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Chapter 1

Jonathan Badde, of Lowe, Petty and Badde Solicitors, examined the report he'd just received from Title Research and smiled. The report told him that the late Ted Forsyth, of 41 Acacia Avenue, who had died without leaving a valid will, had been survived by a distant relative.

This relative, who in all probability had never heard of Forsyth, was now going to inherit everything that Forsyth had owned in the way of money, assets and property. It amounted to a tidy sum. There was Forsyth's house at 41 Acacia Avenue, worth quite a lot in view of its proximity to London, and a healthy balance in a bank account.

What it all added up to was a decent payday for Lowe, Petty and Badde Solicitors, if Badde played his cards right.

He got on the telephone and called Wally Pratt, the distant relative of Forsyth who was about to come into an unexpected stroke of good fortune.

“Mr Pratt,” he said.

“Yes?”

“You don't know me; my name is Jonathan Badde, and I'm with Lowe, Petty and Badde Solicitors.”

“Solicitors? What is it? I haven't done anything wrong.”

“Relax, Mr. Pratt. This isn't bad news, it's good news. Well, there's some bad news, but it's mostly good news. You see, a relative of yours has died. That's the bad bit. The good bit is that you're going to inherit everything he owned, including a house and some money.”

“Really? That is rather good news. How much will I get?”

“We haven't had the house valued, but given that it's in the commuter belt, it'll fetch a fair amount. As for the money, I can't tell you exactly how much there is, because I haven't been in touch with the bank yet. But it's a tidy sum.”

“Approximately how tidy?”

“Approximately one hundred thousand pounds, possibly a smidgen more. It will go some way towards paying the legal fees in this difficult probate matter your relative has burdened you with.”

“What do I need to do?”

“Nothing, Mr. Pratt. Just leave it all in my capable hands and sign a few papers, that's all.”

“How soon will I get my money?”

“All in good time, Mr Pratt.”

“You don't understand. I'm up against it. I'm broke and on the verge of being evicted from my flat. I'm desperate to get my hands on some money.”

So am I, thought Badde.

“You're on the verge of being evicted?”

“That's right. I'm three months behind with the rent. The landlord has a court order against me. The bailiffs are gonna come around and chuck me out any day now.”

“I'm very sorry to hear that. Still, I'm glad you told me. I may be able to help. If you can meet with me at my office and bring with you some evidence of your identity, including, but not limited to: your passport, photo-card driving licence, a bank statement, council tax bill and a utility bill, all with your name and address on them to prove that you are indeed Wally Pratt, I can draw up a document to allow you to reside in the house belonging to your late relative Ted Forsyth. That should sort out your accommodation problems for the time being. While you're here, you can also sign a binding agreement to pay my fees.”

“All right, that's something, I suppose. When will I get my money?”

There probably won't be any by the time I've finished with you, Badde thought.

“That won't come through for some time, Mr. Pratt. Probate is an awfully complicated and slow process, I'm afraid.”

“All right, how soon can I see you?”

“This afternoon, if you can get here that quickly. It's Lowe, Petty and Badde Solicitors, and we're off the B272 just down the road from the sewage works.”

“I can get there for two o'clock this afternoon if that's convenient.”

“That's ideal, Mr. Pratt. I'll make sure I have the documents ready for you to sign and a key to the house for you to collect. Bye-bye for now.”

“Good-bye – and thank you so much.”

“Well, thank you so much, Mr. Pratt.”

Pratt met with Badde at the appointed hour, signed a contract to pay Badde's eye-watering fees, and left with the keys to 41 Acacia avenue.







Chapter 2

In a house in Croydon, Richard Hoyle was packing a box with crockery. He stopped to wipe the sweat off his bald head.

“This moving malarkey is bloody hard work,” he said. “I can't wait till it's all over.”

“You and me both,” said his partner Darren. “Anyway, we don't have long to wait. It's all happening tomorrow, and we haven't got much left to pack. Let's go out to eat tonight, shall we? I don't think I can face eating in here. The place seems sad and bare now that we've taken our pictures down and packed everything away.”

“I was thinking that, myself. Let's go to Rodizio Petro. By the way, do yer know where the estate agent's brochure is? I want to 'ave another look at our new home.”

Darren took a coloured leaflet from the worktop and handed it to Richard, who opened it and scrutinised the pictures inside.

“We'll be able to do a lot with this place,” he said. “And I like the name of the road it's on. Acacia Avenue. It has a nice ring to it.”

“What number is it again?”

“It's 43; 43 Acacia Avenue.”







Chapter 3

The following morning Pratt had moved into 41 Acacia Avenue and was making use of its former owner's dilapidated furniture. He unpacked his bag and hung the few clothes he owned in the late Ted Forsyth's wardrobe before heading downstairs to make tea. While examining the dubious stains in Ted's tea cups he saw something moving rapidly across the kitchen floor.

He swivelled his skinny head and caught a glimpse of a mouse disappearing beneath one of the kitchen units.

Pratt hated mice.

More; he was frightened of them. He felt himself go all a-quiver. He scurried out to the local hardware shop, bought a dozen mousetraps, and baited them with cooking chocolate and peanut butter. He scattered them beneath the kitchen units.

Then he went out for a walk. As soon as he got back he inspected the traps and was rewarded by the sight of a dead mouse. Its neck had been broken by the spring-loaded metal arm of the mousetrap, and it was looking up at him from an odd angle with a rueful grin on its face.

He'd noticed a stash of plastic bags in the cupboard under the sink. He selected one of the sturdier bags, put it over his hand like a glove, and used it to pick up the mousetrap. Then he went outside and threw the bag, together with the mousetrap, into the grey waste-bin on his drive.

As Pratt returned to the hall of his new home, he noticed a door leading to a part of the house he'd not yet explored. He opened it and found himself at the top of a flight of stairs. He fumbled around on the wall for a light switch and when he depressed it, the scary black void at the bottom of the steps was transformed into a well-lit and inviting room. He descended the steps and looked around in wonder at the spacious cellar.

It was painted white and was spotlessly clean. Above his head, strip-lights hummed. All around the edges of the cellar there were workbenches covered in tools and scientific equipment. What really caught his eye was the huge machine standing in the centre of the room. Even though Pratt had no idea what it was, it took his breath away.

It was the Lazarus Machine, the device that Ted Forsyth, Pratt's distant and dead relative, had used to create Henderson, the first ever zomcat, and Floyd Rampant, the first ever zombie. But Pratt wasn't to know that.

There was a metal plate bolted to the machine. It was the size and shape of a bed and it had a scattering of dark blobs on it. Pratt inspected them closely. They were dead wood-lice. He walked around the machine, taking it in from every angle. He was so engrossed that he almost tripped over the various cables extending from the machine.

He went to the perimeter of the cellar and inspected the workbenches more closely. On one of them there was a computer that was connected to the machine and was evidently used to operate it. He switched it on.

Pratt was an expert with computers, having been trained by a friend who'd taught him the dark art of hacking. He soon got past Ted's passwords and accessed the operating system.

He tapped away at the keyboard. By trial, error, and instinct, he eventually got the Lazarus Machine going. It began to hum. The metal plate with the dead woodlice on it slid silently on steel rails into the body of the machine, disappearing from view. The humming got louder and the overhead strip-lights flickered. A strange blue glow emanated from the innards of the machine.

The blue glow ceased, the metal plate slid back out of the machine, and the humming stopped. Then, before Pratt's astonished eyes, the dead wood-lice began to move. As he was no great fan of wood-lice, he ran to one of the workbenches, picked up a hammer he'd seen, and used it to squash them all flat.

He couldn't quite believe what had happened, and decided to put the machine to the test with a dead animal.

He rushed upstairs and went outside where he noticed a removal van on the road. The removal men were busy hefting items of furniture into the house next door, number forty-three. He ignored it and opened the grey waste-bin on his drive. The mouse was where he'd left it, caught in the trap, its face contorted in a rictus of death. The plastic bag was nearby.

He picked up the bag and got the mouse and trap into it, inadvertently brushing his hand over the mouse and a mouldy sausage. He grimaced.

As he went back up his drive, bag in hand, a man walked down it to meet him. The man was of average height and build, and was startlingly bald. He looked as if he might have been in his sixties. He extended his hand.

“'Ello,” he said. “I'm your new neighbour. My name's Richard Hoyle. Pleased to meet yer.”

Who is this and why is he talking in that weird way? Thought Pratt.

The last thing he wanted was to be interrupted in his mission, but he felt compelled to be polite.

“I'm Wally Pratt, and I'm pleased to meet you,” he said, transferring the bag to his left hand so that he could shake Richard's hand with his right.

When the handshake ended, Richard felt as if he had a layer of slime on his fingers. He resisted the temptation to wipe his hand clean on his pants.

“I've just moved into forty-three next door,” he said. “Me and me partner, that is. We bought it off Mrs. Thompson. I expect yer knew her.”

“No, I didn't. As a matter of fact, I've only just moved here myself.”

“Mrs. Thompson moved out because of t'murders.”

“Murders?”

“Oh, I 'ope I 'aven't put me bloody big size eleven foot in it. I've got a habit of doing that. There were some murders in that house of yours. 'Orrible murders by t'sounds of things, and Mrs Thompson found all t'bodies, or what wore left of t'bodies. She never recovered from t'shock, like.”

“Well, there's no sign of anything amiss, now. I suppose the solicitors or police or someone got some cleaners in to sort out the mess.”

“It will 'ave been a mess, a right bloody mess by all accounts.”

“I hope you don't mind me mentioning it, but you're not from around here, are you?”

“No, I'm from 'Uddersfield. It's up north.”

“Very interesting, I thought you must come from somewhere of the sort. Anyway, I'm afraid I must dash.”

“We ought to 'ave coffee some time, being as we're neighbours.”

“Yes, I'll call around when you're settled in, shall I?”

Richard looked closely at his new neighbour, who was five feet four inches tall, with downy whiskers, a face so riddled with acne that it resembled the surface of the moon, and a strange militaristic tattoo on the side of his neck which said: “ENGLAND 18 4 EVA.”

Beneath that, in a column, was a series of words:

“INAZ

ZINA

AZIN”

The remaining words in the series, if there were any, were hidden by the collar of his shirt.

“Yer, good idea, do that by all means,” said Richard, wondering, on reflection, whether it was a good idea.

As soon as Pratt had turned his back, Richard wiped his hand on his pants and rushed indoors to wash it clean.

Pratt returned to the cellar.

He put the mouse on the metal plate bolted to the side of the machine and carefully released the spring-loaded killing arm of the trap, making sure that his hand was protected from contact with the mouse by the plastic bag.

He went to the side of the room and operated the computerised controls. The machine began to hum again.







Chapter 4

Next door in number forty-three, Richard was enjoying a mug of tea with his partner Darren while the removal men were bustling around them carrying chests and furniture, and boxes full of crockery and knick-knacks.

Richard looked up at the strip-light, which had suddenly begun flickering.

“What's going on?” He asked.

“It's probably just the light that needs replacing,” said Darren, in the posh London accent he had acquired through being brought up in the capital by Anglo-Indian parents. “Everything in here needs replacing.”







Chapter 5

Back in the cellar at number forty-one, the metal plate was sliding into the innards of the machine with the mouse on it. An eerie blue light bathed the cellar for a minute or two, the metal plate slid out again, and the machine fell silent.

Pratt stared at the mouse. It was still and lifeless. He went to a workbench and rummaged around amongst the tools until he found a screwdriver. He returned to the machine and prodded the mouse a few times. Nothing. It didn't react at all.

I should have known better, he thought. I can't believe I was stupid enough to think it might work.

He'd hardly finished forming the words in his head when he noticed something. The mouse seemed to be breathing.

And in close proximity to the mouse, the squashed bodies of the dead wood-lice were beginning to twitch.

He gasped and stepped back.

The mouse got unsteadily to its feet, its head bent at an unnatural angle, its face maintaining the rictus expression of death it had assumed in the trap. It began to move slowly around, its whiskers twitching horribly. It was deformed and disabled, and hideous beyond all description, and yet it lived. Pratt watched it for a moment or two then he picked up the hammer he'd left nearby.

SPLAT!

The mouse's head was instantly converted into a bloody smear on the metal plate.

SPLAT!

SPLAT!

SPLAT!

SPLAT!

SPLAT!

The wood-lice were flattened to such an extent that any hope of further life or re-animation was out of the question.

So it does work, thought Pratt. I don't know how, but this machine is going to make me very important, and probably very rich, too. I just have to think it through and make sure I make the most of it.

He went upstairs, made a mug of tea, and watched television while thinking things over and daydreaming of greatness. He emerged from his reveries and looked at the clock hanging on the wall over the fireplace. It was seven o' clock. He realised with a start that it was time for him to go to his meeting. He rushed outside and jumped into his rusty old car. I won't be driving this heap of junk for much longer, he told himself before he set off.

He pulled up outside a nondescript brick house on London Road, Croydon, and rushed from his car.

He pressed the doorbell. The door opened, and he was allowed entry to the front room, which was full of his colleagues, who had already arrived.

Pratt was dwarfed by them. They were hulking men for the most part, with a few hulking women amongst them, and they all had tattoos similar to those of Pratt. A flag bearing the cross of St. George was draped across one wall. It had the word 'National' in the top-left quadrant and the word 'Socialism' in the top right quadrant; and the number 1 in the bottom left quadrant and number 8 in the bottom right quadrant. The other walls were covered in pictures of rallies and demonstrations, some of which looked as if they'd been held in pre-war Germany, and more recent ones which could have been held in London, Bradford, or any number of other English cities.

Pratt looked for a seat but they were all taken, so after a moment of hesitation he sat cross-legged on the floor.

“I see you've decided to grace us with your presence at last, Pratt,” said the burliest of them, who also had the most ostentatious tattoos.

Pratt hung his head.

“Sorry I'm late Bludge. I've had to move house at short notice.”

“And?”

“It's made things a bit difficult for me.”

“What would folk have said if the Fuhrer had told them: 'we can't invade Russia today, I've had to move house and it's made things a bit difficult for me'? Do you think anyone would've been impressed?”

“Er, no.”

“Exactly. I don't want to hear excuses Pratt, I want you to get here on time, same as everyone else, come what may.”

“I'm sorry, Bludge, it won't happen again.”

“It better not. I'm gagging for a mug of tea. Anyone else want one?”

Hands went up.

“Pratt, you make the tea and bring it in. You know how everybody likes it.”

Pratt got to his feet and slunk off into the kitchen.

It's not fair, he thought. Bludge always picks on me, and I'm always the one who has to make the tea. Someone else should make it for once. I'm one of the longest-standing members of this group. He ought to get one of the newcomers to make the tea for a change.

Nevertheless, he made the tea and brought it into the front room, obediently handing the mugs around the group.

“As you know,” said Bludge. “We have a rally two weeks on Saturday. It's one of the England Forward events. The official line of those tossers who run the EF is that it's going to be a peaceful demonstration to let people know we're pissed off because England isn't for the English any more. They think that just by turning up and walking around in areas infested with black muzzie kike scum we'll make a statement on behalf of the white English race. Well, that's not my style, and it shouldn't be the style of any self-respecting member of N.S. 18. We'll be going there to break some 'eads. So, everyone, make sure you're tooled up, and break some 'eads while you're there, and as long as those 'eads are not white and not English, you'll be doing the country a favour. Oh yeah, you can break pigs' 'eads too, whatever colour they are. Got that?”

The group nodded enthusiastically. Pratt did the same, but his enthusiasm was feigned. He was thinking about the possibility of being caught up in something beyond his control, and it didn't sit well with him.

What if they're armed? He thought. What if they outnumber us? What if I get cornered by someone bigger than me and I get flattened, or worse?

Unwelcome images of his last rally came into his head. He had visions of blood running from wounds, none of it his, thank God, and none of it spilled by him. He'd managed to cower out of sight in a doorway until the worst was over. He'd been roughed up by the police a bit, but nothing too serious. Just enough to give him some bruises he could show off to the other members of N.S. 18 which convinced them he'd done his bit.

“Pratt,” said Bludge, “what weapon are you taking?”

Pratt scratched his head.

“Er, I don't know Bludge,” he said. “I'm not sure.”

“Fucking hell Pratt, are you gormless or what? Daz, what weapon are you taking?”

“Ball-peen hammer, Bludge.”

“Faz, what are you taking?”

“Flick-knife.”

“Kaz?”

“Stanley knife.”

“Baz?”

“Machete.”

“Gaz?”

“Baseball bat.”

“Laz?”

“Brass-knuckles.”

“See that, Pratt? Everyone knows what they're gonna be tooled up with, except you. Even Kaz. She's not even a man, and she's got bigger balls than you. Now man up and decide what you're taking, and tell me what it is.”

Kaz beamed. Pratt noticed her delight at receiving praise from Bludge, and felt a hunger deep inside. He himself craved that praise.

And there was something else.

Kaz filled his fantasies. She cavorted through his dreams, naked more often than not, other than for a few items of suggestive lingerie of the sort he'd seen in the window of the Ann Summers shop in the dated Croydon shopping centre. Pratt desperately wanted Kaz to beam at him.

“Er, an ice-pick?”

“Good choice. It's what did for Trotsky, the commie bastard. How big is it?”

“Er, I'm not sure.”

“Not sure? It's your fucking ice-pick, how can you not be sure how big it is?”

“I haven't bought it yet.”

There were sniggers from around the room.

“You dozy little bastard Pratt. Make sure you 'ave bought it by the time we 'ave the meeting next week. I want you to show it me to prove you've got it, and I want you to demonstrate to everyone how you're going to hide it under your clothes.”

Pratt, who was cross-legged on the floor in front of Bludge, felt as if he was both literally and metaphorically at the feet of his role-model and leader.

“Yeah, all right Bludge, I will, I'll do that.”

“Make sure you do.”

He leaned forward, patting Pratt on top of his head.

“That way you might get to be allowed into the Inner Circle one day.”

Pratt longed to be allowed into the Inner Circle. Few were, and he didn't feel he could ever be one of them. He felt he was lucky to be a member of the Outer Circle. Most of the others in the group barely tolerated him. But he stuck it out because it was the closest thing to family he had. For all of the derision it gave him, the group made him feel he belonged, and it was a feeling he couldn't get anywhere else.

“You know something?” said Budge, looking around the room. “We're all committed to the cause, every one of us here, even Pratt, but there are too few of us. We need to recruit more members. We especially need to find a figurehead, someone people will rally around. It's not going to be me; I'm more of a military man than a politician. I'm not suited to politics. So I want you all to keep your eye out for someone who can be a crowd-pleaser, someone who'll understand us, and help us take our organisation to the next level.”

When the meeting came to an end, Pratt waited until Kaz left and he followed her out, training his eyes on her rear, which was being shown off in a pair of close-fitting jeans. She was a large woman, standing five feet ten inches tall, and she was the owner of a big rear end, having rather more heft than was good for her. It was a rear end that Pratt would have loved to explore, but he knew he would never be allowed to do that. His height, he was sure, ruled him out of contention. That, and his weasel-like looks. Even he had to admit that his looks were weasel-like.

Kaz halted by her car to climb in, and noticed Pratt standing nearby. She flashed him a grin, her round face framed by a mop of bleached blond hair. He loved the way she grinned at people – people, that is, who were white, English, and neo-Nazi.

“See ya next week, Wally,” she said.

She was one of the few members of their group who called him “Wally” rather than “Pratt” or just “Hey you!” This made him pine for her even more. He reddened. Luckily it was dark by this time, so she was unable to see the colouring of his cheeks.

“Yes, see you next week,” he said lamely.

He wanted to say far more to her than that, but was unable to bring himself to say anything meaningful to her.

He watched her drive off and climbed sadly into his own car.

I'm on the bottom rung of the ladder, he thought. Wait a minute, who am I kidding? I'm not even on the ladder. I haven't got a hope in hell of rising anywhere in this organisation. I'm going to be the unofficial tea-boy for the rest of my life. I'm Bludge's bitch and that's all I'll ever be. I want people to respect me. I want Bludge and Kaz to respect me, and I want them to like me. Why can't I have that? Where has it all gone wrong? What can I do to change things? How can I put it right? How can I get to be like Bludge?

He started up his car and drove off into the night towards his new home on forty-one Acacia Avenue. Then, on impulse, he slowed down and doubled back, heading east along the A232. He took a right turn towards New Addington in Croydon. When he got there, he cruised along Castle Hill Avenue, the street that Kaz lived on. It was something he'd taken to doing recently. He'd followed her home once and discovered which of the brick semi-detached houses was hers. Since then, he'd become a stalker.

As he cruised down the road, he saw her crossing directly ahead. He hoped she wouldn't look his way and recognise him. She didn't. He put his foot on the brake but it didn't feel right – and it didn't slow down his car one iota. He twisted the steering wheel, but too late, there was a sickening bump, and Kaz disappeared beneath the bonnet, giving rise to two further sickening bumps as his wheels ran over her.

Pratt drove on. He had no choice. The brake wasn't working.

His mind raced with possibilities, none of them good.

Oh fuck. I might have killed her. I love her and I've killed her. Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck. What's going to happen now? If I get caught for this, the police will find out my car hasn't been serviced or MOT'd or insured. I'll be arrested and locked up for murder or manslaughter or something. I hope to God that nobody saw me do it. Oh fuck, my driving is a liability. I'm gonna kill myself if I don't watch it.

He eased his foot from the accelerator and slowed to a crawl so that he could turn a corner safely. Somehow, by a combination of driving slowly and using his handbrake as a footbrake, he made it back to forty-one Acacia Avenue in one piece and parked in the drive. He went indoors with his mind in a turmoil. He wondered whether Kaz had survived, and, if she had, what sort of state she was in; and he worried that he was going to hear a knock at the door at any minute and it was going to be the police.

He tried to recollect what had happened when he'd run over Kaz. With his heart in pieces, he came to the realization that he'd probably killed the one person he loved. He checked the television, radio, and internet for news of what might have become of her. News wasn't long in coming. There was a bulletin on a local TV channel about the killing of a young woman in a hit-and-run incident on Castle Hill Street.

Even though he'd known that was the likely outcome of his actions, Pratt's heart sank. The one crumb of solace he was able to extract from the report was that, so far, no witnesses had come forward. But there had been an appeal for information, which meant he wasn't home and dry. And even if he was, he'd be burdened for all time with the guilt of what he'd done.

Pratt switched channels and began watching an old political documentary. And while he watched, he thought about Professor Ted Forsyth's machine in the cellar.

Maybe Kaz is dead, he thought. Maybe I have killed her. But I can make amends. I can bring her back.

He watched the old footage on screen and another thought came into his head.

I knocked her down and ran her over. If I did bring her back to life, she'd be like that mouse. She'd be twisted, deformed, and hideous.

Images of a re-animated Kaz with deformed arms and legs and a half-mashed face with tyre-tread marks running across it came into his head and refused to leave, no matter how hard he tried to evict them.

That's terrible, he thought. I couldn't be responsible for bringing something like that into the world.

Then something appeared on the screen that inspired him: an image of a woman who, in a way, represented his idea of female perfection.

Wait a minute, he thought. I could rebuild Kaz and improve her. She was beautiful, but I could make her more beautiful. I could make her into the figurehead that Bludge was talking about, the person people would rally around. The group would stop making fun of me if I did that. They'd sit up and listen. They'd bloody well have to, because I'd be important, maybe as important as Bludge, certainly a lot more important and respected than I am now. I might even get admitted to the Inner Circle.

No, wait, I'm crazy. I can't do that.

But once having had the thought, he couldn't let it go.

Yes, I can. What's stopping me? I've got the know-how and the equipment. All I need is her body. But how will I get it? And how will I get hold of the other body parts I need to replace the ones I damaged so that I can rebuild her? Think, man, think.

Then he remembered something he'd heard about a long time ago. He'd seen it on television: a program about body snatchers. He went on the internet and did a search for modern-day grave robbers.

He was pleasantly surprised by the thousands of results he got. The most prominent was an article in the 'Catholic Media Coalition':

'The Return of the Body Snatcher.

'We now have a new demand for cadavers, or rather the body parts of cadavers and the Resurrectionists are returning. Transplant surgery, which was relatively rare only a few decades ago, is growing at a phenomenal rate. Tissue, bones, skin, heart valves and tendons from corpses are in strong demand.

The advantage of human parts over man-made parts is significant. The new term for these parts is “allograft.” The allograft remodels like an autograft, but doesn't require a second surgery to harvest tissue from the patient as does the autograft. As in the 19th century, the market keeps growing, and the demand far exceeds the supply. Allografts are used in more than 600,000 surgical procedures in the United States annually.'

The article went on to discuss what it called 'The Return of the Underworld Characters'.

It was referring to body snatchers!

It was then Pratt realised that what he was considering might yet amount to more than mere idle fantasy.

He knew that if he could contact a body snatcher and strike a deal with him (or her), he'd be able to get hold of the items he needed to carry out his plan, and he'd be well on the way to rebuilding Kaz and raising her from the dead.

That positive thought eased his troubled mind, if only for a few moments.







Chapter 6

The motorway service coffee shop was busy.

It was noon, and salesmen, truckers, and others who made their living on the road, were beginning to take their midday breaks. Pratt rubbed his eyes. He hadn't slept. He wondered whether he'd ever sleep again.

He was sitting at a table for four. The other seats around his table were empty. He'd put his jacket on one of them and his hoodie on another to reserve them, and he'd bought a packet of M & M's which he'd left unopened next to his coffee.

A man with the look of a male model appeared at his table with a stunning Asian woman. They were both wearing business suits. The man looked at Pratt's packet of M & M's.

“Do you mind if we sit here?” He asked.

“Be my guest,” Pratt said. He moved his jacket and hoodie to allow them to sit down. He discreetly checked out the Asian woman. He was attracted to her despite his beliefs.

She might have been all right if she hadn't been foreign, he thought. And deep down, he admitted to himself that she was way out of his league.

“Let's start with the introductions,” the man said. “You can call me Phil. This is Anya.”

Pratt nodded.

“I'm wally,” he said.

“Let's cut straight to the chase,” said Phil. He lowered his voice. “We harvest the goods as soon as possible after death and refrigerate them until we drop them off with you. Our contacts include some of the biggest undertakers in the country. We choose only the best from what's available. That means we can guarantee the quality. Everything we supply is medical grade. That's what you're paying for. The fees start from five thousand pounds depending on what you want. What is it you're after?”

Pratt leaned across the table.

“Lots of things,” he said. “I want you to source me a woman's legs, the best pair available. And a woman's body like no other. I want it really curvy, and stacked with a great pair, but not overweight. I need some arms, too, which have to be strong but feminine. They all have to come from bodies of about the same size, which I reckon ought to be about six foot. I also need a head that looks like this.”

He pulled a folded-up piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to Phil. Phil showed it to Anya. She gasped when she saw the picture on it.

“I don't want the original, obviously,” said Pratt. “I want you to find me the best look-alike you can.”

“That's a very unusual request.”

“I haven't finished yet,” said Pratt. “There's one more thing I need, and that's an entire body.”

The two body snatchers looked at each other.

“A body?” Phil asked.

“That's right. There's a young woman who died last night. I want her body.”

“I'll be honest with you. This sort of request isn't something we've done before. We'd have to think about it.”

“What do you mean? What do you have to think about? I thought this was your business.”

“It is,” said Phil. “But no-one ever asks for a head or a complete body. They specify the part they need and we source that part. When we've taken it, we patch up the damage so that no-one can tell that anything's missing. We could get you your arms and legs, no problem. But taking a head and a body would be a different proposition. You can't conceal the fact that you've taken a head or taken a complete body.”

“Okay,” Pratt said. “What is it? Is it a question of money?”

“It's risk. But if the money was right we might be prepared to take that risk.”

“What would it cost me?”

Phil leaned over and whispered in Anya's ear, and she whispered in his, and then she spoke.

“Fifty thousand pounds,” she said. “In used notes. Half up front, half on delivery.”

“Done,” said Pratt, even though he didn't have the money and didn't have a clue how he'd get it.

“Okay,” said Phil. “When will you have the cash?”

“I'll call you when I've got it.”

“You'll need to give me the name, address, and date of birth of the woman who died last night. The one you want the body of.”

“Sure.”

“Don't leave it too long. We wouldn't want her to get buried or cremated before we'd had the chance to do the job.”

“I'll try to get back to you later today.”

“Oh, can I hang on to this?” Phil asked, showing Pratt the piece of paper with the picture on it of the head on it.

“Of course.”

Phil put it in his pocket then he and Anya stood up.

“All right, let us know as soon as you can,” said Anya.

“'Bye for now,” said Phil, and they left.

Pratt began biting his nails and sweating. He'd been under pressure before his meeting with the two body snatchers, but for some reason he felt worse now. Perhaps it was the fact that he'd just learned that he had to lay his hands on fifty thousand pounds at short notice to put his resurrection plan into effect, and he knew that task would be about as straightforward as hitching a ride on the next spaceship heading for planet Punkin.

Then he remembered something that might help.

He took his mobile phone from his pocket.







Chapter 7

Pratt took the business card from his wallet that he'd been given by Jonathan Badde, scrutinised it and rang the number. All around him there was the bustle and clamour of a busy coffee house, so he set the volume on his mobile to high.

A secretary answered.

“Hello, this is Wally Pratt. I'd like to speak to Mr. Badde.”

“Mr. Badde is busy right now.”

“But it's urgent. It's a matter of life and death.”

“That's what they all say.”

“For God's sake,” he mumbled through a mouthful of bleeding finger-ends, “tell him I'll make it worth his while.”

“In that case it's different; just putting you through.”

“Hello, Mr. Pratt. I hear you want to talk to me. How can I help?”

Pratt's mind raced. How could he make it worthwhile for Badde to do anything for him?

“I need some money from my inheritance, Mr. Badde. I need an advance, quick, today if possible. I'll pay the fee if there's a fee. I'll do whatever it takes.”

On the other end of the line, Badde leaned back in his office chair and put his feet on his desk with his legs crossed. The light streaming in through the window gleamed on his brightly-polished shoes.

“I'd like to help you, Mr. Pratt, really I would,” he said. “But you see, probate is a complicated business and it takes an awfully long time.”

Pratt's heart sunk.

“However, I may be able to do a little something to help you.”

Pratt's heart rose from its nadir to a slightly lesser nadir.

“How much do you need?”

“Sixty-thousand pounds.”

Badde cupped his hand over the receiver and gestured to his secretary. “Get me the Forsyth file.”

His secretary fumbled around in the filing cabinet and brought him the file. He looked at his notes.

“All right,” he said. “I can let you have what you want, but you must understand that it will mean an increase in the level of fees we're charging.”

“Anything, as long as you can help me.”

“I'm sure we can sort something out if you'll just get down here and sign an agreement.”

Pratt rushed out to his car, which was now a death-trap due to the lack of a footbrake, and headed down the motorway.

Badde hung up the phone and called his friend Austin.

“Austin, I've another Probate matter for you. If you can get me an advance against the security of the money in the bank account, we can make another killing.”

Somehow Pratt made it to the office in one piece. He rushed inside.

“I've got an appointment to see Mr Badde,” he blurted to the woman on reception.

She eyed him cautiously. He was sweaty, scrawny and weasel-like; in other words, a typical Lowe, Petty and Badde client.

“Please take a seat,” she told him. “Mr Badde will be with you shortly.”

Pratt couldn't take a seat. He was too overwrought. He paced from one side of the reception area to the other and back again like a demented goldfish. He paused only to wring his hands before continuing his pointless journey.
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