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Prologue

 


Cameras flash, journalists whisper, and the
television crews quickly check their equipment. An odd hush then
smothers the noise as a tall man wearing a dark suit and a graying
white shirt steps onto the podium before them. His head hangs down
somewhere between guilt and shame.

He scans the crowd and finds a mix of the
usual faces, who will inevitably ask the usual questions, make the
usual accusations, and of course never agree with his
decision—whichever one he has chosen. He will give them the usual
responses, the usual arguments, and defend himself, in the same
manner he usually does. Yet this self-fulfilling prophecy gives him
no comfort or confidence. What he is about to do will affect not
just his life, but the lives of the whole country for which he is
responsible. Even though he finds it easy to foresee his next few
minutes with uncanny accuracy, his foresight cannot predict the
years that will follow this speech.

He watches for the signal from his press
officer and then drops his stare to the blank pages in front of
him, surrendering his auto cue. With a sigh, he takes off his
glasses and slowly opens his dry, pursed lips to speak.

“I cannot express to you the great
sadness that grips my heart this day. As a man who has dealt with
war, famine, and crises born of nature’s wrath, I can honestly say
I have always tried to see the good in my fellow man, but today I …
I stand in front of you in doubt. I have tried to pinpoint one
single event that has brought me here. One particular crime that
has been the catalyst to today, but alas there have been so many,
they are now a bloody blur to me, leaving stains of faceless
ambivalence.”

A murmur ripples through the crowd and the
photographers steal the opportunity to take a few more choice shots
for the morning news. The man squints at the barrage of flashes,
shakes his head, and grips the podium tighter.

“It has been estimated there are
now at least five murders occurring every week in London alone,
with the bulk of these murders being attributed to at least seven
different serial killers that are freely roaming our streets. We
have drafted in police from across the globe to combat this
alarming crime spree, but alas, I feel, as your Prime Minister,
that this is still not enough to keep the innocent people of this
country safe. And so it is with a reluctant and heavy heart that,
as of this day, I reinstate the death penalty to be carried out no
less than one week after a conviction of murder has been secured
for anyone who is over the age of sixteen. From this day, if you
willingly, and knowingly, take an innocent life for pleasure or
gain, you will forfeit your own.”

The murmur rises to a roar as some reporters
cheer, and others cry out angry questions.

“Prime Minister, how can this be
justified? There has been no vote in Parliament?” one reporter
yells.

“Why haven’t these killers been
stopped by now?” asks another.

“Sixteen is too young!” cries
another.

“What about the ongoing cases?
Will this sentence be given to those already on trial?”

He recognizes the last voice, Levi Goodman, a
sleazy reporter from a popular TV channel who’s been drumming up
panic since the UK descended into this blood-soaked
mess.

“Yes, this will apply to any
conviction from today onwards,” he replies, his eyes
downcast.

“How can that be justified?” Levi
asks.

The rest of the reporters burst into a spasm
of questions, comments, and more outrage.

The Prime Minister looks through the throng of
animated journalists. He moves to step down, but pauses and then
turns back to them and says, “May God have mercy on our souls, and
may The Devil have room enough in Hell. There will be no answers to
your questions. There were none to mine.”


Chapter One

Halo

 


Have you ever been on a monster roller
coaster? Ever rode it five times in a row? That was what it felt
like, as if my mind and body were being whipped around and around
in an unforgiving and uncontrollable rhythm. I remembered colors
splattered across my vision, the most vivid being a burning red. I
remembered his laugh in my ear, drowning out all other sounds. And
it wasn’t a pleasant laugh you’d want to hear. It was more of a
raucous musical howl that battered through my senses. I tried to
focus on his face, to hone in on just one thing to steady myself,
but I couldn’t. He seemed to be everywhere, all around me like a
human tornado of cackling evil.

When I finally did come back down to Earth, I
feel like I’ve been hit by a house. After puking more than any
seventeen-year-old girl should, I find myself in the shower. My
body half bent and crooked, my head dividing the stream of the
clear water gushing from the showerhead above me.

My eyelids slam toward the tender skin
beneath. I try not to notice as the water begins to rise over the
side of the ceramic tub and flood the bathroom. Hell, I don’t even
remember putting the plug in. Part of me screams that I need to do
something. I need to move, get out, get dry, get dressed, and get
the hell out of this flat.

My head snaps back as I hear sirens in the
distance. Losing the will to stand, I slide down into the pinkish
water, collapsing into unconsciousness.

A single breath of water wakes me, and with
weary eyes, I glance around my tiny bathroom, my mind blank and
desperate. I can recall all but the last few hours of my life. But
memory failure is too easy to hide behind. The gory hand prints
carelessly scattered over the dirty tiles are a grim reminder. The
salty stench of the red river swirling around me like a poisonous
snake is all too real. It seems the more I believe in my ignorance,
the less convincing it becomes.

Moving slowly, I pull myself onto the edge of
the bath tub, my stiff limbs cracking a familiar and painful
symphony. My long brown hair has somehow wrapped itself around my
neck, acting as if it were a weak noose. With great effort, I
unwind it. As I do, I catch my broken fingernails in the matted
knots. The sharp pain would have made me wince if I wasn’t already
numbed by my cold clothes that are all but frozen tight to my
skin.

With great effort, I lift my dry eyes up. The
door that I have always remembered being open is now shut and
unfamiliar. Hanging from the closed door is a broken mirror which
throws back my distorted image, as if in disgust. The once smooth
oval piece of glass is now seven pieces linked by a single fragment
of wood. They cling together as if knowing that if one gave up the
fight, the others would have to follow their fallen friend. I
desperately want to fix it, not merely to end their struggle but to
put aside the seven horrific pictures of me they capture. Each
shard shows a different angle of the wet, bloody mess I have
become.

I tell myself to get up. I beg myself to do it
now. But without strength or will, I find only frustration.
Slippery hands and heavy feet make every attempt to stand futile.
So, still perching on the edge of the bath tub, I begin to cry
softly. I want my mum, but I know that’s impossible. The memory of
her casually leaving one day and never coming back still sticks in
my mind like a rancid piece of chewing gum.

Through my snotty whimpers, I hear noises in
the flat. Someone else is here. No screams. No police radios. No
shouting, only faint footsteps making their way toward me. It’s
probably my stepdad, Jack. He’ll take one look at this mess and
then he’ll turn into a tornado of swear words and fists.

Too afraid to watch the door, I slide back
into the solace of the water, scrunching into a childish ball and
holding my breath. The water once again finds its way into my ears,
blocking out most of the unwanted sounds from outside. My sense of
touch is already numb from the cold water, so my sight is now the
only thing preventing me from reaching sweet indifference. With
strength I barely knew I had, I force my eyelids shut and will them
to stay closed while my instincts begin to speed around my head,
slamming into each other.

The bathroom door slowly opens.

“What a mess you have made.” A
strange man’s voice breaks through the watery silence.

In a desperate act of sacrifice, I plunge my
head further into the water and take my first deep breath of the
night. My lungs unnaturally contract, sucking in coppery tasting
water. Strangled air bubbles don’t even reach the surface before
I’m swiftly pulled up, gasping and limbs flailing.

“No, no that is not in my plan,” I
hear as strong hands drag me, like a water-logged bag of skin and
bone, from out of the bath tub.

I can’t open my eyes. I keep them squeezed
shut. I should want to know who my savior is, if indeed he is a
savior at all, but if I see him, I’ll know for sure that he is
truly real, not some crazy post-traumatic hallucination whose
existence I could question later.

I feel a towel fluff over my wet skin, the
surface drying me. I’m then wrapped in another dry towel. A heavy
hand rests on my cheek.

“Open your eyes.”

I won’t.

“Come on now, open your
eyes.”

If I open my eyes again, I’ll see the real
world. Hell, this guy is probably a policeman who’s taken one look
at the state of the flat and realizes that I’d done something
undeniably wrong. Even though, right now I can’t remember what that
was.

“Open your eyes!” The force of his
voice smacks my face, and his firm palm on my cheek turns cruel as
I feel a rough slap explode over my skin, rattling my whole
body.

I open my eyes.

He maneuvers me around, pushes me onto the
toilet seat. He stands over me. With a large amount of difficulty,
I lift my head and look up at him. I see my distant and defeated
image reflected back in his green eyes.

“Well, my dear, Halo, you are less
than I expected,” he says, lifting up another towel and wrapping
his hand in it. He’s very tall, and it’s hard to pinpoint his age.
Forty, maybe? He’s dressed in a clean white linen suit and shirt. A
red tie dribbles down his chest, like a streak of fresh blood, and
his dark hair is liberally sprinkled with gray.

“How do you know my name?” I ask,
my senses beginning to regain their human coherence. There was no
way he could have guessed it. My mother had been superficially
religious but instead of going for the boring heavenly names like
Angel or Angelika, she’d named me after what makes an angel unique,
their Halo. She’d expected great things from her Halo… My name is
now a constant reminder of my epic uselessness. No wonder she
abandoned me.

The man ignores my question. Instead, he
plunges his toweled hand into the bath and pulls the plug out.
Diluted, bloody evidence begins to gurgle its way down the drain,
leaving a pinkish ring to garnish the edges of the tub.

“What are you going to do?” he
asks, his green-eyed stare now resting lazily on me.

“Who are you?” I’m not looking for
an answer. They are just the only words I can muster.
Unfortunately, the stranger doesn’t realize this.

“Answering a question with a
question, really, Halo, such bad manners…”

“Who are you?” I ask
again.

“I had not finished speaking. We
really must do something about this rude behavior you have
adopted.” He ends with a crooked half-smile, the kind of smile that
looks more menacing than comforting.

“Who are you?” I repeat my
question. Maybe I do need an answer. Something has to make sense
right now, or I’m going to lose my mind. At this rate, my brain
might as well have been scooped out of my skull and sucked down the
plughole with the bath water. “Who are you?” I repeat it and find
myself rocking back and forth, my arms wrapped so tightly around my
body that I hear my bones creak under the pressure.

Mindful of his white linen trousers, the
stranger crouches down in front of me. He studies my features like
an artist would allow another’s work, with a critical, jealous
eye.

“Who are you?” I
whisper.

He narrows his eyes. “They call me The
Wizard,” he says.

I stop my rocking. “What? You’re a
wizard?”

“Yes, I’m the Wizard of
Oz.”


Chapter Two

Gavin

 


Stooping to pass under the police tape, Gavin
notices a splatter of blood seeping into the pavement.

“Hey, get a sample of this,” he
shouts to a nearby SOCO officer.

“Are you joking? There’s blood all
over these streets!”

“Well, I’m asking you to start
with this blood. You can get the rest later,” he
replies.

“Yank dictator,” the SOCO whispers
under his breath as he watches Gavin press his young, reluctant
body into the block of flats.

The second hour of the morning had crept upon
Gavin like a stealthy cat, and in its bloody claws had dragged him
into yet another new crime scene, a crime scene topped off by a
broken elevator.

He forces himself up the five flights of
stained, foul-smelling stairs, all the time aware that the sight
which will greet him at the top will not be worth the effort. He
shows his identification to the usual people and cautiously makes
his way into a cluttered and dusty flat with a strange feeling of
déjà-vu nagging at him.

The corpse of a young woman, still sprawled
across the dirty carpet, is being photographed. The hard flashes
highlight the grotesque, contorted features with the promise of a
hundred sets of eyes blinking on it again and again.

The murder weapon, a knife, is being sealed
away into an evidence bag by a bored-looking crime scene
technician. Gavin snatches it and holds it up to the light. The
blood has dried. It is almost orange and is slowly beginning to
flake off onto the plastic as he grips the handle.

“A serrated steak knife, a popular
choice,” he mutters to himself.

“Gavin, glad you could pull
yourself away from sight-seeing,” a familiar voice says from behind
him.

“Harry. I asked them not to call
you,” Gavin replies, turning to his partner.

“Well, they don’t listen to me
either.” Harry laughs, striding into the crime scene with the kind
of confidence that comes with years of experience and an empty
stomach.

Gavin looks down at the corpse. She’s fresh.
There’s a slight smell of salt in the air, and he can see beads of
static sweat still clinging to her waxy skin.

Harry hoists up his pants and then bends down.
With a gloved hand, he flips open the dead woman’s bloody blouse to
reveal a hole where her heart used to be. The edges are worryingly
neat. Smooth like surgery. “Her name was Charlotte Ross,” he says
looking away at his notepad.

“It’s a Valentine murder, isn’t
it?” asks Gavin.

“Looks like it.”

“But what about the knife?
Valentine doesn’t leave murder weapons behind,” says a SOCO officer
staring at Gavin. He had met so many officers after his move to
England. He has pause to and ransack his brain for her
name.

“Yeah, you’re right, Anders,”
Harry says, winking at Gavin.

“Harry Offler, do you mind not
getting your dog’s DNA all over my crime scene?” she says back with
a smirk.

Harry looks down at his trousers that are
liberally smattered with fine gold hairs, “As you wish,” Harry
replies as he stands up and brushes his pants down, sending the
hairs floating off into the flat.

Anders takes the evidence bag from Gavin and
holds it to the light. “It’s not the murderer’s weapon.”

“She attacked him? Is that the
killer’s blood. We have DNA!” Gavin claps his hands
together.

“Naw, don’t pop your cork yet.
This blood is old. It’s probably from a choice cut of steak. I
mean…” Harry looks around them at the flat cluttered with various
knick-knacks caked in dust. “It’s pretty evident that this girl
wasn’t going to win housewife of the year.”

Gavin sighs and his breath disturbs a clump of
dust bunnies that have gathered on a nearby book shelf.

“Let’s test it anyway.” Gavin
reaches for the bag, but Anders moves it out of his
reach.

“I’ll handle it, best your name
doesn’t end up on an expensive wild goose chase lab invoice,” she
says and begins to head out of the door.

“Thanks,” Gavin mutters as he
looks down at the victim’s hand. No wedding ring. Valentine doesn’t
kill wives. Bending, he catches sight of a purple bruise on the
back of her hand. “Anders, do you think it’s a defensive
wound?”

Anders tuts and steps back toward the body.
She looks down and then tenderly takes the dead girl’s hand and
moves it around. “Could be, but there are no marks on the knuckles,
and this doesn’t look like a bruise.”

Gavin narrows his eyes. “It’s a club stamp.
Can you get that checked against the database on file?”

“What’s the magic word?” asks
Anders.

“Please,” Gavin says
sweetly.

Anders grins and steps away from the
body.

Gavin wants to smile at her for her help, but
he can’t take his eyes away from the corpse’s gaping chest. Without
limbs and clothes, it could have been an animal torso in an
abattoir, suspended by a cold metal hook, ready to be
harvested.

“We’ll get them,” Harry says,
putting a hand on Gavin’s shoulder.

“Them?”

“Yeah, them. All those
serial-killing bastards stalking our streets.”

“Don’t make promises you can’t
keep. Valentine has killed twenty-two women. This sicko taunts us
at every turn, and we’ve not even come close to catching
him.”

“Kind of makes drafting in all
those foreign coppers redundant, eh?” Harry bumps Gavin’s shoulder
and chuckles.

Gavin rolls his eyes. “You’re a real dick,
Harry Offler.”

“Knob, we say knob here in the
UK.”


Chapter Three

Halo

 


Cold is creeping into the core of
my bones, crystallizing the marrow there. Or maybe I’m simply being
melodramatic. One thing I’m positive about is that it’s definitely
beginning to feel unnatural to be sitting for so long on a toilet
and to not actually do anything. Still I can’t move. The Wizard’s tall frame takes
up most of the space in the bathroom, not only making it impossible
for me to reposition myself but also for me to make a run for the
door.

He’s staring at me, evaluating me. I’ve come
to terms with the fact that he’ll probably kill me soon. I mean,
why the hell else is he here? His cold emerald stare roams from my
face to my feet, and I see now that the green is slightly
bloodshot. They look like they have been smudged with a sticky
port.

“You need to pull yourself
together, Halo.” His voice is all but a crackle beneath his thin
lips.

I strain to hear him. How long does it take to
kill a ninety-pound teenage girl? Ten minutes? Five minutes? I
wonder how long I’ve got left to live.

“I’m not here to kill you, you
know,” he says, like he read my mind.

I look at him. Not a policeman, and not
someone who I’ve ever seen before. He’s dressed all in white, which
is a bold choice for the polluted streets of London. His clothes
are expensive, and his hair suggests he is a man in his fifties,
yet the suggestion would’ve been a lie for his skin is smooth with
an even tan, exposing him as a young man wanting to look
older.

For a moment, he simply stares back at me.
Then, gracefully, lunges behind me to seize a clump of toilet
paper. He then turns and begins to wipe the bloody tiles around us
clean. How did so much blood get in here? I stare down at my arms.
It’s not my blood. All my scars are faint, unwanted presents from
my stepdad Jack… Oh, where is Jack? How’d this Wizard guy get past
him?

“Halo, you have the ruthlessness
of a killer, yet the clumsiness of a child,” he mutters in a tone
I’ve heard a hundred times from teachers.

“Killer?” I whisper. A curious
energy begins to flood my muscles, and I use it to stand up from
the toilet.

“Oh, come now, you have more than
proved it. How many times did you stab him?”

My sudden strength is an illusion, and I fall
back onto the toilet sit. The ceramic jolt fires through my spine,
letting me know that the cold numbness I had counted on before has
now abandoned me. I feel everything. The uncomfortable silence of
the flat, the nervous tension due to my unknown yet willing
accomplice who has suddenly appeared. But above all, I can feel the
sickness in my stomach beginning to rise up my throat. If the blood
isn’t mine…

I drop to the floor, throw open the toilet
seat, and then wretch into it. Wiping my mouth, I look back up. The
Wizard hasn’t turned around. Instead, he is shaking his head and
still wiping the tiles of their foreign red pattern.

My whole body aches with the need to expel all
of my internal organs. My conscience demands retribution for my
suspected bloody deed and so takes it upon itself to punish me. My
mind may not remember, but my skin, sinew, and bones, they all do.
Is that what they mean by muscle memory?

I gulp down air and can taste the blood. I
feel a hand gripping my shoulder.

“There is nothing more disgusting
than someone who ignores a question,” he remarks as he lifts me to
my feet.

He’d asked a question? “What was your
question?”

The Wizard tuts and then asks, “How many times
did you stab him?”

Last night’s events then whiz through my mind
like a gruesome montage directed by Quentin Tarantino. Jack had
forced me out to a pub with him. A grimy, sweaty bar stuffed to the
rafters with drunken weirdos and bad music. I certainly wasn’t old
enough go into pubs or had any mistaken desires to stay in them,
but he didn’t care. I was good cover for him, a pretty young girl
on his arm. He was doing what he was good at, dealing drugs to the
unfortunate and changing the fortunes of any poor unknowing souls
that crossed his path. Last night was different, though. I felt
weird, kind of lightheaded. I think Jack had slipped something into
my cola. He did that sometimes, tested his illegal concoctions on
me. It had obviously not had the effect he had wanted because, when
we got back to our flat, he had hit me, again and again. The drugs
he’d given me had made me unsteady on my feet, and I remember
falling back, but not hitting the ground. I saw Jack had his pocket
knife in his hand. It was strange. I heard a voice, soft and sure
in my ear. It told me to fight back. I punched him, grabbed the
knife and … I stabbed him, and kept stabbing him, over and over…
Thirty times. His blood is still gummy beneath my
fingernails.

“Thirty times,” I admit, but then
quickly add, “It was self-defense.”

“Once, maybe twice is
self-defense. But thirty times, that is pure enjoyment. No one
could argue that.” He finishes his little speech with a Cheshire
cat-like grin.

“He hurt me,” I mutter as he
ushers me toward the door.

The Wizard, ignoring my excuse, looks at a
shiny silver watch and then seems to pick up the pace. He tightens
his grip on my frail arm. It hurts, and I can feel his strength
radiating through my flesh.

“No,” I whisper to him, as a
pathetic attempt to fight back begins to rise within me.

“Do not make this harder than it
has to be,” he simply says as he relentlessly begins to drag me
toward the main body of the flat.

A hot, foul smell hangs heavy in the air, and
when it reaches my nose, I shudder with recollection. The tiny
living room gives the appearance that it has had a secret tortured
from it. Pink walls are worn with dirt and speckled with burgundy
from dried blood, the furniture torn limb from wooden limbs.
Curtains are ripped from their windows, exposing the bloody scene
in all its gory glory.

I take everything in as if it’s the first time
I’ve ever been in my living room. Then I see him. Jack, slumped in
the corner, his pale hands loosely wrapped around the pen knife
still lodged in his gut. The beige rug beneath him is so sodden
with fluid that it seems as though the floor boards could give way
at any moment. His eyes have rolled back into his head, making it
look as if someone has placed two shiny silver coins over the
sockets. They are glazed to the point where they would have surely
allowed a macabre peek inside his head to the more curious
onlooker. Black lips that seem to have collected and clung onto the
last few drops of his precious blood are permanently parted in a
stiff gape of surprise.

The Wizard’s eyes linger on the deathly image
too long and, without even turning to face me, he lets me go. As he
drops my arm, I fall back into the corner behind me, catching the
bathroom door with my arm. The mirror on the other side finally
falls and shatters into a sharp pile. I clutch my turning stomach
and curl back against the wall, mirroring Jack’s pose.

“Maybe I’m wrong,” The Wizard says
aloud, watching me. Reaching into his jacket pocket, he gently
eases his gaze back onto Jack’s body in the opposite
corner.

“He spoke well of you, Halo. He
thought of you as a daughter. It is truly a shame that you didn’t
even take the first step of your journey on the Yellow Brick
Road.”

Desperate to gather my wits, I knee-jerk a
reply. “Funny, he never mentioned you. I think I’d remember someone
calling themselves The Wizard of Oz.”

Taking his empty hand away from his jacket, he
smiles slightly. “I used to work with your father. Jack was a good
man.”

“He was my stepfather, and he
wasn’t a good man,” I whisper as I stroke one of the many bruises,
shaped like Jack’s fists, that scatter my skin. Every instinct in
my body screams that I should keep my eyes on this Wizard guy, but
I can’t seem to tear my stare away from the corpse in the corner.
It’s Jack, but not Jack. A discarded skin piñata whose candy has
spilled free and is now rotting all around it.

“I believe that you could be as
good as Jack. Maybe even better,” The Wizard says, his torso barely
in my eye line. A horrified wave of memories and regret start to
swarm me. Jack hadn’t been much of a father, but had he deserved to
die? He’d kept me for years after my mum had left, and he didn’t
have to do that. I would have ended up in a foster home if it
hadn’t been for Jack. And I’d killed him for it.

“Have you been keeping up with
current events, Halo?” The Wizard hijacks my internal guilt
train.

Holy hell, this guy doesn’t shut up, and
suddenly, he’s right in front of my face. Eye to eye. His
pure-white linen trousers dangerously close to the blood-soaked
carpet yet again.

I force myself to meet his stare. “I don’t
understand,” I say.

“I never asked you if you
understood. I asked you whether you knew where you
stood.”

Riddles, awesome! That’s just what I need. I
want to say something cheeky and smart that reeks of teenage
sarcasm, but nothing clever enough springs to mind, and even if it
did, I doubt I’d have said it. Jack had trained me not to talk
back.

Although I remain silent, I must
have a quizzical look on my face as he sighs and continues
to enlighten me.

“You see, our Prime Minister is
somewhat lagging in the popularity stakes. Crime is so rife in the
UK, especially in his precious London, that he has had to do
something drastic to regain some order. This morning he brought
back capital punishment.”

“But it was self-defense, it was…”
I splutter, as the film-style visions of electric chairs, gas
chambers, and lethal injections flood my imagination.

“I do not think that will matter.
The police will be looking for someone to make an example of,
someone like you. A teenage girl who rarely attends school,
probably on drugs, violently turns on her father … and I will be
brutal, they have more than enough evidence here, even those
flat-footed morons can’t screw this one up.” He finishes his speech
with a cursory glance around the flat.

“But I’m not an adult. They can’t
kill me,” I squeal back.

“Ah, apparently the age that one
can be convicted of murder now is sixteen. So yes, you are old
enough.”

“What can I do?” I ask. “Please, I
don’t want to die. I killed to survive.”

“Oh, come now, Halo, that type of
pleading will not work on a jury. However, I am ashamed to say that
it has worked on me.”

Moving closer to me, he carefully raises his
cheeks in a smile that fails to reach his eyes, conscientiously
licking his lips as he does. If I’d have had the room, I’d have
cringed away.

“Let me help you. Allow me to help
you. I can clean this place of you with a wave of my hand. You
could have a fresh start. I could help you into a new life. The
life you deserve. You could have the things you’ve always wanted,
the things you have been denied for so long. I could help you find
your place in this world. Will you let me help you, Halo? Jack
would have wanted me to help you.”

I want to answer, but inside me there’s a
little voice shouting suspicions, throwing out warnings of danger.
I look deep into his eyes as I desperately try to reply to his
offer, but the words cling to the lining of my stomach like
flavorless chewing gum. Everything is so confusing. I have no idea
who this strange man is. I mean, he calls himself a Wizard for
Christ Sake… But he does look sincere and his clothes are so
spotless, so clean, and are probably worth more than the flat we
are sitting in. Everything about him is in perfect order. His hair,
there isn’t one rebellious strand. His skin blushes smooth
softness. And, above all, his body, tall and well-fed, blocks out
the ghastly view of burst-Piñata Jack.

“Yes,” I manage to push
out.

The Wizard widens his smile. “I’m glad that
your first good decision today is to trust me.”

I want to reply back that that remains to be
seen, but I can’t, as he’s already springing into
action.

Swiftly, he pulls out some well-worn black
leather gloves and stretches out each finger in what seems to be a
familiar ritual. After masking his hands, he scoops up our old
plastic phone. Watching my reaction, he dials a number and says one
word down the receiver. “Poppies.” He then throws the phone on to
the floor and grabs my frail white arm, once more pulling me to my
feet. “Come with me.” And with that, he forcefully drags me to the
front door.

“What about Jack’s body?” I
ask.

“It could not be in a more perfect
position. Trust me,” he replies.

We walk down a narrow corridor, through a fire
exit, down a flight of stairs, and out the back door. Each step
echoes through my head until my vision blurs again until I’m left
staring at simply one thing. For a moment, it fascinates me, the
way in which the darkness shines. How the sleek black car has
become the brightest thing in the gloomy alley. As I reach out my
hand toward it, I see my ghostly face reflected in the impeccable
paint work, marring its glory.

“Here, allow me to help you.” The
Wizard gracefully leans over and opens the car door. He then shoves
me in. I fall over, my ass hitting the warm leather seats and my
head bouncing off the soft
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