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        Aching, shuddering, violent void

        Rending the sheltering velvet;

        For flesh is weak,

        Too weak for this,

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Hide, screaming incomprehension

        of the inevitable;

        For it is inevitable

      
        And it is coming.

        JAMES N. ROWE
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      The Anguisher Creature was originally published under the title The Pervasion of Christian Kraus.
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      As soon as he entered the church Brother Thane could sense a presence within its cold stone walls, and he knew immediately it was not the presence of God.

      The others were usually elsewhere at this time of day, the time allotted for him to clean the chancel in preparation for evening service, and this presence was unlike any of his brethren; it was unfamiliar to him. Disquieting. By now full dark had fallen outside, the dim light provided by candles dotted here and there leaving much of the church in shadow. His eyes swept the length of the silent nave, past the empty wooden pews. Maybe his imagination was playing tricks on him.

      Staying motionless like a cat scenting prey for a while, he cast his eyes around, but could see no one. He would have to check. Clutching the leather-bound Bible he was obligated to carry everywhere with him, he began treading quietly towards the narthex.

      “Don’t come any closer,” a rasping voice said from the darkness, stopping him in his tracks. An adrenal shiver ran through his body as the Bible slipped from his grasp, hitting the floor with an echoing slap.

      “Who’s there?” he called out.

      “I only seek help,” the voice said.

      “Why don’t you show yourself? Then we can talk properly.”

      Brother Thane was forcing an authority into his voice he didn’t really feel. This house of the Lord was his home, but he wasn’t yet sixteen years of age, and he wasn’t immune to fear. Many criminals and false pilgrims sought out the sanctuary of the Abbey, not all of whom had respect for men of faith, nor even a fear of God Himself.

      He took a step forward, his gaze intent on the direction the voice was coming from.

      “Don’t come any closer!” repeated the disembodied voice, with more urgency this time.

      Brother Thane stopped, surprised by the strident tone of voice. “If you show yourself, I promise I won’t come anywhere near you,” he said. “Have we got a deal?”

      A shuffling sound behind him made Brother Thane turn, relieved to see the Abbot approaching along the aisle. The revered head of the Abbey was in his eighties, with wispy white hair and wrinkled folds of skin, his stooping gait testament to relentless prayers and scripture readings; nonetheless, his quick, alert eyes belied his years.

      “What’s going on here?” the Abbot asked the boy.

      “There’s a visitor who’s refusing to reveal himself, Father.”

      “Really?” said the Abbot, unperturbed. “Why’s that?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “No one must come near me,” the voice said from the darkness.

      “Nonsense!” the Abbot snapped. “Show yourself, or you shall leave this church at once.”

      They waited. After a few moments the sound of halting footsteps came to them, a dark silhouette appearing from beyond the wall dividing narthex from nave. The stranger coughed as he stepped into a pool of candlelight. The Abbot gasped, his eyes going wide in shock.

      It had been so long he’d almost forgotten the signs.

      The skeletal figure of the man before them was wretched, a stench drifting from his filthy, torn clothing, enough to make them gag, even from a distance. But far worse was the sight of the man himself. The pale, mottled skin of his unshaven face. The tangled mass of greasy hair. The hunted, bloodshot eyes. Instinct and close inspection told them he was relatively young, not yet into his thirties, but he could easily have been mistaken for an old man. It was no wonder his voice sounded strange: his throat was most likely infected.

      “I need help – God’s help,” said the stranger, a plea effectively voiced by his appearance alone. “I don’t know where else to turn.”

      “Are you sick?” Brother Thane asked. The question felt foolish on his lips. Of course he was sick. Horribly sick. He had to fight the belief he was looking at a walking, talking cadaver.

      “I don’t know what’s happened to me,” said the man. “I think I’m cursed. People around me keep… getting hurt. I humbly beseech God for forgiveness.”

      Brother Thane turned to the Abbot and said, “Should I fetch Brother Martin?”

      The Abbot stood rigid, his old eyes fixed on the stranger, his mouth hanging open. When he placed a hand on Brother Thane’s arm, the younger man could feel it trembling through the fabric of his robe.

      “I shall see to it, Brother,” declared the Abbot. “You remain here with our guest. I shall return shortly.”

      The Abbot turned and shuffled off as quickly as he could, leaving the young monk and the young/old stranger together.

      They stared at each other.

      “Are you in pain?” Brother Thane asked.

      “Yes. A great deal of pain.”

      “Please, sit down.”

      “Thank you.”

      They took seats in pews at least thirty feet apart.

      “How long have you been sick like this?” asked Brother Thane.

      “Too long. I’ve lost all track of time.”

      “Are you contagious? Is that why you don’t want anyone near you?”

      Brother Thane’s enquiry wasn’t prompted by selfishness. He was a compassionate boy, sensitive to the pain of others, proud of the fact monks had tended to the needs of the afflicted throughout history. If God saw fit to expose him to some malady or other, then so be it.

      After a pause, the stranger said, “It’s worse than that.”

      Worse? thought Brother Thane. What did he mean?

      “Brother Martin is an excellent physician,” he said. “I’m sure he’ll be able to help you.”

      The stranger nodded, and Brother Thane wondered whether it took a monumental effort for the man just to speak.

      They remained there, neither of them talking, for what seemed like an age. The Abbot was certainly taking his time. The only sounds were the creaks of settling timbers and the stranger’s low, laboured breathing.

      At length Brother Thane asked, “What’s your name?”

      The stranger paused for a long while before replying, “I’m afraid I can’t remember.”

      Brother Thane frowned. He’s so ill he’s forgotten his own name?

      In the silence, the sound of the chancel door opening startled them both.

      Addressing the stranger, the Abbot said, “We’re ready for you now, my friend. You must follow me.” Then he turned to the boy and grabbed him by the forearms, his grip surprisingly strong. “I want you to ride to Doctor Emmett’s in West Linton. You know where his house is?”

      “Of course. Should I ask him to come?”

      “No, no. Just inform him of what’s happening. Request he ready himself in case Brother Martin’s skills are insufficient. Then you may return. Understood?”

      “Yes, Father.”

      The old man fixed him with a meaningful look and said, “I want you to leave at once. I don’t want to see you in the cloisters for any reason whatsoever. Understood?”

      “I understand, Father.”

      “Good.”

      The stranger followed the Abbot out of the church, keeping his distance from both of them at all times. Even so, Brother Thane found himself reaching for his nose; the smell of the man was unconscionable.

      Hurrying out of the church, Brother Thane collected his bicycle. Mentally, he was preparing himself for the journey. West Linton was a good five miles away as the crow flew, considerably longer via the winding roads it took to get there. Then he remembered his Bible. Patting down his robe, he realised he didn’t have it. It must still be where he’d dropped it earlier in the aisle. If he was caught without it there would be hell to pay.

      Returning to the church, he scooped up the Bible and froze, his attention drawn by strange noises coming from beyond the chancel door. He turned to leave, but something made him stop. Creeping cautiously over to the door, he listened. It sounded like something was being moved in the cloister courtyard. There were muffled, murmurous voices, followed by a cry of alarm.

      What on earth was happening out there? Straining to hear, he pressed an ear to the door, a fresh sense of unease growing within him. He wanted to know the source of the cry, but the Abbot had told him to leave immediately. Moreover, he had expressly forbade him from entering the cloisters. To disobey such a direct interdiction would incur swift and severe repercussions. The Abbot was normally an even-tempered, if stony, man in nature, but when provoked the fearsomeness of his wrath was legendary.

      There came another cry, unmistakably of distress, and he grabbed the heavy iron handle by reflex. Repercussions or no, his curiosity, not to mention his humanity, demanded he found out if somebody was in trouble.

      Gently he pulled the door open a crack, immediately detecting the distinctive odour of the oil they used to light bonfires and brass diyas. Pulling the door wider, careful not to let any part of his body cross the threshold, he peered deeper into the gloom of the cloister courtyard.

      Several of the elder Brothers, the Abbot in their midst, were standing around the edge of a rectangular hole cut deep into the earth known only as “the pit”. Normally it was covered by a thick plank of wood held in place by heavy, inscribed stones. He didn’t know what the grave-like pit was for, receiving no response whenever he’d dared to enquire as to its function. The Abbot was saying something he couldn’t decipher. Then came the same panicked cry, followed by a deep, croaking, muffled voice that had to have belonged to the stranger. It was a while before he realised where the man had disappeared to. His mind balked at the idea, but it was clearly true.

      The stranger was in the pit.

      An elder Brother appeared carrying a flaming torch, brandishing it with great care as if it were something sacred, and handed it to the Abbot. A sensation of dread mounted in the boy’s chest, threatening a chokehold on his throat, as he watched the bizarre scene unfold.

      Holding the torch aloft, the Abbot said something else in a sonorous voice normally reserved for the most important part of a sermon or ceremony. Then he simply dropped the torch into the pit. With a savage roar like that of a beast, a flash of angry orange flames leapt up, casting eerie, quick-moving shadows deep into the surrounding cloisters. The stranger’s terrible, high-pitched screams echoed around the courtyard.

      Brother Thane could scarcely believe the evidence of his own eyes.

      My God! They’re burning him alive!

      Within moments the entire place was filled with the repugnant stench of burning flesh. Holding on to the door handle, the boy sank to his knees and bowed his head, averting his gaze from such an unspeakable crime, gasping for air, his face a contorted mask of horror. Mercifully, the stranger didn’t scream for long.

      How could they do such a thing? Why would they? There was no reason on God’s good earth!

      Despite wanting to remain unseen and undetected, he couldn’t stop from sobbing out loud at the sheer hideousness of it. Such outrageous inhumanity, carried out by the brethren he knew and trusted to the nth degree, was impossible to comprehend.

      When he looked up again his heart missed a beat. The Abbot’s eagle eyes, set in a face made ghoulish by the dancing light of flame, were boring into him.
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      It was amazing how quickly it happened. One moment he’d been coasting along, wondering what he’d have to eat when he got home and whether anything watchable would be on TV, the next he was out and running, his feet pounding the street like jackhammers.

      Constable Christian Kraus had pulled up at a box junction, the converging point of two suburban streets quiet at that time of evening, and he’d decided, for no particular reason other than the idea occurred to him, to switch off his engine. It may have been why the man had rounded the corner so brazenly, stepping on to the pavement directly into his field of view, having not expected a car to be there. He’d known who the man was at once. His features were as recognisable as a likeness of Jesus Christ, or the face of the Mona Lisa. This was the man they were looking for, the man whose actions had caused so much anguish, fear and recrimination. As soon as their eyes met, the man had recognised him for who he was too, his expression taking on a familiar combination of surprise and guilt.

      How close it had been! A few seconds more and their paths wouldn’t have crossed. The traffic lights would have changed and he would have restarted his engine and been on his way, none the wiser. Instead, now he was sprinting as fast as he could down the alley the man had disappeared into. For a second the ominous feeling he was entering a maze of interconnecting back alleys seized him, but was relieved to see it simply linked to a main road. Across it was his quarry, who appeared not to be running so much as pitching his body forward and letting gravity pull his legs under him, plunging into the shadows of another alley.

      Trying to keep his eyes fixed on his target – or the last point he’d seen him at least – Christian raced on. Once in the second alley, he could see the man crossing another main road and running full-pelt at a wire fence. He went over it awkwardly, landing in a heap on the other side, the start of a sprawling building site. It was gloomy in there, perhaps the perfect place to shake off a pursuer. A giant hoarding attached to the fence further along read The McVey Development – Affordable 1 and 2 Bedroom Apartments.

      Christian charged across the road. Summoning his strength, he leapt at the fence and went over it as if it were something he did every day. A former Royal Marine, the training regimes he’d undergone had built his stamina and his agility. Now, at the age of thirty-one, he worked out in the gym every other day, maintaining his fitness level so he could deal with situations like this. The ground was littered with building materials and scaffolding poles, half-finished blocks of flats rising into the air all around him. The sight of a security guards’ cabin brought him skidding to a halt. He’d expected on-site security, but had hoped for something more than this. Watching TV were a pair of portly, middle-aged men, neither of whom appeared to be guarding anything more than the beer cans in their hands. One of their heads swivelled in his direction, like a radar dish homing in on a signal, and he was gripped by a moment of indecision. Should he stop to let them know what was going on? Before he could decide he caught a glimpse of something – just a shadow – entering one of the site’s half-built tower blocks. He chased after it.

      The building was a bare shell – dark, dusty and echoey, smelling strongly of concrete, chemicals and the maleness of construction. At the foot of a staircase he stopped and listened, struggling to stifle the sound of his own breathing so he could hear. There it was: the faint tap tap tap of footsteps ascending the stairs. He took them two at a time, the sound of his own footsteps bouncing off the walls seeming impossibly loud, as did the rapid pounding of his heartbeat in his ears. He rounded turn after turn, flight after flight passing by under his feet. The night was cold, with wind whistling through the glassless windows, but he was burning hot. His pace didn’t slow. Adrenaline played its part in masking the aching in his legs, but still they felt as if they were gaining weight by the second.

      On what he counted to be the seventh floor he heard something – or maybe it was just intuition – distinctive enough he left the landing, eyes darting in all directions, muscles tensed, his senses hyper-alert. Unholstering his asp baton, he extended it to its full length. Dust crunched under the soles of his shoes as he fought to control his laboured breathing again, listening for any sound, moving from empty room to empty room and checking every shadow. In daylight the bare skeleton of the building would have offered few options for concealment, but night-time was a different matter.

      He was just beginning to think he had the wrong floor, that his intuition must have failed him, when he came face-to-face with his quarry. The man was standing less than twenty feet away, breathing hard. Christian realised the guy was cornered. His only way out was through him, though he wasn’t making any move in his direction. He struggled to counter birth pangs of panic at that moment. Either he’d been incredibly stupid or incredibly brave – or possibly both. He’d been so intent on catching his target much of his training had gone out the window, including one of the most basic rules there was; he had failed to make that vital – potentially life-saving – radio call.

      Nobody knew where he was.

      Now there was no choice but to summon up every ounce of his strength. He had to be skilful and determined or he would die. Since before him was a man who wasn’t to be trifled with. This was the country’s most wanted criminal. The scourge of London.

      Adrian Marks. The serial killer.

      Marks was standing near the outer wall of a room about the size of an average master bedroom – that is, had an outer wall been there: it had yet to be built. It made for a striking scene. Beyond Marks was nothing but dark sky, open space, and the lights of the city’s skyline. Looking at Marks up close for the first time, he seemed smaller, slighter and more boyish than he’d expected. A man with a much stronger, more imposing build had been haunting his dreams for a month now. The face he knew from countless photographs, but even this didn’t look quite right. It seemed round, almost feminine, in the dim light, and his clothes, the blue denim jacket and faded jeans, looked as if they hadn’t been changed in weeks.

      He didn’t look like a serial killer, thought Christian, a notion he quickly pushed aside. The outward appearance of many a psychopath hadn’t betrayed the evil lurking within them.

      The baton felt insubstantial and impotent, even ridiculous, in his hand. In addition he also had his PIS – personal irritant spray – an aerosol of CS gas universally referred to as a “piss can” in the force. One accurate spray and Marks would be temporarily blinded, though he was reluctant to use it, even against such a dangerous suspect. The stuff could be treacherous. It inadvertently getting into his own eyes would be a nightmarish situation if ever there was one.

      Marks appeared to be unarmed, but he could take no chances. Then he noticed the expression on Marks’s face. A few moments passed before he could identify what he was seeing. Marks was afraid. Or, at least, he looked afraid. Maybe he was just a good actor as well as a prolific murderer.

      “Hold it there!” Christian ordered him, in a voice an octave lower than his normal one. “Don’t move! You’re under arrest.”

      “Keep away from me,” Marks bleated, in a voice so weak and quivery it was reminiscent of a child’s.

      “You don’t have to say anything,” Christian said, still trying to catch his breath, quoting the caution on autopilot, “but it may harm your defence if you don’t mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court.”

      Marks let out an agonised moan. “You don’t understand.”

      “Anything you do say may be given in evidence.”

      “Please!”

      “Get down on the floor, face down, and spread your arms and legs.”

      Another moan. “I can’t.”

      “Get down on the floor!” Christian ordered more forcefully. “Face down. NOW!”

      Marks whimpered softly, hugging himself. “I said I can’t.”

      Christian took a step forward, but Marks backed away, stepping close to the edge.

      “Please!” Marks cried, placing both hands up as if to ward him off. “Don’t come any closer or you’ll get it too.”

      This wasn’t stated in the tone of a threat, but clearly it was one. Christian desperately wanted to get his handcuffs on his arrestee, but he held his position. He wanted to bring this killer in alive. If he’d committed murders they didn’t yet know about, they may never trace them to him if he fell to his death now.

      Christian pressed a button on his radio, which was clipped to his chest. “Come in Control. This is one-five-six-nine, over.”

      “Copy one-five-six-nine,” replied a slow, drawling voice. “This is Control. Go ahead, over.”

      “I’ve arrested suspect Adrian Marks. Repeat: Adrian Marks. Request immediate backup, over.”

      “Noooo!” Marks groaned to himself as he paced along the edge, his every move watched by Christian, who half expected the lethargic voice on the radio to respond, “Right, and I’ve just clapped the cuffs on Hannibal Lecter.” Followed, of course, by the infamous sucking sound.

      Instead, the voice, now brisk and efficient, said, “Copy one-five-six-nine. What’s your location? Over.”

      “The McVey building site off Tunnel Road. Second tower block on the right. Next to the security guards’ cabin. Seventh floor. Over.”

      “Copy one-five-six-nine. Backup’s on its way. Control out.”

      Relief swept through him. They would be sending everything they had, and in lightning-quick time.

      “I swear I didn’t kill anyone,” Marks pleaded in his boyish voice. He was weeping gently now, prompting Christian to wonder if he was experiencing a moment of genuine remorse over the lives he’d taken. Frustration at being caught was more likely, or fear of the retribution about to be meted out to him. Or perhaps these were crocodile tears, contrived to throw his apprehender off balance.

      A dozen people, he thought. This guy murdered a dozen people in less than a month, starting with his own parents.

      “Step away from the edge, Marks.”

      “I would never hurt anyone,” asserted Marks, but Christian was unmoved. The evidence against him was overwhelming. “Especially my mum and dad. I would never hurt them. Nor my brother…”

      “I said step away from the edge. There’s nowhere to go, Marks.”

      “You don’t get it. I didn’t do it – any of it. I swear!”

      “Calm down and we can talk about it, yes?” Christian let his tone soften a little, but his body remained just as tense. “But first I have to put these cuffs on you.”

      “No!” Marks yelled, backing right up to the edge of the drop, the wind buffeting him. “You can’t! You come near me you’ll die too. And that ain’t a threat. It’s just a fact. I don’t want anyone else to die.”

      “No one’s gonna die here, Adrian. It’s all over. Okay?”

      “It’s not okay. It ain’t over. More people are gonna die. I can’t stop it from happening.”

      “Let’s just talk about it for a moment, okay? I’m here. I’m listening to you. Talk to me.”

      The radio crackled into life, startling them both. “Come in one-five-six-nine, over.”

      “Copy Control,” Christian snapped, cursing the intrusion – why didn’t they just get here? “This is one-five-six-nine. Go ahead, over.”

      “Request you keep us advised on situation, over.”

      “Understood. Situation is under control. Awaiting backup, over.”

      “Copy one-five-six-nine. Control out.”

      They were getting jittery, worrying Marks would slip from his grasp.

      “Look…” Marks said. “I know you don’t know me. You don’t know what’s going on, but I’m begging you to let me go. For God’s sake, you gotta let me go before anyone else gets here.”

      “You know I can’t do that.”

      Marks’s breathing slowed, for a brief moment a look of great sadness crossing his face. Then his eyes went blank and he turned to face the drop, his toes out over the edge. Only then did Christian notice strange tears on his back. They looked like oversized bullet holes in the fabric of his jacket, the frayed strands of their edges standing out in the darkness as the wind made them move.

      “Yeah, I know that…” Marks uttered, his voice distant, trailing off, as if he were slipping into a trance. “Course I do.”

      Marks’s body trembled as he gasped in pain or surprise – it wasn’t possible to tell which. Then, before his would-be arrester could react, he simply stepped off the edge.
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      Peter Connor looked at his watch. It was gone 9:00 p.m. and Christian was late coming off shift. He wasn’t unduly worried. Christian often got caught up in some minor drama or other. Aggrieved motorists, lost children and victims of domestic disturbance seemed to be drawn to him like iron shavings to a lodestone.

      In the men’s changing room he opened his locker and started stripping off his police uniform. The place was quiet save for the muffled sound of a television set drifting from an adjoining room. As he stripped off he examined what he could see of himself in a mirror on the inside of the locker’s door. The broad shoulders. The hirsute, chiselled pecs. The flat stomach, which still showed more than a trace of washboard abs. Not bad for someone my age, he thought. He barely noticed the scars any more.

      Though the same age as Christian, in the looks department they differed. While Christian had wavy, mousy-brown hair and a swimmer’s build, Peter’s hair was jet-black and close-cropped, his frame naturally large and muscular. Peter’s eyes were dark brown, while Christian’s were bright green – stunningly so, often eliciting remarks from those meeting him for the first time. Character-wise they differed too. If life were a movie, Peter had been written as the strong and silent type, a down-to-earth “man’s man” given to wry humour and laconic responses, inured to hard work and the lone buck lifestyle of a bachelor. Christian had the same demanding work ethic, but was more artistically minded, more inclined towards self-expression. His emotions tended to be so near the surface they were easily readable, though he could also be a deep, introspective thinker. Both of them had worked for the Metropolitan Police Service for almost five years.

      Peter slipped quickly into T-shirt, sports jacket and jeans. He was closing his locker when commotion in the corridor outside drew his attention. It was the sound of raised voices and scurrying footsteps, which usually meant something big was going down.

      The staff sergeant on duty, an overweight, greying man in his fifties, entered the room. “Pete! You’re still here.”

      “What’s going on?” Peter asked, shouldering his bag.

      “Chris has arrested Marks. He’s requesting backup.”

      Peter gaped in disbelief. “The Marks? Is he alone?”

      “Looks like it.” The sergeant handed him a sheet of paper. “Here’s the location.”

      Peter snatched the paper from the sergeant unceremoniously, barging past him out the door.

      “I thought you’d wanna know,” the sergeant called through the closing doorway, though he failed to get the thank you he’d been expecting.

      Peter strode through the station with a purpose. News was travelling fast. Everyone around him was rushing and shouting, grabbing items of clothing or equipment, excited by the prospect of such a big arrest, but concern for Christian was at the forefront of his mind.

      Marks is a total maniac, he thought. He broke into a jog. The bastard’s murdered twelve people.

      Shuddering inwardly, he recalled the many crime scene photos from the Marks case he’d studied. Marks had done more than just kill his victims: he’d butchered them. Eyes gouged out. Internal organs removed. Many of the victims’ throats had been ripped out – not just slit, but completely removed. Some believed he’d mutilated the throats to stop them from screaming; others, simply because he’d enjoyed doing it. The press hadn’t christened him the “New Jack the Ripper” for nothing, even if comparisons to London’s most infamous villain didn’t hold up to scrutiny. The old Ripper murdered several prostitutes over a period of years, while Marks’s killing spree had claimed a far more varied selection of victims in a matter of weeks. But in this sensationalist, media-driven age, the title had been seized on by the public with little encouragement.

      You’ve really got a drama on your hands this time, Chris, he thought. Don’t play the hero again and get yourself killed. Don’t become victim number thirteen.

      He started to run. He had to get to Christian’s location as soon as possible. Christian wasn’t just any old work colleague; he was his best friend.

      Hell, he was his only friend.
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      Christian cried out, but Marks had already vanished.

      “Damn!” he cursed. Marks had taken the easy way out, the coward’s way out, and he hadn’t stopped it from happening.

      He keyed his radio. “Control, this is one-five-six-nine, over.”

      “Copy one-five-six-nine,” came the immediate response. “This is Control, over.”

      He thought about saying “Where the hell is everyone?” but thought better of it as he moved to the edge and peered over. “Marks has–”

      He stopped. He’d little expected Marks’s crumpled body to be visible in the darkness at the base of the building, but what he did see he expected even less: Marks was scuttling along below him, unharmed.

      “Shit!” he gasped. How could he have forgotten about the scaffolding? Marks had landed without a scratch on a platform some fifteen feet below the edge.

      “Standby, Control,” he said into the radio, thinking one thing.

      I’ll never hear the end of it if this one gets away.

      Holstering his baton, he lowered himself over the edge and jumped down to the scaffolding, which juddered with the impact. Somewhere at the back of his head he wondered whether apprehending Marks would be the death of him after all. Over this edge was a terrifying drop, a yawning black chasm between this building and the next. Seven storeys had never seemed so high. The inch-wide gaps in the platform’s wooden planks didn’t help either.

      After finding no ladders, Marks had reached the end of the scaffolding near a corner of the structure, and started to climb down to the next level. He’d realised too late this section of scaffolding protruded from the rest by at least a dozen feet, leaving him stranded in mid-air. Within moments his arms went from struggling to haul himself back up to struggling just to hold on.

      Christian approached warily, even though all he could see was a pair of hands clinging to the scaffolding. He peered over the edge until their eyes met.

      “Get back!” Marks yelled. “Please!”

      It was the last thing he expected to hear from someone in such a precarious position, but there was no time to wonder about it. Removing his radio from his chest so it wouldn’t prevent him from lying flat, he placed it on the scaffolding, lay down on the platform and grabbed Marks’s arms. He pulled. The guy was a dead weight. A different position would give him better leverage, but might leave him vulnerable to being pulled over the edge. Marks deliberately dragging him to his death along with him was a definite possibility – one final, compulsive act of murder.

      “I don’t wanna die!” Marks howled.

      “Stop struggling!” Christian yelled back, trying to discourage Marks from kicking his legs; a reflex, but not a helpful one at this point in time. “Just pull yourself up.”

      “I can’t!” Marks cried, continuing to thrash about. “God help me!”

      Below them the flashing blue lights of police cars appeared, accompanied by wailing sirens. An image of the two security guards, both scurrying to switch off their TV and hide their beer, flashed into Christian’s mind. A voice on his radio was demanding a response repeatedly, but Christian didn’t hear the words. To him it was muted, irrelevant background chatter. He felt incredibly exposed, like a tightrope walker without a safety net struggling against vicious gusts of wind, an audience looking on, gasping with fright. For some reason, he imagined his colleagues sauntering around down below, gossiping amongst themselves, not hurrying, as if this were all one big joke at his expense.

      Look at Lucky go! Tryin’ to save a crim’s life. Jesus Christ, ‘e loves collars, doesn’t ‘e?

      Bracing himself, going further over the edge, he grasped at Marks’s clothing, hauling handfuls of denim jacket towards him. His hand found one of the frayed holes and touched something there. The material was covered in it, rubbing off on to his skin. It wasn’t till he caught a whiff of a familiar cupreous smell it clicked he was touching dried, congealed blood. Whether it belonged to Marks or his victims he didn’t know, nor even want to think about.

      Marks looked up, their eyes locked together again, and an inexplicable connection fizzled between them, as if twin streams of electricity were snapping from eyeball to eyeball. A look of shocked realisation fell across Christian’s face. Whatever he was realising refused to be identified by his conscious mind, other than the fact it was something terrible. Unutterably terrible. Time slowed to a crawl, the scope of his senses concertinaing down to one tiny focal point: that single moment in time and space. Nothing else existed. There were no sirens or police cars. No scaffolding or terrifying drop, nor even the force of gravity to make it terrifying. The only things in existence were the consciousnesses of two human beings, two men, whose lives had been brought together in a bizarre union neither of them could have foreseen. They were no longer lawman and lawbreaker, hunter and hunted, but merely two entities. Without flesh and blood. Without bones and sinews. Without even brains and beating hearts. Separate, yet somehow conjoined. Two consciousnesses, united by the realisation of something unutterably terrible.

      Then this frozen moment passed, Christian’s eyes rolled into the back of his head, and he passed out with such suddenness his head hit the platform with a thud.

      Confused and frantic, Marks stared, wide-eyed, clutching on to Christian’s arm. He cried and yelled for a second – a child’s brief, exploratory tantrum – but the only one who might have saved him remained unconscious.

      Whimpering pitifully, he started trying to pull himself up. It was no use. No strength was left in his arms. He couldn’t hold on any longer. Despite his youth, despite his commingled hope and despair, despite his inbuilt human desire to live no matter what, an acceptance of death overtook him.

      Adrian Marks fell.

      It was a strange, silent fall, with no flailing arms reflex or final scream. Several people below looked up, their mouths agape, at the descending figure as it hurtled towards the ground with an almost Zen-like air of resignation.

      No one would ever know it, but the falling body was unconscious before the fraction of a second it took to shatter a truck’s windscreen, flatten its cab and wreck its suspension.
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      Stiper sighed when he saw all the activity going on at the building site. He’d hoped for a low-key affair whenever they found Marks, but no such luck. The entire area was cluttered with emergency vehicles, their flashing beacons bouncing off the reflective jackets of their crew members, who were either roaming the vicinity or stood talking in small groups. The fact most of them didn’t need to be there was self-evident.

      You could see this shit from space, he thought in disgust.

      A large group of spectators had gathered near the entrance to the site, where police had set up a cordon. They were talking amongst themselves, craning their necks to see deeper into the site, asking questions that would go unanswered. How stupid they looked, Stiper thought. How compliant and ovine. Many of them were using their mobile phones to make calls or take pictures. In no time at all reporters from the national news agencies would be there, with or without tip-offs this fuss was related to the New Jack the Ripper case. Stiper detested publicity. It was part of his job to evade or suppress it, except for the rare occasions he could use it to mislead and misinform. He’d learned a long time ago avoiding publicity was usually the best policy, but in this case it was too late for that. The situation had gotten outrageously out of control. Thankfully it could end here, with a hero cop and a dead serial killer. The furore over Marks’s crimes would soon die down. Modern-day publicity’s one saving grace was the speed it trailed off in the absence of new developments. People had short, selective memories. Not that they’d cared much in the first place. As long as their safe, ignorant lives weren’t interfered with, stories like the Marks rampage were merely grist to the mills of office gossip, after-dinner chatter and true crime morbidness.

      Cookson, his XO, brought their Range Rover to a halt at the cordon. They were leading a mini-convoy of three odd-looking vehicles. Several police officers blocked their path, one of them a young constable, who approached the driver’s side of their vehicle. Cookson lowered his window.

      “Who are you?” the constable asked.

      “Let us through,” Stiper said across Cookson. “We’re on a clock here.”

      Stiper’s voice was deep and gravelly, with a self-assuredness suggestive of a man accustomed to seeing his orders obeyed without demur. In his mid-fifties, his age was difficult for others to guess with any accuracy. His flawless black skin, grade zero cropped hair and thick but neatly trimmed moustache lent him a severe, ascetic look, though his most striking features were his dark, expressionless eyes. They could do more than just intimidate people; they could cut right through them. And they did just that right now, as Stiper stared at the young police officer.

      “Where are you from, sir?” the constable asked, peering at their nondescript grey jackets and trousers – not quite civilian clothing, but unidentifiable without badges or insignias on show.

      “National security,” barked Stiper. “Now hurry up and get those men outta my way.”

      The officer looked a little uncertain of himself. “Er… national security’s not an organisation, sir. It’s more of a concept.”

      This one’s brighter than most of ’em, Stiper thought.

      “I suggest you speak to your superiors, and you can go way up the chain if you like,” Stiper said, pointing past him, his eyes moving in the same direction.

      The officer turned and found himself toe-to-toe with a man whose uniform bore a badge with two crossed swords below a red crown, the symbol of one of the highest ranks in the Metropolitan Police. This was Assistant Commissioner Devlin, the head of Special Operations.

      “You can let them pass, son,” Devlin said, smiling at the young officer.

      “Yes, sir,” replied the constable, who quickly set about clearing a path for them.

      “What’s the situation?” Stiper asked Devlin.

      “There’s nothing to worry about,” Devlin said, raising a hand as if to placate him. “Everything’s under control.”

      “Get in,” Stiper grunted.

      Devlin climbed into the back seat of the Range Rover without argument, and they pulled away on the short trip into the building site, the convoy behind them.

      “There’s a cordon around the truck,” Devlin said. “It’s airtight.”

      “It’s a site vehicle?” Stiper asked over his shoulder.

      “That’s right.”

      “And no one’s been near him?”

      “Not a soul.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Devlin tutted. “Yes I’m sure.”

      “What about medics? They’re always the worst.”

      “It’s pretty obvious the guy’s dead, Stiper. Besides, he’s wedged in the truck good and proper. I don’t know how you’re gonna get him out.”

      “Leave that to us.”

      They pulled up near the truck Marks had plummeted into, which was now encircled with police tape supported at intervals by metal rods driven into the ground. Evidence of the tremendous force of impact was clear to see, from the truck’s dented bonnet to its obliterated windscreen and flat front tyres. What the sight couldn’t tell an observer was how loud and terrible the sound of impact had been, echoing as it had in the concrete confines of the site. You had to have been there for that, and those who had been there would never forget it.

      “Bull’s eye!” Cookson said, in a manner of a schoolboy hitting a tin can with a catapult. His two companions ignored him.

      “Where’s the guy who found him?” asked Stiper.

      “He’s been taken to hospital – Guy’s I’m told.”

      “What?” Stiper gasped in disbelief.

      “Don’t panic yourself,” Devlin said. “He’s fine. Just a little shaken up after catching such a dangerous criminal single-handed – as you can imagine.” More than a trace of irony was in his voice.

      Stiper looked at his XO. “I want someone at the hospital checking on him right away.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Stiper and Devlin stepped from the Range Rover as Cookson made a call on his radio. Several police officers were milling around the damaged truck, their eyes probing the gloom of the cab, trying to get a glimpse of the dead serial killer. News of the Assistant Commissioner in their midst quickly spread amongst them, forcing them to start acting as if they were actually doing something useful. Stiper glowered at their dumb, predictable reactions.

      “This one got away from you,” Devlin noted casually. “What happened?”

      “He was young,” Stiper replied flatly, as if that explained everything.

      Stiper pulled out a Cuban cigar, lit it, and inhaled the smoke deep into his lungs. Equipment was in the process of being unloaded from the convoy. Men dressed in military garb were piloting a mechanised track by remote control, guiding it down the rear ramp of one of the vehicles. On top of the track rode what appeared to be a large silver sarcophagus.

      “Can you pull your people back?” Stiper said, though it was more order than request.

      “No problem.”

      “We’ll set up containment and have it out of here ASAP.”

      They looked at the scene for a while, not speaking, until Devlin said, “Don’t you feel a bit sorry for him?”

      “Who?”

      “Adrian Marks.”

      “Why would I? He got lucky. This is the best deal he could’ve hoped for.”

      Devlin looked at Stiper sideways out the corners of his eyes. “You’re a hard bastard. You know that?”

      “Someone has to be,” Stiper said, chewing his cigar. “God help us if the lily-livers take over.”

      “But to go down in the history books as a–”

      Stiper anticipated him, cut him off. “He’s dead, Marcus. He ain’t gonna give a shit if the world never knows he didn’t kill a soul.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      The first thing Christian saw when he opened his eyes was an image, blurry but recognisable, of Peter. There were voices. Peter was talking to someone he couldn’t identify. As the image gradually came into focus, he realised he was in a hospital room. Peter was sitting at his bedside, talking to a female nurse. He moved his head slightly and the room spun, making him groan.

      Peter jumped. “Hey, partner! Anyone ever told you you’re s’posed to catch the crims, not kill ’em? You had us going there for a while. How ya feelin’?”

      The room stopped spinning as abruptly as it had started. He blinked his eyes as if to clear them, and realised his uniform had been removed. “I feel terrible. What happened?”

      “You were unconscious,” the nurse said brightly, as if it were a good thing. She went to his bedside and checked the readouts on a monitor.

      “They couldn’t work out why,” Peter said.

      “I passed out?” Christian asked, incredulous.

      “You’re fine,” the nurse said, smiling. “Everything looks normal now. It was probably just a stress-induced blackout. It’s called an hysterical reaction.”

      “I’ve never had one of those before.”

      “It can happen to anyone,” the nurse reassured him. “We all have an overload switch in our brain. It gets tripped and we pass out. It’s nothing to worry about.”

      Christian didn’t feel comforted by her words. He frowned, which caused him to wince in pain. Gingerly, he touched a hand to his left cheekbone.

      “You’ve got a bit of a bruise there,” the nurse explained as she detached electrodes from his chest and a pulse oximeter from his finger. “Probably from when you passed out.”

      He struggled to sit up.

      “Hey, take it easy,” Peter said. “We don’t want you fainting on us again.”

      Peter was doing what he often did: making light of a situation, but Christian had caught the tremor of concern in his voice when he’d been coming round.

      “I’ll see if there’s a doctor free,” the nurse said, smiling at them both before leaving the room.

      “What happened?” Christian asked his friend and colleague.

      “You don’t remember?”

      “The last thing I remember is clinging on to Marks. What happened to him?”

      “Well, let’s put it this way: he won’t be committing any more murders – guaranteed.”

      “He’s dead?”

      “I should think so. The bastard fell straight through a truck’s windscreen.”

      “Shit!”

      Peter let the information sink in for a moment, then he said, “What happened to you up there?”

      Christian shrugged a little. “I don’t know. One moment I was grabbing on to him, trying to haul him back up, and the next… nothing. How long was I out?”

      “Not long. Half an hour?”

      “I don’t get it.”

      Peter understood the reasons for his anxiety. Apart from the fact he’d failed to bring Marks in alive to face the long list of charges against him, such an incident might have serious repercussions for his career. What good was a police officer who passed out in stressful situations? Police work was nothing but one stressful situation after another.

      “You heard what she said: there’s nothing wrong with you physically,” Peter reminded him. “No harm’s been done.”

      “Marks wouldn’t have fallen if I hadn’t passed out.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “If they find out about this there’ll be a–”

      “Don’t even think about it,” Peter interjected. “Guys from our station got to you on that scaffold before anyone else did. And I brought you here myself. Nobody’s gonna snitch on you.”

      Christian pulled back the covers, swung his legs off the bed and reached for his uniform, which someone had folded neatly and placed on a trolley. Peter tried to help him, but was waved away.

      “I’m fine,” grumbled Christian. “Don’t flap. I wanna get outta here. I hate hospitals.”

      “The boss wants to see you.”

      “I’ll bet.”

      “You’re a hero for catching that freak, Chris. He slaughtered twelve people – that we know of. If you hadn’t found him there’s no telling how many more he would’ve killed.”

      “He didn’t seem like a killer to me.”

      Peter ignored the comment, looked away. “When I heard you were alone with him I felt sick to my stomach.”

      “He seemed like just a kid. A scared kid.”

      “Well, scared kid or not, we know for sure he committed those murders.”

      Christian finished dressing. Peter grinned and said, “My best friend’s a hero – again. Lucky by name, lucky by nature.”

      Christian felt neither heroic nor lucky.

      “Yeah,” he said dully.
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