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BODY COUNT



  The tables were creaking under the weight of the weapons.


  Six wooden trestle tables, each one eight feet long, had been arranged end to end.


  Upon them lay knives that had been honed to razor sharpness. Baseball bats, some with nails driven through their heavy ends. Hatchets, the cutting edges sharpened until they could split bone effortlessly, lying alongside wickedly curved sickles. Knuckledusters glinting in the dull light. Hammers, ranging in size from those that could be held easily in one hand to sledgehammers that would need to be hefted by a powerful pair of arms.


  There were chisels. Cut-throat razors. Machetes.


  Screwdrivers. Darts.


  And then there were the guns.


  Revolvers and automatics. Sawn-off shotguns.


  Ammunition was on the last table in open boxes waiting to be collected.


  Somewhere in the distance, the sound of furiously barking dogs could be heard.


  It was time.


  BY SHAUN HUTSON


  Assassin


  Body Count


  Breeding Ground


  Captives


  Compulsion


  Deadhead


  Death Day


  Dying Words


  Erebus


  Exit Wounds


  Heathen


  Hell to Pay


  Hybrid


  Knife Edge


  Last Rites


  Lucy’s Child


  Necessary Evil


  Nemesis


  Purity


  Relics


  Renegades


  Shadows


  Slugs


  Spawn


  Stolen Angels


  Twisted Souls


  Unmarked Graves


  Victims


  Warhol’s Prophecy


  White Ghost


  Shaun Hutson Omnibus 1


  Shaun Hutson Omnibus 2


  Copyright


  Published by Hachette Digital


  ISBN: 9781405514521


  All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


  Copyright © 2008 Shaun Hutson


  Excerpt from The Sad Tale of the Brothers Grossbart by Jesse Bullington

  Copyright © 2009 by Jesse Bullington


  All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


  Hachette Digital


  Little, Brown Book Group


  100 Victoria Embankment


  London, EC4Y 0DY


  www.hachette.co.uk


  
    This book is dedicated to my wonderful wife, Belinda, and to my fantastic daughter, and, trust me, it isn’t nearly enough.

  


  
Acknowledgements



  I just wanted to say thanks to the following people for different reasons (and because some of them like to see their names in print!). Everyone mentioned below should know why they’re included by now.


  At my publishers, Barbara Daniel, Andy Edwards, Carol Donnelly and everyone in sales, especially those ‘on the road’.


  My agent, Brie Burkeman and Isabelle and all those at the Buckman agency.


  I’d also like to thank the following people for reasons too numerous, tenuous or trivial to list.


  James Whale (and Melinda). Jason Figgis, Maria Figgis and Jonathan Figgis. Jo Roberts and Gatlin Pictures. Rod Smallwood, Val Janes, Hannah and all at Phantom Music. Steve, Bruce, Dave, Adrian, Janick and Nicko. Ian Austin, Zena, Terri, Becky and Rachel, Nicky, Hayley. Brian at the bank. Leslie and Sue Tebbs. All at Chancery. Martin Phillips. Graeme Sayer.


  Cineworld UK, especially everyone at Cineworld Milton Keynes. Mark Johnson, Martin, Debbie, Martin, Paula, Keara, Terry, Fiona, Helen and everyone else who I can’t remember or who’s probably left by now.


  Liverpool Football Club. Aaron Reynolds. Steve Lucas. Paul Garner. Neil Davies. Tommy, Dave, Pete, Kevin, Brian, Paul and Phil.


  As ever, I thank my mum and dad, for everything.


  The last thank you I always reserve for my readers. Thanks you lot. You’re the best. Always have been and always will be.


  Let’s go.


  
    ‘You want justice, but do you want to pay for it?’


    Bertolt Brecht

  


  
1



  He was losing a lot of blood.


  The piece of cloth he’d wound tightly round his left forearm was already soaked with the crimson liquid.


  The knife wound that had opened the flesh was deep. He knew it needed stitches; the cloth was barely holding the ragged edges of the gash together. But, for now, it would have to do. He gritted his teeth and shook his head vigorously from side to side in an attempt to stop himself fainting. He wondered how much blood a human body could afford to lose before unconsciousness took hold.


  As he ran he tasted blood in his mouth too. It was from the cut on the inside of his cheek but after the way he’d been running he wouldn’t have been surprised if it had forced itself up from his ravaged lungs. He was gasping for breath now as he continued along the darkened passageway, glancing constantly over his shoulder.


  He couldn’t hear them behind him but he knew they were there. Somewhere in the shadows. Waiting for him to slow down. When he did, or when he moved out into the open, they would be upon him. Just like before.


  He had no idea how long he’d been running, but his face was slick with sweat and he could feel his shirt sticking to his back and chest.


  For a moment he paused, leaning back against the grubby wall to get his breath.


  Inside the mask, his breathing sounded louder than normal, and more mucoid. Like the laboured snores of a slumbering drunkard. He knew there was no point in trying to remove the facial covering; he’d already tried a number of times and failed.


  His injured arm brushed against the dirty plaster and left a red smear.


  They would see the mark he’d left but, he reasoned, what did it matter? They would come this way eventually. What was the point of concealing his presence? It seemed that wherever he tried to hide they found him. And, when he thought about it, hiding would do him no good anyway. They would corner him. Surround him. Move in frenziedly and finish him.


  No, he had to push on. Had to force his aching muscles to carry him a little longer. He had to gulp air down into his already overworked lungs. His heart was thudding madly against his ribs: a combination of his exertions and the fear that gripped him. Sometimes it threatened to overwhelm him completely. Especially when they got close to him.


  He wondered how much further he would have to go.


  At the end of the long corridor there was a set of stone steps.


  He hurried towards them, almost stumbling over something lying close to the wall on his right-hand side. He steadied himself, unable to see what he’d tripped on in the gloom. Instead he moved on towards the five stone steps. He halted, gasping for breath.


  To his left the corridor arrowed away into more darkness. At the top of the steps there was a wrought-iron gate. He could see through the bars to what looked like a deserted, but much wider, street beyond.


  Out there in the empty thoroughfare there was just one light glowing sickly yellow. Everywhere else was in deep shadow.


  He swallowed hard and wondered if he could make it across the street using the shadows for cover. There were more buildings on the other side of the road, including what looked like a church. He could use them as shelter for a few minutes at least. Get his breath. Redress his wound. Prepare himself for the next onslaught.


  Again he glanced to his left and the dark corridor, but quickly decided the gate was his best option. He looked behind him, then climbed the steps and reached out tentatively to push against the barred gate.


  It was locked.
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  For a moment he thought about shaking the gate but realised that the rattling would only alert his pursuers. He pushed against the metal partition once more; then, cursing under his breath, he ran back down the steps and darted off along the corridor to his left.


  The gloom within this walkway was slightly less cloying than the darkness he’d just journeyed through. He blinked hard in an effort to see ahead, realising that the corridor turned in a gentle curve to his right.


  He slowed his pace for a moment, wanting to ensure that no one lurked in the blackness ahead. Then, satisfied that his route was clear, he moved on a little more quickly.


  Dull light was spilling into the corridor from the far end now and he could see that another short flight of steps led up to an open doorway.


  He paused at the bottom of the steps, gazing out into the wide thoroughfare beyond. As he scanned his surroundings for any sign of movement a flicker of light ahead of him caused him to duck back into the gloom.


  Another of the street lights had come on.


  It flared feebly for a moment and then went out again. He waited, wanting to see if it burst into life once more. Sure enough, as he watched, it flickered a second time, bathing the street in a dull, yellow glow for about twenty yards in all directions. This time the light remained.


  He cursed under his breath. The shadows would have been more welcoming. He would have felt safer crossing the open ground without the unwanted light from this second lamp post.


  But he had no choice. He couldn’t stay where he was.


  They would be close behind him by now. He daren’t even consider exactly how close. All he knew was that he had to make it across the open street to the buildings on the other side. Once there he could rest for a few minutes before moving on.


  He pressed himself against the door frame, looked out into the street and saw no movement.


  The only vehicle in view was a large white Transit van parked about fifteen feet to his right. It would offer cover.


  A thought suddenly struck him.


  It might offer a little more than just cover.


  He took a deep breath and ran towards the van.


  As he reached it he ducked down close to the driver’s side, waited a second, then peered into the cab.


  No keys in the ignition.


  That would have been too easy, wouldn’t it? he thought angrily. But there might be a chance to hotwire it if he had time before they caught up with him.


  He swallowed hard, trying to make the decision. He’d stolen cars before. He knew the procedure. The van could be ready, its engine running, in a matter of minutes. He glanced back the way he’d come, straining his ears for any sound of their footsteps behind him.


  There was only silence.


  He pulled at the driver’s door and slid in behind the steering wheel.


  Now he had to work faster than ever before. Break open the steering column, expose the requisite wires, then twist them together to make the connection. Pump the accelerator until the starter motor turned.


  Simple.


  He wondered what he was going to split the steering column with. And how he could do it without their hearing him. The noise would give away his position as surely as if he’d put up a neon sign over the van. But he realised he had little choice if he was to have a chance of escaping them.


  He looked into the back of the van, behind the worn and threadbare seats.


  An empty bottle. That was it. Nothing else. No tools left conveniently for him to find.


  He picked up the bottle and hefted it before him. It felt heavy enough to break the plastic housing on the steering column. He paused for a second, deciding that if the bottle shattered he would merely clamber out of the van and run for it.


  He struck the steering column and the plastic cracked. Three more times he hit it, pausing after each impact to check around him for movement. When he was sure there was none he struck again.


  When he saw the wires inside the column exposed he felt a brief, galvanising moment of joy.


  He pulled the wires he needed free and bent low towards them, stripping away the plastic sheathing that covered the metal with his teeth. Then he twisted the wires together and pressed his foot down on the accelerator, waiting for the motor to turn.


  Nothing.


  Not even the groan of a flat battery.


  Breathing heavily, he slipped the bonnet release catch, jumped out of the van and hurried round to the front of the vehicle.


  He lifted the bonnet and looked beneath.


  For a moment he smiled. He felt a laugh gathering in his throat. The laughter of the damned. It hovered there as surely as the sickness he felt rising in his chest as he stared beneath the bonnet.


  There was no engine.
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  He dropped the bonnet despairingly.


  The metal clanged loudly, the sound echoing over the deserted street, reverberating in his ears and bouncing off the buildings that surrounded him.


  He spun round, looking into the shadows, glancing back the way he’d come, his initial despair now rapidly overshadowed by his fear that they would have heard the crash of metal on metal.


  To his right there was a tall brick wall, well over twenty feet high and topped by razor wire. Even in the gloom he could see the blades glinting viciously. No way over that. Immediately ahead there was a narrow passageway, a walkway of concrete flanked on either side by high mesh fencing. To his left were the church and some other boarded-up buildings.


  For interminable seconds he tried to decide the best way to go. To remain in this place would mean death. He had no option but to move on. Get as far away as possible from those who pursued him.


  He moved towards the narrow walkway ahead.


  There were small spotlights mounted on the tall wire on each side, aimed down at the concrete below, providing more light than he would have liked as he hurried along the pathway. Darkness and gloom were his allies here, not the light. Brightness made him visible. It made it hard to hide.


  Behind the fencing there were more buildings, but these were dilapidated and crumbling. Some had no roofs and he could see ceiling beams stretched skeletally between the walls. Rubble was piled high around the approaches, and the whole landscape reminded him more and more of a bomb site as he moved further into it. Even the concrete at his feet was now scored with deep cracks, as if it had been laid then immediately shattered with sledgehammers.


  There was a wire mesh gate ahead and he ran towards it, praying that it wouldn’t be locked.


  He pushed it hard, relieved when it swung back on its hinges to allow him through. As he passed beyond it, his initial relief at being able to move on was suddenly tempered by surprise. The ground beneath his feet wasn’t concrete any more. It was soft earth and grass.


  He turned a corner and found himself in a wide, walled courtyard between four tall buildings. There were lights burning in the windows of one of them.


  Were they waiting for him, he wondered? Had they somehow got ahead of him?


  He looked around anxiously. The courtyard was dimly lit, illuminated only by wall lights placed high on the buildings surrounding him.


  He wondered how he was going to find his way out. Could he escape through one of the doors in the walls or would he have to enter the buildings themselves?


  There was a door near to him and he tried it.


  Locked.


  He ducked down behind an empty skip, wondering if he was being watched, even now, from one of the high windows.


  He tried to control his breathing, wincing at a sudden twinge of pain from his slashed arm. He flexed his fingers, aware of a tingling in the tips of the digits. Perhaps it was caused by the blood loss, he thought. He began to wonder how long it would be before the entire arm went numb.


  Keeping low, he moved towards an unpainted wooden door that led into the nearest building. He pressed his ear to the wood, listening for any sounds from the other side. When he heard nothing he bumped his shoulder gently against the partition.


  It opened enough for him to squeeze through.


  He found himself in a brightly lit hallway, which turned sharply to his right to form an L shape. From where he stood, he could hear someone talking.


  They were ahead of him as well as behind him.


  His entire body stiffened momentarily, his heart hammering frantically against his ribs. If he was caught in the middle he would never escape. He fought to control his breathing inside the mask, then peered carefully round the corner.


  He had indeed heard a voice but, to his relief, it was a lone one.


  The figure that walked slowly back and forth in the corridor beyond him was tall but thin. In a low, reedy tone, it was muttering words to itself. Not to another. Dressed in a T-shirt and jeans, it didn’t seem to present much of an obstacle.


  Except for the fact that it carried a machete.


  The blade was fully twelve inches long, dull and rusted in places but wickedly sharp. Even if the cutting edge hadn’t been as honed as it looked, the implement would have been perfectly usable as a bludgeon due to its weight.


  He watched as the figure turned and headed back in his direction. The face was milk white, the bright red U-shaped mouth and bulbous red nose standing out starkly in contrast.


  The figure carrying the machete was wearing a clown mask. Just like some of the others before.


  The figure turned before it reached the corner and headed back the other way. How to get past it? Jump it now that its back was turned? Yes. Hit it from behind. Wrestle it to the ground, get the machete from it. Finish the job with that.


  He nodded to himself, so intent on his next move that he never even heard the door behind him open.


  Just as he never saw the automatic shotgun aimed at him.


  The first he knew about it was the deafening blast and the thunderous discharge that severed his spine just above the hips.


  After that, he knew nothing.


  Probably just as well. Five of them entered the hall and stood around him for a moment before they stripped him of his clothes.


  They used the machete to sever his head.
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  ‘It looks real to me.’


  The words came from the youngest of the four detectives. Detective Sergeant Michael Bradley looked at the screen again, then back at his colleagues. ‘It’s the most realistic so far,’ he persisted.


  ‘It does look like the real thing,’ added DS James Mackenzie. At thirty-eight, he was a year older than Bradley. Both men turned to look at the senior detective in the room.


  ‘What do you reckon?’ Bradley asked, chewing on a piece of bitten-off fingernail.


  Detective Inspector Joe Chapman merely gazed at the screen.


  ‘Joe?’


  The question came from Detective Sergeant Maggie Grant, and Chapman nodded almost imperceptibly in acknowledgement


  ‘Run it again, Maggie,’ he instructed. ‘I’m not convinced.’ He looked at Bradley. ‘And you shouldn’t be either. Not until we’ve got more evidence.’


  ‘Convinced about this one or the other three?’ Bradley challenged him.


  ‘Any of them,’ Chapman insisted. ‘You know what they can do with special effects these days. Where’s the proof it’s real? That could have been some fake head that was held up to the camera at the end.’


  ‘What’s it going to take to make you believe it?’ Bradley wanted to know.


  ‘More than we’ve seen here,’ Chapman told him.


  ‘You’re not discounting the fact that this one and the other three could be snuff movies, are you, Joe?’ Maggie asked.


  ‘I’m sure snuff movies exist,’ the DI conceded. ‘I’m just not convinced that we’ve watched one here and now.’ He reached into his jacket pocket for his cigarettes and lit one.


  Bradley coughed as the bluish-grey smoke drifted in his direction.


  ‘Does my smoking bother you?’ Chapman enquired.


  ‘A bit,’ Bradley said, flicking the piece of chewed-off nail with his tongue. It had got wedged between two of his front teeth.


  ‘Well, fuck off into the corridor until I’ve finished then,’ Chapman told him.


  Bradley shot him an irritable glance, then turned to face the screen once more.


  ‘These settings look the same as in the other three films,’ Maggie observed. ‘Those steps down to the kids’ playground and the video shop at the back are in all four of them.’


  ‘Where are we thinking?’ Chapman mused. ‘Shot in London?’


  ‘It could be any big city, couldn’t it?’ Mackenzie offered. ‘All the shops are boarded up. There aren’t any landmarks that are recognisable.’


  ‘It must have been shot on some abandoned housing estate or something like that,’ Bradley suggested.


  ‘No names above any of the shops,’ Chapman observed. ‘No number plates on any of the vehicles either. That’s weird, isn’t it? If this was shot on some abandoned housing estate, why remove the number plates?’


  ‘So we can’t trace the vehicles,’ Maggie said.


  ‘Fair enough. There’re no sounds of traffic in the background, though. No planes going overhead either.’


  ‘Unless the background sound’s been edited out,’ Mackenzie cut in.


  ‘That’s a bit elaborate for your average snuff movie,’ Maggie objected.


  ‘Everything about this and the other three films has been elaborate,’ Chapman reminded her. ‘The way they’re shot. How they’re lit and staged. Everything. This isn’t some bastard in his cellar with a camcorder and a spotlight.’


  He blew more smoke into the room. It coiled and uncurled before the screen like a translucent snake.


  ‘What about the masks?’ Bradley said. ‘Do you think there’s any significance in the fact that all the victims and all the perpetrators are wearing masks in every one of the films we’ve seen so far?’


  ‘Someone wants to keep the identity of the victims and their killers secret so we can’t trace them either,’ Mackenzie said.


  Chapman nodded in agreement. ‘All the films came from the same place?’ he asked.


  ‘They were all posted on the same Internet site within a week of each other,’ Maggie said. ‘But so far we’ve had no luck tracking down the source. Even the guys from the computer division say they’ve never seen anything like it. There’s some kind of cloaking device or firewall that’s been used and no one’s been able to get through it so far. We’ve checked with the vice squad but they’ve been no help because these films have no sexual content. We haven’t got any idea who’s putting them on the Net, let alone who’s making them, or even why they’re being put on the Net. It isn’t for financial gain. There’s no subscription fee to that particular site. Whoever created it didn’t put these films on it because they wanted to make money out of them.’


  ‘So why do it?’ Bradley demanded.


  ‘That’s what we need to find out, dummy,’ Chapman snapped.


  Bradley again glanced at him with narrowed eyes.


  ‘Are we going to watch it again?’ Maggie asked.


  Chapman nodded.


  Maggie clicked on the play button and the film began to run again.
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  ‘I think there’re at least six different cameras being used,’ Chapman said, dropping his cigarette butt into a cup of cold coffee. It hissed then floated on the dark fluid like a dead fish on a rancid pond.


  ‘Why go to such lengths if these aren’t real snuff movies?’ Bradley wanted to know. ‘Why spend all this time and money to fake the deaths of four men?’


  ‘He’s got a point, guv,’ Maggie said. ‘As well as the victims there are anything up to twenty extras.’


  Bradley snorted dismissively.


  ‘What the fuck would you call them, smart-arse?’ Chapman snapped.


  ‘Extras makes it sound like Hollywood,’ Bradley said.


  Chapman gazed at him for a second longer before returning his attention to the screen.


  ‘Whatever they’re called,’ Maggie continued, ‘someone must be paying them. They’re all accomplices to murder. We’ve seen them kill four men.’


  ‘We think we’ve seen them kill four men,’ Chapman corrected her.


  ‘All right,’ Maggie muttered. ‘Let’s assume that what we’ve seen is real. It must have taken some organising. Four victims. Six cameras and, presumably, people to work them. The locations and those twenty or so guys in masks.’


  ‘Perhaps we should interview Steven Spielberg,’ Bradley grunted.


  ‘Maggie’s right,’ Mackenzie said. ‘That kind of set-up would take time and money. A lot of money.’


  ‘It still doesn’t explain why twenty people would agree to hunt down four men and murder them on camera knowing full well there was a chance they’d be recognised. Even with those fucking masks on,’ Chapman said.


  ‘If we knew who the victims were …’ Maggie began, allowing the sentence to trail away.


  ‘If they are victims,’ Chapman reminded her. ‘We still don’t know if they’re actually dead or not.’


  ‘It doesn’t make any sense,’ Bradley said. ‘If they’re not dead why bother posting the films on the Internet?’


  ‘Why bother anyway?’ Chapman countered. ‘Even if the victims are really dead we don’t know why and we don’t know who they are. Who the fuck would go to such elaborate lengths to kill four men and then expose themselves to possible discovery by putting the evidence on screen? If it’s someone with money who wanted four guys dead then why not just hire a hit man? Get it done quietly. It doesn’t make sense broadcasting it, making it so public.’


  ‘If the killings aren’t real, why is the source of the website impossible to find?’ Maggie said. ‘If what we’ve seen are just elaborate fakes, why would the maker be scared of being found?’


  ‘She’s right,’ Bradley agreed. ‘If these films aren’t kosher, why go to such incredible lengths to keep their origin secret?’


  ‘If they were fake and we found out who made them, what could we charge them with?’ Maggie added. ‘If you’re right and no one’s been killed, then they’ve got nothing to worry about. There’s no reason why they’d want to keep their identity quiet. They’d only hide it if the murders were real.’


  Chapman continued to gaze at the screen, watching again as the severed head was raised towards the camera by the figure wielding the machete. The image lingered for a moment longer, and then the screen went black.


  ‘So, everyone thinks these killings are real except me,’ Chapman said.


  Maggie, Bradley and Mackenzie all turned to look at him.


  ‘Find me some evidence,’ the detective inspector insisted. ‘Check missing persons. Let’s see if we can match up some physical evidence to what’s on these films.’


  ‘They’re all wearing masks,’ Bradley reminded him. ‘All the victims were wearing identical masks and almost identical clothes.’


  ‘Then go over the films again until you spot something that stands out, something that looks individual about each victim. Give us something to work with.’ Chapman got to his feet. ‘Maggie, you come with me.’


  She nodded and joined him as he walked to the door.


  ‘What are you going to do?’ Bradley asked, his tone insistent.


  ‘We’ll check out the website again,’ Chapman said. ‘See if we can find out who’s been posting the films in the first place.’


  ‘You know that’s impossible,’ Bradley said impatiently. ‘No one’s been able to find anything so far. Why should it be any different now?’


  ‘We’ll try,’ Chapman said curtly. ‘That’s all any of us can do.’ He left the room.


  Bradley glared at the closed door. ‘Prick,’ he hissed under his breath.
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  ‘What have you got against him?’ Maggie Grant skimmed some of the froth from her cappuccino and licked it from the spoon.


  ‘Who?’ Chapman wanted to know, gazing round at the other occupants of the café. He seemed distracted, unable to focus on anything for more than a few seconds at a time. Through the large plate glass windows he could see the towering edifice of New Scotland Yard thrusting upwards into the sky. The walk from his office inside that building to where they now sat had taken less than five minutes.


  ‘Mike Bradley.’


  ‘How long have you got?’ Chapman asked humourlessly. He stirred his own coffee and took a sip, wincing when he found how strong it was. He tipped more sugar into it to try to alleviate the bitterness.


  Maggie raised her eyebrows and lifted her cup.


  ‘He’s a cocky little bastard,’ Chapman said finally, ‘and he wants my job.’


  ‘He’s a detective sergeant, you’re a detective inspector. Of course he wants your job. All of us do.’ She smiled.


  ‘He’s too young.’


  ‘He’s thirty-seven.’


  ‘That’s what I said. He’s too young. He’s ten years younger than me.’


  ‘I’m forty. You don’t hate me too, do you?’


  ‘You’re different,’ Chapman said, without looking at her. She was about to speak when he continued. ‘I had to wait until I was forty-five before I was promoted.’


  ‘That’s not Bradley’s fault.’


  ‘What are you saying, Maggie? Do you want me to start sending him flowers? Just allow me my bitterness, will you? Let me enjoy it.’ He took another sip of his coffee.


  ‘I’m just saying that he wants to solve this case as much as any of us do,’ Maggie said.


  Chapman didn’t answer, instead gazed distractedly at two young women who had entered the café. They were talking animatedly. One of them glanced in Chapman’s direction, then turned back to her friend again as if reluctant to catch his eye.


  ‘Why the sudden concern for Mike Bradley?’ he said, still not looking at her.


  ‘It isn’t concern. I was just curious.’ She sipped her coffee. ‘Do you think I want your job as well? Are you threatened by me?’


  ‘I’m not threatened by Bradley or you or anyone else,’ Chapman told her. ‘I just know him. I’ve seen his type a hundred times over the years. Arse-licking little fuck. He won’t stop until he’s Metropolitan Commissioner.’


  ‘There’s nothing wrong with a bit of ambition. You used to have some yourself.’


  ‘That was a long time ago, Maggie. I had things to be ambitious about in those days. What the fuck is there now? All I’ve got to look forward to are prostate trouble and going bald.’


  ‘You talk as if you’ve got one foot in the grave, Joe.’


  He took a deep breath, then looked at her across the table. ‘Was my ambition one of the things that attracted you to me?’ he enquired.


  ‘One of them,’ she confessed.


  ‘And what about your new bloke? What made him so attractive?’ There was a note of scorn in Chapman’s voice.


  ‘Don’t say it like that, Joe.’


  ‘How do you want me to say it, Maggie?’ he snapped. ‘Am I supposed to be happy that what happened between us is over? That you’re settled down with some guy?’


  ‘Oh, come on, Joe, don’t go over that again. What we had was only ever a fling. You always used to tell me that. You were the one who used to remind me you were married and you’d never leave your wife. I thought you might have been happy for me when Jason came along.’


  ‘Are you going to marry him?’


  Maggie smiled and ran a hand through her shoulder-length light brown hair. ‘I’ve only known him five months.’


  ‘He’s got a kid, hasn’t he?’


  ‘A boy. He spends every other weekend with his mother.’


  ‘How do you get on with him?’


  ‘Fine.’


  Chapman nodded slowly. ‘Are you glad it’s over between us?’ he said, challenging her.


  ‘I’m glad no one ever found out,’ she told him. ‘Especially your wife. I wouldn’t have wanted to hurt her.’


  ‘We had an affair for eighteen months and now you’re glad you didn’t hurt my wife?’


  ‘I knew what I was getting into.’


  ‘And out of.’


  ‘We had to end it, Joe,’ she insisted. ‘Would you have left your wife? No, you wouldn’t. What was I supposed to do? Hang around and never look at another guy on the off chance you might change your mind?’ She flicked the handle of her cup with one immaculately manicured index finger. ‘I’m just glad that no one at work ever found out. It would have ruined both our careers.’


  ‘God forbid,’ he said, acidly.


  Maggie pulled up the sleeve of her jacket and glanced at her watch.


  ‘I’ve got to go,’ she announced, getting to her feet. ‘Unless we’ve got any business to discuss. About the case.’


  ‘I said all I wanted to say earlier on.’


  ‘Are you going home now?’


  ‘I might go back into the office for a couple of hours. Have another look at those films. See if I can spot something we missed before.’ He took another sip of his coffee.


  Maggie hesitated a moment. ‘See you in the morning,’ she said.


  Chapman didn’t look at her, merely nodded.


  She turned and walked out.


  He didn’t watch her go.


  Legacy


  He wasn’t a prisoner in the room.


  It was just that he preferred not to leave it unless he had company.


  In the summer especially he loved to walk in the garden. The feel of the sun on his skin made him happy. In the winter months he didn’t like having to wear the extra clothes and the coat that kept him warm. When it was cold he would rather stay inside.


  In his room.


  He had a wonderful view from his window. He could see the big ornamental pond and he often sat for hours watching the large multicoloured fish swimming lazily about in the water. On warm days, he sometimes fed them himself, throwing handfuls of kibble to them and watching as they rose to the surface to collect it.


  Once he’d tried to snatch one of them from the water but he’d been reprimanded and told to stay away from the pool for a week.


  The nurse brought his food on a tray at the same times every day.


  He wasn’t sure what those times were but he knew that the nurse would always come. With the food she brought his tablets. Two white ones and two blue ones in the morning (the white ones were big and difficult to swallow; he didn’t like those). More white ones in the middle of the day and, before he went to bed, a smaller white tablet and two capsules. Red at one end and purple at the other.


  Occasionally, there were injections too.


  He hated those.


  That was when they sometimes had to hold him down.


  The nurse who was going to give the injection always arrived with two big men for company. They would stand on either side of him and sometimes grip his shoulders when she reached for the needle. They pinned him in a chair while the nurse tapped the inside of his elbow with two fingers then slid the long steel needle into his swollen vein.


  The pain wasn’t intolerable (he’d had much worse) but he still hated it.


  Sometimes he hated it so much that he struck out. He could remember hitting one of the big men only days earlier. He still recalled the blood pouring from the man’s nose and mouth. Then others had come, other big men. The nurse had stuck the needle straight through his trousers into his leg that day. The steel had broken off in his thigh and she’d been forced to ram another one into the muscle.


  It had hurt.


  He had spent the next forty-eight hours in a daze, barely able to move from his bed he was so heavily sedated. When he’d woken properly he’d found pinpricks and bruises in the crook of his arm. The nurse had said something about a drip but he didn’t understand what that was. All he knew was that he was sorry for what he’d done.


  Now he heard someone outside his door and wondered if it was the nurse. His stomach rumbled and he guessed that it must be time for food.


  Rising from his chair, he stood up as the door handle turned.


  His stomach growled loudly once again and he rubbed it with the flat of one large hand, smiling to himself.


  He took a step towards the door as it swung open.


  It wasn’t the nurse. It wasn’t food or medication.


  He froze where he stood, his expression one of bewilderment now. Then he recognised the figure standing before him.


  The figure took a step inside the room and closed the door.
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  Detective Inspector Joe Chapman swung himself out of the car and fumbled in his jacket pocket for his house keys.


  He glanced up and down Corfield Street. The thoroughfare, like many others in this area of Bethnal Green, was flanked on both sides by semi-detached houses. They looked remarkably similar to Chapman. Only the colours of the front doors and window frames made one different from the next. Some, he noted, were in need of a paint job more badly than others, his own being one of them.


  Perhaps the next time he had some holiday, he told himself, he’d give the paintwork a going-over. Freshen it up.


  Yeah, perhaps. When are you ever going to take a holiday? It’s been four years since you had one.


  He locked the car and headed up the short path to his front door. There was a light on in the living room and he could see the glow of the television screen.


  As he stepped into the narrow hallway he could hear voices. They were coming from the television too. One of the soaps was on.


  There was always a fucking soap on.


  ‘It’s only me,’ he called, wearily, as he closed the front door behind him. Then he pushed open the door to his right and stepped into the living room.


  Laura Chapman smiled brightly at him from one end of the sofa.


  ‘Good day?’ she asked, one eye on the TV screen.


  ‘Same old shit,’ he told her. ‘What about you?’


  ‘Not bad,’ she said. ‘There’s some lasagne in the oven if you want it. I saved you some.’


  ‘I had something before I came home.’ He stepped back towards the hall. ‘I’m just going to have a quick shower.’


  ‘Joe, you’re not going out again, are you?’ she asked, a note of irritation in her voice. ‘It’s nearly eight o’clock now.’


  He didn’t answer her but went up the narrow staircase instead. Laura followed him.


  ‘What’s the point?’ she called. ‘Leave it for tonight, Joe.’


  ‘Don’t start, Laura,’ he said, moving across the landing into the largest of the three bedrooms.


  ‘You’ve been out every night for the past week,’ she reminded him. ‘And what good’s it done?’


  Chapman hung up his jacket, then pulled off his tie and began unbuttoning his shirt.


  ‘You won’t find her,’ Laura said.


  Chapman continued undressing.


  ‘She’ll come home when she’s ready,’ his wife insisted, leaning against the door frame.


  ‘Just like that?’ he said flatly. ‘Our daughter runs away from home and all you can say is “She’ll come home when she’s ready.” What the fuck am I supposed to do, Laura? Sit here and wait for her to turn up? What if she doesn’t want to come back? And, in case you’ve forgotten, we don’t know where she is, or who she’s with. She might not even be in London now. She’s been gone for seven days. She could be in another fucking country for all we know.’


  ‘I doubt it. She didn’t take her passport.’


  ‘Very funny. How come you’re so calm about all this? If you knew what happened to seventeen-year-old homeless girls on the streets of a big city you might not be so fucking smug.’


  ‘I know what can happen,’ she snapped. ‘I read the papers.’


  ‘Fuck the papers. I see it, day in and day out. Kids on their own. Nowhere to go. On the fucking game. Drugged up to the eyeballs. Being pimped out by Christ knows who.’


  ‘She’ll be with a friend somewhere.’


  ‘Yeah, that little cunt who got her pregnant, no doubt.’


  ‘If you hadn’t threatened to make her have an abortion she might still be here.’


  ‘Oh, right, it’s my fault now.’


  ‘We could have dealt with it, Joe.’


  ‘We haven’t been able to deal with her since she was fourteen.’


  ‘We could have dealt with it as a family.’


  ‘We haven’t been a fucking family for a long time, Laura.’


  She swallowed hard and looked at the carpet. Chapman ran appraising eyes over her and, for a moment, he wondered if she was going to cry. She looked more fragile than normal. Her skin was pale, her short blonde hair lank and lifeless. There were dark rings beneath her eyes.


  ‘I’ll be downstairs if you want me,’ she said quietly, turning to leave the room.


  Chapman took a couple of steps towards her. ‘I can’t leave her out there on her own,’ he said, catching Laura by one thin arm.


  She turned to face him. ‘She won’t think anything more of you for trying to track her down, Joe,’ she said. ‘And what if you do find her? What then? Drag her home? Make her admit she was wrong to run away? This has got nothing to do with Carla’s welfare. This is all about your pride. That’s why you wouldn’t report her missing. There are people working for you who could have found her by now.’


  ‘I can find her myself.’


  ‘Then why haven’t you?’ she snapped.


  ‘I will find her,’ he said defiantly. ‘I’ll find her and bring her home.’


  ‘I told you, she won’t come even if you do find her. This has gone too far, Joe.’


  Chapman’s eyes narrowed slightly as he stared at his wife. Laura couldn’t hold his gaze and shook loose of his grip.


  ‘You know where she is,’ he said flatly.


  ‘She rang me two days ago on her mobile,’ Laura admitted.


  ‘Why the fuck didn’t you tell me?’


  ‘She only rang to say she was safe. She wouldn’t tell me where she was staying. All I know is that she’s still in London.’


  He looked accusingly at her, unsure of what to say next.


  ‘I know I should have told you,’ she said quietly, tears welling up in her eyes.


  ‘Fucking right you should,’ he snarled. ‘What kind of mother …’ The words tailed off. He turned away and pulled open the wardrobe doors, taking out a leather jacket that he dropped on the bed.


  ‘Carla asked me not to say anything to you,’ Laura went on.


  ‘I’m the one she’s angry with, am I?’ he rasped. ‘That’s why you didn’t tell me she’d phoned.’


  ‘Let her sort herself out, Joe.’ She watched as he took off his trousers and pulled on jeans and a T-shirt. ‘You’re wasting your time,’ she insisted as he fastened his trainers.


  Chapman shot her an angry glance, then picked up his jacket and headed down the stairs, his feet thudding on the steps. Laura stepped out on to the landing, peering down into the hall in time to see the front door slam behind him.


  Only then did she begin to cry.
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  Chapman rode the Central Line train as far as Tottenham Court Road. Each time the doors of the carriage slid open he looked up to inspect those boarding.


  Yeah, because she’s going to walk straight into your arms, isn’t she? Just like in a fucking film.


  The train from Bethnal Green had become busier with each stop. People heading into the West End for a night out. Those on their way to work a night shift. Some travelling further afield, to see relatives or friends perhaps?


  Others looking for runaway daughters, maybe? Doubt it.


  He glanced across the narrow aisle at two young men in their early twenties. They were smartly dressed and clean shaven, and their hair was immaculate. They were chatting and laughing.


  Not a care in the fucking world by the look of it. Little cunts.


  Another guy about his age was seated next to them. Big sod in a charcoal grey suit, white shirt and red tie reading a paperback. The man didn’t even look up when the train stopped.


  Probably travelled this route every day of his working life and would do until he retired. Knew every stop by heart.


  What are you going home to? Empty house? Loving family?


  Chapman unconsciously twisted his own silver wedding band two or three times.


  A woman in a navy blue skirt and jacket had got on at Chancery Lane. Early thirties. Very attractive. She was holding a laptop in a leather carrying case. The earphones of an iPod were stuffed in her ears, running from her expensive handbag.


  Professional type?


  Chapman had offered her his seat but she’d merely shaken her head and looked towards the other end of the carriage.


  Fuck you then. Stand there in your three-inch heels.


  He could see that the skin on the back of both her heels was red.


  You could have accepted the seat, couldn’t you? Feminist bitch. Probably don’t like doors being opened for you either.


  The detective brushed past her as the train pulled into Tottenham Court Road.


  He made his way towards the escalators and rode one to street level, glancing at those on the other side descending towards the platforms. He glanced at the tall, skinny guy strumming an acoustic guitar in one of the underground walkways, but he didn’t throw him any loose change.


  The DI left by the Oxford Street exit and stood there for a moment gazing across the street in the direction of the Virgin Megastore. It was still busy in there. The pavement was crowded, too, just as it was outside the McDonald’s next door. There was a man lying motionless on some cardboard next to the exit of the fast food outlet. Chapman glanced perfunctorily at him before turning away.


  He had his route worked out in his head, just as on every other night. He knew where to go. He’d already decided on the places he had to visit. Digging his hands in the pockets of his jacket, he turned the corner and began to walk down Charing Cross Road.


  To his left, the huge concrete and glass edifice of Centre Point thrust upwards towards a cloudy and overcast sky.


  Rain might be a good thing. It forces people inside. Off the streets.


  There was a queue of people crowding into the Astoria, all in their teens and twenties, it seemed to the detective, and all apparently dressed in jeans, leather jackets and various band T-shirts.


  MEGADETH and Guests, the plastic lettering over the door proclaimed.


  Could Carla be in there?


  Was it her type of music?


  You don’t even know, do you?


  He ducked right, glancing at the faces in the queue as he headed into Soho Square, and then started walking down Greek Street.


  He looked at his watch.


  9.03 p.m.


  Another five minutes and he’d make his first stop.
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  Lipstick Encounters was on Peter Street, sandwiched between a Korean restaurant and a small hardware store.


  Chapman stepped over a couple of split bin bags that had been dumped in the shop doorway and walked up to the entrance of the club.


  It was like any of the dozen or so other clip joints in Soho, gaudily painted in various unmatched pastel shades in a colour scheme that assaulted rather than attracted the eye of passers-by. On either side of its arched entryway there were menus in peeling, gold-painted frames which showed that a glass of orange juice would cost fifteen pounds. Bottles of champagne could run to more than a hundred pounds. The glass over one of the two frames had been cracked and there were pieces of it lying on the pavement.


  A flashing yellow neon sign above the entrance boasted: Erotic Girls


  Chapman stepped inside the doorway.


  A tall, dark-haired girl in her early twenties stood sentinel there. She was dressed in an impossibly short skirt and teetered on heels so high they looked as if they’d been designed by a steeplejack. When she saw Chapman she hurriedly took the cigarette she’d been smoking from her mouth and rolled her eyes.
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