, �why�d you put yourself to all the trouble? You needn�t have done that. You could have sent one of your many cronies to do the job for you. What was so special?� He looked across and saw Caroline moving slowly, taking up a better position. He was trying to keep attention from her but she spoke up.
�I was thinking that too,� she said. �I reckon when you got wind that she could actually have children, after you discovered Davies was possibly her son, your plan changed. Instead of killing her you suddenly realised you had a potential Eve on your books, didn�t you? OK, so I guess you�d already thought about female company, keeping some poor women alive in some way, but Evelyn, well she was very special. An immortal that could have children. She might also be God�s chosen one. A potential breeding machine to help reboot a decimated planet for all time. I mean, beats all those lonely night, too, doesn�t it? It�s damn tough on a guy, being the New Adam and all. Where�s the fun in that?�
Doradus was quietly melting into the dark. �I did find it rather fitting that Mam Tor stands for Big Mother,� he said. �It adds a touch of drama to proceedings, don�t you think? It�s a shame if she�s dead. Such a missed opportunity. But if I can drag you back to our little soiree � it appears the dynamics of it have changed somewhat. Most interesting.� He turned directly to face Caroline. �It�s down to you. Your last chance. You can either side with me and hand Davies over or you can watch your father thrown off a cliff. There�s still a chance for you. You don�t have to die for such a worthless man.�
Rayne lifted his head. �Don�t listen to him, Caroline.�
She looked at him, her resolve beginning to melt like wax in fire. �Father,� she said quietly. �I can�t�� The gun began to droop.
�I love you,� said Rayne, his lips bleeding, dripping onto his bare chest.
In that instant he turned, grabbed a hold of Camael and threw himself off the cliff, Camael screaming wildly as they tumbled down into the black void, the mist spiralling in a vortex where they�d stood.
�No!� she screamed loudly, darting forward instinctively. Too late she saw Gabriel raise his gun, her attention momentarily diverted to the cliff edge.
A shot rang out and Gabriel jerked sideways, the bullet from Gareth�s gun catching him in the arm. Caroline raised her own gun and sent two shots into Gabriel�s chest. He collapsed instantly with scarce a sound. Gareth dashed from the cover of the cairn, turning his attention to Doradus who had run into the dark. He was lost to the mist almost at once. Gareth let off a couple of quick shots into the night and gave chase.
�Be careful� Caroline called, and with one last look at where her father had disappeared, her grief turning to anger, she ran after him.
Gareth made out a vague shape ahead. He fired on the run but missed. He was painfully aware that the edge of the cliff ran close by but he, like Caroline, was driven on by rage, by the need for vengeance. She was right; the old Gareth was dead.
He could hear her close on his heels, every now and again calling out to him. But he was drawn blindly to finding Doradus. It had to end, he thought; one way or another it will end tonight.
The mist lifted briefly and he saw Doradus some way ahead. Gareth stopped, took careful aim as Caroline had taught him, and he was about to pull the trigger when Doradus disappeared from view downwards, as if a trapdoor had opened and swallowed him up. He heard a muffled scream then the sound of raining stones. He went to the spot and realised it was a very steep scree slope, dropping down into the dark below. For a split second he saw Doradus, half rolling, half sliding, down the rocky incline. He let off all the remaining rounds in his gun till it clicked on empty. There was no sign of Doradus now, only the dull crunching of stones and rocks. He was about to leap into the void after him when Caroline�s hand pulled him back from the brink.
�No, don�t do it! You�ll kill yourself!� she said.
�I have to make sure he�s dead,� he said.
�He can�t survive that. He�s dead.�
�I have to see him dead!� he said, his eyes filled with tears of fury.
They heard the harsh sounds of tumbling rocks in the distance below them. Then it fell silent. Gareth sank heavily to his knees, letting the gun fall to the grass, his chest heaving. �You could have saved him,� he said. �You could have saved your father�s life simply by handing me over.�
�We can�t stay here,� she said, her voice emotionless. Then she hit him hard across the head. �You didn�t have to put yourself in danger, too, damn you! You could have been killed!�
For a few seconds they stared in silence, down into the unfathomable maw. He got shakily to his feet. �Love and loyalty is all,� he said under his breath.
�What?�
�Something an old friend used to say.� He sighed, rubbing his eyes. �Where do we go from here, Caroline?� he said. �What if I�m no more immortal than any other man on the street? What has all this madness been for?�
�One of those things,� she said.
He looked deep into her eyes. The shield had gone up again. She was on automatic. He didn�t have her steely resolve, he thought. And what if he really was immortal? How could he face all that? He thought about what Lambert-Chide had said about the King of Terrors being death. Then he thought about his mother, the look of a woman beaten down by untold years on the run, in hiding. The King of Terrors wasn�t death, he thought bleakly; it was living forever.
�I don�t think I can do this all alone, Caroline,� he said, the adrenaline used up, his legs going weak. �I don�t know how.�
She looked about her. Listening intently, her senses sharp. �We can�t hang around,� she said. Then touched his arm. �You�re not alone. You�ve got me.�
�I can�t lay my burden on you, Caroline,� he said sullenly.
�You�re not going to get all sulky on me?� she said sharply. �We�ve got a long haul ahead of us. It�s not over by a long chalk. Even if Doradus is dead, his work isn�t. So I can�t be doing with sulky.�
He stiffened, straightened his back, flexed his shoulders. Picked up the gun and brushed dirt from it. �Don�t worry, I�m ready. I guess.�
�That�s my little soldier,� she said. �Well don�t just stand there; get your arse in gear!�
She led the way at a pace, the mist curling around them as they faded into the night.
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