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The Dead and the Dying
(A Joanna Mason Novel)



Silk part I



Prologue
 
God, he looks so fucking pleased with himself. He looks like he thinks he's won the lottery, or struck lucky for the night. It's pathetic, really. That shit-eating grin of slimy expectation, and the way his hands are running all over my body, giving me a few little squeezes here and there... He thinks he's going to get some good action tonight. He thinks he's achieved the dream of going out for a drink and dragging a hot bit of action back to his apartment. I guess he's right, in a way, but not quite how he thinks.
"Why have you still got your clothes on?" he asks, pawing at the top of my shirt. His speech is slurring and he's too drunk to undo my buttons. "Come on. Let me see what you've got."
"Patience," I whisper, forcing myself to smile. I figure it won't hurt to wind him up a little, to really get him going. I can already feel his manhood getting bigger and bigger in his trousers, but I'm in no hurry to let that disgusting thing out into the open just yet. I know I'm going to have to see it eventually, but I'd rather delay the moment of nausea for as long as possible. I need to focus on the bigger picture; I need to remember why I'm here.
Glancing over at the clock by the bed, I see that it's 23:31. I just need to wait two more minutes.
"Let me feel that ass," he moans, reaching around and grabbing the back of my jeans. God, he's got all the subtlety of a bull in a china shop; he's just squeezing my buttocks as tight as he can. What ever happened to the days when a guy knew how to be a little more tender? Are we really back to the era of big, hairy cavemen who just want to rut and paw at some fleshy mounds for a few minutes?
"Patience," I say again, fighting the urge to laugh in his face. He's really the most ridiculous human being I've ever had the misfortune to encounter. This whole encounter is a hundred times worse than I expected.
"That's what you've been saying since we were in the bar," he mutters, slurring his speech. "It's always patience this, patience that. Is Patience your fucking name?" He stares at me, but it's clear that he's struggling to stay conscious. "I didn't invite you back here to sit around being patient," he continues eventually. "I invited you back here so you could fuck my brains out, and then I'll fuck your brains out, and then I guess we'll both have no brains left 'cause they'll all have been fucked out." He pauses. "Doesn't that sound good?"
I smile.
"You've got nice teeth," he says, staring at me as if he's momentarily dazzled. "Really pretty. Nice and white. I like white teeth."
"Why's that?" I ask, determined to tease him a little longer.
"I only like my dick to be sucked by people who have good dental hygiene," he says with a grin. "You know what I'm saying? And good pussy hygiene. You got a clean pussy?"
I nod.
"You sure?"
"I've got a very clean pussy."
"You wanna see something cool?" he asks, suddenly reaching down and unzipping the front of his trousers, before slipping his penis out for me to see. He runs his hand along its stiff, ugly shaft, before pressing a thumb against the bulbous head. As I expected, it's one of the most disgusting, offensive things in the world, and I just want to make it go away. Still, even though I hate the damn thing, I figure this is a small price to pay. Everyone has to look at something ugly occasionally.
"I don't suppose you can think of anything to do with that, can you?" he continues. "Maybe you might want to slip it in your mouth and just see what happens. I don't know if that sounds like something that you might find fun, but it's definitely on my agenda, if you know what I mean."
"Patience," I say, reaching down to the side of the bed and carefully wrapping my fingers around the handle of the knife. "Why don't you close your eyes?" I add, looking at the clock again and seeing that it's now 22:32. Just one more minute. God, time has never dragged by so slowly. It's as if every second is grinding past at half-speed. "I'd like that," I continue. "Just close your eyes and let me do everything. You deserve some really good attention. Someone who knows what they're doing. You know I can be good at this, right? Trust me. You've never felt anything like it. Every guy I've ever been with has told me that I'm good at giving head."
"Had a lot of practice, huh?"
"Something like that."
"You don't mind if I finish in your mouth, do you?" he asks. "If you're as good as you claim, I might just do it without any planning."
"I hope you do," I reply. "I love the taste, and the feeling as it slips down my throat. Don't worry. I always swallow. It's the highlight."
Resting his head on the pillow, he closes his eyes and smiles. His erect penis is sticking up proudly, waiting for me to pleasure him. "I can't wait," he mutters. "Come on. Give it to me. I swear to God, you're driving me wild."
I look at the clock again. Still 22:32. Damn it. The diary was very clear. It has to be 22:33.
"Okay," I say. "Here I come. Ready?"
"Like a volcano."
Still 22:32. Still 22:32. Still... Suddenly the display changes to 22:33. Without saying a word, I hold the tip of the blade over his chest, directly above the heart. With my other hand, I run a finger down his chest, feeling the ribs, counting them in order to make sure that I get the right spot. I've been waiting for this moment, running through it a million times in my mind, and now I just have to make sure I plunge the knife down hard, with no hesitation. So that's what I do: I slam the blade into his chest, closing my eyes at the same time and trying to ignore his gasp of pain. Keeping my eyes closed, I wait, counting out the seconds in my head. I guess I need to wait until at least three minutes have passed before I dare to open my eyes and see what I've done, and then it'll be time to start on the most horrific part of all. Not yet, though. I can't look yet. I just hope there's no blood.



Joanna Mason
 
"How many women did he kill again?"
I open my mouth to answer, but for a moment I'm distracted as I watch the nurse slide a two-inch needle into a vein on my arm. After a muttered apology, he pulls it out and then tries again, and this time I can feel the tip going deep into the vein before the nurse lets a drop of blood out and then tapes the whole thing to my skin. Taking a deep breath, I look up at the small bag of white liquid hanging next to the chair, and I realize that it's time to get started again. I already feel nauseous, and the thought of that stuff coursing through my veins makes me want to run away from this place and never come back.
"Wasn't it four?" he asks as he starts adjusting the feeder that sits halfway along the pipe that connects me to the bag. "I'm pretty sure I remember seeing four faces on the news. The evening news kept showing them in a kind of grid, like Celebrity Squares."
"It was four," I reply, dreading the moment when he starts the infusion.
"That they know of," the nurse adds with a faint smile. "I mean, with guys like that, you can never be sure. Did they dig up his garden?"
"They did."
"Did they dig up, like, the woods near his home? 'Cause he lived out on Sycamore, didn't he? There's a forest near there. If I was going to hide a bunch of bodies, that's where I'd do it." He pauses as he checks some figures. "I'd bury them out there, deep so wild animals can't dig them up, and I'd do it shortly before winter, so that when the snow comes, it completely covers everything up. Then, by the time everything thaws the following spring, the police would never be able to identify any areas that had been disturbed. If they wanted to find anything, they'd have to dig up the entire forest. Either that, or watch out for where the berries were looking particularly well-fed and juicy." He grins for a moment, before turning to me. "Too soon?"
Biting the side of my tongue, I shake my head.
"You want to know what I think?" he asks as he continues to fuss around with the equipment. "I think murder's easy. I think anyone who gets caught is just doing it wrong. I mean, I'd never do it myself, but I think if a person of average intelligence decided to kill someone, and planned it out properly, there's no reason why they'd ever get found out. Think about it. A human body isn't that big, and it rots down pretty fast in the right condition. As long as you've got the stomach for that kind of thing, you could grind the bones down, or bury them in a way that no-one could ever find them. Every time I hear about someone who's got caught, I always just think they must've been an idiot."
"We ready to get going here?" I ask, looking up at the bag of drugs that's waiting to enter my system. I open and close my fists a couple of times, and although I feel a little out of breath, I try to focus on staying calm. I always get nervous at the start of a chemotherapy session; it's part of the ritual, and I know that the best bet is just to stay the course and wait for it to be over.
"Yeah, sure," he replies. "Sorry. It's just, you know, everyone's talking about it today. Sometimes I wish..." He pauses, as if he's caught himself before he says something he might regret. Instead of continuing, he reaches out for the clipboard, which I know from experience means that he's only one step away from starting the flow of drugs.
"What?" I ask, hoping to distract him for a few more seconds. Anything to delay the inevitable moment when he starts the infusion. Damn it, I want him to hurry up, but I also want him to take his time. I just want to get this whole thing over with. "What do you wish?"
"Just..." He glances over his shoulder, to make sure that no-one can over hear us, and then he turns back to me. "Sometimes I just wish executions could be live-streamed. Like, in cases where the guy is a total monster. I think it'd be cathartic, not only for the families of the victims, but also for the community. I bet millions of people all over America, maybe even all over the world, would tune in to watch Sam Gazade being executed for what he did to those women. I mean, hell, how long has it been since he was caught? Twelve? That's a long wait for justice. And after everything he did to those poor women and to the cops who caught him, I just think enough's enough. People need to see justice being delivered." He pauses. "Does it make me a terrible person that I'd watch?"
I shake my head.
"I found this website," he continues, keeping his voice low, "where they had photos from the autopsy of one of the victims. Now, I'm not normally into shock stuff, but -"
"Sorry," I say, taking a deep breath, "but do you mind if we get started? I have a busy day."
"Yeah," he says, looking a little embarrassed, "sure. Sorry. Get me started on something like this, and I'll talk for hours. I just find the Sam Gazade murders fascinating." With that, he grabs the feeder and slides it open, and the white liquid starts to flow through the tube and into my veins. "This isn't your first time, is it?" he asks. "You know the drill?"
"Two hours," I say, feeling my body start to tense up in anticipation of the inevitable nausea and drowsiness that's going to follow. "Two hours until that bag has finished going into me, and then I'm free to go. Until Monday, anyway, when I'll have to come back in and do the whole thing again. And then again next Friday, and then again the following Monday, and then..." I pause. "I know the drill."
"You can get up and walk about," he replies, "and you should make sure you drink some water every so often. There's a small canteen in the -"
"I'll just sit here," I tell him. "It's okay. You can get on with other stuff. I'd rather just sit here and wait."
"Okay," he says, grabbing the clipboard and starting to fill in a few details. "You okay?" he asks after a moment. "You're breathing a little funny."
"Just tense," I say, letting out a deep breath. "I'm fine. Honest. I just want to get it over with."
"Okay," he replies, flicking back to the front page of my notes. "Cool. If you need anything, I can -" He stops speaking suddenly, as something on my notes catches his eye. For a moment, it's as if someone's just broad-sided him, and I swear I can see the color starting to drain from his face. "Joanna Mason?" he says to himself, as if the name has finally hit home, and finally he turns to me. "Joanna Mason? The Joanna Mason?"
"I guess so," I reply tensely.
His mouth hangs open for a moment, and he clearly has no idea what to say. "I'm really sorry," he stammers eventually. "I didn't... I didn't realize. I never would have mentioned the Sam Gazade murders if I'd realized. Or the execution. I'd never have brought it up at all. Oh God, you must think I'm -"
"It's fine," I say, forcing a smile that I really don't feel. "No harm done."
"I'm so, so sorry," he continues, the apologies continuing to flood from his lips. "I should have realized. I should have noticed, and I should never have even started talking to you about the whole Sam Gazade thing, I -"
"Don't worry about it," I say, interrupting him. "Please, it's fine. I'm okay. I'll just sit here with my drugs and wait two hours, and then you can come and unhook me. No problem."
He nods, but I can see that he's feeling desperately uncomfortable. Once he's hurried out of the room, I'm left to sit and wait for the effect of the drugs to kick in. I know how it works: after twenty minutes or so, I'll start to feel nauseous, and then eventually the drowsiness will kick in. I'll want to rip the needle out, and I'll probably even come close to doing it before, finally, I'll decide to just wait it out. This exact same routine happens twice a week, and the worst thing about all the discomfort and fear is that it's so goddamn repetitive. I have the same reactions every time. Hell, I think I even think the same things, in the same order, every time I have to spend two hours sitting in this chair while chemical poisons are pumped into my body. There's not much variety.
Two hours later, a different nurse comes to unhook me. It's weird, but every other time I've been for chemotherapy, the nurse who hooks me up is the same nurse who unhooks me. I guess the nurse from earlier just didn't want to come back. He probably felt embarrassed. I guess I don't blame him. After all, I'm the last person who should ever be interested in making small talk about the Sam Gazade case, and the first person who should be glad about his impending execution.



Dr. Alice Huston
 
"Paula!" I call out, as the students start filing out of the lecture theater. "Paula Clarke! Can I have a word for a moment?"
Paula stops and turns to me, and I can see the fear in her eyes. As her classmates continue to shuffle to the door, Paula seems stunned for a moment, like a rabbit caught in the headlights, but finally she picks her way along the row of seats and the down the steps that lead to the front of the theater. As she approaches my desk, she looks just about as terrified as any girl could possibly be. From the look in her eyes, you'd think I'd called her over to be executed or tortured. I don't know if she was born like this, or if she suffered some kind of traumatic event, but the girl is borderline dysfunctional, at least on a social level. I don't know whether to pity her or... No, on second thoughts, pity is pretty much the only appropriate response.
She's a pathetic excuse for a human being. A real sack of shit.
"How are you doing?" I ask, trying to sound as casual as possible while I put some books into my bag. "Did you enjoy the lecture today?"
She nods. A petite, diminutive girl with shoulder-length black hair and almost freakishly pale skin, Paula always seems terrified whenever I speak to her directly. It's as if she'd prefer to blend in with the crowd, never speaking to anyone unless it's absolutely necessary.
"What did you think of this week's reading?" I continue as I close my bag. "Criminology can be one of those subjects that people think they know a lot about, but then when they actually get into the detail, they're often surprised. It can be a struggle sometimes to disregard your earlier expectations and see the text for what it really is. Did you find that difficult, Paula?"
She mutters something, but as usual her voice is kind of quiet and mumbled.
"Sorry?" I ask. "I didn't quite catch that."
"It wasn't a problem," she says, enunciating each word a little more carefully. "I didn't have that problem."
"A lot of people miss the bigger picture," I continue. "They focus on the end result, and they ignore the meticulous steps that are required to get there. Some are even foolish enough to think that inspiration can be a reliable substitute for logical deduction." I pause, waiting for her to say something, but I guess that's a forlorn hope with Paula Clarke; after all, the girl's quieter than anyone I've ever met, as if she expects her every utterance to be met with condemnation and scorn. I swear to God, she always seems scared to speak. "How's post-grad life treating you, anyway?"
"Fine," she says, barely making eye contact. "I'm enjoying the course."
"Huh," I reply, "but what about the rest of it? Beyond the course, if you know what I mean. Are you settling in okay?"
She nods.
"I guess it doesn't help when your tutor calls you out to stay after class," I say with a smile.
She stares at me.
"The reason I wanted to speak to you," I say, realizing that I'm going to have to broach the subject eventually, "is that last night I started grading the first batch of essays that I asked your class to write, on gender and sociological reactions to criminal cases. It was fun. Yours was the third essay I got to, after two that had been filled with fairly ordinary regurgitation of the key talking points. Your essay, Ms. Clarke, was a little different. I hope you don't mind it if I say that it was not the kind of essay that I'd imagined someone such as yourself might write."
"What was wrong with it?" she asks, looking scared.
"Nothing was wrong with it, exactly," I reply. "It's just that it wasn't necessarily in the academic style I'd expect. Parts of it were more like a manifesto."
"I can redo it," she says timidly.
"I'm not asking you to redo it," I reply. "Not entirely. However, there were a few passages that struck me as being a little..." I pause, realizing that if I choose the wrong word, I might upset her. "One or two paragraphs came across as being very personal. It was as if you were simply relating your own response to the text, without backing anything up with sources. That's fine for a reflective essay, but this was supposed to be a more analytical, academic piece -"
"I'll rewrite it," she says. "I'll have the new version for you tomorrow."
"You don't have to rewrite the whole thing," I point out. "It just frustrates me a little that half the essay is really good, really well-written, and then the other half tends toward personal expression, almost creative writing. If you could maybe tighten those florid passages up a little and resubmit, I think that'd be good. It's always nice to start the year with a good grade, and you're clearly a very good student. It's just that..." Pausing for a moment, I reach back into my bag and pull out a folder, from which I remove Paula's essay. "I think this is the first essay I've read," I say after a moment, "where a student has explicitly tried to argue in favor of violence and murder."
She stares at the desk, as if she's scared to look directly at me.
"You argue that violence is an inescapable part of the relationship between men and women," I continue, "and that men have spent so many centuries behaving violently toward women, that it's time for the reverse to happen. If I didn't know better, Paula, I'd interpret this as a call to arms. It's as if you think women should rise up and enslave men. That's an interesting talking point, and maybe it's something we can discuss on a theoretical level in one of the seminars, but in an essay..."
"I'll rewrite it," she says, reaching out and snatching the essay from my hand. She still isn't looking at me, but I can see that her face is a little red, as if she's blushing. "Can I go now?"
"Are you aware that you haven't looked at me once?" I ask. "Not directly, anyway. You haven't made eye contact with me during this entire conversation."
She carefully lifts her head and stares straight at me, but she's clearly very uncomfortable.
"Is that so hard?" I ask.
She opens her mouth, but no words come out. It's as if the effort of meeting my gaze is in some way causing her a huge amount of emotional distress.
"So you don't need to go to extremes," I continue, hoping to defuse the slightly tense atmosphere, "but if you could maybe cut out the more seditious sections of the essay, pop in some more analysis, and then resubmit it in a day or two, I think we'll be back on the right track. Is that okay with you?"
She nods, before folding the essay and slipping it onto her coat pocket.
"Have a nice weekend," I add, figuring that I should add something that lets her know she can leave.
As I watch her hurry up the steps that lead to the door at the rear of the theater, I can't help but realize that Paula Clarke is one of the strangest students I've ever met. I've only been teaching for five years, but I've never met anyone who's so socially awkward. It's as if there's some kind of tumult in her soul, and she has to carefully filter every word that comes from her lips. I feel sorry for her, in a way, because she seems to find even the shortest conversations to be hard work. I didn't mean to torture her; I only meant to give her some gentle guidance.
"Paula!" I call out as she gets to the door.
Startled, she turns to me, and once again it's as if she's terrified.
"Did you really believe what you wrote in the essay? About violence and gender? I mean, you made some very interesting points about how men and women view one another's bodies. I was just wondering if you were asking rhetorical questions, or if you were genuinely trying to make such provocative suggestions."
She pauses. "I don't know," she says eventually.
"Okay," I reply, surprised by her answer. "Well, it's something to think about. Just make sure you present ideas in a more analytical and academic manner in future. I think you've got a very bright future."
She mutters something inaudible before hurrying through the door, leaving me standing alone in the empty theater. I have no doubt that our conversation has probably left Paula in a paroxysm of social anxiety, and I'm quite certain that within a couple of days she'll have delivered a rewritten essay that's a vast improvement over her initial draft. Hopefully she'll come out of her shell a little and become easier to talk to, though, because otherwise the next two years are going to be a lot of hard work. Snapping the fastener closed on my bag, I haul it over my shoulder and head for the door. After the morning I've had, particularly reading the ideas presented in Paula's essay, I need a drink.
I also need to do some digging into Paula's background; I need to make sure that she's suitable for the project.



Joanna Mason
 
"The body was found next to a dumpster," says Dawson, lifting the police tape that marks the boundary of the crime scene. We're in an alley that runs behind one of the city's more prestigious hotels, and there's already a swirl of police and crime scene investigators getting to work. "A worker from the hotel was sent to clean the area because of an increase in the number of flies. Apparently the chef thought some rotting meat had been left out. I guess, in a way, he was right."
As we reach the other side of the dumpster, I see the body. Twelve years ago, when I started on the force, the sight of a decomposing human corpse would have made me vomit; now, even with the chemotherapy drugs still in my system, I don't have any kind of physical reaction at all. I just stare at the discolored, bloated skin, and at the half-open mouth that reveals a set of yellowed teeth. The body has clearly been here for a while, and even the patch of blood on the ground seems to have turned black with age.
"I wouldn't have called you in," Dawson continues after a moment, "but I could use your input. Unofficially, of course."
"Who am I looking at?" I ask.
"An as-yet-unidentified male," Dawson replies, scratching his nose. "Age, skin color and all that jazz still to be determined, I'm afraid. The clothing looks fairly casual, maybe jeans and a leather jacket but there's so much leakage from the body, it's gonna take a while to get everything separated out. Forensics have got their work cut out for them, as they keep reminding me. There are maggots, for one thing, and the fluids have gone all over the place. This is one of those cases where everyone kind of holds their nose, if you know what I mean."
Turning and looking back along the alley, I realize that my initial concern was correct: this is the exact same spot where Rachel Blackman was found murdered more than ten years ago. In a city with a soaring murder rate, it's by no means impossible that eventually one murderer would dump a body in the same place that was once used by another murderer, but even a gossamer-thin connection is worth further examination. In fact, I remember standing in almost this exact same spot all those years ago, looking down at Rachel's body. The only real difference was that she was fresh, whereas this latest guy is over-ripe.
"So I was thinking," Dawson continues after a moment, finally getting to the point that he's been circling ever since he phoned me a couple of hours ago. "Isn't this more or less where Sam Gazade left his first victim?"
I turn to him.
"If you don't mind me asking."
"It's exactly where he left his first victim," I reply, before turning to look back down at the rotten corpse. A forensic examiner is crouching by the body, taking a closer look at the neck area. I still remember the day, twelve years ago, when Rachel Blackman's body was discovered in this alley; in fact, she was in the same spot, and possibly even the same position, as this new body.
"Pretty big coincidence," Dawson says. "I mean, with Gazade back in the news."
"Gazade's been in the news non-stop for a decade," I point out.
"Sure, but he's back on the front pages now. The papers are all speculating about the fact that he's not putting in a bid to delay the execution. Some of them think he's finally accepted his guilt, others think he's found religion. Either way, you've got to admit, this is an interesting time to have another body dumped where Rachel Blackman was found." He pauses, and it's clear that he doesn't want to be the one who says what we're both thinking. "If I remember rightly," he continues, "wasn't she leaning with her back against the wall, just like this guy?"
"Rachel Blackman was tortured for a week before she died," I remind him, trying not to think back to the sight of that woman's body on the mortuary slab. "She was mutilated. Gazade chose his victims because he wanted to have a romantic relationship with them. He kept them in a cage and tried to woo them, and when they surprisingly didn't succumb to his charms, that's when he turned nasty and started cutting. It was a very specific case and Gazade had a unique way of working. He didn't go around leaving bloated, decomposing corpses all over the place."
"Could it be a tribute?" Dawson suggests.
"Seriously?"
"Why not? It's the day before the execution, so maybe someone decided to copy one of Gazade's most famous murders, just to kind of show that his spirit's going to live on. I know it sounds pretty sick, but we both know that the world is full of sick people, right?"
"This is no tribute," I reply, staring at the corpse's still-open, half liquified eyes. I've never understood why I find it easier to maintain eye contact with a dead body than with someone who's alive, but the rule seems to hold true even when the body has been fly-food for a few days. "Unless this victim has a mutilated vagina, which I doubt given that he's a he, I think we're looking at nothing more than a coincidence. Whoever did this, they probably had no idea that Sam Gazade dumped a body here."
"On the exact same day." He pauses. "It's October 5th. Wasn't Blackman found on October 5th?"
I nod.
"You see my problem," he continues. "Not enough to make it a definitive copycat, but enough to make me wonder. On the twelfth anniversary, the silk anniversary, of Rachel Blackman's death, another body is found in the exact same spot, just a day before Blackman's murderer is due to be executed."
"Blackman was murdered and dumped just a few hours before she was found," I reply. "This guy's clearly been dead for days, maybe even a week. It's not the same. You've got a couple of coincidences, but not nearly enough. This is just another murder in a city where murders happen all the time. Don't read too much into it. Bag the guy up and try to find the perpetrator without getting bogged down in elaborate theories."
"That's kinda what I figured," Dawson says, with a hint of cautious relief in his voice. "Well, it's what I was hoping, but I wanted to get your opinion first. I hope you didn't mind coming back down here."
"Why would I mind?" I ask, turning to him.
"I don't know," he says, "it's just... not a place that I imagine fills you with much joy."
"It's been twelve years," I point out.
"Huh. Silk."
"Silk?"
"Silk anniversary," he replies. "That's what twelve years is called. When you're married, at least."
Sighing, I check my watch and see that it's almost 3pm. "I have to get to an appointment," I mutter, glad that I have an excuse to get away.
"Oh," he replies, sounding a little surprised. "Okay. It's just, I remembered you saying you had to be somewhere today, but I thought you said it was before lunch."
"I had an appointment before lunch," I reply, "and I have another one in an about an hour. Two in one day. Lucky me." I look back down at the corpse for a moment. "Keep me informed on this one. Just in case. I know it's your case, but I'd like to get a copy of the autopsy results. Even if it's all just a coincidence, I'd rather keep on top of it. Good luck." With that, I turn to walk away.
"So are you going tomorrow?" Dawson calls after me.
Stopping, I turn to him.
"Sorry," he replies, "I just wondered. A lot of people would. I mean, I would. Definitely. If someone got to me the way he got to you, I'd want to watch the fucker die, just to make sure." He waits for me to reply. "So... are you?"
"I'm busy tomorrow," I reply. "Washing my hair."
"That's what I figured," he says. "I told the others, you're not the kind of person to go and crow over an execution."
"What others?" I ask.
"We were just talking about it the other day," he replies. "I mean, we weren't talking about you. Well, I guess we were in a way, but not in a bad way, we were just..." He pauses. "You seem a little different lately, Joanna. We've known each other for a while, so if something's wrong -"
"Nothing's wrong," I say firmly.
"You just seem a little pale," he continues, "and sometimes you look like you're about to throw up. You're not..."
"What?" I ask.
"I don't know," he says, even though it's painfully obvious what's on his mind.
Sighing, I realize that although Dawson has clearly picked up on a few of my health problems, he's come to totally the wrong conclusion. "I'm not sick," I tell him. "I'm fine. I guess I just haven't been sleeping very well lately."
"Because of the Sam Gazade execution?"
"Sure."
"Well, I guess you'll sleep like a baby after tomorrow night, huh? Once he's dead?"
"I guess so," I reply, even though I know things aren't that simple. Sure, Sam Gazade is going to be put to death, and I'm fine with that, but my cancer is going to be much harder to kill.
"As long as you're okay," Dawson says, sounding as if he's given up pressing me for answers, at least for now.
"I'm fine, I tell him again, before turning and hurrying away. I swear to God, if one more person asks me if I'm going to attend Sam Gazade's execution, I'll scream. I understand that most people, even within the force, have this morbid fascination with the guy, but I wish they'd accept that for me, the case is long over. I've got more important things to do than stand around watching as Gazade dies. I've moved on, even if the city hasn't. I caught the guy; twelve years later, I don't feel the need to do a victory dance while he's being pumped full of lethal drugs. Let him die alone, without the attention he always craved.



Dr. Alice Huston
 
"You ever had a weird student?" I ask, as Harry Gillespie and I sit in the cafeteria.
"I've never had a normal one," he replies, taking another swig from his bottle of water. "There's something wrong with all of them. Eating disorders. Attention deficit issues. Paranoia. Some of them are even psychopaths. You know the ones I mean. Bunch of fucking freaks. The funny thing is, the real fuck-ups often turn out to be the most successful graduates. Captains of industry, that sort of thing. Crazy world, huh?"
"But within that range," I say with a half-smile, "have you ever had one who's weird in a different way?"
He frowns. "Go on."
"I just mean..." Pausing, I realize that I need to be careful here. For one thing, I can't name any names; for another, I have to make sure I don't sound like some kind of paranoid jerk. I want to be fair, but at the same time I need to talk to someone about my concerns. Paula Clarke's essay really got to me, and while I'd like to write it off as being nothing more than some colorful rhetoric, I can't help wondering if she really believes some of the things she wrote. "There's this girl in one of my classes," I continue, "and sometimes I think she's a little... scary."
"Scary?"
"She concerns me."
He pauses. "In what way?"
"At first it was just her general attitude. She's very quiet, but in a way that seems like it might be more than just shyness. I'm the last person who'd ever judge anyone just because they don't talk too much, but this seems like a kind of insularity that borders on a disability. She's a graduate student, twenty-three years old, but she seems shut off from the world, as if she genuinely doesn't know how to comport herself. When she makes eye contact with me, which is pretty rare, she has this expression of contempt, almost as if she resents the fact that she has to listen to what I have to say. Sometimes, I feel as if she just says whatever she thinks will shut me up the fastest."
"World's full of people like that," Harry replies. "Forget about it. Is she hot?"
"She's dowdy," I reply. "You wouldn't like her."
"I dunno," he says with a grin. "I could fuck some vigor into her."
I smile, even though I feel nauseous. Harry's one of those stone-aged men who think their pathetic little jokes are funny. The only reason I spend so much time with him is that I need to keep reminding myself how dumb men can really be.
"Fuck, I've got this girl in one of my classes. She's got the best tits ever. Not that I've seen them, of course, but she wears these low-cut tops, and it's so fucking hard not to stare." He pauses. "Sorry. I got distracted. So this difficult student of yours. Apart from being a bit of a Wednesday Addams, is there anything else wrong with her?"
"She handed in her first essay the other day," I say, feeling a sense of dread in the pit of my stomach. "Some good work, but also some truly mind-blowing rhetoric that bordered on a call to arms. It was almost as if she was running off some kind of political pamphlet about how men and women can't interact without violence, and women have been on the short end for so long that they need to push back and overthrow their oppressors."
"So she's a feminist?" Harry asks with a grin. I already know his view on feminism, and the last thing I need right now is to hear him launch into another of his grand speeches.
"This isn't feminism," I reply. "This is something way more vitriolic. If she believes this stuff, it's as if she genuinely thinks that there needs to be armed conflict between the sexes. She actually made the point, toward the end of the essay, that the gender war could be a global conflagration. It was almost as if she wants to see men and women tearing chunks out of each other in the street. It wasn't rhetorical discourse, either. There were times when the passages seemed to run out of control, as if she couldn't help myself." I pause for a moment. "To be honest, I feel weird whenever I'm in the same room as her."
"Relax," he replies. "You know what some of these students are like. Full of firebrand rhetoric, but the second they have to actually do anything in the real world, they just turn to jelly. This girl of yours probably gets off on writing all sorts of crap, but it's all just stuff from her head. Sure, she might be nuts, but I guarantee it'll never get further than some flowery prose and a few vindictive ideas." He pauses. "Actually, I think I might know which student you're talking about. Kinda short, plain, not unattractive in her own way but definitely not the kind of girl you'd notice across a crowded bar, if you know what I mean. Her name's -"
"I don't think we should get into personal details here," I reply hastily.
"Paula Clarke," he says, grinning at my discomfort. "That's who you're on about, right? Come on, admit it." He waits for me to reply. "She stands out like a sore fucking thumb," he continues. "She doesn't seem to have any friends, and she slinks about as if she's trying not to get noticed. Sometimes I spot her on the campus, and I swear to God, there's something so fucking weird about her. You know in comics when someone stinks, and they have wavy stink lives coming off them? Her weirdness is almost like that, almost weird. Fuck, I get a slight chill whenever I see her."
"I'm not saying that she's dangerous," I continue, still uncomfortable with the idea of using her name in the conversation. "I just think she's got some unusual ideas, and I can't shake the feeling that she's looking at me, at all men, as if we're monsters. Animals. If even half of what she wrote in that essay was true, she seems to think that men are these absolute bastards who go around expressly trying to ruin the lives of every woman they meet."
"Aren't we?" Harry replies with a smile. "You know what I mean. It's just in her head. She's probably led a very insular life, raised by a crazy mother or something. The girl's probably a lesbian, and she'll grow up and live alone with a bunch of cats, and even though she'll be fucking miserable, she'll think she's the only person in the world who saw through the illusion and understood the truth. It comes down to ego in the end. She thinks she's right and everyone else is wrong. Just ignore her as much as possible and wait two years until she fucks off back to the real world. There's no point fighting against her. She believes what she believes, and it's got nothing to do with logic."
"It's just that she writes so convincingly about violence," I point out. "She goes into detail, almost as if she genuinely thinks about this kind of thing. It's as if what she wrote in that essay was just the tip of the iceberg. I guess it scares me a little to think about the kind of mind that would come up with something like that."
"Then report it," he says. "If you think she's planning something, or that she could plan something, file a report."
"No," I say firmly. "This is nothing more than a clash of personalities. She's probably a perfectly nice girl underneath it all. She just comes across as being a little..." My voice trails off as I try to find the right word. Even though there's something about Paula Clarke that unsettles me, I can't shake the feeling that I'm being unfair by talking about her in this way. "Forget I said anything," I add eventually. "She's just a precocious student with some unusual views and some odd ways of expressing herself. The world would be a boring place if everyone was the same."
"Well," he replies, "you should still be careful. Remember Joey Hitchings? He worked at one of the colleges a little further upstate. Poor guy was killed in a mugging late one night while he was leaving the campus. His wallet was stolen, but the weirdest thing was, the mugger stabbed him several times in the chest, and once in the groin." He pauses. "Rachel Clarke was one of his students," he adds, and then he stares at me for a moment, before smiling. "Relax. I'm just winding you up. It's a true story, but I'm not suggesting she had anything to do with it. Just..." He laughs nervously as he finishes his bottle of water and gets to his feet. "I've got class. Don't let me wind you up too tight, okay? Deep down, Paula Clarke's probably a perfectly lovely young lady, once you get past the outer layer of vitriolic proto-feminist bullshit. Don't forget, even though I'm a college professor, I'm only one step up from being a total fucking Neanderthal."
"I'm not saying that Paula Clarke is dangerous," I reply firmly. "I'm really not."
"She's just one of those weird students we all get lumbered with from time to time," Harry replies. "Don't worry about it. Just put up with her and be glad when she's gone."
Once he's headed back to class, I find myself lost in thought for a moment. I keep telling myself not to be worried about Paula Clarke, but there was something about her essay that concerned me. She's not like the other students. I'm not saying that she's a little weird or a little freaky; I'm saying that she's deeply, irrevocably different, and in my experience people like that tend to be problematic.
Problematic and, potentially, extremely useful.



Joanna Mason
 
"Frankly, this looks good," says Dr. Gibbs, staring at my chart as we sit in his cold, quiet office on the first floor of the hospital. "Definitely in the upper range of our expectations. I'd say we're right on track, although obviously there's a way to go."
I wait for him to continue, but something still seems to be bothering him. I've been seeing Dr. Gibbs, on and off, for five years now, and in that time I've come to get a better understanding of the way he approaches good and bad news. Right now, he seems genuinely pleased with the progress I'm making, but there's a sliver of concern in his eyes, as if he can't stop worrying about something. I hate it when he tries to hide things from me.
"How are you dealing with the side effects?" he asks.
"They're getting worse," I reply.
"If they're interfering with your work -"
"I can manage."
"I'm sure you can, but -"
"I can manage," I say firmly. "It's doable. I'd rather go back on the drugs I had last time, though."
"These new ones are much more effective."
"They cloud my mind," I tell him. "It comes and goes, but I'm finding it harder to think sometimes. The old ones didn't affect me like that."
"You need these drugs," he says firmly.
"I don't feel like myself."
"I'm afraid you'll just have to deal with it," he says. "If they're interfering with your work, the answer is not to quit the drugs. The answer is to take a leave of absence while you fight this thing."
I sigh. He's right, but there's no way I'm quitting. My job is the only thing that keeps me sane right now, and if I quit then I'd just be another sick person. I'm not a sick person. I'm just someone who happens to have cancer.
"It's funny," he says after a moment, setting the chart down on his desk. "When people come in here and get an update, they always ask the same thing. They want a number. They want to know their chances of survival over a year, five years, ten, whatever. I tell them I can't do that. I tell them a number would just be plucked out of the air, and it wouldn't mean anything. Still, they insist. I keep going, telling them that it would be unethical of me to say they've got a 50% chance, or a 60% chance, or whatever. But they keep insisting, and eventually I give them a number, and they cling to that number for the rest of their treatment. If they survive, they remind me they beat the number. If things go bad, they spit the number back at me." He pauses. "In twenty years of dealing with this type of cancer, only one patient has ever failed to ask me for a number."
We sit in silence for a moment.
"If it'd make you feel better..." I start to say.
"No," he replies with a chuckle, "no, there's no need. I just find it interesting. As I've said before, your chances are good. This is the second time you've had basically the same cancer, and once again, you're getting it licked. That's pretty impressive, Joanna. Not miraculous, but certainly impressive. I just..." He pauses again. "What we talked about last time is still relevant. You said you'd do some research, and I have to ask if you've come to any kind of conclusion? My advice on the matter certainly hasn't changed in the interim."
"I've been rethinking my decision," I say, feeling my heart start to thump. I knew this question would come, and I've had my answer prepared for a few days, but it's still... uncomfortable. For a fraction of a second, I'm filled with doubt, and I consider changing my mind again. Damn it, this would be so much easier if I could roll into Dr. Gibbs' office with a few shots of whiskey in my belly. "I've been thinking about it," I continue, already aware that I'm stumbling with my words a little and betraying my nerves, "and, um..." I pause again.
"And?"
"And I think maybe you're right."
"So you'd be willing to go for it?"
"I've had this cancer twice now," I reply, feeling a kind of icy resolve in my heart. "I don't want it a third time."
He stares at me for a moment. "It runs in your family, Joanna," he says eventually. "There's a seam of this thing running right through your genetic make-up, and I don't think you can escape it, not without... A double mastectomy is a drastic option, but in cases such as yours, it's the only really effective way of beating the cancer permanently. You're already lucky that it hasn't metastasized, and -"
"We don't know that for sure," I remind him.
"All the checks so far are looking good," he says, "but you're right, we shouldn't count our chickens just yet. Still, you're doing good, but getting rid of the entire problem area, if you don't mind me describing it like that, would dramatically improve your long-term chances of survival. You can have reconstructive surgery. You can get these things rebuilt. It's not the life-changing thing it used to be." He pauses, and then he sighs. "Who am I kidding? It's still a big thing, but the point is, you have to focus on the positives. In this case -"
"I'll do it," I tell him.
Silence. It's as if my words are slowly settling in the room, like a kind of fine dust.
"You've thought about this?" he asks eventually.
"What's there to think about? It's a simple question. Do I want to live or do I want to die? I want to live, therefore I need to do this. Where do I sign?"
"That's a very straightforward way of seeing it. Have you spoken to other people about it?"
"My body," I reply. "My decision."
"And you're sure?"
I nod. "Everything I said last time... That was all just an instinctive reaction. It was my gut talking. I was in shock. I've had time to think about it since then, and it seems like the logical choice." I take a deep breath. "I don't want this coming back. I don't want to wake up one day, go to the bathroom, get into the shower, and feel another lump. It's happened to me twice already, and I can't let it happen again." I wait for him to say something. "When can you do it? Today? I'm ready today. I've got a clear schedule until Monday, so let's whack me on a table and get these puppies off."
"We'll have to look into getting you booked in," he says.
"I want it done soon," I reply, determined not to slip into the achingly slow hospital schedules that drag even the simplest procedures out until they last forever. "Every day we wait is another day that this cancer could creep out to another part of my body. My lungs. My liver. The cancer's reaching out to the rest of my body, like Adam reaching out to God, and the longer we wait, the more chance there is that their fingers could touch and I'm a goner. I'm ready for this and I don't want to wait."
"It could take a few weeks to get you a slot. Your insurance is pretty good, but obviously there's a reasonable backlog."
"I'd rather do it now."
"There's a process," he replies wearily. "I'll hurry it along as much as possible."
"Are you sure it wouldn't be easier if I just cut them off myself?" I ask. "I could drink a bottle of whiskey stick a piece of wood between my teeth and grab a pair of scissors. Hey presto, instant weight loss." I wait for him to smile, but there's a hint of sadness in his eyes. "I know they're not the biggest specimens in the world," I add eventually, "but still, it wouldn't be bad to suddenly lose a few pounds. Do I get to keep the nipples? Do they sew them back on, or do I get them in a jar, or -"
"You're rambling," he says suddenly.
I take a deep breath. He's right. I hate this, but I also know I've got no choice. Breast cancer killed my mother and both my grandmothers. There's absolutely no doubt that I'm next in the cross-hairs, and if there's one thing that scares me more than this surgery, it's death. That's why I want to get it over with as fast as possible; I'm scared that I might lose my bottle and reverse the decision if I'm given long enough to mull over the possibilities. It's better to strike now, while I've got my head straight. The thing that scares me the most is the thought that I might change my mind.
"If I pay more," I say after a moment, "can I get it done today?"
"Not unless you've got a few million stashed away somewhere."
Sighing, I realize that he's right. Damn it, if I'd just made this decision a few weeks ago when the subject first came up, I could be getting the surgery in the next few days. As it is, my own indecision has left me vulnerable. Why was I so dumb? I guess it must be the drugs affecting my mind again. The old Joanna Mason - the real, drug-free Joanna Mason - would have made the right decision ages ago.
"A couple more weeks should be fine," he replies, switching to that soft voice he uses when he's trying to sound calm and soothing. It never works. "I'm going to schedule you today, and you'll get a letter after the weekend with a date and a time. After that, you just need to focus on eating healthily, getting some exercise, and putting yourself in a positive frame of mind for when the surgery comes around. Maybe see a counselor."
I smile. Gibbs is always pushing me to see a counselor, even though he knows that I'd never, ever stoop so low. Counselors are for people who can't deal with things on their own terms. I'm stronger than that.
"Seriously, Joanna," he continues. "Don't underestimate how much this is going to affect you."
"What you mean," I reply after a moment, "is that I shouldn't overestimate my own ability to deal with it."
"Speaking of which," he says with a sigh, "how are you doing regarding the other matter?"
"What other matter?" I ask, even though I know full well what he means. He's referring to the same thing that everyone else has been referring to for the past few weeks. I swear to God, I don't think I've had one conversation recently that didn't include a little side discussion of the impending moment.
"Sam Gazade is going to be executed by lethal injection at midnight tomorrow night," he continues. "Twelve years after everything that happened, justice is finally going to be served. That has to feel... good? Right? You must have some kind of emotional reaction, Joanna."
"You're an oncologist," I reply. "Shouldn't I be talking about Sam Gazade to my therapist?"
"You don't have a therapist," he points out.
"Exactly."
He sighs.
"I have a little empathy for Gazade," I continue. "After all, I know what it's liked to be hooked up to a load of poison. The only difference is that you guys only deliver enough to kill the cancer and make me sick, whereas the prison's going to pump Gazade full of a lethal combination of drugs as part of some misguided act of communal revenge." I pause for a moment, as I realize that such a flippant answer is never going to be enough for him. "Everyone keeps asking me if I'm going to go and watch the execution," I continue. "It hadn't even occurred to me that I could go, but everyone wants to know. It's like they think I should stand there with a cocktail in one hand and a cigarette in the other, and have my own little party as the bastard takes his last breath. Probably with the families of his victims standing right next to me."
"So if you don't go," he replies, "what will you be doing at midnight tomorrow?"
I pause for a moment. "Eating healthily," I say eventually, with a smile, "getting some exercise, and putting myself in a positive frame of mind for when the surgery comes around."



Dr. Alice Huston
 
"Sam Gazade," I say, as I spot the books that Paula Clarke is carrying to the library desk. "Interesting case. Stocking up on some weekend reading?"
As soon as she sees me, Paula stops in her tracks and starts to blush. I only commented on her books because I wanted to see if I could start over and get some kind of conversation going. It's clear, however, that I've damn near startled the girl to death, and I realize with a sinking heart that I should have just let her keep going. It's just that, after my conversation with Harry earlier today, I've been feeling bad about some of the things I said about Paula, and I feel the need to get things back on track. After all, for all her failings, Paula's a woman, and we need to stick together.
"Sorry," I continue, "I didn't mean to..." I pause for a moment. "So is that going to be part of your essay?" I ask eventually, even though I can feel that the conversation is already irrevocably off the rails. "It's an interesting case. Timely, too."
"Timely?"
"Given that he's set to be executed tomorrow night."
"Is he?" she asks. "I didn't realize."
"You must be the only one who didn't," I point out. "It's all over the news."
"Is it?" she asks unconvincingly.
There's an awkward silence, and finally she looks across at the library desk. "I was just getting them out for some private research," she continues, turning back to me. "I read through the syllabus for the next few months and I thought I'd get ahead on a few things. I was going to research the gender elements of the case and how they relate to post-feminist..." Her voice trails off, and it's clear that she's making this explanation up as she goes along. I don't know why she wanted a bunch of books on the Gazade case, but she must be aware that I wrote most of the major texts on that asshole.
"Sounds interesting," I reply, deciding not to dig any further. "Well, don't let me keep you, Paula. Have a good weekend, and I look forward to seeing your revised essay by Monday. Just send it to the usual email address and submit a hard copy to the faculty office."
Smiling nervously, she mutters something inaudible and then hurries over to the desk. I head over to the journals section, but I can't help glancing over my shoulder and watching as Paula nervously checks out the books that she needs. It's clear that I'm not the only one who sets her on edge; the girl seems to be filled with panic whenever she has to talk to anyone, and even the mild-manned Janice, sitting behind the desk, seems to be having an effect. It's as if Paula's desperate to get the hell out of here, and finally she gathers up the books in her arms and heads to the door. Before she goes outside, however, she turns and looks back at me, and we briefly make eye contact for a moment.
Damn it, why did she have to take those particular books? I wanted them.
Realizing that I shouldn't have been watching her, I turn and make my way into the journals section of the library. I've got some weekend reading planned, and I figure I need to get my mind of everything that's going on with Paula. She's definitely an unusual student, but I need to stop over-thinking the situation. As her primary tutor for this year, I need to be able to develop a normal working relationship with the girl, and it's my duty to make sure that I'm not overcome by unwarranted suspicions.
A couple of hours later, with a whole boxful of journals in my arms, I walk up the steps that lead to my front door. It's getting late, and as I set the box down and take my keys from my jacket pocket, I glance across the street and spot the pitch-black park opposite my home. There are a few lights in the darkness, which I assume must be caused by a bunch of kids. The park is usually pretty busy, even in the middle of the night, and I hesitate to even wonder what might go on in the shadows. Turning to the front door, I let myself in and carry the box to the kitchen, and then finally I remove my jacket and decide to leave all the work until tomorrow.
I switch the television onto one of the news channels and listen to a discussion about the Sam Gazade case while I'm cooking. I swear to God, the whole town is talking about Gazade, and most people seem to be in favor of the fact that Gazade is set to be executed in twenty-four hours' time. I guess I can't blame them; after all, Sam Gazade kept this entire town in a grip of terror for two weeks when he went on his little killing spree. Four girls ended up dead in a variety of horrific ways, and since he was caught Gazade has been on a very slow, very drawn out trip to death. Even after the man himself stopped trying to escape the death penalty, various independent groups filed lawsuits to stop the state from executing him, and it's as if the whole town is holding its breath this week in a collective prayer that finally Gazade's going to die. Although I'm opposed to the death penalty, I've long since given up arguing with people about Sam Gazade. The man's going to be executed, people are going to feel better, and I guess the rest of us will just have to deal with it.
Once I've eaten, I decide to finish up the bottle of wine that I opened last night, so I end up staying awake until well past 2am. Although I'm trying to ignore the Sam Gazade media circus, I can't tear myself away from the late-night discussion shows that drag the subject well into the early hours of the morning. I swear, everyone seems to be just saying the same thing over and over again, and the differences between the various participants are so minimal, it's as if a bunch of people are just angrily agreeing with each other. There's nothing new to say on the subject, and the whole thing is totally self-congratulatory. I should stop watching, but I can't help watching what amounts to a cultural car wreck. Despite my lack of interest, I end up watching with such intensity that at first I don't notice a bright flash outside my kitchen window.
"It's a moment of catharsis," says one of the female discussion guests, before turning to the man sitting next to her. "If someone kills for fun, for pleasure, why should that person be kept alive for the rest of their life in a federal facility?"
"So you want us to be like animals?" the guy replies. "You want us to kill our own, just because it'd be inconvenient to keep him alive?"
"He's not one of our own," the woman says, sounding angrier and angrier with every utterance. "When he stepped over the line and killed those poor young women, he proved that he's not part of the human race any longer. He's the animal here, and there's no moral argument whatsoever for keeping that beast alive. We need to eradicate him from our society, from our thoughts, and we need to send out a powerful message that murderers won't be tolerated. For the sake of our community, we need to make sure that this execution isn't derailed by well-meaning but wrong-headed appeals for clemency. Sam Gazade has to die tomorrow night!"
"Tonight, actually," says the show's host, smiling as he checks his watch. "It's past midnight, ladies and gentlemen, so we've now arrived at the big day!"
A smattering of applause breaks out in the studio audience.
Hearing a noise outside, I turn and look out the window just in time for the second flash, and this time I take notice. Getting to my feet, I walk over to the window and stare out into the darkness. I want to believe that the flash was far off, but it seemed much closer, almost as if someone was taking a photo of me through the window. Granted, I've had a few glasses of wine and I might not be totally sharp, but I know what I saw. Stepping right up to the window, I stare out at the darkness, and although I can't see anyone, I can't shake the feeling that I'm being watched.
Deciding that it would be better to find out the truth one way or the other, and perhaps emboldened by a little too much wine, I grab a knife from the cutlery drawer and head through to the hallway. Opening the front door, I step out into the night air, and I'm immediately overcome by the feeling that I'm overreacting. There's no-one out here, and I'm just a paranoid idiot. Still, I walk down the steps and take a look along the dark, deserted street, just in case. There's absolutely no-one about, and that 'flash' must just have been the product of my addled mind. With a heavy sigh, I turn and head back up the steps and into the house, and as I put the knife back in the cutlery drawer, I can't help feeling slightly pathetic. Am I really so impressionable that a late-night discussion show can make me believe that there's someone taking photos of me through the window?
Once I've switched off the television, I finish the last of the wine before making my way through to the bedroom. It's nights like these that remind me that it's been five years since I was last in a relationship. If I'm not careful, I'm going to slip into a comfortable life, and I won't notice that I'm lonely until it's too late. Still, there's plenty of time to deal with that some other time. For now, there's all the excitement of the 'big day' to look forward to; after all, even though I'm not some kind of news-junkie bloodhound, I can't ignore the fact that we've finally reached the day when Sam Gazade is going to be executed. The world has held its breath for twelve years, and now the 'monster' is going to die and everyone will be able to breathe again.
Unfortunately for the men of this city, another monster is about to be born in Gazade's image.



Joanna Mason
 
"I knew this would happen," I say as I follow Dawson along the corridor that leads to the examination room. "I knew you'd get some kind of bee in your bonnet about this body, and that you'd somehow manage to convince yourself that it's linked to the Sam Gazade case. I knew you couldn't resist."
"If you think I'm wrong," he replies, stopping and turning to me as we get to the door, "then why did you bother to come down here at close to midnight on a Friday night? Why didn't you just bawl me out over the phone with your customary elegance and grace?"
"Because I have nothing better to be doing," I reply. "Tragic, huh? Friday night and I'm all alone. I don't have a date lined up until Sunday."
"Funny day for a date," he points out.
"Funny date," I reply.
He smiles. "Do you remember how Rachel Blackman was murdered?"
"No," I say sarcastically. "It was the biggest case of my life, it consumed me for the best part of three years, it almost killed me, and I don't remember any of the details."
"Humor me," he replies.
"She was stabbed," I continue with a sigh. "Right in the heart, after he'd already made cuts to the sides of her face and to her hips. He'd taken to slicing away sections of skin."
"And then?"
"And then he carved into her genitals and made a kind of eight-pointed star shape, with the center gouged out."
"And then?"
"And then he cut off her breasts. And then, he dumped the body. We never found the breasts, and he never told us what he'd done with them."
"I want to show you something," Dawson says, pushing the door open and leading me into the examination room, where Dr. Mezki and his assistant are working on the bloated corpse of the guy who was found in the alley earlier. To be honest, ever since the original Sam Gazade case, I've avoided this type of situation as much as possible. It's not that I'm squeamish; it's more that I feel as if I've seen more than enough of this kind of thing to last me a lifetime. When I joined the force, I told myself that I didn't want to become the kind of person who can look at a dead body and not feel sick to my stomach; now that I've been working for twelve years, I'm so far beyond the point of being desensitized, I sometimes find myself searching out horrific images online in an attempt to remember what it's like to be shocked.
"Let me guess," I say wryly, "you found Rachel Blackman's boobs at last?"
"Meet Edward Hunter," Dawson says as we approach the table. "Edward was, until a week ago, a commodities trader at one of the smaller brokerage firms in the city. He vanished some time over the previous weekend, and thanks to a wallet that was found in his trouser pocket, plus some D.N.A. work, we now have positive identification. From what we can gather so far, based on phone history, internet history, that kind of thing, Edward Hunter was a fairly normal guy with no obvious enemies. Nothing that stands out as a reason to kill him, anyway." He pauses. "The cause of death was a single stab wound to the heart."
"That's hardly unusual," I reply. "A lot of people go for the heart. Or the brain. If they want to minimize the amount of blood they're going to have to clean up later, anyway. They try to avoid arterial spray. It's kind of a smart move, if you do it right."
"The knife went in through the front of the torso," Dr. Mezki continues. "Look like a fairly large blade, but nothing huge. If you remember, Gazade used a hunting knife. I'd say that this was smaller, but no less effective. The killer certainly knew exactly where to push the weapon into the body."
"Sure," Dawson replies, "but then..."
"It's not something that's unique to Sam Gazade," I continue, determined to shut down this avenue of speculation. "Not by any means. You go through case files from the past year alone, you'll find plenty of people who were killed by a single knife wound to the heart. For most killers, it's the quickest route."
"You want me to handle this?" Dr. Mezki asks. "Obviously the state of the body is bad. My best guess is that he died on Monday or Tuesday, and for the past three days he's been stored somewhere cool but not refrigerated. All of this means that it's difficult to examine the skin for signs of torture, mutilation, that kind of thing. Small cuts and bruises are pretty much impossible to spot, but bigger marks are still very much in evidence, and that's where we come to this." He indicates the area between the corpse's legs. "No penis," he says after a moment. "There's evidence of traumatic removal of the organ, probably shortly after death. The remaining stump area has been carved into a kind of star pattern. I pulled up the images of Rachel Blackman's body, and while the carvings aren't identical, they're too similar to be a coincidence."
"Show me," I say, walking around to the other side of the table and immediately seeing that he's right: the stump where Edward Hunter's penis used to be, has been carved into via a series of thick, deep slices that have left a kind of eight-pointed star pattern. It's exactly the kind of wound that Sam Gazade left on his victims, although Gazade was always very precise and particular, whereas this person was much more sloppy.
"Now do you believe me?" Dawson says, with a hint of satisfaction in his voice.
"Did you find the penis?" I ask, feeling a tightening sensation in my chest as I realize that these similarities can't be as easily dismissed as I'd hoped.
"Not yet," Dawson replies.
"The victim didn't have breasts," Dr. Mezki continues, "but all indications are that he was a gentleman who spent time in the gym. He's well-built, with developed muscles in the arms, legs and abdomen. I'd say he must have hit the gym a couple of times a week, easily." He grabs a scalpel and indicates the chest area. "His pectoralis major and minor muscles have been removed, and they're also missing."
"In other words," Dawson adds, "the killer cut off his man-boobs."
"You can see the area where they were cut away," Dr. Mezki says, outlining a roughly rectangular area of dark, bloodied tissue. "It looks like some kind of large blade, possibly a pair of garden shears. Whatever it was, it was blunt, because you can see that in some places the cuts were very uneven. I'd hazard a guess that it took quite a while to get this done, and there are plenty of tears in the flesh."
"Sam Gazade used medical equipment," I point out, even though I know I'm probably being pedantic. "He cut carefully. He used medical textbooks, and he knew what he was doing."
"Still," Dawson replies, "we're clearly talking about someone who was familiar with Gazade's work. Or are you going to keep on insisting that this is just a coincidence?" He waits for me to say something. "Come on, Joanna. No-one likes the thought of a copycat, but we can't ignore the evidence that's right in front of us. The method of making the kill, the style of mutilation, the date and location of the body being found... What more do you want?"
"What about the sides of the face?" I ask.
"No signs of any injury," Dr. Mezki replies.
"And his hips?"
"Nothing."
I take a step toward the body and stare down for a moment at the corpse. Dawson's right: the similarities are far too striking to be a coincidence, but at the same time, something's bugging me. There's none of the flamboyance and recreational torture that characterized Gazade's treatment of Rachel Blackman. This wasn't a performance by someone who relished what they were doing; it's more like the work of someone who hated every second of it, but who was determined to keep going regardless. They were probably sickened by every cut, but for some reason they obviously felt compelled to get the job done. "This isn't a copycat," I say eventually.
"You're kidding," Dawson says with a sigh. "Seriously? You're still not convinced, despite everything?"
"Seriously," I continue, staring at the bloodied mess where the man's chest muscles were removed. I remember seeing Rachel Blackman's body, and noting the way her breasts had been removed surgically and neatly. Even though this new corpse is a decaying mess, it's clear that the removal of the pectoralis muscles was much more ragged: they were cut with a much rougher implement, and in places they were torn away. It's a crucial difference if we're supposed to be considering someone who wanted to recreate a previous crime. Most copycats admire and idolize their predecessors, and they almost want to become them, but this seems like the work of someone who just wanted to complete the job as quickly as possible. "This wasn't a copycat," I say again, as much to myself as to anyone else in the room. "Not in the conventional sense."
"Because the victim's a guy?" Dawson asks. "Is that why?"
"It's not a copycat," I say again, "but it's someone who wants to be a copycat. Someone who doesn't have the skill or the taste for blood, but who still feels compelled to go through with the killing. When Gazade stabbed Rachel Blackman in the heart, he was finishing her off after torturing her. Whoever killed this guy, though, just wanted to get to the important part, bypassing the torture. Why do that, if you wanted to copy someone you admired? There's only one possible reason." I turn to Dawson. "Whoever did this, they didn't enjoy it. They wanted to get it over with. They went straight for the heart, and then they performed the mutilations. They didn't bother with the build-up, probably because they couldn't stomach it."
Dawson frowns. "So you're saying -"
"This was someone who was having to fight their natural revulsion," I continue. "They hated the bloody side of the whole thing, so they minimized the gore. They just wanted to have the end result. It's not a true copycat, because a true copycat would want to recreate every second of the experience."
"So why do it at all?" Dawson asks.
"To prove a point," I reply, unable to stop staring at the corpse. "To send a message, maybe. They sure as hell weren't doing it just for fun. This is the work of someone who didn't want to kill, even someone who hated killing, but who felt that they had to do it anyway." I pause for a moment, and suddenly a stray thought enters my mind. "The diary," I whisper.
"What diary?" Dawson replies. "You don't mean..."
"Why not?" I ask. "It'd explain how this person is able to copy Gazade's murders so precisely."
"The diary doesn't exist," he points out.
"Maybe it does," I reply. "Maybe, after all this time, someone's finally found it." I pause for a moment, as the implications of that possibility sink in. "Gazade's diary was said to have details of all the murders he was planning to commit, as well as the ones he'd already completed," I point out. "If that's true, this new killer might go way beyond the four victims that Gazade killed. This copycat might even surpass the original."



Epilogue
 
I keep my eyes closed for the longest time. It feels like a million years, but it's probably just a few seconds. All I can think about is the mess that must be waiting for me when I finally dare to look. The guy stopped struggling pretty quickly, but I'm certain there's going to be blood, and I hate blood; the thought of seeing even the slightest drop is enough to make me want to vomit.
Slowly, I open my eyes.
The cold light of morning is streaming through the window. I must have been here must longer than I'd realized. Staring at the guy's body, I realize with a huge wave of relief that there's not nearly as much blood as I'd expected. Sure, there's a small amount that has run from the wound in his chest, but I guess the knife is plugging things up nicely. Blinking a couple of times, I look over at the clock by the bed and I realize that I must have been sitting here for almost six hours. It's amazing how quickly time can pass when you're focused on other things.
Still, time to get on with things.
Climbing off the body, I try to remember the plan. I worked out exactly what I was going to do once I reached this moment, but my mind is strangely blank right now and I can't remember the steps I was supposed to take. Realizing that I'm in danger of hyperventilating, I take a series of deep, controlled breaths, and gradually I begin to feel more like myself. As long as I remain calm and stick to the original plan, nothing can go wrong here. Besides, it's not like this was a random, pointless killing. I have a design, and a goal, and I'm not going to let anything get in my way.
The first part is easy. I roll the body off the bed and then I drag him through to the bathroom. Reaching into the cabinet by the sink, I retrieve the knives I prepared for this moment, and the print-outs that show how various muscles are connected. I wash my hands a couple of times, but eventually I realize that I'm just trying to delay the inevitable moment when I make the first incision. Taking the larger steak knife, I kneel next to the body and use the print-out to work out exactly where I'm supposed to start cutting. Finally, I press the blade against his skin and get started.
After a few minutes, I realize that this is taking far too long. The steak knife doesn't cut very well, and far too much blood is starting to pour from the incisions. Starting to panic, I realize that I need to take more drastic action, so I stand up and head through to the kitchen, where I grab a pair of large cutting shears from under the sink. This might be the blunt approach, but I figure it'll work better. Once I'm back in the bathroom, I kneel next to the body again and slide one of the blades into the small incision I've already made. I take a deep breath, bracing myself for the inevitable flow of blood but focusing, as much as possible, on the overall task. If Sam Gazade was able to do this, there's no reason why I can't. Closing my eyes, I start to cut.
Once the guy's pectoralis muscles have been removed and placed in the ice box I prepared earlier, I decide that it's time to get started on the next part of the job. I reposition myself at the other end of the body, and for a moment I'm transfixed by the guy's penis. This is the one element of this whole grizzly process that I was slightly looking forward to, but now that I'm ready to make the cut, I feel myself starting to waver. I open the shears, but I can't bring myself to cut the damn thing off. Finally, placing the shears on the floor, I lean over the toilet and start to vomit. Damn it, I bet Sam Gazade didn't have this kind of problem. Then again, I guess he actually enjoyed cutting up the bodies, whereas for me this is just a necessary evil. I never, ever wanted to have blood on my hands, but there's no other way I can complete this work. I have to get over myself and focus on the endgame.
Eventually, as my stomach starts to settle, I decide that it's now or never. If I don't act soon, I'm going to end up sitting here on the bathroom floor all day, waiting for the moment of inspiration to strike. The truth is, that moment is never going to arrive. At least when I've made the cut, I'll be able to move on to the next stage, which involves cutting the eight-point star into the stump. For some reason, that part of the whole thing doesn't fill me with any dread at all. I just need to get part the moment when I have to remove his penis. Taking a deep breath, I grab the shears and place the blades on either side of the offending organ. I figure I'll make the cut after a short countdown, starting from ten. This is definitely the most difficult part of the entire process.



Silk part II



Prologue
 
"Is there any chance that Sam Gazade might be granted a last-minute reprieve?" the news anchor asks.
"None at all," replies his guest, some smug lawyer who's been drafted in to fill a few minutes' airtime with his pointless, ill-informed opinion. "Technically, there's a possibility, but it's almost impossible to imagine a context in which any serious movement could be made in the time we have left, especially since Gazade himself apparently has no desire to push forward on this."
With the noise from the television in the background, I continue with my work. It's getting late, and I've spent the best part of an entire day working on this asshole's body. I'm sure Gazade worked much more quickly and more efficiently, but my tardiness isn't a real problem. When I was planning this whole thing, I factored my squeamishness into account and made sure I had plenty of time for little delays. In the end, I'm actually slightly ahead of schedule, which I suppose means that I'm a better murderer than I expected.
Murderer.
I'm a murderer.
The word sends a shiver down my spine, but I quickly remind myself that the label isn't strictly accurate. Sure, I killed a guy, and I'm planning to kill more. To be precise, I'm aiming for four victims. However, I'm not motivated by any of the things that usually prompt someone to do something like this. I didn't commit a crime of passion, and I didn't do this in order to gain any kind of financial benefit... In other words, none of the usual reasons that people use to justify their actions. No, I did this for one reason, and one reason only: I wanted to know how it would feel. An intellectual approach would never have worked. You can't imagine what it would be like to kill someone. You have to get your hands dirty and dive right in, even if the entire process disgusts and appalls you, and even if your hands shake all the way through. There's no other way.
Holding my hands up to the light, I inspect the cut on my thumb. Typical. I was cutting away at the corpse's flesh and I managed to snag the skin on my left thumb. It'll heal, but it's still annoying.
"So after all this time, do you think Gazade has accepted what he did to those women?"
"I don't know if a man like Gazade can ever truly accept the depths of his own evil," the guest tells the news anchor. "He's probably living in a fantasy world in which he's some kind of hero. For a person to truly acknowledge that he's capable of such unspeakable crimes would be... Well, I just don't think that it's possible."
"Do you think we'll ever know the truth about why Gazade committed these heinous acts?"
"You mean, what was going on in his head?" The guest pauses. "We can try to guess, but at the end of the day, only Sam Gazade knows what was happening in Sam Gazade's mind."
"Maybe his final words, before he's executed, will help?" the anchor suggests.
"I'd say it's unlikely," the guest replies. "Serial killers tend not to make great revelatory speeches as they're put to death. That's just in the movies. In real life, they're far more likely to restate their belief in their own supremacy. I'm sure Gazade will have some interesting last words, but I wouldn't go expecting them to tie up any loose ends that might have been left behind by the investigation."
Strangely, I feel proud of myself. I never expected to be pleased that I'd killed a man, but I can't escape this faint feeling of superiority. I guess I'm not immune to the murder bug after all. It's like a drug, and I can see how killers might get addicted to the process. After all, killing another human being is the ultimate way to prove your own worth. Perhaps I'm getting ahead of myself, but I can't help thinking that everyone should kill at least one person, even if they don't particularly want to do such a thing. There are people like Sam Gazade, who kill because of some dark inner motivation, and then there are people like me, who kill because of intellectual curiosity. We're complete opposites, but in a way we're experiencing the same sensations. As a result, I feel a little closer to Gazade. Perhaps these are dangerous thoughts.
"Did Sam Gazade hate women?" the news anchor asks.
I turn to look at the screen.
"I don't think you can argue otherwise," the guest says with a frown. "His four victims were all female, and his attempted fifth victim was also a woman. The nature of what he did to them, such as the mutilation of the genitals, was very specific, and there's no way you can ignore the removal of certain body parts. So the answer to your question is, yes, Sam Gazade most certainly hated women. That was the entire motivation for what he did."
"Huh," I whisper, momentarily transfixed by the screen.
"And does that speak of a deeper problem in our society?" the anchor asks.
I look back down at the corpse. Am I really proud of myself? Yes. Of course I am. I've achieved something that's so far outside my area of expertise, it's a goddamn miracle. I've replicated one of Sam Gazade's murders, but I've done it for reasons that are almost diametrically opposed to whatever garbage went through Gazade's mind. Despite the countless hours of discussion in the media, and despite all the books that have been written about the case, Gazade was nothing more than a low-grade brute who killed women because of some kind of pathetically simple-minded mental problem; the guy was no great genius, as evidenced by the fact that he was caught fairly quickly. It's the nature of the media beast to elevate Gazade to the pantheon of great murderers, because they want to make his upcoming execution seem more important. At the end of the day, however, Gazade's just a brute. I'm far more interesting.



Dr. Alice Huston
 
Maybe I'm being a little morbid, but when I set off for work the following morning, I decide to take a little detour past Saddleworth prison. I guess I just want to see the scene on the morning of the famous execution; I just want to be a part of history, and to be a little closer to the man himself.
As expected, there are lots of people outside the prison gates already. In fact, it's almost as if the whole town has come to maintain a grim vigil, and there are several large coaches parked nearby, evidence that people are coming from far afield to witness the scene. Some people are holding placards, of course, either supporting the decision to execute Sam Gazade or, in a few cases, decrying the death penalty as barbaric and inhumane. It seems as if everyone has an opinion on Gazade's fate. Everyone except me, anyway; the truth is, I have no idea what I'd do if I was in charge of the decision, and although I can see both sides of the moral debate, I find it impossible to come down firmly in favor of one option or the other.
Even though I know I should keep going, I find myself compelled to park up for a while and observe the mayhem. Getting out of my car, I wander along the grass, mingling with the protesters. Lined up near the main gate itself, representatives from all the major news networks are frantically talking to their viewers at home, broadcasting the latest news - or non-news, since there have been no developments for hours - direct to front rooms around the world. It's crazy to hear the incessant gabble of all these so-called journalists, although I have to admit I'm a little impressed by their ability to keep talking even when there's really nothing to say.
"Millions of people across the globe are counting down the hours until legendary serial killer Sam Gazade is put to death at midnight tonight," one of the female reporters is saying as she stares at the camera. "Some protesters, however, are calling for the execution to be put on hold, pending last-minute court challenges and an attempt to have Gazade reassessed by a team of psychiatrists. We'll have the latest on those challenges, plus an exclusive interview with some of the key figures in the original investigation that caught Sam Gazade all those years ago."
"Civil liberties groups are calling for Sam Gazade's death penalty to be commuted to life imprisonment," says another reporter, just a few feet away. "So far, however, sources within the governor's mansion indicate that there's little to no chance of Gazade being granted a reprieve. Meanwhile, sources close to Gazade's former legal team say that contrary to online rumors, their client has not given any indication that he plans to launch a last-minute appeal. The matter might be out of his hands, however, as three of the nation's largest civil liberties groups are believed to be working together to put together an eleventh-hour legal challenge. Stay tuned for more news."
Wandering through the crowd, I find myself getting lost in the melee. There must be three or four hundred people here, so I can only imagine how many will have gathered by the time midnight comes around. It's almost as if the place has become the site for some kind of murder-themed festival. There are vans parked nearby, selling burgers and other food, and a couple of enterprising souls have come down to sell a variety of t-shirts and other items linked to the case. For some reason, I find myself making my way over and paying five dollars for a mug with Gazade's original mugshot plastered on the side; it's not until I've paid and turned to walk away that I realize I was almost on autopilot. Looking down at the mug, I honestly can't imagine what possessed me to buy such a hideous thing.
"Can I get a quote for my podcast?" asks a voice nearby.
Turning, I find that a teenager wearing a Judas Priest t-shirt is holding a small microphone toward me.
"I just want to get people's opinions on what's happening," he explains earnestly. "You know, cut through the bullshit and get to the truth."
"You want the truth?" I ask.
He moves the microphone closer, and I can't help but note the look of earnest expectation in his eyes. The kid means well, even if he doesn't have a damn clue.
"The truth is, there is no truth. There's just opinion, and facts, but in a situation like this, there's no such thing as truth. Not a universal truth, anyway. Instead of trying to cut through the bullshit, as you put it, you should focus on navigating that same bullshit in a more intelligent way. See it for what it is. Analyze it. Unpick it. Look at it from every angle. Just don't make the mistake of thinking there's any kind of truth, because there isn't. There's nothing here but chaos."
"Sure," he replies, "but, I mean, there's got to be, like... some kind of truth, hasn't there? I mean, do you think it's right for the state, for the American people, to execute a man?"
"I don't think it's right or wrong," I tell him. "I think it's what they want to do, so let them get on with it. The governor's not going to do anything to damage his re-election chances. Sam Gazade has long been established as a kind of bogeyman in this part of the state. People will sleep better once he's dead, even though he's posed no danger whatsoever to anyone for more than a decade."
He stares at me for a moment. "Okay, but -"
"Interview's over," I reply, turning and walking away.
"Can I get your name for the podcast?" he calls after me. "Do you want me to give you the link?"
Ignoring him, I make my way through the sea of people, which becomes denser as I get closer to the section of parkland that runs directly opposite the prison gates. It's strange to think that somewhere in that distant, gray building, Sam Gazade is preparing for his final hours of life. I can't even begin to imagine what it must be like in his position. Since the prison made a well-publicized bid to cut costs, condemned prisoners don't even receive a free choice when it comes to their last meal. All Sam Gazade has to look forward to is a visit from a priest, a reasonably priced tray of food, and then the long walk to the execution chamber. He's had the best part of twelve years to get used to the idea, but I doubt he's prepared. I doubt anyone could ever be prepared for such a fate.
Checking my watch, I see that it's almost 10am. Fourteen hours to go...
"This is nothing but state-sponsored murder," says a woman nearby. I turn to see that she's being interviewed for that kid's podcast, and whereas I was probably a little too calm for his liking, he's now getting both barrels of this woman's anger. "If we stoop to this level, we're barbarians!"
"He deserves it!" another woman calls out. "He tortured those poor girls! Why shouldn't he get what's coming to him?"
Realizing that I have nothing to add to this debate, I turn and start walking back toward my car. Before I get more than a few paces, however, I come face to face with none other than Paula Clarke, the pupil who caused me so much consternation yesterday. She stares blankly at me, as if she never expected to bump into anyone who might recognize her.
"We meet again," I say, taken aback by the sudden encounter. Hearing some shouting nearby, I see that two women have begun to fight, while the podcast guy is trying to pull his microphone clear. "Talk about a high pressure situation," I continue, turning back to Paula. "I think some of the pro-death penalty people might end up killing some of the anti-death penalty people, or the other way around. The irony, huh?"
Paula smiles meekly, but it's clear that she's uncomfortable. After a moment, her gaze falls upon the Sam Gazade mug I'm clutching in my hands.
"Oh," I say, feeling a little embarrassed. "Yeah, this is... I wanted to buy an item that represents the full cultural storm that has descended on this place. I figure I could write a whole paper about this mug alone. Hell, maybe even a book!"
"It's..." she starts to say, but her voice trails off for a moment. "I didn't know they were selling mugs," she says eventually.
"How's the essay coming along?" I ask, figuring I should at least be polite.
"It's fine," she mutters, before adding something inaudible that I can't make out.
"Well," I continue, "I guess I should let you get on. Have fun, or whatever you're planning to do while you're here. Are you going to stay for the whole day?"
"The what?" she asks.
"Until midnight," I reply. "Are you going to stay until the big moment?"
"I don't know," she says. "I hadn't thought about it."
"Apparently there's going to be a choir," I reply with a smile, but it's clear that she's still in no mood to talk. "Maybe there'll even be burning pitchforks if you're lucky."
She mumbles a reply, but once again it's too quiet for me to understand.
As I walk back to my car, I start to feel a little dirty for having come down here. I could probably try to persuade myself that I'm taking an academic interest in the Sam Gazade case, and that I came here because I wanted to study the dynamics of such a highly polarized crowd. The truth, however, is that I came to gawk, just like everyone else. I might be a student of human nature, but I'm by no means immune to the impulses that affect everyone else. Sure, I'm not about to start waving a placard, but I guess that's partly because I don't really have a very strong opinion one way or the other. I'm blessed, in a way, by the fact that I can take a well-rounded approach to the whole thing, rather than being the victim of a burning determination to get any particular point across. I can't imagine what it would be like to have a strong opinion. As far as I'm concerned, the execution of Sam Gazade is a fascinating social and cultural phenomenon, but my interest is mostly academic, even if the five dollar mug showing Sam Gazade's face might suggest otherwise.
Paula Clarke, on the other hand... I can't help wondering what drove her to come down here for the big event, but I guess I shouldn't try to analyze her too much. After all, she's just one girl. One perfectly-timed, perfectly stupid girl.



Joanna Mason
 
"Mason! You in here?"
Leaning over the toilet, I let out a sigh. I've been kneeling in the stall for almost an hour, my body consumed by a feeling of desperate, gut-wrenching nausea. This is one of the side-effects that always hits when I've had a chemotherapy session. My body is reacting to the poison, and even though vomiting can't possibly help, I'm a victim of my stomach's turmoil. Occasionally, I stick two fingers down my throat and force myself to bring up some bile, but that's really only to make myself feel better. It's futile, in the end.
"I'm here," I call out, just as I hear Dawson letting the door swing shut.
"You okay?" he asks, pushing the door back open. "Mackenzie said you've been in here for ages."
"I'm fine," I reply, grabbing a piece of toilet paper and wiping my lips. I know I should get up and go out to face the world again, but I still feel as if I'm going to throw up at any moment. "Talk to me," I continue. "Tell me what's going on. Any news?"
"On the case?" He pauses. "Don't take this the wrong way, but this is the ladies' bathroom, so I'm just gonna wait outside until -"
"Is there anyone else in here?" I ask.
"Um, no, but -"
"Then stay," I tell him. "Just tell me the latest. I've got some kind of stomach bug, but I can still listen." I take a deep breath, which makes me feel a little better.
"It's just that I was thinking about the links between Edward Hunter's murder and the Sam Gazade case," he continues, sounding a little awkward. "Um, so, like you said, there are definitely too many coincidences for it to be, um, a coincidence, so the obvious conclusion is that someone is trying to copy Gazade, or maybe make some kind of statement. And if that's the case, then we need to be ready for the possibility that there might be... more."
I take another deep breath. Maybe, just maybe, the waves of nausea are starting to pass.
"Jo?" Dawson says. "You still there?"
"Gazade's second victim was found three days after the first," I reply, trying to sound stronger than I feel. "If we find another body in three days, we know we've got a serial copycat on our hands. Except... This isn't a regular copycat. This person is more clinical. It's almost like an experiment. I can't explain it, but something feels wrong. Different."
"So do you think..." He pauses.
"Do I think what?" I ask.
"Could Gazade himself be involved in all of this somehow?" he says. "I know it sounds crazy, but hear me out. What if, somehow, he's got some kind of apprentice situation going on? What if he's managed to communicate with someone, and he knows what's happening?"
"No way," I reply.
"Hear me out," he continues. "Gazade has been allowed to receive letters, right? And he's been allowed to send them too. Heavily vetted, of course. I mean, people go through his correspondence and look for anything inappropriate, but a guy like Gazade gets loads of mail from freaks all over the country. So... What if there's some kind of code hidden in the text? What if -"
"You're reading the situation all wrong," I say firmly. "This copycat isn't really a copycat. It's not someone who's trying to get inside Gazade's mind, it's more like..." I pause as another wave of nausea hits me. "It's more like this person is forcing himself, or herself, to go through the motions of everything Gazade did, like they're daring themselves to see if they've got the stomach to be a killer. But at the same time, they hate it. They're taking shortcuts so they can get to the end result as quickly as possible. Gazade tortured his victims. This killer just focuses on getting the job done with the minimal amount of fuss."
"So you don't think it'd help to go and talk to Gazade?" Dawson asks.
"Talk to him?" I pause to consider the lunacy of the idea. "Why the hell would it help to talk to him? The guy doesn't know anything about this. Hell, he probably isn't even aware of Edward Hunter's death. Until we release details to the media, which by the way would be a really bad idea in the current circumstances, the only person who knows what's happening is the killer. Don't over-complicate things by drawing Gazade back into the mix. You..." I stop speaking suddenly as I realize that something's wrong. I feel strange, as if I'm more confused than normal. "Fuck," I mutter, "just... I don't know, just don't..." I pause again. "This isn't a conventional copycat," I say finally, repeating the last idea that made any sense to me. Damn it, I can't talk right now. I'm drifting into one of those chemotherapy fogs again.
"Then what kind of copycat is it?" he asks.
"It's someone who doesn't want to be a copycat," I reply, hoping I can hold my thoughts together for a few more minutes. "It's someone who's driven by a different kind of impulse. Maybe someone..." I pause, as a million ideas race through my mind. I used to be so good at coming up with ideas and explanations, but these days the chemotherapy is affecting my ability to think properly. I keep hitting roadblocks in my mind, and my thoughts keep passing through clouds of nothingness that slow me down. "Maybe someone with an academic interest," I continue eventually. "Maybe someone killed Edward Hunter because they wanted to test whether they could do it, or they wanted to test something else, or..." I pause again. This is the point at which, in the old days, I'd have made a huge leap of logic that would have helped us to move the case forward; with the drugs in my system, however, I've come to a full stop. It's as if I can feel the limits of my mind.
"Okay," Dawson replies. "I guess we'll focus on the details of the Hunter case."
Silence.
"Do you mind if I ask you something?" he adds eventually.
"Shoot."
"Are you okay?"
"Stomach bug," I say, feeling as if I might bring up some more bile at any moment.
"Bullshit," he replies. "How many stomach bugs can one person have, Joanna? It's like you get one every other week." He waits for me to say something. "We've known each other for a while. I'd like to think that if there was something wrong, you'd tell me."
"There's nothing wrong," I say firmly, trying not to sound too annoyed. I've been expecting Dawson to start asking questions, and I've been aware for a while that he's been giving me suspicious looks. He knows me well enough to be concerned, and he also knows about my history. "Can't a woman vomit in peace these days?" I ask.
"It's not..." He pauses. "It's not back, is it?"
"No," I mutter.
"You'd tell me, right?" he continues. "If your cancer was back, you'd tell me."
"Of course," I lie.
"It's just that -"
"I'm fine!" I say, raising my voice a little. Damn it, I need to stay calm, otherwise he's going to be certain that something's wrong. "I guess I'm just unlucky," I continue. "I've got a sensitive stomach, and I ate a dodgy curry last night. It's not a big deal, and it's definitely not cancer. Do you seriously think I'd be able to keep cancer a secret? You saw how sick I got the last time."
"I guess," he replies. "Sorry. You know I was only asking 'cause I'm worried about you."
"Worry about giving me some privacy instead," I tell him, keen to get him out of here. "I'll be out soon and you can tell me how the case is going, and I can point out all the mistakes you're making. Until then, I just need to bring up this bad curry in peace and quiet, without an audience."
"Sure," he replies, and moments later I hear the door swing shut. Worried that he might be loitering, I lean down and look under the stall door, but sure enough I see that the rest of the bathroom is empty. Leaning back over the toilet bowl, I stare down at the water and realize that I can't keep going like this. There are only so many times I can claim to have food poisoning or a stomach bug before people like Dawson refuse to believe me. Still, I can't tell the truth. Not yet, anyway. I feel as if I need to keep everyone at arm's length, and the lie provides a barrier. Telling the whole truth would make me feel to bare and raw. Right now, I just need to get over this latest bout of nausea, and then I'll be okay. Until the next chemotherapy session, anyway. As I feel the fog start to settle in my mind, I realize that I just have to wait it out. These foggy moments never last too long, although they're definitely coming more frequently.
I'm starting to wonder if maybe I should just stop the chemotherapy altogether.



Dr. Alice Huston
 
"Nine hours," says a voice nearby.
Glancing over my shoulder, I find that Harry Gillespie has managed to sidle over to me without making a sound, and now he's grinning like an idiot. I'd hoped to get some peace and quiet in the campus library today, seeing as it's Saturday and most of the students should be sleeping off hangovers at home. I guess I hadn't counted on the fact that members of staff can be every bit as irritating as the student body.
"Don't tell me you're participating in the media frenzy," I mutter, turning back to my laptop screen.
"Seriously?" Harry replies, reaching over and grabbing my Sam Gazade mug. "You've got your coffee in this thing, and you're going to lecture me on post-modern social phenomena?" He holds the mug up to the light, before running the tip of his finger across the black and white image of Gazade's face. "This is cheap crap, Alice. It'll start coming off as soon as you wash it. Some guy was probably sticking these on in his garage last night. If you're gonna buy serial killer souvenirs, at least splash some cash for something that'll survive the dishwasher."
"I was just curious," I reply testily, unable to muster much enthusiasm for this conversation. "There was a guy selling all sorts of crap down at by the prison gates this morning and -" I stop immediately, as I realize I should never have admitted that I went to the prison.
"We'll make a culture vulture of you yet," he says, patting my shoulder. "You want to come out for a drink tonight? A few of us are heading down to that new sports bar by the river. We're hoping and praying that they'll show some actual sport, but likely as not they'll have the fucking news channels on all evening. Still, if you're gonna have a depressing night, you might as well get wasted in the process. Am I right?"
I sigh as I click through to one of the library's research portals.
"Am I right?" Harry asks again.
"You're right," I reply firmly. "In your limited context, at least."
"So you're not coming?"
"Sorry. I'm busy."
"Got a date?"
"No," I reply, sighing again. "No date. Just me."
"Going down to the prison gates again?"
"No!" I say firmly, although I immediately realize that my denial was a little too firm.
"Hey, there's no shame in it," he replies, holding up his hands. "That whole place is gonna be a fucking carnival of grotesque human squalor. Hell, depending on the night goes, the guys and I might just get wasted and come down to join you. I've never been wasted outside a prison gate while some nut-job gets executed. It might be a new experience. Something to tell the grandchildren one day, you know? When they ask where I was at the exact moment Sam Gazade was finished off, I can proudly tell 'em that I was standing outside the gate with a beer in my hand and a fucking great big grin on my face. How does that sound for a story, huh?"
"Perfect," I reply. "I'm sorry, Harry, but I have a lot of work to do today, and the library closes at five on Saturdays, so do you mind if I just..." I wait for him to get the message, but he seems more interested in leaning over and looking at my laptop screen. "Harry, I'm busy!" I say firmly.
"Fine," he mutters, turning and heading to the door. "Whatever. Give me a call if you change your mind about tonight, though. It'd be great to have you along while we're executing a few kegs, if you know what I mean."
Once he's left the room, I sit back and let out another sigh. A visit from Harry Gillespie was just about the last thing I wanted to deal with today, and now I'm totally out of sorts. Staring at the list of research journals on the laptop screen, I realize that Harry's comments have pretty much nixed any chance that I might get some work done. Although I'm tempted to see if I can push through the malaise, I figure my best bet might just be to accept the inevitable and call it a day. Besides, it's not entirely Harry's fault; ever since I was down at the prison this morning, I've been feeling a little strange, and that encounter with Paula Clarke didn't help. Everything just feels kind of weird right now, as if the entire town has fallen under some kind of strange spell as we get closer and closer to Gazade's execution. I can only hope that, once the man's dead and everyone calms down, things will get back to normal.
Just as I'm about to close my laptop down, another email arrives in my inbox, and to my surprise I see that it's a message from Paula Clarke. Opening it up, I'm surprised to find that she's already managed to make all the changes to her essay that I requested. Although I'm a little dubious that she could have got all that work completed so quickly, I decide to open the attachment and taken a look. If I'm lucky, she'll have got the essay back on track, and I won't have to worry so much about some of the stranger ideas she expounded last time, although -
As soon as the document opens, I feel a cold shiver pass through my body.
This is worse.
This is far, far worse.
I asked Paula to remove all the outlandish, provocative passages about violence and gender, and replace them with academic, properly-referenced discussions of the key texts and the issues raised by the essay title. Instead, she's removed all the other sections and merely added more of her thoughts on gender, albeit with some proper referencing this time. As I read through the essay, I can't help but be horrified that she could have misunderstood my request so thoroughly. Then again, she's clearly a smart student, so by the time I get to the end of the essay I realize that she can't have failed to grasp what I told her; instead, this essay amounts to an act of provocation, and a deliberate attempt to push back against everything I told her. It's hard to believe that someone who's so mousy and quiet in person could have such a stubborn streak, but it's simply impossible to interpret this essay as being anything other than a hostile act of willful refusal to compromise. She's pushing me, testing to see how hard I'll push back. I honestly don't think I've ever experienced anything like this in my entire academic career.
As I start typing a response, I struggle to work out where to begin. Her central argument is that men have spent more than two thousand years treating women violently, and that the reason for this is that men and women must always be violent to one another. She goes on to suggest that as we continue to move through the twenty-first century, it's time for us as a species to reverse the balance; she suggests that women should rise up and use force to subjugate men and make them understand the impact of their previous behavior. Sure, the essay is well-sourced, and she brings in some useful quotes, but ultimately this whole piece of work is only tangentially linked to the original topic, and I'm left simmering with rage as I realize that she has completely ignored everything I told her. In the end, all I can do is write a few basic points and tell her to come to my office on Monday morning. At least that way, I'll have time to come up with a more considered approach.
Once I've sent the email, I sit back and try to take stock of this Paula Clarke girl. It's as if there are two sides to her: on the one hand, she's painfully shy and demure in person, to the point where she can barely function; on the other hand, her essay clearly demonstrates a trouble mind, and it's clear that although she takes time to present counter-points to her arguments, she truly believes everything she's written. It's hard not to come to the conclusion that she might be seriously unbalanced, and I'm left to wonder where, precisely, she might draw the line between thought and action. She's certainly angry, but I'm not sure whether she's able to take that anger and go further.
I need to be sure. If she's all talk and no trousers, she's useless to me.



Joanna Mason
 
"So what's the deal?" I ask as I walk through to Dawson's office. "You solved this thing yet?"
Looking up from his desk, he greets me with a weary smile. "You're looking better."
"I think I kicked it," I reply, wandering over to his desk and picking up the nearest file. The truth is, now that I've passed out the other side of the chemotherapy haze, I'm feeling as sharp and alert as ever. That's the crazy thing, in a way: I can always feel my mind becoming sluggish as the drugs go into my system, and then a few hours later I hit a brick wall. Eventually, however, everything settles and I know that I won't have any more problems until my next chemotherapy session. In a weird way, I'm learning to live with the situation. It's like some kind of weird disability that messes me up a couple of times a week.
"I've been going over all the old paperwork concerning Sam Gazade," he says, sounding as if he's not sure whether or not he should broach the subject with me.
"Huh," I say, flicking through the file. "I remember writing most of this. I was just a fresh-faced, optimistic twenty-three-year-old on one of her first assignments. Twelve years later..." I pause as I notice that my handwriting has barely changed over the years. It's strange to think of myself writing all this up, unaware that a few months later I'd be diagnosed with cancer for the first time. Feeling a shiver pass through my body, I close the file and place it back on Dawson's desk. "It's gone 5pm," I point out. "You never do overtime. What's wrong? Did you and Elaine have another fight?"
"I just don't know what kind of case this is," he says with a sigh, carefully avoiding a direct answer. "All the signs point to a copycat, but it's more than that, isn't it? You were right when you said it was a tribute. It's someone reenacting Gazade's murders to the very last detail, which means that in three days' time we're going to have another body to deal with." He pauses. "I could do with a flash of magic right about now, Mason. You got anything?"
I look over at the television in the corner of the room; the sound has been turned off, but the screen shows crowds gathering outside the prison, waiting for Gazade's execution. Picking up a set of photos that show Edward Hunter's wounds, I wait for inspiration to strike.
"Come on," Dawson continues. "Where's that old black magic you used to flaunt so often? It was almost supernatural, the way you could work out what was happening. A photo, a piece of evidence... You used to be able to make all those logical leaps that the rest of us couldn't see. Can't you try to help me out here?"
I take a deep breath. He's right: when I was younger, more clear-headed, I could somehow get those flashes of realization that might just turn a case on its head. The phenomenon used to scare me a little, because I worried that it meant I was somehow in tune with the psychopaths and murderers I was investigating. Still, it was useful, and it helped me crack a whole string of cases right up until this latest cancer diagnosis, which is when the new chemotherapy drugs started to affect my mind. I'm still pretty lucid most of the time, but it's been a while since I had a proper moment of inspiration. There's no way to deny that since I became sick again, I've been worse at my job.
"If you -" Dawson starts to say.
"Quiet!" I hiss. "I'm thinking."
We stand in silence for a moment, but I already know deep down that lightning isn't going to strike today. That subtle little edge of inspiration has been shaved away. I used to hate it when people said I had a 'gift' for seeing into the minds of murderers, but now I miss my 'gift'.
"Nothing," I say eventually. "The only point I'd make is that there's one very important detail that's different with this copycat killing."
"The gender of the victim?"
I nod.
"Maybe it was just more convenient to catch a guy?" he points out.
"This killer went to a lot of trouble. Why skimp on something as important as the gender?" I pause for a moment. "Unless that's the whole point."
"The point of what?" Dawson asks.
"When the Gazade case came out in the media," I remind him, "a lot of people saw it as an example of a deranged man acting out his misogynistic urges. I mean, he cut off their breasts and mutilated their genitals, so I guess there's definitely some mileage in that idea. I know for a fact that there are a whole load of academic books on the subject of gender and violence, and many of them bring Gazade into the discussion. He's widely seen as a key example of gender violence." I pause again. "Switching the gender of this victim is a statement," I say eventually. "It's deliberate, and it's designed to send a message. Whatever the reasoning, this isn't accidental."
"So, what," Dawson replies, "you think this is some kind of feminist revenge killing?"
"Not revenge," I tell him. "Revenge would imply passion or anger. This is more clinical, like a recreation or a study, or..." Pausing for a moment, I realize that maybe I've managed to get a moment of inspiration after all. "It is a study," I continue. "That's exactly what this person is doing. He, or she, is recreating Sam Gazade's murders, probably all of them, but reversing the gender. Gazade killed four women in horrible, violently misogynistic ways. He brutalized their bodies. He mutilated and tortured them, and now this killer is doing the exact same thing, but to men. It's like some kind of experiment."
"So you think the killer this time is a woman?" Dawson asks.
"Maybe," I reply, "or maybe not. I guess it's the most likely option, but don't rule a man out just yet."
"There's something else," Dawson continues, grabbing a set of papers. "When Mezki continued his analysis of Edward Hunter's corpse, he found that the star-pattern had been cut deep, gouging into the end of the urethra. If you remember, the same thing was done to Rachel Blackman, except that particular detail was never released to the press. I've been checking all the reports and all the books on Gazade's crimes, and it was never, ever mentioned that he dug down so deep."
"So how did this killer know?" I ask.
"That's why I asked you earlier if you thought it was worth considering Gazade's involvement," he replies. "Unless the killer got the information from a police source, the only other option is that Gazade himself has somehow managed to get the details out there. Obviously the prison staff would never let him include that kind of thing in his letters, but maybe if he was using some kind of code -"
"Too complicated," I reply. "That's the kind of thing people do in books and films, not real life. You're in danger of getting everything in a knot, and once you start down that road, you're never going to be able to work out what's happening." I pause, hoping against hope that I might come up with a better idea. "Still," I add eventually, "Gazade might have some ideas. One monster might very well be able to provide some insight into another, and it's worth checking, just to be certain."
"I need to ask you something," Dawson says after a moment. "I'm reluctant to do this, because I know what you went through with Gazade last time and I really don't want to open up any old wounds. The problem is, I'm drowning here, and I have no idea what to do. I'm good at my job, Mason, but I don't have your knack for dealing with the really perverse psychos out there. So what I was hoping was that maybe you'd consider coming on-board with this one. I'll keep you way back from the front-line, but I really need you to be part of this investigation."
"I already thought I was," I tell him with a faint smile.
"Thank God," he replies with a sigh. "Okay, so now what? If this killer sticks to the pattern we're expecting, there's going to be a new corpse in three days."
"We'll get to that," I reply, glancing over at the television screen and seeing a huge crowd of angry citizens gathering in the darkness, waiting for midnight. "First," I continue, "we need to have a word with Sam Gazade before midnight."



Dr. Alice Huston
 
"Three hours to go," says the news anchor, with a nervous grin on his face. "I don't know about you guys at home, but here outside the prison gates we're feeling a palpable sense of... I'm not sure of the right word. Justice? I think that's it. There's justice in the air tonight, folks. And although there are a few protesters down here, I think I'm right in saying that the overwhelming opinion of the crowd gathered outside these gates is relief. Relief and support for the fact that a serial killer is soon going to receive the final part of his sentence."
I'm standing in my kitchen, chopping vegetables in preparation for dinner. It's 9pm and I don't really know where the day went; I guess I just kept busy and ended up losing track of time, although it's hard to believe that I could have spent the best part of five hours in the library and then... I pause for a moment as I realize that I'm not quite sure what I did after I packed up my books and left the campus. I went to the grocery store, and then... Damn it, I need to get a grip here. Sometimes I get so engrossed in my work, I end up losing track of real life. I guess things would be easier if I had someone to share things with, but here I am, making dinner alone once again. Maybe I should have taken Harry up on his offer of a night out.
"Should we, as a society, feel bad for committing murder?" asks the anchor. "Do we have the right to take a life, even when the man in question is clearly a monster? Shouldn't his punishment be left to God?"
"First of all," replies the latest guest, wheeled on to fill time as the countdown continues, "let's not call it murder. Murder is what Sam Gazade did. This is justice."
I can't help but smile at the simplicity of it all. There's a part of me that wants to go back down to the prison gates and watch the scrum. Purely for academic purposes, of course. Glancing over at the Sam Gazade coffee mug I bought earlier, I remember how easy it is to get caught up in the insanity, and I realize that I'm probably much better off here at home. What interests me the most is the reaction of the crowd after Gazade has been executed. Will they just wander home? Will they have a party? Will they continue to argue, or will all the anger of the past few hours just evaporate? After all, Gazade's death will surely render the debate pointless, even if it isn't pointless already, but there's bound to be a lot of excess energy built up in the crowd, and I can't help but wonder whether they'll all just spontaneously combust once the object of their attention has been killed.
I'm so busy thinking about Gazade, I almost catch my hand with the knife. That'd be typical. I've already cut my thumb this week. Do I really want any more injuries?
"There was some concern about the drugs being used to execute Gazade," says the anchor. "Sources indicate that the prison only has one dose left, and that a number of other executions have been postponed in order to ensure that the dose is available for Gazade. The governor has denied that budget cuts are to blame, but it'll be a few more weeks before new stocks arrive. Critics have accused the state of running a bare bones prison system."
Hearing the doorbell ring, I pause for a moment. It's late, and I'm definitely not expecting anyone. After wiping my hands, I head through to the hallway, and when I open the door I'm shocked to find Paula Clarke standing outside, seemingly out of breath. The most surprising thing, though, is that she's staring straight at me, as if suddenly she has no trouble making eye contact.
"What are you doing here?" I ask.
"You really don't get it, do you?" she replies, with more fire and vehemence in her voice than I ever expected. This isn't the muttering, stumbling girl I saw earlier; this is someone confident and angry. "You just don't understand. You try. I know you try, but it's as if it's all just beyond your ability to comprehend." She stares at me for a moment, shaking with anger. "You're just like everyone else."
"How did you..." I pause as I realize that I need to handle this matter with caution. "Paula, it's not appropriate for you to come to my home -"
"I don't care what's appropriate!" she says, raising her voice. "It's not appropriate for you to dismiss everything I write and send me condescending emails about my work, but apparently you do it anyway! Do you have any idea how fucking patronizing you sound sometimes?"
"I asked you to come and see me on Monday morning," I tell her, making sure to stay calm, "and I think that's the best way for us to deal with this situation. Okay? Come to my office and we'll discuss my comments, and your essay, in a professional and constructive manner. Maybe we need to find some middle ground -"
"Middle ground?" she asks, almost spitting the words back in my face. "So you want to be appeased? Is that it?"
"I want to have a conversation in the appropriate setting," I reply. "This, standing on my doorstep, is not the appropriate setting. You cannot come to my home, Paula. You're stepping over a line, and some people might consider your behavior to be a little intimidating." I pause for a moment as I try to work out how I can make her see that she's in the wrong here. "I understand that you're very passionate about your work," I continue eventually, "and that's a good thing. It's admirable. But maybe we need to establish a professional relationship that allows us to better wrangle all that passion and energy and turn it into something that's more suitable in an academic setting. Do you understand what I'm staying to you?"
She nods.
"Okay, good -"
"You're saying I should shut the fuck up," she replies, her voice filled with scorn, "and just fit in to the dominant patriarchal system. This is about my ideas! You hate my ideas!"
"I don't hate your ideas," I say, which is a half-truth. "I find them to be a little strong, and I don't necessarily agree with all of them, but I don't hate them."
"I'm not going to compromise," she says firmly. "Compromise is one of the main ways in which people like you try to get people like me to be more docile. You want to drug me up on compromise and make me go to sleep, but I'm not stepping back from this. Men have been doing this to women for -"
"Hold on," I say, interrupting her. "I think you're getting ahead of yourself. This isn't about gender."
"Everything's about fucking gender," she spits back at me.
"Maybe you should try to calm down," I tell her, putting a hand on her shoulder. She immediately recoils, as if the touch of my hand caused her physical pain. "I'm sorry," I add, "I was just trying to reassure you. I think there's a danger that our interaction is becoming too hostile and confrontational, Paula, and I want to make some changes before we get to a point of no return. Can you understand why I might be worried about something like that?"
"I understand," she says, fixing me with a determined stare. "You're worried that I can see through you. You're worried that I can see every method of control that you try to use, and you're worried I can resist. You're worried you can't make me fit neatly into a box." She's almost breathless as the words tumble from her lips. "I get it, Dr. Huston. Every year, you get a new bunch of dumb little fucks, sitting in your lectures and lapping up every word."
"I wouldn't say it's quite like that," I reply, unable to stifle a faint smile.
"You're used to students bowing down before you, aren't you?" she continues. "You think we're all a bunch of stupid bitches!"
"Where's this coming from?" I ask. "You have a lot of anger, Paula, and I don't think it's all because of me."
"You're as bad as the rest of them," she says. "Men are all the same. You've been conditioned by society to expect a certain level of privilege, and you think the rest of us should all be fawning in your presence. You're probably scared right now. I'm upsetting your expectations and making you question whether or not you can actually control me. That's what society's all about, isn't it? Control? Well, I'm cutting all those invisible threads you were going to use to pull me in different directions. How does it feel, Dr. Huston? Women are waking up to all the horrors inflicted by men!"
"I agree," I reply. "Paula, I'm a woman too. I know how you feel -"
"You support the status quo," she replies breathlessly. "You uphold the hegemonic structures that keep women down."
Sighing, I realize that there's no way I can get through to her right now. She's just a bundle of half-baked theories and regurgitated polemic. "This is really a conversation for Monday morning," I continue, struggling to maintain my composure. "I don't want you to take this the wrong way, but I hope you'll understand that if you don't leave my home right now, I'll be forced to call someone to make you leave."
"Are you threatening me?" she asks.
"I'm telling you that I need you to leave," I say firmly. "I think I've already indulged you more than I should, and it's time to make you understand that this is not acceptable." I wait for her to say something. "Leave," I add eventually. "Now."
She stares at me, and swear there's a hint of violence behind her eyes. The transformation of this mild-mannered girl into some kind of angry ball of hate is, to be honest, one of the most remarkable things I've ever seen in my professional career, and for a moment I start to worry that she might actually become physically violent. "Fine," she mutters eventually. "Monday morning. I'll rewrite that fucking essay again, and I'll do it exactly the way you want it, and then once you've seen that I can do it your way, maybe you'll find it easier to understand why I want to do it my own way." With that, she turns and walks away, strutting down the steps as if she thinks she just scored a point against me.
I stand and watch as she hurries along the street. Although there's a part of me that's worried she might come back and cause more trouble, I'm fairly confident that she'll leave me alone, at least until Monday morning. I never, ever thought that shy little Paula Clarke would confront me in such a direct, almost violent manner, and I'm still reeling from the forcefulness of her gaze. I guess I was right to be worried about her, and as I step back inside and push the door shut, I take extra care to ensure that the bolt is firmly pushed across. Maybe I'm being paranoid, but I can't help thinking that it's better to be safe. Paula seems a little unstable, and I wouldn't like to be too complacent.
Lost in thought, I head back through to the kitchen. The television news is still running in the background, but I can't stop thinking about Paula. I saw a new side to her tonight, and it's a side that makes her far more useful than I ever could have imagined. It's as if some dark and twisted god, grinning from ear to ear with malevolent glee, has delivered the perfect student to me, just at the moment when I need her the most. I don't have much time, but I think I can mold her fairly quickly. After all, her beliefs seem simple but deeply ingrained, which means I can use them to manipulate her. The poor little bitch won't even see what I'm doing until it's far too late, blinded instead by her rage and hate and fury. I was convinced that this little project would be a lonely, solitary affair, but now I'm going to have a little extra fun on the side. Poor Paula. She's right to be pissed off, but she's angry for all the wrong reasons. That's okay, though. By the time I'm finished with her, she'll be angry for the right reasons.
After dinner, I go through to the bathroom and stare at the corpse. Edward Hunter was a challenge, but this second victim is something else entirely. Three days to go.



Epilogue
 
It takes a while to work out what, exactly, Sam Gazade did to his second victim all those years ago. I want to copy his routine to the closest degree, so I spend a few hours attempting to determine the most likely order of his actions. Of course, his victim was still alive when he did all this, whereas mine has been dead for a few hours. I'm still working my way up to live subjects. It might take a while, and things would be much easier if I'd managed to get those books from the library before Paula fucking Clarke checked them out. Still, the internet's useful, but I'm wary of running any online searches that might raise red flags. I need to be careful here.
"Just a couple of hours left," says the news anchor, as the television flickers in the next room. "It's hard to say how many people we've got down here, but if I had to guess, I'd say there's close to five hundred, and the vast majority are supportive of the decision to execute Gazade. There were a few civil liberties campaigners loitering earlier, but they've mostly drifted away. I guess they sense that there's no way for the tide to be turned now."
The biggest problem I face is that Sam Gazade was originally focused on torture and mutilation. By all accounts, he thrived on his victims' attempts to fight him off, and although he bound and gagged them carefully, he seems to have always left a little wriggle-room. Maybe he liked to add a little extra thrill to proceedings; either way, it must have been a very deliberate decision, because I can't imagine a man like Gazade leaving anything to chance. He was methodical, and he always got what he wanted in the end.
"What do you think is going through Sam Gazade's mind right now?" the news anchor asks, as the camera pulls back to reveal an owlish-looking woman standing next to him. "I know it's pointless to speculate, but what do you think he's thinking about now that he's got just two hours until the big moment?"
"It's impossible to say," replies the guest a little churlishly. "Obviously he'll be visited by a priest, who'll offer him the chance to confess his sins and receive a final blessing. Whether he'll accept the priest's visit is another matter. There's certainly no indication so far that the man has any religious tendencies, but it's not entirely uncommon for men to convert in their final hours."
"You think he might be seeking forgiveness?" the anchor asks.
"I imagine it's possible," the guest replies. "It's not hard to believe that a murderer, facing his imminent death, might start to consider what comes next."
That confrontation with Paula Clarke is still annoying me, and maybe even hampering my ability to work properly. Paula had no right to come to my home and confront me, but at the same time I'm grateful that she allowed me to see another side to her personality. I'd never have guessed that she was capable of such unrestrained venom, and I can hardly believe that I've been so lucky as to have someone like her just arrive in my life when I need her. I'd been willing to complete my work alone, but the addition of Paula would be a wonderful extra, particularly since she seems to have such strong opinions about issues relating to violence and gender. I'm confident that I can manipulate her and make her see things my way, even if she tries to fight back.
"The point," says the guest on the news broadcast, "is that it's impossible for any of us to truly imagine what it must be like for any man to face his imminent execution. Does Gazade have regrets? I wouldn't have thought so. Does he feel fear? Almost certainly. I'm a firm believer that everyone believed in God eventually. Even if it's not until the very final moment of their life, as the light of their consciousness flickers and fades, every living thing ultimately will cling to the belief that somehow there's an afterlife. It's just an intrinsic part of being alive."
It's a good job I didn't go down to the prison tonight, because I'd definitely have beaten some sense into that dumb bitch. It's amazing how keenly these idiots line up to display their stupidity to the masses, when there are plenty of intelligent, erudite critics whose opinions are never sought. As I prepare to remove my victim's clothing, I can't help but imagine what I'd say if I was invited onto such a broadcast. I guess I'd try to educate the viewers, and I'd avoid coming up with dumb, thoughtless lines about purely speculative ideas. The last thing I'd do is spout the usual rubbish that gets recycled endlessly between the broadcasters.
"As we begin the final countdown," the news anchor continues, "we must of course take a moment to reflect that a man is going to lose his life here tonight, and no matter our thoughts about Mr. Gazade in particular, it would perhaps be wrong of us to celebrate death too openly. This is not a night for parties or jubilation. Rather, it's a night for sober contemplation of those thankfully rare instances when -"
As the screen goes silent, I place the remote control on the table. I've listened to enough of that damn anchor's rubbish over the past few days. It's not as if he's managed to add anything to the situation. He's just filling up dead air, and I've got better things to do. I've allowed myself to get distracted, but it's time to get on with the work at hand. There's a dead man in my bathroom, and I need to get on with the business of fixing his corpse. It's not that I'm dreading the job; it's more that there are other things I'd rather be doing. Still, this shouldn't take too long. I learned a lot when I mutilated the first body, so this one should definitely go a little faster. Heading back through to the bathroom, I crouch by the corpse and -
The hand twitches.
I stare, waiting to see it moves again.
Nothing.
Finally, I reach down and press two fingers against the body's neck. At first, I don't feel anything, but finally I'm able to detect the faintest pulse. I thought my second victim had been dead on the bathroom floor for a few hours, but the poor miserable bastard is still clinging to life. Sure, he's unconscious, but there's definitely a flicker of life left in him. My first instinct is to panic, but slowly a faint smile crosses my lips. Working on a corpse would just be repetitive; this time, I'm going to copy Sam Gazade much more closely. I'm going to torture a living person.



The Doll part I



Joanna Mason
 
"Are you sure about this?" Dawson asks as we wait in the governor's office. It's way past eleven, and Sam Gazade is due to be executed at midnight. Although he's been mostly quiet since we arrived, Dawson has been constantly watching me, as if he expects me to suddenly break down in tears.
"Why wouldn't I be sure?" I ask, grabbing a magazine from the coffee table and flicking through page after page of advice about interior design. Everything in the magazine looks so dull and pastel-colored, but I guess there must be people out there who like this kind of thing. Whenever I look at images from normal people's home - which isn't often, I have to admit - I feel as if I'm looking at pictures of a different species.
"I can go in if you like," he continues, his voice filled with concern. "If it's too much for you to see him, I can be the one who actually goes in and -"
"Why would it be too much?" I ask, carefully keeping my gaze focused on the magazine.
"I mean -"
"It's been a while," I point out, turning to him. "I can handle it."
"Sure," he says, before pausing for a moment. "If you change your mind, though, you don't have to come in with me."
"Who said you're coming in with me?" I ask. "I'm the one who has a connection to Gazade. I'm the one who should go in there. Alone."
Dawson stares at me for a moment. "You're kidding, right?"
"Why would I be kidding?" I ask. "If you think about it straight for a moment, you'll see that it's the best option. The chances of Gazade opening up are already slim, so we might as well do our best to see if we can make him talk."
"And you can handle seeing him again?"
"Jesus," I mutter, putting the magazine down. "Gazade's not gonna open up with you in the room, is he? He doesn't know you. The guy only talks to people who make him feel comfortable, or whatever the hell it is that goes on in his sick mind. The point is, he responds to people he's met before, and he responds to women. He never talks to men, and if you're in the room -"
"I can stop him manipulating you," he says, interrupting me.
"I'm not a child," I point out. "I can look after myself." I pause for a moment as I feel a twinge of pain in my chest. I need to take a pill, but I can't do it in front of Dawson without letting him see that something's wrong. "If there was another way, I'd say go for it," I continue, "but there's isn't, so we can't."
"But -"
Before he can finish, the door opens and Governor Hazel Lockley steps into the room. There's a pained, concerned look in her eyes, as if she wishes Dawson and I would just vanish into thin air rather than cause her any more problems. I don't blame her. The eyes of the nation are on this prison tonight, and any fuck-ups could cause serious embarrassment.
"I'm sorry to have kept you waiting," she says, clearly distracted.
"So I can see him, right?" I say, getting to my feet.
She opens her mouth to reply, but something seems to be holding her back.
"This is a matter of life and death," I continue. "We believe that Sam Gazade has crucial information that might -"
"I know," she says firmly, interrupting me. "The diary. I know. Believe me, Judge Wentworth was very keen to stress that point over and over again on the phone just now. You have a very persuasive advocate for your needs, Ms. Mason."
"If this new killer has found Sam Gazade's diary," I continue, "we have to know what he wrote. It's no longer an academic discussion. The diary gives the new killer an advantage over us, and if Gazade dies without telling us what we need to know -"
"You can see him," she says, clearly annoyed. "I have no legal powers to stop you, but I need you to give me an undertaking that this process won't interfere in any way with the procedure we have in place. That man is still going to be executed at midnight, and the only gap in the schedule comes when he's having his final meal, which will be..." She checks her watch. "Right about now," she adds, before pausing for a moment. "Is there no other way? Do you really need to disrupt things like this?"
"We don't have any other options right now," Dawson says. "It's a long-shot, but Sam Gazade might tell us what we need to know."
"He's never told anyone anything," Lockley points out.
"He's never been twenty minutes from death before," I reply firmly. "Maybe that kind of realization will change how he sees things. He has to see that there's no point clinging to his final secret."
"A death-bed change of heart?" she replies, raising a skeptical eyebrow. "You of all people should know that Sam Gazade is a singularly loathsome piece of work, Ms. Mason. He's a vile, psychopathic misogynist with a taste for cutting women into pieces. He's a symbol of everything that's wrong with our society, and I have no doubt that he'll very much enjoy taking this so-called secret to his grave."
"We're wasting time," I reply. "Just get me in there for five minutes and let me try talking to him."
"Are you going alone?" she asks.
"No," Dawson says.
"Yes," I add.
"Fine," Dawson replies, taking a seat. He's clearly not happy with the decision, but he knows there's no point arguing with me. Over the years, we've had plenty of 'discussions' about important matters, and I've won almost every time. Besides, I can tell he's worried about me, and he probably doesn't want to push me too far. Dawson knows what I went through twelve years ago, before I managed to get away from Gazade.
"This way," Lockley says.
As we make our way out of her office and along the dark corridor, there's a palpable sense of tension in the air. Frankly, I'm amazed we managed to persuade her, but I guess it helps that I was able to get a couple of local judges to support my case. Lockley has a reputation as a bureaucrat, and she's widely rumored to be planning to enter politics in a couple of years. All she cares about is getting Gazade executed with the minimum amount of fuss, and I was able to make her see that letting me see Gazade would create less fuss than forcing me to seek an official halt to the process. She's nervy, but I've already promised her that if this meeting delivers results, I'll be sure to give her plenty of credit in the media. She can sniff the chance of some glory, and she can't resist.
Reaching into my pocket, I take out a bottle of pills and try to open the lid as discreetly as possible. Unfortunately, as I tip a pill into my hand and then replace the lid, Lockley glances at me, and I can see the curiosity in her eyes.
"You okay?" she asks.
"Fine," I say, swallowing the pill.
"Want some water with that?"
"No."
She smiles.
"Allergies," I mutter, putting the bottle back in my pocket.
"What are you allergic to?" she asks. "Prisons? Bad ideas?"
"Pretty much everything," I mutter, still feeling the pain in my chest as I try to hide my impatience at the fact that the pills don't work faster. "Oxygen. Life itself."
"Tell me this isn't personal," Lockley says suddenly, turning to me as we reached the door to Gazade's holding area. "Tell me that you really need to see him for a case, and that this isn't some bizarre, fucked-up attempt to deal with your own emotional problems, Ms. Mason. Because I swear to God, this prison is not here to serve as a forum for your scars to be battled out, no matter how deep they might be."
I smile, having anticipated some kind of outburst.
"Tell me it isn't personal," she says again.
"It isn't personal," I reply with a hint of a smile.
"Tell me it isn't a waste of time."
"It's not a waste of time."
"Tell me you're telling the truth."
I smile.
"You think I want to look into that man's eyes again?" I continue. "After what he did to me? After what he tried to do to me? I was planning to spend tonight in a bar, drinking a hell of a lot of whiskey, so coming down to your rundown prison really isn't my idea of a good time!"
"I don't give a fuck about looking into his eyes," she replies. "All I care about is a clean and ordered process that delivers that man to the table in..." She checks her watch again. "Seventeen minutes. With five to go, he'll be led through. You haven't got long, Ms. Mason, and I just hope you're not on some kind of personal crusade. Gazade can be tricky, but he's finally accepted his fate. Don't disrupt him. All that matters is that at five minutes past midnight, I've got his dead body on a slab, ready to be taken away, cremated, and tossed in the garbage."
"Does he know I'm coming?" I ask.
She shakes her head.
"Great," I say, taking a deep breath. "I guess it's gonna be a nice surprise for him." I pause for a moment, as I finally realize that I'm about to come face to face once again with the man who killed all those women and then tried to kill me. He came damn close, too, and there's not a day that goes past without my mind wandering onto thoughts of what might have happened if I hadn't been able to get free. "So when can I go in?" I ask, trying to hide my nerves. I'm not sure how I'm going to react when I see his face again, and I want to get that initial moment of shock out of the way.
She stares at me for a moment, and finally a faint smile crosses her lips. I'm pretty sure she's seen past my bluster and she knows that I'm worried. I'm not sure whether that's because I've accidentally let the mask slip, or because she just figures it'd be impossible for someone in my situation not to be scared.
"What are you waiting for?" she asks, taking a step back. "You have fifteen minutes, Detective Mason. Use them wisely, because once they're over, Sam Gazade is going to be unavailable for questioning. Permanently."
Reaching down, I turn the handle and pull the door open. Glancing into the room, it takes a moment for the shadows to become recognizable shapes, and finally I see him, and he slowly turns to me. There's a moment, just a moment, where it seems as if his blank eyes don't recognize me at all; finally, however, his gaze comes alive and I realize that he knows exactly who I am. With a shiver, I realize that he seems pleased to see me.



Paula Clarke
 
The crowd is huge tonight. There must be close to a thousand people on the grass opposite the gates of the prison, waiting for the news that Sam Gazade has finally been executed for his crimes. The atmosphere is a strange combination of anticipation and fear, as if some of these people don't even know why they're here. I guess some are just tourists, coming so they can feel that they're part of something; others, maybe, are victims or friends of victims, people who actually have a stake in Gazade's death.
And then there's me.
I have no business being here, of course. I'm not kidding myself. Sam Gazade never touched me, never hurt me, never even came anywhere near me. I know of him only through articles, interviews and news reports, plus a few essays I've written for college where I've touched upon his case. There's a part of me that worries I've allowed myself to get too close to the whole thing, like all the other vultures who've flocked here tonight for a shot of adrenalin. Then again, my interest is purely academic. I'm not like all these breathless, panting idiots who want to share in the moment of Gazade's death.
I'm different.
For most of these people, tonight marks the end of Gazade's story. To me, it's just the start of the next phase. From my point of view, Sam Gazade is a fascinating cultural phenomenon, and that fascination will continue past his death. It'll twist and mutate, and change and morph, but it'll still exist long after the vultures have gone home. None of these idiots could actually kill someone in cold blood. They're coward, mostly, but they're drawn here so they can share in the mob's blood-lust. They'd love to have the courage to pull the trigger or slide the knife into someone's gut, but at least this way they can make themselves feel as if they're participating in a murder. It's human nature to kill other humans. The people in this crowd are trying to reconnect with a side of their lives that has been washed away by conformity and blandness, but which they're too timid to grab for themselves.
"Water?" asks a voice nearby.
Turning, I see a friendly-looking man holding out a plastic cup of water. I check over my shoulder, assuming he's addressing someone else, but finally I realize that the water's for me. It's a gesture that seems both generous and demeaning at the same time. I should probably be grateful, but instead I want to punch the guy to the ground.
"I don't..." I start to say, feeling intensely uncomfortable. "I mean..."
"It's free," he says earnestly. The top of his face doesn't quite match the bottom: he's smiling, but his eyes are fearful and expectant. "I'm from St. Mary's on Sycamore Street. We're providing free refreshments for people tonight." He waits for me to take the water, but finally he puts the cup back on a small portable table that he and a couple of colleagues are using as their makeshift base. "If you change your mind," he continues, "just come and let us know. The Lord wouldn't want anyone to go hungry or thirsty out here."
I stare at him for a moment. "Go fuck yourself," I say eventually.
He opens his mouth to reply, but finally he realizes what I just said to him.
"If you offer me any more of your water," I continue, keeping my voice low so that no-one else in the crowd can hear me, "I'll fucking hurt you."
With that, I turn and hurry away. God, I hate people like that. He seemed so earnest and so desperate to please, but that simple cup of water was symbolic of a far deeper kind of paternalistic desire. He probably saw me as some kind of hopeless, helpless little woman who couldn't be trusted to look after herself on a cold night. As I hurry across the grass, I can't help but look back at the idiot and stop to watch as he hands out more cups of water. He's a perfect example of the way society tries to control people like me, forcing us into narrow definitions. The world would be a better place if people had to think for themselves, rather than basing their actions on pre-existing paradigms.
"I don't know why they don't just get on with it," says a woman standing nearby, rubbing her arms for warmth. "Why wait until midnight?" They know they're gonna kill the bastard, so they should just do it."
"You know what bugs me?" replies a man, probably her husband or lover, as he puts a controlling arm around her. "They spend so much money on these executions. Why not just put a bullet in the back of the asshole's head and be done with it? It's not like the budget's overflowing."
"I heard they're running short of the drugs they need for executions," the woman says. "Apparently they held the last batch specifically for this asshole, just to make sure there wouldn't be any problems."
"It sucks," the man replies. "They should just slit their throats and toss their corpses into a pig pen."
I stop near this couple, figuring that it'd be useful to listen to them talk crap for a few minutes. It's not that I hate everyone in the world; it's just that I recognize stupidity in all its forms, and I can't blind myself to the many examples on display tonight. These people are pathetic. I've always felt, ever since I was just a kid, that the vast majority of people are completely worthless. In every generation, there can only be a few people who exhibit any kind of real individuality or any sign of being remarkable.
"Sam Gazade's a monster," the woman mutters, sounding so safe and secure in her beliefs.
"A monster who'll be dead soon," the guy says, checking his watch. "Just fifteen minutes to go. I hope he's scared. I hope he's fucking terrified in there. I don't care how much he wants to be some kind of defiant asshole, he knows what's coming to him. I just wish they had cameras in the room so we could watch as they fill his body with drugs."
"He's probably having his final meal," the woman says, with contempt in her voice. "He's probably having a feast, all paid for by the rest of us idiots. He's probably laughing as he tucks into all that gourmet food."
"At least he'll be dead within an hour," the man replies, giving the woman a paternalistic hug. "The world'll be a better place without that monster. We'll all be safer."
"And what about all the other monsters?" I reply, unable to hold myself back any longer. "What about the monsters you don't even see? What about the ones you think are safe, the ones who walk our streets without harm?"
They both turn to me, seemingly shocked by my outburst. They obviously feel so safe and certain in their little world that a dose of reality brings their delusions crashing down. I'd pity them, if I wasn't so horrified by all the damage that they allow to happen around them. They're part of the rot that's infecting our world.
"Excuse me?" the man asks, his face a vision of blank incomprehension and stupidity.
"You're a monster," I spit back at him. "Everyone who supports a cruel, unequal society is a monster."
"Come on," the man says, leading the woman away from me. They obviously think I'm some kind of idiot, but I'm only telling them the truth. The word 'monster' is so broad, it could apply to almost anyone. I've always felt it's more appropriate to describe Gazade as a kind of cancerous growth that became swollen and started to cause maximum damage. Unfortunately, just because Gazade's going to die tonight, there's no guarantee that his threat hasn't already spread. Just like a tumor, he could yet prove to have left behind a reminder of his danger.
"Fuck it," I reply, turning and hurrying away through the crowd. I don't know why the hell I just spoke to those idiots, but I'm starting to feel a strange, growing sense of nausea in my belly. By the time I get to the back of the crowd, I'm almost dizzy and I have to kneel on the ground. Someone comes over to check if I'm okay, but I push them away. Taking a series of deep breaths, I try to force myself to stay calm, and finally I feel my body returning to normal. Damn it, I wish I didn't react so badly to simple conversations. Bringing up some phlegm from the back of my throat, I spit it out onto the ground before a strange, tightening sensation starts to grow in my head. Crawling further away from the crowd, hoping to get out of sight, I finally stop and let out a gasp of pain.
It's as if something's burning in my gut, destroying my body second by second. I hold my breath, hoping that I might be able to make it stop, but this time nothing seems to be working.
It feels worse this time.



Joanna Mason
 
Staring at me from behind the glass screen that separates us, Sam Gazade seems amused by my presence. He doesn't look to have changed much since the last time I saw him; he has that same grin, and those same dark, ringed eyes. Still, at least the fact that he recognizes me means that we don't need to bother with a formal re-introduction.
"I wasn't expecting a visitor," he mutters finally, before cutting off a piece of stake and putting it in his mouth. He chews slowly and thoughtfully for a moment. "You'll forgive me if I continue my meal. Time's a little pressing tonight. I trust your presence doesn't mean that there have been any changes to the schedule? I've become rather accustomed to the current plan, and I abhor uncertainty." He pauses. "You've got a slight limp, Detective Mason. Is that from our last encounter? I didn't think I'd gone deep enough to cause permanent damage."
"We think someone found your diary," I say, determined to get this over with as quickly as possible. "There have been certain... developments that could only have occurred if someone had access to the pages you warned us about. There's already been one death, with all the pieces in place, and it looks likely that there'll be more." I wait for him to reply. "Obviously it's unlikely to be a coincidence that this has started up on the anniversary of your first attack, and so shortly before your scheduled execution."
He stares at me for a moment. "Huh," he says finally, before eating another mouthful of steak. "And how are you doing these days, Detective Mason? You look good. A little older, but that's only to be expected. Youth's vigor can't last forever, and you have wiser eyes. For a woman, anyway. I'm sure age and gravity have caused some parts of your body to sag a little, though. I hope you don't mind the question, but have you fully recovered from our last encounter? Physically, I mean. Obviously it's impossible to recover mentally. I know I haven't. You're the same, aren't you? You're struggling. You're in pain. By the way, how's your hip?"
"Go fuck yourself," I say, before I can stop myself.
He smiles.
"I need to know where you hid the diary," I tell him, carefully regathering my composure. I just let my mask slip, and I can't afford to do that again. "If we can work out how the new killer found it, maybe we can get some insight into his or her identity."
"And how do I know it's really been found?" he replies. "How do I know this isn't just a last-minute attempt to get me to give up its location? I was expecting you to try something long ago, you know. I was certain you wouldn't be able to ignore that last little piece of the mystery. Going to be hard to convince me. Going to be very hard. Going to be impossible, maybe."
"He carved the symbol into his first victim's flesh," I tell him. "The symbol that you told us about. No-one else ever knew it existed, so the only way anyone could replicate it would be if they had the diary."
"Huh," he replies, clearly taken aback for a moment. "I suppose that's rather conclusive, is it not?"
"The body was mutilated in exactly the same way as your first victim," I continue, "apart from the fact that it was more rotten, which we put down to the fact that perhaps the killer got his or her timing wrong. This leads us to believe that she's someone who's unused to killing, perhaps someone who doesn't relish the act itself."
"Her?" he says, raising an eyebrow. "You don't seriously think a woman could do this kind of thing, do you?"
"As a matter of fact," I reply flatly, "I do."
"So I have a protege?" he asks with a faint smile. "How fascinating. It's a shame I won't be able to stick around and watch his work, but at least I can take some comfort from the knowledge that my work will continue." He pauses. "I've come to terms with my imminent demise, Ms. Mason. I've been able to see it as merely a part of the way the natural world works. In fact, I was hoping I might bump into you sometime. I was meaning to ask if you had a similar epiphany all those years ago, when you thought you were about to die. Did you come to terms with your imminent death?" He pauses. "Have you come to terms with it? To know your death is coming? To know the end is here? To know it's all over?"
"It's my belief," I continue, carefully ignoring his attempts to get me riled, "that someone is copying your original murders, but with men this time instead of women. Someone's switching the genders."
"So that's why you think it might be a woman wielding the knives?" he asks, with a hint of curiosity in his voice. "How delightfully reductive."
"It's quite possibly," I reply. "I'm hoping that you might decide to help us find out for sure. Where did this person find your diary?"
"Where I left it, I imagine."
"And where was that?"
"Where do you think?"
"Cut the games," I reply firmly. "In case you've forgotten, you don't have a lot of time left."
"I don't?" he replies, pretending to be shocked for a moment. "Oh, of course. I almost forget."
"So where did you hide the diary?" I continue. "Where did this person find it?"
He smiles, before cutting off another piece of steak and placing it in his mouth. Once again, he chews slowly. "The most disappointing part of life in this prison," he says after a moment, "is that there are so many women working here. When they asked me what I'd like for my final meal, I said I didn't really care, but that I didn't want it cooked by the bitch who normally runs the kitchen. I told them to ditch her for the night and get her male assistant to take over. Can you believe that a man accepted the position of working beneath a woman? He must have some serious self-esteem issues. Either that, or he's after some pussy." He pauses. "Anyway, they accepted my request, and now I have a very well-prepared steak. Cooked by a man, of course. Die with a full stomach. Die satisfied. Die before my next bowel movement."
"Where did you hide your diary?" I ask again, already starting to tire of having to ask that same question so many times.
"I feel as if I'm being studied," he says eventually. "It's quite a compliment, in a way. I feel as if someone is taking an academic interest in my work. To be honest, all those years ago, it never occurred to me to kill a man. As you know, it was women I wanted, and it was women I took. The thought of cutting up a man's body is somewhat disturbing, but I guess it takes all sorts to make a world. If it's truly a woman who has started copying my actions, Detective Mason, you'll have no problem finding her. He'll, she'll probably fuck the whole thing up pretty quickly."
"I have cancer," I say suddenly, surprising myself with my honesty.
He stares at me.
"I'm having a double mastectomy soon," I continue, my voice trembling, "so in a way, twelve years later, the cancer is completing the work you started." I pause for a moment. "The scars have healed," I add eventually, "but they're still there. And now I guess they're going to get opened up again. And yes, sometimes I do have a slight limp, mainly when it's cold. Another reason to fucking hate snow."
He continues to stare at me, and slowly a smile spread across his lips. "How wonderful," he says eventually. "It's as if the world itself wants my work to continue. Perhaps your body was excited by the prospect of my knife, and has found... other, more respectable ways to get the job done. I assume the surgery is something you've chosen, Ms. Mason? No-one's going to tie you down and force it upon you, are they?"
"It's the only chance to stop the cancer spreading."
"And you want to stop the cancer spreading?"
"I'd rather not die."
"Everyone dies," he says with a smile. "As I'm very, very aware right now."
"Not of cancer," I point out. "Not rake-thin with yellow skin in a hospital bed, eaten away on the inside. I'd rather -"
He waits for me to finish. "Rather what?" he asks eventually.
"I'd rather find your diary," I say firmly.
"So the surgery is your choice," he says. "My God, do you realize what that means? If you'd just let me cut off your breasts twelve years ago, and then got free, I'd basically have saved your life. How's that for irony?" He pauses. "Damn it, I can't help wishing tonight's events could be postponed. If it were possible, would you have let me see them after they'd been removed? Your breasts, I mean. I'd like to see them on a slab. Would you have let me have that honor. I'd like to -"
"Where did you hide the diary?"
"What's wrong?" he replies. "Can't your female brain work it out? Bitch of a puzzle, huh? Bitch of a trick. Bitch of a game."
"Where did you hide the diary?"
"Are you okay, Detective Mason?" he asks, leaning a little closer. "You look rather green around the gills."
"I'm fine," I say firmly. "The point is..." I pause. Moments ago, I felt as if I had a perfectly good reason to tell Gazade about my cancer, and about my upcoming operation. Suddenly those reasons have dissipated and I feel as if I made a terrible mistake. I guess the pill I took is finally kicking in, but as well as taking away the pain, the drugs have also clouded my judgment. It's getting harder and harder to think straight. "The point is," I continue slowly, "I can't force you to help me, but I hope you might see that you have one final chance to show that you're sorry for everything happened."
"I'm not sorry," he replies. "This copycat, or whatever it is, doesn't interest me very much. You interest me, though, especially now that -"
"This isn't about me," I say firmly, interrupting him. I swore I wouldn't let him get under my skin, but right now I feel as if I'm losing control. The problem is, this fog in my mind is causing me to get frustrated, and I need to find some way to calm down. I should never have taken that pill. I was weak. I should have just accepted the pain and kept my mind clear. "This is about saving lives."
"Since when did I ever give a damn about saving lives?" he asks. "Face it. You can't give me one good reason to help you." He glances up at the clock. "I'm going to be taken out of here in a few minutes' time and executed, and there's nothing you can offer me that could ever make me give you any information. I want to die, Ms. Mason. I'm happy with it." He smiles. "What about you? You must be thinking about your own mortality, mustn't you? Have you achieved the comfort that I've achieved?" He stands up and walks over to me, stopping just a few inches away on the other side of the glass. "Do you envy me?"
"Please help me," I reply, aware that this meeting isn't going too well. Without the cancer drugs in my system, I'd be able to think better, but I feel as if I'm struggling to remain coherent. "You killed those women because you thought they were beneath you," I continue. "You killed them because you wanted to prove your superiority. Now there's a woman out there. A weak, pathetic woman, with your diary in her hands, and she's using it to kill men. Doesn't that make you sick, Sam? Doesn't it make you sick to your stomach to think that a woman is going around, killing men? It should be the other way, shouldn't it? It's an abomination of nature, so why don't you help me stop it?"
He stares at me, and for a moment it looks as if I'm getting through to him.
"What drugs have they got you on?" he asks eventually. "For the cancer, I mean. Your pupils are very small right now, Ms. Mason. Whatever you're taking, it looks to be affecting you mentally."
"It doesn't matter."
"Doesn't it?" He smiles. "You used to have such a strong reputation. I've kept up with your career, you know. I spotted your name in newspapers now and then, and I always got the impression that you were regarded by your peers as something of a genius. I doubt your faculties are able to withstand a generous dose of chemotherapy, though, and those pupils look awfully small."
"Help me stop this killer," I say firmly, trying to hide my anger. The truth is, he's right. I am struggling to keep my head together.
"You're on chemotherapy, aren't you?" He leans closer to the glass and sniffs at the small holes that are supposed to make it easier for us to hear one another. "Your breath smells pretty funky. Somewhat... chemical. You're on something to help keep the cancer from spreading until the operation. You've probably got some dull, jobsworth doctor who's promised you surgery in the next few weeks, and until then he wants to retard the spread of the cancer as much as possible. Am I right?"
"This isn't about me," I say firmly.
"Those drugs'll kill you if you give them long enough," he continues. "Just like the drugs they're gonna pump into me tonight. We're in kind of the same boat, except I assume your doctors are still claiming they can save your life." He smiles. "Is it worth it? Lose your tits, fill your body with poison, and... what? Live? Die? Are you so desperate to cling to life, that you'll let them hack away at you until there's nothing left? Even if it means that you're barely alive at all?"
"Help me stop -"
"The old Joanna Mason," he continues, interrupting me, "the woman I remember from twelve years ago, might have been able to persuade me. She was smart. She scared me, a little. I'd never met a truly intelligent woman before, and I have to admit, she made me question my beliefs." He pauses. "But now? The new Joanna Mason, the one doped up on cancer drugs, has lost her edge. You're just another dumb whore. I don't need to help you in this case. If some stupid bitch is trying to copy my murders, she'll soon fail. No woman has the mental capacity to operate at such a high level. The only exception to that rule, and I mean the only exception, was you. Once. But that was an aberration, and one that is clearly being corrected."
"You haven't changed," I reply. "Twelve years after I stopped you, you still think women are inferior to men. You still cling to that belief, like some kind of philosophical dinosaur."
"You might have tits and a pussy," he says with a smile, "but you've got the brain of a man, Ms. Mason. I recognized that right from the start. Are you quite sure there's not a cock hidden down there in your underwear?"
"You're an idiot," I tell him.
"An idiotic man is still better than the smartest woman," he sneers. "Ask any child who's ever seen his mother's weaknesses, or any man who's ever tried to talk rationally to a woman. They're all failures. The only women who've ever achieved anything have done so by sublimating their feminine sides and embracing masculinity."
"You're wrong," I reply. "The new killer -"
"Will fail," he says, taking a step back as footsteps approach the door. "If it's a woman, she'll fuck up sooner or later. I guarantee it. She'll get her monthly visit from the blood fairy and her anger'll get the better of her, or she'll let her hormones push her into a mistake."
Behind me, the door swings open and I hear several sets of footsteps entering the room.
"I'm sorry," Gazade says, with a sense of calm that I've never heard in his voice before. "Our time seems to be up, Ms. Mason. I'm afraid I have a pressing engagement. Just like you, I'm going to be pumped full of drugs. The only difference is, mine will kill me a lot faster than yours will kill you."



Paula Clarke
 
I don't know how long I have to wait, but eventually the nausea passes. I can still hear the noise of the crowd, and for a moment I worry that I might have blacked out for the news of Gazade's death, but finally I get to my feet and realize that everyone's still waiting.
Checking my watch, I see that it's a couple of minutes before midnight.
I don't know exactly what's wrong with me, but I get these cramps a couple of times a week, usually after a prolonged experience to idiots. It's as if my mind can't take the stupidity and starts pummeling my body, sending wave after wave of pain through my chest and arms. I tried going to see a doctor about it once, but the guy I saw was an asshole and he couldn't even be bothered to run any tests. All he cared about was cashing my check, so I told him to go fuck himself halfway during the consultation. Storming out felt good, but I haven't bothered to go see another doctor since. They're all the same.
Walking slowly back toward the crowd, I pause for a moment, staring at the lights of the prison. Somewhere in there, Sam Gazade is about to die for his crimes. The truth is, I don't agree with the death penalty at all, but I can't deny that on a primitive level I'm pleased that the guy is going to be wiped from existence. The problem is, Gazade is just the tip of the iceberg. I remember, as a kid, watching the live TV broadcasts of his trial, and I was stunned by his misogynistic rants. At first, I thought he was an aberration, a deviation from the norm, and it was only later that I realized he was merely articulating the same kind of ideas that most people keep secret. If Sam Gazade's a monster, it's only because he dares come into the open while all the other monsters in our society are too scared to show themselves.
"You okay?" asks a man standing nearby.
Turning, I see that he's kinda old, maybe in his sixties. He reminds me a little of my grandfather, which instantly sets me on edge. It takes a moment before I realize he's the guy who offered me water earlier. Apparently he just can't stop trying to help people, even when they clearly don't need or want anything to do with him.
"Sorry," he continues, smiling faintly in an obvious effort to put me at ease, "I just thought you looked a little off color."
I stare at him, trying to work out what he wants. He's quite good at pretending to care, but he obviously has some kind of ulterior motive. It's probably sex. Even though he's old, he probably has a raging libido and he thinks he can lure close so he can swing a furtive feel. It's disgusting to think that he'll probably go home tonight and jerk off while thinking about me. I want to grab him right now and rip his goddamn balls off.
"You cold?" he asks, taking off his coat. "You can borrow my jacket if you want -"
"No," I say firmly, disgusted by the offer.
"Sure? It's an old fleece, but it's warm."
"Fuck your jacket," I mutter, grabbing the coat and tossing it to the ground. Before he has a chance to say anything, I intentionally walk straight across the cheap bundle of fabric before continuing on my way, heading directly through the crowd. That old asshole was clearly trying to lure me into some kind of trap, but I'm too smart to be easily fooled. I've seen what men do when they lull women into a false sense of security, and there's no way I'm going to be that dumb again. Not ever.
"Excuse me?" says a nearby voice.
Stopping, I turn to see a girl standing nearby. She's about my age, wearing a thick jacket to keep herself warm, and she's staring at me as if she's confused by something. I'm instantly struck by her dumb, guileless expression, and by the fact that she's clearly not very intelligent.
"Jesus," she continues, "you should really watch that language."
"What are you talking about?" I ask, already feeling impatient.
"All those curse words you just shouted out," she says. "This isn't the kind of place or time for language like that. If you wanna be so crude, maybe you should go somewhere more appropriate. Like a biker bar or something."
"What the fuck do you mean?" I ask. "I didn't say anything."
"Uh, yeah," she says, as if I'm an idiot. "You were shouting out a whole load of pretty strong curse words." Suddenly a young kid, no more than seven or eight years old, steps out from behind her, looking nervous and a little scared. "I just don't think you should talk like that when there are children present," the woman continues. "It's not right."
"Uh, no," I reply, feeling a sense of panic in the pit of my stomach, "I really wasn't." I quickly turn and walk away, hurrying through the crowd before that dumb bitch can make any more false claims. I don't know what her problem was, but I'm pretty sure I'd know if I'd been talking out loud, especially if I was shouting. Besides, she's the one who brought a goddamn child to a fucking execution. I don't think she's gonna be winning any parenting awards, that's for damn sure.
"Bitch," I whisper.
"Don't worry," says another voice standing next to me. "People are assholes. Just ignore them."
"Totally," I reply, taking a deep breath as I try to stay calm.
"You're right about Gazade," the voice continues. "I'm glad you can see the truth. No-one else can."
I turn, but after a moment I realize that there's no-one within a couple of meters. I turn all the way around, trying to work out where that voice came from, but there's definitely no sign of anyone. I catch a couple of creepy stares from other people, but I ignore them and return my gaze to the gate and, beyond, the prison itself. That last voice was kinda weird, but I guess someone must have just spoken and then run off into the crowd. It's the only logical explanation.
Checking my watch, I see that it's time. Right about now, Sam Gazade is getting ready to be finished off. The king of monsters is going to be executed by a society that can't face its own image, and then everyone'll go home and tell themselves that monsters never win. The only problem is, they're wrong, because they're monsters too.



Joanna Mason
 
"Just a couple more minutes!" I say, hurrying along the corridor alongside Lockley. "You can wait a few minutes, can't you? No-one has to know. There's always a delay getting the news out anyway, so let me use that delay to ask him some more questions. I was just starting to get through to him."
"You really weren't," she replies sternly, "and there's no way I'm going to delay this execution by even a second." As we get to the door at the end of the corridor, she turns to me. "I gave you what you wanted, Ms. Mason. I'm sorry it wasn't enough, and I'm sorry you weren't able to pull a miracle out of your ass. From what I've heard, miracles used to be your specialty, but this is one miracle too far."
"Please -"
"He clearly didn't have any intention of helping you," she replies, interrupting me. "He was playing with you, Ms. Mason, and you were too blind to see the truth. I could let you spend all day, every day with that man for the rest of your life, and you'd never get a straight answer from him." She pauses. "It's pathetic, really. I expected someone with your reputation to be a little more focused."
"I can get through to him!" I insist, before suddenly realizing that there's only one way she could know for certain that I didn't have any luck. "You were listening," I say after a moment, shocked that in my drug-addled state I didn't consider the possibility - in fact, the probability - that someone would be keeping tabs on my conversation with Gazade. She must have heard everything, including the conversation about my cancer.
"Of course," she says with a faint smile. "By the way, I'm sorry to learn that you're ill. I hope the surgery is a success."
I open my mouth to reply to her, but suddenly I spot movement nearby and I realize that Dawson is getting closer. The last thing I need is for him to know that I'm sick, so I figure I need to change the subject.
"Sam Gazade -" I start to say.
"You're very brave," she continues, interrupting me. "You must be so strong, to continue with your work at such a difficult time."
"I just have one more question," I say firmly. "One question that could save five or six lives. Is that too much to ask?"
"You should have asked it already," she replies. "I've heard about you, Ms. Mason. I've heard you're smart, but right now you're being extremely dumb. Sam Gazade has been sitting in this prison for twelve years, and he's never shown even the slightest sign that he might decide to cooperate with the search for that diary. It's crazy for you to think that he might somehow repent at the last minute and start talking. That's not how things work. The man's sick, and it's too late to get anything useful from him."
"Let's get out of here," Dawson says as he reaches us. "It was pointless coming here."
"You still have to hook him up to the equipment," I continue, desperate to get this bitch to help me. "That'll take a couple of minutes, at least." Checking my watch, I see that it's two minutes to midnight. "Give me one more minute," I add, "and I swear to God, I'll give you all the credit in the world if we manage to get any results. I'll tell the media that you single-handedly helped us to catch whoever's out there committing these copycat murders."
"I don't need your credit," she says, but she seems a little less certain than before. Once again, it looks as if the prospect of public praise might make her see things differently.
"One question," I continue. "One minute. Please!"
"Jo," Dawson says, putting a hand on my shoulder. "Let's -"
"No," I say firmly, pushing his hand away as I keep my gaze focused on Lockley. "This is our last chance. If you don't let me in there to ask this one final question, there'll never be another chance. More people will die, and I'll make damn sure your name's dragged through the mud."
"Are you blackmailing me?" Lockley asks, with a stunned look in her eyes.
"Of course she's not," Dawson says, trying to be diplomatic. "Jo, let's leave. We have other options."
"I'm telling you the various outcomes," I reply, keeping my gaze fixed on Lockley. "That's all. No-one's blackmailing anyone. I'm simply being absolutely honest about my intentions."
She pauses, and I can see that she's considering my offer. "One question," she says finally, "and one minute. After that, you're out. Got it?"
I nod.
"And no-one can know about this," she continues. "Not unless it actually produces a lead, anyway. Is that understood?"
Turning away with a sigh, she pushes the door open and leads me into the execution chamber. It's a fairly small room, almost an exact cube, and Sam Gazade is already flat on his back on a bed, while a couple of technicians work to prepare the various machines. He looks almost like a doll, tied down and barely able to move. On the far side of the room, there's a black curtain covering what appears to be a small window. The whole place seems unbearably sterile, and as I step into the room I'm struck by the realization that this entire place is designed for death.
"This is highly irregular," Lockley mutters, before turning to one of the technicians. "Is everything ready?"
"Just give us a couple of minutes," the technician replies, carefully taking a small glass jar from a nearby refrigerator. "We're almost ready to introduce the dose. We just need to strap him down a little more first and prepare the computer."
With tight leather straps around his wrists and feet, and a metal brace holding his head in place, Gazade still manages to tilt his eyes enough to see me. There's a curious look on his face, and I'm still not exactly hopeful that he'll give me any useful information. Still, I have to hope that he might have a sudden change of heart as he prepares for his final moments. Sam Gazade has always seemed like a complete psychopath, but I have to believe that somewhere deep down there's a part of him that can still be useful. The 'old' Joanna Mason would have been able to pick him apart and get the right result, but with these drugs in my system, I'm barely able to think straight.
"Your one minute starts now," Lockley says, before turning to an attendant near the door. "Don't open the curtain until this woman has left the room. I don't want the witnesses to see this." She turns back to face me. "Make it count, Detective Mason. You've already caused enough drama. Make sure it was worth the fuss."
Pushing past her, I walk over to Gazade and stare down at him for a moment. I wish I knew the magic word that would unlock his cooperation, but as much as I hate to admit it, I'm feeling pretty helpless right now. The worst part is, I know Gazade can see my hesitation, and he's loving it.
"Come to see me off?" he asks, his voice sounding less certain than before. "I knew you wouldn't be able to resist. Everyone else said you'd stay away, but -"
"Shut up," I say firmly, as one of the technicians slips a needle into his arm, ready for the introduction of the lethal drugs. "You have one chance," I continue, "and one chance only, to do the right thing. Deep down, you have to know that this copycat could kill a lot more people before we catch her. She might even exceed your total -"
"Bullshit," he spits back at me.
"A mere woman," I continue, hoping against hope that I might have got through to his darker side, "beating the great Sam Gazade at his own game. Doesn't that make you sick? Doesn't that make you want to intervene and ensure the natural order's restored? Remember, she has an advantage over you. She saw how you were caught. She knows what you did wrong, and she can make sure she does better. By the end of this, she'll be the one everyone remembers, and you'll just be a footnote in her story."
"That's impossible," he mutters.
"Is it?" Staring at him, I realize that maybe, just maybe, this is working. Gazade was always a misogynist, driven to kill by her desire to exhibit his superiority over the women he lured back to his apartment. It's that same misogyny, combined with an overbearing and unrestrained ego, that I'm hoping to exploit right now. The only problem is, I'm struggling to concentrate. It's as if there's a kind of fog in my mind.
"You're not really with us tonight, are you?" Gazade asks. "You see out of sorts, Detective Mason. Are those drugs working their wonders again? Please, don't push yourself on my account." He grins. "Does it scare you? Death, I mean. I've come to terms with it. Do you envy me? I remember what it's like to be terrified. Would you like me to tell you the secret?"
"Fuck you," I say quietly, fighting the frustration that's starting to boil up through my soul. "You're going to fade into history, Gazade. Your copycat's going to outshine you. Whoever she is, she's going to take your work and improve upon it. She'll see all your mistakes and she'll avoid them, one by one."
"You sound as if you want her to keep killing people?" he replies.
"Where did you hide that fucking diary?" I ask.
He stares at me for a moment, before finally a smile creeps across his face. "You're wrong," he says eventually. "Do you want to know why you're wrong? Here's a hint... This supposed copycat is a dumb bitch. She obviously had a man's help to find the diary. The female brain just isn't capable of the necessary level of intelligent thought. But if you weren't doped up on chemo drugs, Detective Mason, you'd have a much clearer understanding of what's really going on here. She's not a copycat. She's something far more interesting. You used to be so smart. There was a time when you'd have been one step ahead of this whole mess, but now you're lagging far behind. That great intelligence of yours, that instinct... it's already dead. The drugs are suppressing your masculinity and reverting you to the state of a dumb, soft bitch."
"Time's up," Lockley says, stepping over to me. "Come on, Mason. Leave the poor bastard alone. There are people in the next room, relatives of his victims, who want to see justice takes its course. It might also interest you to know, Mr. Gazade, that there's a hell of a crowd outside -"
"I should hope so," he says with a grin.
"Men and women," Lockley continues, "and they're gonna cheer when they hear the news that you've breathed your last. There are news crews, too. People all across the country are staying up late, to make sure they hear the announcement as soon as possible." She pauses. "I don't intend to delay this moment any longer."
"We're ready," says one of the technicians.
"You have to help me," I say, reaching out and grabbing Gazade's arm. I'm starting to feel this whole case slip away from me, and I have to find some other way to make him cooperate. The guy might be a misogynist and a serial killer, but he has answers that I need.
"Don't touch him!" Lockley says, trying to pull my hand away as the technician comes closer.
"Please," I say, staring down at Gazade. "At least tell me where the diary was hidden!"
"If you're still so smart," he replies, "work it out for yourself!"
"No!" I say firmly.
"Get off before I call security!" Lockley shouts, before looking over at the far wall as one of the attendants pulls the curtain aside to reveal six startled-looking people who were expecting to watch an execution. "I told you to keep that thing closed!" Lockley yells, before turning back to me. "You're stepping way over the line, Ms. Mason!"
Uttering a hurried apology, the attendant slides the curtain closed again.
"You're leaving right now," Lockley continues, trying to pull me away, "or I'll call your superior and have you taken off this case!"
Still strapped to the bed, Gazade starts laughing. "Lucky me, huh?" he says after a moment. "Two dumb whores fighting over my bed as I'm about to die. Could there be any greater confirmation that I was right all along about the fairer, dumber sex?"
"Where was the diary hidden?" I ask, leaning closer. "Where did she find it?"
"Stop!" Lockley shouts, trying to pull me away. At the last moment, however, she loses her grip on my arm and stumbles backward, bumping into the technician. Seconds later, there's a light smashing sound from below, and we all look down to see a broken vial, its clear liquid contents seeping out across the floor.
"Save it!" Lockley yells, kneeling down and trying to keep as much of the liquid from being lost, but it's too late. "Get another vial!" she shouts. "Get another one immediately!"
"There isn't one," the stunned technician says. "That was the only one we had in stock!"
"No!" Lockley says firmly. "There has to be another!"
"We've been down to the reserves since you cut the budget," the technician continues, clearly not impressed. "We've already postponed two executions this month, just so we could have this last vial available for Gazade."
"There has to be one more vial in this miserable place!" Lockley shouts.
"I'm sorry," the technician says, "but we warned you this might happen if you let stocks get so low. If you authorize the purchase, we can have more in maybe four or six weeks -"
"We're not waiting four or six weeks to kill this son of a bitch," Lockley says, turning to me. "I hope you realize this is all your fault! If I hadn't let you in here, this asshole would be dead by now and millions of people could celebrate!"
"Maybe we could buy a couple of vials from another prison," the technician says, "but they'd charge us a totally inflated price, like, ten times what it should cost."
"I don't care!" Lockley says firmly, clearly struggling to keep her anger under control. "How long will it take?"
"A few days, maybe. A week at most. But you'll have to clear the budget first."
"Just do it!" Lockley screams, losing her temper. "I don't give a crap if we have to hold a fucking tombola at the front gate to raise the funds, we're buying whatever we need to kill this bastard and we're doing it as fast as possible!"
"I'll start making some calls," the technician replies wearily, "but it's gonna take a day or two, probably longer. There's paperwork to file, the budget to -"
"Just. Do. It!" Lockley says firmly, with more than a hint of pure hatred in her voice.
Sighing, the technician turns and wanders toward the door.
"Someone call a man!" Gazade shouts. "Everything's spiraling out of control!"
"I swear to God," Lockley continues, stepping toward me as Gazade starts laughing, "I'll have your career ruined for this, Mason. I'll have you on the fucking streets! Do you understand?"
"I guess I'll be going back to my cell, then," Gazade says, barely able to contain his amusement at the whole incident. "That's fine, but could someone untie these straps. I wasn't going to complain, but since circumstances have changed, I'd rather like some help. God, this is what happens when you put women in charge. Everything goes to crap, doesn't it?" He turns to the technicians. "Come on. Tell me I'm wrong!"
"Get out of my prison," Lockley sneers, pushing me back against the wall with surprising venom. "If I ever see you again, Mason, I swear to God, I won't be responsible for my actions." She pauses for a moment. "I wouldn't be surprised if you did all of this on purpose, just so Gazade would live a little longer. What's wrong, Mason? Have you got some kind of weird fetish for the man who tried to cut you up?"
I look down at the smashed vial, which the technician is busy tidying away. I want to argue with Lockley, to point out that she's the one who knocked the technician and caused the vial to be broken, but I'm finding it hard to get my thoughts in order. The fog in my mind is getting worse and worse, and I feel as if I just need to get the hell out of here. With my heart racing, I hurry over to the door and out into the corridor, where a startled official is explaining to the gathered witnesses that the execution has to be delayed.
"What the hell happened in there?" Dawson asks, trying to grab my arm as I hurry past him. "Jo! What happened?"
"It's that bitch's fault!" Lockley shouts, coming out from the execution chamber. "If any of you want to know who to blame for the fact that Sam Gazade is still alive, you need to go and talk to Detective Joanna Mason! While you're doing that, I'll be talking to her superior."
Walking quickly along the corridor, I start to feel the pain in my chest again. I had no desire to see Sam Gazade breathe another breath, but I'm already trying to work out how I can spin this situation to my advantage. The killer is going to be shocked when she or he realizes that Gazade has survived the night of his execution, and I'm quite sure that this turn of events is going to change everything. Somewhere out there, there's a maniac who'll need to come up with a different plan, and it's precisely this level of uncertainty that I need to use to my advantage. As I round the next corner, I come to a halt and lean against the wall, waiting for the pain to pass. I reach into my pocket and take out the bottle of pills, but at the last moment I decide not to medicate myself. Sure, the pills make the pain go away, but they destroy my ability to think straight. They ruin my ability to get the job done, and I can't let that happen.
With trembling hands, I put the bottle in a nearby bin, before turning and hurrying toward the door.



Paula Clarke
 
"What's causing this fucking delay?" asks a guy, standing nearby with a patronizing arm around his wife's shoulder. "It's twenty past. They normally announce by ten."
The guy's clearly a complete asshole, but he's right about one thing: there does seem to be an unusual delay with the announcement of Sam Gazade's death. I did some extensive research before coming out here tonight, and I was under the impression that the news was usually delivered to the crowd and the media almost immediately. This time, however, nothing seems to be happening. I guess it's possible that there were some small delays, but with each minute that passes, I'm starting to wonder whether something else might have happened. It'd be fucking typical if it turned out that they'd fucked the whole thing up.
"They didn't do it!" a voice calls out suddenly. "They just said on the radio that there was a problem and they haven't got the right drugs!"
"Bullshit!" another voice shouts.
"It's true!" someone else calls out. "They ran out of drugs!"
The crowd immediately erupts. There's real anger all around me, with people pushing and shoving as they surge forward. A couple of police officers are stationed by the prison gate, but they look totally unprepared for this kind of problem, and they quickly move back inside and secure the gate to ensure that the crowd can't get through. It's starting to look as if there's a mini-riot breaking out, as the anger and resentment of all these people threatens to spill over. The police look nervous, with many of them chattering into their radios as if they're desperately trying to call for back-up.
"We're getting reports that the execution of serial killer Sam Gazade has had to be postponed," says a journalist nearby, frantically delivering the news straight to camera. "Unconfirmed reports suggest that a shortage of one of the drugs used in the execution process has resulted in prison officials being unable to carry out the procedure, which will now have to be postponed until a fresh supply can be sourced and delivered."
"Let me in!" a man shouts at the cops. "I'll do it for you!"
"I knew they'd fuck it up," says a woman standing nearby. "No-one can get even the simplest goddamn job done these days."
Near the front, a brief scuffle breaks out between a man and a couple of cops. Although the man is easily restrained and pulled away, the tension seems to pitch up a gear in just a fraction of a second, and toward the back of the crowd someone kicks over a table that was being used to provide refreshments.
"Calm down!" a muffled voice calls out.
"Twelve years!" another voice yells. "You've had twelve years to get it right, and it's still a joke!"
As one, the crowd seems to surge forward a couple of feet. I try to stand my ground, but I'm pushed into some guy. Just about managing to stay on my feet, I turn and try to push back, but the momentum of the crowd continues to push the huge sea of people forward. For the first time, I'm actually starting to get scared. The last thing I need is to get trampled by a mob of angry idiots.
"Sam Gazade," says another journalist nearby, talking to his camera, "has been spared at the last minute. We're receiving reports that a scuffle in the execution chamber, involving a police officer who was once injured by Gazade, has resulted in the execution being postponed. Sources within the prison claim that Detective Joanna Mason was involved in an altercation with prison officials, and that this resulted in the destruction of the necessary drugs. Questions are bound to be asked about Mason's behavior, and also about the governorship of Hazel Lockley, whose time in charge has been plagued by accusations that the prison is running dangerously short of key resources. I'm going to see if I can get some reaction from the people who've gathered here tonight."
Before I know what's happening, a microphone has been shoved in front of my face, and the camera is pointed straight at me. I can just about make out my started face, reflected in the lens.
"What's your immediate reaction to the news of Sam Gazade's last-minute reprieve tonight?" the journalist asks. "On a gut level, can you describe how you're feeling?"
I stare at the camera, unable to stop thinking about all the millions of people who must be watching me right now.
"Are you angry? Are you sad? Tell me the overriding emotion you're feeling right now. Tell the people at home how it feels to be standing here, waiting for news of the execution, and then to find out that a bureaucratic mistake means nothing's going to happen tonight."
I shake my head.
"Are you here tonight to protest against the death penalty?"
"Move on," the cameraman hisses. "She's no good."
Ducking out of the way, I hurry around the journalist and into the crowd. Turning to look back, I see that he's already started interviewing someone else.
"Anger," the new interviewee says, as if she's considering her answer very carefully, "mixed with sadness for his victims and their families, and frustration at the fact that people are paid to run this prison and they've not done their job. Also, I think, I'm feeling let down and sad. It's been a long time coming. All they had to do was stick a needle in the guy and pump him full of drugs. They should go back to hanging people. Then again, they'd probably just run out of rope."
"I'm disgusted!" another woman shouts, grabbing the microphone. "They've had twelve years to get ready for this night! Twelve years, and what happens? They run out of the drug. Someone oughta just take the guy around the corner and finish him off some other way. This is a disgrace! They need to open those gates right now and let us go in there. I promise you, Sam Gazade would not last five minutes! When the government can't get its finger out of its ass and get the job done, it's the right of the people to step in! It's in the constitution!"
"And you'd do that?" the reporter asks.
"Hell yeah!"
Behind her, a roar of approval erupts with cheers and applause, and it's clear that the crowd's anger is starting to build momentum. More and more cops are now taking position on the other side of the gate, as if they're worried that the prison might be stormed at any moment. I can see their point. These people are furious, and they clearly need to find some way of venting their anger. In a way, it's almost as if some of them enjoy being so angry. If Gazade had been executed as planned, would they just have turned around and headed home, taking all this energy with them? They're like animals at a zoo, driven into a frenzy by the prospect of a little blood. I swear, most of them would probably be happy to storm into the prison and lynch Gazade. It's hardly a surprise that, behind the main gate, the police look to be suiting up for a possible riot.
My heart pounding, I turn and hurry to the back of the crowd. Around me, angry people are bumping and jostling into one another, and I'm almost knocked to the ground as I barge way through, until finally I emerge breathless at the edge. I stumble across the grass, desperately trying to force my thoughts into order, and eventually I stop and turn to look back the way I came. The crowd is seething at the prison gate, fuming with a level of anger that makes me wonder if the whole scene could turn violent. Taking a deep breath, I try to fight my growing sense of disgust, but eventually I realize that disgust and pity are the only rational responses to these idiots. They wanted their pound of flesh, and now they're being denied. In a way, I'm almost glad that Sam Gazade wasn't executed tonight, because the crowd's frustration proves that they're monsters too.
I just wish everyone could see the world so clearly. Stepping further back from the crowd, I can start to see them not as individuals but as one big, huddled mass of anger and resentment. The mob is out in force again, and even if Sam Gazade deserves to die, I hate the idea that his death is going to in any way reward these idiots. Why am I the only one who can see how the world really works?



The Doll part II



Joanna Mason
 
"It'll be dawn soon," Jason mutters, staring with bleary eyes at the window. "You're lucky I'm basically nocturnal, you know. Most guys would've told you to go fuck yourself if you'd called them up at half past midnight, demanding a fuck."
"Most guys wouldn't need the hundred dollars," I reply, grabbing my shirt from the floor of the dusty, dirty little motel room. I hold it up and give it a shake to make sure there are no cockroaches hiding anywhere in the fabric. This isn't exactly a high-end place, but they rent out rooms by the hour and there's zero chance that I'll run into anyone I know. Not unless some colleagues from the precinct carry out a raid, anyway.
"You off already?" he asks, rolling across the bed and grabbing my arm. Reaching up, he puts a hand on my bare chest, giving my breasts a brief squeeze.
"Don't do that!" I say, pushing him away in a moment of panic. I've always made it very clear to Jason that he's never, ever to touch my breasts, and I'd hoped he might respect my wishes. The last thing I need is for him to feel the lump between his fingers. Maybe I'm old-fashioned, but I just don't think a woman should talk to a male prostitute about her medical issues. "I'm not in the mood anymore," I mutter, slipping the shirt over my head.
"You could let me touch them just once," he says, placing a hand on my bare thigh. "You let me touch every other part of your body. Even the parts most women -"
"Forget it," I say firmly.
He sighs.
Outside, there's the sound of a passing siren. This is a rough neighborhood, and sometimes I feel as if I'm taking my life in my hands just by coming here. Still, even though I can afford to fuck Jason once a week, my salary doesn't run to paying for anywhere too fancy. The only alternative would be to take him back to my apartment, which would definitely get my nosy neighbors talking. Unfortunately, I have a policy of not letting anyone else into my apartment - not even for a few minutes, not even for sex - so I'm forced to rent out these crumby rooms. I honestly can't remember the last time I fucked someone on a decent mattress, or in a room where the window wasn't nailed shut.
"You know," he continues, "my fee includes up to ten minutes of pillow talk at the end. You never take me up on that part of the deal. If I didn't know better, I'd think you only wanted me for my cock."
"I certainly don't come to you for your conversation," I mutter as I step into my underwear. "You can work the rest out from there."
"Have you noticed," he adds, standing up and walking over to the window, "that the only thing we ever talk about is the fact that we never have a proper conversation." He turns and stares at me, letting his softening penis hang between his legs on full display. Twenty-six years old and with the kind of firm, buff body you normally only see on an ancient Greek statue, he's certainly a seductive sight. Too bad he always tries to make conversation. "I know you come for my skills in the sack, but don't you ever want to relax when we're done? You always shoot off so fast."
"Do you try to make friends with all your clients?" I ask, re-buttoning my jeans.
"Just the interesting ones."
I can't help but stifle a caustic smirk.
"How was your day?" he asks.
"Just perfect," I mutter. "I ended up calling you up to arrange an extra session. Doesn't that tell you something?"
"I heard they executed that Sam Gazade guy -"
"Can you please shut the fuck up?" I ask, finally losing my temper at the merest mention of that name. I pause for a moment as I realize that my anger probably revealed too much. "I think there was a problem," I say eventually. "They didn't kill him. And before you ask, no, I have no desire to..." My voice trails off as I realize that I'm in a hell of a mess right now.
"So I should really charge you extra," he continues, still naked, still staring at me. "This is kinda out of hours. Fortunately, since you're one of my oldest clients -"
"Thanks a lot," I mutter.
"Oldest as in longest-serving," he adds. "Not oldest in terms of age. How long's it been? Five years? Do you realize you've been coming to me for sex longer than my parents were married? The fucking modern world, huh?"
"Careful," I say, putting my leather jacket back on. "You're starting to sound decidedly mawkish." I reach down for my socks, but after a moment I realize that Jason has wandered over to the old TV in the corner of the room. "Don't turn that on," I say, keen to avoid the fallout from everything that happened with Sam Gazade a few hours earlier. I came straight to Jason after leaving the prison, and I was careful to turn my phone off in order to avoid any awkward calls.
"What's got into you?" he asks. "I mean, you're always kinda jumpy, but you're off the scale tonight. If you wanna talk about it -"
"I don't want to talk about," I say firmly, "and if I did -"
"I know," he replies with a sigh, "it wouldn't be with me."
"Bingo," I say, standing up and taking some cash from my pocket. "So how much do I owe you? Including the out of hours call-out fee."
"Just call it the usual hundred," he says, still grinning as he stands and watches me.
"I don't want any favors," I say, walking over to the nightstand and counting out a hundred dollars, before adding fifty. "That enough?"
"Depends," he replies with a smile. "Was it good for you?"
"It was fine," I mutter. "It was better than doing it myself."
"Huh," he says, joining me by the dresser and picking up the money, "you know, I think that's the biggest compliment you've ever paid me. Better than doing it yourself. I'm glad to be one step above a wank in the shower for you, Jo."
"I have to go," I say, even though I'm dreading going back out into the real world. I know I can't hide forever. Sooner or later, I'm gonna get a whole load of crap rained down on me after everything that happened at the prison. I'm sure Lockley has put her own spin on events, making it seem as if I'm completely to blame. Hopefully Dawson has been there to defend me, but I'm already pretty unpopular in my department. With my head still a little foggy and no more leads in the copycat case, I'm starting to think that I might be hitting the buffers. As I turn to the door, however, I feel a brief stabbing pain in my side, and I stop for a moment, waiting for it to pass.
"You okay?" Jason asks, hurrying over and putting a hand on my waist.
"Fine," I grimace, as the pain continues to build. I should take a pill, but I can't afford to cloud my judgment. Not until I've worked out who's behind the copycat murders. The old Joanna Mason would have cleared this whole mess up already, but in my current state I'm next to useless.
"Bullshit," Jason replies. "I know something's wrong, Jo. It's been fucking obvious for months, so you might as well -"
"Tell you?" I ask, turning to him. The pain is still intense, but I'm fired up by his pathetic attempt to act as if he cares. "You want me to open up? Sorry, but it's not happening. I'm fine. I've just got a little cramp. I guess I pulled a muscle while you were going down on me. Happy now? You were that good! You actually injured me. You should be proud."
He stares at me, and even though it's obvious that he doesn't believe my explanation, he takes his hand from my waist and steps back.
"This is the last time I'll be coming to you," I say after a moment, feeling as if I need to cut this whole thing off dead before Jason tries to get too far under my skin. He's just a whore, nothing more, and if I really need to get laid again I can easily find someone else. "I won't be needing your services again."
"Got yourself an actual boyfriend?" he asks.
"I just won't be needing you."
"You say that every time," he points out.
"This time I mean it." I open the door and step out into the corridor, and although there's a part of me that regrets my decision, I know it's for the best. Once I've had my operation, there's no way I ever want to come anywhere near a guy again. It's a shame, but I can't change the facts. The last thing I want is to see some guy's face as he tries to pretend that he's not grossed out by my mastectomy. After my breasts come off, it's probably best if I stick to the shower nozzle when I need a little excitement.
"So I'm never gonna get to see those pretty little titties bounce again?" he asks, standing naked by the nightstand, with the money in his hand.
"No," I say, feeling a shiver pass through my body. "You're not." With that, I reach out and grab the handle, pulling the door shut and leaving myself standing alone in the dark corridor. Reaching into my pocket, I pull out my cellphone and switch it on. By the time I get out of the building and into the dirty night air, I see that I've got fifteen missed calls and a whole load of messages. As I'd feared, the events at the prison didn't go down too well. Sighing, I figure I've got another battle on my hands. Sam Gazade's alive, and somewhere in this city there's a copycat who's probably already lining up some more victims. I need to get my head straight.
As I walk across the dark, cold parking lot, I take the bottle of pills from my pocket and toss them into a trashcan. Damn it, I'm gonna regret that later when the pain comes back, but I have no choice. I need to keep my head together.



Paula Clarke
 
He lives in Queens.
It's a little after 3am, and I've been following the guy for hours. He took a slow, meandering route home, stopping off along the way to do a little shopping at a late-night convenience store. Finally, however, the old idiot returned to his house, and I stand in the shadows on the other side of the street and watch as he slowly, painfully hauls his aching body up the steps. It's pathetic, really, to see the way he forces himself to keep going.
I don't know why, but he pissed me off from the moment he offered me his coat while we were all waiting outside the prison. There was just something about the way he assumed I'd need his help. It was as if he saw me as some desperate little asshole who'd come out into the night and was now shivering, as if I couldn't look after myself. I hate when people treat me like that. It's as if they only see me as some kind of weak little woman, and their paternal instinct kicks in. I'm sure he thought he was doing a good deed, but he's a perfect example of the kind of guy who just helps to prolong the problems that exist in the world.
Once he's headed inside, I pause for a moment. I should just turn around and go home, and I don't even know why I bothered to follow him; still, I feel as if I need to get closer, to understand more about this guy. Hurrying across the dark street, I make my way down the side of his house and finally, without really having any kind of plan, I haul myself over the fence and into his garden. My heart's racing and I have no idea what I'm going to do next, but I feel as if I desperately need to get closer to this guy. He's a perfect example of the kind of person I hate, and I need to see him in his natural habitat.
Creeping through the bushes, I eventually reach the house and peer through the window. It's mostly dark inside, but there seems to be a light in one of the other rooms, so I make my way through the shadows until I'm huddled beneath a brightly-lit window. I can hear him shuffling about inside, clanking cups and occasionally coughing. Figuring that there's no way he'll spot me, I lean up and take a look inside. Sure enough, he's in there, taking a seat at the kitchen table and warming his hands over a steaming cup of coffee. For a moment, I'm filled with pity for him, but finally I recognize him for what he really is: he's a part of the cancer that's destroying this world. He's a part of the problem, and I'm a part of the solution.
I take a deep breath as I try to decide what to do next. I know from bitter experience that there's no point trying to talk to this kind of person. After all, how do you explain to an idiot that he's an idiot? Still, I hate the idea of just walking away and leaving him to get on with his pathetic existence, and I'm particularly incensed by the thought that he might go to his grave without every realizing the true nature of his stupidity. I hate the way that so many monsters live in this world and never have to face the truth about their existence. Hell, this old idiot would probably be shocked if he realized that he's a monster. He'd defend himself, and he'd act as if he was hurt by such an accusation. It wouldn't change anything, though. He's still a monster, like almost everyone else in the world. Someone should make him understand the truth about his disgusting life before he dies.
And that's when I realize I could kill him.
A kind of cold chill passes through my body as it occurs to me that it would be insanely easy to just go into his house, smash him over the head, and leave. No-one would ever be able to connect me to this guy, so long as I was careful to not leave any fingerprints, and it's startling to realize that in effect this would be the perfect crime. I really, truly could just go in there and kill him.
It's so simple, I can't work out why I never thought of it before. It's unnatural for stronger people to let weaker people live. Why shouldn't I kill someone who makes the world a worse place? Why shouldn't I go in there and wipe out some old guy who's probably spent his whole life supporting the hegemonic status quo?
I take another deep breath as I try to think of a reason why I shouldn't take matters into my own hands, and I come up with nothing. Sure, I've never considered myself to be a killer before, but the idea actually seems vaguely appealing. I figure most people would recoil in horror at the idea, but not me; instead, I'm calmly weighing up the advantages and disadvantages. It's a little surprising to realize that I have this capacity, and there's a part of me that wonders whether I could actually go through with it.
Maybe it's time to find out.
I watch as the old man drinks from his cup. He has no idea that I'm out here, no idea that his life could be about to end. Figuring that I need to test myself, and to prove to myself that I'm able to take direct action, I hurry around to the other side of the house and reach out to open the back door. Carefully, quietly, I take hold of the handle and try to turn it, but it's locked. With the sleeve of my coat, I quickly wipe away the fingerprints before turning to look back at the window. I don't mind the idea of going into the house and killing the old man, but I don't want to have to actually talk to him, so knocking on the door is out of the question.
Finally, I decide that maybe tonight isn't the night. I feel as if anger is rising through my body, but if I'm going to kill someone, I need to plan more carefully. Besides, as I turn and hurry away into the night, a chill wind blows past and I realize I'm actually feeling pretty cold.



Joanna Mason
 
"Schumacher wants to see you," Dawson says as he takes a seat opposite me. It's 9am and, having barely slept all night, I'm sitting in a coffee shop while I wait for the side-effects of the pills to completely subside. It's not an easy process, almost my pee has been a little less green over the past twenty-four hours and I'm hopeful that my brain will eventually settle back into its normal patterns. "He wants to see you real bad."
"That's nice," I mutter, sipping from my coffee. "Tell him I miss him too." Grabbing his newspaper, I take a look at the front cover. "Lou Reed died? That sucks."
"Don't change the subject," he says firmly.
"I saw him live a few years ago," I continue. "Down at this place in Greenwich Village -"
"Don't change the subject!" he says again.
"Then don't bore me," I mutter, finally giving up.
"Do you have any idea how much trouble you're in?" he continues. "Hazel Lockley has made it seem as if you basically stormed into that execution chamber and broke the last vial deliberately. I know that's not true, but she's doing a damn good job of portraying you as some kind of loose cannon. She's trying to cover her own ass by giving the media a scapegoat, and she's doing a pretty good job."
"That's not what happened," I point out.
"I know. I was there."
"Schumacher won't believe all that bullshit," I reply dismissively.
"From what I've heard," he mutters, "he already does believe it." He pauses for a moment. "There are a lot of very powerful people who want your head, Jo," he continues eventually. "Schumacher's not gonna defend you forever. If it comes down to it, he'll have your badge. Hazel Lockley has powerful friends, and if they can save her career by sacrificing you, they'll do it."
"For what?" I ask, shocked that anyone could even contemplate taking things this far. "For doing my job?"
"Did you get any answers from Gazade?"
Sighing, I take another sip from my coffee.
"Your job, like mine, is to catch this copycat killer." He sighs. "So far, neither of us can say we're doing our job. Not very well, anyway."
"I'm just waiting for inspiration to strike," I reply, even though I know my voice sounds weak.
"If this new killer is a copycat," Dawson says after a moment, "there's going to be a new murder today. If that happens and the media picks up on the story, you're going to be screwed. They're going to portray you as some kind of idiot who's hellbent on keeping Gazade alive for your own perverted reasons, and they're going to claim that you can't do your job. They're going to rid you to shreds and feed you to the media, and they're going to claim that you're out of control."
"I thought this was your case," I point out.
"You're the one in the cross-hairs," he replies. "You're making a hell of a lot of trouble, Jo, and you're not getting results." He pauses. "This isn't like you. The trouble side of things is old news, but you usually turn something up at the same time. That's kind of what you're known for. You make waves, but you get the bad guy. Your reputation -"
"Screw my reputation," I mutter darkly, inexplicably feeling as if I might suddenly burst into tears.
"You don't seem like yourself, Jo," he says after a moment.
I want to tell him about the pills. I want to tell him that I've been doped up on drugs to fight my cancer, and that they've been clouding my judgment. Unfortunately, if I tell him all those things, I'll also have to tell him about the fact that I'm sick again, and then inevitably it'll get out that I'm going to have a mastectomy. He knows that I fought cancer before, and he was a good friend back then, but things have changed. He's married now, and the world has moved on. The last thing I want is to have people gossiping about me. Besides, I know what they'd all think; they'd all think I was going to die. They might be right, but I don't want to feel like a dead woman walking. Not yet, at least.
"If you can't tell me," he says eventually, "who are you gonna tell? 'Cause you have to tell someone, or it's gonna burn you up. What the hell's wrong with you?"
"Nothing that can't be fixed by finding Sam Gazade's diary," I reply. "When he told us about that damn thing twelve years ago, we all thought it was a lie. He said he'd left clues when he was testifying at his trial, and he said we'd never be able to solve those clues and locate the diary. We thought he was trying to waste our time, but now it's clear that it really existed and someone else obviously went through his trial testimony and found those clues. Someone beat us to it."
"And that pisses you off?"
"It's more than that!" I say, raising my voice for a moment before realizing that I'm starting to draw attention to myself. I take another sip of coffee. "Some asshole saw something that we didn't."
"Is that what's wrong?" he asks. "You're pissed off that someone got there first? You can't solve every problem, Jo. No-one has a perfect track record, not even you."
"I was arrogant," I continue. "I couldn't find any clues, so I assumed they weren't there. Now someone has got the diary and they're using it to copy his murders. Whoever we're dealing with, they're smart. Real smart." I pause for a moment, still feeling as if tears might flow down my cheeks at any moment. My mind is foggy, and I don't know how long the side-effects of these pills are going to last, but I need to get my head straight as soon as possible. "If we can follow the trail to the diary," I say eventually, "we can get a better idea about who found it the first time."
"Maybe you should take some time off," he says suddenly.
"What the hell does that mean?" I ask, shocked by the suggestion.
"It means you're stressed!"
"Fuck off!" I say, and then - without any further warning - a single tear falls from my right eye.
"Jesus Christ," he replies, lowering his voice to a conspiratorial hiss, "are you crying?"
"Fuck off," I mutter, wiping my eyes. "I'm not crying. I just need to find a way to..." I pause for a moment. The truth is, I need to find a way to get my old mind back. I used to be the smartest person on the force. People used to come to me, looking for insights into their own cases. With this cancer in my body, however, and with the drugs I've been taking to counteract the spread, I've lost my brilliance. I'm just ordinary. "I need to watch the tapes," I say finally, sniffing back some more tears. "I need to watch every second of Gazade's testimony, and I need to spot the clues that this other maniac has spotted."
"And what if you can't?"
"I can!"
He pauses. "For the first time," he says eventually, "I'm not sure that's true."
"No-one can beat me," I reply firmly. "If someone else has managed to find the code that Gazade used to reveal the diary's location, then I can find it too! I made a mistake twelve years ago. I was arrogant. I thought Gazade was trying to waste my time, so I gave up on the diary too easily. It wasn't that I wasn't smart enough, it was that I was too impatient! Now I see that I was wrong, and I'm going to correct that mistake."
"This is my case," he says, "and you're not doing anything without running it past me first."
"I thought you said Schumacher was going to take me off the case," I reply solemnly. "Now it sounds like you're the one who's telling me to get lost."
"I have to solve this," he replies. "I can't afford to have some kind of loose cannon careering through everything, scattering all the logic and getting in the way of my work. You've always relied on your instincts, Jo, but if those aren't working anymore, I need to get on with some good old-fashioned, methodical, step-by-step police work. I know that kind of thing is undervalued these days, but it might just get us somewhere." He stares at me for a moment. "In case you're still a little confused," he adds eventually, "you're the loose cannon I'm talking about."
I take a deep breath, as another tear runs down my cheek.
"Tell me what's wrong," Dawson says softly, as if he actually cares.
"Give me a little more time to come up with something," I reply.
"Tell me what's wrong first," he continues. "Is it work? Is it your health?"
I shake my head.
"You're scaring me," he adds. "It's been a long time since I've seen you cry."
"I don't care." I pause. "I'm going to watch the tapes from Gazade's trial," I say eventually, finally managing to make myself feel a little calmer now that I've got a proper plan. "I'm going to go through the transcripts, and I'm going to find the clues he left behind, and then I'm going to understand the kind of person who found the diary, and then..." My voice trails off, as the fog in my mind seems to grow strong for a moment. "I, uh..." I continue, momentarily struggling to remember what I was saying.
Dawson waits for me to finish. "And then what?" he asks eventually. "You're going to rely on the old Jo Mason magic to give you a moment of inspiration?"
"It's worked before," I point out. "It's how I caught Gazade twelve years ago. Everyone else was floundering around like fucking fish on a jetty, and I managed to track the bastard down."
"What if -"
"And I still have it," I add. "That inspiration. It's a kind of gift, and it's still a part of me. I'm still that person." Damn it, I know I sound arrogant again, but I can't help it; I have faith in my abilities, even if right now I'm not sure how to get those abilities back under my control.
Finishing his coffee, Dawson glances across the coffee shop for a moment, as if he's waiting for his own flash of inspiration. "Fine," he says eventually, turning back to face me. "I know something's wrong with you, and I know you're not telling me the truth. If that's how you want to play it, go ahead, but I have to be tough here. I can't allow you to endanger my investigation, especially not when people's lives might be on the line. You're my best friend, Jo, but for your sake and mine, I'm going to continue the investigation without your input."
"But -"
"I've made my decision," he says, getting to his feet. "Good luck with the tapes and the transcripts. I have no doubt that you'll spend all day and all night on them, and I hope for all our sakes that you come up with something."
"Don't," I say firmly.
"Don't what?"
Staring straight ahead at his empty coffee cup, I feel a kind of sharp, powerful anger rising through my chest. I want to shout at Dawson, to tell him he's wrong about everything, but I know he'd just take my protests as further evidence that he's right about me. Besides, maybe he is right. I've been assuming that the effects of the pills would wear off after a while, but suddenly it strikes me that they might be permanent. I might never get my old faculties back, and this fog in my mind might be permanent.
"I'll see you around," he says, placing a hand on my shoulder for a moment. "Schumacher really does want to see you, by the way. Ignoring his calls won't work forever. You're only making things worse for yourself, and you need to face the music and do a little damage limitation work. I've tried to help, but you need to go into his office yourself." He waits for me to say something. "Well?"
"Well what?"
"Don't you have anything to say?"
"Don't you have an investigation to be getting on with?" I ask, still staring at his empty cup.
Without saying another word, he turns and walks away.
I wait a few minutes, until I'm certain that he's gone out the door and headed well away from the building. I can't take my eyes off the coffee cup; it's as if it hurts to think, and I need to take a moment to stare blankly into space. At least I no longer feel as if I'm going to burst into tears. I guess it helps that I have a plan: I'm going to get those tapes and transcripts, and I'm going to go over them until I find the clues that Gazade left regarding the location of his diary. I don't care if I lose my goddamn mind in the process. The old Jo Mason would have been successful, and I have to prove to myself that I can get back to that level.
As people continue to chatter away all around me, I feel a curious sense of calm fill my body. Suddenly I feel as if nothing else matters. I'm going to find this copycat killer, and I'm going to do it before Dawson has even blinked. And then, most likely, within the next year or two, I'm going to die.



Paula Clarke
 
Opening my eyes, I blink a couple of times as the cold light of morning streams into my small, rented room.
Somewhere else in the apartment, one of my room-mates is making a noise in the kitchen. My initial instinct is to rush out of my room and shout at her, to remind her that some people are trying to sleep. When I look across at the clock by my bed, however, I realize that it's almost lunchtime, so I guess I don't really have a right to get angry. My room-mates are all complete idiots, and I despise them with unreserved passion, but I've learned over the years that I have to pick my battles carefully. Unless I want to be ridiculed, at least.
Sitting up, I think back to the events of the past few hours. It feels as if last night was a million years ago, and as I look at my hands, it's hard to believe that I was in that old guy's garden, and that I contemplated killing him. I try to imagine how it would have felt this morning if I'd woken up and known that I'd ended the life of another human being. The truth is, although I'd have been worried about getting caught, I don't think I'd have felt in any way guilty. Taking a deep breath, I try to imagine what it would have been like to have had someone's blood on my hands; I guess it would have been pretty gross, but I still wouldn't feel bad on a moral level.
I've always been like this. When other people talk about morals, I get a little confused. It's as if they have some kind of built-in filter that keeps them from doing, or even contemplating, truly bad things. I know, on an academic level, that killing that old man would have been bad, but on an emotional level I feel absolutely nothing. Ever since I was a kid, I've been worried that something's wrong with me, and I guess the events of last night prove that I've got some kind of problem. The correct term would probably be 'psychopath', since I don't seem to have the right emotional reactions at all. It's not that I'd have enjoyed killing the old man. It's just that I wouldn't really have felt anything at all. The only emotion I ever really feel is anger. Everything else - compassion, love, hope, fear, excitement, list - I just observe in other people.
"Paula!" calls out a voice, followed by someone knocking on my door. "Did you use the big saucepan last night?"
I stare at the door, shocked by the sudden intrusion. At least I always keep the lock turned, which means no-one can burst in on me. I've been living with these two bitches for almost a year now, and I swear to God, they get so completely worked up over trivial things, it's hard to believe they can actually function in society. Sometimes I want to just bash their heads together and remind them that there are more important things in the world that a few unwashed pots and plates.
"Paula?" Elle continues, with her usual catty tone, "I know you're in there. Someone used the big pot last night and didn't clean it. Was it you?" There's a pause, and she's obviously waiting for me to admit my terrible crime and beg for her forgiveness. "Paula, we all need to work together to keep the apartment tidy, okay? It's a lot easier if we each do out bit."
"No," I blurt out, even though parts of last night are kind of blurry. I've got a vague recollection of making some food when I got home, but I can't remember for sure.
"No?"
"I mean, I didn't use the fucking pot," I continue, determined not to cede any ground in this ridiculous and pointless argument. "I don't know who did, but it wasn't me!"
"Briar else says it wasn't her," she says with a sigh. "Can you please clean up after yourself? We all have to live here, Paula, and it makes things difficult if one of us doesn't clean up her shit."
"It wasn't me!" I shout back at her, trying to restrain my anger. Damn it, there's a part of me that wants to open that door, grab that bitch's head and ram her through a window. Of course, I'd have to do the same thing to Briar, since they're best friends, but that wouldn't exactly be a chore. Right now, they're both lucky I don't storm out there and teach them a lesson.
Moments later, there's a mumbled voice somewhere further along the corridor.
"She says it wasn't her," Elle says.
Great, now they're whispering about me.
"Well, just tidy up after yourself," Elle says eventually, sounding tired. "Let's just try to all be good room-mates, okay?"
I stay where I am, listening to their voices getting further and further away. I know those bitches like to talk about me. They treat me as if I'm some kind of freak, and they think I don't notice. I guess they think I'm just a piece of trash, someone to be mocked and then ignored, but they'd soon change their opinions if they knew what my life was really like. Getting out of bed, I consider going through to the kitchen and teaching them a lesson. If I could contemplate killing that old man last night, I'd have no problem dispatching those two bitches, although I guess there'd be something to link me to their deaths. I'm not a coward, but I've got no desire to end up being caught. Elle and Briar are safe for now, but now that I've started to consider the possibility of killing people, I don't see why I shouldn't bide my time and then finish them off at some point in the future.
Closing my eyes, I start to imagine what it'd be like to stand over Elle and Briar's dead bodies. They deserve to die, and I wouldn't feel remotely bad about being the one to end their miserable lives. I just need to find a way to ensure that I'm not suspected. Now that I'm starting to think of murder as an option, a lot of my problems suddenly seem a lot easier to deal with. Why shouldn't we kill people who get in our way? It's unnatural and wrong to just bottle everything up and pretend that these people don't drive us crazy.
After all, I've hidden from my true self for long enough. It's clear that, if I plan carefully, I could do great things. Useful things. The world would be a better place without most of the people who live here, and if I'm able to kill them without feeling guilty, why shouldn't I use that power?



Joanna Mason
 
"Oh, yeah, I kept a fucking detailed diary," Gazade says, as the crackly video runs on my laptop. The footage is from twelve years ago, when Gazade was on trial, and I remember every second as if it was yesterday. I've got some old Lou Reed songs playing quietly in the background, to help my concentration, but my attention is focused on the screen. "I'm organized, see?" he continues. "I keep my shit in check. Everything's written down, in case I need to refer to it."
"And where is that diary now?" asks the prosecutor.
"Well, that's the question, isn't it?"
There's silence for a moment.
"Mr. Gazade, if that diary still exists, it would be very useful to -"
"So you can prove I'm not insane?" Gazade asks, interrupting him. There's a murmur from the benches. During his trial, Gazade was continually questioned about his mental health. His defense team wanted to present him as a madman, and as someone with a low IQ, so that they could try to fight the death penalty; Gazade, however, couldn't resist boasting of his brilliance. "You'll have to forgive me," he says with an unconvincing grin, "but I don't see the diary turning up any time soon."
Sitting in the dark, wearing just some underwear and a t-shirt, I continue to stare at the screen. There's a half-eaten sandwich on the table, a relic from a time earlier this evening when I actually thought I might be able to eat something. Unfortunately, the nausea quickly came back, and pain has been gnawing at my sides for most of the evening. I'm even starting to regret tossing my pills, but deep down I'm glad I don't have the option to make the pain go away; my mind is still foggy, and I can't afford to surrender, not even as the pain gets worse and worse. If I can't use my mind anymore, there's no point being alive, so I have no choice but to push forward.
"Did you destroy the diary?" the prosecutor asks.
"Why would I do that?" Gazade shoots back. "To piss people off? To upset people? To fuck with their minds? For what reason would I destroy something I worked so hard on? For what goal? For what purpose? To annoy then? To wind them up? To waste my own time?"
"Perhaps you saw it as evidence."
"Well..." Gazade grins. "Yeah, that might be the case, but it's no reason to destroy it. Hide it, maybe. That diary is a fucking resource, man. It's a marker of my brilliance. I'm a smart guy, yeah? It'd be a hell of a shame if my genius went to waste. See, the diary didn't just list how I killed the first bunch of people. It also listed my plans for the next ones. I had it all mapped out, man. At least six more. Maybe if someone's smart enough to find the diary some day, they can continue my work."
"And you'd like that, would you?"
Gazade shrugs, but the grin on his face makes his answer clear.
Hearing my phone ring, I take a deep breath and keep my eyes on the screen. It's been the best part of twenty-four hours since the incident at the prison, and I've managed to avoid taking any calls from the office. I know I'm going to be hauled in and treated as if I did something wrong, and I know I can't put that moment off forever; I figure I can at least delay it, however, until I've cleared the fog from my mind. I need to prioritize things, and right now these tapes and transcriptions of Gazade's trial have to be my focus.
"I gave the cops a code," Gazade continues. "It's in the diary. It's so the cops know if anyone finds the diary one day, see? I've been clever."
"And how would someone find the diary?" the prosecutor asks.
"By being smart," Gazade replies.
"For the benefit of the court, could you explain what you mean by that?"
"I mean there's clues, man. Clues in the ether. If someone's smart, and I mean really smart, they'll find the diary. Of course, they'd probably have to be like me in order to find those clues, and then once they had the diary..." He pauses, and slowly a smile creeps across his face. "Well, they could do what they wanted, huh? They could really go to town, if that was their heart's desire."
"And where are these clues hidden?"
"They're not hidden. They're in plain sight. I'm giving them to you right now, over and over and over while I'm talking to you. It just takes a fucking genius to spot them."
I hit the pause button and stare at the screen. Twelve years ago, Gazade's testimony drove me crazy. I took it as a personal challenge, and I spent almost an entire year going over and over his words, trying to work out where and how he'd left these supposed clues. To be honest, I started to lose my mind, and it was only thanks to Dawson that I eventually came back from the brink. In the end, I decided that Gazade had been lying all along, that there was never a diary and that there certainly were never any clues as to its location. I failed to understand his clues, I wasn't smart enough, and eventually I rationalized my failure by deciding that there were never any clues in the first place.
I was wrong.
Hitting the play button, I watch as Gazade grins.
"So you see this as a kind of challenge?" the prosecutor asks.
Gazade nods. "Maybe there's no-one out there who's smart enough to find the damn thing. Or maybe that cop, the one I had on my table, maybe she's smart enough. Maybe she's got the brains. Maybe she's up to the job."
There's the sound of shuffling paperwork from off-screen. "You're referring to Detective Joanna Mason," the prosecutor says after a moment. "For the benefit of the court, I'd like to remind the jury that Detective Mason was briefly captured by Mr. Gazade and was intended to be his next victim. Fortunately, she was able to get free and bring Gazade into custody."
"Yeah," Gazade mutters, "she seems smart. I reckon she could do it."
"So this is a direct attempt to challenge Ms. Mason?"
"No," Gazade replies. "It's a challenge to anyone who's got the brains to find the clues and use 'em. I just figure she's one of the few people on my intellectual level."
"And this is a game to you?"
"Isn't it a game to you?"
"It's the legal process, Mr. Gazade."
"Someone wins," Gazade replies, "and someone loses. That's the definition of a game. That's how a game is defined. That's what a game's all about."
Hitting the pause button again, I continue to stare at the screen. Gazade had a habit during his testimony of repeating himself. It's something I noticed twelve years ago, but now I'm starting to wonder if it's part of the game he was playing. I rewind the video a few seconds and hit play again.
"That's the definition of a game," he says. "That's how a game is defined. That's what a game's all about."
I hit pause. Gazade just said the exact same thing in three different ways. In most of his work, he was very efficient, yet during his court testimony he suddenly became much more verbose. After checking my notes, I rewind the video a little further and hit the play button again.
"Or maybe that cop," Gazade says, "the one I had on my table, maybe she's smart enough. Maybe she's got the brains. Maybe she's up to the job."
I hit pause. Once again, Gazade said the same thing three times. For most people, this kind of repetition wouldn't really be much of an issue, but for Gazade, it somehow seems as if it might be more relevant. He seems to have been drawing attention to certain words and phrases, as if he was trying to get someone to notice these passages more than others. Rewinding the video again, I play another of the sections that I noted down earlier.
"Why would I do that?" Gazade says. "To piss people off? To upset people? To fuck with their minds? For what reason would I destroy something I worked so hard on? For what goal? For what purpose? To annoy then? To wind them up? To waste my own time?"
Three sets of repetitions in one little burst. Figuring that this has to mean something, I write down the sentences, before noticing that on each occasion, he starts the sentence with the exact same word. In this case:
To.
For.
To.
I stare the page. The fog is still clouding my mind, but I feel as if I'm finally starting to get somewhere. After a moment, I realize that 'to for to' could just easily mean '242', so I go back through the transcript and start noting down every instance of Gazade repeating himself in this manner. Soon, to my surprise, I have more than a hundred examples, but once I've got them in order, I can't see any kind of pattern at all. I can't work out whether I'm on a false trail, or whether this is just the fog in my mind preventing me from seeing something that should be completely obvious.
I try every method I can think of in my attempt to decipher Gazade's code. After a few hours of torturous logic and failed attempts, I'm starting to get a headache and all I can think about is the fact that I still can't think properly. Sitting back, I stare blankly at the paused, flicking screen on my laptop. Maybe Gazade was right when he said that the person who found his code would have to be someone who was like him, in which case I don't have a hope of getting an answer. Still, I have to try. In the old days, before the chemotherapy and the drugs that messed up my head, I used to solve problems by emptying my mind completely and waiting for my subconscious to come up with the solution.
Closing my eyes, I wait.
Silence.
The only noise is the fan of my laptop, whirring at low speed.
I try to stop thinking, to empty my thoughts. It's not an easy process, but finally I manage to achieve a state of complete calm. There's not a thought, not an idea, in my head.
And that's when it hits me. Just like the old days, when I used to get flashes of inspiration, the answer comes looming out of the depths of my mind.
Numbers.
Going back to the list of repeated words, I strip out anything that couldn't conceivably be interpreted as a number. I'm careful to retain anything that's borderline, though; for example, I keep the word 'ain't' as a possible substitute for the number eight, and 'free' as 'three'. I'm left with more than forty numbers, and although I try to find a pattern, I can't pick out anything. Eventually I run through the entire video again, even though my eyes are burning by now, and after a while I notice that he's used the word 'prime' quite regularly, so I strip out the non-prime numbers from the list and finally I'm left with a single line containing seventeen numbers.
I blink a couple of times. I've got a hell of a headache now, probably as a result of forcing my mind to work despite the fogginess from which I've been suffering. Still, as I stare at the numbers, I realize with a slowly growing sense of satisfaction - and maybe even a little pride - that it worked. I can still get those moments of sudden realization, those flashes of inspiration, even if it's harder these days. As I get to my feet, I feel a wave of dizziness pass through my body, and I have to pause for a moment before finally my head starts to settle again. Picking up the piece of paper, I stare at the numbers and realize that I think I've finally worked out where Sam Gazade hid his diary all those years ago, and where the copycat killer must have found it.
He hid GPS coordinates in his testimony.



Paula Clarke
 
I don't really know why, but when nightfall comes, I'm drawn back to Queens, and I find myself standing outside that old guy's house again. It's not as if I'm gonna go break in and kill him, at least not tonight, but I feel as if I need to be here. I guess I'm checking things out in advance of the time when I come and kill him. Then again, there's a part of me that worries I'm just fooling myself. It's one thing to think about killing someone, but maybe it's just a fantasy that I'm playing out in my head.
I haven't got the guts.
By midnight, I'm starting to get cold, but I stay where I am, watching his house from the shadows. There's no sign of movement inside, and for all I know he might have gone out before I arrived. Still, I feel as if I have to stay here. I can't shake the fear that maybe I'm deluding myself. Could I really end the life of another human being, or am I just trying to make myself feel big and important? I want to believe that I've got what it takes, but I feel as if there's a line I'd have to cross in order to commit murder, and while crossing that line is easy in my mind, I might not be able to do it in real life.
I might just be a coward. It's a disgusting, revolting thought, but I might be no better than anyone else. I have strong beliefs, and I've known since I was a child that I'm 'different', but if I put myself to the test, I might come up short. The thought of sinking into the mass of dull, identical people is too much to deal with, however, and I try to remind myself that I need to prove that I'm different. I'm not one of the sheep, the monsters who flock to prison gates in order to vicariously take part in the execution of a man they never met.
I'm better than most people.
Finally realizing that I need to get closer to the house, I hurry across the street and then climb over the fence, once again landing in the old guy's back garden. It feels insane to be repeating my little incursion from last night, and I'm totally unprepared for a confrontation, but I feel drawn to watch the old man through the window again. It's almost as if, deep inside, I've got a second mind that's making the real decisions, and my conscious mind is being controlled by these dark impulses. As I make my way through the shadows and finally crouch beneath the kitchen window, I pause for a moment and try to work out what I really want.
Eventually, I move around to the other side of the house, and to my surprise I notice that the back door has been left open. My heart immediately starts racing as I realize that there's nothing stopping me from going inside and... I pause as I contemplate the various things I could do once I was in there. If the old guy was asleep, I could stab him in the head or cut his neck open; if he was watching TV, I could smash him around the head with something heavy. All these possibilities, and many more, rush through my mind, but eventually I start to worry that I'm just an idiot, fantasizing about something I'd never actually do. If I turn back now, I'm no better than all those other idiots out there. Despite the fear in my heart, I have to back up my words and ideas with actions. I've always been focused on academia, but I need to take my thoughts and make sure that they actually lead to something in the real world.
Otherwise, I'm just a fantasist.
Creeping over to the door, I peer inside. There's no sign of anyone being here, but I guess it's possible that the old guy simply went to bed and forgot to lock his back door. Then again, what are the odds of that happening on the very night that I happen to be out here? There's a part of me that wants to turn and run away, but I feel as if the open door is a one-off opportunity. I listen out for a moment, just to make sure that there's definitely no-one around, and then finally I take a deep breath and step inside. As soon as I'm across the threshold, my heart starts pounding in my chest as I realize that there might be no way back from this moment, but I figure I have to prove to myself that I can do this.
I'm going to find him, and I'm going to kill him.
Walking across the kitchen, I spot a set of knives on the counter. It's almost as if some unseen god is laying things out, ready for me. Picking up the largest knife, I feel the weight in my hand and imagine the blade slicing through the old guy's head. I don't want a struggle, so the ideal situation would be to find him sleeping and then just ram the knife into his head. As I step closer to the door that leads through to the hallway, however, my foot happens to press down on a loose board, sending a loud creaking sound through entire house.
I stop and wait.
Silence.
Checking my watch, I see that it's well past midnight, which means that the old fool is probably fast asleep. When I reach the bottom of the stairs, I have another brief wobble as I start wondering whether I can really do this. I've spent my entire life studying the things that other people do, and now I'm on the verge of committing murder. Can I really do this, or am I just an idiot who managed to convince herself that she's capable of doing darker things? I thought this would be easy once I'd made a decision, but it feels as if the doubts are tumbling through my mind, constantly prompting me to turn back and get the hell out of here.
Figuring that I've come too far to back out now, I start making my way up the stairs. With every step, I consider turning back, but I keep going and finally I get to the top and look over at a nearby door that has been left partly open. I guess that must be his bedroom, and even though I don't hear anything to suggest that he's in there, I'm convinced he's probably fast asleep in bed, with no idea that I'm coming for him. I make my way toward the door and take another deep breath. This is it, and when I go into the room there'll be no turning back. I can't deny that there's a part of me that wants to turn and run, but there's another part that's pushing me to go forward.
Slowly, I push the door open. There's a slight creak, but nothing that should wake the old guy up. I step into the room and turn to look at the bed.
For a moment, I can't work out quite what I'm seeing. There's a figure under the sheets, and even though the room is dark, there's enough moonlight streaming through the window for me to be able to make out his face. It's the old man, but his eyes are open and he's staring straight at me.
"I..." I start to say, startled by the realization that I might have to confront him after all.
I wait.
He doesn't say anything.
In fact, he doesn't even blink.
Slowly, I realize that something's wrong. There's something dark on his neck, and all over the bedsheets, and finally I realize that it's blood. There's blood all over the place, and the old man's glassy-eyed stare is the stare of a man who was dead long before I walked into the room.
"I didn't think you'd actually be able to go through with it," says a nearby voice suddenly.
Spinning around, I see that there's a figure standing right behind me. Before I can react, the figure reaches out and grabs my arm, slamming it into the door-frame with such force that I drop the knife.
"You weren't very smart," the figure says, stepping forward. It takes me a moment to realize that the figure facing me is none other than Dr. Alice Huston, the senior lecturer from my university. "You left fingerprints on the kitchen counter," she continues, fixing me with a determined stare. "Did you realize that?"
I take a step back, my heart racing as I try to work out what just happened. I didn't stab the old man. I was going to do it, but someone had already done it when I got here.
"I guess you could wipe the fingerprints away," she continues, stepping toward me. "But what about the fingerprints you left on his body? What about the blood under your nails? Did you think about all the different ways they'll be able to identify you, Paula? Are you even aware of how forensic tests can isolate even the tiniest fiber?"
"There's no -" I start to say.
Suddenly she reaches out and pushes me. Although I try to keep my balance, I fall onto the bed, landing directly on top of the old guy's corpse and feeling his still-warm, sticky blood on my hands and face. I quickly get back to my feet, but it's too late: his blood is all over me, and there must be plenty of my DNA on his body. There's no way anyone would believe that I didn't kill him.
"Why did you do it?" Dr. Huston asks.
"I didn't do anything," I stammer.
"You broke into his house, brought a knife upstairs, and stabbed him to death," she continues firmly. She seems strangely blank, as if she's neither horrified nor shocked by the sight of the old man's body. I've always had a huge amount of respect for Dr. Huston, even if I disagree with many of her ideas, but right now she's behaving almost like a robot. If I didn't know better, I'd think she shared my sense of passivity when it comes to emotions.
"No!" I say firmly.
"Yes!" she replies. "You did this, Paula. What's wrong? Don't you remember?"
"I didn't kill him!" I blurt out, starting to panic. "I came in, but I didn't do it!"
"Then why are you here?" she asks.
"I was..." I pause as I realize that there's no way I can explain this. "I..." I start to say, before realizing that there's nothing I can say. There are tears in my eyes, and I feel as if I've completely lost control.
"You broke in," she continues. "You used that knife to kill him. I heard you, Paula. You were talking to him."
"I was?" I ask, with tears streaming down my face.
She nods. "You told him what you were going to do, and then you killed him before he had a chance to stop you. Don't you remember?"
I shake my head.
"I'm sorry," she continues, "but there's no point hiding from the truth. I would have stopped you, but I was too late. Still, now that it's happened, we need to focus on finding a way forward for you. Judging by your actions so far, I'm starting to think that did prepare very well for any of this. Would that be right?"
"What are you doing here?" I reply, trying to wipe away the tears.
"I've been watching you," she continues. "I was at the prison gates last night and I saw you. Frankly, you looked like a mess. I followed you and watched as you came here, so I decided to follow you again tonight. Here we are again, but tell me, what drew you to this guy? I saw you talking to him last night, but there must be more to it, mustn't there? You weren't just going to murder a random old man, were you?" She pauses. "I know you quite well by now, Paula, and I know you're smart. You're not the kind of person who's prone to random violence, so there has to be a reason for this behavior. Doesn't there?"
Taking a step back, I try to work out what to do. I know I didn't kill this guy, but if that's the case, then there's only one other person who could be responsible. Then again, I don't believe that Dr. Huston would ever do anything like this, which means it must be me. I've always known there was something wrong with me, and now I can see the proof. I killed a man.
"Let me help you," Dr. Huston continues. "I've been concerned about you for a while now, Paula. Your work on the course is somewhat erratic, and if I might be so bold, I'd venture the suggestion that you're very troubled. Is that right? Do you have problems in your life?"
"I didn't kill him," I say, staring down at the blood-soaked corpse. Tears are trickling down my cheeks, and I can't take my eyes off the old man's twisted, bloodied body. It looks like there was something of a struggle when he died. How can I not remember anything? I guess I must be more disturbed than I ever guessed. "I didn't do this," I say, my voice reduced to a tearful whimper. "I didn't, I swear..."
"Of course you did," she replies. "That was your plan when you broke in through the back door."
"I didn't break in!" I shout. "It was already open!"
"You should probably keep your voice down," she continues calmly. "You don't want to wake the neighbors, do you?" She stares at me for a moment. "You broke in through the back door, Paula. I watched. Then you came inside, took a knife and killed him. Deep down, you must know that's the truth." She pauses, as if she's waiting for me to say something. "You know it's true, don't you?"
I shake my head.
"Please, Paula. Face the truth. You did this."
"No," I whimper. "Please..."
"You killed him, she says firmly. "You're not an idiot, Paula. You can see the truth when it's right in front of you. Maybe you suffered a blackout, but there's no doubt that you're the one who stabbed this man to death."
Backing away from her until I'm in the far corner of the room, I try to work out what to do next. There's no way I could have killed this guy without remembering, but at the same time it's the only explanation that makes any sense. Feeling a wave of nausea rush through my body, I crouch down on the floor as I try desperately to come up with an answer. I squeeze my eyes tight shut and try to remember sliding the knife into the old man's body, but all I remember is coming into the room and finding him already dead. Unless I've completely lost my mind, there's no way I could be responsible for this.
Suddenly I feel a hand on my shoulder.
"Don't worry," Dr. Huston says calmly. "It's going to be okay, Paula. In fact, I know exactly what we're going to do to make all of this go away."



Sacrifice part I



Prologue
 
Twelve years ago
 
"Paula! Get in here!"
Hearing her mother's voice, the girl freezes. She knows she's supposed to be in her room, but she crept out of the house and has been spending the past couple of hours at the bottom of the garden. Her plan was to get back into the house before her mother noticed her absence, but time has flown past and now Paula feels her chest tighten as she realizes she's made a huge mistake.
"Paula!" her mother screams, her voice filled with anger.
Trembling with fear, Paula hurries around the shed and peers toward the back door. Sure enough, her mother is standing there, her face filled with the kind of righteous fury that Paula knows so well from other beatings. Although she's only ten years old, Paula knows that there's no point trying to hide any longer. She made a mistake with her timing and she disobeyed her mother, and she realizes that her punishment will only be more severe if she wastes time. Taking a deep breath, she glances back at the rockery where she was playing, before stepping out from behind the shed and starting walk slowly across the lawn.
"What the hell were you doing out there?" her mother shouts. "I told you to play in your room!"
Without answering, Paula walks up the steps and stops. She wants to turn and run, but she's learned over the years that any attempt to avoid her punishment will only make her mother more furious.
"Didn't you hear me tell you to go to your room?"
Paula nods.
"And did you hear me tell you to come out of your room at any point?"
Paula shakes her head.
"So what the fuck were you doing out there? I mean, seriously, kid, do you think you can just go running around, doing whatever you want?"
Paula opens her mouth to reply, but no words come out.
"Got an answer?" her mother asks. "Go on. Tell me what made you believe that you had the right to disobey my explicit instructions. Tell me what made you think you could ignore everything I said." Without any further warning, her mother grabs her by the hair and pulls her through the door. Tripping on the step, Paula crashes to the ground, landing hard on her shoulder.
"So what were you doing out there?" her mother asks, using her foot to force Paula onto her back. "Do you think I just tell you these things because I like the sound of my own voice, huh?"
Paula shakes her head.
"Do you think it's fun to disobey me? Do you think my authority is meaningless?"
Again, Paula shakes her head.
"Go to your fucking room," her mother spits dismissively, turning and walking over to her laptop. Shutting the lid, she turns back to see that Paula is still flat on her back on the kitchen floor.
"Paula!" she screams. "Now!"
With an aching shoulder, Paula gets to her feet and starts shuffling to her room. She knows what's coming next, and she's already begun to switch off, forcing her emotions to the back of her mind as she prepares for the pain that's going to follow. By the time she reaches the door to her room, she's almost a blank slate, lumbering forward in a zombie-like fashion. She barely even blinks as she hears her mother storming to the closet and pulling out the belt, and finally Paula simply sits on the bed and waits.
"Do you have any idea how hard it is for me to raise you alone?" her mother shouts through from the hallway. "Do you have any fucking idea how much extra work you are? Even if you didn't constantly act up, it'd be difficult, but you just go and make everything even harder."
Paula stares at her blue bedroom wall and tries to lose her last remaining flicker of thought. It's that last little bit that's the hardest, but she knows she can do it if she just focuses.
"Your father was the lucky one," her mother says as she reaches the door and stops for a moment. "He got to fuck off with some little bitch, leaving me to do all the hard work. I'm sure he's having a great time. Meanwhile, you probably think I'm cruel, just because I'm the one who's left to discipline you. If you want to know who to blame for your situation, kid, it's not me. It's your rotten, stinking father. You got that?"
"I don't think you're cruel," Paula says, her voice a blank monotone. The words are leaving her lips, but she's not thinking about them at all. She's running on automatic, and her head is almost completely empty. "I know it's Dad's fault."
"You know your grandparents are coming round later, don't you?" her mother continues. "I swear to God, Paula, you'd better be acting normal by the time they get here. Do you understand?" She waits for an answer. "Look at me!" she shouts eventually, her shrill voice filling the room.
Slowly, Paula turns and looks directly at her mother.
"I mean it," she continues. "You need to act like a normal fucking kid for once when they get here, do you understand? I'm sick of the way they look at each other, like they think I'm doing a bad job of raising you." She waits again for some kind of answer. "What's wrong?" she asks finally. "Have you forgotten how to talk?"
"I'll be normal," Paula says blankly.
"Jesus," her mother replies, "do you ever actually look at yourself in the mirror? I don't wanna be cruel, kid, but you act like a freak."
"Sorry."
"Get in position," her mother says wearily. "Christ, this is the last thing I needed today, do you realize that? I'm already tired, and now you make it so I have to punish you for being a disobedient little bitch. I don't enjoy beating sense into you. I'd much rather you could behave yourself without having to be told over and over again what you're doing wrong. Most mothers don't have to do this to their children, but then again most children don't act up the way you do. You have no fucking idea what I'd give for a simple life."
Slowly, Paula kneels down and gets into position, ready for the belt.
"I hate you for making me do this," her mother adds, her voice full of tears as she raises her arm, ready to strike down with the belt. "Why can't you think about how this makes me feel, Paula? Why can't you think of other people sometimes, instead of your own selfish needs?"



Today



Joanna Mason
 
"You want a room?" asks the man, staring at me skeptically. "You're in luck. Come on in."
"Actually," I reply, "I'm not here for a room." Reaching into my jacket pocket, I pull out my police I.D. badge and hold it up for him to see. I guess there's no way he could possibly guess that, technically, my badge has been rescinded while I'm on temporary suspension. "I'm here on official business," I add, gilding the lie.
"Great," he sighs, stepping back and holding the door open. "I knew it was too good to be true. Two paying customers in a month would be a goddamn miracle. I don't think I'd two in six months for more than a decade."
Stepping inside, I'm immediately struck by the fusty smell of the place. I'm at a large, overbuilt-looking building in the suburbs, and it turns out that the place has been turned into a small hotel. Or at least, that was the intention, but the owners clearly haven't had much luck. It looks as if the interior decorations haven't been improved for decades, and there are suspicious damp patches on the ceiling, as if there's been water damage over the years. All told, it's probably the least inviting attempt at a hotel that I've ever seen. Even Norman Bates would feel bad about trying to offer rooms in a place like this.
"I can tell you for a fact that no-one's done anything wrong in any of my rooms," the guy says, pushing the door shut. "You wanna know how I know that?" He pauses, as if for effect. "Easy. I have so few paying guests, I have no trouble keeping tabs on them. Most of the time, it's just me and Rita Hayworth knocking about the place, so I can assure you, I have a very good memory of the handful of poor souls who ever come and spent a night here."
"That's good," I reply. "Maybe you can help me with something."
"I'm glad my economic pain can be of benefit to you," he continues, turning and limping through to the kitchen. Following him, I'm surprised to find a large white parakeet hopping about in a cage. "Don't mind Rita Hayworth," the guy says as he fills a kettle. "She's not the kind of bird that talks. She just stares. The only reason I keep her around is 'cause I like to hear a little noise in the building from time to time. Whenever one of the ghosts makes a racket in the middle of the night, I can just tell myself it's the parrot making the noise. That way, I can get back to sleep. It's amazing how easily the human mind can fool itself, huh?"
"I'm here as part of an investigation into an old case," I reply, trying to ignore the bird's beady eyes as it fixes its stare on me. "I know this is going to sound kind of strange, but I have reason to believe that a man might have hidden something in your hotel a long time ago, and that someone else might have come and found it more recently."
"It wasn't a fish, was it?"
I stare at him.
"There's been this weird fishy smell lately. It's probably just rat droppings in the vents, but it wouldn't surprise me if there was a rotten fish somewhere."
"It's a diary," I reply, hoping to get the conversation back onto a less surreal setting. "Actually, it's the diary of a man who committed a number of murders."
"You want tea?" he asks. "Coffee?"
"No, thanks." I wait for him to reply, but he seems busy setting out a cup and filled it with instant coffee.
"How far back are we talking?" he asks eventually.
"Twelve years."
"Huh." Walking over to a small desk in the corner of the room, he opens one of the drawers and fishes around until finally he pulls out a small black book. "I hate computers," he mutters. "I keep all my records manually. My son, he keeps telling me to get online and start advertising the hotel, but I prefer to rely on word of mouth, you know? Keeps things honest." He flicks through the pages of the book, as the kettle starts to boil on the stove. "So give me a date. Where am I aiming here? You might be surprised to learn that I'm not a mind-reader."
"Did a man named Sam Gazade ever stay here?" I ask, feeling a slight shudder at the mere mention of his name.
"Gazade? That seems familiar." He turns a couple of pages. "Twelve years ago? No, I don't see anything. Of course, I check people's I.D. when they take a room, but as long as they pay upfront, I've got no real inclination to go into detail. I believe that a man's business is his own, and that no-one else has a right to go nosing about. I know that's an unpopular point of view in the twenty-first century, but I'm sticking to my guns. Why do you wanna know, anyway? Who's this Gazade guy?"
Smiling, I realize that I seem to have found the only person in the entire city - hell, in the entire country - who doesn't know about Gazade. "He's just someone I'm looking into," I reply. "What about more recently? Have you had any suspicious guests in the past six months?"
"All my guests are suspicious," he mutters, turning to the back of the book. "The very act of booking a room in this crumbling old place is pretty suspicious, if you ask me. And in the past six months, I've had the grand total of..." He pauses, as if he's studying the figures closely, before setting the book down on the table. "One guest."
"Just one?" I ask, walking over and picking the book up.
"Dr. Alice Huston," he replies as he limps over to the stove and removes the kettle, before pouring some boiling water into a cup. "I remember her, not only because it was so rare to actually get a paying customer, but because she seemed so picky."
"In what way?"
"Never satisfied with her room," he says. "She was a real pain. I checked her into my best room, but after she'd been in there a couple of hours, she said she didn't like the view, so I moved her into another room. Half an hour after that, she said the bed was too hard and she wanted to try again. She ended up trying four rooms before she was satisfied. That's a third of the rooms in the whole goddamn hotel. She seemed nice enough, but she was just constantly switching rooms, like she was never quite happy, but she couldn't tell me what she wanted. Goddamn woman nearly drove me insane with her constant demands."
Staring at the name in the book, I realize that this must be the person I'm looking for. Still, it can't be this easy. The name must be fake. After all, why would anyone leave open even the slightest possibility that they might be tracked down? Unless they were so arrogant that they believed no-one else could ever come looking for Sam Gazade's diary, in which case I guess they wouldn't bother to take too many precautions.
"You wanna see the rooms?" the guy asks after a moment.
I shake my head. There doesn't seem to be any point. After all, the diary's obviously been retrieved, so there's not going to be anything else of interest in here. This Dr. Huston woman obviously changed rooms so many times because she wasn't sure which room, precisely, would contain the hidden diary. She eventually struck lucky in the fourth room, but if she hadn't, I guess she would have gone through every room in the hotel, probably driving the owner crazy in the process. Gazade must have picked this place to hide his diary precisely because he knew there was little chance of any of the rooms ever being too busy.
"You got any kind of surveillance system?" I ask, glancing up at the walls and realizing that I don't see any cameras. The whole place seems like it's stuck several centuries in the past.
"Oh yeah," he replies airily, taking a sip from his cup of coffee. "I've got state-of-the-art facial recognition and infra-red scanners. The same kinda stuff they use in casinos, you know?" He smiles. "The only surveillance system I bother with is my eyes. Dr. Huston was a decent-looking woman. Smart, tidy. Kinda young-looking, too. God knows what she was doing staying in a place like this, but I didn't poke too much. I think the world'd be a better place if we each kept out of one another's business." He pauses. "That said, I was a little worried she might be one of those broads who checks into a hotel and then checks out of life, if you know what I mean. I was kinda relieved when she came down for breakfast. It'd have been just my luck if my only paying customer in the past few years had been a suicide."
"Get a lot of those, do you?" I ask.
"I wish! At least they'd pay, and they wouldn't need food in the morning!"
"Did you get any I.D. from this Dr. Huston woman?" I continue.
"She paid by cash."
"State law requires -"
"State law can kiss my ass." He stares at me for a moment. "She paid in cash. Up-front. I'm not gonna scare away a paying customer just 'cause of some dumb law." He sniffs. "She sure seemed like she was genuine. She seemed smart, you know? She didn't do anything to make me doubt her."
"What about a phone number?"
He shrugs.
Turning, I watch as the parrot hops to the far side of its cage.
"You're not gonna get me fined, are you?" the guy continues. "I can't afford to pay a fine. I'm running on the edge as it is. Frankly, if someone tries to fine me, I'd rather just board up the doors and windows, load my rifle, and take a little target practice." He pauses. "I was kidding. I'm not that kind of crazy. I'm more relaxed. Until the zombie apocalypse, I'll keep my guns under lock and key."
"I'm not gonna get you fined," I say, tossing the book onto the table. "I don't care enough. But I might be back. This is a complex investigation."
"What did she do, anyway?" he asks as he follows me to the front door. "She seemed pretty high-class. She into something dodgy? Or was she murdered or something like that? She seemed in a pretty good mood when she left in the morning. Nothing about her struck me as being particularly noticeable, apart from the fact that she insisted I call her Dr. Huston. She was very particular about that, like Mrs. Huston or Ms. Huston wasn't good enough. She wanted her full title." He pauses. "So? What's she done? Or what's been done to her?"
"I don't know," I reply, stepping out onto the porch. "I'd never even heard of her until I came here to see you." Turning to him, I can see that he's desperate for me to throw him a bone. "You've been very helpful," I add. "I'd rather you didn't mention this to anyone, though. In the unlikely event that you bump into Dr. Huston again, I'd appreciate it if you could refrain from letting her know that I was asking after her. Also..." I pause for a moment. "If any other police officers come calling, there's no need to mention it to them, either. They won't come, but if they did, I'd appreciate it if you could keep a little quiet."
"You doing some work off the books?"
"Something like that."
"Do me a favor in return, yeah?" he continues. "Spread the word a little. Word of mouth, you know? If you happen to hear of anyone looking for a cheap, clean hotel room, I'd appreciate it if you could send 'em my way. All I need is a few good customers to kick-start things, and this place could really take off." He grabs some grubby-looking, faded brown business cards and shoves them into my hands. "Pass 'em out to anyone you meet, yeah? Talk the place up. Tell 'em we do really good breakfasts. It's true. Sure, the place might be a little faded, but I've never had a guest complain about my food yet."
"I'll keep it in mind," I reply, pocketing the cards before turning and walking away.
The truth is, I can't help thinking that this whole thing seems way too easy. There's no way someone would check in using their real name, not when they're looking for Sam Gazade's diary. Still, it's probably worth checking out this Dr. Huston person and seeing if she's a real person. After all, I might strike lucky. As I know from bitter experience, smart people make dumb mistakes all the time, and sometimes the smartest people make the dumbest mistakes of all.



Dr. Alice Huston
 
"What would you have done if I hadn't shown up last night?" I ask, watching as Paula hauls the last of the black sacks to the clearing. "Did you have a plan in mind?"
As she drops the sack next to the other two, Paula takes a step back. She's out of breath after having carried the old man's remains from the car, which is a shame since she's now got another job to do.
"Here," I say, holding the shovel out toward her. "You're going to have to do the honors. Make sure it's deep. There's a reason most graves are six feet. It's to stop animals digging the bodies up, so you'll need to put your back into it. The last thing you need is for some fox to bring the old guy back to the surface."
Taking the shovel, Paula looks around for a moment, as if she can't quite decide where to start digging. I swear to God, there's something deeply wrong with this girl. It's as if she veers constantly between anger and blankness; at the campus, she can be quite aggressive when she's defending her arguments, but right now it's as if she's in a complete daze. Then again, I guess I understand her predicament. After all, she believes she killed the old man, which has to be enough to knock her off-kilter. It's crazy to see how easily she's bought into the idea that she suffered some kind of blackout, but I guess she's learned over the years not to rely on her own senses.
"Tell me about yourself," I say, watching as she tentatively starts digging a grave in the forest floor. The truth is, I've already spent plenty of time looking into Paula's background, but I need to hear it all from her own lips. I need to know her version of the truth. "At the risk of sounding like a cliche, Paula, tell me about your parents."
She glances at me, and it's clear that's feeling uncomfortable.
"Tell me about your mother," I continue. "What's she like?"
"I live with her," she replies, struggling to break the hard, dry soil. "We live together."
"Just the pair of you?"
She nods. "During term-time I have a room in a shared house, but every vacation I go back to my mother's place in Chicago. I don't like leaving her there for too long. She's not very good at looking after herself, and I don't have any brothers or sisters."
"What's wrong with her?" I ask. "Alzheimer's?"
"Maybe. She's just a bit vague sometimes."
"And your father?"
"He left when I was a kid."
"Don't you have any contact with him?"
She lets out a gasp as she finally gets the head of the spade deep into the soil, and with great effort she manages to properly break ground for the first time.
"My father's not relevant to my life," she says eventually, as she continues to dig. She seems very calm and clinical, as if she's excised the man from her knife with surgical precision. "He made sure of that when he ran away with a younger woman and left my mother to raise me alone. It's his fault that..." She pauses for a moment, as if she's worried she's said too much. "He's a deadbeat," she adds eventually. "He's not a good person to have around. I'm lucky that he left and that my mother was able to raise me properly."
"When you say that he's a deadbeat -"
"He left my mother and started a new family somewhere else," she continues, with obvious bitterness in her voice. "He doesn't like us to mix. I've seen him a couple of times, but I've never met his new family. My mother says it's because he's ashamed of me, and she's probably right. He's just a misogynistic asshole and he doesn't deserve to be treated like a real person. He's worse than shit."
I smile as she continues to dig. That little speech about her father was too neat, and too well-rehearsed, to be natural. In fact, I can't shake the feeling that it must have been drilled into her from an early age. I know I shouldn't draw too many early conclusions, but it's clear that someone has done a number on this girl's head, leaving her with some serious emotional issues. I suspected that she was troubled, and that's why I started following her and coming up with a plan to use her difficulties for my own ends, but I'm still shocked by just how badly damaged she seems to be. It's a wonder she can function in society at all.
"Your secret's safe with me, you know," I continue. "If I was going to call the police or report what you did in any way, I'd have done it by now. I wish I could have got there in time to stop you, but I wasn't quick enough. Still, maybe it would have been wrong of me to interfere. I want to be more of an observer than a participant, Paula. I guess my background in sociological study means that I like to watch other people doing things, rather than getting dirty myself."
"It's fine," she murmurs, putting most of her effort into the task of digging a grave. It's clear that she's struggling, and that she's not used to manual labor, but I'm enjoying watching her determined perseverance. Despite all her flaws, she seems to have a degree of inner strength, and I'm starting to think that I was right when I saw her potential. She's everything I need, and more. It's little short of a miracle that such a pliable young woman has wandered into my path at such an opportune time. If I didn't know better, I'd suspect that divine intervention had delivered this dark little angel into my hands.
"Why have you been killing people?" I ask.
She stops and turns to me. "I haven't been -"
"You've killed three people," I say, interrupting her. "Don't deny it, Paula. I've been keeping an eye on you and I know exactly what you've done. First you killed a man named Edward Hunter, and then you killed a man named Patrick Donnelly, and then last night you killed Sam Pressman. Don't even try to claim that you didn't, Paula. I watched you all three times, and in case you haven't noticed, you're digging Mr. Pressman's grave as we speak."
Looking down at the hole she's managed to dig so far, Paula seems momentarily stunned, as if she can't quite work out what's happening to her. Still, in her addled state, she seems to be at least considering the possibility that she might have been committing these murders. As soon as I saw the drugs she was taking for her emotional problems, I knew that she'd be experiencing periods of fuzzy recall, and sure enough I'm finding it pathetically easy to instill dark ideas to bridge the gaps in her consciousness.
"You don't remember?" I ask.
"I don't see how I could forget something like that," she says uncertainly.
"But you believe me, don't you?"
She pauses, and it's clear that I haven't quite sealed the deal yet.
"What is it about Sam Gazade that interests you so much?" I ask.
"Gazade? He..." she pauses for a moment.
"You're recreating his murders," I continue. "You're going through them one by one, and you're recreating them with absolute precision, except you're changing the genders. He killed women, and you're killing men. Plus, Sam Pressman's not part of the chain. He's an extra death, but Hunter and Donnelly's deaths were perfect copies of everything that Gazade did twelve years ago." I walk over and look down into the shallow ditch that she's managed to dig so far. "It's just that your victims have penises, whereas his had vaginas. That makes me wonder about you, Paula. It's as if you're trying to make some kind of point about gender, or maybe you're just filled with hatred for men, but either way, there's no doubt about it."
"I haven't killed anyone," she says, as if she's trying to convince herself. "I swear..."
"You've not only killed them," I continue, realizing that I just need to apply a little more pressure. "You've also tortured them. You've been copying Sam Gazade's work to the letter, and you've been putting your victims through the same ordeals that he invented for his victims all those years ago."
"No," she mutters. "It's not true. You're -"
"I'm telling you the absolute, honest truth," I reply. "Why would I lie, Paula? Why would I say all these things if they weren't true?" I pause for a moment, watching as she struggles to come to terms with everything I'm saying. "It's okay," I continue eventually. "You're not alone. I'm here to help you, and it's going to be okay. All you need to do is finish digging this grave and make sure that the old man's body is buried deep. Once that's done, we'll go back to my home and talk, okay? I need to know what you're intending to do next. I actually think that we could help one another. Some of my work has been veering into the kind of territory that you're occupying, Paula. Let's not forget that, at the end of the day, I'm your teacher. Perhaps I should start teaching you a few important things."
"I'm not..." she says, seemingly starting to panic. "I mean, I didn't do any of this!" Dropping the spade, she turns to run, but I grab her arm and pull her back toward me. "I didn't do it!" she shouts, with tears in her eyes. "I didn't, I couldn't, I... There's no way. I'm not a murderer... Not really... I know I went into the old man's house, but I was testing myself. I wouldn't have actually done anything..."
"Yes," I say firmly, grabbing her shoulder and pushing her down to her knees. "You did it all, Paula. You decided to copy Sam Gazade's murders, and you swapped the genders for whatever sordid little reason you've managed to cook up. I saw you at the prison the other night, when Gazade was supposed to be executed. I saw you checking out books on his case from the campus library, and I know you have his diary."
She stares at me. I can tell that she's struggling to believe such an absurd claim, but she will believe it. She's deeply damaged, and she's on drugs for depression and anxiety, and all of this means that I can take advantage of her and twist her mind until she believes whatever I want her to believe. By the end of this, she'll be convinced that she killed the three men who've already been murdered, and her fingerprints will be all over the remains of the next victims.
"You're a very smart girl," I continue. "You managed to find a code in Gazade's testimony -"
"No!" she shouts, dropping the spade and stepping away from the half-dug grave. "You're lying!"
"Then what were you doing in Sam Pressman's house last night?" I ask. "Why were you creeping up to his room with a knife in your hand? For fun? For a prank? I saw you, Paula."
"That was a mistake," she says. "I was just... I wanted to see..."
She pauses, and finally I see, in her eyes, the moment when her soul breaks. She knows that she was in Pressman's house, and from that simple fact she's starting to believe everything else I'm telling her. It's almost as if I'm reaching into her head and rewiring her thought processes. A normal person could never be persuaded to believe that she was a serial killer, but Paula Clarke most certainly isn't normal.
"Keep digging," I say after a moment. "You need to get that grave dug, or I can't promise to help you."
As she takes the shovel and resumes her work, I can't help but feel a little proud of my work. Paula's going to take the blame for everything I've done so far, and for everything I'm going to do next, and the best part of the whole thing is that the poor little bitch is going to be absolutely convinced of her own guilt.



Joanna Mason
 
"Can I trust you?" I ask as I sidle over to Dawson in the corridor.
"Gee," he replies, filling a cup of water from the dispenser, "I'm not sure. We've only known each other for a decade or so. Maybe you should hold back a little. Don't wanna start trusting people too soon." He pauses for a moment. "Anyway, we both know you don't trust anyone. Apart from yourself."
"Do you want me to tell you what I found or not?" I continue, keeping my voice low as a couple of people wander past us. I'm already feeling a little paranoid, since I'm pretty sure that everyone in the department knows about the incident at the prison the other night. None of them are going to let the facts get in the way of a long-sought-after opportunity to make me look bad. "I got a lead, and I want someone with me when I go to check it out."
"No you don't," he replies, taking a sip of water. "Bullshit, Jo. You never want anyone with you when you do anything."
I open my mouth to argue with him, but at the last moment I realize that he's right. I do tend to cultivate the 'lone wolf' persona most of the time, but only because most of the other 'wolves' I meet are complete idiots. It's so rare to find someone I can stand to be around for more than a few minutes. Dawson makes the grade because his slow-ass, methodological approach to detective work can sometimes, though only sometimes, serve as a useful counter to my all-round instinctive brilliance. He's also willing to take far more of my crap than most people.
"So what's this really about?" he continues. "Let me guess. You know Schumacher's on the warpath, you know he wants to haul your ass into his office and tear you a new asshole, but you don't want to meekly go and knock on his door. So you've decided to come in and skulk about until he catches you, and then you can act all pissed off and pretend that you're being raked over the coals unfairly. And you think that by giving me a heads-up on this new bit of information you've uncovered, I'll stick by your side."
"It's nothing like that," I reply, even though deep down I know that he's right. I have to get this encounter with Schumacher out of the way, so today seems like as a good a time as any. "Don't you want to know what I discovered?" I continue, glancing both ways along the corridor to check that we're alone. "I found where Sam Gazade's diary was hidden all those years ago, and I might even have found the identity of the person who retrieved it. Or at least, I've found the identity that the person was using."
"This isn't going to work," he says with a sigh. "You've fucked up, Jo. All we can do is wait and hope to God that this killer doesn't perform another copycat murder."
"You know she will," I point out.
He sighs again.
"You know I'm not an idiot," I continue. "Who cares about why I'm sharing this news with you? Stop focusing in the details and start seeing the big picture. You know this has got to be useful, right? I haven't just plucked the name out of thin air. I've been turning over rocks in the background, and I think I've found something that might be useful."
"Go on," he replies, seeming a little uncomfortable, as if he doesn't want to be seen with me. I wouldn't blame him. After all, mud sticks in a place like this.
"Dr. Alice Huston," I continue in hushed tones. "That's the name of the woman who checked into this hotel where the diary was hidden. I'm pretty sure she's the one who found it, and I've looked her up. She's a real person, alright. She's a professor of sociological study at the university. I'm gonna go by and talk to her, but I doubt she's involved. My theory is that someone deliberately used her name in order to hide their real identity, but I'm pretty sure they didn't pick that name randomly. There has to be a reason."
Sighing, Dawson heads through to his office.
"What?" I ask, hurrying after him. "You don't think this is a good lead?"
"I think it might be useful," he replies, clearly annoyed about something. "I also think you're trying to use it to get me on your side. You've realized that maybe you went a little too far, and you're worried that you don't have anyone watching your back. Even the great Jo Mason needs to know that there's at least one person who'll stand by her." He stares at me for a moment. "Are you ever gonna tell me what's wrong, Jo? I know you're holding something back -"
"I'm fine," I say firmly, determined to avoid another of those conversations where he tries to get me to admit that I'm sick. "Jesus, I just thought I'd bring you into the loop. Call me crazy, but I kinda felt as if you'd be grateful when I came waltzing in and saved your ass. After all, you're the one who's supposed to be investigating the whole thing, but it doesn't exactly look as if you're getting very far. I'm sorry if you're pissed off that I scooped you and did a better job -"
"Jesus," he mutters.
"It's true!" I wait for him to reply, but he seems to be too busy checking his phone. "Face it," I continue, "this is the best lead you've got so far. You thought I was rambling when I was talking about Gazade, and now I've shown you that I was right. Meanwhile, you've got nothing. You're methodically moving through the case, going from A to B to C and so on with plodding regularity, and I just leaped past you and came up with something useful." I watch him for a moment, and I can see that he's struggling to keep calm. This is good. I need him to blow up at me. "As usual," I add eventually.
"I see the old Jo's back in town," he says, sounding deflated.
I can't help but smile. It's been a few days now since I stopped taking those damn pills, and my mind has definitely begun to clear. I wouldn't say that I'm back to normal, but I'm close, and I'm confident I'll get my full faculties back pretty soon. Of course, the downside is that I'm no longer taking the drugs that are supposed to retard the spread of my cancer before I can get in for surgery, and as I check my watch I realize that I've missed another chemotherapy session this morning. Still, if I'd let all those drugs into my body, my mind would have been way too woozy to come up with any answers in the case. This is a better way to do things, even if I'm getting occasional stabbing pains in the side of my chest.
"I'll look into it," he says eventually. "I'll go see this Dr. Huston woman -"
"We'll go together," I say, interrupting him.
"It's not your case!"
"It's my lead!"
"Is this a pissing contest now?" he asks.
"I hope not," I reply, "for your sake. You know I always win those, right?"
He sighs. "You're not on this case, Jo. You've done a good job here, maybe, but after everything that happened the other night at Sam Gazade's execution, you're kinda on the coals. Have you even seen the news this morning? Every other prison in the tri-state area is demanding a king's ransom in order to sell the drugs that are needed to reschedule Gazade's execution. It's a fucking mess, and rightly or wrongly, people are starting to blame you."
"Rightly or wrongly?" I reply, shocked that he could even consider the possibility that any of this is my fault. Of all people, I thought Dawson would be on my side. After all, he was actually there at the prison that night, so he knows the whole mess was the fault of the governor; besides, he's always on my side.
"If you hadn't gone throwing your weight around," he continues, "Gazade would be dead by now."
"He'll still die," I point out. "I didn't knock that vial over, and it's not my fault that there were no spares."
"You still made things more difficult," he adds, clearly finding it harder and harder to keep his frustration in check. "People wanted Gazade dead -"
"You think I don't?"
"I think you like playing games," he continues. "I think that sometimes, Jo, you act like a petulant schoolkid who demands that everyone else lets you take the lead." He stares at me for a moment. "I think it's been twelve years since Gazade hurt you, and despite everything you say, there's a real possibility that you're emotionally attracted to anything that keeps the guy alive. I know you, Jo. You're..." He pauses. "You're a little weird. It's just the truth. Tell me honestly. When you first heard about this copycat killer, what was your reaction?"
I stare at him, and after a moment I realize that I can't answer.
"You were pleased," he says. "I could see it in your eyes. You couldn't wait to rip the scab off and start digging into the whole thing again."
"The copycat is going to strike again," I reply, suddenly feeling a little tired of this game. "You know it, and I know it. There's going to be a new body, and it's going to show up soon. Nothing else matters, as long as we find this person and find her fast. The rest is all bullshit. It doesn't matter why any of us are here. It doesn't matter if we're sick little puppies on our own time. All that matters is that the killer is caught, and that's the only thing we should be focusing on." I wait for him to reply, but I can see from the look in his eyes that he knows I'm right. "Unless you've come up with any better leads," I add finally, feeling as if I'm getting my point across, "I'd suggest that we go, together, and see if this Dr. Huston woman can help us."
We stand in silence for a moment.
"Heads up," Dawson says eventually, glancing over at the door. "I think D-Day just hit the deck."
Turning, I see what he means: Schumacher is coming right this way, and from the way he's got his gaze fixed on me, I'd say he's pretty unhappy. Steeling myself, I try to focus on the fact that I just need to get this over with and then go to see Dr. Huston. It's no secret in the department that Schumacher hates me, and he'll undoubtedly take this opportunity to come down on me like a ton of bricks. Still, I've faced his wrath before and I can face it again. The guy doesn't scare me. In fact, in a way, he kind of amuses me.
"I'll come to your funeral," Dawson says, sounding faintly amused by the whole thing.
"Thanks," I mutter, feeling a shiver pass through my body. The truth is, my funeral might come a lot sooner than anyone around here is expecting.
"Mason," Schumacher says firmly as he pushes the door open, "get in my office. Now."
"I was just -"
"My office! Now!" He turns to Dawson. "I thought you understood that I was to be informed as soon as she came into the building?"
"I was just about to get onto it," he replies.
"Come on," Schumacher says, standing aside to let me out into the corridor. "I've had enough of your bullshit, Mason. You've gone too far this time and we're gonna put a stop to it. Permanently. I've already got the forms printed up, you just need to sign them."
I glance over at Dawson and see the worried look on his face. Schumacher's raked me over the coals before, but there have never been forms to sign. Taking a deep breath and forcing a smile onto my lips, I step past Schumacher and start walking toward his office. Something tells me that this isn't going to be the most pleasant meeting of my life. Frankly, this is the one time I actually wish my mind was a little fuzzy.



Dr. Alice Huston
 
"I don't have it," Paula says as she leads me into her bedroom. It's a squalid little building, typical of the kind of rundown hellhole that students live in all over the city. "I swear to God, I don't have Sam Gazade's diary."
"I think you do," I reply calmly, watching as Paula walks over to her desk and starts looking in the drawers. She's so preoccupied, she doesn't notice as I take the diary from my coat pocket and toss it onto her bed. It's only a matter of time before she notices it, and when she does, the deception will be complete. In a way, I feel sorry for her, but there's no room here for sympathy. She's basically just a cog in my machine.
"Where would I get Sam Gazade's diary from," she says, sounding a little uncertain as she turns to me. "I read about that thing. Most people don't even think that it exists."
"Then what's it doing on your bed?" I ask.
Looking down at the sheets, she spots the diary and, for a moment, she seems to be completely frozen. I'm not surprised, since she's having to rapidly come to terms with the fact that she's been doing all these things without remembering any of them.
"Do you mind if I take a look?" I ask, reaching down and picking the diary up. It's been a couple of months since I first tracked the thing down, and it's lost none of its power to amaze. It was in these pages, twelve years ago, that Gazade wrote down detailed explanations of every murder he'd committed, as well as every murder he was planning. The man was extremely well organized, and the diary would have answered many of the questions asked by the police, if only they'd ever managed to find the damn thing. Instead, they assumed it wasn't real and gave up looking.
"I've never seen that before," Paula says, her voice trembling with fear.
"You don't remember going to the Lark Bermuda Hotel a month or two ago and searching through each of the rooms until you found it?" I ask. The truth is, I'm the one who went to that rundown little place and found the diary, but I need Paula to believe that she was responsible for all these things.
She shakes her head.
"What about the first murder? Do you remember killing Edward Hunter? Do you remember using Sam Gazade's diary to copy his actions?"
"I didn't kill anyone," she says quietly, even though I can tell she's doubting herself.
"And Patrick Donnelly? You don't remember killing him? Or Sam Pressman?" I wait for her to say something, but it's as if she's on the verge of a complete breakdown. I need to judge this carefully, so that she walks the tightrope but doesn't fall into the chasm of her own fear and insanity. "You don't remember consulting the diary as if it's your bible?"
"I've never even touched it before," she says, with tears running down her cheeks.
"Of course you have," I reply, holding the diary. "How else did it get into your room? It's quite an achievement, Paula. You should be proud of yourself. Even Joanna Mason, purportedly one of the smartest cops in town, apparently gave up on the search for this thing. You must be an extremely intelligent young woman to have tracked it down. A lot of very, very intelligent people tried to do the same thing, and they failed. It must have taken an absolute genius to come up with the answer. Tell me, what was the code?"
"I don't know," she replies, taking the diary and turning it over in her hands as if it's some kind of strange, alien object. "I swear -"
"Where was the diary?"
"I don't know."
"How did the code work?"
"I don't know," she says again, with tears in her eyes. "I swear, this wasn't in my room before today. I've never even seen it before -"
"Do you think the police would believe you?" I ask. "Do you think they'd accept your claim that it just turned up without your knowledge? Or do you think they'd start looking into your movements? They'd work out what you've been doing, Paula. I don't mean to offend you, but it's very obvious that you've got problems. It's in your eyes, and the way you talk. You haven't had an easy life, have you? I can tell that you're in pain, Paula. Perhaps you were never given the support you needed."
I wait a moment, watching as she flicks through the pages of the diary. It's the first time she's ever held the damn thing, of course, but I need her to believe that she's been using it to plan her murders. I've got a shock lined up for her later today, and it's vital that I've got her completely on my side by then. Fortunately, she seems to be warming to my claims more quickly than I ever could have imagined. She must be even more fragile than I'd anticipated.
"How could I kill people and not remember?" she whimpers, with tears rolling down her cheeks. "I know there's something wrong with me, but how could I forget that I'm evil? You can't do that kind of thing and then just walk away as if it didn't happen! I'd feel it! I'd know!"
"You're not evil," I say, walking over and putting an arm around her shoulder. "Never think like that, Paula. Who taught you to have such a low opinion of yourself? Your mother? Your father? Society?" I wait for her to reply, but she seems to be lost in her tears. Taking the diary from her hands, I put it in my pocket before giving her a hug. "You're a lot of things, Paula," I continue, "but you're not evil. You're not alone, either. I'm here, and I'm going to help you. You don't have to do these things by yourself anymore."
She holds me tight, and it's clear that I've got her under complete control.
"Tell me one thing," I say. "Tell me why you think you did all of this? Why would someone like you decide to copy the murders of a misogynistic serial killer like Sam Gazade?"
She continues to sob for a moment, before pulling away from me and wiping her eyes. "I don't know," she says softly. "I have no idea why I'd start killing people. I've thought about it in the past, but something seems to have changed recently. Something's different. Gazade... I've been reading about him, for an essay. Or at least, that's what I thought I was doing."
"You're losing control," I reply.
"I'm on these," she says, picking up the pill packets from the side of her bed. "My doctor prescribed them for anxiety and depression, and I think for insomnia too. I kind of lost track. They've been making me feel pretty weird. Do you think they could be the reason I can't remember stuff? The doctor said there'd be some side-effects, but I never thought they could make me lose my mind."
"It's possible," I tell her, "but I'd say the most likely explanation is still to do with your refusal or inability to recognize the truth about what you've been doing." I watch as, with trembling hands, she puts the pill packets back on the table. "Tell me," I continue, "how have you been different lately? Have you noticed anything new about your personality?"
"I'm angrier," she continues. "I try to hold back, but there's this searing hatred that I can't stop. It's like I hate the world. I hate everyone. Every time I go outside, I want to make people understand what they're doing wrong, but they all just keep going, as if they think they're doing the right thing."
"You want to make them see themselves," I suggest. "You want to make them see their stupidity and ugliness. Particularly the men. They're always the worst."
"I want to change the world," she continues. "I want to make it a better place, but to do that, I need all those idiots to just..." She pauses, as if she's so exasperated, she can't find the right words. "I want them to recognize their flaws. I want them to stop making me feel as if I'm the one who's wrong. Right now, I swear, I feel like I'm going to lose my mind."
"Maybe that's a perfectly sane response," I point out. "The world's a damaged and dangerous place, Paula. It's filled with people who deserve nothing more than a painful death. People who contribute nothing but pain and violence. I can't help but think that all these emotions you're feeling - anger and pain and sadness - are a perfectly appropriate response to our insane society." After a moment, I lean down and kiss the top of her head, just as a reassuring reminder that I'm here for her. "You're not a monster, Paula. You're just someone who sees the world for what it is. Believe me, I know how hard to can be to have total clarity while everyone around you is blind. In some ways, you and I are very similar. It's lucky that we recognized one another. People like us usually have to go through this world alone."
"I never wanted to start killing people," she says after a moment. "I still don't remember doing it. I'm still not even sure that I did anything."
"It's easy once you're over the line," I continue, glancing down at her bedside table and seeing the various prescription drugs she's been taking. She's on a real cocktail of uppers and downers, which means it should be easy to make her question her own perceptions. "The hard part is making that first, trembling step. That first slice. The first kill. You've done that now, Paula. You know you can do it, and you know how it feels. Once you've passed that moment, you can ever go back. You're on the dark side now, but the dark side isn't necessarily bad. You're over the line. You can't go back."
I wait for her to say something, but she seems to be sobbing gently. She makes for a rather pitiful sight, and it's hard to believe that I was able to break her down quite so easily. She's obviously a very scared and lonely person, and a combination of her pre-existing problems and the flow of prescription drugs means that her mind is muddled and confused. I feel as if I have complete control over the way she sees not only the world, but her own mind. It's somewhat humbling to realize that I managed to attain such power without much effort, but now I need to make sure that I bind her so tightly to the cause that she's never able to break free.
"There's something I need to show you," I say after a moment. "Something that I think might help you to embrace this new side of your personality. You've waited a long time to embrace your true destiny, but I'm going to help you, and I promise you'll never look back. You're going to come face to face with your true nature for the first time."



Joanna Mason
 
"So I figure we should just get this over with," I say as I take a seat in Schumacher's office. I'm nervous, but I'm damn well not going to show it. "I know what you're going to say, so -"
"You don't know what I'm going to say," he replies gruffly as he sits down. A lumbering walrus of a man, Schumacher has never really made much of an effort to hide his dislike of me; the man tolerates me because he knows that I get results, but with my mind having been affected by chemotherapy drugs lately, those results have been thin on the ground. There's a danger that he thinks I'm losing my touch, in which case he might think I've become disposable. "You should try being less cocky," he adds, arranging some papers on his desk. "A little humility never hurt anyone."
"I fucked up," I reply, taking a deep breath. "I did, and I'm sorry. It's not my fault that Sam Gazade's execution was botched, but I could have handled things differently."
"You had no business being anywhere near the Sam Gazade case again," he says firmly. "Your emotional state is way too warped to be able to handle that guy -"
"My emotional state?"
"You're damaged, Jo," he continues. "After everything that Sam Gazade did to you twelve years ago -"
"That's all over," I reply, suddenly feeling a little breathless. I swear to God, I'm no longer affected by the things Gazade did to me, but sometimes I get a strange, apprehensive sensation in my chest when his name is brought up.
"He tortured you," Schumacher says firmly.
I open my mouth to argue with him, but no words come out.
"He physically and emotionally tortured you," he continues, "and you've never managed to get past that." He pauses. "Of course, it would have helped if you'd accepted counseling, but even then, I doubt anyone could get over the kind of thing that you went through. I know full well that there were things Gazade did to you that are not in any of the reports. Believe me, Jo, I sympathize. I can't imagine what it must have been like to go through that, and I wish I could wave a magic wand and make it so none of that stuff happened."
"I'm fine," I reply, still feeling breathless. I'm not sure if it's nerves, or the mention of Gazade, or some kind of delayed reaction to the drugs, but my chest is feeling tight. Even though I've stopped taking my pills, I'm fully aware that my body is still very much messed-up, which means that I can never be sure what's happening in there. It's as if someone gave control of my vital organs to a madman.
"He tortured you for two days," Schumacher replies. "Two days of pain. Two days of thinking you were going to die. That's not the kind of thing that ever goes away." He sighs. "I blame myself. As soon as Dawson mentioned that there might be a link between the new murders and the Sam Gazade case, I should have known that you'd go piling in at full speed. I should have made more of an effort to keep you distracted -"
"You make me sound like a child," I reply stiffly.
Without replying, he slides one of the pieces of paper toward me.
"I'm not signing anything," I say, staring at the paper with a growing sense of unease.
"This document confirms that you acknowledge your role in the events at the prison. By signing, you'll be formally accepting a written and verbal reprimand that will be entered into your file."
"No."
"You'll also be required to apologize to Governor Lockley in person, without a hint of sarcasm or irony, and without having your damn fingers crossed behind your back."
"No way."
"If you refuse to accept the terms of this reprimand," he continues, "I'll be forced to put you on permanent leave." He pauses for a moment, fixing me with a determined stare that seems a lot more serious than the usual tellings-off that I get when I'm hauled into his office. "This is bigger than the department, Joanna. There are senior people in the local government who want to hang you out to dry. Believe me, this arrangement wasn't easy to strike. Governor Lockley has very generously agreed -"
"Governor Lockley can very generously agree to kiss my ass," I reply, interrupting him. "She's the one who ran that prison so close to the bone that they didn't have any back-up supplies. She's the one who dropped the vial. Hell, she's the one who was actively impeding my attempt to speak to the prisoner -"
"I don't give a crap," he says firmly. "For what it's worth, I've spoken to Dawson and I'm pretty sure you're telling the truth. This isn't about truth, though. It's about extracting you from a mess, so Joanna, please, just sign the goddamn piece of paper, apologize to Governor Lockley, and then get on with your work." He pauses for a moment. "What case are you on right now, anyway? You never file paperwork these days. You just -"
"I'm going to need some time off," I say suddenly, shocking myself. I knew I'd have to make a request eventually, and I was dreading the moment, but I certainly wasn't planning on saying anything today.
He stares at me. "You have holiday time coming next -"
"For medical reasons," I add.
He pauses, and I can tell that he knows this is serious. After all, Schumacher knows that I'm not the kind of person to just take off unless there's a damn good reason. "So here's a deal," I continue. "You give me a couple of months off, unpaid if necessary, while I... resolve my medical issues. In return, I don't give a crap what you tell the media of Governor Lockley or anyone. Tell them you've suspended me, tell them you're being tough and cracking down on my bad behavior. I don't care. Whatever. And then I'll come back, and everything'll be okay again."
"You know that anything you tell me will be held in the strictest confidence," he replies after a moment. "If you're sick -"
"I'm not sick," I tell him, before staring at him in silence for a moment. "I just need a minor procedure."
He sighs. "When?"
"I don't know yet," I reply. "I need to wait until my doctor can get me in."
"But soon?"
I nod.
"Is this..." He pauses. "Joanna, please put my mind at rest and tell me that this isn't a recurrence of your cancer."
"It's not a recurrence of my cancer," I say, staring at him with impassive determination. At that exact moment, with a taste for irony, my stomach lurches slightly and I start to feel nauseous. I guess my body wants to remind me that it's still got stuff going on, even if my head feels much clearer than usual.
He stares back, and it's clear that he's not sure whether to believe me. He's known me long enough to understand that I lie freely, and that I'll do or say whatever I consider necessary to achieve the end result that I'm after. Fortunately, he also knows that there's no point pushing me; I never change my mind, and if I say that the medical issue isn't a recurrence of my cancer, there's no way in hell I'll ever say anything different.
"This copycat case," he says eventually, choosing his words carefully. "It's Dawson's work officially, but would I be right in thinking that you're doing some unofficial legwork of your own? I've checked the records, and you've been accessing some interesting files on the system."
"I think that's something that I'd keep to myself," I reply, finding it harder and harder to control the feeling of nausea. "If I was doing it. To avoid putting you in an awkward situation, Sir." I slide the unsigned piece of paper back over to him. "Am I to assume that, officially, I'm off work as of this moment?"
"You're suspended from duty for two months," he replies sternly. "Let me know if you need longer."
"Two months should be more than enough," I say, getting to my feet. "Feel free to tell Governor Lockley and the other assholes whatever you want. Tell them I had to be dragged kicking and screaming out of the office if you think it'll buff up their grins." As I walk over to the door, I can't help but feel that somehow I've managed to get everything I wanted out of this meeting. I was fully expecting Schumacher to tear into me with unprecedented ferocity, but he seems to be more worried about me than anything else.
"Don't get too close to the Gazade thing," Schumacher says. "Whatever happened in the execution chamber the other day, it still sounds like you misjudged things. That's not like you. You're a pain, but you get things done. For your own sake, I think it'd be better if you kept well away from the Sam Gazade case."
"I'm nothing to do with the Gazade case," I point out. "Officially." With that, I head out into the corridor. As soon as I've pulled the door shut, I hurry along the corridor and into the bathroom, before locking myself in a stall and leaning over the bowl. Finally, I stop fighting the feeling of nausea that has been building through my body, and I bring up the food I ate a couple of hours ago. The pain in my side is so intense, I'm starting to sweat, but at least the nausea is starting to subside. Grabbing some toilet paper, I wipe my mouth before standing up.
For a moment, I feel a little dizzy, but finally the sensation passes. I take a deep breath as I realize that I seem to be stable again. For now, at least. These moments of clarity are precious, and I know I need to take advantage of them before they're inevitably subsumed by the fog again. I know the drugs have done permanent damage to my mind, and I'm scared that I might never be my old self again.
Now that I'm off duty, however, I guess I can go and see Dr. Huston. After all, being off duty means I don't have to worry about paperwork, but Schumacher forgot, or "forgot", to take my badge and gun. Hell, I'm starting to think that being off duty is the way to go.



Dr. Alice Huston
 
"What is this place?" Paula asks as I lead her down the steps at the back of the old research annex. She seems nervous and skittish, and I don't blame her; after all, she's still coming to terms with the fact that she's a serial killer.
"The university owns lots of buildings all over town," I reply as we reach the iron basement door. "Most of them are completely neglected. You know what it's like. The left hand doesn't know what the right hand's doing. The janitors don't even know about half of these places, and it must have been easy enough to get a key from the grounds-keeping department. It was used in the 60's for some kind of research project, but it's been left to rot ever since." I pause for a moment, enjoying the look of confusion in her eyes. "Well?" I say after a moment. "Are you going to let us in?"
"Me?" She seems very uncertain, but finally she reaches out and turns the handle. The door, however, is locked. She looks confused for a moment, as if she has no idea what to do next. She's clearly second-guessing herself at every turn.
"You don't remember coming here before, do you?" I continue.
"I've never -"
"You have the keys in your pocket, Paula."
"Keys?" She stares at me. "Of course I don't. How the hell would I have keys to this place?"
"Take a look in your pocket," I reply.
She reaches down to check, and after a moment she takes a set of keys from her coat pocket. There's a look of shock on her face, and I can see the slow dawn of realization. She didn't notice that I slipped the keys into her coat earlier, and now she has no idea how they got there.
"I followed you here a couple of times," I continue. "At first, I wasn't sure quite what you were doing, but eventually I managed to listen through one of the grates near the top. Do you really not remember? Think back to the last time you were here. It was only a couple of days ago. I watched from the road as you came inside. I waited a couple of hours, but eventually I had to get back to the campus for a class."
She shakes her head. "I've never been to this place before in my life."
"Of course you have," I reply. "It's your base of operations, Paula. It's where you do everything." I wait for her to say something, but her sense of shock seems to be complete. "Are you going to let us in?" I ask. "It's kind of chilly out here."
She stares at the keys in her hand, and it's clear that she's terrified.
"You have to do it," I continue. "You've done it a lot of times before. The only difference is that now I'm here, which is preventing you from erecting the mental screens that usually allow you to block your ability to remember what you're doing. The first step on the road to recovery is for you to take charge of your own life, unlock this door and come face to face with the reality of everything you've been doing over the past few weeks. You can't continue to hide from your own actions forever. You don't want to end up getting caught, do you?"
"Caught?"
"You're a serial killer, Paula. The police tend to look down on that kind of behavior." I watch her expression closely, looking for any sign that she might be doubting what I'm telling her. "I'm not judging you," I continue, "but you need to be careful. The police are undoubtedly aware of your activities by now, and I'm sure they'll be looking for you. They've found the first couple of bodies, and I can assure you, they'll be conducting forensic analysis as we speak. Have you been covering your tracks properly?"
"I don't know," she says, with a hint of panic in her voice. "I have no idea what I've been doing. What if they come for me?"
"Relax," I say, placing a hand on her arm. "I'm sure you've been doing a good job. If you'd been leaving bloody fingerprints all over the place, they'd have found you by now. You're obviously capable of getting the job done, even if your coping mechanism prevents you from remembering." I pause for a moment, watching as she continues to stare at the key. "Let me help you, Paula," I say eventually. "Let me give you the guidance you've been lacking all your life. It pains me to see you floundering like this. You need someone to help point you in the right direction, and I'd like to be that person."
"Why?" she asks, with tears in her eyes. "Why didn't you just go to the police when you realized what I'd been doing?"
"Because I happen to agree with you. And because I think you've got potential. It'd be a far greater crime if you were left to rot in a cell for the rest of your life. You've got so much potential, and one of my jobs is to bring out the potential in every student I teach. It's just that your potential is a little... different... to the potential I see in others. I really think you could be something important, Paula, but it's time for you to stop hiding your true nature. Embrace the truth, and start by unlocking this door and seeing what you've been doing all this time."
Tentatively, she slides the key into the lock and turns it. There's a clicking sound, and finally she pushes the door open, revealing the dark, windowless interior.
"Here," I say, reaching past her and flicking the light switch. As we step inside, a set of fluorescent lights flicker into life above us, illuminating the sparse room. Over by the far wall, there's a bench with various tools laid out, and at the other side of the room there's a large box with a heavy-duty lock on the front. As I push the door shut behind us, I can't help but notice that Paula seems totally enraptured by the whole place, as if she's entering some kind of wonderland. So far, however, she's holding up very well.
"I don't remember it," she says, walking over to the middle of the room before turning back to face me. "I don't remember ever being here before in my life."
"You've been here at least twice in the past week," I tell her. It's a lie, of course, but it's one she'll believe. "Probably more times, of course. I haven't been able to follow you constantly. You've spent many hours in this place, though, working on your projects. It almost seems like a kind of second home for you."
"What projects?" she asks.
I walk over to the metal grid on the floor, which is used to drain away the blood. "I thought you'd remember by now," I say quietly, before glancing over at her. "I thought that somehow you'd have a moment of realization."
"I feel like I've never been here," she says. "I'm not doubting you, Dr. Huston, but I swear, this all seems completely new to me." She walks over to the bench and looks at the tools. "I don't even know how to use half of these things."
"You do," I reply. "You really do, Paula."
She picks up one of the electric bone-saws, examining it as if it's a new toy. She's never touched the damn thing in her life, of course, but she needs to believe that she's used it to cut up bodies. I watch as her fingers move over the tool's surface, leaving prints behind. I've carefully kept my own fingerprints from every surface in the building, but Paula clearly doesn't understand the importance of being careful. I'm quite relieved, in a way. She's a smart girl, but she's obviously not cut out for this kind of activity, which means it should be easy enough to ensure that when it's all over, she's the one who gets blamed for all the deaths. I have to admit that even though I planned the whole thing methodically, it's still extremely satisfying to see it all coming together.
"What was that?" she says, suddenly turning to look at the long box on the other side of the room.
"Did you hear something?" I ask, my heart racing as I realize that she's about to face her greatest challenge yet. The box is a couple of meters long and about a meter tall and wide. It's more than big enough to store a human body, as I've already determined on a number of occasions.
"It was like..." She pauses, and I can see that although she hasn't said the words yet, she knows what she heard. "It was like someone was... scratching..."
Walking over to the box, I look down at the lock and realize that I need to be careful. This whole thing needs to come across as being Paula's idea. She's fragile, and while it's important to expose her to the full horror of everything that 'she' has been doing in this place, I also need to ensure that she doesn't lose her mind completely. Not yet, anyway. There'll be time for that later.
"Those keys," I say, turning to her. "Maybe one of them opens the box."
She stares at me, with fear in her eyes.
"You're right," I continue, listening to the faint scratching sound, "there is something in there. Paula, do you your next victim lined up?"
"I don't have victims," she snaps back at me, as if she's starting to panic. "None of this is true. You're setting me up. You're making me believe things that aren't true." With that, she turns and starts hurrying to the door, but I manage to catch up to her and grab her before she gets outside. "Why are you doing this to me?" she shouts, trying to get free. "This is all you! You're trying to 0"
"I'm trying to help you," I say firmly, dragging her back over to the box and pushing her down onto the floor. "Open it!"
She fumbles with the keys for a moment, before turning and trying to get away again. Grabbing her shoulder, I pull her back.
"Open it!" I shout. "Paula, you have to face the truth about what you've done! You have to embrace your crimes! If you keep running from them, you'll never fulfill your potential! Is that what you want? Do you want to be just another of the cowards who see how the world should be changed but who don't get up and do anything about it?"
"Please don't make me do this," she says, starting to sob again. "I can't. I didn't mean to hurt anyone. I don't know why I did all these things, but I want to stop... I want to go to the police... I don't want to be a murderer, not anymore... Not like this..."
"No," I say forcefully, "you have to continue. You're doing good work, and the world will be a better place, but only if you have the stomach to keep going. I can't do it for you, Paula. You're the one!" I pause, realizing that maybe I've gone too far. Still, she's clearly wavering and I need to make sure that she plays the role that I've laid out for her. "Maybe you're the one who can change the world," I continue, watching as she stares with breathless horror at the box. "Maybe, Paula, you're the one who can finally fix everything that's wrong. Wouldn't that be good? Wouldn't you like to show everyone that they're wrong? You're smart, and you're capable, and you've got the guts to do this. But you need to face your own actions." I look down at her hand and see that she's trembling as she holds the key. "Open the box," I say finally, taking a step back.
She pauses, and then slowly she slips the key into the lock and turns it. Her hands are still trembling as she grabs the sides of the lid - once again, leaving fingerprints everywhere - and finally she opens the box.
"I didn't do this," she says, staring with horror at the shivering, bleeding figure chained inside. "I didn't do this. I didn't... I couldn't... I wouldn't... This isn't me..."
"This is your next victim," I say, stepping closer and staring down at Harry Gillespie's terrified face. Gillespie's mouth is firmly gagged, to ensure that he can't tell Paula that I'm the one who kidnapped him, and he's completely naked. I would have killed him a couple of days ago, but I needed to wait until Paula was ready. "You drugged him," I say, placing a hand on Paula's shoulder, "and you brought him here. I don't know how or when, but you managed it somehow. How else can you explain everything?" I wait for her to reply, but she's clearly stunned and horrified by the sight of the man's terrified face. "Embrace this side of your personality," I add. "You've killed already. There's no reason to be scared."
"I can't," she whispers. "This is Dr. Gillespie. He works at the university. If I kill him, people are going to start making links..."
"It's too late," I reply, amused by her concerns. "He's seen your face. Besides, the guy's an asshole. He always got the better funding deals, while my work was left to rot."
"But -"
"Here," I say, taking a knife from my pocket and holding it out to her. "You can use this to perforate his heart. You'll be copying Sam Gazade's third murder in every detail. This is exactly what he did to the third woman he killed."
She shakes her head, but I place the knife in her hand and carefully close her fingers around the handle, before putting my hands around hers and tilting the knife down toward Gillespie's chest.
Filled with terror, Gillespie struggles desperately to get free. He's trying to shout out at us, probably to tell Paula that I'm lying to her, but there's no way he'll be able to get that gag out of his mouth.
"You can do it," I whisper to Paula, gently pressing the blade against Gillespie's bare chest. "Be brave. You've done it so many times before. Just focus."
"I can't," she whimpers, with tears rolling down her cheeks and dripping onto Gillespie's skin.
"You already are," I say, applying enough pressure to slip the tip of the knife into the man's flesh.
Gillespie lets out a stifled scream as blood starts to flow from the wound.
"That's not me," Paula says quietly. "It's you, Dr. Huston. You're the one who's pushing down."
"No," I reply, as the knife slides between Gillespie's ribs. "It's you, Paula. Don't try to hide from the truth. You're the one who's doing this. My hands are just resting on yours, to help you." With that, I apply the final pressure that's required to push the knife into Gillespie's heart. The blade grates against his ribs before puncturing his heart. His body jerks several times as he continues to scream, but finally he falls still, with his eyes staring straight at me. Slowly, I take my hands away, leaving Paula holding the knife handle, with the blade buried deep in the man's chest.
"Well done," I say, taking a deep breath as I realize that everything's going perfectly so far. "Do you remember what the diary said about Gazade's third victim? Do you remember the wounds you have to copy?"
"I never read the diary," she whispers, staring down at Gillespie's corpse.
"Yes you did," I say firmly.
"Then I don't remember," she says, her voice trembling with fear. "I really don't..."
"It's okay," I tell her. "We have it with us, so we can check. You'll need the bone-saw, though. It's on the bench. Go and get it." I wait for her to obey, but she seems to be totally transfixed by the dead body. "Go and get it, Paula," I say firmly. "Fetch the bone-saw."
Slowly, she lets go of the knife handle, before getting to her feet and walking over to the bench. I can't help but be impressed by how easily I've been able to manipulate her. She's very obedient, and I'm convinced that I've now managed to get her past the point of no return. In a strange way, I'm rather proud of her, even if I'm still a little worried that she's not fully on my side. There's time, though. For now, all she has to do is carve the body up so that, when the police find it, there's no doubt in their minds that this is the work of the same copycat killer who murdered the first men. They'll never realize that I've managed to transfer all my crimes to Paula's hands.



Sacrifice part II



Joanna Mason
 
"Jo," Dr. Gibbs says, his voice sounding a little crackly as we speak over the phone, "did you hear what I said? This is good news. If this other patient's cancellation is confirmed, I should be able to get you into the slot. You can be under the knife within a week."
Glancing over at Dr. Huston's secretary, I pause for a moment. "Totally," I say eventually, watching as the big-busted, overly-perfumed bitch continues to file her nails. "That's great."
"I know it's overwhelming," he continues, "but this is the right choice. If we're to have any chance of beating your cancer -"
"I agree with you," I say, interrupting him. "Just book it in and let me know what time to rock up to the hospital. I'll be there."
"You don't sound too certain."
"What do you want me to say?" I reply, a little exasperated by his continual demand for some kind of big emotional moment. "You just told me you should be able to cut my breasts off within a week. Yay. I'm very excited by the whole thing, and by the whole cancer-beating situation, but unfortunately I left my party horns at home this morning." I pause for a moment as I realize that perhaps my reaction is a little unusual. Still, there'll be time for that later. Right now, I have to focus on the case. "It's a good thing," I add eventually. "It's what I want, and what I need. Let's just get it done."
"I should be able to confirm in the next twenty-four hours," he continues. "Until then, focus on eating well, and keep taking your medication. You're still sticking to the pill regimen, right?"
"I just took my afternoon dose a few minutes ago."
"That's interesting," he replies sourly, "considering our system shows you haven't picked up your next week's prescription. You should have run out of pills by now."
I open my mouth to reply, but suddenly I realize that he's caught me red-handed.
"I had my secretary double-check," he continues, "because I told him there's no way Joanna Mason would be stupid enough to put her health in danger by not taking her medication."
"I might have missed one or two at the beginning," I tell him, annoyed at myself for not bothering to at least pick up the damn things, even if I have no intention of taking them. "I was planning to go pick up a fresh prescription tomorrow. Don't worry." I watch as Dr. Huston's door opens; there's a pause, and then Dr. Huston herself emerges, fixing me with a polite smile. "I have to go," I tell Dr. Gibbs, as I get to my feet. "Keep me posted."
"You need to -" he starts to say, but it's too late: I've cut the call.
Putting the phone away, I turn to Dr. Huston as she approaches with an outstretched hand.
"You must be Detective Mason," she says with a disarming smile that seems designed to put me at ease. "I'm so pleased to meet you. Will you come into my office, and we can talk about whatever it is that seems to have brought you here."
"I won't take up too much of your time," I reply, as she leads me through to the next room and then pushes the door shut. Lined with bustling bookshelves on all four walls, her office is fairly small, and the desk is overflowing with more books, papers and folders. "I just wanted to ask you a few questions about the Sam Gazade case," I continue. "You're not under suspicion, though. This is really just a casual interview, to clear up a few loose ends."
"The whole thing's quite shocking, really," she says as she walks over to her desk. "After all the discussions and debates regarding the death penalty, the whole thing gets derailed by a shortage of the necessary drugs. I'd like to say I'm surprised, but to be honest, I'm fully aware that incompetents are in far too many positions of power. If everyone did their job properly, so many of the world's problems would be cleared up overnight and those of us with half a brain wouldn't have to run around, putting out all the fires caused by morons."
I open my mouth to reply, but suddenly I spot a mug on Dr. Huston's desk, with Sam Gazade's face plastered on the side.
"A memento," she says with a smile. "I went down to the prison one night and people were selling these things. It's remarkable, isn't it?"
"I'm actually here about his diary," I continue, watching carefully to see if there's a flicker of recognition in her eyes. So far, I don't see anything suspicious. "I don't know how closely you followed Gazade's case, but twelve years ago there was claims that he'd kept a diary documenting all his murders. At the time, we carried out a thorough investigation and concluded that the diary was a figment of his imagination. Now it seems that we were wrong, and it's been found."
"I wrote a doctoral paper on Gazade's case a few years ago," she replies, "so I know the details of what happened quite well. I must say, I'm quite surprised to learn that the diary might have existed. From all the sources I read, I was under the impression that it was a wild goose chase. Gazade said there was a code that revealed its location, but all the trails ran cold. It seemed like classic obfuscation on his part."
"Apparently it existed after all," I reply, "and apparently it was recovered from the Lark Bermuda Hotel a few months ago. Someone evidently broke Gazade's code and was able to locate the diary."
"I see," she says, pausing for a moment. "It's quite fascinating, isn't it? And do you have any idea who has it now?"
"The diary was taken by a guest at the hotel, someone who seems to have booked in with the sole intention of discreetly checking each of the rooms. They knew it was in the building, but they didn't know exactly where" I pause for a moment, waiting for the perfect moment to start turning the screw. So far, Dr. Huston seems to have nothing to hide, but I've met enough good liars over the years to know that I need to be careful. "As it happens," I continue, "the person checked in under your name."
"Mine?" she replies, raising her eyebrows with a look of genuine shock. "What exactly do you mean by 'checked in'? Did they use false I.D. with my name?"
"No, nothing like that. I'm afraid the hotel's a little behind the times. The guest paid with cash, and there are no surveillance records, and it's been so long, I'm not convinced that a witness statement by the owner would be of much use. All we have to go on is the name, so although I don't want to make you feel that you're under any particular scrutiny, I was hoping you could help to clear this up by telling me where you were on April 8th this year, which is when the person using your name checked in at the hotel."
"April 8th?" She opens a desk drawer and pulls out a small black book, which she opens and starts flicking through. "You don't possibly think that I could have anything to do with this, do you?"
"Not at all," I reply. "The truth is, I'm certain that this person was checking in under a false name. I mean, you'd have to be insane to use your actual name for such a thing, but..." I pause for a moment, watching as she continues to look through the black book. Something about this woman just doesn't seem to be quite right, although I can't put my finger on the problem.
"April 8th," she says after a moment. "I remember now. I was in Utah, of all places, at a conference on criminal tendencies and sociological response. I left on the 7th, and I came back on the 11th. I'm quite sure I can dig out all manner of receipts and proof, plus I'm sure there are scores of people who could vouch for my presence." She slides the book over to me, so that I can see the handwritten note for myself. "I was pretty much on the other side of the country," she adds. "It's lucky, really. I don't travel much, but as it happens, this is one of the few periods this year for which I can absolutely prove where I was. Please, feel free to access my phone or email records, or anything that will help you to prove my whereabouts."
"It's fine," I reply, realizing that I was right when I assumed the person at the hotel must have used a false name.
"The big question," she continues, "is why they'd use my name in all of this. I mean, do you think someone's trying to frame me?"
"It's unlikely," I reply. "The odds of us making the link and finding the hotel were too small. I can only assume that the person, whoever she is, must have plucked your name out of thin air. Maybe she saw it somewhere and figured it was as good as any other name. Maybe..." I pause. "Maybe it's someone you know, or at least someone you're acquainted with."
"I teach on several courses here at the university," she points out. "My circle of acquaintances is extraordinarily large, as you can imagine. Just students and faculty members. I've also been quoted in several news articles over the past few years, and I have three references books on the market. At the risk of sounding self-centered, it's by no means impossible that someone could have chanced upon my name and then, for whatever reason, decided to borrow it."
"I'm sorry for wasting your time," I say, getting to my feet.
"Might I ask why you're looking into all of this?" she asks. "As I explained, I've a professional interest in the Sam Gazade case, so I'd very much like to know what's happening." She pauses. "I should also admit that I'm familiar with your involvement in the original case, Detective Mason. When I was writing my thesis, I actually tried to get in touch with you. I wanted to talk to you about Gazade, to get a first-hand idea of what he was like and how he treated you, but you turned me down."
"I was getting a lot of requests back then," I reply, feeling deeply uncomfortable. In the months after my experience with Gazade, I was hounded by the media, and I had to get away for a while in order to wait out the scrum.
"It doesn't matter now," Dr. Huston continues. "I was able to complete my thesis without any problems. I scored very highly. In fact, it was eventually published. I don't know if you've read my book on -"
"No," I say firmly. "I haven't read any of the books on Sam Gazade."
"I can understand that," she says with a faint smile. "I'm sure you don't want to relive those awful experiences. In truth, my interview request back then was perhaps a little salacious. I didn't need to speak to you, not really. I just wanted to get closer to the case." She pauses again. "I'm so sorry that he was able to put you through such a traumatic experience."
"I'm fine," I reply, feeling a little tense. "It was a long time ago."
"Men do such horrific things to women," she continues. "I don't mean to sound vindictive or angry, but 90% of the time when something like this happens, it's the result of a man struggling with violent or obsessive compulsions relating to the female body. Women just don't have the same urge to torture and kill. Not usually, anyway."
"There's a copycat killer," I reply, figuring that Dr. Huston might actually be useful in the case. "It's not confirmed, but I think it's a woman who's replicating Sam Gazade's murders with the genders reversed. The victims are male, the perpetrator is female, and certain mutilations to the bodies have been very gender-specific. Where appropriate, the killer is altering the wounds. For example, whereas Gazade gouged out the vaginal opening of his second victim, this new killer removed the penis and performed a similar gouging act. It's also notable that in the first two cases, the new killer chose victims with well-developed pectoral muscles, in order to be able to remove breast-like material."
"Fascinating," she replies. "There have been so few genuine female serial killers in history. I discount the likes of Aileen Wuornos, because when I talk about serial killers, I'm really focused on the ones who plan things methodically, rather than those who simply go on a killing spree as a means to an end. There have been very few women in history who I'd categorize as belonging to the classical serial killer type."
"Or they're just better at not getting caught," I point out.
She smiles. "I've studied the links between gender and criminality extensively," she says. "I've even written books on the subject. There are so few people who are willing to look at this kind of thing. My latest book is about women and the torture porn film genre. I'm very much of the opinion that women have a much more unusual relationship to this kind of thing than men. The torture porn phenomenon is particularly interesting. The female body is treated as a much more explicit object. Something to be cut up and damaged, but at the same time something to be admired. It really reflects the human desire to kill things that we find beautiful. Or rather, perhaps I should say the male desire." She pauses. "Then again, I suppose I shouldn't be lecturing you, of all people, on such things."
I open my mouth to reply, but I'm not sure what to say.
"That's what he did to you, isn't it?" she asks, as if she's fascinated by the ordeal I suffered at Gazade's hands. "He tortured you, and from his point of view at least, there was undoubtedly something satisfying about the whole experience, perhaps even on a sexual level. I must say, Detective Mason, that I think most women - in fact, most people - would never have been able to get on with their lives after the things you went through. I'm sure they'd crumble to dust under the weight of all those memories."
"Maybe I'll give one of your books a try some time," I tell her, even though I figure she's just another academic blowhard who wouldn't know the real world if it bit her on the ass. The last thing I want is to get involved in a conversation that ends with me showing off my scars.
"I hope you catch this woman," she replies, "and I hope you're able to get some answers from her. From a psychological and sociological perspective, this could be a very interesting case. If there's any way at all that I can be of use to you, I'd be happy to offer my professional advice and guidance -"
"It's fine," I say, keen to keep her at a distance. "Please hold back from discussing any of this with anyone, though. I don't want any of the details reaching the public or the media."
"Of course not," she replies. "You can count on my absolute discretion."
I pause for a moment, and finally I decide to test her. "You want to know the weird thing about the code?" I ask eventually. "It turns out, it wasn't even that complicated. I feel completely dumb for having missed it."
She stares at me, as if suddenly she's a little unsettled. "Don't be too hard on yourself," she says finally. "I'm sure it was a great achievement to track down the location, even if you weren't able to be the first to do it."
"Nah," I reply, trying to sound pretty casual about the whole thing, "I'm pretty sure I was just being dumb. I was on some medication twelve years ago, which is why I didn't manage to notice the obvious patterns. Christ, the damn code was so obvious, only a complete idiot would have struggled for any length of time."
"I'm sure that's not true at all," she replies with a hint of bitterness in her voice. "I'm sure the person who cracked that code first must have been a singular genius."
"Maybe," I mutter. "I don't know, it doesn't seem that way to me, but I guess you might be right. Still, I have to admit, I've been on and off medication for years. I'm pretty sure that's why I didn't break Gazade's code. I'd have worked it out years ago if I'd had my head straight. It turned out to be so pathetically easy -"
"I'm sorry," she says, clearly annoyed as she interrupts me, "but I really have to get on with some work. I'm sure you'll be able to find your own way back to the car park."
"Sure, but -"
"Goodbye, Detective Mason," she adds, opening the door for me. "Good luck with your investigation, although it sounds like you won't need it. You seem to be on top of everything just fine."
Once I've left her office, I head outside and start the long walk back toward the car park. After a moment, however, I stop and glance back at the building. It's been a while since my mind was clear enough to have any kind of instinctive insight into a case, but thanks to the lack of medication in my system, I'm feeling as if I'm almost back to normal. The problem is, while everything Dr. Huston said was reasonable and made sense, I can't shake the feeling that she's hiding something. In fact, there's a voice at the back of my mind that keeps insisting that Dr. Huston is very much involved in this whole case, even if she can throw all the alibis in the world my way. After all, she clearly didn't like it when I dismissed the idea that the code was difficult. If I didn't know better, I'd be tempted to believe that Dr. Huston herself was the one who figured out the code. Why else would she be so pissed off at the suggestion that it wasn't much of an achievement?
Stopping by the reception area, I grab a prospectus for the university. Flicking through the pages, I find a photo of Dr. Huston. I think it might be time to show this to the guy at the hotel, and check to see if maybe Dr. Huston was the woman who checked in and found the diary after all.



Dr. Alice Huston
 
Standing at my window, I watch as Detective Morgan makes her way across the quad, away from the building. She pauses for a moment to look back this way, and I step to one side, just in case she might be able to see me. Finally, when I look outside again, I spot her heading toward the car park.
My heart is racing. I've read so much over the years about Joanna Morgan. I've pored over every book on the case, and every media reference. Mason was the only person who ever managed to escape from Sam Gazade, and in the process she was able to bring him down and get him handcuffed. It was a quite remarkable feat, but it came with a price. By all accounts, Mason was tortured by Gazade for a day or two, and she suffered some significant injuries. It's also believed that she was on the verge of being cut up when she managed to get away. It's hard to imagine the trauma she must have experienced, and in a way it's admirable that she's up and about, getting on with her life, rather than curled up in the corner of a padded cell somewhere.
In a way, I envy her.
After all, she had a perfect, first-hand experience with Sam Gazade, while the rest of us had to make do with reading about what happened and imagining the horror. I've read the files on Joanna Mason's injuries, and I know full well that Sam Gazade put her through some hideous experiences. She seems calm and pleasant enough, but I'm quite certain there must be deep scars in her soul, pushing their way to the surface. It's simply not possible for someone to go through something like that and come out the other end without certain emotional difficulties. There was a flicker of discomfort in her eyes, but I'm quite certain she has other problems. No matter how hard she tries to be normal, she's basically ruined for life.
Often, I try to imagine what it was like to be tortured in that way. The thought horrifies me, of course, but I can't deny that on a dark level, it's also rather tempting. It's a terrible shame that Mason doesn't have the academic prowess to properly explore the events that almost killed her all those years ago, but I've worked hard over the years to hone my skills of analysis, and I'm more than confident that when this whole mess is over, I'll be in the perfect position to write the definitive study not only of Gazade himself, but of the gender divide among serial killers in general. After all, that's why I started looking for the diary, and it's the reason I decided to commit my own murders. At the end of the day, it's all about the work.
It's also the reason why I'm going to have to bring forward my plans for Detective Mason. Fortunately, those plans are already well-advanced, so it shouldn't take much work to set things in motion. Turning back to my desk, I grab my phone and bring up the number of the one person I can trust to help me out.



Joanna Mason
 
As I make my way across the campus, heading back to my car, I can't help but notice something strange in the corner of my eye. I glance over my shoulder a couple of times, but all I see are college students going about their daily business. Still, I know I'm not imagining things, so I head toward the library, which has a large glass window running along one side. Looking up at my reflection as I walk, I soon realize that I was right after all.
Someone's following me.
Although I can't make out the person's features in the reflection, I'm certain that it's not Dr. Huston. Whoever this is, it's someone younger and faster, and it's someone who - to be honest - is doing a pretty bad job. To test her, I stop and look over my shoulder, and I catch a brief glimpse of a figure ducking behind a wall. It's kind of comical, in a way, to see how completely inept this person is at following me, but at the same time I know I need to keep my guard up. After all, comically inept people can still turn out to be dangerous, and it can't be a coincidence that I seem to have acquired this extra shadow just as I emerged from Dr. Huston's office.
Heading past the library's main entrance, I turn left and walk quickly down a wide set of steps. I'm certain that I'm still being followed, but there's no point turning to check again. Preferring not to scare my pursuer, I decide that a better option would be to confront him or her directly. As I walk quickly around a blind corner, I stop and turn to look back, waiting for someone to hurry into view. After a moment, I realize I can hear footsteps getting closer, and finally a harried-looking young woman hurries around the corner with such speed that she almost slams straight into me.
"Hey!" I say, forcing myself to smile. "Were you looking for me?"
The girl stares blankly at me, as if she's frozen in terror. It's kind of amusing to see just how shocked she is to be confronted, but the truth is, she was terrible at following me. Some people are just really bad at being subtle.
"You want to talk?" I continue. "I couldn't help but notice that you seemed to be tailing me back there."
"I don't know what you're talking about," she stammers, before hurrying around me and starting to walk away. She says something else, but it's hard to decipher her muttered tones. I'm not sure whether to be worried or just a little sad. After all, she seems to be a nervous wreck, and she's blatantly uncomfortable. In fact, she's pretty much the most socially awkward person I've ever met, which immediately makes me want to dig deeper and find out what she wants.
"My name's Joanna Mason," I say, keeping up with her as she tries to get away from me. "Detective Joanna Mason, actually. I'm sure you'll understand that I tend to get curious when someone starts following me. I don't know, maybe I'm just paranoid, but you stuck with me nearly all the way from Dr. Huston's office, and now you seem really keen to get away from me. That's quite a turnaround -"
"I wasn't following you!" she shouts, turning to me with a look of pure rage in her eyes. After a moment she seems to settle down, as a couple of passing students give her a weird look. "I don't get why people think they're being followed all the time when sometimes other people are just going the same way. It's not like I've got nothing better to do." With that, she turns and starts walking away, but she drops a couple of books she was carrying and, panicked, she stops to pick them up.
"Here," I say, leaning down to help her.
"No!" she shouts, pushing me away before scooping up the books. "I don't need your help!"
"Yeah, but -"
"No!" she snarls.
"Fine," I reply, spotting that she also dropped her wallet. Unable to resist the temptation, I pick it up and, before giving it back to her, I take a quick look at the name on her university I.D. card. Paula Clarke sure seems like a nervy, kind of sketchy student, and as she snatches the wallet from me, it's clear that she's desperate to get the hell away from this encounter. "If you want to talk to me," I continue, "you can just approach me at any time. Even if you're not ready right now, you can contact me via -"
"I don't want to talk to you," she says, barely able to maintain eye contact.
"But if you do -"
"I won't!"
I pause, realizing that something's really wrong with this girl's head. "Just keep it in mind," I add, figuring that this might not be the right moment to force the issue. "And next time you try following someone, see if you can do a better job, 'cause that, back there, was pretty fucking awful. You really need to go to a better spy school."
"Fuck off," she mutters, before turning and hurrying away, almost bumping into the wall in the process. I watch as she hurries up a set of steps, and it's amusing to note the way she glances over her shoulder to check whether I'm still staring at her. I am, of course, and she scurries around the next corner. I stand and wait, convinced that she won't be able to resist one final glance back at me, and sure enough she suddenly peers back around the corner. I wave at her, and she ducks out of sight. There's something seriously amiss with that girl, and since I don't believe in coincidences when it comes to this kind of investigation, I figure it's time to do a little digging into Paula Clarke's background.



Dr. Alice Huston
 
"I saw you talking to her," I say, as Paula hurries into my office. "What the hell were you doing?"
"Nothing," she mutters, although it's clear that she's concerned about something. One of the useful things about Paula is that she's very bad at hiding her emotions. When something's bothering her, it's plain for all to see, and right now she's very much on-edge. In fact, she's so highly-strung, she can't decide where to sit; instead, she starts pacing around the room, and after a moment I realize that she's muttering to herself under her breath. I'm starting to think that she might be a little too damaged, and that recent events have traumatized her, in which case I need to find a way to hold her together.
"I didn't tell you to talk to Detective Mason," I say calmly, as I shut the door and walk over to my desk. "You mustn't take the initiative like that again. It's dangerous. Did you hear me tell you to go and run after the woman like that?"
She shakes her head.
"I need you to follow my orders," I continue. "There'll come a time when you need to think for yourself again, but that day isn't here yet."
"I wanted to see what she was doing," she says, barely able to make eye contact with me. "I wanted to know what she was doing here, and why she'd been to see you."
"Didn't you think you could just ask me?"
She pauses.
"Why was it so important?" I ask. "Don't you trust me, Paula? She was leaving my office. She was probably just headed to her car until you started putting on that little show. All you did was draw attention to yourself." Sighing, I watch as she hurries over to the door, at which point she turns and comes back toward my desk. "Paula, calm down," I continue, walking around to join her. "You're a mess, but it's okay, because you've got me to help you. This is why it's so fortunate that I'm on your side. Without me, you'd probably already be under arrest for all those murders."
"Fuck," she mutters, sounding a little breathless. She's looking down at the floor, with her face mostly obscured by her hair. I still feel as if, in some way, I'm losing her. I need to find some way to tie her more tightly to my cause, to ensure that there's no risk of her loyalty being broken.
"There's not much more work to do," I say, walking over to her. "You don't have to hold it together for much longer, you know." I wait for a response, but she just continues to stare down at her feet. I swear to God, her personality is like a glass vase that was shattered long ago; someone tried to crudely hold it together with tape, preserving its basic shape, but now the pieces are threatening to fall apart again. It's not a matter of if she breaks, it's simply a question of when, and it's the timing that I need to control. This needs to be a slow, carefully-managed disintegration.
"Look at me," she says, holding out her hands. "How could I have killed those people? I can't even follow someone without being spotted."
"I imagine you've been lucky so far," I reply, trying to maintain a calm, reassuring tone and hoping that I can make her settle for a while longer. It's clear that I'm going to have to accelerate my plans. "Don't underestimate yourself, Paula. I think you're capable of more than you realize."
She looks over at the door, as if she wants to leave.
"Look at me," I say firmly.
She turns and stares at me.
"I'm going to help you," I add. "It's okay, Paula. Whatever happened in the past, nothing can be changed. You killed those three people, and that's just a simple fact. I know you were planning to copy each of Sam Gazade's murders in the right order, but I'm not sure you should stick so doggedly to that plan. I think it's time to be flexible."
"I didn't kill anyone," she whimpers, with tears in her eyes.
"You did," I reply firmly. "Let's not get into this discussion again -"
"I couldn't!" she says, raising her voice. "There's no way I could do that!"
"Then what were you doing in the old man's house when I found you?" I ask, carefully concealing my exasperation at her continued refusal to accept what I'm telling her. "Why were you holding that knife?"
"I wasn't actually going to kill him," she replies, her voice trembling. "I was just angry. I wanted to see if I could do something like that, but I wouldn't have been able to go through with it. I would have just turned around and walked out again."
"No," I reply, "you wouldn't. Paula, I can only help you if you're willing to face the truth about yourself."
"It's not the truth," she says, trying to get to the door. I push her against the desk, holding her in place. "Let me go," she whimpers, struggling to get loose from my grip. "Please, I don't want to be here."
"You'll get caught," I say, keeping my voice calm and quiet. "Do you know what they do to serial killers, Paula? They execute them. Do you think that just because you're a woman, they'll keep you alive? They'll strap you down like all the rest, like they're going to do with Sam Gazade, and they'll pump you full of drugs, and you'll die. Do you understand? There's no doubt here, Paula. They'll execute you, and there'll be morons outside the prison on the night you die, cheering them on!"
She shakes her head, but there are tears trickling down her cheeks and she clearly knows that I'm right. She's still trying to get free from my grip, but her struggles have become a little more muted. I'm convinced that I'm on the verge of engaging her complete compliance, but I'm not sure how to seal the deal. I need to know for sure that I can trust her.
"If you walk out of here now and refuse my help," I continue, "you will be caught. And because you're a woman, you'll be treated like even more of a freak. Is that what you want?" I pause, as she stops struggling completely. "You'll be locked up for years while they go through your case. You won't be able to look after yourself in prison, Paula. You'll be used by everyone in there, and soon you'll be begging for death, but they'll drag it out, over and over again, and it'll be years before they finally lead you along that corridor to the execution chamber. And then there'll be relatives of your victims watching as the thick leather straps are put around your wrists, and some asshole will ask if you have any final words, and then you'll watch as the drugs are pumped through clear plastic tubes, directly into your body. And then, Paula, your body will start to fail, and you'll start to close your eyes, and -"
"Stop," she whimpers.
"It's the truth!" I say firmly, raising my voice for a moment. "There's only one person in the world who understands you, Paula, and who can help you, and it's me!"
"I just want to be alone," she says, trying once again to get to the door.
"Don't be an idiot!" I reply, forcing her against the desk. As she tries to get away, I'm forced to grip her more and more tightly, and finally one of legs presses hard against her crotch. She continues to struggle, but after a moment I realize that she's pressing back against me, as if the pressure against her genitals is pleasurable. Without saying anything, and still holding her tightly in case she gets away, I push my leg harder against her, and I realize that although she's still struggling, she's moving in a slightly more rhythmic way. There's absolutely no doubt now that she's gaining sexual pleasure from pressing her crotch against my leg, and although I'm shocked, I decide not to pull away. This is a fascinating response from her, and I'm keen to see if she'll maintain the encounter all the way to orgasm.
Finally, after jerking the crotch of her jeans against my leg for a few more seconds, she lets out the faintest gasp, and then she falls still. She's blushing, and she looks shocked.
"I'm going to tell you what we're going to do," I say, moving my leg away from her crotch. I'm stunned and surprised by what just happened, but I figure the best thing would be not to acknowledge any of it. The last thing I want is for this whole mess to blossom into some kind of pseudo-sexual encounter, because sex has no place in my plan. Besides, I have absolutely no sexual interest in girl, especially those who are as pathetic and fragile as Paula Clarke. "You have to listen very carefully to me, Paula. Can you do that?"
She looks directly at me, and I can see the confusion in her eyes. To be honest, I don't entirely blame her. It was never my intention to give her an orgasm, but the effect was clearly powerful. I have no intention of doing the same thing ever again, but she certainly seems to have calmed down.
"Answer me," I say firmly. "Tell me you're listening. How am I supposed to know, if you won't tell me?"
She doesn't reply.
"Tell me!" I say again, and this time I reach out and slap the side of her face hard. Realizing that I'm losing control, I walk round to the other side of the desk.
"I'm listening," she says, her voice sounding soft and calm. She's sitting on the edge of the desk, facing away from me, and after a moment she reaches up to her face, as if she can still feel the sting on her cheek.
"We're going to forget about replicating the other Sam Gazade murders," I continue, as I start to realize that Paula seems more compliant now. Maybe that little accident just now wasn't so bad after all. "We're going to move on to the final phase of the whole project."
"What project?" she asks, turning to me.
"That's what this is all about," I continue. "Don't tell me it doesn't make sense to you, Paula. I'm a teacher, and you're a student, and we're working on this together. It's a study. Don't you understand? We're studying gender and crime, and we're going to see how the world reacts when a woman commits the same mutilation-based serial murders that were once committed by a man. This is pioneering work, and one day people are going to recognize that we were ahead of everyone else. We're geniuses, Paula. I had the vision, and you're going to be my assistant."
"But killing people -" she starts to say.
"Is the only way we can get proper results," I reply firmly, realizing that I need to bring her into my plans a little further. "The world is full of people who sit around and try to guess how it feels to kill, and who create elaborate hypothetical models in an attempt to work out what would happen in this kind of situation, but we're the only two people who are brave enough to actually do it. We're like the Masters and Johnson of criminal study, and by the time we're finished, we're going to have an unprecedented insight into the way the world works. This isn't just about sociology or criminology, Paula. It's about men and women. It's about gender. It's about the power of the gaze. You just have to hold your nerve and keep cowardly thoughts from your mind."
She stares at me, and I can see that I've managed to win her around. Of all the things that finally bound her to my plans, it turns out I just needed to let her hump my leg. In some ways, she seems to be a very simple young woman.
"So the final part of the project involves replicating the final part of Sam Gazade's original killing spree, and fortunately, we have access to the same victim that he used. We have access to the woman he tried, but failed, to kill."
"You mean -"
"We can't wait any longer," I say, feeling a flash of nerves in my chest as I realize that the project is close to completion. "We have to do it tonight. We have to capture Detective Joanna Mason and recreate everything that Gazade did to her. And then..." I pause for a moment. "And then we can start writing up the results of the most ambitious academic study that has ever been conducted. I'll even let you share the credit. Unfortunately, we must all sacrifice our sense of well-being from time to time, but all that really matters is the work. In the end, it's the work that lasts, longer after we're gone."



Joanna Mason
 
"So I'm just checking in to see how things are going," I say as I get out of my car and walk toward the hotel. It's getting late, and I figure I should talk to the hotel owner again before calling it a night. I need to show him a photo of Dr. Huston and find out if she's the woman who came and found the diary.
"Aren't you supposed to be suspended without pay?" Dawson asks, his voice sounding a little crackly over the phone. "People who are suspended without pay don't tend to keep working, Jo."
"It's a bit late for me to start getting a hobby," I reply as I reach the door and see that the whole place seems to be dark, with only a few lights on inside.
"It's never too late."
I smile. If only he knew...
"We don't really have any new leads," he says with a sigh. "If this person sticks to the timetable, I think there's going to be a new body tomorrow, which means a new wave of media interest and a new wave of Schumacher coming down on me and demanding a break." He pauses. "I think it's gonna be another guy."
"I think so too," I reply, pushing the door open and stepping inside. The place seems strangely quiet and unwelcoming, and it's not hard to see why no-one ever stays at this damn hotel. After a moment, I hear the parakeet shuffling around in its cage, but apart from that it's as if there's no-one here. I walk over to the reception desk and ring the bell, but I'm already getting the distinct impression that I'm not going to have any luck. Something about this whole place just feels dead and undisturbed.
"What about you?" Dawson asks. "Got anything?"
"I'll let you know in the morning," I tell him, taking the university prospectus out of my pocket and opening it to the page with Dr. Huston's photo. "I'm just checking up on a few things."
"Care to share?"
"You'd think I'm crazy."
"I already think you're crazy," he replies. "Come on, Jo, I admit it. Sometimes my approach doesn't get the fastest results. If your famous leaps of inspiration have delivered and you think you're onto something, I need you to share."
"Hang on," I say, walking through the dark hotel and starting to wonder if something's wrong. After all, the place seems to be completely deserted, and I can't help thinking that if this guy is the only person who could identify the guest who found the diary, he might be in danger.
"Where are you?" Dawson asks, with a hint of concern in his voice.
"I'm at the Lark Bermuda Hotel," I reply, looking through into the dining room but finding no sign of anyone. The place smells stale and a little damp.
"That place is a total dump," he says. "You're not there with one of your boyfriends are you?"
"No," I say firmly, "I'm not fucking a man-whore tonight." As I get to the lounge area, I realize that the hotel owner seems to be missing. "Actually," I continue, "I'm at the place where Sam Gazade's diary was found. There's no-one here, though, and I'm starting to -" Before I can finish, I hear a noise in one of the nearby rooms, like a kind of faint, muffled grunt. I hurry back to the dining room, I finally spot a figure over in one of the chairs. It's pretty dark in here and the figure's slumped down, which I guess explain why I didn't see him before.
"Jo?" Dawson says. "What's happening? Is something wrong?"
"Hang on," I say, hurrying over to the chair and finally seeing that the hotel owner is fast asleep, with an empty bottle of whiskey on the floor next to him. "Nothing's wrong," I say with a sigh. "No wonder this place is a dump. The guy's just some old alcoholic. How's that for word of mouth?" Nudging the guy's shoulder, I realize I can smell the alcohol from here. "He's not gonna wake up," I say eventually, "and even if he does, he's not gonna be any use."
"So a drunk guy in a chair is your lead, huh."
"He's drunk right now," I reply, "but eventually he'll be sober. It's better than nothing."
"It doesn't sound like you're much further ahead than me."
I pause for a moment, before turning and heading for the door. "I guess this can wait until tomorrow."
"What can wait?" Dawson asks.
"You around?" I ask as I step outside into the cool night air. My stomach's feeling a little queasy, and although I know I should go home and get some rest, and although I'm quite certain that Dr. Gibbs would be furious if he knew I was still getting wasted on a regular basis, I can't face the thought of going back to my dark, empty apartment. The truth is, sometimes, I'm scared of falling asleep, in case I don't wake up. "I could use a drink."
"I'm at home with Elaine," he replies. "She's already pissed at me for doing paperwork all evening. I'm pretty sure she'd kill me if I said I was going to a bar."
"Or if you told her you were meeting me."
"Elaine doesn't hate you, Jo."
"She should. I hate her."
"You don't hate her."
"I do! She's got that pointy little nose, and I don't care what you say, she's totally had plastic surgery on that thing. And her eyes are too small. Doesn't that ever bother you when you're on top of her, making sweet love. Tell me something, Dawson. Does her vagina have teeth? I always imagine it being like a small, hairy Sarlacc, you know?"
"Call me if you've got any news," he says, clearly wanting to avoid another conversation about his delightful wife. "I'm really struggling here. Goodnight, Jo."
"I'm going home," I reply, as I realize that I should just face my empty apartment. Besides, I think I've got beer in the fridge. "Maybe I'll watch the Saw films. Then again, that online porn won't masturbate to itself."
"Goodnight, Jo," he says again, more firmly this time, and the line goes dead.
"You think I'm joking," I mutter, putting my phone back in my pocket. "Everyone always thinks I'm joking." Walking down the steps and back to the sidewalk, I can't help thinking that I need to keep pushing on this case. Dawson's right when he says there's likely to be another dead soon. After all, this copycat killer seems to be sticking rigidly to Sam Gazade's original schedule, which means that somewhere, tonight, some poor asshole's probably being tortured and killed. As I walk to my car, I try not to think about the torture side of things too much, and finally I decide that my best course of action, instead of going to a bar and getting drunk, is probably to go and do some background work on that Paula Clarke girl.
And then get drunk. Hell, maybe vodka cures cancer. I might make a startling, world-changing discovery.
Stopping next to my car, I reach into my pocket for my keys. Damn it, I feel -
And that's when someone reaches around from behind and clamps a wet cloth over my mouth, before holding me tight as I struggle. I manage to push the person away after a few seconds, but it's too late and I can smell the tell-tale odor of chloroform. I drop to my knees, trying desperately to stay conscious, but I can already feel the inevitable darkness pulling me down. Finally, I slump against the side of the car, and the last thing I remember is the sound of footsteps on gravel, right next to my head.



Epilogue
 
Twelve years ago
 
She stays in bed, with her eyes closed, and she doesn't move all night.
She's not asleep, though. Instead, she's scared. Every half hour or so, she hears the door open as her mother looks in to check that she's being good. Paula knows that if she gives so much as a hint that she's still awake, she'll be in for another beating. Each time the door opens, she waits in terror, worrying that she might accidentally do something that makes her mother realize that she's being tricked. Sooner or later, she always makes a mistake.
But not tonight.
Eventually, she hears someone brushing their teeth in the bathroom, and she realizes it must be morning. She's scared, but she knows she has to check, so she allows her eyes to open just a millimeter; sure enough, her blue curtains are showing the light from outside, and Paula blinks a couple of times as she realizes that she managed to make it through the whole night. She takes a deep breath, feeling impressed by her own stamina, and she can't help but smile at the thought that she's achieved the rare feat of fooling her mother.
"Paula!" her mother's voice shouts suddenly from downstairs. "Time to get up!"
She bristles as she realizes that her mother wants her to go and have breakfast. Suddenly the bed, which felt like a prison all night, transforms and becomes a place of refuge. Paula knows that breakfast will be tense, and she'd rather just stay in bed and wait the day away, but she knows better than to try refusing her mother's command. With a sigh, she sits up and tries to focus on the fact that it's a school day, which at least means she'll be out of the house until the early evening.
"I won't be home for dinner tonight," her mother says once Paula gets downstairs. "I'm going on a date. Before you say anything, I haven't had a date since your dirty stinking father left, so I'm damn well entitled to go out." She turns and stares at Paula for a moment. "Don't fucking look at me like that!"
"I wasn't looking at you!" Paula murmurs, hurrying over to the fridge and taking out a carton of milk.
"Don't use it all," her mother says, sipping from a cup of coffee as she pours cereal into a bowl.
Figuring that she'd rather not risk making a mistake, Paula puts the milk carton away untouched and instead prepares herself a serving a dry cereal. Carrying the bowl over to the table, she sits down and starts to eat, before realizing that her mother is staring at her with an amused, surprised look on her face.
"What the fuck are you doing, Paula?"
"You said not to use too much milk."
"I didn't say not to use any milk," she replies with a smile. "Fucking hell, kid, you're really dumb sometimes, do you realize that? Really fucking dumb."
"Sorry," Paula says, taking another mouthful of dry cereal.
"Whatever," her mother says, finishing her cup of coffee. "I can't wait for you to grow up, you know. Not only 'cause you'll be able to look after yourself, but also 'cause it's gonna be fucking hilarious watching you trying to do normal things. Fucking hell, kid, it's gonna be a like a comedy movie. You're so awkward. Why don't you try loosening up a bit?"
"Sorry," Paula says quietly.
"Smile at me."
Paula turns to her.
"Smile, Paula."
Slowly, tentatively, Paula tries to smile.
"Christ," her mother says, starting to laugh, "you can't do it to save your fucking life, can you? Go on, try harder. Make it look like you're genuinely happy."
Paula pauses for a moment, and then she tries a different smile, one that she desperately hopes will be closer to the mark.
"Fuck," her mother says with a smile, "what the hell kind of kid have I raised? I swear to God, I have no idea how you turned out so..." She pauses. "You've gotta stop being weird, kid. You got that? You've gotta loosen up a little and try to look more relaxed. Honestly, you're putting people off with that weird mug of yours. Come on, try one more time. I wanna see a proper, happy smile. You're not acting like you've got no reason to smile, are you? Go on, kid, do your best."
Paula takes a deep breath. Even though she knows there's no chance of ever pleasing her mother, she feels that she has to do her best. She thinks about it for a moment, imagining what other people look like when they smile, and finally she widens her lips as far as possible.
"Jesus fucking Christ," her mother says, lighting a cigarette. "I don't know what to say, kid. I just don't know what to say. Go on, get off to school. Maybe you can take a look at the other kids and see how they do it, huh?"
Glad to be getting out of the house, Paula leaves her half-eaten bowl of dry cereal, grabs her backpack and heads to the door.
"Hey!" her mother shouts.
Paula stops dead in her tracks.
"You not gonna give me a kiss before you go?"
Steeling herself, Paula turns and runs back to her mother, who leans down and presents the left side of her face for a kiss. After a brief kiss on the cheek, Paula turns and hurries out the door. Once she's outside, she makes her way to the bus-stop, where a bunch of other kids are already waiting. Rather than joining in, Paula loiters by the trash can, watching the others and trying to work out how they manage to talk and act so naturally. As she continues to stare at them, she decides that she's going to prove her mother wrong: she's going to learn to look and act like everyone else, even if it takes the rest of her life.



Into Darkness part I
(Male / Female 1.7)



Prologue
 
Twelve years ago
 
"Calm down!" he shouts. "Jesus Christ, woman, can't you just calm the fuck down?"
Ignoring him, I continue to struggle with the ropes that are tying my arms and legs to the table. So far, I haven't been able to get them to budge, but I don't have any other options. With Sam Gazade looming over me, holding the bone-saw in one of his grubby, blood-stained hands, I'm trying to hold back the panic that threatens to overwhelm my body. I can't face this; not again. It's only been a few hours since the last time he cut me, and the pain was unbearable; this time, there's a look in his eyes that makes me realize he's ready to move on to the next stage. I've seen the corpses of his previous victims, and I've seen what he did to those women before they died: he cracked their bones and burned them and tortured them with imaginative, sadistic glee. The thought of going through the same thing, of being tortured by this maniac, fills my mind with a kind of shocked panic.
"I did a little research," he says, staring deep into my eyes. "You're actually something of a shooting star on the force, aren't you? As it turns out, Joanna Mason is one of those hot young things aiming for the top. You caught the Maxendale Ripper single-handedly, and you've come closer than anyone to catching that John Dark guy. Some people even think you've got what it takes to go all the way, maybe even into politics." He runs a hand across my belly. "So much potential. Such a shame you fucked up and let yourself end up here. It's gonna make quite a splash in the papers when people find out what happened to you. A rising star of the police force, tortured and killed by the man she was supposed to catch. That's quite a crash and burn kinda story right there, isn't it?"
I try to shout at him, to tell him to stop, but there's a gag in my mouth and, anyway, I can't shake the feeling that he likes it better when I struggle. I can shout and moan all I want, but I'll just be wasting my energy. I've always believed that no matter how bad the situation, there's a way out; no matter how bleak or hopeless things look, there's always a way to get loose. I just have to stay calm and focus, and hope that I'm smart enough to work out how to get away from this psycho. There's no situation that can't be overcome provided you keep your head. If I panic, I'm dead.
"You're different," he continues, leaning closer. "Those other women were the dumbest of the dumb and they were screaming their lungs out by now. Typical women, really. But there's a kinda light in your eyes that makes me think you've got a bit more of a brain in there. I'm not saying you're as smart as a man, but for your gender, you've certainly got a bit more going on under the hood. If it helps, I hope you realize that you've made me realize that there's still a little hope for your gender. If more women were like you, Ms. Mason, maybe it wouldn't be necessary to do this to some many of you." With that, he starts the bone-saw, its blade grinding with a high-pitched squeal as he brings it closer to my chest. "Do you hear?" he whispers. "The blade's hungry."
"Fuck you," I whisper.
"So where are we gonna start carving this turkey?" he asks, as if he's talking to himself. "I wrote a plan in my diary, but I don't have the damn thing with me. I'm pretty sure I should just try being inventive. It's always fun to mix some spontaneity in with the rigor, don't you think?" He glances at me and smiles. "One must always strive to push oneself. There's no fun in just butchering a bunch of people in the same tired old way each time. Every death should be a step forward, an advance. Every scream should be louder than the last."
Forcing myself to stay calm, I stop struggling with the ropes for a moment and try to clear my mind. There's a way out of this, and I just have to figure it out before it's too late. I'm smart enough to work this out, and I'm strong enough to keep my head together. Trying to clear my mind, I wait for inspiration to strike. The best way to come up with an idea is always to push every other thought away and wait for something to emerge from the silence. The problem is, with this guy's blade getting closer and closer to my body, it's hard to keep my fear under control.
"Before I cut off those precious little titties," he continues, "I think I should really get into the bone, you know? Let the blade sing. I swear to God, there's no feeling in the world quite as satisfying as the jolt of the saw's handle when the blade first starts cutting into the bone. That's all I want, really... a little souvenir before I go for the kill. Just the tiniest piece of bone. Look!" He holds out his hand and shows me several small, discolored chunks of bone. "I take a piece from each girl before she dies. I'll make sure to get a nice big piece from you, as befits your status as by far my biggest catch to date. You'll have pride of place in my collection, Ms. Mason, even as your body rots on a pile."
My heart is racing as I close my eyes and try to work out what to do. I can't afford to panic; instead, I need to keep my mind together and focus on finding a way out. I've always been able to look at things differently, to see angles that no-one else can see, and I need to -
"There!" Gazade says, and I feel the bone-saw slice through the flesh on my side and start grinding into my pelvis. There's a split second of shock, as if the adrenalin is preventing the pain from reaching me and all I can feel is the serrated edge of the blade cutting through my bone; soon, however, the pain comes, smashing its way through my body and threatening to overwhelm my senses. I bite down hard on the gag, but nothing can quieten the agony.
Although I try to scream and break free, there's nothing I can do as I hear the blade cutting its way through my bone. Finally, however, as I try to get my hands loose from the ropes, I realize that although the rope is tied firmly to the table leg, the table leg itself seems to be loose. Trying to push past the pain, I focus all my strength on getting the wood away, and suddenly I feel a jolt as it breaks free from the main part of the table. Before Gazade can work out what's happening, and with the table starting to tilt, I swing the loose leg at him, catching him on the side of the head and knocking him clear down to the floor.
With adrenalin coursing through my body, I brace myself as the table tips over. Reaching out and grabbing the bone-saw, I use it to cut the ropes, and finally I'm free. I try to stand up, but the pain in my pelvis is too strong and I drop to the ground, screaming in frustration. There's blood pouring from the wound, but as I turn to Gazade, I see that he's starting to get up. In a split-second decision, I launch myself at him, plunging the spinning blade into his shoulder. As he screams, I let go and struggle over to the door. I need to get away from him, and away from this place.
The pain in my pelvis is overpowering, but I force myself to stand up. As I open the door, I glance back at Gazade and see that although he's badly hurt, he's staring at me with that same crazed expression I saw when he was trying to decide which part of me to cut first.
"Clever girl," he whispers, with blood pouring from his wound.
Struggling out of the room, I find myself in what appears to be some kind of tin shack. I spot my uniform over on a nearby chair, and to my relief my mobile phone is still in one of the pockets. I quickly turn it on and wait while it powers up, all the while hearing the sound of Gazade's screams from the next room. He's clearly hurt, but I'm starting to think that I should have killed him. Then again, I want that bastard captured alive. I want to hear him explain why he butchered all those women, and I want him to know that I beat him.
"It's me!" I shout breathlessly as soon as a voice answers my call. "Track this location! I've got him!"
"Jo?" Dawson asks, sounding shocked. "Where are you?"
I try to answer, but the pain is too strong and I let out a gasp. Looking down, I see that a small pool of blood is slowly getting larger and larger beneath my body. Every time I try to move, I can feel my damaged bone cutting into the muscle of my hip, and I'm worried that even if Gazade doesn't get to me, I'll end up bleeding out.
"Jo," Dawson says firmly, "where the hell are you? We've been looking for you everywhere!"
"The signal," I say quietly, wincing at the pain. "Follow the signal."
"I'm working on it," he replies, "but you have to tell me where you are!"
I try to take a step forward, but the pain is too much and I scream with frustration as I drop to my knees.
"Jo, what's happened?" Dawson continues. "Stay with me. I'm still working on tracking your signal. Are you hurt?"
I take a deep breath, trying to stay calm.
"Jo!" Dawson shouts. "Are you still there?"
"If I die before you get here -" I start to say.
"You're not going to die," he replies firmly. "I've got your location. I'm coming, and I'm bringing back-up. Is Gazade there?"
"He's down," I whisper, "but -" I turn and look at the door, and I can hear Gazade moving about in the next room, knocking things over as he tries to get up and come after me. "I didn't bring him down properly. If I don't make it, you should probably marry that bitch Elaine." I pause for a moment. "She's got a big crush on you, you know."
"You'll make it!" he says firmly. "Stop saying that! You're going to be fine! Come on, Jo, I know you. You're too tough to let some asshole take you down."
"That's..." I pause, feeling as if I'm being dragged deeper and deeper down into darkness. I can hear the desperation in Dawson's voice as he tries to get me to stay conscious, but my mind is flickering in and out of darkness. "That's possibly the nicest thing anyone's ever..."
"Jo!" he shouts. "Snap out of it! Help's on the way, so just stay calm. You'll be fine. Hell, you'll be better than ever! How badly are you hurt, Jo? What did he do to you?"
I shake my head. It's as if I can't even talk.
"Jo!" Dawson shouts. "Talk to me! Stay awake!"
"I don't know," I reply, as tears start falling down my cheeks. "Find me! I've got him, but I'm hurt and..." I pause as I realize that the blood-loss is making me light-headed. I can still hear Gazade screaming, and I'm suddenly filled with the realization that if I pass out, he might be able to recapture me. "Find me," I say to Dawson, my words starting to become slurred as I struggle to stay conscious. "I'm here. I'm... here. Track me. Find me. I've -"
Dropping the phone, I pause for a moment, listening to Gazade's continued screams. Finally, despite fighting the sense of exhaustion, I close my eyes and slip down onto the concrete floor. The last thought in my mind, as I lose consciousness, is that I can't handle the pain. It's as if the agony is ripping through my brain, turning me inside out and exposing my heart to the light. I don't want to ever feel pain again. Not like this. I'd rather die.



Today



Paula Clarke
 
"Are you ready?"
I stare at the tools on the workbench. There's a set of pliers, and various knives, and three different hammers of varying sizes. My eyes are drawn, however, to the bone-saw; with its serrated round blade, it's the most horrific thing I've ever seen. The noise it makes when it cuts through bone is horrific, like something from hell, and the mere thought of using that thing again is filling me with fear.
"Paula. Are you ready?"
I open my mouth to reply, but no words come out. I'm not sure how long I've been standing here like this, but I know I'm delaying the inevitable. I'm in far, far too deep now. According to Dr. Huston, I've already killed four people, even if I don't remember doing it. I wish my memory was more reliable. Other people can remember the things they do, but I seem to be blocking the recognition of my crimes. Still, Dr. Huston has told me in great detail about every murder I've committed, and I have no reason to doubt her. I guess I just have to get on with this and make sure I don't make any mistakes. The last thing I want is to let Dr. Huston down.
"Paula. Look at me."
Turning, I see her standing nearby. She has a concerned, almost motherly look in her eyes; it's not an expression I've seen very often in my life, at least not on people who are looking at me. The truth is, Dr. Huston is the first person who's ever really seemed to understand me, and she's certainly the first person who's ever cared. She's clearly putting herself in danger by being here with me, but she wants to help me and - without her - I'd probably be in an even bigger mess. I need to ignore my own thoughts, and focus instead on doing what I'm told. Dr. Huston's smart. She'll make sure that everything's okay. I trust her implicitly.
"Do you realize that you're on the verge of something exquisite?" she asks. "You're going to finish the murder that Sam Gazade started twelve years ago. Joanna Mason has had twelve extra years of life that she should never have been given. Most people, when they copy the murders of another artist, are forced to aimlessly mimic the things that have already been done. You, though, have turned this into the most wonderful experiment, and now you're going to fuse your own deeds with those of Gazade. He's your inspiration, and you're going to complete the job that he started all those years ago. Aren't you proud, Paula? Don't you feel as if you've been called upon to perform a great service for the world?"
I swallow hard.
"What's wrong?" she asks.
"I don't understand," I say after a moment, trying not to let her realize that I' m close to tears. "I don't get why we're doing this."
"But you trust me, don't you?"
I nod.
"You trust me with your life," she adds. "Don't you?"
I nod again.
"Say it."
"I trust you," I say, even though my voice is trembling. "I trust you with my life and all my heart."
"Don't be scared," she continues, stepping closer. "The first cut will be easy. You just have to find the scar from where Sam Gazade cut her, and re-open it. Your master has literally left a mark on this woman's body, showing you where to cut. Do you see what I mean, Paula? It's almost as if he knew you'd be coming along eventually." As she stares at me, her eyes seem to be alive with excitement, as if she's keenly anticipating the moment of truth. "You know he's still alive, Paula? Sam Gazade will learn that you've finished his job for him. Can you imagine how proud he'll be, as he waits for his execution? He'll never be forgotten."
I nod, even though I'm starting to feel nauseous. Dr. Huston keeps telling me that I've done this kind of thing before, but if I don't remember it, I can't draw on that strength. It's as if this is my first time all over again. I still don't feel like a killer; it's as if that switch hasn't been flicked in my heart. Still, Dr. Huston says that's exactly what I am: a killer. I guess she knows best.
"You want Sam Gazade to be proud, don't you?" she asks.
I nod.
"Is that what you want?"
I pause, wondering whether this is a trick question. "Yes," I say uncertainly, even though I immediately realize that I'm not quite sure what she wants to hear.
"That's the wrong answer," she says with a sigh. "Paula, the man is a misogynistic pig. His pride will quickly be swept away when he realizes that the person who completed his work is a woman. You know Gazade's views on women, Paula. He hates us. He thinks we're inferior. And yet a woman is going to do what he couldn't. It's the ultimate repudiation of his view views. His pride will be replaced by a kind of blind fury." She places a hand on my shoulder. "Come on. Be brave, Paula. Just a little longer. I wouldn't have brought you to this moment if I wasn't absolutely certain that you've got what it takes."
Even though my hands are shaking, I gather up the tools and allow Dr. Huston to lead me over to the door. In the next room, Joanna Mason is tied to a table, still unconscious. It's hard to believe that I'm the kind of person who could ever do something like this, and yet according to Dr. Huston I've done it many times before. I've stepped over the line and into the darkness, and I've already got blood on my hands. Besides, this is all part of Dr. Huston's work. She's my teacher, and I'm her student, and together we're conducting the most important study into criminality and sociological response that has ever been dared.
"Does that have to be on?" I ask, looking over at the video camera that's recording every moment of these events. The little red light seems to be staring at me, and I can't help feeling uncomfortable as I imagine the image being recorded at this very moment.
"Of course," she replies. "We need to be able to go over the footage, Paula. This is a scientific study, and we'll need to examine these events repeatedly. Besides, we'll also need to include the footage when we write up the reports. There'll be people out there who won't believe that we were capable of doing all this, because we're women. We'll have to show them that they're wrong." She pauses. "Don't worry, though. I'll be watching from the other room. I'll just be a few meters away, ready to step in if you need me."
"You're not coming in with me?" I ask, turning to her. I was just about getting used to the idea that I could do this with her help, but the thought of not having her by my side is shocking. There's no way I can do this alone.
"Sam Gazade worked alone," she replies calmly. "We have to replicate his methods as much as possible, don't we? The camera's hooked up to my laptop, so I'll be with you every step of the way. You can do this, Paula. The only thing to fear is your own sense of doubt. If Sam Gazade could do something like this, then so can you." She pauses. "Do you still not remember all the other times you followed in Gazade's path? Do you not remember your other victims, Paula?"
I shake my head. The truth is, even though I've tried hard to remember what it's like to kill someone, I wouldn't even know about those murders if Dr. Huston wasn't constantly reminding me. Apart from Harry Gillespie, at least; I remember killing him, but that's probably just because Dr. Huston's hands were on mine, helping me to drive the blade into his body.
"She's dreaming," Dr. Huston says, as Mason makes a slight groaning sound. "The chloroform will wear off soon. You need to get on with this, Paula. Just remember to look for the scar and cut in the same place. After that, you need to use Gazade's notebook and follow his original plans step by step. Complete his work for him and make him see that a mere woman can do everything that he couldn't. Take his crimes away from him."
"Can't you stay?" I ask.
"Don't be weak," she replies firmly. "You're not a scared little girl, Paula. You're a strong, independent woman who can do this without having someone to hold her hand. I'll be watching from the next room."
I open my mouth to tell her that I'm scared, but at the last minute the words catch in the back of my throat. As Dr. Huston heads through to the next room, I stare at Mason's prone form and realize that I have to face up to my responsibilities. I'm not the kind of person who turns and runs from a challenge. Dr. Huston's right: I'm going to prove that a woman can get the job done, and I'm going to make that misogynistic asshole Sam Gazade see that a woman has done the one thing that he was never able to do. I'm going to kill this Joanna Mason woman, and then...
And then...
I guess I'll have to wait and see what Dr. Huston thinks I should do next. For now, I just need to focus on the task at hand. With the bone-saw in my shaking hand, I walk over to the table and look down at Mason's unconscious face. Twelve years ago, Sam Gazade came within seconds of killing her. Today, I'm going to go one better.



Joanna Mason
 
When I wake up, the first thing I realize is that my head is pounding. I open my eyes, but it's as if someone's running a jackhammer through my brain. There's also a strong metallic taste in my mouth, which I immediately recognize as the tell-tale sign of a certain type of chloroform. I've tasted it before, a long time ago, and it sends a wave of panic through my body. It's the same stuff that Sam Gazade used to knock me out. Trying to stay focused, I sit up, but something's hold me down.
My hands and legs are tied down.
Just like before.
I take a deep breath, trying to stay calm even though I can already feel the panic taking hold. So far, this is exactly how things were twelve years ago. Staring up at the ceiling, I see a corrugated tin roof, as if I'm in some kind of shack. I pause for a moment, hoping against hope that this might be a nightmare, but as I struggle with the ropes, I realize that this is no dream. Still, there's no way it can be happening again. Sam Gazade is still in his cell, which means...
I hear a sound nearby.
It's not loud, but it's definitely there. It's as if someone is shuffling across the floor, and despite the daze from the chloroform, I'm immediately on alert, my mind racing as I try to work out how the hell I'm going to get free.
"Hello?" I say, my voice sounding frail and scared. It's been a long time since I sounded like that. "I know you're there, so..."
Silence.
Trying to stay calm, I pull at the ropes, but they're tied securely and I seem to have been tethered to some kind of table. I try again, but there's clearly no way to get loose. This is exactly the same as before. It's as if someone has created a kind of tribute to Sam Gazade's barbarity, and I'm the main part of the recreation.
"What are you waiting for?" I ask, hoping to get some answers. There has to be a way out of this situation. I found a solution twelve years ago, and I'm going to find a solution this time too. Sam Gazade wasn't able to kill me, and this copycat sure as hell isn't going to do any better. In fact, as I wait for the bastard to reply, I feel my panic being replaced by anger. How the hell does someone figure they have the right to do this? Pulling harder and harder against the ropes, I finally let out a gasp of frustration.
After a moment, I hear someone coming closer. Seconds later, a cold hand lifts my shirt before slipping the side of my trousers down. It's as if they're trying to find the scar from where Gazade cut into my pelvis. I try to twist away, but it's no use.
"What do you want?" I ask, even though I already know the answer. I try to look down at whoever's doing this, but my neck is tied to the table and I can't get a proper view. "Sam Gazade talked, you know! He didn't tie my neck, either. You're doing it all fucking wrong! Do you realize that?"
I feel the cold hands brushing against my scar, before a single finger traces the line. I've never let anyone touch my scar, but this time I'm powerless to resist.
"You need to at least let me see your face," I continue, desperately trying to buy some time so that I can think of a way out. "Gazade was a hell of a talker. What's wrong? Haven't you got that in you?"
Seconds later, there's the unmistakeable sound of a bone-saw starting up. It's a sound that has haunted my dreams for more than a decade, and the thought of that serrated circular blade spinning near my flesh is enough to tighten my chest with fear.
"No!" I shout, trying to pull free once again. "Stop!"
As I continue to struggle, I brace myself for the incision. I know it's coming. I still remember, like it was yesterday, the feeling of that spinning blade as its teeth ground into my bone. All I can think about is that I have to get out of here, but as each second passes without the blade entering my body, I feel my fear being ratcheted up a notch. This bastard is taunting me, teasing me with the prospect of my own pain. I've spent the past twelve years trying to get past this horror, and now some lunatic is about to send me straight back to hell. This can't be happening.
"Stop!" I scream, finally losing the battle to keep myself under control. "I'll do anything! Just stop! Please!"
I wait.
No reply.
Just the spinning of the blade.
"You don't want to do this," I say finally, figuring that my only chance is to try talking this person out of what they're about to do to me. "I can tell. You're not like Gazade. Not really. He enjoyed killing people. He lived for the moment when he could take another life. I saw his eyes as he was working on me, and I could see the ecstasy. I can't see your eyes, but if you let me, I'm certain I won't see the same hatred." I wait for a reply. "At least let me see your face. If you're really determined to kill me, and if you really want to copy Sam Gazade, then you have to do what he did. You have to look me in the eye."
I can hear someone moving nearby, but the blade is still spinning. I wait breathlessly for some kind of response. Sam Gazade would have started cutting by now.
"You don't want to do this," I say again, starting to believe that it's true. "You really don't. You're forcing yourself, pushing yourself, but all this killing and torture and pain... it's not you. Not the real you, anyway."
I wait for a reply.
"Let me see you," I continue, and then finally I decide that I have to take a risk. "Paula?" I ask, thinking back to that weird girl I met at the university campus. I'm not certain that she's the one holding the saw, and it could just as easily be Dr. Huston or perhaps even someone else entirely, but I have to go with my instincts. After all, it's my instincts that have saved me so many times before. Dawson hates it when I make these huge leaps in logic, but sometimes I feel a thread of truth and follow it. I don't even know how it works. I just know that, most times, I'm right. "Paula, it's okay," I add. "There's a way back from this. You don't want to kill me. Put the saw down and we'll talk."
I wait. My heart's pounding, as if it might burst out of my chest at any moment.
"At least let me know if I'm right," I say. "Gazade always faced his victims at the end. If you can't do that, you're nothing like him. You're not even close. I need to see your face, Paula. You owe me that. I dare you to look me in the eye."
Seconds later, I feel her cold finger brushing against my scar again. It's as if she's still trying to trace the line, to locate the perfect starting point. I swear to God, I've never let anyone touch the scar before, partly because the skin is still so sensitive, even after all these years, and partly because I don't want to be reminded of what happened.
"Look at me!" I say firmly, starting to let my anger show. "Look me in the fucking eyes!"
I feel the tip of her finger run across the smooth ridge of the scar, feeling the tiny ridge of skin.
"Look at me!" I shout. "Don't just -"
Before I can finish, I feel the tip of the bone-saw plunge into my flesh, ripping the scar apart as the blade spins furiously through the meat until it starts to grind against my pelvis. A flash of pain rips through my body and I can't help but scream. It's as if none of the past twelve years have happened, and I'm still back on Gazade's table, strapped down and ready to die. This time, however, the bone-saw is going deeper, and I can feel the vibrations passing all the way through my skeleton. Still screaming, I feel hot, wet blood on my skin as the saw's angle changes slightly. If this is Paula, she's going further and deeper than Gazade ever managed. Last time, I'd managed to get free by this point, but as I grip the sides of the table and try to fight the pain -
Suddenly I feel it.
The table leg is loose, just like last time.
In fact, exactly like last time.
For a fraction of a second, I don't react. It's as if I can't believe that the same thing could be happening again. Then again, I don't believe in coincidences, so for some insane reason this has to be intentional. Before I know what's really happening, I start pulling on the leg and manage to get it loose; seconds later, I manage to swing it down toward my attacker, and I feel it make contact with a human body. The bone-saw is still grinding into my pelvis, but when I reach down, I realize that no-one's holding it. Somehow, despite the fact that I'm starting to feel light-headed, I manage to pull the saw away, before using it to carefully cut the ropes that are holding me down. Finally, I sit up and see that Paula Clarke is stumbling over to the door, holding the side of her head. Looking down, I see that the bottom of the table leg is bloodied, which I guess means I hit her hard.
Freeing myself from the last of the ropes, I slide off the table. I'm bleeding heavily and I know it's only a matter of time before I pass out. I grab a rag from a nearby bench and try to staunch the flow of blood, but my head feels dizzy and I'm convinced I've only got a few seconds left. As I stumble across the room, I spot a video camera pointed straight at me, with a bright red light on the front indicating that it's recording. Nearby, I spot my jacket, and when I hurry over and go through the pockets, I find that my phone is in there. I quickly turn it on and bring up Dawson's number. It's hard to believe that the exact same thing could be happening again, but as I drop to my knees, I realize that this is how it was always supposed to be. The copycat, for some reason, was copying every aspect of Gazade's crimes, even down to the failure to kill me.
She wanted me to escape.
"Where have you been?" Dawson asks as he answers. "I've been trying to -"
"Help me!" I splutter, with blood in my mouth. "It's happening again!"
"What's happening again?"
"Track my phone," I whisper, before dropping the handset. I try to get to my feet, but the effort is too much and I collapse onto my side. I can hear Dawson's voice screaming at me from the phone, but I can't make out anything that he's saying. Closing my eyes, I feel myself drifting deeper and deeper into darkness, much deeper than ever before, and finally I realize that maybe, this time, no-one's going to find me in time. At least this way, I went out fighting, which beats dying of cancer any day.



Paula Clarke
 
"Where are you going?" Dr. Huston shouts, hurrying after me. "Paula! Stop! Let me see where you're hurt!"
As I stumble out the door and up the stairs, I put a hand to the side of my head and see blood all over my fingers. Some of it's from Mason, but some of it's from my bloodied mouth. When she hit me with the table leg, she connected with my teeth, smashing several of them. The pain is intense, and when I try to shout for help, the only sound that comes out is an unintelligible mess. I can feel teeth hanging by the nerves in my mouth, while a large slice has been torn away from my tongue.
"Paula!" Dr. Huston shouts, grabbing my arm and forcing me to turn and face her. "Jesus Christ, you're a mess. What the hell did she do to you?"
I try to tell her to leave me alone, but I can't get any words out. Most of my front teeth are smashed and broken, and in the impact I accidentally bit off one side of my tongue. Blood flows from my mouth as I take a step backward, but I miss my footing and fall to the ground. It's as if I'm in a daze and can no longer keep my body under control. The pain has brought reality crashing back to my mind. All I want is for the agony to stop. I reach out and grab Dr. Huston's arm, begging her to help me, but she takes a step back.
"This is a mess," she says calmly.
I try to speak, but more blood flows from my mouth.
"You know the study has to be protected, don't you?" Dr. Huston asks, standing over me. "I had to give Mason the same opportunity that Gazade gave her. He made a mistake, but I had to replicate that mistake, and I knew she'd realize eventually. I told you that we were copying Gazade's murders to the letter, Paula. What did you expect? It would serve no purpose if you'd managed to kill that woman. The whole point is that I want to see how society reacts to a woman who commits the same crimes that Sam Gazade committed. If you'd killed Mason, you'd have been seen as worse than Gazade. You need to be seen as the same."
"Why?" I try to shout, but there's too much blood in my mouth. A few minutes ago, she was telling me that I had to complete the murder that Gazade got wrong, and now she says I was never supposed to kill Mason. I don't understand what she really wants. If she'd just tell me the truth, I'd give it to her. Anything. Instead, it's as if she's trying to manipulate me. I thought she'd help me and keep me safe, but she's looking at me as if I'm a failure.
"Paula," she continues, "I'm afraid I wasn't entirely open with you about your role. You had to believe that you had a chance to kill Mason, but I also had to ensure that she had a chance to get loose. You're not really my assistant, Paula. You're more... another specimen. And now we're ready for phase two of the study, which is going to be the hardest part."
I try to crawl away, but the pain in my mouth is too strong. Somewhere in the distance, I can hear police sirens, and it's as if they're getting closer. I don't understand how they could have found this place, not after Dr. Huston promised that we'd been so careful. I believed every word she said. I thought she'd protect me.
"It's going to be okay," Dr. Huston continues. "Whatever happens to you, I hope you'll take comfort from the knowledge that you're part of the most ambitious study that has ever been conducted. Men have been killing women since the dawn of time, often in horrific ways. They torture them and maim them. They cut them up and carve their bodies. I had to find out if a woman could do the same thing. Believe me, I've got enough material now to write the definitive study on the subject. I'll have to wait to reveal the truth about what happened, of course. You'll need to keep my name out of the whole thing. Don't worry, though. Eventually, when I'm ready to release my findings, I'll tell the whole story. When people realize how important this work has been, they'll hail us both as heroes. You especially, Paula. You're the one who's making the first and biggest sacrifice."
"Help me!" I try to shout, but the blood in my mouth make it impossible for me to form proper words.
"I'm sorry," Dr. Huston says. "I can't tell what you're saying. Just remember the importance of our work, Paula. One day, people will see that we were pioneers. Do you realize what that means? We're changing the world! We're making a profound statement. We're proving that whatever men do to women, we can do right back to them, and we're going to produce the greatest academic study of gender-influenced violence that has ever been mounted."
I turn and try to crawl away. There are blue lights flashing in the distance, and I can see several police cars getting closer. Realizing that they're going to arrive soon and find me like this, I turn back to Dr. Huston and see that she's staring at me with an expressionless look on her face.
"It's going to be very difficult," she says calmly, "but you're going to be lauded one day for your contribution. I promise you, Paula, that I'll be following you every step of the way. It'll take years before they get around to executing you, if ever. You're going to be the most fascinating case study. When people eventually learn about your bravery, you'll be seen as a hero. There'll be a few who'll vilify us, but as long as our work is completed, I'm certain we'll ultimately be given the credit that we're due. You did well, Paula. You did everything I expected and more."
Looking back over at the road, I see that the police cars are just a couple of minutes away. I try to crawl toward a nearby building, hoping to hide, but the pain in my face is too strong. With blood still pouring from my mouth, I turn back to Dr. Huston, only to find that she's nowhere to be seen. I look around desperately, convinced that she wouldn't abandon me, but finally I realize that she needs to keep out of the way. After all, she can only observe me properly if she's free. We're a team, and it's time for me to play my part. I have to copy Sam Gazade with complete accuracy, and if that means that I have to give up my life, then I guess that's what I have to do. After all, it wasn't much of a life in the first place.
"What happened?" a cop asks as he runs across the grass. Kneeling next to me, he stares at my ruined mouth and I can tell that he's horrified by what he sees.
I try to say something, but it's as if I've hit some kind of plateau of pain. All I can do is stare at him and hope that he helps me. I look over my shoulder, hoping against hope that Dr. Huston might come back for me, but it's clear that she had to leave me here. I've done my part now, and she has to watch what happens to me next. The whole point of her study is to observe what happens to me next.
"Where's Joanna Mason?" he asks, as several other cops run toward the building.
I open my mouth, but teeth and blood pour out.
"It's okay," he continues. "We're going to get you some help. Is there anyone else here? Are you alone?"
As paramedics run toward me, I realize that my life is over. There's no way I can come back from this. They're going to find out that I killed all those people, and they're going to find my fingerprints everywhere, and they're going to lock me away forever. And then, one day, they're going to strap me down and execute me. At least I'll be able to help Dr. Huston with her project, though. In a way, that's more important than some scrappy string of a life. Without Dr. Huston, my life would have been one long stream of anger and frustration. At least this way, I get to be part of something important, and my life will actually have meaning.
"It's okay," says Dr. Huston suddenly. "I'm here."
Turning, I see that she's kneeling next to me, smiling at last. I don't think the paramedics and police can see her, but that doesn't matter; I can see her, which is all I need. I knew she wouldn't let me down. I knew she wouldn't just leave me here like this. As long as she's with me, looking after me, I'll be okay.



Into Darkness part II
(Male / Female 1.8)



Joanna Mason
 
"Are you okay?" asks Dr. Jacobs. "Would you like some assistance?"
"I'm fine," I mutter, limping alongside him as we make our way toward the holding cells. The truth, though, is that I'm not fine. The damage to my pelvis is extensive, made doubly worse by the fact that an old injury was reopened. After my encounter with Sam Gazade twelve years ago, I ended up with nothing more than a mild limp that only became noticeable during cold spells; thanks to Paula Clarke and her efforts with a bone-saw two days ago, I'm limping like a goddamn pirate and there's a chance I'll never get back to my old swinging gait. For the first time in my life, I'm starting to feel as if I'm actually, literally disabled.
And it hurts like a motherfucker.
"She hasn't said very much," Jacobs continues, holding a door open for me. "Almost nothing, actually. I'm afraid she's gone all Norman Bates on us, if you'll pardon the expression. The only time she speaks, it seems to be to someone who only exists in her imagination. She seems to believe that there's someone with her at all times, talking to her, giving her instructions, and generally making her feel better about her situation."
"Do you know who?" I ask.
"She seems to be very much fixated on a woman named Alice Huston," he replies. "To be honest, so far, I'm not even sure that Paula understands that she's being held in a facility. She doesn't respond to any attempts to communicate with her, although she's generally very compliant when we try to move her. She just seems to have given up on our world altogether. It's a coping mechanism."
"I know all about those," I say ruefully.
"There's no hurry to bring her back to reality," he continues. "This is a long-term process and we're only at the beginning. It's going to be painfully slow."
"Sounds like she's having a real party in her head," I grimace, feeling a slicing, sore sensation in my hip.
"We're still at the beginning of the diagnostic journey," he continues, leading me along the corridor and clearly walking extra slowly for my benefit, "but I'd say she has significant schizophrenic tendencies, exacerbated by a long period during which she was given no care for her difficulties. I've seen the same kind of thing a few times before. Sometimes, these kids are so smart, they learn to hide their problems pretty effectively. People who came into contact with her probably thought she was no more than a little weird, when in fact she was battling a full-scale war in her head."
As we reach the cell at the far end of the corridor, I turn and look through the glass pane. Sure enough, there she is: Paula Clarke, sitting on a bench and staring blankly at the opposite wall, with none of the panic or fervor I remember from the last time I saw her. There's a metal support around her mouth, with a series of pads and compressions, to deal with the injuries I caused when I hit her in the mouth. Looks like I did a good job, although it's hard to feel too satisfied; after all, Paula looks absolutely pathetic, like some kind of broken and withered little bird with a bandaged metal beak.
"She's had two rounds of dental surgery already," Jacobs says as we stand and watch her. "She lost seven teeth in the initial impact, and another four had to be removed. A couple more are being monitored, but she also cut the side of her tongue off, probably a reflex action, and part of her upper front gum-line has been destroyed beyond repair." He pauses. "I understand that you were responsible for these injuries."
"Yeah," I say quietly, unable to stop staring at her, "it's all my fault." I pause for a moment, willing her to turn and look at me. Finally, I realize that her lips are moving slightly, as if she's whispering to someone in her head. There's such a strange, blank look in her eyes, and it's pretty clear that she has no idea that I'm here. "So," I say, turning to Jacobs, "I'm damn sure you didn't call me down here just to chat shit and reminisce about the good old days. What do you want?"
He pauses, as if he's a little uncomfortable. "I want you to consider testifying on her behalf," he says finally. "I know that might seem crazy, but please, at least hear me out. When her case comes to trial, I mean. I want you to consider taking the stand for her."
"For her?" I reply, raising an eyebrow.
"Despite everything I've told you," he continues, "and despite the obvious concerns about her mental health and her ability to understand what she's really doing, the prosecution will undoubtedly push for the death penalty. They'll focus on the people she killed, and on their families, and they'll make Paula out to be some kind of psychopathic monster who'll kill everyone and anyone she meets. They'll put together a very convincing argument in favor of the idea that justice can only be satisfied if Paula's life is ended."
"She's clearly insane," I point out. "Like, she's bat-shit crazy."
"To you and me, yes," he replies, "but with a jury in the mix, and potentially an unsympathetic judge... We both know that mentally ill people have been executed before. Without your testimony, I'm worried that she could end up strapped to a table, and I don't think that would be the right course at all. It'd be a terrible waste of a life." He pauses. "Despite everything that has happened to her, and everything she's done, I don't think Paula Clarke is a bad person. I firmly believe that she can be helped, but not if a jeering crowd demands that she's strung from the nearest tree."
"You think she's better off like this?" I ask, glancing back at Paula and seeing that she's still muttering to herself. "Look at her. She's a vegetable. You think she'd be happy sitting in the corner of some institution, rambling away to herself for the rest of her life? Maybe it'd be more humane to just reach out and wring her neck."
"I think she could get better," he continues. "With care and attention, with therapy and the right medication, I think that over a period of several years she could significantly improve. In fact, I think there's a chance she could make enough of a recovery to essentially be considered..." He pauses. "She's never going to be cured, and she's never going to be sent out there to live in the real world again, but I think she could lead a happy and productive life in an institutional environment. She's intelligent, and I believe we could learn a lot by studying her. I don't want to see her tossed onto the scrap-heap."
"And would she ever know what she did?" I ask. "I mean, would she be able to accept the murders she committed?"
"Perhaps."
"And would she feel guilt?" I add.
"At the moment," he replies, sidestepping the question, "she seems to have convinced herself that those murders were committed in collusion with Dr. Huston. She's very successfully displaced all those negative emotions onto an imagined construct based on one of her teachers from the university. She seems to think that Dr. Alice Huston was responsible, at least on the emotional side. Still, I'm confident that one day we'll be able to break through the psychological barrier and make Paula realize what really happened. She's a smart young woman, and I think it'll be fascinating to see the extent of any recovery she's able to make. I want to study her." He pauses. "Her mind is so tightly knotted, it's going to take a miracle to break through completely."
Staring at Paula for a moment, I find myself struggling to believe that she could ever get better. She seems like a complete wreck of a person, ruined for all time, and I can't help wondering if there's any point to her suffering being dragged out. Then again, Jacobs is the expert, and I guess there's no point in me trying to decide what's best for Paula. If Dr. Jacobs thinks she should be helped, I trust him enough to go along with that diagnosis. Enough people have died already, and there's no need to toss Paula Clarke onto the fire just to satisfy some primordial need for revenge.
"Fine," I say eventually.
"Fine?"
"I'll do it," I continue. "I'll testify at her trial. I'll say she's as mad as a box of fish. Whatever. Just give me a script. If it saves her from the death penalty, I'll even do a little dance."
"Thank you," he replies. "So many people in your position would be consumed by a desire for revenge. It's very kind of you to see past that, and to understand that Paula's a fragile soul who needs to be protected and helped."
"Good job I'm an angel, then," I reply bitterly, turning and limping away along the corridor. "Let me know when you need me!" I call back to the doctor, even though I'm already dreading the thought that at some point in the next couple of years, I might have to take the stand in Paula's trial. Then again, I guess there's a fair chance that I won't live long enough, in which case the poor little bitch is screwed anyway.
"Oh," I say, suddenly remembering something and limping back to the window. "I almost forgot." Taking out my phone, I bring up the camera app and aim it at Paula, before knocking on the glass. "Hey! Psycho girl! Say cheese!" Without waiting, I take a photo.
"I can't let you do that -" Dr. Jacobs says, looking shocked.
"Cool," I reply, putting the phone away. "I promise I'll delete it later."
As I make my way toward the elevator, however, I'm starting to fill with a new sense of rage. The truth is, I know that Paula Clarke isn't the one who should be the focus of my anger. I know everyone has accepted the evidence and believes she was acting alone, but I don't buy the explanation that she killed a whole bunch of people without any help. She seemed so goddamn tentative when she was cutting me up, and she was too much of a mess to have orchestrated everything that happened. Limping into the elevator chamber, I hit the button for the ground floor and then I turn and watch the doors close.
Dr. Jacobs was wrong. I'm not a good person. I haven't "seen past" my anger. I just know that it's not Paula Clarke who's responsible for all of this.



Joanna Mason
 
"Paula Clarke is a fascinating case study," Dr. Huston says as we sit in her office. "I must say, I'd recognized certain troubling aspects of her personality, but I hadn't gone so far as to label her as a schizophrenic. Troubled, yes, and perhaps not exactly in tune with reality, but schizophrenia? I wouldn't have guessed that. I suppose many of us were guilty of trivializing her problems and assuming that they could be pushed to one side."
"She sure was all sorts of messed up," I reply, glancing over at the bookshelf and seeing a row of Dr. Huston's books lined up neatly. The woman seems to be an expert on serial killers, especially Sam Gazade.
"And might I ask how you're doing?" she continues. "I understand that Paula attempted to replicate the injuries that Sam Gazade caused. The newspapers were full of some rather grizzly details, I'm afraid. One struggles, at times, to comprehend the madness that exists in the minds of others."
"My dancing days are over," I say, turning back to face her, "but apart from that, I should be hobbling about in no time." As the words leave my mouth, I feel a sharp jab of pain in my hip. I'm getting better at hiding my discomfort, but I spot a faint smile on Dr. Huston's lips, which makes me think that she knows I'm in pain.
"I can't imagine what it must have been like," she says, "to have woken up on that table and realized that the same thing was happening to you again."
"I'm just lucky that the table leg was loose again," I point out.
"I imagine Paula wanted to replicate every aspect of your previous encounter with Gazade," she replies. "Even down to his mistakes. It's going to be quite fascinating to pick through her actions and try to work out what she intended. So far, she seems to have been filled with a jumble of conflicting motivations and plans."
"She was nothing like Gazade," I reply. "Not really. Maybe she wanted to be like him, but she couldn't do it."
"Because she's a woman?"
"Because she's a different kind of psycho."
"Perhaps women just aren't capable of that kind of barbarity?" She pauses, and I can see that the question is important to her. "A lot of people would say that Sam Gazade's crimes were typically masculine," she continues. "They'd say that women don't want to do the same thing to men, or that they can't. We're the fairer sex, after all."
I shrug. "I'm sure we're capable of something just as bad," I say eventually, "but I doubt we get there by copying men. They've had a head-start."
She smiles. "I'm sorry I couldn't..." She pauses for a moment. "What I mean is, I wish that I'd been able to recognize the girl's problems. It's so easy after the fact to say that one sees little clues here and there, but I can't stop thinking back to the times I interacted with Paula and failed to spot the signs that she was seriously ill. It's not that I blame myself. I'm beyond such silly, self-perpetuating recriminations. Still, I like to think that I'm a keen student of human nature, Detective Mason, and it irks me to think that someone like Paula Clarke could have slipped through all our interactions so easily."
"And how often did that happen, exactly?" I ask. "How often did you interact with her?"
"Just a handful of times," she replies. "I knew that she was studying Sam Gazade, so I agreed to talk to her about the Gazade case on a few occasions. She was aware that I'm widely considered to be one of the leading academic experts on Gazade, and she wanted to run some ideas past me." She pauses again. "I have to say, those ideas were certainly rather inflammatory. She viewed the Gazade case entirely through the lens of feminist dogma, and while that's a perfectly legitimate means of pursuing an academic study, I felt that she lacked perspective. She was pushing an agenda, rather than exploring a thesis. I tried to nudge her back in the right direction, but she was determined to follow her own path. I suppose, in a way, that should have set off alarm bells. I'm sorry that I didn't spot the signs."
"She seems to have become fixated on you," I point out.
"So I understand," she says, with a faint, sad smile. "I spoke to a gentleman from the police. From what I understand, Paula had a series of imagined conversations with me. It seems possible that, at times, she observed her own actions as if she was watching through my eyes. It's not a particularly unusual form of emotional displacement, although I must admit that it gives me pause for thought. I can't think of anything I ever did to encourage such interest, but I suppose my status as an expert on Sam Gazade might have triggered her response. She looked up to me and maybe even wanted to become me. It's hard to be certain, but she might have turned on me eventually."
"I'm going to testify at her trial," I reply. "I've been asked to stand up and tell everyone how fucked-up she is, in case the prosecution goes for the death penalty. I figure it shouldn't be too hard."
"You want to help her stay alive?"
"I don't see the need for her to die," I tell her.
"She killed a lot of people."
"Did she?"
She pauses. "I thought -"
"Maybe," I reply, interrupting her. "There's some debate on that point right now. A lot of if's and maybe's floating around, if you know what I mean. It's not as if we can just sit down and ask her what happened, is it? Even if she suddenly started spilling her guts, we couldn't be certain she was telling the truth."
"I'm sure the whole thing will be fascinating," she says, clearly keen to avoid going into the specific question of whether Paula is really responsible for the recent murders. "In fact, I've already decided to mount a major study, looking into Paula's life and experiences, and tying them to my extensive work on the Gazade case. I don't want to be immodest, but I believe this could be the most important work of my career. There are so many questions to be asked about Paula. How could someone with so many emotional problems, and with such a twisted and distorted view of the world, manage to hide the extent of her problems from everyone else?" She pauses. "How did a monster walk among us without being recognized?"
"I guess it happens sometimes," I reply, fixing her with a determined stare. "I guess sometimes those little monsters manage to grow up and become big, adult monsters, and no-one notices."
She smiles politely.
"I know it might be a bad time to ask," she continues, "but I was wondering if you'd be willing to sit down with me some time and talk about your experiences. As I said, this is intended to be a very thorough and in-depth study of Paula's life and, indeed, the life of Sam Gazade. I intend to look at gender and duplicity through a number of lenses, and I was hoping you might be willing to break your silence, as it were, and talk to me about your perspective."
"Between you and Oprah," I reply, "it's gonna be a tough choice. I think Oprah might give me more free stuff."
"I can promise you a study of unprecedented academic rigor," she says. "We'll delve deeper into the psyche of the serial killer, from a gender-based perspective, than anyone has ever dared to go. I can't say that it won't be painful, but I can assure you that all the hard work will be worthwhile."
"Maybe," I reply, figuring that it might be a good idea to keep her interest for a little longer. "I'm kinda busy in the next few weeks, but next month..." I pause for a moment. "I might even have a different perspective after next week. I've got some pretty big stuff coming up."
"Cryptic," she says with a grin. "I look forward to talk to you about everything."
Grimacing at the pain in my hip, I slowly get to my feet. I swear to God, I'm already sick of being a cripple, and it's only been a couple of days so far.
"I need to get going," I tell her. "Everything takes twice as long while I'm hobbling about." I pause for a moment. "There's just one thing I don't understand. When we picked apart Paula's equipment, we found a video camera." I watch for any hint of a reaction, but to her credit, Dr. Huston has a damn good poker face. It's almost enough to make me believe the she wasn't involved. Almost. "The thing is," I continue, "there was no tape in the damn thing. Imagine that, huh?"
"I suppose she was planning to record only the later stages of... whatever she had planned for you."
"I suppose so," I reply, turning and limping toward the door. "The funny thing is," I add, "I could have sworn I saw the little red light at one point. Those can't come on unless it's actually recording, can they? And they can't record without a tape."
"Perhaps it was one of those modern devices that records to a chip," she suggests, "or perhaps it uploaded its images directly to a server?"
"No," I say, acting as if I'm puzzled. "We took a good look at it. There was a slot where a tape should go. Still, I guess there's no point obsessing. We found Sam Gazade's diary among Paula's possessions. I'm pretty sure the whole case is closed." I smile. "I need to learn when to let go, right?"
"It must be difficult," she replies, standing up and coming over to open the door for me. "I look forward to our next meeting, Detective Mason. I've wanted to interview you for so long. You have a thoroughly unique perspective on the actions of both Sam Gazade and Paula Clarke. They're two of the most fascinating modern serial killers, you know, and in a way they're like two sides of the same coin."
"I'll try to be useful," I reply, turning and limping out of the door and through to the next room. The truth is, any doubts I might have had about Dr. Huston have not been completely dispelled. I know exactly what I'm dealing with here, and while it's certainly true that Paula Clarke managed to hide her psychosis for a long time, I'm starting to realize that there are other people who've managed to do an even better job. Some of them, in fact, have even risen to become highly-respected academics. There's no way Paula Clarke was working alone. She had help, and I know how to prove it.



Joanna Mason
 
"What the fuck is this?" I ask, picking up a leaflet showing Sam Gazade's grinning face. "Some kind of theme park?"
"I'm just playing to my strengths," says the hotel owner, standing behind the newly-cleaned and polished reception desk. "After your visit, I got to thinking about my unique selling point, and I realized that there are actually people who'd pay good money to stay in the room where the notorious Sam Gazade hid his diary." He reaches out and turns the leaflet around in my hands, showing me the new 'murder hotel' logo. It's brilliant, in a ghoulish, gaudy kind of way. I don't know whether to be disgusted, or just pissed off that I didn't come up with the idea first.
"Sam Gazade never killed anyone in this building," I point out. It's not often that I'm genuinely stunned by something, but the transformation of this place has certainly done the job. The faded wallpaper has been replaced by bright, vibrant colors, and the furniture looks like something straight out of an old Hollywood movie. Then there are the ghoulish splashes, such as the dabs of fake blood on the floor and the huge, looming photos of Sam Gazade and his victims that hang in the stairwell. "He just hid a goddamn book here," I say, turning back to face the owner. "Not one person died in this building."
"He didn't kill anyone here that we know of," the guy points out, with much more of a spring in his step than the last time I talked to him, "but who's to say what he got up to in that room?"
"This is..." I pause, staring at the leaflet for a moment. "This is kinda creepy."
"Sometimes -" he starts to say, before the phone rings and he answers it. "You've reached the Sam Gazade Murder Hotel. Jerry speaking. How can I help you?"
As he takes down another booking, I limp over and look at the parakeet. Maybe I'm reading too much into the bird's sad eyes, but I swear to God she seems to be aware of her owner's lunacy.
"Another booking!" the guy says cheerfully. "Do you know, since I started this promotion I've had five bookings! That's more than I had in the previous year!" He scribbles some notes into a ledger. "Honestly, I feel young again. It's amazing how fate can suddenly just drop something into your lap like this. A week ago, I was an alcoholic loser, sitting around with a fucking parakeet and wasting the best years of his life. Now I'm born again! I've spoken to the bank and they're giving me a loan to completely refurbish the place. Actually, I was hoping to speak to you about your image rights -"
"My what?" I ask, raising an eyebrow.
"How would you feel about selling your image rights?" he continues. "Purely for the purpose of use in this specific retail environment, of course, and on associated merchandise such as posters, t-shirts, key-rings and mugs. You'd be free to retain your rights in case of any movie deal you might strike."
"And who'd play me?" I ask, amused by the idea. "Sandra Bullock? Katherine Heigl?"
He stares at me for a moment, as if he's giving the matter some serious thought. "It might make a good comeback vehicle for Kim Basinger."
"I could see that," I reply with a smile.
"Before you dismiss the whole thing as tacky, please remember that when I restyled the hotel like this, I was merely reacting to market demand. Online inquiries are through the roof and I'm booked up for the next month solid. You've got to give the customers what they want, right? I know it's kinda hard to believe..."
"No," I say dourly, "it's very easy to believe, and that's why it's so depressing." Reaching into my pocket, I pull out my phone and bring up the photo of Paula that I took back at the psychiatric hospital's holding cell. "I want you to tell me if this is the woman who came and stayed a while ago," I tell him, limping back over to the desk and putting my phone in front of him. "Is that her?"
He squints as he takes a look. "No," he says after a moment. "Not her."
"You sure?"
"I have an eye for detail."
Swiping to the next picture, I bring up an image of Dr. Huston.
"That's her," he says, without any further prompting.
"Sure?"
"One hundred per cent," he continues. "That's the woman. God, she was so annoying, constantly wanting to switch rooms and moaning about everything. I swear, if she came back today, there's no way I'd give her a room. I don't need to pander to that kind of asshole, not now I've got proper paying customers who're willing to pay twice the normal rate." He pauses, and I can see a moment of inspiration in his eyes. "You know, I read about the Paula Clarke business. Sorry about your leg, by the way. But maybe I'm missing a trick by focusing entirely on Sam Gazade. Do you think Paula Clarke might become just as well-known over time? And this woman, whoever she is..." He pauses again. "There are so many possibilities. If I could establish that Paula Clarke also came to this hotel, I could say that I had two serial killers staying here! Do you think there's any other hotel in America that can make such a claim?"
"I'm not sure there's any other hotel that'd want to," I reply, putting my phone away. "Thank you, Mr. Garland. You've been very helpful." Turning, I limp over to the door, just as a young couple come in from the garden.
"Is this the murder hotel?" the girl asks, staring around in wide-eyed amazement.
"Sure," I reply, pointing at the hotel owner. "That's the guy you need to talk to. He can tell you all about it."
Leaving them to get on with their factually inaccurate tour, I limp out of the building and down to the street. There's no doubt in my mind that Dr. Alice Huston was the real driving force behind Paula Clarke's supposed reign of terror, but it's also clear that the Huston's far more dangerous than I'd anticipated. In fact, I think she might be responsible for all the recent deaths, which means I've got one more job to do before I go to the hospital and get ready to go under the knife.



Joanna Mason
 
I have to sit in my goddamn freezing car for hours, but finally I spot Dr. Huston's secretary leaving the building. I've been here for hours, and now that it's getting dark, I'm starting to realize that Dr. Huston herself must be just about the only person left on the campus. I can even see a light in her office window, with the tell-tale flickering blue of a computer screen.
I glance at my phone. I should really call Dawson and get some back-up, but I've always liked doing things my own way. If anyone else was with me, I'd have to explain myself and fill in paperwork and all that crap. Reaching into my glove compartment, I pull out my gun and double-check that it's loaded before slipping it into my holster and slowly, painfully, getting out of the car.
"You're an idiot," says Dawson, his voice ringing in my ear. I'm sure he's at home right now with his darling wife Elaine, and that's where he belongs. This is my crap to deal with.
"Big news," I mutter.
"You can't defend yourself," I imagine him saying. "You can't do a damn thing, Jo. What if she makes a run for it? You can't chase her."
"I'm armed."
"I've never known such a dumb-ass," he says. "You're so smart, Jo, but at other times, you do really, really stupid things."
"If it wasn't for me, this bitch would be getting away with the whole thing." I pause for a moment as the pain punches a hole through my gut; taking a deep breath, I wait as it eventually passes. "That's the difference between you and me," I continue through gritted teeth. "I get things done. Anyway, you can't be smart without being dumb too."
"That doesn't even make sense."
Smiling, I can't help but wish that Dawson was here. I guess it wouldn't have hurt to have brought him in on this, but at the same time, I want to see his face when I tell him that I managed to solve his case for him.
Limping through the shadows, I eventually reach the building's main door and hit the intercom button. Moments later, the night-watchman's crackling voice asks who I am, and I flash my badge at the camera. Once I'm inside, I limp to the stairs and start the long climb up to Dr. Huston's office on the third floor. The last thing I want is to give her a heads-up that anyone's in the building, so I figure it's best if I don't use the elevator.
By the time I get to to the floor with Dr. Huston's office, my hip hurts so much, I'm not even sure I can continue. I pause for a moment, doubled-over with pain as I try to get my breath back. It feels so bad, I'm sweating, but I know I have to keep going. There's no way I can go into hospital and leave this bitch running around free, not after what she did to those men, and what she did to Paula Clarke, and - hell - what she did to me. People often tell me that I seem admirably calm, but right now, I'm filled with anger.
Making my way along the corridor, I realize after a moment that I can hear the sound of a video being played in Dr. Huston's office. As I get closer to the door, I start to recognize the voice in the video, and I shudder as I think back to those moments when Paula was cutting into my pelvis. I guess I was right after all: the camera was recording, and Dr. Huston grabbed the tape after I got free, which means she was there all along.
"At least let me know if I'm right," my voice says, sounding tinny as it comes from the speakers on Dr. Huston's laptop. "Gazade always faced his victims at the end. If you can't do that, you're nothing like him. You're not even close. I need to see your face, Paula. You owe me that. I dare you to look me in the eye." There's a pause. "Look at me!" I continue, my voice sounding angrier than I remember. "Look me in the fucking eyes!"
Reaching out to the door handle, I feel a shiver of recognition as I remember the feeling of Paula's cold finger on my scar.
"Look at me!" my voice continues. "Don't just -" Suddenly there's the sound of the bone-saw, and I hear myself screaming. It's a shocking moment, not only because of the ferocity of my pained cries, but also because I swear I remember myself being calmer. Unfortunately, I guess I screamed like a bitch, which in itself is rather embarrassing. Still, as I quietly turn the handle and push the door open, I have to steel myself against the sound of the saw grinding through my bone.
Stepping into the room, I see that Dr. Huston is sitting with her back to me, watching the video on a projector screen. I stare at the image for a moment, before reaching into my holster and taking out my gun. I want to blow that bitch's head off, but I know I have to do things by the book. For once, I'm going to do things the way Dawson would have done them. After all, I don't want revenge. Not really. I want answers.
Limping over to the laptop, which is sitting on the desk behind Dr. Huston, I reach out and hit the mute button.
"What the hell?" Dr. Huston says, turning and staring at me with a shocked look on her face.
"Boo," I say, aiming the gun at her.
"Ms. Mason," she replies, clearly stunned by my arrival. "I wasn't expecting you back so soon."
"So I see," I reply. "I mean, if you thought I was coming, it'd be kinda impolite to stick on a video of me being tortured. So fucking gauche, don't you agree?"
She smiles, but her eyes are fixed on me as if she's already looking for signs of weakness. After a moment, she glances down at my hip, and I can tell she's trying to work out whether she could physically overcome me.
"So is this part of your academic study?" I ask, glancing at the image on the screen.
"It's first-hand documentation of everything that Paula Clarke did to you," she replies. "It's so rare to be able to view the things that one is writing about."
"What a stroke of luck," I mutter.
"I'm sure you have a lot of questions," she says, with a hint of nervousness in her voice. Standing up, she slowly walks over to her desk, and it's clear that her mind is spinning as she tries to work out how to deal with my sudden arrival. "I really, really didn't expect you tonight."
"Don't beat yourself up over it," I reply, struggling to remain calm. Although the video is on mute, I can't help glancing over yet again at the image, which shows Paula still sawing into my leg. "Everyone makes mistakes," I add, turning back to Dr. Huston. "At least you weren't having a wank while you were watching. That would've been really embarrassing, huh? God, I'd have blushed."
"Why do you talk like that?" she replies. "You seem to accentuate your masculine side when you're on edge, Ms. Mason, and you make silly, juvenile jokes. I've noticed that about you before. It seems quite odd, but I can only assume it's part of your coping mechanism after the trauma of -"
"I'm not here for a therapy session," I say, interrupting her. "For your information, I was a sarcastic, cynical cow before Sam Gazade, and I'm still one now. The only thing that's changed is this fucking limp, which is really starting to piss me off."
"Is it permanent?" she asks.
"None of your business."
"So how did you know?" she asks after a moment. "I mean, how did you know that Paula wasn't acting alone? How did you know that she wasn't just rambling when she mentioned me? After all, she's hardly a reliable witness."
"Instinct," I say firmly. "You've either got it or you haven't, and I've got it."
"I've always been the opposite," she replies. "I embraced academia precisely because I needed to work methodically toward each new idea. Instinct is just a fool's attempt to rationalize guesswork. You can't just pluck insight out of the air." She stares at me for a moment, and it's clear that she's trying to come up with an idea. "So tell me. How did you know to come back here?"
"It was obvious that Paula Clarke couldn't have pulled this off," I reply. "She was falling apart. Besides, the first murders were methodical and ordered, as if they were carried out by someone who had a much more clinical perspective. At first I dismissed the idea that one person could manipulate another person to the extent that would be necessary to control Paula, but then I figured... what the hell?"
"What the hell?"
"You're the real monster here," I continue. "Paula held herself together for a long time, but she couldn't do it indefinitely. Even without your interference, her anger and lack of self-worth would have dragged her down eventually. But you, Dr. Huston, seem to be much better at pretending to be normal. You're not though, are you? Under everything else, you're just as fucked-up as Paula. You're just much better at covering it up."
She smiles, and I can see that I'm right.
"I've never really understood people," she says. "All this talk of morality and ethics just seems like showboating. One simply does what needs to be done."
"And that includes manipulating the mind of a mentally ill student?"
"It's all for a purpose," she says after a moment. "I studied the Sam Gazade case for years, but my results were ignored. Men like Harry Gillespie received grants and awards, and I was overlooked every goddamn time. Eventually I realized that I needed to get much closer to the action. Killers like Gazade have been hacking up and torturing women for centuries, and I wanted to recreate Gazade's murders with the genders switched. I thought it'd be an interesting sociological experiment, and I would have done it all myself, except that I needed to be able to observe the aftermath. That's why I manipulated Paula and got her to take part. I also knew that she had to get caught, so I decided to set up that little stunt with you."
"But Paula didn't kill the other victims, did she?" I ask. "Edward Hunter, Patrick Donnelly?"
"Don't forget Sam Pressman and Harry Gillespie," she replies. "Oh, haven't you found them yet? Well, you'll catch up eventually." She pauses. "Paula thinks she killed them. It doesn't matter how much therapy the poor little bitch receives. She'll never believe that she's not a serial killer. Really, I think you're better off letting her die. Why work so hard to patch her soul together, only for her to have to face the reality of what she thinks she's done?" She walks over to the bookcase and takes out one of her own books. "I was going to confess eventually, though," she adds. "When it was all over. Once Paula had followed Sam Gazade into the execution chamber, I was going to reveal the truth and shock the world. I would have gone down in history as the greatest academic who ever lived."
"I'm not sure that's quite how people are going to see you," I reply, wincing with pain as I take a step back. "I'm taking you in, Dr. Huston. You can talk to the same psychiatrists who've assessed Paula. You can sit in a room, just like her. The two of you can have a race to see who can hit the crazy bell first."
"Don't compare me to that little idiot," she replies, putting the book back onto the shelf.
"You're right," I continue. "At least she has a chance of recovery, whereas you seem to be permanently off your rocker."
"Paula Clarke was a mentally substandard fool who couldn't withstand even the slightest pressure," she snaps. "Jesus Christ, if I was as dumb as her, or even as dumb as most people, I'd cut my wrists." She smiles. "It's fun being smart, isn't it? I know you're almost at my intellectual level, Ms. Mason. You're intelligent and clearly very strong. Don't you ever look down on the rest of society and pity them? Paula Clarke was nothing more than a lab-rat. I just wish..." She pauses again. "Surely you can see this from my point of view. Why not let me finish my work? You know I'm not going to be a danger to anyone else. Anyway, Sam Gazade's due to be executed soon. I have to witness that moment."
Reaching into my pocket, I take out my phone and bring up Dawson's number.
"Don't be ridiculous," Dr. Huston says. "Come on, why don't you work with me instead? I need to interview you for my study. We're two smart women. We should work together."
"There's not going to be a study," I say, pressing the 'call' button.
"No!" she shouts, lunging at me. Catching me slightly off-guard, she's able to knock the phone from my hand before I push her back against her desk and aim my gun straight at her face.
"I swear," I say firmly, fighting the pain in my hip, "if you give me one more excuse, I'll shoot."
She stares at me for a moment. "You stupid bitch -" she starts to say.
I pull the trigger and the gun fires, hitting her straight in the eye and sending her tumbling back onto her desk, crashing down onto a pile of papers and journals. As she lands, she knocks her Sam Gazade mug from the desk, and it smashes on the carpet below.
Taking a deep breath, I watch as blood pours from Dr. Huston's head. I pick my phone up from the floor and bring up Dawson's number again, but I wait a few minutes before I call, just to make sure that she's dead. After all, even though Paula Clarke deserves a second chance, Dr. Alice Huston was clearly beyond help. While I wait to make sure she's dead, I walk over to the screen, which is still showing the video of Paula cutting into my leg, running on a loop. As I get right up to the screen, the image becomes too pixelated for me to really make much out: I just look like a blob of colors, as does Paula. Putting my hand against the screen, I move my face closer and closer until the pixels are nothing but dancing colors. It's as if I've disappeared completely from the image.



Joanna Mason
 
"So..." Dawson pauses on the other end of the phone, sounding a little nervous. "Are you okay, Jo? It's not like you to just call up with there's no reason. You're not a chatty person. This is... weird."
"Why's it weird?" I ask, sitting in a hospital gown outside Dr. Gibbs' office. It's almost 9am, and today's the day of my big operation. So far, I've been denied breakfast and told to drink plenty of fluids, and I've been given so many goddamn pills, I feel like I've gone all the way over the rainbow. Any time now, I'm going to lose my mind, and I'd rather get this call out of the way first. "Anyway," I add, "I'm calling to see how things are going with the case. Any news?"
"Schumacher's accepted your self-defense claim regarding Dr. Huston's death," he replies, "although he had a little trouble explaining to the board why you were even there in the first place. Cases like this are usually solved by the investigating detective and his team, not by someone who's technically supposed to have been suspended."
"Burn," I reply with a smile.
"It's fine," he mutters. "I'm used to it."
"You'd better be," I continue. "Once I'm back on duty, it's gonna happen a whole lot more."
"Is that a promise?"
"What about Paula Clarke?" I ask.
"She's been moved to a high-security psychiatric facility. It's touch and go, but apparently she's well gone. She's still chatting away to some imaginary friend, as if she's completely divorced from reality. The first hearing into her mental competency has been postponed. Apparently they did some tests and she was off the charts. They're not sure if she'll ever come around."
"She will," I say, watching as some nurses wander past. "She's tougher than people think."
"And what about you?" Dawson asks. "You gonna tell me what you're up to? What's with all the secrecy?"
"What secrecy?"
"You're up to something," he continues. "Don't bullshit me, Jo. I know you too well."
"I'm by a lake," I say, looking down at the shiny white floor of the hospital corridor. "I thought about what you said, and I decided to get a hobby, so I'm fishing. I'm wearing rubber boots and I'm just casting off right now. Hoping to catch myself a nice fat trout for dinner, and then I'm gonna roast it on a campfire."
"You?" he replies incredulously. "Fishing?"
"Yep," I say, "and it sucks, so thanks for that." At that moment, a voice over the PA system calls out for a doctor to head to the ward station. "That was a boat," I add. "Some kind of pleasure cruiser going past." I pause for a moment. "Hey!" I shout, startling an orderly along the corridor. "You're scaring the fish!"
"As long as you're okay," Dawson replies, clearly not buying my story but knowing better than to push me.
"I'm fine," I say, as Dr. Gibbs opens the door to his office and waves for me to go inside. "I've got to hang up, though," I add. "I think there's something on my line, so I should probably haul it in. Sorry, I'm not quite up on fishing terminology yet, but something's definitely tweaking my rod. My fishing senses are tingling like mad."
"Good luck," he says, almost as if he knows what's really happening. "Call me if you need me."
"I don't need luck," I reply, cutting the call dead and putting the phone in my gown pocket. Getting to my feet, I limp through into Dr. Gibbs' office and find him arranging a plastic sheet on the bed in the corner. "You afraid I'm gonna wet myself?" I ask, suddenly feeling my chest start to tighten. Until this moment, I wasn't nervous, but now the enormity of today's operation is starting to hit me. After a moment, I realized that I've subconsciously started scratching the side of my chest, just below my armpit.
"You want to sit on here for me?" Dr. Gibbs asks, tapping the bed.
Taking a seat, I watch as he grabs a set of notes from his desk. He seems more subdued than usual, which immediately gets me worrying. Dr. Gibbs is usually annoying chirpy and depressingly resistant to bad news, but there's something different about him this time.
"I guess it'll be goodbye soon," I say, looking down at my chest. I reach up and give my breasts a squeeze. "You've been good friends, boobies, but we all knew this'd have to happen some time. I'll try to have fun without you, and you... Well, see what you can do." I lean closer. "I think your odds are limited," I add with a whisper, forcing myself to smile before I realize I'm on the verge of tears. Sitting up, I take a deep breath as Dr. Gibbs comes back over to me. There's no fucking way I'm going to cry. Not today.
He stands in silence for a moment.
"Is there a problem?" I ask.
As soon as he looks at me, I can tell that my worst fears are coming true. Something's wrong. I mean, something's been wrong for a while, but it looks as if something's more wrong this time.
"Just tell me," I continue, trying to keep my voice from trembling.
"We're still going to go ahead with the surgery," he says after a moment, his eyes filled with sadness, "but your latest test results..." He pauses. "The cancer has metastasized to your liver."
"Wow," I say, suddenly feeling very aware of my heart pounding in my chest. "It must really hate me, huh?"
"We'll deal with the original tumor first," he continues. "That's the priority, and that's what we'll resolve today, because we need to reduce the potential for more damage to occur. After that, we'll have to decide on the best course of action regarding your liver, which will either be chemotherapy or radiotherapy. We've still got options to fight this thing, Jo, and science is advancing at great rates every year."
I wait for him to finish.
"But?" I say eventually.
"I have to be honest with you," he continues, "and admit that this is very much the worst-case scenario for your particular cancer. I was hoping we'd catch it early enough to prevent it from spreading, but clearly that hasn't been the case."
"So how long have I got left?" I ask.
"It's impossible to say."
"Best case scenario," I say firmly, even though I'm terrified of the answer. "If everything goes really fucking well, what's the best case? How long?"
He pauses. "You're looking at anywhere between one to five years," he says finally.
"Hell, that's fine," I reply, my voice starting to crack a little. "I thought you were gonna say one to five minutes."
"It's not a joke," he says firmly.
I take a deep breath, trying to stay calm. I swear, if I was alone right now, I'd be a sobbing mess. Looking down, I start playing with the hem of my gown, twiddling the fabric between my fingers. For a moment, I'm able to clear my mind completely, leaving nothing behind but a faint nagging feeling that something's terribly wrong. Damn it, I wish I could just stop thinking. Why do humans have to be so goddamn aware of their own mortality?
"Do you have anyone you'd like me to call?" he asks.
I shake my head.
"Your parents?"
"Dead."
"You have to keep your spirits up," he continues with a sigh. "With a little luck, we can give you a good shot. I've known you for a long time, Jo, and you're one of the strongest people I've ever met."
I force a smile, still looking down at my hands as they play with the hem. I don't feel strong right now.
"Isn't there any chance I could beat it?" I ask finally, choking back the tears.
"There's always a chance," he replies, "but I can't give you false hope. The best I can do is tell you that we're going to fight to prolong your life for as long as possible, and we have some very exciting new therapies that are showing real promise. Once I've examined your test results more closely, I might be able to apply for you to get onto some new studies, but I don't want you to be under the impression that..." He pauses again. "We have to focus on giving you the best possible window and ensuring that your quality of life remains high until the end."
I nod, unable to say a word. After a moment, I close my eyes, hoping to stop the tears; it doesn't work however, and I feel my bottom lip start to tremble.
"I'm going to give you a moment to gather your thoughts," he says, conspicuously placing a box of tissues next to me, "and then I'm going to come back and talk you through today's surgery." Placing a hand on my shoulder, he pauses. "You can fight this. I know you're strong enough, Jo. If anyone can stay firm, it's you. We're gonna keep pushing to make sure you hit the upper-end of the timescale, okay? Five years, maybe even more." With that, he turns and heads to the door. I hear him pause for a moment, as if he's about to say something, but finally he steps outside and pulls the door shut.
Once I'm alone, I suddenly become very aware of the silence all around me. I can hear the distant sounds of people walking along the corridor, but somehow it's as if they're on another world. All I can think about is the fact that, suddenly, my life has a very definite time limit; it's as if there's a countdown clock running in my head, constantly reminding me that I don't have long left. This thing is inside me, eating away at me, and there's nothing I can do to stop it. I've faced seemingly impossible odds before, and I've always managed to find a way out. Nothing has ever been able to keep me down forever, but I've finally come up against something that doesn't seem to offer any hope at all.
Still fiddling nervously with the hem of my hospital gown, I feel tears trickling down my face. I lower my head, but I can barely even see as I try and fail to hold back the flood of tears. Soon I'm sobbing, gulping back air as I desperately try to pull myself together. I haven't cried like this since I was... much younger. I just hope I can stop before Dr. Gibbs comes back. The last thing I want is for someone to ever see me like this, breaking down completely.



Epilogue
 
Two weeks later
 
"You'll be in the observation room, with the family members," says the guard as he leads me along the dull gray corridor. "The warden has specifically ordered that you're not to be allowed into the execution chamber itself." He glances at me. "For obvious reasons."
I grin back at him.
He checks his watch. "Just a few minutes to go," he continues as we reach the door to the observation room. Inside, there are already some people gathered nervously, while a curtain has been drawn across a glass window at the far end. These are the family members, gathered to get their pound of flesh. I recognize some of them from the last time Gazade was up for the chop, and they all look so serious, as if none of them can see the lunacy of this whole ritual.
"Once the process is complete," the guard continues, someone will come and take you to a waiting room. We'll make arrangements for everyone to leave through a back door, to avoid the crowds out front.
"Ms. Mason," says a voice nearby, and I turn to see Governor Hazel Lockley striding toward me. "I'm so glad you were able to join us again."
"And I'm so glad that, as a victim of Sam Gazade's, I couldn't be denied access," I say with a smile. "Even if someone had made multiple attempts to get me barred, including making several phone calls to local judges and also delivering a personal appeal directly to the state prison board."
She smiles. "I believe you have something for me, Ms. Mason."
"I do?" After a moment, I realize what she means. "Right. Sure." Taking a deep breath, which sends a shiver of pain through my chest, I decide that it's now or never. "Without irony or sarcasm, I'd like to offer my sincere apologies for everything that happened the last time I was here. I hope you'll accept this apology in the spirit in which it's intended, which is one of respect and friendliness." I pause for a moment. "Along with other genuine emotions, too numerous to mention."
"Very convincing," she says with a grin. "I almost believe you."
"Almost is close enough, right?" I reply with a shrug.
"You'd better get in position," she says, clearly accepting that she's not going to get anything better out of me. "We're ready to start, and I think we've already had enough disruption to last a lifetime."
"And you've done your job this time, yeah?" I say. "I mean, you've actually got enough drugs to kill the bastard, haven't you? Even if some crazy psycho bitch causes a scene and makes you drop a vial?"
Without replying, Lockley turns and heads through to the main chamber, leaving me to make my way into the observation room. I'm immediately struck by the solemn faces of the other people in here. They all lost loved ones to Sam Gazade, and they've waited twelve years to witness his execution. I guess this is some kind of cathartic experience for them, although they all look pretty pained as they wait for the curtain to be drawn back.
Taking my place at the side, I reach a hand under my shirt and check that my bandages are in place. It's been a couple of weeks since I had the mastectomy, and I'm still sore as a motherfucker, but there was no way I was going to let massive, throbbing pain keep me from coming here tonight. There were some people who told me I should come and witness justice being delivered as Gazade met his end, and others who said I should stay away to avoid upsetting myself. The truth, however, is that I'm not here because of justice or because of a desire to see Gazade suffer. I'm here for a completely different reason. I'm here to see what it's like when someone dies.
Feeling a brief pain in my chest, I instinctively reach up and touch the spot just below my collarbone. I'm heavily bandaged after the operation, and Dr. Gibbs ordered me to stay in bed and avoid stress while I recovered from the mastectomy. I couldn't miss Gazade's execution, though. Reaching into my pocket, I almost take out the bottle of pain medication before forcing myself to remember that I can't afford to let my mind get hazy again. If I really only have a few years' life left, I'm damn well not going to spend it in some kind of drug-induced stupor. Pain, I can deal with; that's something Sam Gazade taught me, long ago.
Suddenly the curtain is pulled open and I see Gazade strapped to the table. It's a horrific, edifying moment, and somehow it seems much more unreal now that I'm on this side of the glass. It's like I'm watching the whole thing on a screen.
"He looks so calm," says one of the men standing nearby.
"It's an act," says a woman.
"I want him to scream," the man replies. "I don't care if that makes me a bad person, but I want that bastard to beg for his life, the way..." His voice trails off, and the room falls silent.
I step closer to the glass, watching with fascination as the final needles are inserted into Gazade's bare arms. He's staring straight up at the ceiling, as if he's barely even aware of everything that's happening. Last time he was on the table, he kept talking to me, as if he was trying to distract himself; this time, without that benefit, he seems to be in some other kind of mental zone. I always wondered what Sam Gazade would do when he faced his final moments, and now it's clear that despite all his bravado, his impending death has brought him to a standstill.
"Do you have any final words?" asks Governor Lockley, standing next to Gazade's bed. "If so, now is the time to make a statement."
There's the faintest twitch in his eyes, as if he's considering a response, but he finally he just continues to stare at the ceiling.
"Coward," one of my fellow observers says.
"What did you expect?" asks another. "He's never going to apologize for what he did."
The technicians are getting busy now, working on the machines that are going to pump drugs into Gazade's body. Finally, after a brief moment of calm that ends with Governor Lockley nodding at one of the other men in the room, a switch is pressed and a line of almost-clear fluid begins to run through the plastic tubes. I watch as the fluid enters Gazade's body, and he opens his mouth for a moment, as if he's going to say something.
"This is still too good for him," says a woman standing next to me. There are tears in her voice, and she turns to sob on the shoulder of one of the men. "Why should he get to die without pain, after everything he did?"
I take another step forward, trying to get the best possible view of Gazade's face. His eyes seem to have narrowed a little, and I'm not certain, but I think his lips are trembling, almost as if he's quietly saying something to himself. My heart is pounding as I watch a flicker of recognition cross his eyes, and then - without any warning - he lets out a loud gasp as his eyes widen. His hands grip the side of the table and his whole body seems to be come tense, before finally he lets out a deep breath and falls completely still. I watch as his glassy eyes continue to stare up at the ceiling, but although I'm trying to catch the exact moment of his death, I finally realize that he slipped away sometime during that gasp. There was no great moment of epiphany, no hint of anything greater; just a human body, convulsing in its moment of death as its mind died.
And yet his face looks different. It's as if, now that the life has left his body, his skin has begun to sink into his skull, and his features seem drawn and somehow older. Reaching up, I brush my hand against my left cheek, trying to imagine how I'll look when death has hollowed out my features in the same way. I keep telling myself that it's all in my mind, but I swear, he looks different. Older. Waxy. Smaller, even. Death has changed his features, and he barely even looks like himself. It's a sudden, startling transformation.
I take a deep breath. So that's what it's like. That's what happens. Ignoring the people crying and talking in the observation room with me, I continue to stare as a sheet is drawn over Gazade's dead body, covering his dead face. I don't really know what I was expecting, but I didn't think there'd be such a strong and obvious change in his physical appearance.
I don't need to see any more. Pushing past the gathered group of onlookers, I hurry out of the room and make my way along the corridor. Death isn't magic. It's just an end, and it was dumb of me to expect anything else. We all get there in the end, but some get there a lot sooner. The dividing line between the dead and the dying is so thin, it's almost impossible to spot; it's like a shadow, passing across the face and brushing away the dust of life. As I reach the main door and wait to be buzzed out, I glance at a nearby mirror. Maybe I'm imagining things, but I swear to God, it's as if that shadow has already started to cross my face.
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Cassie Briggs
 
"Stop the car!" I shout, banging on the back of the driver's seat. "Stop! Right here!"
"I thought you were going to Branch Street," the guy says grouchily as he brings the taxi to a halt and reaches out to stop the meter. "You told me Branch Street. That's another two miles. I oughta charge you for Branch Street."
"I don't care," I mutter, furiously sorting through my purse before pulling out the voucher I was given to cover the journey, which I throw onto the front seat. "This is fine. Thank you!" Without waiting for him to reply, I get out of the car, my eyes fixed on the house on the other side of the street. My heart is racing and even though I know I should go straight home, I'm suddenly filled with an urge to go to this house instead. Actually, 'urge' isn't the right word: I have to go inside. My body demands it. I've waited too long.
"You'll be wanting this," the taxi driver says, limping around to the back of the vehicle and opening the boot, before hauling my suitcase out and dropping it on the side of the road.
"Thanks," I say, ignoring the suitcase and jogging across the road. The house looks exactly the same as before. It's as if nothing has changed in the five years I've been away, and I even recognize the beat-up old truck in the front yard. Hurrying toward the porch, I make my way up the steps, and even though I know this is an absolutely terrible idea, I reach out and try the door. Sure enough, it swings open and I walk into the hallway, where I'm immediately confronted by the smell of a very familiar brand of cologne.
He still lives here.
"Fisher!" I shout, hurrying to the kitchen but not finding anyone. "Fisher, where are you?"
Seconds later, I hear footsteps coming down the stairs, and I run back out into the hallway just in time to see Fisher Benhauser stop dead in his tracks as soon as he sees me. The look on his face is priceless: he seems absolutely stunned, as if he never, ever expected to see me again. Without giving him time to react, I hurry over and put my arms around his shoulders, before shifting my weight forward and forcing him down to the ground. I quickly get on top of him, and before I know what I'm doing, my trembling hands are reaching down to the front of his trousers, undoing the button.
"Um..." he mutters. "Wait -"
"No," I say breathlessly, starting to pull his trousers down before reaching into his boxers and feeling his thick, placid penis in my hand. "I've waited long enough."
"No, Cassie, stop," he continues, trying to push my hands away.
"No," I reply, stroking him as I lean closer and try to kiss him. He resists, turning his head first one way and then the other while keeping his lips tight shut.
"Cassie!" he splutters. "Stop!"
"No!" I say forcefully, finally slipping my tongue between his lips. I can feel his penis growing in my hand, which tells me all I need to know: he still wants me. After all this time, he hasn't forgotten. He waited.
"Cassie!" he shouts, still trying to push me away. "Get the hell off of me!"
"No!" I shout.
"Fuck!" he shouts back, slamming me against the wall before moving away as he slips his penis back into his pants. "What the holy fuck is wrong with you?"
"What's wrong with me?" I reply, shocked at the way he's behaving. "What's wrong with you?"
"Jesus Christ!" he says, fixing his clothes.
I stare at him. Totally out of breath and feeling horny as hell, it's all I can do to keep from leaping back on top of him. The truth is, it never even occurred to me that Fisher Benhauser wouldn't want me. It's the memory of his kiss, and his touch, that kept me going while I was in prison, and even though he didn't write to me or come visit, I know that nothing's changed between us. We've always been made for each other, and the time apart is only going to prove that more than ever. We didn't need to communicate. We're stronger than that.
"It's me," I say, figuring that maybe he's a little confused. "I'm home. Didn't anyone tell you I was coming?"
"Sure," he replies, still looking shocked. "I've had reporters door-stepping me all week, asking how I feel about seeing you again."
"And?" I ask, finally catching my breath. I wait for him to reply, and finally I can't help but break into a stupid grin. "It's me!" I say again. "It's Cassie! I'm back! After five years, I'm back!"
"I can see that," he says.
"Well?" I wait for him to say something. "What's wrong?" I continue eventually, my smile fading slightly. "You're not excited?" I reach over to grab his leg, but he quickly moves away, as if he's instinctively trying to avoid any contact with me. "What's wrong?" I ask. "It's me, Fisher. I'm back! I know it's hard to believe, but I'm back! They couldn't prove anything. We can -"
Before I can finish, I realize that there's a sound coming from nearby. For a few seconds, my scrambled brain struggles to make sense of what I'm hearing, as if I can't quite accept that this particular sound could be part of this particular scene. Finally, however, I blink a couple of times and realize that there's no question: the sound is coming from a nearby baby monitor, which means that somewhere else in the house, a baby has started to cry.
"Who's that?" I ask.
"Donovan," he replies cautiously, almost as if he's scared of me.
"Who's Donovan?"
He pauses. "My son."
"Your..." I take a deep breath. "Since when... Since when did you have a son?"
"Since about six months ago," he replies, still staring at me with wide open, terrified eyes. "My wife Edie gave birth to him back in January."
We sit staring at each other for a moment, as the baby continues to cry. It's as if suddenly, weirdly, Fisher and I have nothing to say to one another.



Florence Madison
 
"Quiet!"
As soon as I walk into the kitchen, I can tell that Milly and Abe have been talking about something that they don't want me to hear. They look guilty as hell, as if in their seventy-plus years of life on this earth, they still haven't learned how to tell a convincing lie. I walk over to the counter and place two bags of groceries next to the fruit bowl, before the silence becomes unbearable and I turn to find that they're both staring wildly at me.
"Well?" I ask.
Silence.
"What's wrong?" I add with a sigh. "Out with it."
"Did you... have a good trip to the store?" Milly asks.
"It was fine," I tell her, trying not to appear flustered. "The same as every day."
"That's good," she says, swallowing hard.
"You know how it is," I continue. "I head out at ten every day. I go to the grocery store every day, and then the bakery every day, and then I come home every day and make lunch for all of us. Every day. The only thing that doesn't happen every day is that you two never ask me how it went, so there's clearly something wrong." I wait for one of them to summon the necessary gumption to admit what they've been gossiping about. "You're both terrible liars," I continue, "and at your ages you're unlikely to get any better, so you might as well tell me."
They look at one another, like two children trying to decide who should own up.
"Spit it out," I say firmly.
"She's back," Abe says suddenly, with fear in his eyes.
"She's back," Milly says quietly, a fraction of a second later.
I open my mouth to reply, but something holds me back. It's like a physical reaction, punching me hard in the chest.
"She got back this morning," Abe continues, his voice trembling slightly. "I heard she was seen about four blocks from here, getting out of a taxi."
"She's not due back until the weekend," I reply curtly, turning to start unpacking the groceries before, finally, I freeze. "The weekend," I say again, as if a few days' difference actually matters. "That's when she's back. Not before."
"Nevertheless," he says, before his voice trails off.
An awkward silence descends upon the room. I want to run out screaming, of course, but there's absolutely no way I'm going to allow myself to do anything so utterly foolish. I was raised to be strong, and strong I shall be.
"She must've got out early," Milly says, her voice quiet and sweet. "I heard they do that sometimes, when the prisons are busy. They..." She pauses. "Well, they let them out early. To avoid a rush, or something."
"It's not right," Abe adds. "If they say something's going to be out on the weekend, they shouldn't let them out early. It's not fair. Thursday is not the weekend."
"It's not about being fair or not," I say, feeling completely drained. "It's just the way they do things. I'm sure they run to a very clear set of rules, and I'm sure they didn't change those rules in any way for..." I pause, as I realize that I was about to say her name. The last thing I want is to say or hear that murderer's name. As far as I'm concerned, she might be back in town, but that doesn't mean I have to acknowledge her in any way. I can just ignore her and hope that she slinks away. After all, it's inconceivable that she could think to show her face around these parts after what she did. She'll be gone by nightfall. She can't stay.
"You okay?" Milly asks.
I nod.
"You don't look okay," Abe says.
"You're very sweet," I reply bitterly, turning to him and seeing the concern in his sad old eyes.
"You know what I mean," he continues. "You look like you're upset. I don't remember the last time I saw you so upset."
"When that pudding deflated last summer," Milly says quietly.
"Hush," Abe says to her, keeping his eyes fixed on me.
"I..." Pausing, I realize that I'm not prepared for this conversation. When I thought Cassie Briggs was coming home at the weekend, I anticipated having time to prepare myself, but I hadn't got around to coming up with a proper plan. Suddenly the whole thing has been foisted upon me, and I feel as if I just need to back away from all this company and try to regroup.
"You gonna go see her?" Abe asks.
"See her?" I say, horrified by such a suggestion.
"Of course she's not going to go see her," Milly says, nudging Abe in the ribs with her elbow. "Why would she do that? There's no good that'd come of seeing her. Best thing to do is just to wait it out and assume that Cassie Briggs is just passing through town on her way to somewhere else. That's gotta be it, right? There's no way she'd actually be thinking of settling here again, not after what she did."
"You're forgetting something," I reply, feeling an awful tightening sensation in my chest. "According to the law of the land, she didn't do it. Even if all of us know in our hearts and in our minds that she did."
"Amen," Milly says softly.
"It's a disgrace," Abe says. "It's a cast-iron disgrace. No-one gives a crap how people around here feel."
"Language, Abraham," I say.
"What?" he asks. "Crap's not a cuss word, is it?"
I stare at him, despairing of his ignorance.
"She still can't live here," he grumbles. "I don't give a f..." He catches himself just in time. "I don't give a fig what the law says. It's just not allowed."
"I'm not sure that's true," I reply. "The last time I checked, America was still, just about, a free country. In the eyes of the law, Cassie Briggs is an innocent young woman, which means that she's subject to no limits on her freedom." I pause as the meaning of those words sinks in. Despite everything she did, despite all the misery and heartache she caused, Cassie Briggs got away with it all. "We must just hope," I continue, "that she has a thread of decency left in her body, and that she's merely come to town to pick up some things before she moves on to start a new life somewhere else."
"She can't live here," Abe says again. "People wouldn't stand for it."
"That's right," Milly adds. "People round here wouldn't stand for that little murderer being in our community. Something'd have to be done about it!"
"What would you suggest?" I reply, feeling a sense of panic starting to rise through my body.
"I don't know," Milly continues, "but something oughta be done!"
"By who?" I ask.
"Someone!"
"I suppose you're right," I say, turning to the grocery bags and starting to unpack. My hand are shaking, but I feel as if I have to get on with normal things. There's no point standing here arguing, at least. It's not as if anything's going to change, just because three old farts are getting worked up in a kitchen on a Thursday morning. As I focus on putting the groceries away, however, I become more and more aware that - for the first time in their lives - Milly and Abe are sitting in complete silence; I don't think they've ever been so quiet for so long, not in all the time I've known them, and although I start working faster and faster, eventually I can't take it any longer and I turn to them, accidentally letting go of a glass jar of coffee in the process.
"What?" I shout, immediately regretting my loss of control.
Before I can catch it, the jar smashes on the kitchen floor.
"Are you okay?" Milly asks.
"Are you two just going to sit there all day, asking if I'm okay?" I reply.
They look at one another.
"I'm sorry," I continue, grabbing a dustpan and brush before crouching down and starting to sweep up the spilled coffee and broken glass. "Maybe I'm a little emotional," I add, "but that's all. One can't be entirely immune to these things, but that doesn't mean that one has to fall apart, does it? I'm sure things will settle in due course. Clearly, Cassie Briggs has no intention of actually living in Fort Powell. After all, the girl has to have some shame, doesn't she? She's obviously just come back to tell her parents where she'll be living, and she'll be on her way either later today or first thing in the morning. Anything else would be..."
Silence.
"I'm sure you're right," Milly says quietly.
Tipping the contents of the dustpan into the bin, I turn and head to the door.
"I forgot some things upstairs," I say as I leave the room. "You'll have to excuse me for a moment."
As soon as I'm in my bedroom, I push the door shut and stand completely still, feeling a kind of trembling sensation throughout my body. It's as if a huge ocean is rushing up behind me, ready to burst over my shoulders at any moment and sweep me away.
Slowly, I walk over to my bed and sit facing the window. Outside, the sun is shining and the natural world looks so beautiful. I try to focus on the distant sound of birds, or on the rustling leaves of a nearby tree, but the problem is, all these things remind me of my son. Squeezing my eyes tight shut, I try to block him from my mind, but it's too late: images of Bobby flood into my consciousness, flashing past in a seemingly never-ending parade of memories. Fighting the urge to scream, I wait, hoping that the anger will pass soon, but instead it just seems to build and build until tears flow down my cheeks and the ocean crashes over me.



Cassie Briggs
 
"My wife's name is Edie," Fisher says, as he cradles his sleeping son in his arms, "and she's a librarian. We met three and a half years ago at a fundraiser for the local home services group, and we just hit it off real well. Fast forward to today, and..." He pauses, staring down at the baby's face. "I never thought it'd be possible to love someone as much as I love this boy," he adds, with genuine emotion in his voice. "I cleaned up immediately. Like, on the spot, as soon as he was born. No drink. No nothing. I felt it was my duty."
Still sitting on the floor, with my back against the wall, I find it hard to come up with a rational response. I should be pleased for Fisher; I should be elated by the fact that he seems to have sorted his life out, got a job and a family, and begun to really figure out what he wants to be doing. Hell, he even looks great holding that baby. I just... I guess I can't find it in my heart to be truly pleased for him, because deep down I feel as if I've just been given the biggest ever kick in the gut. Like, it hurts. It physically hurts.
"I was a bit of a mess back then," he adds. "You know, after it all happened. I mean, that's why..." He pauses again, and it's clear that he's struggling to get the words out. "I know it was harder for you. I'm not trying to excuse anything, but I didn't really deal with it too well -"
"You don't have to explain," I say, interrupting him.
"I was gonna write and tell you," he continues, "but I never kinda got the time, if you know what I mean." He glances at me, with a guilty look in his eyes, before looking back down at Donovan's sleeping face. "I'm not much of a letter writer. Don't think I've ever written one in my life, actually. It just doesn't come naturally to me, and -"
"It's okay," I say, my voice tense with emotion. "Really, I understand."
"So that's what happened," he says. "I swear, Donovan almost never cries. He's just a good boy. He looks like my Dad, too. Edie thinks I'm imagining it, but I know he's got my Dad's look about him. It's weird how it can kinda skip a generation and then come out clear as day, huh? I just hope he hasn't inherited my Dad's hairline as well. That'd be a real tragedy for him when he grows up."
"I'm sure he'll be fine," I say. It's true: right now, Fisher and Donovan look like a model example of family bliss, and when I glance over at a nearby table, I spot a photo of a woman who can only be the fabled Edie. Blonde and blue-eyed, she's smiling at the camera, and she looks so happy. I wonder how happy she'd be if she knew that I was here right now. I mean, I've never met her, but she must have heard about me. She must know all the stories, which means she's not going to be happy if she comes walking through the front door and finds me talking to her husband.
"You cut your hair," Fisher says suddenly.
"It's been five years," I point out.
He smiles. "It's different. I don't normally notice stuff like that, but... Shorter hair suits you. I mean, it's not that short, but it suits you. I mean..." He pauses, and it's clear that he's feeling uncomfortable. "I never used to notice stuff like that."
"I remember."
"When I got married," he continues, "my father told me that the secret to a happy marriage is to always notice the little things. He also told me that it's pretty damn hard to do that, so he said I should focus on just one little thing. I don't really know why, but I chose hair." He smiles, as if he's slightly embarrassed. "So I make sure to always notice Edie's hair. I always mention when she's had it cut. Sometimes, I even jump the gun and say something when she hasn't had anything done at all. Still, I think it works pretty well. My father was right. Always notice the little things. Helps keep a marriage together."
"I'm not your wife," I remind him.
He opens his mouth to reply to me, but something seems to be holding him back. "So what are you doing in town?" he asks eventually. "I heard you were being released, but most people thought you'd keep well away."
"Been talking about me, have they?" I ask, forcing a half-smile at the inevitability of all the gossip that must have been going around the town since the news got out. "This is my home," I continue. "I was born here, I grew up here, and I don't have anywhere else to go."
"But you're not..." He stares at me. "You're not planning to stay here, Cassie. You can't be. People here, they still remember what happened -"
"I didn't do it," I reply. "I was cleared."
"They let you go because they didn't have the evidence to proceed with a case," he counters. "That's not the same thing. I mean, to people in Fort Powell, it's not the same." He pauses. "You haven't been here for five years, Cassie. You don't understand how Bobby's death changed things. It's like everything froze. Five years have passed, but most of the people around here, they're stuck like they were back on the day after the body was found. Time hasn't healed any of their wounds."
"I don't have anywhere else to go," I say again, trying not to let him see that I'm scared.
"But you can't stay here!" he says, gently cradling Donovan as his son starts to make a kind of gurgling sound. "Cassie, I get it. You're innocent. Whatever anyone else says, I know what happened up there. But if you think you can come back and pick up your life where it left off, you're insane. People here hate you. Not just a few people. Not just Florence Madison and her friends. Everyone, pretty much. Why would you even want to live in a town where people would rather see you..." His voice trails off.
"I'm innocent," I say, even though I'm aware that my voice sounds weak and fragile right now. "I'm innocent. I haven't been convicted of anything. I didn't do anything. Why should I pay the price for something I didn't do?"
"It's just what people think, Cassie," he replies, setting Donovan down in his crib. "What people think is just as important as the truth. If you try to stay in town, you might not be safe."
"What are they gonna do?" I ask, unable to stifle a smile. "Kill me?"
He stares at me.
"No way!" I say, exasperated by his insistence on making everything so dramatic. "Sure, some people might be a bit weird with me, but they have to face the truth! I didn't kill Bobby! Even the police admitted I didn't do it!"
"They dropped the charges," he replies. "After five years, they admitted they didn't have enough evidence and the case collapsed. For some people, that's not enough. It'll never be enough. You know how much Bobby was loved around here -"
"I didn't kill him!" I shout.
Before Fisher can reply, Donovan starts to cry.
"I need to get him some formula," Fisher says, turning and heading through to the kitchen.
Stunned by Fisher's inability to see that I belong in this town, I try to work out what to do next. There's a part of me that wants to turn and run, and to not stop running until I'm far away, but at the same time, I don't see why I should let the suspicions and fears of a bunch of local hicks prevent me from staying where I belong. As Donovan continues to cry, I walk over to the crib and look down at him. Even though I'm only in my early twenties, I already feel as if my life has been dirtied and stained. I wish I could be totally innocent again, and totally blame-free, just like a baby. Reaching down, I carefully pick Fisher's son up and hold him in my arms, but he keeps crying.
"He'll be okay," Fisher calls through from the kitchen. "He just needs his formula."
"Sure," I mutter, cradling Donovan in an attempt to get him to quieten down. Damn it, has my life become so fucked-up that I'm starting to envy an infant? At least Donovan has never made mistakes. People don't look at him and assume the worst.
"There's a suitcase in the street," says a voice suddenly. "Just standing there, I almost -"
Turning, I see that there's a woman standing in the doorway, holding a bag of groceries. I recognize her immediately from the photo on the nearby desk. It's Edie, Fisher's wife; she doesn't look happy to find me in her home, holding her baby, and I can tell from the horrified look in her eyes that she knows exactly who I am.



Florence Madison
 
"What happened to your old steak knives?" asks Derek as we stand at the back of the hardware store, admiring the plethora of different cutlery sets on display.
"They've soured," I say, my eyes focused on a packet of twelve large, sharp knives that look as if they could cut through even the toughest meat. "I made the mistake of putting them in the dishwasher, and they've gone a kind of cloudy yellow color, and I swear they add a rather sour taste to the meat." Pausing for a moment, I turn to him. "Hasn't that ever happened with you?"
"Sounds like you bought some cheap knives before," he says with a smile, before taking a set off the shelf and handing them to me. "Don't worry though, Mrs. Madison. All our knives are high quality, with a five-year guarantee. I've been selling the same sets for donkeys' years, and not one customer has ever come back with a complaint. Not one. You know I only sell good items. Sure, you can get cheap garbage from one of those big superstores, but you come to me, you won't be disappointed."
I stare at the box of knives. In some strange kind of way, I feel as if my mind is a little cloudy right now.
"Obviously quality comes at a price," Derek continues. "You pay a little extra -"
"I'll take them," I say.
"I promise you," he replies, "you won't ever -"
"I said I'll take them," I tell him, feeling as if I'm a little short of breath. "You don't need to keep selling them to me. I'll take them. Can you wrap them up for me?"
"Sure thing," he replies, taking the box and heading to the register.
I pause for a moment, trying to regather my composure. Ever since I heard about Cassie Briggs coming back to town, I've felt as if I'm not quite myself. My chest is tight, and I keep imagining that I'm getting short of breath. I guess maybe it's shock, or whatever new-fangled name they're giving to human emotions these days, but I feel as if I have to get on top of it. I'm no use to anyone if I end up wandering around in a daze; today of all days, I need to stay strong and carry on with the tasks at hand. I simply can't afford to fall apart. Not after being so strong for five years.
"That'll be seventy-nine ninety-nine," Derek calls over to me.
I turn to him. "For a set of steak knives?"
"These are good quality knives," he replies. "When my customers -"
"Fine," I say, "stop with the sales talk." Hurrying over to the register, I reach into my bag and pull out my purse. "I'm sure you're right," I mutter as I count out his money. "Quality is quality, after all."
"We take cards now, you know," he says, tapping a small device next to the cash register. "If it's more convenient, you can pay that way."
I stare at the little device, and suddenly I realize that it would be a terrible mistake to pay electronically. After all, the last thing I want is for these knives to ever be traced back to me. In fact, it occurs to me that I shouldn't buy them at all. Looking at Derek's smiling face, I can't help thinking that he might remember this transaction. What if, in a few days' time, some police officers come in, asking if anyone suspicious made a purchase of a set of knives. They might even be able to identify the particular type of knife. Derek's has long been a good friend, but he's an honest man and he'd most certainly have to tell them that I was here.
"On second thoughts," I say, putting the cash back into my purse, "I think maybe I'll manage with the knives I have at home."
"You don't want them?" he asks, looking shocked.
I shake my head. "They're far too expensive for what they are," I add, trying to justify what might otherwise be seen as an odd decision. "I don't have eighty dollars to spend on a new knife set just because my old knives are a little discolored. I'll be quite alright, thank you. I'm sorry to have wasted your time, but I won't be needing these after all."
"Mrs. Madison -"
"Please," I say firmly, "stop trying to over-sell things. You really make customers feel quite uncomfortable." With that, I turn and hurry out of the store, feeling as if I might run out of breath at any moment. I don't stop walking until I'm well out of sight of the hardware store, and finally I stop and lean back against a wall. My God, I almost made a huge mistake. In my dazed state, I could have raised a huge red flag and made it absolutely obvious what I'm planning to do. Sighing, I realize that I have to be smarter, which in turn means that I need to overcome this cloudy sensation in my mind. I need to be sharp-witted and ready to act with precision. I just wish I could think properly; I just wish I wasn't filled with so much anger.



Cassie Briggs
 
"I didn't mean to get you in any trouble," I say, as Fisher drives me to my parents' house. "I hope she's not going to get mad at you for helping me."
"It's fine," he replies, but it's clear that he's worried. Edie was very polite back at the house; in fact, she was way too polite, and way too quick to take Donovan from my arms. It was painfully clear that she hated the idea of having me in their home, and although she went to great pains to appear civil, I could tell that under the surface she was seething. When I told her I had to get going, she was visibly relieved, but when Fisher said he'd drive me, I could almost see the vein on Edie's forehead getting ready to pop.
"Is she from around here?" I ask.
"Edie?" He takes a left onto Sycamore. "She's from Collinsville, so not too far."
"I guess I'm pretty famous around here," I reply, looking out the window and watching as white picket-fenced houses flash past. "I mean, not famous exactly, but well-known."
"There are lots of uninformed people around," he says, the tension evident in his voice.
"They watch a news report," I continue, "and they maybe check a website, and they think they know what really happened." Pausing, I feel a strange, clawing kind of nausea starting to spread through my body. I knew that things would be 'delicate' when I got back to town, but I figured I'd be able to deal with all the pressure. Instead, I feel as if I'm starting to crumble. I never anticipated that it would feel so bad to know that almost everyone around me thinks I'm some kind of evil murderer. Knowing this town, and the way gossip fuses to become 'fact', I'm probably persona non grata in 90% of the houses, maybe even some of the stores. Still, this is my home. I won't be driven away by ignorant idiots.
As the car pulls up in front of my parents' house, I feel my chest start to tighten. I've been dreaming of this moment for five years, and I always pictured it as something joyous: I thought everyone would celebrate my return, but now it's as if I'm just causing trouble. There are no signs on the lawn, and no-one's peering out the window, desperately waiting for my first appearance. I feel as if I'm bringing nothing but complications in my wake, but that's not my fault and, again, I'm not going to let myself be driven away by a bunch of halfwits who don't know what really happened. No-one knows what happened, apart from the people who were there.
"I'm sorry about earlier," I say, turning to Fisher.
"It's fine," he replies. "Edie'll come around."
"No, I mean... When I first arrived. I kinda jumped you. I was just..."
We sit in silence for a moment.
"Say hi to your folks from me," he says eventually. "I saw your Dad last week in town. He was looking pretty good. Bigger than before, but good."
"You sure you don't want to come inside?" I ask, desperately hoping that he might act as a buffer for a few minutes. "I'm sure my Mom would be happy for you to stay for dinner."
"Gotta get home," he replies. "Spend some time with Edie."
"Yeah, but -" I pause as I realize that the days of Fisher popping in for dinner are over. The world has moved on while I was in jail, and Fisher's no longer a knockabout guy with too much time on his hands. He's a man now, with a wife and a child, and he has responsibilities. I expected things to have changed around here, but there were a few things I thought would stay the same. I guess I'm not as good at predicting people as I'd hoped.
"So are you sure she's gone?" he asks suddenly.
"Who?"
"Darper." He stares at me for a moment. "Are you sure -"
"She's gone," I say firmly. "Believe me, I'd know if she was still around. I'd feel it."
Leaning over, I give him a brief, awkward hug. He's clearly uncomfortable, and his whole body feels very rigid, as if he's just waiting for me to get out of the car. Pulling away, I open the door and grab my suitcase from the backseat before stepping back, slamming the door shut and watching as the car slowly pulls away. Finally, after so many years away, after so many years locked up in tiny cells, I'm home. This is the same tree-lined street where I used to play as a kid, but those days seem like they were so long ago now. A million years, at least. It's as if someone chopped my life in half, and even though the two pieces have now been pushed back together, there still a great big gaping line that's never going to heal over completely. Even if I live to be a hundred years old, my life is always going to be defined by what happened five years ago.
Turning to walk to the house, I'm momentarily startled by a bright flash coming from behind a nearby tree. I turn around just in time to spot a woman running away, and I realize after a moment that I just got doorstepped by paparazzi for the first time. I guess I'm famous around here. Hopefully, now they've got their photo of the crazed suspected murderer Cassie Briggs arriving home after five years in jail, they'll leave me alone. Hopefully.
As I get closer to the house, I keep expecting someone to come out and greet me. My parents know I'm due home either today or tomorrow, and although I didn't call to give them an exact E.T.A., there's no way they could have forgotten. I glance at the window, but there's no sign of anyone, and by the time I get to the front door I start to wonder whether maybe they've run out on me. For a moment, I'm scared to knock, in case it turns out that my entire family has changed its name and done a runner. I hold my breath, priming myself for the possibility that this isn't going to be the golden homecoming I was expecting, and then I knock.
From inside, there's the sound of footsteps coming closer; they stop for a few seconds, as if someone's trying to summon the courage to answer, and finally the door opens to reveal my mother's smiling face.
"Hey!" she says, stepping forward and giving me a huge hug. "Why didn't you tell us what time you were arriving? We could have picked you up at the station."
"It was okay," I reply, almost being squeezed to death. "I got a taxi, and then... well, I got a taxi."
"How much did that set you back?" she asks, still holding me tight, with her chin resting on my shoulder.
"It was fine," I say. "The jail issues these pre-paid permits for the journey home."
"That's nice of them," she replies, still hugging me.
"Yeah," I say, feeling as if this is already pretty damn awkward.
The hug continues in silence.
"I appreciate the welcome," I say eventually, "but do you mind if we get inside?"
"Of course," she replies, stepping back. Strangely, she's barely looking at me at all; instead, her eyes seem to be scanning the street, as if she's expecting to see someone.
"There was some asshole with a camera," I say, pulling my suitcase through the door. "She ran off after getting a photo. I'm sorry if people like that have been causing trouble."
"Who was it?" she asks, still staring out at the street. "It wasn't a plump woman with brown frizzy hair, was it?"
"Kinda," I reply.
"Oh, that's just Cindy Levenheim," she says, the contempt evident in her voice. "She's just a blogger." She pauses. "I thought there might be someone from the local paper, or maybe even the national news. They phoned up last week, just to ask a few questions."
"You didn't talk to them, did you?" I ask.
"I couldn't be rude," she replies, pushing the door shut with a hint of frustration. "You know what these people are like, Cassie. They don't stop until they get what they want. Besides, I've developed a bit of a relationship with some of the media over the years, since they started covering your case. It's better to get them onside, if you see what I mean. Cooperate a little, and they'll stop pushing so hard."
I stare at her for a moment. "Your hair looks nice," I say with a hint of suspicion. "Did you get it done recently?"
"Yes," she says with a slightly startled look in her eyes, turning and walking through to the kitchen. "Would you like a drink, dear?"
I pause for a moment. My mother's behavior seems very strange. Truth be told, I was expecting her to be a nervous wreck, maybe even knocking back the brandy, but she seems to be coping remarkably well. As I leave my suitcase in the hall and wander through to join her, I can't help but feel that she's dealing with this very well. Almost too well.
"So how are things?" I ask, watching as she starts setting out two cups of coffee.
"Oh, you know," she continues, briefly checking her hair in the reflection of one of the cabinet doors, "very busy. Can't complain. I've been rather rushed off my feet recently, what with all the preparations for your homecoming and then everything else."
"Everything else?" I ask, raising an eyebrow.
"Well, I..." She pauses, and it's clear that she's got something to tell me. "It's very exciting, actually," she continues after a moment. "I spoke to a very nice gentleman from a publisher in New York last week, by phone, and he's extremely keen to get a book out. They'd provide a ghost writer, of course, so really it'd be a kind of fancy interview, where you'd tell your side of the story. I was going to tell you about it the other day, when you called, but I didn't want to get your hopes up too much, and I figured you were busy. But anyway, they need to hurry things along in order to capitalize on the public interest, but they've very keen, honey." She stares at me, and for a moment she seems extremely nervous. "What kind of coffee do you like? Did you change your palate while you were in jail?"
"Regular," I say. "Thanks." I watch as she grabs a jar of instant coffee. "I'm not writing a book."
"Well, no," she replies, "that's for the ghost writer. But it'll be a wonderful chance to put your side of the story."
"I don't want to do any of that," I tell her.
"You have to," she says, pouring water into the cups.
"Why?" I ask. "Is there some new law that came into force?"
"Don't be silly," she replies, with a forced smile. "It's just..." She pauses. "You've been terribly wronged, Cassie. You've lost five years of your life, all because the legal system got itself wound up in knots and no-one could believe that you didn't do those awful things." She takes a deep breath, and it's almost as if she's so full of nervous energy, she might burst into tears at any moment. "You're innocent, Cassie, and now the world knows it. You deserve to underline that fact and explain your side of things. Besides, they're offering a quarter of a million dollars."
"I can't -" I start to say, but that number suddenly grabs my attention. A quarter of a million dollars? "No," I say after a moment. "I don't care about the money. I'm not doing some stupid book."
"Don't make a decision now," she replies, sliding a cup of coffee toward me. "You're in a vulnerable place. You've just got home, and you must be so happy."
"I'm not doing a book," I say again. "I'm not doing anything like that. I just want to get on with my life."
"But you've been wronged," she continues. "Terribly wronged. Your life has been totally destroyed. There's a mark against your name that'll never be erased, honey. Why shouldn't you tell your side of events, and why shouldn't you get a little windfall in the process? You need money so you can rebuild after this tragedy." She pauses. "It's been five years, Cassie. You've never really opened up about what happened that day. Now's the perfect time. Let the -"
Before she can finish, we both hear the sound of the front door opening.
"That'll be your father," she says, lowering her voice. "He doesn't know about the book deal yet. Just let me work out how to tell him, okay?"
I open my mouth to argue with her, but seconds later I spot a figure standing in the doorway, and I turn to find my father staring at me, with no real emotion in his eyes. He just seems to be looking at me, as if he has no idea how to react.
"Hey, Neil," my mother says, sounding tense. "Look who's home."



Florence Madison
 
The knife goes in easily, perforating the skin and sinking deep into the flesh. I pause for a moment before pulling the blade back out, and there's a hint of blood smeared on the cold metal. Done. Easy.
Except, this is just a leg of lamb from the supermarket. Next time, in theory, it'll be a human abdomen.
Having finally packed Abe and Milly back off to their homes, I'm standing in my kitchen. I've been using the internet to research the best ways to deal with an opponent, and a knife wound to the belly seems like the most appropriate method. There'll be a lot of blood, of course, but there are two main benefits to this choice: first, so long as she doesn't get immediate medical help, she'll have no chance of survival; and second, it'll hurt. A lot. She'll die in agony, just as my poor son died in agony five years ago. I just hope she'll understand, as her life drains away, that she deserves such a wretched fate.
Putting the knife down, I realize that my hands are shaking. Damn it, if I get like this when I stab a leg of lamb, what am I going to be like when I kill Cassie Briggs? There's a part of me that thinks I should practice a little more and maybe hone my skills, but there's another part of me that insists I'll be able to do the job when the time comes. Just because I'm a 57-year-old woman, there's no reason why I can't summon all my anger and rage and use it to teach that little bitch a lesson. People kill every day; children kill, women kill, men kill... I'm not some fragile little thing. The thought of paying Cassie Briggs back for what she did, and making her die in agony, fills me with passion. Since Bobby died, I've been on auto-pilot, waiting for the police to do their jobs and bring that whore to justice. Now that they've dropped the ball, it's my turn. I have no choice.
As I place the leg of lamb in the oven, I hear someone knocking on the screen door. I wipe my hands before going over to answer, and to my surprise I find Sheriff Mulcahy waiting on the porch.
"How can I help you?" I ask, trying to stay calm as I open the door.
"I was just driving past," he replies, taking off his hat, "and I saw your light on. Figured I'd pop by and see how you're doing."
"I'm fine," I reply. "Just preparing a little slow-cooking for tomorrow's lunch."
"That's good," he says. "Good to see you're keeping busy." He pauses. "I'm guessing you heard the news, Florence. We've got an unwelcome element back in town. Now, I want you to know that I lobbied hard to stop this from happening. I wrote the governor of the jail several times, warning him that the girl isn't wanted back here, but I never got a reply. I guess it's a free country and she can go wherever she wants." He glances past me, and he seems to have spotted something over on the counter.
Following his gaze, I spot the large knife that I used to slice into the leg of lamb just a few minutes ago.
"Making something nice?" he asks.
"Abe and Milly are coming over," I say, turning back to him. "As usual. I like to keep them well-fed. They don't have anyone else."
"That's very charitable of you, Florence." He pauses, and it's clear that something's on his mind. "I can't run her out of town," he says eventually. "If she's determined to stay here, there's nothing I can do about it unless she breaks the law again. I'd imagine she'll be pretty smart and keep a low profile for a while. I'm gonna keep an eye on her, so if she so much as sneezes in the wrong place, I'll be all over her, but I just wanted you to know that even if it seems like nothing's being done, I'm on the case."
"I appreciate that," I reply, keen to get rid of him as quickly as possible.
"It must be hard for you to deal with all of this," he continues. "If you want to talk about it, Florence -"
"I don't see what good that would do," I say. "As far as she's concerned, she's got away with it all. She was always a very self-centered young woman, so I imagine she intends to just saunter around and act as if nothing happened."
"She won't be allowed to do that," Mulcahy says. "People have long memories, Florence. They know what she did, even if the law couldn't pin her down. She'll find that most doors in this town are shut to her, and I'll see to it that she can't get a job. There's nothing for her here. Even her family aren't gonna want anything to do with her. I guess what I'm saying is that you just need to be patient. Maybe it looks right now like she's got away with murder, literally, but her chickens are gonna come home to roost, I promise you that. She'll be run out of town one way or the other."
"There's really no need," I reply. "What will be will be."
He nods. "You want me to come in for a while? If you need some company..."
"I'll be fine," I tell him. "Really. Sometimes it can be very therapeutic just to be alone. It can get so tiring, having people around all the time. I just got off the phone with Becky, which was tiring enough."
"Okay," he replies, looking a little disappointed. "Well, if you change your mind, you know where I am. Any time, day or night, I'm here for you." He pauses, and for a moment I'm worried that he might say something inappropriate, but finally he turns and makes his way back toward his patrol car.
Once he's gone, I bolt the door and head back through to the kitchen. I don't know why I feel so nervous, but I need to get a grip. I've waited five years for Cassie Briggs to get what's coming to her, and I had faith that the justice system would deal with her. I'm she's very pleased with herself for beating the system and getting away with murder, but my son's death has to be avenged. It's a shame that in this day and age, an elderly woman has to do such things herself, but it seems that I have no choice. Finally, a strange and sudden sense of calm descends upon me. This time tomorrow, Cassie Briggs will be dead, and if I have to lose my liberty as a result, then so be it. I have no choice. A murder can't go unpunished. That little runt has to pay for what she did to my son.



Cassie Briggs
 
"So what's it like in jail?" asks Nate, my younger brother, as we sit at the dinner table.
"Nate, don't ask such things!" my mother hisses, before smiling at me. "You'll have to excuse him. He's not mature enough to ask sensible questions."
"It's fine," I mutter, glancing over at my father. Since he walked through the door a couple of hours ago, my father has been very quiet. He welcomed me home, but he did it in a very formal manner that makes me thing that he's not entirely happy to see me. I know he hated the attention that our family received after my very public, very high-profile arrest all those years ago, and I guess he's worried that - just as things seemed to have settled - it might all be starting up again now that I'm home. I swear, since we started eating, he hasn't looked up from his plate once. He's just staring at his food, eating slowly, and letting the rest of us carry the conversation.
"Did you stab anyone?" Nate asks.
Smiling, I shake my head.
"Did you see anyone get stabbed?"
Again, I shake my head.
"Were there, like, gang fights?"
"No gang fights," I say. At twenty-one, Nate's only a couple of years younger than me, but he still acts like a goddamn teenager. I don't know whether all the drama surrounding our family has somehow stunted his emotional development, or whether there might actually be something a little wrong in his head, but he's got this kind of playful, carefree enthusiasm that seems disarmingly simplistic.
"What the hell kind of jail did they send you to?" he asks, sounding a little disappointed. "Didn't you see anything fucked-up?"
"Language!" my mother says, reaching across and slapping his hand.
"I was just asking!" he tells her. "That's the kind of language they use in jail, Mom. They curse all the time, like sailors or soldiers."
"Not in a women's jail," my mother replies.
I can't help but smile at her willful naivety.
"It's okay," Nate whispers conspiratorially, leaning over to me. "You can tell me about all the blood and stuff later."
"It really wasn't like that," I reply, glancing first at my mother and then at my father. "I don't really wanna talk about it too much, but it wasn't like you see in movies. It was..." I pause for a moment, hoping in vain that my father might actually look at me. "It really wasn't the way people imagine," I continue, turning back to my brother. "Seriously, most of the people I met were kind of okay. It's like high school, really. You just have to learn to navigate the different social channels, work out what to do and what not to do, and occasionally watch your back. The key is to not have any ego. If you're willing to back down but be polite, people kinda leave you alone."
"That's nice," my mother says. "I went to Collinsville the other day," she adds, obviously trying to change the subject, "and I drove past the most beautiful field of -"
"Were there lesbians in jail?" Nate asks suddenly, interrupting her. "Like, all those women all held together, they've gotta start doing stuff."
"Nate!" my mother hisses.
"Were you a lesbian while you were in there?" he asks, his eyes as wide as saucers.
"Enough!" my father shouts suddenly.
We all turn to him.
"Go to your room," he says, staring at my brother with pure anger in his eyes.
"You can't tell me to go to my room," Nate replies nervously. "I'm twenty-one years old."
"Go to your goddamn room," my father says again.
Sighing, Nate gets to his feet, grabs his plate, and slopes off toward his bedroom, leaving the rest of us to sit in silence. Looking over at my mother, I can see that she's terrified.
"That boy needs to learn some manners," my father continues, clearly trying to contain his anger. "Where the hell did he learn to talk like that at the dinner table? If he wants to talk about jails and gangs and all that other stuff over dinner, he can go and get his own goddamn house and his own goddamn table." He pauses. "Sometimes I think that boy should get the hell out of here. He's too old to be living at home. Christ, it's embarrassing when a kid doesn't have the goddamn brains to strike out on his own. I left home when I was sixteen, for God's sake."
"So did I," I say, hoping to make him smile. "Not quite the same way, though. I was more... led out of home in handcuffs."
"You think this is funny?" he asks.
"No, Sir," I reply, looking down at my plate. My father never had much of a sense of humor, but I used to be able to make him smile occasionally. It seems the past five years have changed him.
"It's different with you," he continues. "You've got an excuse."
"I'm not sure that's quite the right word," I mutter.
"So what's your plan?" he asks, fixing me with a determined stare. It's clear that the question was meant more as a challenge than an inquiry. "Now you're out," he continues, "what are you planning to do with the rest of your life?"
"She's not out," my mother says. "She was exonerated."
"Same thing," he says firmly, still staring at me.
"She's got options," my mother adds.
"Job options?"
I take a deep breath. "I was thinking that maybe -"
"Maybe?" he says, as if the word offends him. "Maybe? You've had five years to sit around in a federal prison, with nothing to do all day, and when you get out, you don't have any definite plans for the future?"
"I need to work out where I stand," I tell him.
"What does that mean?"
"It means she's considering her options," my mother says firmly.
"Oh," he replies, sitting back in his chair. "And who's gonna support you while you're considering your options? Who's gonna feed you? Where are you gonna live?"
"I'm going to live here," I say, once again feeling a tightening sensation in my chest.
"Of course she is," my mother adds.
"For how long?" he asks.
"I don't know," I tell him. "Right now, everything seems crazy, and I'm not quite sure what's happening. I need to work out where I can get a job. I mean, when I went to jail, the economy was kinda sliding, and it sounds like things haven't got back to normal yet, so I need to..." I pause as I realize that he's staring at me with that cool, calm stare of unmitigated fury that I remember so well from my childhood. My father's never been a violent man, but the threat of violence has always been a very real thing in our house, as if we're supposed to feel lucky that he's never overstepped the line. "It's not easy to plan your way back into the world," I say eventually, "until you know what the world's like these days."
"She has options," my mother says again.
"Such as?" my father asks.
"She wants me to sign a book deal," I tell him, ignoring the look of shock on my mother's face now that I've blurted out her little secret. "There's a lot of money in it, enough for me to start again, but I haven't made a decision yet."
"Book deal, huh?" he replies sniffily. "How you gonna write a book? Wouldn't you have to, like, tell the truth?"
I take a deep breath, feeling as if someone just kicked me hard in the chest.
"Wouldn't you have to say what really happened with Bobby Madison on the day he died?" my father continues. "That's what people read books for, isn't it? The truth? I know you weren't interested in telling the truth to the police. You chose to sit around in jail for five years until they got sick of you, rather than telling anyone what really happened. But you can't write a book like that. You have to give the facts, nothing less. That's what people want." He pauses, fixing me with a determined stare. "Anyway, how the hell would you write a book? You gonna sit her with your Mom and type away?"
"I've already told the truth about what happened," I tell him, determined not to give him the satisfaction of seeing me cry.
"With big holes in the middle of the story," he replies. "Chunks left out, that kind of thing. Seems like a strange thing for an innocent girl to do."
"Neil, please," my mother whispers, leaning over and putting a hand on his arm. "Let's not get into this now."
"The truth's easy," he continues, ignoring her appeal for calm. "The truth's the easiest thing in the world to tell. Ain't no shame in the truth. Ain't no reason to keep it from people."
"It's not as easy as that," I tell him.
"What's not as easy as that?" he replies. "Telling the truth? You find that hard, do you? How come? It's easy. Just sit down, and tell what happened, every step of the way. There's no goddamn reason why you can't just do that, but instead you act all strange and tell bits of the story and then you leave other bits out. I mean, goddamn it, girl, there's no wonder -"
I wait for him to finish. "No wonder what?" I ask.
"Never mind," he says, pushing his plate away. "I'm gonna work in the garage tonight. I've got a lot to do."
"Do you think I killed Bobby Madison?" I ask.
"Cassie!" my mother hisses.
"Do you think I killed Bobby Madison?" I ask again, staring at my father. As I wait for him to give me an answer, I can see the look of evasion in his eyes. "It's a simple question," I continue, determined not to let him off the hook. "The truth's easy, so tell me what you truly think. Do you believe that I killed Bobby Madison?"
He pauses. "You haven't been straight with people," he says eventually, getting to his feet. "You haven't told the truth, and people have a right to wonder what you're hiding."
"Do you think I killed Bobby Madison?" I ask yet again, struggling to hold back the tears.
"How can I answer that question," he replies after a moment, "when you won't tell anyone the truth about what really happened? How can anyone not have doubts, when you're not being straight?"
"But you know me," I say, my voice trembling. "I'm your daughter. You must know that I couldn't kill someone."
"I'll be in the garage," he replies, briefly putting a hand on my mother's shoulder as he heads to the door. "Don't wait up. I might be a while."
With tears in her eyes, my mother stares at me. Her bottom lip is trembling, and I can see that she's close to a goddamn nervous breakdown. I guess I should go over there and hug her, and tell her everything's going to be okay, but right now I've got this horrible aching feeling in my chest, as if my heart's about to burst open. Getting up from my chair, I hurry to the back door and out into the darkness of the garden. Right now, I just need to be alone. In fact, I wish I could curl up into a ball and disappear completely.



COMING SOON
 
The Gate
(Journey to the Library 1.1)
 
When their parents are seemingly killed in a car crash, Alice and Tom Mead stumble through the snow and eventually discover the entrance to a new world. Separated from her brother, Alice is scooped up by a group of cleaners who are determined to keep the vast library clean, while Tom is offered help by a traveling magician who has arrived to sell one of the most valuable commodities that has ever existed: pure, unfiltered magic.
 
Tables and Chairs
(Journey to the Library 1.2)
 
Determined to escape from her new role, Alice enlists the help of a fellow piece of furniture. Unfortunately, she soon discovers that some people are quite happy with their lot in life. Tom, meanwhile, finally witnesses some magic first-hand, although it turns out to be a little more unusual than he ever expected. Time is running out, however, and it soon becomes clear that the Meads' parents are being transported to the most dangerous part of the library.
 
The Doll parts 1 and 2
(Male / Female 1.3 and 1.4)
 
With just hours left before midnight, Joanna is granted a chance to speak to the one man who might be able to help her solve the case. Unfortunately, Sam Gazade isn't in the mood for talking, although he offers one hint that Joanna believes might lead her to the killer. Meanwhile, a young woman finds herself being manipulated by a man who believes he can turn her into a cold-hearted murderer.
 
The Letting
(The Devil's Photographer 1.3)
 
Recovering from the terrifying incident at the church, Kate is keen to get her hands on the camera she dropped. John Dagwood, meanwhile, is being strangely elusive, as if he's unwilling to let Kate's work progress too far. Soon, Kate starts to learn more about Dagwood, including his interests in medieval medicine and his involvement with a strange group that has strong links to the events that recently took place at St. Abraham's. Evil is rising across the city, but Kate isn't quite ready to believe that the Devil is in town... until a horrifying image makes her question everything she thought she knew about the world and pushes her to the brink of madness.
 
The Promise
(The Devil's Photographer 1.4)
 
Now that she knows a little more about Amin Bell, Kate is certain that she's on the verge of an important breakthrough. Dagwood is still acting strangely, however, and Kate decides that there's only one way she can get to the heart of his activities. Allowing herself to be drawn deeper and deeper into Dagwood's world, however, Kate realizes too late that she might be trapped in a nightmare from which she can never escape. All roads, it appears, lead back to the burned-out church where Amin Bell was last seen, and where strange forces seem to be lingering.



ALSO AVAILABLE
 
Dark Season: The Complete First Series (All 8 Books)
 
When Sophie Hart is rescued from a mugging by a mysterious, silent vampire, she discovers that she is part of a dark prophecy. Patrick is the last vampire on Earth, having killed the rest of his species at the end of a bloody war, and he has plans for Sophie. But will she survive? This volume collects together the first 8 Dark Season books, covering the entire first series. Along the way, Sophie encounters not only a vampire but also werewolves, ghosts, evil maids with sharp teeth, crazed psychiatrists and dream-sucking Tenderlings. She travels to Gothos, the ancestral home of the vampires. She discovers a secret hidden inside the body of an old woman, and later she finds another dark secret hidden inside her own body. Out now - 180,000 words for just $2.99!
 
Dark Season: The Complete Second Series (All 8 Books)
 
Picking up where the first series left off, the second series of Dark Season follows Sophie's attempt to discover what has happened to Abigail. Meanwhile, the mysterious Nimrod has arrived in town and he's determined to gain his revenge on Patrick. This volume collects together the 8 books of the second series of Dark Season, plus the prequel book 20th Century Vampire. As Sophie tries to find Abigail, she comes up against Nimrod's blood-lust. From old country houses to the sewers of Dedston, and from the bottom of a haunted well to an underground hall filled with spiders, the second series of Dark Season takes Sophie to the brink of death and puts her faith in Patrick to the ultimate test. Out now - 180,000 words for just $2.99!
 
Dark Season: The Complete Third Series (All 8 Books)
 
The third and final series of Dark Season tells the story of Patrick and Sophie's daughter Abigail, and her journey to discover the truth about her own identity. Having been raised as a normal human, Abigail is suddenly thrown into a dangerous new world as she discovers that she possesses unique vampire DNA. With Sophie dead and Patrick having apparently vanished, Abigail quickly falls under the wing of the mysterious Benjamin and his organization, the Watchers. This volume collects together the 8 books of the third series of Dark Season. Out now - 180,000 words for just $2.99!
 
Asylum: The Complete Series (All 8 Books)
 
After killing her younger brother, Annie Radford is sent to Lakehurst Psychiatric Hospital. But Lakehurst hides some dark secrets. Patients are regularly subjected to 'special treatment' in the basement, while the cruel Nurse Winter rules the hospital with an iron fist. As Annie struggles to retain her sense of identity, she finds herself being drawn deeper and deeper into the mysteries of Lakehurst. Suffering under the horrific conditions imposed on her at Lakehurst, Annie starts to doubt her own sanity, especially when she once again starts to hear the voices that plagued her when she was younger. Who is the strange old man in the attic? What does Jerry keep in a jar in the basement, and why is he so keen to continue with his macabre and vicious experiments? Where did the husks come from? And how is this all linked to mysterious radio signals being monitored in a forest hundreds of miles away? This volume collects all 8 books in the Asylum series.
 
The Night Girl: The Complete Series (All 8 Books)
 
When she starts her new job as a night shift assistant, Juliet Collier has no idea that she's about to meet a mysterious entity that lurks in an abandoned part of the building. Soon, Juliet finds herself granted a gift that means she can kill indiscriminately, and apparently without consequences. Meanwhile, eleven years earlier, a young Juliet makes a terrible mistake that sets her on a dark course. This is the story of a girl whose decisions lead her to a devastating end-point, as she struggles to reconcile the voices in her head with the reality in front of her eyes. This volume collects all 8 books in the series.
 
Devil's Briar: The Complete Series (All 8 Books)
 
In the remote wilderness of Colorado, Bill and Paula Mitchell discover an entire lost town. Devil's Briar was abandoned many years ago, and has fallen into disrepair. But it soon becomes clear that the town contains some special and highly unusual qualities, and that elements of the past are seeping through into the present. As she tries to get to the bottom of the mystery, Paula finds herself drawn deeper and deeper into the bizarre time loop that keeps the entire town trapped in eternity. Soon it becomes clear that nothing in Devil's Briar will ever be the same again, and that two time periods are merging with horrific consequences. This volume contains all 8 books in the Devil's Briar series.
 
Broken Blue: The Complete Series (All 8 Books)
 
Returning home for her father's funeral, Elly Bradshaw soon finds herself drawn into the dangerous world of billionaire Mark Douglas. Although she finds Mark irresistible, Elly learns he hides a dark secret. She's quickly pulled deep into a dark sexual game that threatens to change the way she views the world forever. Meanwhile, back in the late nineteenth century, another set of players are caught up in the same game. Tortured by his role as Mr. Blue, Edgar Lockhart sets out to end the game forever. His failure, however, results in the arrival of Jonathan Pope onto the scene. Cynical and only interested in a payday, Pope begins to investigate the shadowy trio of players who keep the game alive. This volume contains all 8 books in the Broken Blue series.
 
Lupine Howl: The Complete First Series (All 8 Books)
 
Arriving in London, penniless and alone, Jess finds herself forced to live on the streets. She soon encounters Duncan, a mysterious man who seems to be caught up with some very dangerous people. Duncan is a werewolf, forced to scavenge on the streets of the city and unable to break free from his master, a vicious, cruel man named Thomas Lumic. But there's a war coming. Humanity is no longer prepared to tolerate the existence of the werewolves. Along the way, Jess encounters some truly hideous and bizarre creatures, including the haunting Flesh Weavers, the vicious Loom People, the mysterious Wormwood, the hideous Golvs, and a flesh-sucking little boy who rules a circus of fear. Out now - 180,000 words for just $2.99!
 
Lupine Howl: The Complete Second Series (All 8 books)
 
The second series of Lupine Howl begins with Duncan and Jess being recruited for a dangerous mission, and ends with them fighting for their lives against one of the most evil creatures that has ever lived. From the moment he receives a message from Black Annis, Duncan is convinced that someone or something is manipulating things behind the scenes. His suspicions are heightened as he and Jess find themselves facing a series of unusual creatures, until finally the truth becomes clear: Herbert Lumic is still alive, and is determined to gain his revenge over Duncan. Meanwhile, Jess discovers the truth about Anna, the girl who once traveled with Duncan and whose death has haunted him down the years. Out now - 180,000 words for just $2.99!
 
Lupine Howl: The Complete Third Series (All 8 books)
 
Having abandoned Duncan, Jess makes her way to India, where she makes a fateful decision that could affect the future of werewolf society forever. The time has come. After centuries of calm, the killing fields of Sangreth are about to be disturbed. Although he's terrified of the journey, Duncan finally accepts that he and Jess must head to Sangreth and prevent Jonathan Neale from uncovering the true secret of the werewolves. But Sangreth is more than just a place: it's a living nightmare, where every werewolf must face the ultimate truth, and where a powerful force waits to be resurrected. For both Duncan and Jess, past wounds are about to burst open and spill fresh blood. Out now from Amazon and other sites for just $2.99!
 
Ghosts: The Complete Series (All 8 Books)
 
Having been brutally murdered by her own father, Beth Keneally wakes up and discovers she's now a ghost. Determined to protect her little sister Elise from becoming her father's next victim, Beth finds herself forming an alliance with an unlikely group of other ghosts who have all found themselves trapped on Earth. Meanwhile, an angel named Kal has arrived in town to hunt down God and Satan, who have made a bet with each other that they can wipe their memories and live as humans for an entire lifetime. This volume collects together all eight books in the Ghosts series, which includes encounters with creatures such as the mysterious Red Man and a living plague. Out now - 160,000 words for just $2.99!
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