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He was almost level with his quarry when the rider reached inside his jacket and pulled out the automatic.

‘No!’ shouted Davies, as if in warning.

He saw the pistol being raised, pointed at the head of the motorcycle policeman.

The rider of the Bonneville fired once.

The high velocity round powered into the face of the other rider, blasting through the right cheek, pulverising the zygoma. At such close range the lethal bullet exploded from the policeman’s skull through the left occipital bone, even blasting through his helmet, which filled with blood. Portions of bone and smashed helmet flew into the air, carried on a geyser of crimson.

The Bike merely flopped hopelessly to one side, colliding with the stationary car. The policeman was hurled from the seat, sprawling across the bonnet, blood spattering the windscreen.
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Revenge is a kind of wild justice . . .

Francis Bacon




PART ONE

What is good? All that heightens the feeling of power, the will to power, power itself in man

Nietzsche

 



 



I don’t believe in Love, 
I never have, I never will. 
I don’t believe in Love. 
It’s never worth the pain that you feel.

Queensrÿche




One

He knew he was going to die.


Knew it.

He didn’t think he might. Didn’t wonder if he would.

Brian Ellis knew he was going to die.

The barrel of the shotgun was less than a foot from his face. It poked through the shattered remains of the safety glass partition, so close he could smell the oil and cordite from the yawning muzzle.

From that muzzle seconds earlier had come a thunderous blast which had ripped through the toughened glass as if it had been spun sugar.

It had been at that point that Brian Ellis had filled his pants. He stood there now, reeking. Standing there with a dark stain spreading across the front and back of his trousers. He couldn’t think, couldn’t move. All he was aware of was the sickening warmth around his lower body coated in his own excreta.

And he was aware that he would die.

He wanted to scream. Wanted to be sick. Wanted to pray. Wanted to bellow at the top of his lungs that he was only twenty-three and he didn’t want to die. Please don’t kill me. Please, Jesus Christ, God Almighty for fuck’s sake don’t make me die.


The barrel of the Spas wavered closer to him and he began shaking uncontrollably.

Alarm bells were ringing; somewhere else in the bank  a child was crying. A baby. Someone was sobbing. Someone was moaning.

Brian heard the sounds but none registered in his mind.

All that registered was the sure and certain conviction that he would soon be dead.

The alarm had gone off automatically as soon as the safety glass had been blasted away. There had been no furtive attempts by one of the other cashiers to find the alarm button that linked the bank directly with Vine Street police station. There’d been no need. Besides, this wasn’t a film where the cashiers and customers stood around calmly (if somewhat worried) while tills were rifled, lives were threatened and then masked men ran from the bank into the arms of the law, who had arrived in the nick of time after being alerted by that single, secret alarm. How comforting was fiction.


The man who stood in front of Brian Ellis wasn’t wearing a mask; he hadn’t warned everyone to be quiet, hadn’t told them that if they did as they were told no one would be hurt.

He had walked straight through the door of the Midland Bank in the Haymarket, pulled a Spas automatic shotgun from inside his coat and opened fire. First he shot a woman who had been standing close to the door counting money before she pushed it into her purse. She now lay in a bloodied heap, her limbs tangled like those of a puppet with cut strings. Her handbag and its contents were strewn across the marbled floor, some five pound notes having come to rest in a puddle of her blood.

Scarcely had the sound of the first shot died away than the gunman had fired again, into the counter glass. It had exploded inwards, showering those behind it with fragments of needle sharp crystal. One of the other cashiers had suffered a badly cut face. It was her moans  that Brian could hear as she tried to pull a thin fragment of glass from one corner of her eye.

The child he could hear crying was in a pram at the other end of the counter. The mother was crying softly too.

Don’t make me die.

His mind shrieked it again.

The gunman was looking at him, as if he had recognised him. A vague recollection of a face seen in a crowd.  His face was calm, his eyes narrowed. These were not the staring eyes of a madman. There was deliberation in his movements. He appeared unfazed by the strident ringing of the alarm bells that continued to fill the bank.

‘Give me the money,’ the man said calmly, his eyes never leaving Brian’s.

But Brian couldn’t move.

‘Now,’ the man snapped, pushing the barrel of the shotgun closer to the cashier’s face.

Despite its earlier lapse, his bladder managed to bring forth more. Brian felt more fluid running down his leg, soaking into his trousers.

Please don’t kill me.

He could feel the tears welling up in his eyes.

Dear merciful Christ, not now.

‘The money,’ rasped the gunman through clenched teeth.

The child was still crying.

‘Shut that fucking kid up,’ snarled the man without turning his head. He actually poked the barrel of the Spas against Brian’s cheek.

Sirens.

Oh sweet fucking Jesus. Lord God in Heaven please . . .

The sirens were blaring from the direction of Piccadilly. They would be here in a matter of moments.


Please, make him go. Please God, make him go now.  The alarms continued to screech. The baby was still crying. And the sirens came closer.

A look of mild annoyance passed fleetingly across the gunman’s face. He took a step back.

Not now. Don’t make me die now, Please God don’t . . .

He fired once, the barrel only six inches away from Brian’s face. The report was massive, drowning out all the other sounds for a moment as the discharge tore most of the cashier’s head off. He remained upright for a second, blood spouting from what remained of his cranium, then he pitched forward, sprawling over the counter.

If God had heard Brian’s prayers he had chosen to ignore them.

The gunman turned and headed for the door. As he reached it he paused and looked at the woman with the pram.

The child was still crying.

He looked at her, then at the pram, then he fired twice.

Both blasts struck the pram, ripping through it.

He pushed the door and walked out into the street.

Those passing saw the shotgun; some screamed, some ran. Some just froze.

A police car, blue lights spinning madly, sirens screaming, came roaring around the corner into the Haymarket. The gunman gritted his teeth and looked behind him. The traffic lights were on red.

The traffic was at a halt.

He tossed the Spas to one side, digging inside his jacket for a pistol. Pulling the Smith and Wesson 9mm automatic free, he ran towards a motorcyclist who was idly revving his engine, watching the lights, waiting for them to change. Exhaust fumes poured from the pipe of the 850cc Bonneville.

The lights were still on red.

The police car drew closer.

The gunman shot the motorcyclist once in the back of the neck, pushing his body from the bike, gripping the powerful machine by the handlebars to prevent it toppling over. He swung himself onto the seat, twisted the throttle and roared off, the back wheel spinning madly on the slippery road before gaining purchase.

He swung left into Panton Street.

The police car followed.




Two

As the Bonneville rounded the corner into Panton Street its rider found himself faced with an oncoming car.

The driver of the car blasted on his hooter as much in surprise as annoyance, looking on in bewilderment as the bike shot up onto the pavement and sped off.

A second later the police car skidded round in pursuit, slamming into the front of the car as it passed, shattering one headlamp.

Inside the police car Constable Norman Davies was speaking rapidly into the two-way radio, giving the location of the unit and also attempting a description of the man they were pursuing. He gave the number plate, forced to squint to read it as the bike hurtled back and forth from pavement to road, swerving past both parked and moving cars alike. Davies also called for assistance and for an ambulance to go to the bank in the Haymarket; although he had not seen the carnage inside, it was standard procedure.

Besides, he and his companion, Ralph Foster, now hunched over the wheel in concentration, had seen the motorcyclist shot. Davies winced as he remembered the police car inadvertently running over one of the dying man’s outstretched legs.

He was informed that other mobile units were in the area and closing in on the bike, and that routes were being shut off. The man, he was assured, wouldn’t get far.

Foster spun the wheel to avoid an oncoming car, jolting the Rover up onto the kerb. The driver of the other car also struggled to guide his vehicle out of the way. The blue lights and the wailing sirens were remarkably effective in clearing a path through even the most densely packed traffic, thought Davies, still gripping the handset, one eye on the fleeing gunman.

‘Heading for Leicester Square,’ Davies observed as the bike roared on.

Fragmented phrases floated to him across the airwaves as the Rover hurtled on in pursuit.

‘. . . closing in from Coventry Street . . .’

‘. . . three dead ... Haymarket ...’

‘. . . in pursuit ... identity unknown . . .’

‘. . . armed ... dangerous . . .’

Davies couldn’t agree more with the assessment of their quarry.

The bike was heading towards the junction of Panton Street and Whitcomb Street. Leicester Square lay just beyond.

From an underground car park ahead a van emerged, reversing in front of the bike. The rider didn’t hesitate, merely gunned the engine and sent the Bonneville rocketing up onto the pavement once more, ignoring the two people who had just emerged from the Pizzaland on  the corner. He struck one. The other managed to jump back but hit the window of the restaurant and the glass gave way. There was a loud crash as he fell backwards through the clear partition, sprawling across a table as glass rained down on him.

‘Oh Christ,’ murmured Davies.

The bike spun to the left again, up Whitcomb Street, still against the traffic.

Foster twisted the wheel and the rear of the Rover skidded on the wet ground, spinning round to slam into the side of the van. A jarring thud seemed to run the length of the vehicle, and both policemen winced, but Foster floored the accelerator and sped after the bike.

The rider did not once afford them even the most cursory glance. He was hunched over the handlebars, gripping the throttle, seemingly oblivious to the cars he sped past in the wrong direction. The wind streamed into his face, sending his shoulder-length hair flapping out behind him as he rode.

The street seemed to be filled with a cacophony of blaring hooters and shouts or screams as pedestrians found themselves forced to leap from the pavements as the Bonneville surged along, its rider oblivious to those he struck.

Ahead he saw a man snatch a child up into his arms and duck down beside a parked car, shaking as the police car also passed within a whisker of them.

Another police car was approaching from the left, lights and sirens joining its companion in a discordant melody.

The motorcyclist paused for a moment then sped off up Wardour Street, past the Swiss Centre, pursued now by two police cars.

‘Units covering from Shaftesbury Avenue,’ a metallic voice informed Davies. ‘Give your position.’

He did just that, almost dropping the handset as Foster sent the car slamming into the side of a passing transit, sparks spraying into the air as metal grated on metal. A hub-cap came free, Davies didn’t know from which vehicle, and went spinning across the road.

Many pedestrians had now stopped on the roadside and were watching the chase. Others walked on, ignoring it. More than one tourist hurried to take photos.

The Bonneville was speeding towards the traffic lights at the top of the street, leading into Shaftesbury Avenue.

They were on red.

‘Right, you bastard,’ snarled Davies.

The rider worked the throttle and gathered speed.

Still red.

The needle on the speedo of the motorbike touched sixty. The bike shot across the lights as if fired from a cannon.

‘Keep going,’ yelled Davies, watching the bike speed past an oncoming Sierra, causing the driver to brake suddenly. There was a loud crash as a Cortina close behind slammed into the back of the other car. The Sierra was shunted forward, rolling towards the onrushing police car.

Foster swung the car round and paint ripped from the rear of the vehicle as it scraped the front bumper of the Sierra. But they were clear of the crossroads, heading up Wardour Street now, the motorbike still trailing exhaust fumes, the police sirens still wailing. Behind them the second car had narrowly missed the pile up in Shaftesbury Avenue and it, too, was in pursuit. From a side street Foster glimpsed another motorbike, a white one.

A police bike.

One second was all it took.

One second of broken concentration, then he heard Davies screaming a warning.

As he looked back through the windscreen he saw a man step in front of him.




Three

The police car was doing fifty when it hit the pedestrian.

The impact catapulted the man into the air where he seemed to hang, as if magically supported, for several seconds before crashing back to earth, bones splintered and blood pouring from several ragged gashes. He rolled over in the gutter and lay still.

Davies looked back over his shoulder to see that the second police car had pulled up and one of the officers was getting out to look at the luckless soul.

‘Jesus, Jesus fucking Christ,’ shouted Foster, his face a mask of horror and revulsion. ‘I couldn’t stop. I couldn’t . . .’ He was breathing heavily, his face as white as milk. Davies said nothing; he merely gripped the handset and watched as the motorcycle policeman cruised up closer to the fleeing Bonneville.

He was almost level with his quarry when the rider reached inside his jacket and pulled out the automatic.

‘No,’ shouted Davies, as if in warning.

He saw the pistol being raised, pointed at the head of the motorcycle policeman.

The rider of the Bonneville fired once.

The high velocity round powered into the face of the other rider, blasting through the right cheek, pulverising the zygoma. At such close range the lethal bullet exploded from the policeman’s skull through the left occipital bone, even blasting through his helmet, which  filled with blood. Portions of bone and smashed helmet flew into the air, carried on a geyser of crimson.

The bike merely flopped hopelessly to one side, colliding with a stationary car. The policeman was hurled from the seat, sprawling across the bonnet, blood spattering the windscreen.

The Rover sped past the body.

‘Lima Six come in.’

The voice on the two-way, startled Davies and he jerked in his seat, hesitating a moment before answering.

‘Lima Six, go ahead, over,’ he said breathlessly, still watching the escaping motorcyclist up ahead.

‘Lima Six, be advised that Oxford Street and all roads leading off it are now closed by other units,’ the voice told him.


Now there’s nowhere for him to go, Davies thought triumphantly. Nowhere else to run, you bastard.


‘Lima Six, do you read? Over.’

‘Understood, we will continue pursuit. Over and out.’ He jammed the handset back onto its clip on the dashboard and leant forward slightly. ‘Let’s get this fucker,’ he hissed.

The rider had still not looked behind him. Only when he reached Oxford Street did he glance over his shoulder, to see that the Rover was gaining on him. He looked right and left and noticed that there were two police cars moving towards him from the direction of Charing Cross Road. Ahead of him Berners Street was blocked; he could see police cars and uniformed men moving about on the pavement. Half a dozen of them moved towards him.

He turned the bike to the left, revved the engine and sped off down Oxford Street towards Oxford Circus.

The Rover came hurtling out of Wardour Street, wheels squealing on the tarmac as Foster struggled to  keep it under control. He succeeded and the car roared off after its prey like a predatory animal in search of its next meal.

Traffic on both sides of the road had been halted; the only vehicles moving were the motorbike and the pursuing Rover.

Pedestrians stood, immobilised by shock, staring. From the safety of their own vehicles other drivers watched the chase, some with amusement, some with irritation. Always bloody traffic hold-ups in Central London.

A thought suddenly struck Davies.

He snatched up the two-way.

Ahead of them the Bonneville was slowing down, the rider swinging it round so that it was facing the shops. Onlookers scattered in terror as he revved up, looking towards the oncoming Rover.

‘Is Ramillies Place sealed off?’ Davies asked urgently.

‘Negative. It isn’t possible to get a car . . .’

The voice trailed off.

No, not a car.

The narrow walkway that led from Oxford Street to Ramillies Place wasn’t wide enough to get a car through, but it would accommodate a bike.

Just wide enough for a bike.

The bike appeared to be aimed at the narrow alley next to Marks and Spencer but, as the police car drew nearer, Davies saw that it was not.

‘What the hell is he playing at?’ muttered Foster.

The motorcyclist revved his engine for what seemed like an eternity, the back wheel spinning, leaving great rubber slicks on the road as he held the power in check. He might have been daring the uniformed men to come closer.

The car was within fifty yards.

Exhaust fumes poured into the air around the bike, so thick that it appeared the machine was on fire.

Thirty yards.

He looked to his left and right and saw cars converging from both sides.

Fifteen yards.

He released the throttle and the bike rocketed forward.

The gap that would take him to freedom beckoned.

He was less than twenty feet from it when he turned the bike towards the window of Next.

The Bonneville hit it doing sixty, erupting through the thick glass, which exploded in a dense shower. Several shop window dummies were carried into the store by the impact, one trailing along, tangled in the front wheel of the bike by the garments it was dressed in.

The bike cartwheeled but the rider held on, like a rodeo rider anxious not to lose his mount, his face hideously cut by the glass.

Even when the bike exploded.

The blast shook the building, blowing out what remained of the front window, a searing ball of flame enveloping the machine and the rider. As he hit the ground his skull seemed to fold in on itself, the bone crumbling as he struck the floor with incredible force, sticky portions of brain bursting through the riven skull.

He lay beneath the remains of the bike, the flames devouring his flesh, stripping skin from his bones. Blisters rose, burst and then blackened as the fire engulfed him, turning him into a human torch.

Those who’d been in the store when he crashed through the window fought to escape the scene of devastation. Members of staff fled past fire extinguishers in their haste to flee what could rapidly become an inferno.

Uniformed men now forced their way in, held back by the flames that had engulfed the Bonneville and its rider, who now lay beside two blazing mannequins. As the fire destroyed them they dissolved, their false limbs melting in the ferocity of the inferno. One, still wearing the remains of a silk camisole and knickers, its false hair scorched off, seemed to roll over onto him, the heat twisting its plastic limbs into grotesque shapes, bending and moulding its arms so that they seemed to close around the dead man in a final fiery embrace.




Four: 29 December 1976

They had pulled three bodies from the wreckage.

The fourth they had found at the roadside, obviously thrown clear when the Metro first crashed.

The car was on its roof, a tangled mass of metal that looked as if it had been attacked by a gang of thugs wielding sledgehammers. The field in which it had finally come to rest was strewn with pieces of metal that had been torn from the chassis as the car had cartwheeled into oblivion. Other objects were also scattered around.

A high heeled shoe.

A handbag.

A couple of cassette tapes.

A watch.

A severed hand.

Wally Hughes gathered them all up, moving slowly round the wreckage, dropping the personal effects into a plastic bag. They might help with identification when the time  came. The occupants of the car certainly couldn’t. So bad were their injuries it was even difficult, at first glance, to tell which were male and which female. The driver had been impaled on the steering column. It had taken Wally and two of his companions over twenty minutes to remove the corpse, one of them vomiting when the body came in half at the waist as the torso was finally freed. Whoever had been in the passenger seat had fared no better. The head had been practically severed by broken glass when the windscreen had shattered. Portions of skin still hung from the obliterated screen like bizarre decorations.

Christmas decorations?

Wally shook his head and sighed, stooping to pick up a blood-flecked wallet. Death at any time of the year was a terrible thing, but at Christmas it seemed even more intrusive. In his twelve years as an ambulanceman he had noticed how the public seemed to take on an almost lemming-like mentality. Despite warnings every year not to drink and drive, to take more care in dangerous road conditions, men and women (sometimes children too) were pulled or cut or lifted piece by piece from car smashes. Huge pile-ups or single-vehicle accidents. What did it matter? Death was death, whether it happened to one or twenty at a time.

This time there had been four.

The car had come off the road at speed, obviously, hit a grassy bank, ploughed through a low stone wall, cartwheeled and ended up on its roof. How had it happened?

That was always the first question that came into Wally’s mind as he approached the scene of an accident. He didn’t even consider things such as, ‘Will the victim be alive? If so, how bad will the injuries be?’ Besides, it was usually simple to tell, on first glance at the scene  of carnage, how likely it was that there would be any survivors. In this particular case he had taken one look at the wreck and decided that the ambulance would be driving straight to the morgue, not the emergency wing of the hospital.

He picked up a glove, dropped it into his plastic bag and straightened up, wincing slightly at the pain from his lower back. Rheumatism. The cold weather always exacerbated it and tonight was cold. There was a thick coating of frost on the grass and the road was icy, especially on the bend.

Perhaps that was what had happened. The driver had lost control on the slippery road. Perhaps he’d been going too fast. Perhaps he’d been drunk. Perhaps he’d been showing off.

Perhaps. Perhaps.

None of that seemed to matter now. They wouldn’t know why it had happened, not for a few days. In the intervening period, Wally and his companions would have countless other accidents to deal with. At Christmas time the ambulance service in Greater London alone dealt with upwards of 3000 emergency calls a day.

Merry Christmas.

By the roadside two ambulances stood with their rear doors open, the blue lights turning silently. The glare of their headlamps cut through the blackness of the night, one set pointing at the wrecked Metro. In the gloom Wally continued with his task of recovering personal effects. He noticed that blood had sprayed over a wide area around the car; it glistened on the frosted grass, appearing quite black in the blinding whiteness of the headlights. There was little talk among the other men as they went about their tasks. There was a weary familiarity about the whole thing. It wasn’t the first time they’d seen it and Christ alone knew it wouldn’t be the last.

The head of one of the passengers in the rear of the car had hit the back of the driver’s seat so hard they had found three teeth embedded in the upholstery. Now, as he flicked on his torch and shone it over the ground, Wally found two more teeth. He picked them up and dropped them into the bag.

A police car was also parked close to the bend, and one of the officers was making notes. As soon as identification of the victims was made it would be the job of the police to notify the next of kin. Wally was glad he didn’t have to do that job. It was one thing to pull a man from a car, a man who was still screaming despite the fact that he had no face, but it was something else to sit calmly opposite a mother and inform her that her son was dead. To tell a father his daughter had been crushed beneath a lorry, that it had taken twenty minutes to scrape her brains up off the road.

Wally shone the torch over the ground once more, then headed back towards the wall, stepping through the gap the car had made on its fateful passage.

He was heading towards the closest ambulance, glancing across at two of his companions lifting the fourth body on a stretcher, when he heard the shout.

‘This one’s still alive.’




Five

‘We drew the short straw again.’

Detective Sergeant Stuart Finn fumbled in his jacket pocket for his Zippo, flipped the lighter open and lit the Marlboro jammed between his lips.

As the lift slowly descended he glanced across at his companion who was gazing distractedly at the far wall.

‘I said . . .’

‘I heard you,’ Detective Inspector Frank Gregson told him, his eyes still fixed on a point on the wall.

Finn looked at his companion then across to where his gaze seemed fixed. He noticed a fly on the wall, sitting there cleaning its wings.

The lift bumped to a halt and Gregson glanced up to reassure himself that they were at the right floor. As he stepped towards the door he swung the manila file he held, squashing the fly against the wall, where it left a red smudge.

‘I know how he feels,’ murmured Finn as he stepped from the lift. The doors slid shut behind him. ‘Flies eat shit, don’t they?’

Gregson didn’t answer.

‘I certainly know how he feels,’ the DS added wearily. ‘Well, come on, Frank. Any ideas who this joker might have been?’

‘How the hell am I supposed to know?’ Gregson said. ‘They drag the bloke out of a fire after he’s been chased halfway across the West End. By the time they get him out he’s so badly burned his fucking mother wouldn’t even know him. If he’s got one.’

Their footsteps echoed dully in the long corridor as they approached New Scotland Yard’s forensic labs. Signs proclaimed: PATHOLOGY. Gregson looked down at the file again, glancing at the number in the top right-hand corner. That was all the man was to them at the moment. A number. No name and certainly no face. That had been burned away along with most of the rest of him. But he had to be identified and that job was to be done by the Yard’s forensic pathologists.  Once identification had been made it was the task of Gregson and Finn to find out why the man had run amok.

Finn took a drag on his cigarette and swept a hand through his thinning hair. He was twenty-nine, a year younger than his superior but his bald patch (which worried him) made him look older. Gregson was greying at the temples but, he told himself, the light hairs were the result of stress and not the onset of more mature years. Both men were thick-set, Finn perhaps a little slimmer, although his belly strained unattractively against his shirt. He’d put the weight on a few months ago when he first tried to give up smoking.

Gregson opened the door of the pathology lab. The two men walked in.

‘Where’s Barclay?’ the DI asked a man in a lab coat who was fiddling with a microscope slide.

The man nodded in the direction of a door marked PRIVATE: NO ENTRY BY UNAUTHORISED PERSONNEL.

Both policemen made for the door. Gregson knocked and walked in without waiting for an invitation.

It was cold inside the pathology lab.

The cold and the smell were two of the things that always struck him. The acrid stench of death and sometimes decay. He had seen things inside this room that others only saw in nightmares. Call it an occupational hazard.


The chief pathologist, Phillip Barclay, had his back to the men as they entered. He glanced over his shoulder and nodded a greeting. Behind him banks of cold cabinets stood like huge filing drawers. A storehouse for sightless eyes. Freezers containing bodies or awaiting them. On one of six dissecting tables lay a body covered by a sheet. It was towards this table that the two  policemen walked, their footsteps echoing even more loudly in the high-ceilinged room.

‘If you’ve come looking for answers I’m going to have to disappoint you,’ said Barclay, turning to face them.

Gregson looked challengingly at him, watching as the pathologist swung himself off the stool on which he’d been sitting. He walked across to the dissection tables and pulled the sheet back.

‘Shit,’ murmured Finn.

The shape beneath the sheet was little more than a blackened skeleton. Flesh, crisped and blackened by the fire, still clung to the bones but it looked more like a coating of thick ash ready to fall off at the slightest touch. A few teeth gleamed whitely through the blackened mess, but much of the skull had been pulverised on initial impact. Finn could see tiny fragments of brain, also blackened, welded to the inside of the shattered skull.

‘I’ve examined what there is of him, obviously,’ said Barclay, pulling the sheet further back and stepping back, arms folded. ‘But it’s going to be a long job identifying him.’

‘What about dental records?’ Gregson wanted to know, his eyes never leaving the corpse.

‘As you can see, most of the head is gone. Obliterated. He hit the window head first when he went through it. Actually, that’s the strange thing. From the extent of the damage to the head and upper body I’d say he was leaning forward when he hit that window.’

‘Meaning?’ Gregson wanted to know.

‘He intended to do it. He was making sure he killed himself.’

‘Looks like he did a pretty good job,’ Finn remarked, sucking on his cigarette.

Barclay looked disdainfully at him.

‘Don’t smoke in here, please,’ he said.

Finn looked aggrieved.

‘Why? It’s not going to bother him,’ he said, nodding towards the corpse.

‘It bothers me,’ the pathologist said, watching as Finn nipped out the cigarette, burning his fingers in the process. He dropped the butt into his jacket pocket.

‘You could identify him from dental records, though,’ said Gregson.

‘Like I said, it won’t be easy. It’ll take time but it’s not impossible.’ There was a long silence broken again by Barclay. ‘How many did he kill?’

‘Including the baby, five. Six more are in hospital, one on the critical list. It doesn’t make sense,’ Gregson observed, shaking his head. ‘The whole thing was clumsy. He robbed a bank, but he left with no money and in a way which almost guaranteed he’d be caught. Then, when he could have escaped, he killed himself.’

‘Bit elaborate for a suicide, isn’t it?’ Finn mused.

‘Couldn’t you take any prints from the guns?’ Gregson asked.

Barclay shook his head.

‘He was wearing gloves.’

The DI chuckled sardonically.

‘Gloves but no mask. He didn’t care if we got a look at his face but he didn’t want us identifying him by his fingerprints.’

Again the silence.

‘Can you get a report to me as soon as possible, Phil?’ Gregson asked.

‘I told you, it will take time.’

‘Just do it,’ the DI snapped.

‘If he isn’t in our records it’s going to take even longer,’ Barclay reminded the policeman.

‘You’re the expert,’ Gregson remarked and headed for the door, followed by Finn.

As soon as they’d left the lab, the DS lit up another Marlboro. They headed back towards the lift.

‘Why did he kill himself?’ Finn muttered, sucking on the cigarette.

Gregson could only shake his head.

‘Perhaps when we know who he is, we might know  why?’


‘You don’t sound too hopeful.’

Gregson jabbed the ‘Call’ button on the lift.

‘You saw the body. Would you be?’

 



 



It was probably part of the motorbike.

Perhaps even a fragment of the shop floor. The dead man had certainly hit the floor hard enough. Barclay didn’t rule out the possibility that part of it had been embedded in the pulped skull upon impact.

The pathologist held in his tweezers the small piece of melted matter he had taken from the pulverised remnants of the killer’s head. He gazed at the tiny melted fragment gripped between the prongs.

The intense heat had melted it, leading him to believe that part of it was some kind of plastic - incredibly hard plastic.

Barclay considered the fragment a moment longer, then dropped it into a petrie dish.

It would need closer analysis.

He reached for the phone on his desk.




Six: 14 March 1977

The room was small.

Less than fifteen feet square, its full extent was slowly revealed as lights were turned on one by one. Puddles of light filled the gloom, each one scarcely strong enough to fight off the blackness that shrouded the six occupants.

Doctor Robert Dexter stroked his chin thoughtfully as the light above him came on, bathing him in its cold white glow. He scanned the faces of the others in the room, listening to the soft click as each successive spot lamp was illuminated.

He was joined a moment later by a slightly older man who cleared his throat self-consciously, aware of the silence and apparently anxious not to disturb it. He pulled a chair closer to Dexter, wincing when it scraped the wooden floor noisily. He sat down and pulled nervously at the sleeve of his jacket.

The room was windowless, the only brightness inside provided by the spotlamps set in the high ceiling. Each one was aimed at the four other occupants of the room who sat in a line facing Dexter and his companion.

He looked along the line, pausing for a moment on each face as if trying to commit it to memory. In fact he knew each one well. Like a painter trying to decide on a subject, he moved his glance carefully from face to face, met only once by eyes that held his gaze.

And it was always those eyes.

Every day during the session they would begin the same way, in darkness. Then Doctor Andrew Colston  would switch the lights on one by one and Dexter would look at those same four faces.

And, always, he would be met by those eyes.

Dexter held the gaze for a moment longer, then glanced down at the clipboard on his lap. He matched each name to the four faces before him.

Colston shuffled his feet, as if anxious to begin. He too was eyeing the other occupants of the room but it wasn’t their faces he was looking at.

It was the stout leather restraining straps that kept each of them firmly secured to the heavy wooden chairs.

Dexter glanced once more at the line of faces, aware, again, of the last of them and the incessant stare that seemed to bore into him. Once more he met those eyes and found himself unable to hold the stare.

Was that a sign of weakness?

Or fear?

‘Who’s going to start today?’ he asked, his voice muted and flat inside the small room.

Silence.

There was no response from any of them.

Just that unflinching stare.

Dexter shuffled in his seat and smiled. His practised smile. His comforting smile. His reassuring smile.

‘I’m sure one of you has something to say,’ he continued, looking at the first of the four seated before him. ‘Charles. Will you start today?’

The man looked at him, his eyes rheumy and red-rimmed. He looked as if he’d been crying. He held Dexter’s gaze for a moment, then shook his head crisply.

The doctor sighed with exaggerated weariness. He raised his hands as if in surrender then looked at each face once more.

Those eyes still watched him.

Leave me alone. I don’t want to talk.

‘If you won’t speak to me voluntarily then I’ll have to ask you questions,’ he told them all.

There was a thud and Colston looked across in alarm.

One of them had brought a fist thudding down on the arm of the chair.

Colston was grateful for the restraining straps.

‘Silence is bad,’ Dexter said. ‘You shouldn’t bottle up your feelings. Let them out. Imagine they’re a river. Let your thoughts flow out. Speak.’


The rivers have dried up, thought Colston, using one hand to hide the slight smile which flickered on his lips. It vanished as he saw those eyes gazing momentarily at him.


‘Very well,’ said Dexter, turning over a sheet on the clipboard. ‘We’ll begin with Jonathan.’ He sat forward in his chair. ‘Tell us why you cut off your mother’s head.’




Seven

It looked like a puddle of vomit.

James Scott looked at the remains of the pizza, now cold in the bottom of the box, and shook his head. His stomach rumbled noisily. He’d managed to force down half the pizza but that was all he’d eaten since eight o’clock in the morning. He glanced at his watch and saw that the time was nearly nine-thirty p.m.

Beyond the confines of his office Scott could hear music thudding away and the occasional shout. He sighed and ran a hand through his brown hair, pausing to stretch his shoulders, hearing the joints pop. He muttered something under his breath and peered round the office.

Framed photos of girls, some of them performers at  the club, stared back at him, pouting, smiling, licking their lips. Scott regarded them indifferently, his gaze flickering around the room to the calendar. That also featured girls, naked and half-naked. All shapes, all sizes, he thought, smiling humourlessly. Beneath the calendar, tacked to a bright red notice-board, was the rota. On it he had written, in his neatest script, the working hours for the barmen, the doormen and the hostesses. He had eleven people working for him, although one of the girls was only part-time. They were pretty reliable, most of his staff. They did their work, did what they were paid for and didn’t cause him much trouble.

He’d been manager of ‘Loveshow’ for over three years now. The club was in Great Windmill Street, almost opposite the old Raymond Revue Bar. From his office window Scott could see into the street below, out onto the flashing neon and the rubbish that littered the road, some of it stacked up in large plastic bags and dumped on the pavements. He watched as pedestrians walked round it as if it were some massive dog turd. Others wandered in and out of the other clubs and bookshops that clogged the thoroughfare, each of them peddling the same merchandise. Books, magazines. Live shows. Scott remained at the window for a moment longer, then returned to his desk. He glanced at the portable TV set perched on one corner of it, thought about turning it on, then realised there was still work to be done.

He reached into his desk drawer for the drinks inventory. Time to re-order. Scott pulled off his jacket and hung it carefully on the back of his chair, rolling up the sleeves of his shirt to reveal thick, hairy forearms. Despite a life spent behind desks (or at least the last six years) Scott was stocky and bore only the smallest of unwanted podges. He looked down for a moment at the flesh straining just that little bit too tightly  against his shirt and shook his head. He sucked in a deep breath and held it, watching his stomach retract, smiling briefly before he released the breath and his belly flopped back into place. Flopped. He was hardly obese, he told himself. A few weeks working out in a gym would turn that irritating flab into muscle again. It wasn’t too late. It was too early for middle-age spread. He was only thirty-two, for Christ’s sake.

Forget your figure and get on with your fucking work, a voice inside his head told him. He nodded as if in answer to the silent beration and picked up his pen.

The office door opened and he looked up in surprise.

The girl was naked apart from a pair of stockings, a tiny pair of G-string knickers and a black basque.

‘Fucking bastard,’ hissed the girl, striding towards Scott’s desk and lifting one leg onto it. ‘Look,’ she snapped.

‘What’s the matter, Zena?’ he said wearily, inspecting her leg but seeing nothing untoward.

‘Useless bastard shot his load all over my new stockings,’ Zena Murray told him angrily. ‘Look.’ She jabbed a false fingernail towards a slick of slippery fluid on her thigh. ‘Now he won’t pay,’ she continued.

‘What happened?’ asked Scott, getting to his feet.

‘He bought a drink, bought me a drink. We talked, well, I talked for a few minutes then he pulled it out and asked me to wank him. I told him it’d cost him extra but he said that was okay.’ She shook her head indignantly. ‘So, what happens, I put one finger on it and he shoots, doesn’t he? All over my ...’

‘New stockings,’ Scott said, completing the sentence. ‘So what’s the problem?’

‘They were new,’ she yelled at him.

‘Jesus Christ, take some money out of petty cash for  another pair. They’re only fucking stockings,’ Scott said, exasperated.

‘It’s not just that. He says he won’t pay now.’

‘So what are you bothering me for? Get Rick to throw him out,’ Scott told her.

‘Rick’s not here,’ she told him scornfully.

‘All right, come on,’ Scott said, pushing her in front of him.

They left his office and walked along a short corridor, passing two doors marked ‘Private’ and another which bore the word LADIES in white plastic letters. Beneath that someone had blue-tacked a piece of paper which bore the legend: NO PISSING ON THE TOILET SEATS.

The corridor smelt of stale urine and cheap perfume. It was a smell Scott had come to know well in the last few years.

‘Where the fuck is Rick, anyway?’ Scott wanted to know. ‘This is the second time this week he hasn’t come in. I’ve got better things to do than argue the toss with punters.’ He smiled at his unintentional joke. Zena didn’t see the humour in the remark. She raised her eyebrows indignantly and pushed open the door which led into the main area of ‘Loveshow’ and stalked in, Scott following.

The music that had been a dull thud in his office now enveloped him, roaring from the speakers mounted on the wall.


‘. . . Our love is a bed of nails. 
Love hurts good on a bed of nails. 
I’ll lay you down and when all else fails, 
I’ll drive you like a hammer on a bed of nails . . .’



Zena grabbed Scott’s arm and pointed with one long  finger towards a balding man sitting in a corner, hidden for the most part by shadows.

‘That’s him,’ she snarled.

‘Okay,’ murmured Scott, nodding. ‘I’ll handle it now.’

‘Don’t forget about my stockings,’ Zena bellowed after him, shouting to make herself heard above the roar of the music.


What are you going to do, sunshine? thought Scott as he approached the balding man. Get mouthy? Get scared?


Let’s see.




Eight

The floor show in the club couldn’t have been more aptly named.

It consisted of a large double bed raised up slightly on a platform no more than six inches high. On two sides of the bed were nine or ten armchairs, each one faded and, in places, threadbare on the arms. Facing the bed, three sofas had been placed end to end. One was leather but the material was so cracked and worn it might as well have been draylon like the others. There were low coffee tables in front of each seat. The carpet, also worn, was dark brown to hide stains more easily. The walls were only slightly lighter and these were decorated with more framed pictures of girls, older than the ones in Scott’s office. One or two were yellowed at the corners; one had even come free of the frame and a corner was turning up slowly. Customers were presumably supposed to be excited by the prospect that the girls in the pictures would actually be performing for them but, as one of the  pictures featured Marilyn Monroe, that wish was at least a little vain.

The balding man was sitting in an armchair beneath a photograph of a girl holding a kitten. He didn’t seem to notice Scott approaching him; he was too busy looking around.

There were about six other customers dotted around the place, drinking the warm beer and the grossly overpriced shorts. One man was in conversation with a hostess; she talked animatedly to him while sipping a Coke cradled in one hand and, with her other hand, trying to free the material of her knickers from the cleft of her backside.

On the bed in the centre of the room two young women writhed in the throes of practised pleasure, chatting to each other as they rubbed vibrators across each other’s breasts, their voices drowned by the music.

A man in his early twenties, a cigarette dangling from one corner of his mouth, sat staring raptly at the two girls on the bed, his right hand, jammed into the pocket of his jeans, moving beneath the material.

Scott glanced across at the goings-on for a second then turned his full attention to the balding man, who had finally spotted him. Zena sat down beside the man and glared at him.

‘You owe the lady some money,’ said Scott, his face expressionless.

‘Why?’ said the man, looking first at Zena then at Scott.

‘Because you bought me a drink, then you did that,’ she rasped, jabbing her nail in the direction of the semen.

‘I paid for the drink,’ the man protested.

‘You didn’t pay for my conversation, or for anything else,’ Zena told him.


‘Conversation? What are you talking about?’ the man said indignantly.

Scott snatched up one of the menus that lay on the coffee table and flipped it open.

‘Buying the hostess a drink signifies agreement to pay the hostess fee,’ he quoted, as if he were reading some point of law. Then he dropped the menu back on the table. ‘You owe her sixty pounds.’

‘Sixty pounds?’ the man said, getting to his feet. ‘Forget it.’

He tried to step around Scott but Zena pushed the table with her foot, blocking his way.

‘Come on, pay up,’ Scott demanded sharply.

The man raised a hand to push past him. Scott grabbed him by the wrist and shoved him away.

‘Sixty,’ he hissed, a glint in his eye visible even in the dull light of the room.

‘I haven’t got it,’ said the man, swallowing hard. Scared, eh?

‘Well, fucking find it,’ hissed Scott through clenched teeth.

The man tried to push past him again.

Scott pressed a large hand into the man’s chest and shoved him back.

‘You find that fucking money now. Sixty quid.’

He could see the fear on the man’s face. Flabby white face, glasses. Suit, tie. A respectable type.


‘You think you can walk in here and do what you fucking like.’ Scott was breathing heavily now, the knot of muscles at the side of his jaw throbbing angrily. ‘Get your money out.’

‘Don’t hurt me. Please.’

Scott almost smiled.

There was the fear again. Christ, he was beginning to enjoy this.

The balding man tried once more to get past.

‘I told you not to push me,’ Scott snapped.

‘I didn’t push you.’

His voice was wavering. He looked as if he was ready to burst into tears.

‘Sixty quid or I’ll push your fucking teeth so far down your throat you’ll have to eat through your arsehole.’

The man fumbled for his wallet, pulled out three twenties and shoved them into Scott’s hand. This time, when he tried to pass, the younger man let him. The man made for the narrow flight of stairs that would take him up out of the viewing area. As he was leaving another man was about to take a seat. The balding man muttered something to him and glared at Zena. She immediately scurried across and aimed a kick at the back of his legs.

‘Fuck off,’ she yelled at him as he disappeared up the steps.

Scott shoved the sixty into his pocket and headed back to the door marked STAFF ONLY.

‘What about my stockings?’ Zena said. He dug in his trousers and found a couple of pound coins. He tossed them to her. She caught them and smiled at him.

‘You’re a real charmer, Scotty,’ she said.

He made his way back to the office, his breathing gradually slowing down. The sort of incident with the balding man wasn’t unusual in clip joints like ‘Loveshow’ but Scott didn’t think it was his job to deal with them. He’d done enough of that when he worked as a bouncer. Eight years ago. Ten. It seemed like an eternity. The scar on his left forearm was a reminder of it. At a disco one night he’d been ejecting a couple of piss-heads when one of them had cut him with a sharpened steel comb, opening his arm almost to the bone with the razor-sharp prongs. Scott had broken his jaw and three of his ribs before tossing him into the street.

Now he closed the door of his office, relegating the music behind him once again to nothing but a dull thud. He walked across to the window and peered out again into the street. It was raining heavily now; the street and pavements were wet. The sparkling neon reflected up off the slick concrete. It looked as if someone had spilled fluorescent paint on the thoroughfare. Across the street, in the doorway of an empty shop, a man was sitting, wrapped in a dirty coat, sipping from a bottle of spirits. When it was empty he hurled it into the street, where it shattered in front of a passing car. The driver slammed on the brakes, leapt out and ran across to the man, kicking him twice as he shouted his annoyance.

Scott returned to his desk and sat down, pulling the drinks inventory towards him, scanning the columns of figures.

They bought in bottles of whisky and vodka for about three pounds each. They sold them for seventy. He had one of the menus on his desk and he flipped it open, looking at the prices.

Five pounds for a coke. Ten pounds for a pint of lager. Then there was the list of cocktails. A screwdriver was thirty pounds. It went as high as eighty for a Tequila Sunrise.

Beneath the list was a line which read: ALL COCKTAILS ARE DE-ALCOHOLISED.

You didn’t get drunk but you pissed a lot.

If you chose to have the company of a hostess it cost you thirty pounds for a conversation with her. Anything beyond conversation was negotiable, but Scott knew the girls had their own price list for their services. Thirty for a hand job. Fifty for a straight fuck. Eighty for one without a rubber. One hundred quid could even get you a blow job without a rubber. Risky, these days, but then money  was money, wasn’t it? The entrepreneur always had to take a few risks.

He would take a trip down to the cash-and-carry in the morning, after he’d checked his stock of drink. He’d give Don, the barman, a call in a minute. He doubted if they needed much. The vodka was three parts water, as were most of the spirits. Scott sat back in his seat for a moment, his hands clasped on his lap. At least Don was reliable; he always turned in, no matter what. Not like that fucker Rick. He should have been there tonight.

I shouldn’t have to throw punters out. It’s not good for my image. The manager is here to manage, not get mixed up in rough stuff.

When and if Rick ever came back he’d find his cards waiting for him. Cunt.

Scott returned his attention to the inventory.

He was about to start work when there was a knock on the office door.

‘Who is it? I’m trying to bloody work,’ he called.

The frown on his face rapidly disappeared as the door opened.




Nine

‘Sorry if I’m disturbing you, Jim,’ Carol Jackson said apologetically.

Scott got to his feet.

‘You’re not,’ he told her. ‘Come in.’ He smiled at her, relieved to see the gesture reciprocated.

She closed the door behind her and moved towards him, pausing as she looked down at the remains of the pizza. She wrinkled her nose and smiled again.

‘Dinner,’ he announced almost ashamedly. Then he took her in his arms and kissed her. Carol draped one arm around his shoulders perfunctorily and broke the kiss first. She perched on a corner of his desk and Scott looked at her appraisingly.

She was about three years younger than him. About five-two but slim. Blonde hair framed her face and cascaded just past her shoulder blades. As she stood close to him she toyed distractedly with the ring on her right middle finger. It was gold and held a small onyx.

One of Scott’s gifts to her.

The metal was going black in places.

They had been seeing each other for almost fourteen months; the relationship could be called erratic. She worked at the club. Scott worked at the club. They saw each other almost every day during work. They had been seeing each other out of work for nearly as long.

She was wearing jeans and a baggy sweatshirt, a red one. Another gift from Scott. He liked to see her wearing things he had bought her. Now he looked at her and smiled.

You’re beautiful.

He didn’t even attempt to say it.

‘I heard that Zena had a bit of trouble earlier on,’ she said.

‘It was nothing,’ he told her. ‘I sorted it out.’

‘Manager’s duty?’

He nodded.

‘Do you want a drink?’ Scott asked.

‘I should go and get changed, I ...’

‘A quick one,’ he insisted, smiling.

She agreed and he reached into the bottom drawer of his desk and pulled out a bottle of Southern Comfort and two glasses. She watched as he poured.

‘Don’t you ever get sick of this job, Jim?’ she wanted to know.

Scott handed her the drink, looking bemused.

‘It’s a living,’ he told her.

‘I hate it,’ she said, venomously. ‘I hate what I do. I hate the people who come in here to watch me.’ She took a long swallow of the drink and closed her eyes.

‘Are you all right?’

‘I’m okay. I’m just pissed off. Everyone has the right to be pissed off with their job don’t they? It just surprises me you don’t get pissed off with yours.’


‘Like I said, it’s a living. I don’t hate it.’

It sounded like an apology. As if he should hate it and himself for doing it.

‘You never used to be like this about it,’ Scott said.

‘I didn’t think it would go on as long as this,’ she snapped. ‘I’ve been working clip joints since I was nineteen. That’s nearly ten years, Jim. It’s a long time. I wanted more out of life. I want more. More than being stared at by men with nowhere else to go. Fucking perverts. You know some of the ones we get in here. I hate them. And I’m beginning to hate myself for  performing for them.’ She took another long swallow and gazed across the room at the wall.

Scott got to his feet and moved closer to her, putting his arm around her, pulling her close.

‘Do you want to talk about it later?’ he asked, kissing the top of her head.

‘What good is talking going to do?’

‘I didn’t know you felt the way you did. Perhaps if you spoke to me about it ...’

‘You don’t understand,’ she interrupted.


‘Make me understand,’ Scott asked.

She drained what was left in her glass and handed him the empty receptacle.

‘Can I see you after work?’ he asked.

She shrugged.

‘Walk out and watch the show,’ she said bitterly. ‘You can see as much of me as you want.’

‘You know what I mean,’ Scott said, irritably.

Why do you make it so hard for me?

‘Can I see you later?’

She kissed his cheek and turned to pull away but he caught her by the wrist and pulled her close to him. This time she responded with a little more passion, actually allowing his tongue to probe past the hard white edges of her teeth and into the moistness beyond. She touched his cheek as they parted in a gesture that was almost maternal. It wasn’t the touch of a lover. He held on to her other hand, to the hand that bore the onyx ring.

The metal was turning black in places.

They were still holding hands when the office door opened.

‘Can’t you fucking knock?’ Scott called.

The newcomer stuck his head around the door and looked first at Scott, then at Carol.

‘Very cosy,’ he said, noticing that they were holding hands. ‘Sorry if I’m disturbing you.’ He entered.

Scott swallowed hard as the door was pushed shut.
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