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  Chapter 1




  The stench of blood filled its nostrils.




  In the nature of all scavengers, its acute sense of smell led it to an unexpected bounty ... fresh meat, recently slaughtered. So recent, the blood had only stopped flowing a couple of hours earlier and was now beginning to coagulate. Beady little eyes gleamed with mindless hunger.




  The dreadful aroma of death hung in the air and masked the dry, musty smell that normally clung to the stone walls of the silent old building.




  The intruder clawed feverishly at the rounded heap of newly-dug earth in one corner and the stillness was suddenly disturbed as a clump of soft, loose soil fell away.




  




  




  




  The scavenger continued to dig frantically to reach the prize waiting beneath. The small trickle of earth turned into steady flow and slowly, but surely, the burial mound opened to reveal part of its bounty.




  With just one precursory twitch of its tiny nose, the predator began to gnaw at the uncovered flesh.




  Despite the cooling weather, a fly, also attracted by the initial stages of decomposition and decay, suddenly landed on the exposed flesh.




  A pale hand, stiffened in death, lifted involuntarily towards the arched ceiling. But no-one saw it.




  Except the rat and the fly and they didn’t care. Food was food!




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  Chapter 2




  “We’re going to get into terrible trouble.”




  The young girl in the padded ski jacket cast an anxious and slightly fearful glance behind her. The shadows were lengthening rapidly, throwing the surrounding buildings and statuary into gloom. Dusk had fallen which meant that whatever it was that was rumored to exist in places like this and thrive in darkness, corporeal or not, would soon awaken. If they weren’t already awake of course. Imagination wasn’t something the girl lacked. Quite the contrary in fact. Graveyards at night did not bring out the best in her at all.




  Four of her five companions looked at her; faces alight with glee and scorn. There was only one thing better than being in a graveyard at night, and that was being in a graveyard with a cry-baby girl at night. The potential for some considerable verbal abuse was doubled at the very least.




  “Don’t be such a wuss Sarah,” said the tallest of the boys.




  “Nobody knows we’re here. Anyway it’s more fun being here when it’s dark, that’s the whole point.”




  Privately Sarah thought the fact that nobody knew they were there made it worse, but she stubbornly bit back her objections in the face of such blatant masculine derision. This was about proving that girls could be as adventurous as boys, and she wasn’t about to let the female side down, no sir. No matter what it took. She was in a minority of one after all.




  “So, now what Mike?” The fifth boy, an overweight lad with ginger hair and freckles, spoke up.




  




  




  




  Despite the assumed bravado of the boys, Sarah noticed that his voice had a distinctly nervous tremor. She realized, with some relief, that she wasn’t the only member of the little party who felt uneasy about being there.




  Mike straightened up from tying his shoelace. Somewhere along the line, he had assumed the position of group leader and the rest had meekly accepted it without any form of discussion. He gestured at one of the others, a brown haired boy of about fourteen. “Colin here says that he was watching a couple of men with shovels earlier just around the other side of the graveyard. His bathroom window faces out over there. I say we go and check out what they were doing. They were probably burying somebody.”




  “Burying somebody?” Ginger’s voice came out in a shrill squeak.




  “You mean a dead somebody?”




  “No, of course not!” Snapped Mike scornfully. “I meant the fucking ghost of Christmas past! Of course I meant a dead somebody.




  This is a shagging graveyard for fuck’s sake, all the bodies they put in here are dead, you poncey git.”




  Everyone laughed at that, but even so, it was decidedly nervous laughter. Ginger flushed the kind of pink that only redheads can manage and muttered something unintelligible under his breath. Sarah smiled at him in support and the pink grew even pinker, if that was possible.




  “I’ve never seen anyone dead before” He admitted. Any bravado he might have felt before had now completely deserted him. His voice had even more of a wobble in it than it had earlier.




  Oh god, thought Sarah, he’s going to cry, and she braced herself for the merciless teasing that would inevitably follow the tears, but to her surprise Ginger valiantly managed to keep a stiff upper lip.




  Mike sighed. “Look.” He said in a slightly less scornful tone.




  “The whole idea about being here was to look at a dead body. We all agreed. You shouldn’t have come with us if you felt squeamish. You can go back if you like; maybe the main gate will still be open.” He gestured back at the path and they all turned to look. Darkness was almost completely enfolding the graveyard now, and the path they had all followed between the graves had disappeared into utter gloom. Vague shadowy statues and family crypts, some elaborately decorated with cherubs and crosses, now loomed threateningly here and there. Objects of interest and fascination in daylight, they seemed to take on a much more sinister aspect altogether at night.




  Ginger stared glassy-eyed into the darkness. He looks like a rabbit caught in the headlights, thought Sarah.




  “I don’t know the way b-back.” He finally managed to stammer.




  This made the other boys laugh, but Sarah again smiled at him encouragingly. If he decides to go, she thought, I might as well go with him. Offering to keep him company to the main gate would get her out of this bind and leave her with some sort of self-esteem. The thought of a warm bed seemed very inviting right now. Even the thought of doing her homework was a more inviting proposition.




  “Well if you stay then you’ve got to promise that you won’t squeal like a little girlie, no matter what we find.” Mike said firmly as he switched on his torch. “No matter what we find.” He repeated and played the torch beam along the path ahead, effectively ending the conundrum.




  “Okay, no squealing. I promise.” Ginger agreed sullenly, and he started to follow, but his eyes shifted nervously from side to side.




  Sarah sighed inwardly. Well, so much for that avenue of escape.




  “Just you make sure you stick to it.” Said Mike without turning around.




  “Aw, leave him be Mike.” Colin spoke up in Ginger’s defense. He winked broadly at him. “He’ll be fine, won’t you Ginge?” Mike shrugged his shoulders eloquently and headed off confidently down the path. They all followed him in silence, Colin voluntarily bringing up the rear.




  




  




  




  The trek along the meandering path was fairly uneventful at first, apart from Ginger developing an annoying habit of stopping abruptly every so often when he thought he’d heard some suspicious noise in the bushes and trees that formed the landscaping of the graveyard. Every time he stopped, Sarah and Colin who were walking behind him stumbled into him.




  “What the hell are you doing?” Hissed Colin after climbing up Sarah’s heels for the fourth time in so many minutes. He gave Ginger a sharp shove in his back.




  “I thought I heard something!” Ginger protested. His eyes strained into the darkness. Even the tips of his ears seemed to be quivering with alertness.




  “It was probably some small animal, a cat or a rat, or something for fuck’s sake. There are lots of things in here that could make a noise and everything sounds louder at night anyway,”




  They continued to follow Mike and the other two boys, but hadn’t got more than a couple of yards when the snap of a twig and a very loud rustling noise from behind them caused all three to freeze in their tracks.




  They stood as still as the graveyard statuary and as silent as the grave, but now all they could hear was the dull scrunching of the other boys’




  footsteps on the gravel path as they disappeared into the velvety darkness.




  The comforting halo of Mike’s powerful torch gradually faded, leaving Colin, Ginger and Sarah in almost complete darkness. The rustling grew louder and closer. Ginger let out something very close to a sob.




  Colin finally found his voice. “Have either of you got anything like a torch or some frigging matches or a lighter or something?”




  “N-no. Nothing.” Said Ginger hoarsely. He was convinced the hair on his head was standing on end.




  




  




  




  Sarah found herself wondering why they only had one torch between them. She could feel the hysteria bubbling up inside her. Any minute it would break loose and engulf her. Once she started to scream she knew she would never stop, so she bit down hard on her lip. Blood welled up, leaving her with a coppery taste on her tongue and the metallic tinge of fear in her throat.




  “Sarah? What about you?” The note of desperation in Colin’s voice partially cut through the paralyzing fear. She jumped slightly.




  “Wh-what?” She squeaked, managing to find her voice through the fog of fear. Her pounding heart had apparently moved from her chest into a new position somewhere just below her vocal chords. Illogical fear had taken over and she felt as though she was being strangled.




  “A torch,” Colin said as patiently as he could. “Do you have a torch, or matches? Anything!”




  Sarah’s brain flatly refused to work. Staring into the darkness of the foliage around them, her eyes detected movement in the area of a particularly dilapidated large crypt with an intricately carved wooden door.




  Set in the door, at about eye level, was a metal grille instead of a window.




  Her eyes slid downwards and she noticed that part of the bottom corner of the decayed wooden door had been either torn or gnawed away.




  Something dark, about the size of a small cat squeezed effortlessly through the aperture into the darkness beyond. She swallowed convulsively. This whole stupid evening was like something from Buffy the Vampire Slayer.




  A clammy, podgy hand gripped her arm and she let out a squawk of alarm.




  “D-did you see that?” Ginger’s voice was hoarse with fear.




  “Yes. N-no. I don’t know what I saw.” she stuttered in distress.




  “A cat or something?”




  “More like a rat.” Said Colin “Lots of them down here. They come where the bodies are, but my dad says that’s why the bodies are put in stone coffins so the rats can’t get them. There’s nothing to be afraid of, but it’s worth taking a look. Torch? Matches?” Sarah stared at him, still aware that Ginger was holding her arm in a death grip. “I don’t smoke.” She responded automatically and then realized how stupid that sounded. “No. No matches, no torch, no lighter.” Colin walked over to the crypt and peered through the metal grille. Everything was dark and there seemed to be nothing to see. He pushed the door and it creaked open slightly. Sarah and Ginger jumped back as one person.




  “Well it’s open.” Said Colin, pushing it further open. As he did so, the clouds parted to expose the moon which dimly illuminated the inside of the entrance of the crypt. Colin could make out apertures in the walls with small stone coffins and two large sarcophagus-like tombs standing in the middle of the room. Three candles rested on top of one of them. “There are candles. On top of the coffins. Now all we need is something to light them with.”




  He disappeared into the gloom of the crypt. Sarah and Ginger looked at each other and with one accord they moved towards the door.




  Staying outside by themselves was a much worse option than going inside.




  Colin suddenly reappeared in the doorway making them jump back again.




  “Found something!” He cried triumphantly, holding up battered petrol lighter. “It was on the floor by one of the coffins. Whoever was last in here must have forgotten it.” He flicked the lighter, which sparked but refused to ignite.




  Sarah wrinkled her nose. “What’s that smell?” She asked, staring around at the inside of the crypt from the door but refusing to move. She could feel Ginger’s hot fear-filled breath on the back of her neck.




  “It’s the petrol.” Said Colin, shaking the lighter and flicking it again. “Don’t know why it doesn’t light. The flint seems okay and there’s lighter fluid in it.”




  “No. Not petrol. It’s something else, sort of sweet, like rotten meat.” She sniffed the air. “Whatever it is, it’s disgusting. Let’s try to catch up with the others.”




  Colin grinned and his teeth gleamed in the dull moonlight. “If it’s meat, then all the more reason to look around. If it was a rat that came in here then it came after something in particular. Aha!” The lighter flared into flame. Colin adjusted it to a lower level and lit two of the candles. He handed one to Sarah and the other to Ginger.




  Then he lit one for himself. Now the room was filled with light and rather disappointingly empty, apart from the stone sarcophagi and the stone coffins in the wall niches.




  “Nothing here.” Colin sounded a trifle miffed.




  “Well the smell has to be coming from somewhere,” said Sarah.




  She still hadn’t moved and was holding her candle slightly aloft. Ginger was still standing too close to her and she could hear his heavy wheezing breath. There was something. Just an edge of something unnerving. She frowned in concentration but it was just a fleeting impression, so she tried to shrug it off. “For god’s sake Ginge. Don’t stand so close to me with that candle, you’re going to set my hair alight or something,” she said irritably.




  Ginger flushed and moved back. “Sorry.”




  Colin pushed the edge of the stone cover on top of the sarcophagus in front of him. A slight grating noise and movement told him that they could probably push it open with ease. “We could look inside.” He said.




  “Maybe the smell is coming from in here.”




  “No. We couldn’t.” Said Sarah. Her face was pale and covered with a light film of sweat. “I don’t want to. I want to go and find the others.” She couldn’t put her fear into words. There was definitely some sort of atmosphere in here, something she couldn’t quite pin down, like someone had sweated globules of fear and left them hanging around in the air and clinging to the walls.




  A rustling and squeaking in the dark corner at the back of the crypt caught their attention.




  “Ah!” Said Colin going to investigate. “There’s another small part of the crypt at the back, like a little room or something. Come over and bring the other candles.”




  Sarah and Ginger looked at each other. “You go.” Said Sarah through slightly numb lips.




  




  




  




  “Me?” Ginger’s voice raised in shrill protest. “Why me? Why not you?”




  “You’re the boy.” She spat back.




  “And you’re the one who keeps telling us how girls are as good as boys,” Ginger retorted. “Now you’ve got a chance to prove it! Isn’t that why you came?”




  Sarah groaned to herself. She had stepped right into that one with both eyes open.




  “Stop arguing both of you.” Snapped Colin. “There’s something here.” His candle flared for a moment and then went out.




  “Damn.” He said struggling with the lighter, which once again refused to ignite. This time there wasn’t even a spark from the flint. It had obviously died. “One of you come over. I don’t care which of you it is, just as long as you have a lit candle. And watch your step, the flagstones end just about where I’m standing and then there’s just bare earth. The smell’s really strong over here.”




  Ginger stood, rooted to the spot, beside the door of the crypt so Sarah sighed and walked slowly over towards the sound of Colin’s voice.




  Colin took the candle from her and lit his own with it.




  As the bright light flared, the whole of the tiny rear chamber was illuminated. A dozen pairs of bright beady little eyes glared red in the light. The rodents who had been busy over a dark heap of earth in the corner scattered in all directions.




  Ginger promptly forgot his promise and squealed like a dozen little girlies as a couple of them skittered past him and out of the crypt door. He hopped from one foot to the other. “Are they on me? Are they on me?” He screamed shrilly. He tried to look behind him but the hot wax from the candle dripped down his wrist causing him to yelp in real pain this time. “Are there any more of them? Guys? What are you doing?” Somehow there was something not very reassuring about the way Colin and Sarah were standing. Still and silent, they were staring at something in the back of the crypt. Ginger gathered up the courage to walk towards them. “Guys? What’s wrong? What’ve you found?” Colin turned and Ginger was shocked to see his color. Even in the warm candlelight, his skin was tinged with green and his eyes looked stunned. He made a futile gesture to try to stop Ginger from coming closer, but now Ginger’s curiosity was aroused and he brushed off Colin’s restraining hand with ease.




  He stepped closer to Sarah and realized that she was trembling from head to foot. Her glazed eyes were fixed on the corner of the room where the earth had been dug away by the rats. Huge silent tears were sliding down her cheeks and plopping onto the padding of her jacket. He followed her gaze and was horrified to see what was now uncovered.




  His gorge rose and he fled the crypt, uncaring of anything that might have been outside waiting to hurt him. He doubled over on the path and puked into one of the bushes. The contents of his stomach came up like thin acid, which burnt his throat and spattered the leaves.




  A light rain started to fall.




  




  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~




  




  Three tall shadowy figures stood in the protection of the trees nearby watching the large boy disgorge the contents of his stomach. Two of them turned to the third and cocked their heads in question. Neither of them spoke, in words at least, but the other had no trouble in understanding their query.




  




  




  




  “No.” He said in a low voice. “All that could have been done has been done here. The police will be here soon. One of the children will now no doubt raise the alarm. We will just have to hope that the scavengers have done enough work to cause sufficient confusion. We must not alert them to our presence. Go now, I will wait and see what the police have to say, then I must make my own report.” The other two bowed their heads, almost in deference. They slipped silently into the trees and were swallowed up in the night. The third figure rubbed his chin, smiled grimly to himself and settled himself down to await the inevitable arrival of the police.




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  Chapter 3




  It was a toss-up as to which was more blinding, the light rain that smeared her front windshield despite the frantic action of the wipers or the hot frustrated tears that kept welling up and dripping down her face. Every so often she rubbed furiously at her eyes with one hand while keeping the other on the wheel. But it was a journey she had undertaken so many times she could have done it blindfold.




  In all the forty-three years Eve Hallam had known her father, she had seen him in many sorts of mood, but never, ever had she seen him in a state of babbling, virtual insanity. She had sat helplessly beside him holding his trembling hands in her own and listening to him mumbling in English, Arabic and some other languages, unable to make any kind of sense of it whatsoever. All through the ordeal she had also been aware of her sister’s sharp accusing eyes boring into her.




  “He needs his medication.” Her sister said shortly. “The doctor says we must keep him calm, but it’s proving to be practically impossible, especially when he gets like this.”




  Eve released her father’s hands, got to her feet and avoided the pleading look in the elderly man’s red-rimmed blue eyes. Her handsome, clever and erudite father had been reduced to babbling idiot. It was just too much to bear.




  




  




  




  Her sister went into the kitchen to get the medication and a glass of water and Eve followed her. She could hear her sister’s husband, Bruce; take her place beside his father in law. He made soothing noises as if the elderly man was a tiny baby, rather than an eminent Professor of Anthropology and Archaeology.




  Nothing seemed to calm him. In fact the inability of the people around him to understand just what it was he was trying to tell them just made him worse and more unintelligible.




  “What does he mean when he keeps saying ‘aingra mainyu’?” She asked in a bewildered tone.




  Her sister slammed the cupboard door and stomped over to the sink to fill a glass with water. “I don’t know, and I don’t care. It doesn’t mean anything. It’s just babbling. He’s been like this since they brought him back from Kurdistan and what he was doing there in the middle of a bloody war zone is anybody’s guess. I don’t know what the university was about sanctioning it. The medication does calm him down, but it doesn’t last and we’re exhausted.”




  She smacked the glass down on the worktop so hard that a crack appeared in it and the water sloshed over the side. “We’re up in the middle of the night and Bruce has to work the next day. We just can’t keep it up; it’s like having a huge baby in the house. A huge, disruptive fucking baby!”




  She burst into tears and buried her head in her arms on the sink.




  Eve stared at her sister with her mouth open. She had never known her sister to swear before. She gently took the medication, and went to get another glass out of the cupboard. Then she headed back into the living room to give her father his medication. As she passed she put a gentle hand on her sister’s hair, a gesture meant to comfort, but it was shrugged off impatiently. Eve sighed and went back to her father.




  Bruce looked up at her and smiled. It struck her just how tired his eyes were, how strained he looked. She smiled back. “How many of these does he have?”




  




  




  




  He took the packets from her and counted out three tablets which he handed to her.




  “Does he swallow them okay? I mean, do we have to crunch them up in his food or something?” She felt much dissociated from the whole thing, as if she was playing a part in a woefully bad theatre production, where all the lines were stilted and uncomfortable and there was no decent continuity or plot.




  “He seems to understand that he has to take them.” Said Bruce gently. “Just put them in his hand and give him the water to drink. He can do the rest. They should work in about twenty minutes or so.” Eve unfolded her father’s clenched hands and put the tablets in his palm. He put them in his mouth with a trembling hand and she gently lifted the glass to his lips. He swallowed convulsively and then closed his eyes and lay back against the chair, but not before she had seen the agonized expression in them. She had a horrible premonition that far from being completely insane, deep down Professor Hallam knew exactly what was happening to him. He just couldn’t cut through the surface madness sufficiently to make himself understood. Eve felt a vague horror creeping over her. “Now what?” She asked.




  “Now we wait for them to work.” Bruce replied with a slight smile. He bent forward and gently gripped her by her shoulder. “Eve, please don’t judge Sally too harshly. She does care what happens to him.




  It’s just that she’s bearing the brunt of looking after him and there doesn’t seem to be any improvement at all. She’s at the end of her tether and feeling resentful.”




  “Resentful.” Said Eve bitterly, sitting down in another chair.




  “She’s always been resentful. Nothing I ever did as a child or as an adult was right. The law according to Sally Hallam. When mum was alive they were like partners in crime or confidantes. I could never break into that magical duo no matter what I did. I was much closer to dad and even that was difficult to do considering he was always off at some dig or something.”




  




  




  




  “I know.” Said Bruce sympathetically. “It was hard. Even I had problems with their closeness, when Sally and I first married. It was like having three of us in the relationship. If I had a penny for the times Sally would confide in your mother rather than me, even when it came to intimate matters, I would be a rich man by now! As much as I hate to admit it, it was a relief when your mum passed on, and I feel so guilty saying that.”




  Eve smiled grimly. It had been a relief anyway when her mother had finally died after a long and painful battle with cancer, but she knew what Bruce meant. “I know. Sally resented a lot of things about me, and dad never being there used to irritate her constantly. I don’t think she realized that dad was always a ‘get your hands dirty’ sort of academic and not the kind who sat behind a desk or lectured from a podium every day at the university. She resents the fact that I have a career and that I no longer have any responsibilities.”




  There was a slight wobble in her voice when she made the last comment about no responsibilities and Bruce heard it. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. You did a great job in your marriage. You weren’t to know that he was a jerk.”




  Eve closed her eyes, but couldn’t prevent a tear from squeezing its way through the tightly closed lids. No matter how long a period passed, the memories of her marriage never ceased to hurt in the deepest areas of her mind and soul.




  Bruce sat back and lit up a cigarette. They could hear Sally moving about the kitchen, rattling pots and pans, clashing dishes. He took a long drag, blew the smoke out and then took a rueful look at the cigarette between his fingers. “It’s a good job the door’s closed.” He joked. “I get so many lectures about this being bad for me, and I know it is, but it’s one of the few pleasures I have left.” He leant forward again and glanced at his father in law who now seemed to have dropped into a light doze.




  “Is this what usually happens?” Asked Eve softly.




  




  




  




  “When the medication works, yes. We get a couple of hours of peace before he wakes up screaming.” Bruce took another drag of the cigarette and sighed. “It wasn’t your fault about the baby Eve. You were in quite a state after Tony walked out on you. You didn’t even know where you were. I can’t forget you trying to hold down a job look after the baby and maintain your sanity. Somewhere along the line, something had to give. Sally and I knew it would. We offered to take the baby for a while until you got better, but Tony was adamant, he said you were in an unfit state to look after a small child and that he had enough resources to provide the boy with everything he needed. The judge took one look at your medical report and agreed that you needed to recover from your breakdown so he gave sole custody to Tony.”




  Eve gritted her teeth. This was not a subject she enjoyed discussing. Her relationship with her ex-husband was patchy and difficult and her relationship with her son was tenuous at best. She felt the old feelings of being run to ground sweeping over her again and desperately clung onto whatever control was left of her life.




  “Let’s not rehash old ground again. There’s no going back any more. I can only go forward in my life. What’s done is done.” She said.




  “More importantly, what happened with dad to get him like this? Do they know?”




  Bruce got up and went to the drinks cabinet. He poured himself a glass of Chivas Regal on the rocks and turned to Eve, lifting the bottle in query. She shook her head.




  “No, better not. I have to drive back later on. I could manage a light beer though.”




  Bruce lifted the cap off a bottle of Coors Lite and handed it to her.




  He settled himself back in his chair. The noises from the kitchen had diminished and now some tantalizing aromas were wafting through the closed door. Eve suddenly felt ravenous and realized that she hadn’t actually eaten since the previous night’s dinner.




  “Dinner I think.” Said Bruce grinning. “Whatever failings she might have, bad cooking isn’t one of them!”




  




  




  




  It occurred to Eve that they were dancing around the subject of her father and his apparent descent into insanity. Or was it senility? “What did the doctors say about dad, Bruce?” She persisted gently.




  Bruce sighed and sipped his whiskey. “Well, the strange thing is that there doesn’t seem to be any sort of physical problem. No Parkinson’s, no signs of Alzheimer’s. We simply don’t know what happened to him. He was fine before he went to Kurdistan. You know that your dad is - was - one of the fittest men of his age around. He prided himself on it.”




  Eve nodded. “So it must be some form of emotional shock then.” She said slowly. “Something that happened out on the dig? Why did the university sanction it and where exactly was it?”




  “We do know that they were doing some sort of excavation near a place called Lake Van which is in the area of northern Iraq. They originally had a sanction from the Iraqi central government, who were apparently keen on this dig happening, for some reason. I’m not sure exactly what they expected the team to find. The local authorities helped them to establish a camp of sorts and found some Yezidi workers, although the last time your dad communicated with us, he seemed to think they were more like some sort of freedom fighters.”




  “Terrorists?” Asked Eve, her professional interest piqued.




  Bruce shrugged. “Given the area of the Middle east they’re in, I wouldn’t be too surprised I suppose, but your dad wasn’t worried. He said they were some sort of angelic cult.”




  Eve blinked. “Angels? As in robed white figures with wings?




  Fluffy little cherubs? Terrorists who believe in angels?” Bruce chuckled. “Yes, something like that, only apparently these angels were something else. Not so white and shining with wings and definitely not fluffy little cherubs like on the Christmas cards! Your dad described them as a possibly highly evolved, shamanic elder culture that took vultures and peacocks as their totems. Whatever they are, or were, your father and his team were busy excavating a possible location for these shamans’ settlement and he was pretty excited about it. He said that if he was correct it could alter the path of mankind’s future and inexorably alter what we commonly believe to be true about mankind’s past. That was the last time we talked to him; about two months’ ago. Then nothing.”




  “Did anyone try to get in touch with the camp?” Asked Eve.




  “I believe so, but they got some kid who babbled down the radio in Kurdish, or whatever it is they speak over there. He said something about a cave, but didn’t seem concerned and there were no reports of direct hostilities in the immediate area, so the university didn’t worry too much.




  Apparently it’s not all that uncommon for your dad to go incommunicado for longish periods of time when he’s involved with field work.” Eve nodded. “That’s true. It’s what used to drive mum crazy.




  He’d get all involved and lose track of time and we wouldn’t hear from him in days and days. Mum would be practically packing her bags to go and look for him, and then, almost as if he knew, he would suddenly call and everything would be all right again.”




  Bruce smiled grimly. “And that’s what we assumed had happened this time. Only weeks passed by and when, finally, they couldn’t raise the camp at all, they sent another team with the local police to find out what was wrong.” He took another sip of his whiskey and stubbed out the cigarette on the side of a cut-glass crystal bon-bon dish.




  Eve raised her eyebrow. “Getting rebellious in your old age Bruce?”




  He laughed and cast a guilty look at the closed kitchen door. “I’ll probably get up and wash it in the downstairs toilet in a minute and dispose of the heinous evidence out of the window! It doesn’t do to get too rebellious with your sister, you should know that from experience!”




  




  




  




  “Yes, I remember only too well. So I take it that all was not well when they got to the camp?”




  “There was nobody there at all.” Said Bruce soberly. “All the signs of a camp-site were there, but there was no sign of your dad, his two assistants or the Yezidi. It took days for the local police to track down any kind of information, but they finally found the boy who had babbled down the phone. He told them about the cave that they had found. The Yezidi suddenly come down from the cave without your father and one of his assistants. They told the other assistant that your dad needed him to go up to the cave and they took him up there. Then they came back to camp without any of them, took their belongings and simply disappeared into the mountains without a word of explanation. The boy hung on for a few days, thinking that your dad and the two assistants were bound to return, but when they didn’t he left.”




  Eve was astonished. “Left? For where? You mean he went and told the local police?”




  “No. Apparently he left and went back home to his own village. It was the university who alerted the local authorities when they couldn’t raise anyone at the camp.”




  “I can’t believe this!” Eve was outraged. “Why on earth didn’t he go and tell the police? Didn’t it occur to him that my dad and the other two might have been hurt, or even dead? What was going on in his mind for god’s sake?”




  Bruce looked at her quizzically. “Funny, that was exactly what Sally said, practically word for word. You’re more alike than you realize!”




  “Oh great. All I need is to turn into a carbon copy of my sister.” Retorted Eve sarcastically. “So, let me get this straight. These angel believers took my dad and his two assistants into a cave, left them there and just went home. Somewhere between then and the second university team going in with the police, my dad lost his marbles. What happened to the two assistants?”




  




  




  




  “No trace of them. They found your dad unconscious in the cave, but there were no signs of violence. It’s as if he just passed out and stayed unconscious for days. When he came to in the Turkish hospital, he was like he is now and he either doesn’t remember what happened to him or the other two men, or he doesn’t want to remember what happened.” Eve clutched her bottle of Coors and ran her finger around the glass rim.




  “What was in the cave?” She had the feeling that she didn’t want to know the answer.




  “Bones.”




  “Bones? What kind of bones?” Now she definitely knew she didn’t want to know the answer.




  “Human and animal apparently.”




  “Could some of them have been… well, you know.” Her voice trailed off uncertainly.




  “Possibly, but probably not. They had some of them examined and it was clear that most of them had been there for a long time, centuries, if not millennia, in fact.”




  “And that’s it then? Two British subjects have gone missing and another is babbling like a lunatic and nothing’s happening? No investigation or anything?”




  Bruce grinned. “Spoken like a true police officer! As I understand it, the local police are investigating, but the situation hasn’t been helped by the current political and military situation in the area, or the natural inclination for the Yezidi to keep strictly to themselves. So the investigation, such as it is, had been going slowly, and with the overthrow of the central government in Iraq, has now ground to a complete halt.” Eve felt bewildered. Police officer or not, this was a situation way beyond her ken. “But these Yezidi. Surely the locals know where they hang out, don’t they? Can’t someone go and question them?”




  




  




  




  “Apparently they’re a fairly small ethnic group all by themselves and not Kurdish. There are small pockets of them in northern Iraq and Kurdistan but a few, like these your dad encountered are almost nomadic, live in the mountains. There have been quite a few academic papers about them and they have a reputation for being ‘devil worshippers’.” Bruce shrugged. “They just sound like a typical misunderstood ethnic minority to me. The local authorities were trying to locate them, but no one seems to know where they are from one day to the next, and the news coming out of there now is sporadic at best. The only clue we do have as to the disappearance of your dad’s people and his mental state is something that the young boy kept repeating over and over again. He said that the Shining Serpents had come for the foreigners because they had sought the forbidden knowledge and that the old man had been left as a warning.”




  “Shining Serpents and devil worshippers?” Eve groaned and held her head. “I can’t believe this. My father is left for dead, his assistants are probably dead and all we get is a bunch of mumbo jumbo? Next you’ll be telling me the angels came for them.”




  Bruce fell silent. Sally had come into the room and was listening.




  “We don’t know what to believe.” She said. “Because apparently that’s exactly who these local people think the Shining Serpents are.




  Angels. And there is so much superstition around that the local authorities can’t cut through it. Or don’t want to, more like. In the meantime, we have dad ranting and raving like a lunatic each and every day, ad nauseam, and no decent explanation or diagnosis.”




  She turned on her heel and went back out into the kitchen.




  “Dinner’s on the table. Better bring dad with you. He needs to eat too.” Eve bit her lip and stood up. She put her Coors bottle on the table and turned to gently wake her father from his doze. She coaxed him to his feet and took him into the dining area off the main kitchen.




  Dinner was eaten in virtual silence. Bruce occasionally commented on how good the food was and dropped in amusing little snippets about his work. The Professor mumbled under his breath in some foreign language and fumbled with his food. Sally sighed and got up obviously intending to feed him, but Eve stopped her. “I’ll do it, Sal. Just sit down and enjoy your dinner for a change.” She took the fork from her father’s grasp and speared some roast meat on it. As she lifted it to her father’s mouth she glanced at her sister and was appalled to see the tears rolling unchecked down her face. Bruce gently put his hand over his wife’s and Sally resumed eating, chewing stolidly and swallowing each mouthful convulsively as though it was a solid lump she was trying to push down her unwilling throat.




  The Professor silently accepted the forkful of meat, but as he did, his eyes met his younger daughter’s. For a moment complete clarity and sanity took the place of the wild insanity of earlier. Eve drew back slightly surprised and her father’s hand grasped hers with an astonishing strength.




  Thoroughly startled, she was about to say something when her father spoke quite clearly for the first time in a couple of weeks.




  “Beware the Peacock Angel, Eve. They are already about his work. You of all people must be alert.” The clarity began to fade from his eyes and voice. “He can’t come back. He mustn’t. Scorched flesh…




  Azazil, the scapegoat. Beware the Shining Ones, the Watchers. They never sleep. Those who watch and never sleep.” Eve turned to her brother in law and sister in bewilderment. They stared back, equally bewildered and finally Sally shrugged. Her voice dripped bitterness and anger. “We don’t know any more than you do Eve.




  This is what he does. Perhaps seeing an angel has turned his mind. Or maybe it’s just some huge cosmic fucking joke and God’s up there laughing his socks off. Nothing would surprise me about anything these days.”




  The shrill beeping of Eve’s pager and ring tone of her mobile phone intruded abruptly into the tense moment.




  Now she was headed back to London and work. The call had been from the station. She had been unexpectedly assigned to the police investigation team dealing with a gruesome murder discovered by some kids in a cemetery. It was a relief to get away from the eerie situation with her father and the strain of dealing with her sister. All she had to do now was get to the crime scene in one piece. Blowing the windfall of this assignment after the desert of her so-called career since her divorce was not an option.




  




  




  




  Now if she could just stop crying like a baby over something she couldn’t do anything about, it would help a lot. The trouble was that however hard she tried to stop; the tears just kept flowing and flowing.




  Even the heavens seemed to be crying in sympathy.




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  Chapter 4




  It was probably just as well that all the residents of the cemetery were deceased, thought Eve as she drove up to the gates. The usually quiet and peaceful place where people are laid to eternal rest was buzzing with activity by the time she got there. She showed her identification to the constable who had been posted on the main gate. He scrutinized it and glanced through the car window at her with narrowed eyes then he handed back her ID and waved her through.




  She pulled up and parked behind a car that she knew belonged to the SOCO Team Leader.




  “You’re late Hallam!” Said a familiar voice behind her.




  




  




  




  Eve swore softly and fluently as she banged her knee against the car door. Her bag slid to the ground and opened up, depositing her purse, a set of house-keys and unopened yoghurt carton at the feet of the owner of the voice.




  “I see your language hasn’t improved any!” He bent down smoothly, retrieved the articles and handed them to her with a flourish as she extricated herself from the driver’s seat and stood up.




  She pursed her lips and shook her head slightly. “If it was anyone but you Roger, I’d have moderated it specially, and yes, I am late and I’m sorry. I was at my sister’s when I got the call. Wasn’t expecting to be working tonight, or rather I shouldn’t have been. I still had another day of my leave left. What on earth are you doing here?” She took her possessions from him and stuffed them back in the bag.




  She hadn’t seen Roger Hamilton for at least five years, not since they’d served together in the Surrey Police force. He hadn’t changed much, apart from some grey hair in amongst the blonde, and the wedding ring was new. She’d always got along very well with him, similar sense of humor, and similar sort of background.




  He grinned at her disarmingly. “Sorry, that was my fault. I asked for you. They weren’t going to play ball at first. Said you had some trouble at home, something to do with your dad. Is everything okay?” Eve stared at him in surprise, but she managed to avoid the distressing subject of her father by answering him with a question of her own. “You asked for me? Does that mean that you’re working in London now?”




  “Just posted in yesterday and put in charge of this investigation.” Roger said cheerfully. “Not a problem is it?”




  “Of course not, you know I always enjoyed working with you. I just didn’t know…I mean, nobody told me. Not that they were duty bound to tell me or anything. I’m not that important in the scheme of things.” She flushed slightly. “I’m babbling, aren’t I?” He let out a crack of laughter. “Definitely, and it’s very charming, but not anything like the ‘let’s get down to business’ Eve I used to know!” She laughed. “Sorry, you just caught me by surprise that’s all.




  You’re the very last person I expected to see. So, let’s get down to business then. What have we got so far?”




  “Ah, that’s more like the Eve I know and love” He switched on a torch and led her down one of the paths that wound through the cemetery.




  In the distance she could see lights moving through the trees and hear the murmur of voices. An evidence search was apparently under way which meant that she was very late on the scene indeed.




  Roger gave her some background as they walked. “One victim, female, probably between seventeen and twenty years of age buried in the corner right at the back of a long since unused family crypt belonging to the Johnston family. Some kids were playing at looking for dead bodies in the graveyard at night and found a little more than they bargained for.




  The forensic pathologist has already ascertained that she was killed in the crypt itself and the body was moved a short distance to the back of the crypt for burial. He reckons that death probably occurred about nine or ten hours ago but definitely not more than twelve hours ago. Body temperature was still relatively high compared with the temperature of the crypt. Rigor mortis had begun to set in. The rats had already smelled the blood, partially disinterred the body and had a few snacks. We’ll know more definitely about the exact time of death once they get the body back to the lab for a proper examination.”




  “How….” Eve cleared her throat. “How did she die?”




  “Massive fatal blood loss from a single wound by the look of it, but that will have to be confirmed by post-mortem too.” Roger picked his away around a CSI member who was busy making a sketch-diagram of the crime area.




  “One? Must have been some wound. Any other injuries?” She asked, trailing in Roger’s wake.




  “More like a precise surgical incision really, from breast to pubic bone. No other visible major injuries, some shallow cuts around the breast and abdomen area.” Eve grimaced at the bluntness of his statement and the mental vision it conjured. She made a quiet note. Murderer is possibly a surgeon? Or a veterinary surgeon perhaps.




  




  




  




  They had reached the crypt by this time and another police constable logged them into the crime scene. Roger lifted up the yellow crime scene tape that marked off the area so that he and Eve could pass through into the crypt itself. The forensic pathologist was still there talking to the SOCO, but Eve could see that the corpse was already being wrapped for transport. This was always done very carefully because it was often the very small details, like fragments of skin, hair or blood caught under a victim's fingernails during a struggle, which provided the crucial evidence that linked a suspect to the crime.




  She glanced around the crypt, but apart from a faint metallic odor there seemed nothing very remarkable about it. Most of the evidence would have been dealt with by now if they’d found it, but there were a couple of candles on the floor which one of the SOCOs was carefully lifting and bagging. Eve’s brain registered that the candles were a rather unusual color. Not quite black, but very dark.




  A faint stain on the top of one of the stone sarcophagi drew her attention. It looked strange, as though someone had made an attempt to wipe it clean but instead had merely ground it more firmly into the stone.




  Blood perhaps? She bent down for a closer look. Roger handed her a thin rubber glove.




  Martin Locke, the duty forensic pathologist spotted her examining the stain and came over. “Yes it is blood.” He said. “Showed up quite clearly with the luminal. Someone made an attempt to clean up by the looks of things. Same thing with the drops on the floor. They did a better job of that, but the luminal still showed it up. The main area of blood is on the sarcophagus. Such as it is. She was killed there and left for at least an hour. Then she was moved and dumped in a shallow grave.” Eve frowned. “Any evidence of sexual abuse?”




  “Nothing on surface examination, but when we do the autopsy we should know more. Certainly no obvious bruising around the vaginal area and no bleeding, but that doesn’t mean that consensual sexual activity didn’t take place. There may be deposits of semen in the vagina or anus.




  Strange thing though, you would have expected her to put up some kind of fight, but her fingernails were intact, no evidence of a struggle at all. It’s like she lay down and just accepted her fate.”




  




  




  




  “Drugged maybe?” Roger suggested.




  Martin nodded. “Certainly a possibility, but again we won’t know for certain until we’ve analyzed blood and urine. Contents of her stomach might reveal something too and if there is semen we can at least come up with a DNA profile for the killer if there’s a match on the records. We’ll let you have a report as soon as we can, but based on what I’ve seen so far, I think it could be some kind of ritual murder.” Eve looked up. “Why ritual?”




  “When you see the body, you’ll see why.” Said Martin cryptically. “I’d better get back to the lab, nothing more I can do here. See you later?”




  Roger nodded. “We’ll be there.”




  Eve turned to Roger. “What did he mean? About the ritual part.”




  “Symbols. There were symbols carved into her flesh.”




  “But that doesn’t have to mean that it was a ritual killing.” objected Eve. “Serial killers often mutilate the corpse post-mortem.”




  “That’s true, except that Martin thinks that the symbols were carved into her flesh while she was still alive and they’re a particular kind of symbol. He said he’d seen them before in his student days, possibly Sumerian in origin, but no doubt they’ll call in an expert to confirm the findings and analyze what the symbols stand for.” Roger replied. “There’s also the lack of a large amount of blood too. For the size of the wound the amount of blood was negligible.”




  “The luminal showed up blood on the floor.” Said Eve wearily.




  Her mind wanted to blank out the vision of a young girl lying helpless and in agony while some perverted killer carved symbols into her soft flesh.




  The problem was that she could feel the strain of the visit to her sister and father catching up on her and she only just managed to avoid a jaw-cracking yawn by the skin of her teeth. More than anything she wanted to go home and wallow in a hot bath with lots of candles and a glass of wine. Instead she was going to be spending the night watching a corpse get dissected and helping to co-ordinate evidence, not to mention questioning witnesses.




  “Yes it did, but only splashes, and a smallish stain on top of the sarcophagus. It was that blood that the vermin detected. The body didn’t have much blood left in it, which is consistent with the kind of wound it received, but you would have thought that the crypt would have been covered in pools of the stuff. Instead, all we have is a slight stain and a couple of splashes on the floor. Looked like someone drained her for some reason and took the blood away with them.”




  Eve groaned. “Oh please Roger, it’s been a bloody long day.




  Please don’t tell me we’re looking for a vampire or something. Where’s Buffy the Vampire Slayer when you really need her?” Roger chuckled. “Well, maybe not a vampire, there weren’t any puncture wounds on the neck, but certainly someone with occult connections perhaps. Whether somebody drank it or drained it, there still wasn’t enough blood in the crypt to be consistent with that kind of blood loss from a wound like that.




  “What about the kids who found her?”




  Roger grinned wickedly. “I don’t think they did it! Unless of course they were acting out being the Scooby gang.”




  “Very funny.” Said Eve not appreciating the attempt at humor. “I meant did they see anything. Suspicious people, noises, anything?”




  “We haven’t questioned them properly yet. They were all in shock. We contacted the parents who came and took them home. They’ll come in tomorrow to make statements. I have a feeling that they won’t have seen anything though. I think they were too busy trying not to look suspicious themselves. What is it about graveyards at night and kids?” Eve sighed. “I suppose they’re looking for adventure and excitement. Like a rite of passage or something. I seem to remember having an unhealthy and morbid fixation over our local graveyard when I was a kid. I never went there at night though, too damn spooky.”




  




  




  




  “Ah, now I wouldn’t have expected you to be so reticent.” Teased Roger. “It’s certainly isn’t one of your adult personality traits. We’d better get back to the Incident Room and leave this lot to it. It’ll be a while before they release the crime scene. There’s a lot of work to be done and you look as though you could do with a decent night’s sleep. The sooner we get stuck in, the better.”




  “How nice of you to notice how awful I look.” Snapped Eve testily.




  Roger raised his eyebrows. “Did I say you looked awful?” He asked mildly. “I just meant you look tired. You probably need a hot meal, something to drink and a good night’s rest. Unfortunately, the last one will have to wait for a few hours, but we can pick up coffee and food on the way back if you like.”




  “Sounds good to me. I’ll follow you. Lay on Mac Duff!” Eve drove along behind Roger’s car. She gripped the steering wheel as though it was a life preserver. How damned stupid of her to react so childishly to Roger’s comment about getting a decent night’s sleep. She knew him well enough to know that he meant exactly what he said and hadn’t been meaning to insult her




  Working with Roger was fine, she had always liked him, but when she looked at him, confident, successful and now her superior, it was hard, especially since they had started out together as police constables. Even the fact that he had asked for her especially was hard for her to take.




  Almost as though he felt sorry for her. Eve couldn’t imagine that someone hadn’t given him her fairly recent history.




  She tried to concentrate on the matter at hand. Ritual murder, she thought irritably. That’s all I bloody need. Angels in my private life, demons and black magic in my professional life. Why does everything have to be so damn complicated? It can’t just be a normal sort of murder; it has to have occult connections.




  If there was anything she hated it was all the commotion that went along with a crime like that. The press would have a field day once they got their grubby hands on it. There was nothing like a hint of black magic murder mystery to sell newspapers.




  




  




  




  In the midst of her scattered thoughts Eve noticed, almost absently, that Roger had a really up market car that made her little Fiat Uno look pretty sick. Well, he’s either on the take, has a rich wife or she has a bloody good job, she thought. Was she jealous? Of the car, no; of the fact that his life and career were obviously a success, definitely.




  Roger pulled up outside a Pizza Hut and she carefully pulled in and parked behind him. He came over and she rolled down her car window.




  “I took the liberty of ordering for you on the way here, it’s nearly closing time. Pepperoni with extra cheese, if I remember rightly.” He leaned slightly into the window.




  She caught a waft of the faint but expensive tang of his cologne.




  He simply reeked of success. She felt more than uncomfortably aware that she was wearing worn jeans, a loose fitting sweater and no make up. The only perfume she wore was from the shower gel she’d used that morning at her sister’s house. No wonder he’d thought she looked tired.




  “You’ve got a good memory.” She commented. “Except it mightn’t be such a good idea to eat it before we get to the mortuary!” He grinned at her. “Nothing like a good autopsy to get your appetite up!”




  “You’re sick, you know that?” She found herself laughing with him in spite of all her negative feelings.




  “I know. My family tells me that all the time!” His mischievous attitude was infectious, so she laughed again and shook her head.




  “Go get the pizza.”




  “Yes Ma’am!”




  




  




  




  She watched him walk into the pizza place and sighed. Roger was a very attractive guy. She’d thought so years ago when they first met at the station in Surrey, but he’d always had beautiful girlfriends, attracted by his looks, air of confidence and last, but certainly not least, his family’s money. His parents had been in despair when their handsome son decided to do something as plebeian as fight crime instead of becoming a merchant banker or something even more elevated.




  Definitely still attractive she thought critically as he came out with two pizza boxes in one hand and balancing a couple of cups of coffee in the other. But definitely married. In any case he’d always been so way out of her league that she’d settled for a working friendship, keeping her secret fantasies to herself.




  A lot of water had gone under the bridge since the last time they’d met, but perhaps things might look up with someone like him on her side.




  After all, this was the first time she’d been assigned to a CID squad since before her breakdown. She wondered just what he’d said to the Superintendent to persuade him.




  




  Chapter 5




  




  Rain spattered against the huge picture windows in the penthouse suite. It was a large and rather lovely room with steps leading down to a sunken area. Large picture windows stretched the whole length of the wall on two sides of the room.




  In the middle of the sunken section a log fire burned brightly.




  Large comfortable leather sofas were scattered about inviting relaxation no matter what a person’s mood might be. Soft lighting from beautiful lamps randomly placed around the room only highlighted the impression of a peaceful and tranquil sanctuary.




  The wall-coverings were expensive and art connoisseurs would have immediately spotted a few original Masters among the paintings on the walls. Paintings that might have been listed as lost had anyone known they actually existed in the first place.




  




  




  




  Priceless objects d’art littered the various occasional tables and one lit display cabinet on one of the walls. A bust of Nefertiti and an incredible sculpture of Bastet in cat form, fashioned from what appeared to be solid gold, jostled for space next to a Ming Dynasty vase and a piece of ancient Assyrian statuary depicting the hideous half-lion, half eagle Imdugud.




  Archaeologists studying the ancient people of the cradle of civilization would have recognized the depiction from the stone relief discovered at Nimrud in northern Iraq. They would have also wondered how such an ancient artifact came to be in a private collection.




  A man stood staring out of the windows at the stormy winter London night, hands clasped lightly behind his back. He was tall, even by average human male standards and of slender build but pleasing proportions. His long fall of white-gold hair was confined loosely at the base of his neck with a black silk ribbon. His clothes were expensive and tailored and they clung to a perfect physique that would have made most women and a few men look twice at him if they passed him in the street.




  His attitude was one of complete relaxation, but in fact he was masking his impatience. A visitor was expected with important news and had not yet arrived. In fact he was long overdue.




  The doors to the room swung open and another much older man, entered silently, yet the man at the window heard him immediately.




  He did not turn around. “There is news?” His voice had a deep timbre, like black velvet.




  “Sir, Mr. Seth is here.”




  Sariel Barique turned around swiftly and for a brief moment his eyes burned eagerly with a lambent fire, but as quickly as the fire lit the eyes; it left and was replaced with a more habitual humorous glint.




  “Then by all means send him in Jacob.” His tone was soft but authoritative, indicating someone long accustomed to being obeyed immediately.




  




  




  




  “Yes sir. Shall I bring refreshments?” Jacob inclined his head respectfully. Just as Sariel expected immediate obedience, in turn, he was long accustomed to obeying him.




  “Yes, please do. A selection of food, some wine, brandy and coffee.” He stepped away from the windows but did not come down into the main part of the room. Jacob quietly ushered the visitor in and then left to fetch the refreshments.




  The visitor was every bit as tall and imposing as Sariel. He also wore his lustrous brown hair long and confined at the base of his neck.




  Both men had a rather abnormally pale skin, not unhealthily pale, just an unusually white smooth glow to the complexion. Any further similarity in appearance between the two men ended there. Sariel had all the white gold luminous beauty of an androgynous angel. His face was long and slender, almost viperous in aspect and his vividly blue eyes were slightly almond shaped.




  The other man was much more conventionally handsome with high cheekbones, a finely shaped full mouth, a sculpted nose with slightly flaring nostrils and a firm square chin. His eyes were a more steely blue of northern waters, yet he was no less striking a figure.




  “Seth! You are late, I expected you hours ago. You look cold and wet. Please, come in and make yourself comfortable” Sariel gestured to his visitor to sit Jacob came in wheeling a trolley on which was a selection of food and drink.




  “Thank you, I think I will stand near the fire for the moment if you don’t mind. My apologies for my tardiness, I’ve been sitting in a London traffic jam for about two hours.” Seth smiled at Sariel.




  Sariel laughed. He did not move to sit down himself, instead he remained where he was. “As you wish. I confess that the London traffic seems worse every time I come here!” He waved a graceful white hand at the trolley. “Refreshments then? You must be hungry and thirsty.” Seth inclined his head and walked over to the fire, holding out his hands to warm them. “Thank you, a glass of your fine brandy would go down very well round!” He smiled at Jacob who lifted the decanter and started to pour some brandy into a glass.




  




  




  




  “I will also have a brandy Jacob.” Sariel turned back to the window as a fresh gust of wind spattered another burst of raindrops against the glass. “I had forgotten just how stormy and wet London could be at this time of year. It’s been a while since I’ve been here in the winter.” Jacob brought two glasses of brandy over to the two men and handed one to Seth who smiled and thanked him. Jacob nodded respectfully and handed the other to Sariel. “Will there be anything more sir?”




  “No. Thank you Jacob that will be all. We will serve ourselves with supper. Has a room been prepared for Mr. Seth?”




  “Yes sir, all is in order. His overnight bag has already been put in the room.”




  Sariel laughed softly. “Efficient as usual Jacob, thank you. We will ring when the meeting is over and you can show Mr. Seth to his room.




  I’m sure that he is tired and ready for a warm bath and bed.”




  “Yes sir.” Jacob bowed and then left the room.




  Seth grinned appreciatively. “Sounds like the best offer I’ve had all night. Did the others return safely?”




  Sariel gave him a swift glance. “Yes indeed, this is why of course I expected you earlier. I take it that something more has happened to complicate matters?”




  “Again I apologies, but you know by now that the authorities are aware of the matter.” Seth warmed the glass in his palms, then swirled the amber liquid around and took a sip. Liquid fire spread across his throat and then down into his stomach. Finally he felt warm.




  Sariel sighed. “Yes. Very unfortunate. A few days further on and perhaps it would have gone undiscovered for longer, or indeed not at all, which would have been better for us. What happened?”




  




  




  




  “The matter was dealt with by the others as ordered, however, they had not bargained for the intervention of some curious children. The council was contacted immediately and I was sent to assess the situation. It was obvious that there was nothing I could do to alter the course of things or even carry out damage control without drawing the attention of the authorities to our presence, so I sent the others back and remained behind to observe and gather whatever further information I could.”




  “This is most unfortunate; we always seem to be one step behind him.” Sariel finally stepped down into the room and seated himself on one of the sofas. He gestured to Seth. “Please, sit. We obviously have a great deal to discuss. I take it you learned nothing from observing the police investigation at the cemetery?”




  Seth shrugged and sat down. “Other than they believe it to be a ritual murder, no. The detective in charge of the assignment is one Detective Chief Inspector Roger Hamilton, recently drafted into the London Metropolitan Division. As recently as yesterday in fact. A very capable and ambitious police officer, but otherwise unremarkable. Much more interesting is his choice of one of the members of his investigation team.”




  Sariel raised his eyebrows and leaned forward. “Indeed?




  Interesting in what way?”




  “Her name is Eve Hallam.” Seth looked at Sariel over the rim of his brandy glass.




  “Hallam?” Sariel abruptly sat up straight and put his brandy down on one of the occasional tables. “A relative of Professor Hallam?” Seth smiled enigmatically. “His daughter.”




  Sariel rubbed his chin. “There are two children if I rightly remember.”




  “Yes. This is the younger one apparently.”




  “And the Council did not think to inform us of these facts? This is a little troubling.” Sariel’s mouth pursed with irritation.




  




  




  




  Seth shrugged again. “I would imagine that the Council didn’t know. I only discovered the information tonight myself and told them, there hasn’t been enough time to assess whether it will impact on the assignment or search.”




  “It does complicate matters. We can take no chance of being detected; our instructions from the Council are crystal clear. We are to track him and observe. If he is successful in his intentions then action will be taken immediately to contain the situation. If he is not successful then we must limit the damage. But to do either we must know his movements, even as he knows them. However our friend is taking chances now. The cemetery was far too public a place. His disregard merely increases the possibilities for early detection by the police.”




  “He’s probably running out of private venues and willing helpers.




  Aside from the presence of the victim and one other, he was alone in his endeavors this time. On the other hand, the part of the cemetery he chose is the oldest and had not been used as a burial place for at least forty years.




  He would not have expected the body to be found for some considerable time, if ever. There would have been little reason for the caretaker to go into such ancient and unused family vaults on a regular basis. It’s just unfortunate for us that those youngsters decided that they wanted to go and look for dead bodies on that particular night.” Seth sounded mildly amused.




  “It is just as well he didn’t achieve his aim this time then.




  However, the more he persists, the more chance he has of succeeding.” Sariel walked over to the trolley and selected a plate of smoked salmon and thinly sliced brown bread.




  Seth looked up surprised. “I thought it was the Council’s wish that he did succeed?”




  “Yes, it is, however, the timing is of crucial importance. If he succeeds, we need to be better than one step behind him. We need to be able to assume control when it happens. I cannot stress how important it is.” Sariel put the plate down without tasting anything on it and paced agitatedly across the room.




  “If it’s so important then why has it not been done before, in a controlled environment by those who are adept at such matters?”




  




  




  




  “Because certain avenues are closed to us by law and no one is prepared to take the risks he is prepared to take.” Replied Sariel. “We must tighten up our search. Is there any indication of his current whereabouts?”




  Seth shook his head somberly. “No, except that if he follows his previous modus operandi, he will look for pastures new. The police here will follow their investigation logically and if they do, they will either assume that it’s an occult killing or conclude that it’s a possible serial killer. Either way we have at least ensured that nothing will lead them to the truth. We have muddied the water enough to distract them. However, our friend isn’t stupid; he knows that if he kills here again so close to this last time it’s possible that the police will find something that will lead them directly to him. However, if he did take such a rash action…” His voice trailed off.




  Sariel shuddered. “That must not happen. What of the woman detective?”




  “I would suggest that we keep her under observation. It’s possible that her connection to Professor Hallam is relevant to this matter, but my inclination would be to believe that it will make no difference to the performance of her duties. My assessment is that she will opt for it being a serial killing. Something safe and relatively uncomplicated. She certainly doesn’t strike me as the fanciful kind who believes in black magic or indeed anything metaphysical”




  Sariel sat back in his chair and considered Seth’s assessment of the situation while he got up and went to the trolley for a plate of food. He waited until Seth sat down and began to eat, and then he picked up his own plate. They both ate in silence and only when they had both eaten a good portion of the food did Sariel continue the conversation.




  “The officer in charge, this Roger Hamilton. What about him?




  How likely is he to take the notion of ritual murder seriously?” Seth wiped his mouth delicately with a napkin. “He is more difficult to assess. He also seems to be practical, a man with his eye on promotion, but he could jump one way or the other depending on what he can gain from it. Again, my inclination is to believe that he will agree with her. Apparently they have worked together before, a long time ago, but the fact that he asked for her to be on the team seems to indicate that he respects her abilities and trusts her judgment. My overall assessment is that any leads will hit a dead end and the case will go into the unsolved files for the time being. Our friend will not try again so soon, here in England or anywhere else. He will travel elsewhere and bide his time until the right moment comes around again.”




  Sariel sighed again. “In that case, we need to pick up his trail once more. I will have the others restart the search for clues as to his whereabouts. How long do you stay in England?”




  “No more than two nights at the most. I must conclude my other assignment here and then return to the Council to brief them.” He shrugged. “After that I understand that I am to be assigned to this matter under your direction and will, of course, be at your service. In the meantime, as I said earlier, I strongly suggest that Eve Hallam should be kept under continued observation.”




  He got up and put his plate down on the trolley. The long hours spent on his current assignment and having to take on these extra duties were rapidly catching up on him and he suddenly felt very tired. He had been uncomfortably aware of a residual latent discharge of a huge amount of energy that had drained him in the cemetery. It was nothing he could put his finger on, but it wasn’t something he had ever sensed before.




  




  He’s getting close, he thought wearily, he will succeed and soon.




  He turned to Sariel. “Sariel, I am sorry, but I must ask respectfully that you excuse me, I have a desperate need for a shower and some sleep.




  There is nothing further that I can add to my report at this stage.” Sariel nodded immediately, noting the vaguely shadowed look under the other man’s eyes. He stood up and placed his hand on Seth’s shoulder. “Of course. And rest assured your advice about the Hallam woman is well taken. I will arrange for her to be observed over the next few weeks. ”




  




  




  




  He lifted the telephone receiver on the nearby table, which connected him directly to the entrance lobby of the apartment suite.




  “Jacob will be here to show you to your room shortly.” He said after replacing it.




  Seth inclined his head. “Thank you. What of Professor Hallam, has he recovered at all?”




  “Our information is that he remains as he was when he was found in the cave.” Sariel said with a bland smile. “Under the circumstances the Council feels that he is unlikely to either regain his memory of what happened or become well enough to function as he did before.” Seth felt a vague regret. Hallam had the reputation for being a great and enlightened academic prepared to put his money where his mouth was and take chances for what he believed in no matter how outlandish or unbelievable. “A great pity, but perhaps better for his sake if he doesn’t remember.” He said quietly.




  “Indeed. A great pity.”




  Seth glanced at him. On the surface Sariel’s words were sympathetic, but his eyes were cool and his tone was disinterested. Seth wasn’t particularly shocked at the disinterest, but at the same time he often wondered whether Sariel had any feelings for anything or anyone. Perhaps that’s what made him an excellent choice for a position on the Council.




  They weren’t exactly noted for having an over-abundance of the milk of human kindness. But it was neither here nor there. Neither the good Professor nor his daughter was his problem.




  There was a soft knock at the door and Jacob came in quietly.




  “Please show Mr. Seth to his room Jacob. I will work on for a little while longer and then also retire for the night. Instruct Farnborough Airfield to have the jet prepared for departure to Geneva the day after tomorrow. Leave the trolley; you can collect it after I have gone to bed.” He turned to Seth and inclined his head. “I bid you goodnight my friend. I will see you at breakfast early tomorrow morning, there is just one thing more you can do for me before returning to the Council we can discuss it in the morning after you have rested.”




  




  




  




  Seth bowed his head in return. “Of course. As you wish.




  Goodnight.”




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  Chapter 6




  




  Martin Locke bent over the body of the young woman on the autopsy table. He sighed heavily. There was nothing he hated more than doing autopsies in the middle of the night or the early morning. Usually, if the death wasn’t wrongful, they could wait until after eight o’clock when there was more staff on duty, but in the case of a murder victim it was important for the investigation to know the accurate time of the victim’s death and any other information that could lead to an arrest as soon as possible. To that end, he had taken the body’s internal temperature again back at the mortuary. The final conclusion was that she had died at approximately two o’clock in the afternoon.




  




  




  




  He frowned; surely someone being killed in this manner in the middle of the afternoon would have caused some noise. Unless of course, she was unconscious when it happened. An examination of the skull and brain would be conclusive here. Samples of blood had already been sent away for analysis for any kind of paralyzing drug. His assistant had also taken further photographs of the strange symbol markings to the skin when the body was first unwrapped, measured, weighed and then positioned on the table.




  As he made the examination of the external body surfaces, he constantly adjusted the overhead lamp and spoke into a hand-recording device. At each stage of the examination and at every mark and bruise a mortuary technician took a photograph.




  He lifted her right hand, examined the surface and the nails then spoke into the recording device. “No bruising or damage to right hand, there is one scar across the palm, not a recent injury. The nails are intact, well manicured and painted, but there is no damage and no obvious evidence of skin or blood caught under them. Soil granules, no doubt from the grave, are ground into the skin and under the fingernails. That might be concealing any other evidence but it is doubtful considering the fact that the nails are unbroken.”




  The camera flashed.




  As he moved onto the left hand his assistant carefully took samples of whatever what might be lurking under the nails. The soil grains could be hiding any shred of skin or blood.




  This hand told a slightly different story since it had been damaged after death and judging by the type of marks on what was left of the hand it was rodent damage. They’d worked quickly and three of the four fingers had been all but gnawed away. Incongruously, the thumb and small fingernails, being the only digits remaining, were still perfectly manicured and painted.




  Pale pink nail polish, carefully applied and still perfect. Not even chipped slightly. He shook his head, life seemed much more difficult than it had when he was young, and now just going out for a night’s entertainment was like stepping into a minefield.




  




  




  




  He worked methodically checking every inch of the corpse with a fine tooth comb. It was puzzling that there were so few injuries to anywhere but the trunk. It was equally puzzling to find no visible surface head trauma at all, not even the faintest bruise.




  Paul his assistant, stood by quietly with a large scalpel waiting to make the Y shaped incision which would signal the start of the examination of the internal body of the corpse. Only in this poor girl’s case all they were going to do was elaborate on the incision someone else had already made.




  The sound of voices in the outside corridor caused Martin to glance up and he saw Roger’s face grinning at him through the small glass window set in the laboratory door.




  “Ah, our adoring public has arrived!” He said to Paul who chuckled.




  Martin gestured to Roger that he should come in. He spotted a slightly reluctant Eve’s pale face bobbing around behind the detective’s back and chuckled to himself.




  It was always amusing to see a newbie’s reaction to an autopsy, especially since the room wasn’t exactly a pretty sight towards the end, not to mention the smell. He and his assistants were used to it, but he could still get a heave or two when faced with a badly decomposing corpse. Vick was usually pretty good to mask the smell and he noticed that Roger and Eve already had a shiny smear on their top lips under the nostrils. The mortuary assistant out in the corridor had issued them with gowns and masks as a precaution against any kind of infection.




  “Come in, come in. Don’t slip on the floor! Don’t want to be doing an autopsy on the accidental death of a police officer who slipped on the floor next to the autopsy table! You’re just in time for the good part.” His assistants sniggered as Eve tied a mask over her face and gingerly shuffled nearer the table, eyes down, making sure that she didn’t slip. Roger moved more confidently, skillfully navigating between the pools of fluid on the floor; he’d obviously witnessed autopsies before.




  “What have you got for us so far?” Roger enquired.




  




  




  




  “Well, I’ve fixed the time of death as two o’clock in the afternoon.




  As you already know cause of death is a massive fatal blood loss from a single wound inflicted by an extremely sharp weapon, probably a large scalpel or knife that opened her up from just underneath her breasts to below her navel. There are no other injuries except those inflicted by rodents after death and of course the carvings in the flesh. There’s some early insect activity as well. No head trauma and no bruising around the vaginal area. However, there are signs of consensual sexual activity and traces of semen in the vagina. I estimate that she either had sexual intercourse with someone immediately prior to meeting her killer or met her killer and had intercourse with him prior to being killed. Or perhaps both. We’ve taken swabs and some pubic hair from the vagina and we should have some results for you in a day or two.” Eve stared at the body of the girl lying on the table. She couldn’t be much more than eighteen. Even in death and with a gaping wound she was extremely pretty. Her hair was long and though it was filthy and straggly, it must have been lustrous and shiny when she was alive. Eve could see that there were still remnants of make-up here and there, especially on the eyes. It looked to her as though this kid had carefully got herself all ready to go out on a special date or at the very least on the pull.




  What a way to end up. Poor little thing. She stepped a little closer to the table and stared at the markings on the trunk.




  “Ah yes, the markings.” Martin gestured to Paul who bent over the body and started to enlarge the already deep and long incision. The camera flashed again. Eve blinked in the bright light and swallowed back bile as she watched the young man slice through deeply through flesh and muscle.




  “Two in the afternoon.” Mused Roger. “Hell of a time to die, especially like that. Our killer likes taking risks. What if she had screamed out? There must have been people around at that time…”




  “You certainly would have thought so.” agreed Martin.




  “However, if my first conclusion that she was heavily drugged is correct, she wouldn’t have made much of a fuss. We can only hope that she felt absolutely nothing after a drug was administered…”




  “Some kind of sedative do you think? Or is it possible that he used some form of crude anesthesia?” Asked Roger, his brow furrowing.




  




  




  




  Martin shrugged. “At best anesthesia is more a sophisticated form of guesswork than anything else. Even under hospital controlled conditions, like an operating theatre, once the patient is paralyzed and unable to move by whatever combination of drugs given, there’s still no way an anesthetist can be sure that the patient is actually asleep. They just try to give the right dosage of the right drugs and hope the patient is unconscious. Usually if the patient does feel or hear anything during the process they don’t remember it anyway.”




  Eve felt slightly queasy at the thought. “Thanks doc, that’s so reassuring to know somehow. I just hope I don’t go in for major surgery while that comforting idea is rattling around in my brain.”




  “What are your thoughts on the markings?” Asked Roger, skillfully steering the conversation away from an uncomfortable subject.




  Martin watched critically as Paul finished peeling the skin, muscles and soft tissue off the chest wall. The young man picked up something resembling large curved pruning shears and applied himself to opening up the rib cage. The camera flashed again. Each time it did, the willful damage done by one human being to another was highlighted in sharp relief.




  Eve swallowed some saliva down and wished that she hadn’t eaten the pizza. There was a feeling of hot swirling acids in her stomach and she prayed that she could get through this without disgracing herself by vomiting or passing out.




  “Markings?” Martin turned away from the cadaver. “Ah yes, the markings. Interesting. We took some more photographs here in the lab and we should have them soon. Looks like a form of cuneiform writing, but you’re going to need to call in an expert to tell you exactly what the symbols mean. Haven’t seen anything like it since my student days. One of the markings was very interesting though. Seemed to have been carved into the form of a serpent or a snake. It was difficult to make out at first because one of the other gashes bisected it, almost as if the killer had deliberately tried to deface the marking. Or it could have been a slip of the knife while he was doing the other symbols. Hard to tell really.” Somewhere in the dull tired recesses of Eve’s brain, the word




  ‘serpent’ rang a faint bell. She struggled with the thought for a moment .




  What was it that she had heard about serpents recently? She frowned in concentration, but the recollection wouldn’t clarify itself, so she gave herself a mental shrug. No doubt she’d remember at some stage. It was probably completely irrelevant to the case anyway.




  “Perhaps it was a phallic symbol.” Suggested Roger. “Isn’t the snake meant to stand for that?”




  Paul had by this time pulled the chest plate back and removed it, exposing the heart and lungs. Martin stepped forward and began to cut open the pericardial sac that surrounds the heart and then the pulmonary artery. Eve watched with a queasy fascination as he stuck his finger into where he was cutting.




  “What exactly are you looking for in there?” She asked, curiosity getting the better of her nausea.




  Martin partially answered her question by resuming his recording. “No thromboembolism present in the pulmonary artery.” He switched off the device and then turned to Eve. “A thromboembolism is a blood clot which has dislodged from a vein elsewhere in the body; it travels through the heart to the pulmonary artery, lodges there, and causes sudden death.




  It’s not usually evident in wrongful and violent death, but we have to check anyway. It’s more a common form of death in hospitalized patients.” He leaned against one of the worktops by the wall as Paul again took over, exposing the abdominal organs and preparing to remove them in one entire bloc. Martin would then dissect the organ bloc itself while Paul prepared to remove the brain.




  “Snakes in rituals are more a sign of male sexual energy than they are an actual phallic symbol.” He said conversationally.




  “But I suppose you could assume that the killer meant it as a phallic symbol. Assuming that this is the usual sort of serial killing, he may possibly have meant it as some indication of his sexual prowess. Serial killers tend to have immense egos covering up their hideous insecurities.




  Again, the translation of the symbols themselves will probably tell you why the ritual was performed, if indeed it was a ritual. Or at least give us some idea of the intention. It could just be the whim of a demented serial killer but the symbols were so precise, I have my doubts. This is just guesswork on my part of course; it's not my area of expertise.” Paul had now removed the organ bloc and placed it on the dissection table. Martin went over to begin his examination.




  By this time the acids in Eve’s stomach were starting to flood up to her throat. The pizza sat like a cold undigested lump and her head was beginning to ache from the tensions of the last few days and the continual flashing of the camera. She felt dizzy and her eyes above the mask showed it clearly.




  Roger was about to go over and watch the dissection when he noticed the ghastly look in her eyes. She was leaning against one of the worktops and he could see that any minute she would just keel over. “You look like you’ve had a bellyful.” He said gently, putting a sympathetic arm around her shoulders




  She reacted by giving a slight heave, but managed to swallow it back down.




  “Oops.” His eyes crinkled with laughter. “That was an unfortunate choice of phrase. I’m sorry.”




  “I just bet you are.” She said through gritted teeth. The acids that had rushed into her throat had been so strong her eyes were watering.




  “You’re enjoying this!”




  Roger looked as contrite as he could, considering that most of his face was covered by the mask.




  “Not true, I really am sorry, and I’m not enjoying it at all. You’ve done better than I did my first time. I passed out cold and got in everyone’s way. When I came to they were dragging my sorry arse out of the autopsy room by my feet. I’ve never managed to live that one down! ” He gave her shoulder a squeeze. “Look, there’s no need for you to stay longer. Get out in the fresh air and go home. Have a bath and a hot drink and then go to bed. I can finish off here. Everything will be clearer in the morning anyway. I don’t think there’s any mileage in burning the midnight oil.




  




  




  




  We’ll start afresh tomorrow, okay?” He glanced at his watch. “In fact, it is tomorrow already.”




  She heaved a sigh of relief. “Are you sure? I would really appreciate getting some sleep, but I don’t want you to think I’m chickening out or that I’m not up to this.”




  She couldn’t help having a nagging worry that she was on trial and that every move she made or action she took was being inspected and noted down.




  “Don’t be daft. I don’t think that at all. You’d obviously had a rough few days prior to my asking for you on the team. I did think of letting you have the rest of your leave in peace and starting with me fresh this morning, but then I thought that you’d probably not appreciate not being in on as much of the initial investigation as you could. Coming in cold when the crime scene’s been examined and the initial stuff is over is always difficult. If I was wrong about that, then I’m truly sorry.” Eve grasped his arm. “No. Oh no, you did totally the right thing, and I’m really grateful for a crack at this. It’s the best thing that’s happened to me for a while what with the divorce and my dad and all.” Roger stared intently into her eyes. “I know you’ve had a rough time, but I didn’t ask you into the team because I felt sorry for you. I asked you because I know from past experience that you’re a damn fine police officer, better than I ever was. I’ve just been lucky. I consider you to be a friend, but I also expect that you’ll do better than your best in this assignment and I know you won’t let me down”




  Fresh tears sprang to her eyes and she swallowed them back furiously. This was no time to show weakness. She would not disgrace her reputation further by bursting into tears like a stupid kid. “I will, of course I will.”




  Roger laughed and gave her a little push towards the door. “Go home and go to bed. It’s almost seven in the morning, I’ll stay a little while longer here; there are some questions I need to ask Martin. Come into work later this afternoon when you’re rested. ” She didn’t need further persuasion and headed for the door pulling off her mask and gown as she went. As she reached the door and placed a hand on it to push it open to her surprise she felt some resistance to her efforts. Her startled gaze met the cool, amused blue eyes fringed with soot black lashes belonging to someone else on the other side pushing in the opposite direction. She smiled and saw the corners of those eyes crease up, signifying that it was being returned. Probably one of the mortuary staff, she thought.




  He stepped away from the other side of the door and grabbed the edge of the door, patiently holding it open for her.




  “Thanks! I’m sorry; I was in way too much of a hurry to get out. I didn’t notice you standing there!” She said apologetically.




  “I noticed.” His voice, although slightly muffled, was warm and deep behind the mask. “But it’s not a problem; people are usually in a hurry to get out of there.”




  “But not you.” She said grinning. “Each to their own taste I suppose.”




  He laughed. A rather pleasant, warm sound. “Well, I have an excuse; I have some duties to attend to. It’s a lousy job but somebody has to do it!”




  “Well, have fun!” It sounded pathetic but it was all she could manage.




  “I’ll try.” He promised. His eyes creased up with laughter again.




  His presence was so magnetic that Eve stared after him and flushed bright red, like a naughty child caught out in a prank when he abruptly turned around and looked straight at her, almost as if he’d known she was staring at him. Then the doors swung firmly shut and halted any further contact between them.




  The rash thought of going back into the autopsy room after him occurred, but died an immediate death as the desire to throw her guts up overwhelmed it.




  




  




  




  She dumped her surgical clothing in the basket provided and her mask in the surgical waste bin, then she headed for the car park, home and the delights of a warm bed.




  




  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~




  




  Seth smiled to himself as the doors closed, shutting Eve Hallam out of the autopsy room. He gazed around at the mess from the autopsy so far and his nostrils flared with distaste. Not much blood of course, given that the body hadn’t been left with much, which was a bonus for the mortuary staff. The pathologist had already started opening the stomach of the victim; Seth recognized the unmistakable smell of gastric acid.




  Attending an autopsy as a worker was not something he would usually have chosen to do after having an early breakfast, but needs must.




  He controlled the natural desire to retch at the smell and went over to assist by ‘running the gut’ to allow the faces and undigested food to flow out.




  The things I do for the Council, he thought, pulling a wry face behind the mask.




  The male detective didn’t even pay him so much as a glance, nor did he question his presence and neither did the pathologist. He just seemed happy with the additional assistance.




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  Chapter 7




  




  The National Express and P & O Ferries bus service from Dover to Boulogne traveled along the A20 on the last leg of its journey before the ferry. Even though the trip had not been a particularly long one, it was long enough for the traveler sitting at the back of the bus.




  He had deliberately picked the long seat at the back because that way he was less likely to be disturbed by other passengers and he could also stretch his long legs out and be more comfortable. He watched with idle amusement as a young couple in the seat directly in front of him made yet another sexual assault on each other. It was the fourth or fifth such passionate outbreak between them since they had boarded the bus at Elephant and Castle and it had been splendid entertainment so far.




  Even though they had kept the boy’s jacket over them, he had smelled their desire as the couple passionately aroused each other underneath the ineffectual covering, even to the point where the boy had actually ejaculated.




  




  




  




  He sat quietly laughing to himself as they giggled and tried to clean up the mess without drawing undue attention to themselves. All that wonderful youthful sexual power and enthusiasm. He almost regretted that he couldn’t join in, what a recharge that would be for his depleted energy.




  The unmistakable smell of semen had pervaded the immediate area causing an elderly woman, traveling with her husband, to turn around from her seat in front of them and glare at the couple.




  For a minute he thought that the elderly woman might have persuaded her long-suffering husband to go up and complain to the driver.




  He briefly considered whether he should intervene and distract her attention.




  As if on cue, she became aware of his watchful gaze and looked directly at him. Her eyes widened as they met his and she abruptly stopped the flow of complaints into her husband’s ears. The traveler smiled lazily at her and winked. She blinked and then to his delight, blushed.




  For a brief moment he was able to see the pretty young girl and lovely woman she had been before life took hold of her and stamped disapproval all over her face. His smile grew wider and a small unwilling response curved her lips, so he nodded at her, whereupon she hastily turned back in her seat.




  He sighed. All things grew old and died. Such was the prescribed cycle of life for humankind. He felt a brief regret at not having known the lovely young woman and child she must have been before time had made its inevitable changes.




  Her husband had finally caught on to the fact that his wife was no longer complaining at him and spoke quietly in her ear. It was plain to see that he was asking her what was wrong but when she didn’t respond to him, he turned and glanced at the seats behind them. By this time, the young couple was sitting demurely in their seats holding hands. They smiled innocently at him and he gave them a suspicious frown.




  




  




  




  He then met the calm gaze of the traveler who smiled and inclined his head. The devastating blast from his dark eyes didn’t have the same effect as it had on the elderly woman. Instead the elderly man recoiled in disgust and spun back round in his seat. A dull tide of red spread up his neck and the tips of his ears, even his bald spot turned pink. He seemed agitated.




  The husband’s obvious agitation caused the traveler to laugh softly and the young couple turned to grin at him. He winked at them and the girl blushed coyly. She had obviously realized that the man in the back seat had witnessed everything they had done.




  Across the aisle, a bespectacled young woman with brown hair in a ponytail cleared her throat loudly. Apparently she had also been a silent witness to the antics of the young couple. She frowned her disapproval and gave all them an icy glare over the top of her glasses.




  However, when the traveler calmly met her cold gaze, she was the one who dropped her eyes first. She turned away in her seat and hunched her shoulders, burying her concentration in the book, which lay open on her lap. The traveler smiled wryly and lifted his shoulders in a careless shrug.




  The entertainment was obviously coming to a close. The young couple had been a delicious and wholly unexpected distraction to an otherwise tedious journey. The traveler glanced at his watch. They should reach the ferry terminal in about half an hour. Time enough to close his eyes for a moment. He slouched down in his seat and pulled the collar of his black leather coat up over his ears. Soft shining strands of dark hair escaped from the confining bandanna he wore but even hunched up in the seat he was an impressive figure.




  An hour later the bus slid into the ferry terminal and the passengers disembarked. The young couple and the rest of his fellow travelers were swallowed up in the mass of humanity who had all decided to travel to France for cheap Christmas booze on the same day. He watched the young couple disappear through and felt a brief moment of regret.




  What a shame, he could have done with a little more of the amusement they provided and who knows, perhaps he could have spared the time to teach them a thing or two. No doubt the boy would have been difficult and would have needed persuasion, but the girl had distinct possibilities.




  Ah well, c’est la vie. He shrugged, turned the collar of his long coat up again and swung his backpack onto his shoulder. With ticket and passport in hand he joined the dutiful queue of people waiting to board the ferry.




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  Chapter 8




  




  The muted crackling of flames filled her ears and acrid smoke stung her eyes. She could sense tall figures moving around; behind and in front of her but nothing was completely clear no matter how many times she scrubbed at her sore eyes. Mild panic coursed through her and caused her to strain even harder to see what was hidden from her sight.




  The path she was traveling was hard and dusty, she could tell that much despite her limited vision. Each step was an effort because the incline of the path was very sharp and was made more difficult by the fact that she had no idea where it was taking her, nor could she see her destination through the intense light that surrounded her vision. So she walked with her eyes to the ground because it was too painful to focus when she looked up. As she toiled upwards, staggering and stumbling over small rocks, strong fingers dug into her flesh, and she was brought to an abrupt halt by the side of the path.




  “Watch, and learn.” Said a stern voice neither male nor female.




  




  




  




  Her sight cleared slightly and although she still couldn’t see the face of the person who addressed her, she could now make out an arm flung in a pointing gesture to one side of the road. She turned and found herself gazing over a large pit that covered an area far beyond her current limited capabilities to judge accurately. It seemed to go on forever.




  The pit was a desolate brown and desiccated piece of land. The surrounding areas above it were high and rocky with few footholds or paths, and no vegetation of any kind that she could discern. However she could now see the reason for the sound of flames and smell of smoke in all its deadly detail. She stepped back gasping, tears rushing to her burning eyes and turned to her jailer with a mute plea plain on her face.




  The tall figure took no notice and ruthlessly turned her back towards the pit. “See the fate of those who disobey the law.” She lifted her arm to wipe her eyes against her sleeve but then she realized her arms were bare. So she lifted the corner of her tunic and used that instead. After a short effort of concentration she could now make out that the fires weren’t just plain old camp-fires. To her horror, she realized that staked above each was what appeared to be a human form.




  As if knowing that she was now seeing everything in stark detail, the wind subtly changed direction and the sickening smell of scorched meat assaulted her nostrils. She retched slightly, but managed to swallow her nausea back down. Bewildered, she glanced back at the figure standing stolidly behind her. “What is this place? Why am I here?”




  “It is a place of execution and punishment. You are here to bear witness and learn. Tell me what you see.”




  She tried very hard to make out her tormentor’s face, but the features seemed to be constantly shifting. One minute it had a long, narrow ophidian face with glowing eye-sockets. The next minute the features took on what could have been some sort of animal form.




  Whatever, this thing was, she knew inside some deep primal part of her that she was not meant to see its true face. She let out a sob and reluctantly turned back to the pit again, wiping her eyes with the corner of the tunic once more.




  




  




  




  Among all of the burning stakes with their victims, one caught at her attention above the rest. It was a fire built slightly higher than the others and the human form above it hung upside down and bound. It swayed slightly in the hot breeze caused by the crackling flames and swung around as if some giant invisible hand was twirling the rope. The capricious breeze gave the rope another twist and the figure finally came to a halt facing her.




  At first all she could make out was that the figure was male, but beyond that she could see nothing. The flesh was already scorched and blackened, but somehow she felt that she should know who it was. She squinted through her tears and wiped her eyes again. This time her vision cleared enough to make out features and as she looked, one of the victim’s eyes opened and fixed hers with a very familiar pleading gaze.




  The burnt, ruined lips were horrifically stitched together with some thick rough looking thread, yet they managed to mouth a word and she stepped back in horror. Even from that distance it was quite clear to her what the lips were saying.




  Eve.




  “What do you see?” The voice of the figure relentlessly hissed close to her ear.




  As if on cue she suddenly knew without any doubt who the person burning to death and hanging upside down over a fiery pit, was. Icy shock drenched her from head to foot and despite the heat from the fires she began to tremble.




  “Dad?” She whispered hoarsely in disbelief. “Daddy?” A bell sounded somewhere in the distance. A bell tolling for the dead? No, a much more persistent and continual sound that jarred her.




  




  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~




  




  




  




  




  Eve rushed to the surface of consciousness gasping for breath and icy cold all over. She sat shivering and bent over in the duvet and tears spilled from her eyes unchecked. The telephone shrilled at her from her bedside table, and she managed to find the presence of mind from somewhere to roll over to the side of the bed and grab at the handset.




  “Hello?”




  The bell continued to shriek at her and she realized that she was so fogged with sleep and nightmares that she hadn’t pressed the talk button on the handset. “Hello?”




  “Eve? It’s Roger. Thought I’d give you a bell and remind you to come into work today!”




  His voice sounded pleasant and unhurried. Eve dragged her fingers through her sweat-tangled hair and felt anything but pleasant and unhurried. Instead panic ripped through her. “Oh god. Am I late or something? I must have overslept. I’m so sorry, I’ll get over there straight away but I need to shower. Is that okay?”




  Her voice sounded frantic even to her ears and there was a brief silence on the other end of the phone.




  “Eve, I didn’t stipulate a time.” Roger said finally in a gentle tone.




  “You’re not late at all. I knew you were out of it last night and might not wake up until really late, so I thought I’d leave you to rest a bit longer and then give you a call. Are you okay? You sound awful.” Eve blew her nose on a scrap of tissue from her bedside table and wiped her face. A quick glance at her clock told her that it was two in the afternoon. “No. I mean yes. I’m fine. I just woke up after a horrible dream and I’m a bit confused that’s all.”




  “Well if you’re sure.” Roger sounded unconvinced. “I can get DC




  Newton to help me if you want some extra time to sort yourself out.”




  “Helen Newton?” Eve’s voice came out in a dismayed squawk.




  “NO! Definitely not. I’ll be there in an hour.” There was no way in this universe that she was going to allow Helen Newton to take her place on this investigation.




  Roger laughed. “Okay. I’ll see you in about an hour then.” The phone went dead and Eve jumped out of bed tangling her foot in the side of the duvet as she did so. She measured her length face down on the carpet and cursed.




  Dammit, why the hell couldn’t she have thought to set her alarm clock? Why had she even gone to bed? She should have lain down on the couch and at least been fully dressed and ready to jump in the car. The phone rang again as she staggered to her feet and skidded towards the shower. She debated picking it up, but then decided to let it go.




  If it’s important they’ll call back, she thought.




  




  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~




  




  “Did you speak to her then?”




  “No answer.” Bruce sighed and put the phone back down in its cradle.




  “I don’t know why you bothered to try anyway.” Sally said curtly.




  “You know damn fine she’s probably working at this time and she never lets anything else stand in the way of that, no matter how important it might be.”




  Bruce stared at his wife and decided that although he loved her very much he didn’t actually like her sometimes. “I thought she needed to know what happened last night.” He replied brusquely. “It might have raised her spirits a bit.”




  Sally gave a mirthless laugh. “And what happened exactly that was any different to other nights? Dad wandered in his sleep and came in to babble at us. So, what else is new these days?” Bruce set his mouth in a grim line. All the signs of a brewing argument were there and he just wasn’t up to it. What he really needed to do was put some space between them.




  He wandered over to the small side table where they kept keys and various items of mail and picked up his car keys. “You know as well as I do that he was quite sane and rational when he came into us last night. He knew who we were; he called us both by name. He asked for Eve by name and remembered her being here. I thought Eve ought to know. At least it was a positive sign that your dad might be getting better.”




  “A sign that lasted all of about five minutes before he lapsed back into that nonsensical crap he spouts.” Sneered Sally.




  Bruce stared at her with growing distress. “Why do you do that?” He asked miserably




  “Do what?”




  “Sneer and make negative comments all the time. You’re not the only one going through this Sally. We’re all worried about him. I can’t speak for Eve, but I know that I get fed up with only hearing your contempt day in, day out and I bet deep down where he’s really living, your dad is too. Why don’t you just give it a rest for a while?” He turned away into the hallway and Sally heard him open the front door. For the first time in a very long time she felt slightly alarmed by her husband’s behavior. Perhaps she had gone too far. She threw the tea towel and the glass down on the chair and ran a few steps into the hallway after him, just in time to see him disappearing out of the front door.




  “I don’t. I mean, I’m not contemptuous.” She cried out. “Bruce, where are you going?




  “Out.” Came his terse reply and the door slammed shut between them.




  She heard the car door slam and the engine start. Part of her wanted to run after him and beg him not to go like that, but the stubborn part of her wouldn’t let her.




  




  




  




  Bruce’s unusual response had left her feeling quite winded. She sank down onto a chair and realized that she was trembling. In all the years they had been married, he had never walked out on her before. No matter what they had ever gone through, they’d always had each other and now everything seemed to be falling apart at the seams.




  She heard her father shuffling around in the living room and sighed heavily. At the end of the day it didn’t really matter what happened with her marriage, she had a responsibility to look after him.




  It’s what Mum would have wanted, she thought stoically and got up to go and see whether he needed anything.




  As she passed the telephone she picked it up on a whim and dialed her sister’s number, hoping and praying that the answer service was switched on. Luckily it picked up after a few rings.




  “Eve? It’s Sally. Sorry to disturb you. Bruce tried to get you earlier and your answering machine wasn’t on then or maybe you were showering and didn’t hear the phone.” She hesitated slightly, not exactly sure what to say next without sounding peevish. “I expect you’re at work at the moment, but we just thought you might like to know that Dad had quite a rational episode last night, so perhaps he’s showing a little improvement.” Her voice fell away. It all sounded so damnably pathetic.




  “Well, anyway, we thought you’d want to know. I’ll speak to you later no doubt. Give us a call when you get a chance, okay?” She stood looking at the receiver for a moment as if she could will some sort of response out of it, then put it down and went to see to her father.




  




  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~




  




  Eve sighed heavily as a silver-grey Rolls Royce slid neatly in front of her, firmly blocking off her intended short cut down one of the many small alleyways off the main central London streets. She managed to restrain herself from pounding the horn and yelling out of the window.




  




  




  




  She could just imagine the blaring headlines “Detective charged with road-rage.” That would put another black mark on her record and probably earn her some ‘anger management’ classes.




  She tried to weigh up how long she’d be stuck there. Finally she rolled the window down and leaned out, straining to see what the hold up was but couldn’t see anything in desperation she caught the attention of a man who was busy threading his way across the street through the stalled traffic.




  “Did you see what’s holding everything up by any chance?” She yelled at him.




  “Huh?” Caught squeezing his way between her car and the car in front, he looked slightly guilty at being discovered jaywalking. “Oh.




  Somebody ran into the back of another car at the pedestrian crossing.”




  “Is anyone hurt?”




  “I’m not sure, there’s an ambulance there. Bit difficult to see from here really.”




  “I see. Thanks.” Eve rolled her window back up to shut out the heavy air of the polluted London streets and started to punch in the police station’s telephone number on her mobile. After a few rings she got an answer from the switchboard.




  “Metropolitan Police, how may I help you?”




  “This is Detective Sergeant Hallam, could you put me through to DI Hamilton in the Incident Room please?”




  “Of course ma’am, hold the line a moment please.” Said the operator.




  “DI Hamilton’s phone, Detective Constable Newton speaking.” Eve recognized the voice even without the introduction. She ground her teeth in irritation. So Helen was there after all, horning in on her case. She felt like pounding on the steering wheel in frustration, but instead forced herself to respond politely.




  




  




  




  “Hi Helen, its Eve. Is Roger there?”




  “Ah, no. Not at the moment, he’s in with the Super. Shall I get him to call you back? Are you at home?” Helen sounded mildly amused.




  “No. I’m not at home.” Eve made herself sound reasonable.




  “I’m actually on my way in, but there’s been an accident a few cars in front and I may be stuck here for a while. Could you tell him for me please?”




  “Yes, of course I will.” Purred Helen.




  “Any developments on the case?” Eve couldn’t resist asking.




  “The children who found the body are here with their parents to make their statements.” Said Helen brightly. “As soon as Roger’s finished with the Super we’re going to go in and start that.” Eve glared at the mobile. Dear god, it hadn’t taken her long to get on first name terms. “Okay, well tell him I’ll be there as soon as I can get free of this traffic.”




  “Will do.” The phone went dead.




  Eve’s stomach was churning like a cement mixer. Had she blown this yet again? She caught sight of herself in the mirror. A pale ghostly creature with wild, desperate eyes stared back at her. She honestly didn’t look any better for her sleep and a touch of make up wouldn’t have hurt, except that she didn’t have time to indulge herself before leaving her flat.




  All she could feel was the despair of impending failure, a feeling that had dogged her through her entire life.




  Eve sighed. Well, if nothing else, she had time to put some make up on now. She certainly couldn’t do anything about the accident and the traffic and if she had blown the job, then she might as well look halfway decent when she got fired.




  She leant over the passenger seat and popped open the glove compartment. Her make-up bag was slung haphazardly in there along with all the rest of the rubbish that collected in her glove compartment over the months. She dragged the bag out and started to methodically apply some color to her face.




  




  




  




  




  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~




  




  “Who was that?” Asked Roger, coming back into the incident room as Helen put the phone back down.




  “Oh, that was Eve.” Said Helen casting him a look from under her lashes. “She said she’d be in later.”




  Roger pursed his lips and his brow furrowed with irritation. “I see.




  Did she say when?”




  “No, just later.”




  He sighed in mild exasperation. He and the Superintendent had just had a discussion about the case and his choice of personnel for the team. Eve’s name had been the only one that had caused some consternation. However, after having argued eloquently on her behalf, all he could do now was hope that, ultimately, she wouldn’t let him down. It would be his neck on the chopping block alongside hers if they made a shambles of this investigation.




  Helen sat calmly, staring up at him with a faintly questioning look in her eyes. He was aware that she was doing her best to insinuate herself as part of the team, but at the end of the day to him, she was just another body on the ground and he needed a female officer to be present when taking a statement from a female minor. Eve wasn’t there, so Helen would have to do.




  He thrust his misgivings about the absent Eve down and smiled at Helen. “Okay then, let’s go take some statements.”




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  Chapter 9




  It was already dark when Eve drove into the underground NCP car park near the police station. The ever-present rain was sheeting dismally off her front windscreen and the wipers weren’t quite doing the task they were intended for. Instead of clearing a space for her to see through, they shuddered against the force of the water and jerked across the congested windscreen, causing thick runnels of water to obscure the view even further. It made her feel like she was peering through a goldfish bowl.




  She inserted her car park pass into the slot and the barrier slid soundlessly upwards. The young man in the kiosk peered through his window and gave her a brief smile. She managed a tight smile in return and drove slowly along looking for a handy slot to pull into. Luckily it was the time of day when the people who brave London’s busy and engorged streets start to think of leaving for the day. Getting snarled up in normal off peak traffic was bad enough. Being tangled up in peak hour traffic was unthinkable.




  Her car engine idled as she waited for a tall grey haired man in City of London solicitor’s clothing as he got into his car, pulled out and drove away. She sighed with relief and slid smoothly into the vacated spot.




  It was a relief to get out of the rain and into the warm lobby of the police station. She tapped the access code into the offices and the door clicked open to give her entry.




  




  




  




  The desk sergeant looked up and grinned as she squelched through the door. “Nice weather for ducks eh?” He looked sympathetically at the gently steaming and dripping Eve. “Forgot your umbrella then?”




  “I didn’t think I’d get as wet as I did in the short walk from the car park to here.” She said ruefully. “It’s chucking it down out there, my shoes are wet through.”




  She dripped her way through the busy station corridor leaving a trail of wet footprints and decided to go and get dried before getting a cup of coffee and making her way to the mayhem in the incident room. They had probably finished taking statements by now and she had been conspicuous by her absence. Any good impression she had hoped to make had definitely gone down the tube.




  “I see you finally got here then.” Roger stepped into the corridor from one of the side offices. He noted her soaked and disheveled state.




  Eve stepped back flustered. She had hoped to be a little more organized and in control of herself by the time she faced her boss. “I’m sorry. I did call and spoke to Helen. She said she would give you a message. The traffic was awful and the accident in front of us turned out to be quite bad. Some pedestrian stepped off the pavement before the little green man turned green and…” Her voice trailed off as she realized that Roger was looking slightly baffled. “She didn’t tell you.” Eve said flatly.




  Roger sighed. “Yes she did, but she didn’t mention any accident.




  Was that what delayed you?”




  “Yes, and then the rain started which made it all worse. I got here as soon as I could.”




  Eve felt a weariness slide over her brain. She was tired of playing Sisyphus and rolling the rock up the hill just to watch it roll back down and then have to start the whole exercise over again. She briefly considered committing a murder of her own with the hapless Helen as the chief victim.




  




  




  




  Roger’s expression softened. “It’s all right, don’t worry about it. I must have got the wrong end of the stick. Go and get yourself dried off and get a cup of tea. We’ve finished taking statements, but I’d like to go over a couple of them with you. Some interesting little things have come to light and I want your thoughts.”




  He disappeared into the men’s room and relief spread over her as she realized that he had accepted her reason for her delayed arrival. She pushed open the door of the ladies locker room and went inside. Once in, she closed her eyes and leant against the back of the door to give her shaking legs some support. It wasn’t until that moment that she knew just how tense she had been over the last couple of hours.




  When she finally opened her locker and caught sight of herself in the mirror on the inside of the door she gave a rueful laugh. If anything, she looked worse than she had before the make up. The mascara had run in the rain and smudged underneath her eyes, so now she looked like a bedraggled panda. No wonder Roger had looked so taken aback when he saw her. Instead of looking like the efficient police officer, in control, she looked like a walking disaster area. So much for the looking good while getting fired theory!




  She used the towel to rough dry her hair and dragged her brush through it. Then she fluffed it up around her face. Finally she tidied up the spreading mascara under her eyes and changed into her dry shoes.




  Now she was ready to face anything.




  




  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~




  




  The incident room was crowded when Eve finally got there. She clutched her steaming hot cup of coffee in one hand and steadied herself as a young uniformed officer brushed past her with a sheaf of papers in one hand. A few scalding drops of coffee splashed onto her hand causing her give a soft hiss of pain. The officer blushed bright red and mumbled an almost incoherent apology before rushing out of the door.




  




  




  




  It may have looked like chaos, but the room itself was well organized. At one end whiteboards had been covered with the crime scene photographs of the victim. Eve spotted a photograph of the victim while still alive, which meant that the body had been identified.




  On one long table pieces of evidence, bagged in clear plastic, were laid out. Telephones shrilled and were answered, their intrusive noise punctuated by the soft clicking of computer keyboards by busy hands.




  Eve spotted Roger’s blond head at a desk in the far corner by the window. He was bent over his notebook. She noticed with a certain resignation that Helen was sat in front of a computer busy transcribing the taped statements at a desk, which backed onto his.




  She glanced up briefly and saw Eve, but didn’t smile in greeting.




  Instead she said something to Roger who looked up briefly and pulled a vacant chair towards his desk so that Eve could sit down beside him.




  “You all dried off now?” He asked.




  “Yes. The accident wasn’t nice and the rain delayed me even more, but I got here eventually. Thanks for passing on the message Helen.”




  The annoyed part of Eve couldn’t resist a dig at Helen who stared at her with a sulky expression on her face and dropped her eyes back down to her typing.




  Helen was an ambitious young officer and a very pretty girl.




  Roger was a good-looking man and in charge. It could have proved to be a lethal combination and she had been poised to make as much hay as she could while the sun shone.




  Eve found herself staring at her former colleague. It had been quite a while since they had worked together. Perhaps working with him as a subordinate wasn’t the best idea, but she needed this chance to recoup her career.




  He was frowning over a printed statement in a buff colored folder and another buff folder lay open on the desk in front of him with similar printed sheets.




  




  




  




  “Are those the statements?” She pointed at the folder. “Is it okay to take a look?”




  Roger glanced up and slid the folder over to her. She started to read over the first statement; a slightly disjointed and very garbled account from a young lad called Greg Fisher aged fourteen.




  By the way it was worded Eve concluded that Roger must have had to gently prompt him at regular intervals during the interview, because he frequently went off at a tangent about the graveyard, rustling noises and the rats. Eve felt a slight pang of sympathy. Fear of rats was something she could relate to. They weren’t exactly her favorite form of wild life either.




  She read through his description of how they found the body, but apart from the fact that he had been one of the three who was present in the crypt, there was little in the statement of much value. However, there was always the chance that he might remember things later after the initial shock had completely worn off.




  Eve realized that Roger had stopped reading and was waiting for her to finish. She closed the folder and sat back. “That statement doesn’t really tell us much.” She remarked picking up her cup of coffee and taking another sip. It was now lukewarm and she made a wry face as she swallowed the cool mouthful.




  Roger turned and tapped Helen on her arm. “Go and get a couple of coffees from the machine, would you Helen?” He asked pleasantly.




  “And one for yourself too.” She nodded reluctantly and stood up, but gave them both an annoyed glance, which Roger blithely ignored.




  He sat back in the chair, yawned widely and stretched. “God, I ache from head to foot. Too much bending over computers and statements, not enough sleep.”




  “Did you get to bed at all last night, er, today?” Asked Eve curiously.




  




  




  




  “No not yet. I haven’t been home since yesterday morning.” He sighed. “I just wanted to try to get the evidence we do have straight in my mind and mull over a few thoughts while they were still fresh. You’re right about young Greg Fisher’s statement though. It’s not terrifically helpful and doesn’t tell us any more than we know already. I suspect he got a hell of an ear-bending from his parents about going to the cemetery at night looking for dead bodies and won’t be doing that again in a hurry. He and the other two, all had one thing in common though. They were all scared out of their wits by something and I don’t just mean the horror of finding a partially eaten dead body either.”




  “Cemeteries at night have that effect on me too!” Eve remarked.




  “That’s more to do with an over-active imagination than anything tangible.”




  Roger’s brow furrowed. “I know, and that’s what I thought at first, but if you look at their statements, they all say the same thing…” He pushed over his notebook for her to see. On the page he had written three separate paragraphs, all taken from the three teenager’s statements. It was clear from all of them that they had all felt ‘something really nasty hanging around’ as the boy Colin had put it.




  “Are you saying that there’s more to what they were feeling than just over-active imaginations and the shock of finding the girl’s body?” Eve asked raising her eyebrows slightly. “Something more sinister perhaps?”




  “I don’t know.” Roger admitted. “I would be inclined to dismiss it as adolescent imagination as well, but to tell you the truth, the place had a foul feel to it when I got there, and I’m used to crime scenes where murder is involved. I just found it strange that they should all independently make the same sort of statement about how they felt.




  Something feels out of place here somehow. I’m not saying it’s supernatural or anything, I just have a gut feeling about it.”




  




  




  




  “The feeling of being watched would be quite a common one in a situation like that.” Said Eve reasonably. “You’d probably have the horrible feeling that whoever did it was still hanging around, and cemeteries at night aren’t exactly conducive to feelings of security. I didn’t feel anything when I was there, but then I didn’t arrive until long after the CSI team had trampled over everything. I’m not a person who has many nightmares, I’ve had too much real life horror I suppose.” Even as she spoke, the memory of the dream, a few hours ago, spilled into the forefront of her mind. For a moment she could smell the smoke and the charred flesh and hear the dry, cracked voice whispering her name through ruined vocal chords. Instant nausea rose up into her throat, which swallowed back down and closed her eyes to try to dispel it.




  A gentle touch on the back of her hand made her open her eyes.




  “Are you sure you’re okay?” He looked and sounded concerned.




  She pulled a face and moved her hand away. “Yes, I’m fine.




  Sorry. I’m a fine one to talk about other people having nightmares. I had a doozy of one when I finally fell asleep, about my dad. You woke me up from it when you called the flat, for which I’m extremely grateful, believe me!”




  Helen came over with the coffee and Eve was pleased for the timely interruption.




  “You’re probably right about the ambience of the place.” Admitted Roger. “I’m not too keen on cemeteries myself. At any rate, none of them actually saw anybody suspicious. The Bowden lad lives in a house that backs onto that part of the cemetery, but apart from seeing a couple of cemetery workers earlier that day, neither he nor his family heard anything. We’ve got officers going door to door to see if we can get anything from any of the other neighbors, but I’m not holding out much hope of getting anything we can work with.”




  As a way of changing the subject slightly Eve jerked her thumb in the direction of the pictures on the whiteboard. “I take it we have a name for the victim then?”




  




  




  




  Roger absently stirred his coffee with his pencil. “Yeah. SOCO




  found her handbag in a rubbish bin outside the cemetery gates. It had the usual stuff in it. Make up, hairbrush and purse, passport, credit cards and a packet of condoms. We scanned and enlarged her passport photograph.




  Her name was Kelly Forrester, aged eighteen. She lives, lived...” He corrected himself. “…with her parents and sister in Horsham. Local Horsham family support officers have gone around to tell her parents.




  They’ll have to identify the body formally of course.”




  “Poor souls.” Eve said softly. “How awful for them. Parents should never outlive their children, it just isn’t right. Did the purse have any money in it?”




  Roger nodded. “Yes. There was a credit card, one store card for Dorothy Perkins and Top Shop and about fifty pounds in cash. The handbag and its contents are being dusted for fingerprints and we’re hopeful of getting something off them. The killer had to be the one who threw it out, although it wasn’t so much thrown out as carefully hidden beneath other garbage.”




  “He obviously didn’t need the money then.” Eve observed. “He couldn’t have used the cards anyway, not without knowing the pin number.




  The passport says that she was thinking of going somewhere too. Maybe she was running away with him. I wonder why she had condoms though?




  Most girls these days are on the pill…”




  Roger shrugged. “Perhaps she just believed in being well prepared for any eventuality. At any rate they probably didn’t use a condom for the sex, since there were traces of semen in both her vagina and anal passage. We’re waiting for the results of the autopsy now. I also reached the same conclusion about the passport, so it’s a possibility that the murderer had been in her life for some time as a boyfriend. I reckon that there’s a lot more to this murder than meets the eye, which brings me to the matter of the symbols carved into her flesh.” He pushed another folder over to her. She opened it up and discovered a full set of autopsy photos and a set of those taken at the crime scene. She grimaced at one taken full on, gaping wound and all




  




  




  




  “They’re not very pleasant.” Roger said apologetically. “But we need to take them seriously because to be quite honest we don’t have anything more concrete to go on at this stage. We’ll hopefully have a bit more when the results of the autopsy come through. We’ve already contacted an expert in cuneiform writing and ancient rituals from the Faculty of Oriental Studies at Oxford and sent the same set of photos by courier earlier this afternoon. What I need you to do is make contact with him tomorrow and liaise with him. We need to know what those symbols are and what their purpose would have been in any kind of ritual. We might be able to pin down some occult group from that information.” Eve stared at him in dismay. “You want me to liaise with him?




  What about the rest of the investigation?”




  “Eve, all murder investigations get to the routine stage very quickly. Once you’ve got over the initial excitement of the body being found, identified and autopsied, what you’ve got left is research and going over evidence. What we’ve got to solve is a puzzle. It’s up to us…” Roger gestured around at the room. “…to find the right pieces and make them fit.




  I think that the symbols on the body are important enough for me to pay them some attention” He shrugged. “Look on the bright side. You might get a trip up to the hallowed halls of Oxford University out of it! All on the Metropolitan Police budget too. Never let it be said that we don’t offer all the exotic perks anyone could want!”




  “Are you assigning me to this because of my father?” Eve asked in a slightly defensive tone.




  Roger looked blank. “Your father? What’s your father got to do with this?” ”




  Eve immediately felt guilty at overreacting. “Because of what he does. I thought you might think that it was a good idea to involve me because it was his area of study. H-he hasn’t been well since he got injured on a dig in northern Iraq, before the regime fell.”




  “That was where you were when I had you recalled.” Roger commented quietly. “At home seeing your dad.” To her dismay she felt the long banked up reservoir of tears flooding up to the surface. She nodded, swallowing past the huge lump in her throat with difficulty.




  “Yes. It was the first time I’d seen him since he got back to England a few weeks ago. Bruce and Sally flew to Turkey to bring him home but I couldn’t get the time off and it seemed pointless all of us trailing over there. He’s changed so much. He doesn’t make sense when he talks; in fact it’s not even English half the time. He babbles in ancient languages, or something that sounds like Arabic. When he does speak English it makes no sense whatsoever.”




  Her voice finally broke and the tears spilled over. Roger glanced hastily around the room and then rummaged in his jacket pocket finally dragging out a crumpled tissue, which he handed it to Eve. “It might be a bit worse for wear.” He said apologetically. “It’s been in my pocket since I took the girls to Chessington for the day a couple of months ago.” Eve opened it up and found a sticky, half-eaten jelly baby nestling in the folds. She gingerly separated it from the tissue and handed it to Roger who gave an embarrassed smirk and disposed of it in the rubbish bin. She carefully wiped her eyes and blew her nose on the part that was left.




  “Ah, the joys of parenthood.” Roger sighed.




  Eve’s face froze momentarily and he immediately regretted his tactless remark. “I’m sorry Eve; I didn’t mean to say that.” Eve sighed. “It’s okay you don’t need to walk on eggshells with me. I’m fine. I’ve got used to not being a mum, it’s been so long since I last saw my son, I think I’ve forgotten how.”




  “Parenthood’s like riding a bike, you never forget.” He glanced at his watch. “Look if you want to talk, we could go and grab a pub meal and a drink if you like. Although I should turn up at home sometime in the next twenty four hours, otherwise my wife and kids might not remember who I am!”




  




  




  




  Eve chuckled. “In that case, I’m going to tell you what you told me. Go home now DCI Hamilton, go see your family, get a nice home-cooked meal and get some sleep. I can stay on here for a while tonight and if we need you, we can call your mobile number.” Roger grinned sheepishly and shrugged into his jacket. “You sure?”




  Eve pointed at the door. “Go!”




  “Yes Ma’am.”




  




  




  




  




  




  Chapter 10




  Roger walked briskly past the station front desk. The desk sergeant glanced up and nodded briefly at him. He returned the nod and prepared to face the damp evening air. The rain had stopped and the grimy London streets, washed clean for a little while, shone in the pooled light from the street lamps. He turned the collar of his jacket up and crossed the road to the car park.




  




  




  




  As he approached the kiosk at the entrance, he became aware of a sudden cold prickling on the back of his neck. A brief glimmer of movement registered at the corner of his vision. He stopped abruptly and glanced around him, but aside from the man inside the kiosk and a couple crossing the street hand in hand a little further up there was nobody else around. His brow creased slightly and he passed a weary hand across his forehead. He was tired. The adrenaline that had kept him going for the last couple of days had finally dissipated and his body felt heavy with lack of rest.




  Just your imagination Roger. You’re starting to see things. You need some sleep.




  The man in the kiosk nodded a greeting and Roger smiled at him.




  His car was on the next level down, so he headed for the ramp, but as he got to the bottom and walked towards his car, the disquieting movement at the edge of his vision happened again. This time he spun around quickly, nearly losing his balance. He stared intently into the dimly lit area but there was nothing there.




  Despite being fairly late, the car park still had quite a few vehicles, but it was by no means full. It struck him that if he was being followed it would be easy for his pursuer to hide behind one of the remaining parked cars. His car was only a few bays away, so he braced himself, got his keys out of his pocket and strode towards it with as much confidence as he could muster. All the time he was alert for the possibility of an assault.




  It was an assault that never came. Instead he reached his car without incident and de-activated the central locking system from a couple of feet away. However, just before he got into the car he glanced up and was startled to see a slim, very tall figure dressed in a long black raincoat and a hat standing a couple of cars away silently watching him.




  “Can I help you?” He called out. It was difficult to make out whether the figure was male or female without going closer to it.




  The figure didn’t answer him and remained where it was. Inside, the voice of reason was quietly insisting that he should just let it go, get in the car and drive away, but the police officer part of him stubbornly wanted to investigate. He told himself that it could be someone who might need help and started towards the silent figure.
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