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RUDE AWAKENING

​

On a scrap piece of paper, a list of places caught my eye - “Cotswolds, the Shropshire hills, Peak District, and the Pennines” - all rural open spaces. Why did Locke have that list? Was it a potential getaway plan for his family, assuming he had one? Little else could be deciphered from this cryptic puzzle. Glancing over my shoulder to ensure Locke’s absence, I toyed with delving deeper into the matter, but not by examining the tape.

Allowing my red eyes to flash, I regretted it immediately. Small traces of cleaned blood lay near Locke’s chair, serving as a chilling reminder of the ordeal Michael had endured. It had been meticulously cleaned, only detectable by someone like me or a U.V. light. Tiny droplets led to the bookcase against the wall. But the faint heat signature piqued my curiosity even more - a heat source that couldn’t be attributed to a radiator, especially considering the significant size discrepancy.

My curiosity had been awakened, pushing aside the fatigue that had gripped me earlier. Yet, guilt settled in as I realised Locke would never expect a sneaky, inquisitive werewolf searching his office. How long ago had the blood been there, and whose was it? The hidden heat signature raised more questions, as there appeared to be no obvious door to access its source.

Inhaling deeply, trying to distinguish the type or where from, I caught it again, only stronger with a strange, rancid tinge reminiscent of spoiled meat. Could it be coming from somewhere else? My heightened senses since the previous night made me consider the possibility that it could be the lingering stench of a forgotten, decaying lunch in the staff fridge. However, my neck hairs stood on end, suggesting there might be more to Locke and the excessively cleaned floor than met the eye.

That’s exactly what I dwelled on when the door flung open, dragging the scent of ‘Armani’ aftershave with it. ‘Think of the devil, and he shall appear.’ My nerves frayed from sleep deprivation and a deluge of worries.

“Ah, Georgie, you look like shit, and I imagine a little punch drunk. This couldn’t wait, unfortunately. My apologies.” Locke dropped into his seat, showing signs of wear and tear. I could smell the fear—most of all, the desperation tinged with sadness. What was to come was more than a little personal. It was horrific, and he painted a picture of doom.

“Punch drunk? I feel like my arse got handed to me by Holyfield. What’s so desperate that I can smell it dripping from you?” I surprised myself with the flippancy of my response. A lack of sleep and many worries take their toll on a man.

“Ooh, somebody crawled out the wrong side of the bed this early morning. For that, I apologise. What I need to show you isn’t, as I’m sure you’ve gathered by now. For the usual detective,” he says with an irritating smirk that had me shifting uncomfortably in my chair. He enjoyed having that over me.

“About that. Where do we stand?” I had to know if I would be dangled on a hook whenever the spooky stuff popped up.

“You keep doing what you do. Nobody needs to know, but you must keep Michael at your hip. I knew you were different the day we met. The how or why is unimportant just now,”

“No hanging us out to dry.” How he could know from when we met made no sense. Adding weight to us, thinking he was different.

“I promise. We’re all in this together, and far more than you will expect. It seems there’s enough strange stuff to go around. With this being the latest,” his shaky hand retrieved a light brown file from the satchel. The waver in his throat was full of emotion.

“What’s got you so bent out of shape?” I could see sweat bubbling around Locke’s forehead.

“A guvnor in Westminster works parliament and diplomatic protection unit. Is dead.” Locke’s voice softened; this was personal.

“Ok, a friend, I take it?” Locke handed me the file. I flicked the cover, and a spoonful of sick shot into my mouth. I couldn’t even say what I was looking at. It belonged to a horror movie. The guy was in a full police uniform, but his face was withered, drained of life. As if he’d been dead for over ten years or more.

“You could say that. He’d been seeing my sister for a while. She worked as a P.A. To some MPs in and around that place. At least she did until she quit suddenly. They broke up soon after, but we remained friends.” Locke took his turn to shift uncomfortably in his chair. His hand slid the VHS through his fingers. The weight of a man that’s been handed a steaming turd after a nightmare case, and he’s watched it. Any nightmares he was anticipating had just been made worse.

“And this picture is him?”

“Yep, you want to know how long it took to look like that?”

“Would usually say over ten years, but you are going to drop a bombshell,”

“One hour. One fucking hour. This tape arrived by courier. The killer filmed the process in ten-minute jumps.” In sixty minutes, a guy is drained to death; skin sucked and stretched across the bone. Interesting that the killer knew who to send it to.

“Any idea how?” I couldn’t see any visible markings in the picture, although it’s only a headshot.

“Yep. Not that they can be seen. There are two small puncture marks on the carotid artery. So far, the Westminster M. E thinks it is similar to embalming, draining the fluids first,” aside from the family connection and doing favours, I didn’t see how this concerned us.

“Not speak ill of the dead. I don’t know why we’re involved?” Locke didn’t answer. Instead, he took the tape from its box and slipped it into the VCR.

The image flickered to life, revealing a white adult male in uniform, appearing to be in his mid to late thirties with short brown hair. Slouched in a chair, he seemed drugged, struggling to keep his eyes open as his head bounced back and forth. The tape jumped ten minutes, and a decade seemed to age him.

Another leap in time, and the colour drained from his skin. It was sickening, but Locke wasn’t watching the grotesque transformation. He focused on me, anticipating that something on the tape would seize my attention.

“What’s his name?” Locke’s ears perked up in time with his erratic heartbeat, sensing my interest.

“Inspector Nicholas Bamford,” I reply.

The jumps continued until the tape reached the sixty-minute mark, precisely sixty and thirty-eight seconds. Inspector Bamford had transformed into a skeletal figure with dead skin stretched over every contour of his bones. Locke was waiting for a specific moment to unfold, and I suspected what it was. There was a way to confirm, but I hesitated to reveal it in front of Locke just yet.

“Rewind, please,” Locke snaps to attention, having briefly drifted into thought.

“Saw the little shadowed flicker? It pulls from the neck,” I explain.

“I’ll get a better look, but you can’t freak out,” Locke nodded in agreement, his expression full of concern. He rewound the tape a bit.

I flashed my eyes at the right moment, zooming in. Locke played it slowly, and I observed something thin with a pincer at the end—a shadow on the neck. The best way to describe it was with a fork. Yet, it seemed implausible. Was it really possible?

“It’s a damn tongue,” I concluded, hoping Locke had reached a similar thought. His face revealed enough worry to suggest I was on the right track.

“Seems like it. Now you see why this falls into our jurisdiction?” Locke questions.

“I do, but it doesn’t make much sense,” I responded.

The inspector was murdered, and not conventionally. Any disgruntled suspect would opt for a quick method, like stabbing or shooting. This was a gruesome act of torment, meticulously recorded to convey a message. But what was the motive?

“What do you mean?” Locke inquired.

“Why him? You don’t just randomly pick an inspector from the Metropolitan Police and think, ‘Sod it, you’ll do.’ There has to be more to this.”

“Well, he wasn’t exactly the confrontational type. And he’s stationed in the wilderness of Parliament protection,” I noted.

That part of Westminster was tightly secured, with three barriers just to enter the first section of the grounds near a car park. Security measures were stringent and operational nearly all the time.

“Exactly my point. Somewhere, it was heavily guarded and out of the way. A job officers take for an easy life, not to end up murdered. I need to see the body.”

I scrutinised the details closely. The facts weren’t aligning unless my sleep-deprived brain was overlooking something crucial. It was time to confront the dead, metaphorically and perhaps literally.
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FLYING SOLO

In the eerie mortuary, morbid hues of blue and grey, laced with a faint whiff of disinfectant, clung to the walls, heightening the unsettling atmosphere. My feet hesitated in the hallway, resisting the pull forward as if sensing the swarm of thoughts in my mind. I didn’t want to be in a place so saturated with death.

Beyond the overpowering scent of antiseptic, the unmistakable odour of decaying flesh lingered. The clock on the wall to my left ticked loudly, my mind drifting to the previous night’s events. The thought crossed my mind — we could have been lying on a cold metal table, locked away in the depths of this place.

In those initial minutes, fear gripped me, a sensation I rarely experienced. I shouldn’t fear anything, not with the abilities I possess. Yet, I couldn’t help but shudder, feeling a chill no different from the frigid air outside. Despite being alone, the information regarding the case weighed heavily on my mind.

Or rather, the lack thereof. It was as if they had dumped a barren file in my lap. Crime scene photos, polaroids of “Nicholas,” and a cause of death labelled as “syringeal punctures to the carotid artery” — “drained of all body fluids.” The information could have fit on a Post-it note. Including the VHS tape was a new and unsettling element for me.

I believed it could only be one of two things: a warning or a display of prowess. Perhaps both. By the ten-minute mark, Nicholas had not only aged rapidly, his body withering, evident from the yellowing eyes and thin skin, but signs of organ failure were apparent. Any individual capable of such a gruesome display with their tongue is undeniably dangerous. I sensed Locke was holding back, and I wasn’t pleased. Recent events have taught us that half-truths were insufficient.

An instinctual feeling told me this case concerned Nicholas’s job or workplace, spun to be handled by an average officer. Yes, the tape revealed more than could be easily dismissed. So, what had frightened Locke enough to bring this to me? I may possess claws, fangs, and red eyes. Still, I’m far from being the all-knowing supernatural being he sometimes perceives me to be.

As I pressed forward through the sombre corridors of death, desperately wishing I could be anywhere but here, I couldn’t shake the rising fear or, rather, the mounting dread. It felt similar to what I experienced at the stick factory last month. The spirits were present again. But this time, I couldn’t discern if they were drawn to the corpses on the ice or those who had met their demise here. There were so many of them, aimlessly drifting with no apparent purpose.

Unlike the spirits in recent cases, which seemed drawn to me, these were different. They didn’t pay me any mind, unsettling me even more. Was this a shift in the game’s dynamics? I had seen a few spirits at the warehouse last month, but this was different — a crowd gathered in this small space. The rest of the hallway existed in a strange limbo between a hospital and a funeral parlour, a macabre realm mirroring the real world. 

However, the receptionist defied my expectations. She didn’t embody the image I had imagined — instead, a middle-aged woman, donning smart office wear and casually filing her nails, her complexion a vibrant rose-red. She didn’t appear fazed by the deathly surroundings.

“Excuse me, I’m DC Reynolds; a body was brought in recently, a strange mummified one. Could I look and speak to whoever is in charge?” The receptionist snapped to attention, dropping the file she was working on before straightening herself. I couldn’t help but notice a slight increase in her heart rate, showing she was spooked. The filing had perhaps been a welcomed distraction. But why would the presence of one body have her so on edge?

“Finally,” she says, her face turning serious with a hint of scorn as she furrowed her eyes. “Mr Nicholls said he has been calling you a lot for a few weeks now.” Suddenly, I felt slightly thrown off.

“I think there’s some confusion. A murdered police officer has been brought in. From what I gather, it’s being hushed up. Still, it’s not the usual type of case,” I explain, detecting a rapid acceleration of panic in her heart rate.

“Oh, I know that. Only he’s not the first to come in like that. There have been at least six others.” A detail was held back, and her breath turned hoarse, as if recalling the gruesome details. I guessed that she had been privy to the condition of those bodies.

“Not that being dead is a condition; it’s the endgame. But the way Locke described it, and based on what I saw on the tape, I certainly didn’t want to end up like that — a shrivelled shell in just sixty minutes.”

“At least six? And all in the same way?” I probed further.

“Not exactly. Not in the beginning, but I’ll leave that for Mr Nicholls to explain. I’ll call him for you.” She knew something. The thought seemed to scare her. I stood there, observing her angst, attempting to decipher what could be worse than a mummified body.

“Mr Nicholls, I have a detective here to see you.”

‘Ahem... yep.’

“He says he’s here for the police officer. Wasn’t expecting the rest.”

‘Ah, yep. I will let him know.’

Mr Nicholls’s voice came through the phone, vibrating with urgency. ‘About bloody time,’ he grumbled. He seemed well-spoken but with a monotone quality, likely because of dealing with corpses all day.

“Mr Nicholls will be down in a minute; just checking if the room is still freezing,” the receptionist informs me, causing me to jerk my head back in confusion. It was cold enough outside; I couldn’t fathom a coroner’s office being any colder.

“Excuse me, the room is freezing? What does that mean?” I ask, unsure what answer I would receive or if I truly wanted to know.

“It’s a fucking igloo upstairs. The first two turned to bloody dust, and then we realised that the only way to slow it down enough for investigation is with a cryo-thingamabob,” she explains, her voice laced with a mixture of frustration and fear.

“Like cryostasis, but for the deceased?”

“Something like that. Nicholls knows more.”

So, it wasn’t just the draining and mummification of the bodies; they were deteriorating at a cellular level until nothing was left but “dust.” I must have looked dumbfounded because, while my mind drifted, the receptionist had to shake me to get my attention.

“You Okay?” she asks, her tone soothing, as if I had hurt myself.

“Yeah, sorry. It’s been a busy few days, and I didn’t think death could get any stranger,” I reply, momentarily thinking about the other case that had thrown my world into turmoil.

“Well, my dear, I’m short-selling it,” her voice remained steady, and she was persistent in making that point.

As if things weren’t bad enough, now we had to worry about Michael and what might become of him. Would he even transform? And now, there was someone or something out there that could kill, with bodies disintegrating to where there would be no evidence left to convict. Not to mention, we were already six bodies deep.

“Thank God... it’s a disgrace, I tell you. I’ve been trying to get someone to come down here for three weeks. But as soon as an officer dies, hey presto, here you are,” a voice came from behind the receptionist.

I looked past her shoulder, beyond the bobbed brown hair and the exuberant red hoops for earrings. It was a man in his late fifties dressed in morbid grey coveralls. He was slightly shorter than Michael, with a round, peach-shaped face framed by a bushy mass of grey hair, giving him the appearance of a “crazy professor.” Yet there was an unmistakable aura of the Grim Reaper about him. He sounded angry, and I knew I had to steel myself. Six deaths were no laughing matter.

“It’s surreal to think that I used to be the kid they wanted dead, and now I’m the man in a world of strange and danger that everyone needs — at least for the time being. Mr Nicholls had a point — nobody had been interested until an officer died.”

“Well, it’s the first I’ve heard of it. I’m part of a murder task force dealing with another killing spree. Who did you speak to previously?” I inquired, hoping to understand why this had been overlooked.

“Anyone who would listen. I even went to a police station office. All I got back was, ‘This time of year and the cold weather, there are quite a few sudden deaths.’ I tried to explain, but the more I spoke, the more it sounded like the bodies had been there for a while,” he recounted, frustration apparent in his voice.

“Perhaps it’s just too strange for them to grasp. We discovered a connection between the recent body and a videotaped recording that was sent to the police,” I explain, noticing the receptionist’s face buried in a newspaper, trying to conceal her eavesdropping.

“A tape, you say? That’s unusual,” he remarked, pulling out a small notebook from his pocket, reminding me of Michael.

“That’s not all, but I need to see the body if possible,” I say, preparing myself for the freezing temperatures.

“Well, you’re lucky I figured out how to slow down the degradation when I did. Otherwise, you’d have made a wasted journey,” Mr Nicholls says with a smile. It wasn’t a big smile, but enough to show he was human, albeit one that revelled in his genius in this macabre field.

“Yes, your lovely receptionist told me they turned to dust,” I reply.

“We have three left, including yours. The only way to slow down the process is with liquid nitrogen. I hope you’re not squeamish, Detective.” Mr Nicholls seemed to relish the morbid game we were about to embark on; little did he know, I had already seen enough to make his toes curl. But the curtain had been pulled back briefly, and he seemed different.

“Well, Mr Nicholls, let’s just say I’m made of sterner stuff,” I reply, a little intrigued by using liquid nitrogen. I sensed we were about to step out of our comfort zones again. Meanwhile, the sound of impatient foot tapping told me that Mr Nicholls wanted to get a move on.

***
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AS WE MADE OUR WAY toward the double doors of the morgue, white clouds billowed out from underneath, fogging up the windows. I wasn’t looking forward to what awaited us inside, and Mr Nicholls seemed to enjoy that fact. A barrier of grey stood between us and another wave of the weird.

“Where do you think you’re going?” a gruff voice behind us challenged. There was no keeping the old boy down; I only hoped he was in the right mind for what lay ahead.

“Mr Nicholls, this is D.S. Dalton,” Michael interjected with a smirk, seemingly unfazed by the day’s events. “How are you feeling, Michael?”

“Good. Locke briefed me, but judging from all this white stuff, he undersold it,” Michael replies, exuding confidence. However, his racing heart and the smell of lingering cigarette smoke showed that he had likely chain-smoked his way through at least three cigarettes before coming in.

“Just a tad. I’ll fill you in on some details later,” Mr Nicholls conceded, his monotone voice carrying an undertone of excitement. We were about to delve into the unknown depths once more. Yet, despite the sound of impatience in Mr Nicholls’s foot tapping, the older man didn’t show any signs of wanting to rush ahead.

“It’s surreal to think I used to be the kid they wanted dead, and now I’m the man in a world of strange and danger that everyone needs — at least for now,” I muse to myself, realising the absurdity of the situation.

“Well, my dear detective, you best put these on,” Mr Nicholls says, handing us heavy overcoats and thick black rubber gloves.

As we stepped out into the stiff arctic breeze, or at least that’s how it felt, a wall of white greeted us. Three gurneys lined up side by side against the wall, each adorned with a black body bag. Tubes connected to the gurneys pumped in extra nitrogen, and the tips of faces could be seen poking out through the zipper cracks. If you could even call them face, — withered skin stretched over bones.

“Your boy is on the right,” Nicholls informs me, noting the temperature gauge before inspecting the bodies.

“So, this is Inspector Bamford?” Michael inquired, sketching away in his pocketbook.

“Who are the other two?” I ask, leaving Michael to carry on with his observations.

“The one on the left is a local M.P., Martin Powd.”

“And the middle one?”

“Patrick Ellis, Chairman of the Board for Transport for London,” Mr Nicholls replies.

So, we had an inspector working on Westminster protection, an M.P., and the Chairman for Transport. It all felt too political. But that was only knowing about three of the bodies. Michael and I still had much to discover.

“And the others?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t get to that point with them. By the time we realised what was happening, they had already begun deteriorating. The bodies turned to dust,” Mr Nicholls explains.

We needed to understand how the killer could drain a body and dissolve the corpse within hours. I took a deep breath, but it only made me regret it. I picked up on just enough to cause concern.

“Did you find any marks on their bodies?” I ask, noticing the puncture marks over the brachial artery area.

“Not sure. Your one has small marks on the neck, but the skin has decayed too much, making it difficult to evaluate. As for the other two, nothing is visible, but they’re also too fragile to handle, as we would with a fresh corpse,” Mr Nicholls responded.

So, the puncture marks weren’t limited to the neck. The question remained - where were they, and how intimate? And what could make these individuals targets?

“Are you smelling what I’m smelling?” Michael whispers, his words catching my attention. I nodded in agreement.

“Can you retrieve anything from these bodies if drained?” I ask, hoping we wouldn’t find ourselves at another dead end.

“The best we can hope for is tissue samples, but we also hope that the liver hasn’t deteriorated already,” Mr Nicholls replies, his gaze narrowing as he focused on the same spot I had been observing. The body before us had turned a sickly yellow-brown shade with a frosty blue tinge. The inspector’s skin appeared crusty and decayed even before its time. It strained against his bones, emitting audible crackles and snaps as the tissue was pulled apart. Then came the crushing - I could hear the rib cage compressing in on itself.
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HOW MANY DEAD ALREADY?

We didn’t have much time. The cold had only slightly slowed down the deterioration. We needed a closer look inside to understand better what was happening. But I couldn’t risk it with Mr Nicholls lingering around.

“It’s getting worse. Can you look inside now?” I requested, noticing a slight jolt in his throat.

“Alright, but I’ll warn you. Seeing the insides of someone is not for the faint of heart,” he replies, his lips curving into a half-smile that annoyed me. If only he knew what we had seen. He would tremble in fear.

“Be honest. Have you ever come across anything like this before? How does this connect?” I inquired, searching for any insight he might have.

“No, nothing like this. I’m afraid it’s up to you to find the connections. However, for politics, it’s always a shitstorm. Take last year, for instance-”

“-what about last year?” I interrupt, wanting to get to the point.

“Wow, don’t they have news in the glamorous world of detectives?” he snarls, rolling his eyes as if to say, ‘Is this necessary?’

“Well, we’re busy with other pressing matters and don’t have time to get caught up in mediocre press rants. Besides, I’m fairly new to this,” I retort, wondering where this conversation was leading.

“I vaguely remember hearing about a scandal, but I didn’t think much of it,” Michael chimed in, clearly just as puzzled.

“Well, ‘scandal’ is an understatement. They were throwing parties when they shouldn’t have been. One of them got out of hand, and a few interns claimed sexual assault. One of them died. It was big enough to make headlines in ‘The Times’ and other major publications,” Mr Nicholls revealed.

“What happened afterwards?” I ask, realising we were far more out of the loop than we thought.

“It was hushed up. They claimed it was just excessive drinking, and one of the interns’ boyfriends supplied drugs to liven things up. Of course, all parties involved denied it,” he explains, a hint of cynicism in his voice.

“And that’s it? It just dies off like that?” I question, feeling a sense of frustration. Corruption seemed to be not limited to the police force; politicians were equally guilty.

“What did you expect? Money and power make the world go round. Especially when influential families are involved, think of all those who end up burnt and swept aside. But eventually, the damaged fight back,” he replies, his smirk annoyingly persistent.

“The Royals? Are they involved somehow?” I speculated, concerned about the potential for public scrutiny.

“Think even seedier,” he answers, his smirk growing wider.

“Could it get any seedier than them?” Michael quips, peering at the body in the middle and making additional notes in his pocketbook.

I continued monitoring Michael’s heart rate, ensuring he remained in control. There was no telling when an outburst might occur or if his body would accept the transformation. My knowledge of the subject was limited, and the books I had read didn’t provide much insight. They only mentioned that some shapeshifters are born while others can be made, and even then, it’s a risky proposition. It depends on the person’s inner nature. Stories about shapeshifters being able to turn into wolves from a simple werewolf’s bite were not always true.

After all, as I looked at Michael’s healed throat, it occurred to me I may have saved his life; I wasn’t the one to shred his neck. For our sake, I hoped he wouldn’t change into something like a Kanaima or anything equally dangerous.

“Ooh, it can. I don’t know who. Only that there are a few. The type not to be messed with. Fingers in many pies. Now, are you ready?” Mr Nicholls held a scalpel inches away from Inspector Bamford’s decayed stomach.

With only a nod from us, Nicholas pierced the crusty, cold flesh. The crackling of the shiny silver blade cut deep with precision, as if he had done this countless times before. His calm demeanour revealed the experience of a man who had endured such sights for many years.

The first incision caused Michael and me to cover our noses as a rush of putrid air wafted toward us. We fought hard against the urge to gag while Mr Nicholas remained oblivious. If the smell was that bad, I could only imagine how gruesome the insides must look. The grating incision ran from the chest bone to the naval.

“Oh my God,” Nicholas says, his jaw-dropping open in surprise. To shock someone like him, the sight must have been truly horrifying. The stench filled the air—a sickening combination of rotting fruit and death. It was overpowering, and I hesitated to step forward. Even Michael, who was usually unflappable, seemed hesitant. Whatever was coming next might overwhelm him.

“What’s wrong?” I dared to break the tension.

“It’d be easier to list what’s right. The organs are present, but that’s about it, and even that’s minimal,” he says, poking around inside with the blade while the sound of popping resonated. I could see Michael shudder in sync with the pops, as if feeling them.

“Well?” my impatience shone through. Nicholas liked to build tension, but human interaction wasn’t something I had the luxury of now.

Nicholas cleared his throat, swaying his head from side to side while curling his mouth to the left. It seemed like he was preparing to share the most accurate description, matching the stench assaulting our nostrils. After a few seconds, my mind drifted to the story he had spoken of – a party, sexual assaults, drugs, alcohol, and death. It sounded like a typical night out in ‘Essex.’

But now, a year later, these bizarre murders were happening. My heart desperately wished it was all a coincidence, but my weary brain told me otherwise. We needed to start by investigating the circumstances of that fateful night. Since forensic evidence was highly unlikely, we had to use anything we could find.

“All the organs have been mummified, tightly wrapped in a grey webbing. It’s slowly crushing them, squeezing the life out of each one while simultaneously releasing a gas. As soon as the gas touches the body, it triggers rapid decay. Bloody hell, we need to get out of here,”

Mr Nicholas’s face turned pale, and he frantically sliced through the flesh, collecting samples and hurriedly sealing the bag. He looked genuinely scared.

“Why? What’s wrong?” Michael asks, unaware of the situation. But if my suspicions were correct, it was the gas. Once released into the air, the nitrogen would cool it down, change its density, and allow it to travel. Who knows what would happen to anyone or anything that came in contact with it?

“The gas is too dangerous. We must leave this room, turn on the extractors, and let them disperse it. We might lose the bodies, but these samples could still be helpful,” says Nicholas, sweat dripping down his forehead as he looked at the vented trunking above our heads that led to the outside. That the water droplets outside were freezing showed his concern.

Michael’s expression mirrored his unease, and he was already a step ahead of us, his heels tapping the pathway behind.

“Can you take care of all that?” I ask, curious since Ellena was currently tied up.

“Possibly. If not, I have a colleague or two who could help.” The smile vanished from Mr Nicholas’s face, and he appeared determined.

I lingered by the door momentarily, observing the gases emanating from the organs as they picked away at the skin. A yellowish surface that crumbled into a deathly brown and then black. ‘Death to dust’ in no time at all. At least now we had some clue how these murders were being committed. The bigger question was, how did these events connect?

***
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THE SCENE SHIFTED TO the cold case file storage in the basement of the Westminster Police Station at noon on the 1st of November.

We found ourselves in a musty twenty-foot square room filled with many files. The atmosphere was anything but welcoming; the files felt more than just cold; they felt dead – kept in storage until the higher-ups deemed it time to dispose of them.

They became apprehensive when we explained the reason for our visit to the station’s staff. You’d expect us all to be on the same team. But the moment I asked to speak to someone in charge of the investigation into the Houses of Parliament party, the staff grew uneasy.

The civilian staff member I talked to seemed to know what I was referring to. He fidgeted nervously in his chair, desperately trying to create distance even though there was nowhere to escape. At one point, he nearly toppled over. So, what caused their anxiety? What had them on edge about a simple request? Michael and I explored independently, as no one came to see us. Another basement awaited us, but at least this one was brighter and devoid of chains, though it still felt eerie.

We weren’t entirely sure what we were searching for. It felt like we were grasping at straws. If the bodies were turning to dust, we needed to find a connection, anything that could shed light on why a board member, an M.P., and an inspector had been murdered. Not to mention the three deceased who had crumbled away before the coroner could examine them.

“Have you found anything?” Michael asks, flipping through a stack of grubby registers. Every file kept in storage had to be registered with a date and crime number before being assigned a location reference. Without that information, we would search unthinkingly.

“I’m afraid it’s up to you. It seems we’re not lucky enough for it to be straightforward and waiting for us on some shelf,” I say, glimpsing a face peering through the window of the door.

“Well, we could be here for a while. On the bright side, thanks to you bloody saving my life, my eyesight is like that of a teenager again,” Michael remarked.

“Oh great, I guess the hormonal surges are next,” I chuckle, causing a smile to appear on Michael’s usually focused face. The same face peered through the window for the second time in a few minutes before swiftly retreating.

“Piss off. I won’t let you forget that,” Michael responded.

“For saving your life?” I ask.

“No, for making that joke,” he replies.

“Well, if you refrain from murdering anyone else, that would be great. But jokes aside, you’re in for a rough ride. Christ, all of us are,” I say, concerned about what lay ahead.

“I gathered that much. Let’s hope the strength in numbers helps.”

“Promise me that if anything weird happens, like spontaneous bleeding from your nose or anything of the sort, you’ll let me know,” Michael says, his expression filled with concern.

“Why? What does that mean?” I ask, puzzled.

“In case your body rejects the bite. I read it might happen, and there’s no guarantee that you’ll become a wolf. Add to that the fact that I have a demon in me, and it’s like a spooky lucky dip,” he explains.

“Yeah, sure. Fuck, I’m just glad to be alive. So, anything goes, except turning into a rat, mouse, or pigeon. Imagine being a were-pigeon,” we burst out laughing until I noticed the face peering through the window for the third time.

“Oh God, that would be something. We’re being watched, by the way.”

“They certainly haven’t rolled out the red carpet for us. We need to get this done and leave as soon as possible,” Michael says, his serious tone causing my anxiety to rise. Things weren’t going well for me either; I wasn’t having much luck with my search.

Meanwhile, Michael’s search hadn’t been yielding many results either. Don’t get me wrong, there were plenty of dusty files. I found the correct month and year, but flipping through them and searching for a specific crime type yielded nothing. While sifting through the pile, I discovered two thin folders slipped together, almost going unnoticed until I spotted them attached by a paperclip to another case.

“I think I found something, mate, but it doesn’t make sense,” I say, setting the two very thin folders free next to the open register that Michael had been examining. The two file numbers matched entries three-quarters of the way down the page – penalty notices issued to Sally Turnage and Collette Newton.

It was perplexing since the alleged victims of the scandal were women. Yet, these records were for drunk and disorderly conduct. There was also a third entry with no name but a case number. The numbers were sequential, meaning three files were created that night. Two didn’t fit the gossip, and one was a mystery. So what the fuck happened that night, and what’s the missing crime?
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UNWELCOME

As we pondered, the head popped up at the window one last time, and the door swung open, revealing a short man in his thirties. Short black curls framed his head, a black moustache adorned his face, and he was decked out in a white shirt with a striped tie—a typical suit brigade member. Finally summoned the courage to confront us, he appeared unfazed, not realising we were old hands chasing lost causes. Armed with two new names and a series of deaths turning to dust, we were still missing the crucial connection between them. Stationed in the basement, he seemed as unwelcoming as the staff upstairs, bothered by our intrusion.

“What do you want? Maybe I can save you the trouble of being here,” he says sternly, tinged with annoyance. Before I could respond, Michael beat me to it, his irritation apparent. Hospitality wasn’t his forte.

“Well, I don’t know. Maybe a red carpet or coffee on a silver platter. Or perhaps you could enlighten us about this missing file,” Michael snaps, closing the folder he held and turning towards the door.

“What’s it to you? This isn’t your bloody borough,” the man retorted. I waited for some territorial display, but it seemed to rile up Michael, whose heart rate increased slightly. He shifted from side to side, eyeing the man.

“Sorry, I’m just looking for the bloody high horse you seem to have ridden in here on,” Michael quips, almost making me laugh. No qualms about getting under each other’s skin—this situation reeked.

“I believe D.S. Dalton mentioned that we’re investigating a murder possibly linked to last year’s fiasco in parliament. Does that ring a bell?” I watched closely, noting the nervous gulp and the twitch at the corner of his mouth. The man was stalling, and the slight bump on his temple betrayed his increasing unease.

Curiously, I could sense more—a gale-force wind through hairs on his neck standing like bristling trees and beads of sweat rolling down his cheeks. My senses awaited the cascade of lies. But in the back of my mind, worry lingered about Michael, the potential transformation, and Locke’s cryptic mention of the bloodstain.

“Vaguely. You have the penalty notices, don’t you? It should be fairly self-explanatory,” he replies condescendingly, raising my blood pressure. Arrogant little prick. He stuck to the cover up narrative, but the change in his voice pitch indicated we were pulling the right string.

“Cut the crap. We’re interested in what isn’t here. The third crime with no details. Care to explain that?” I whisper to Michael, keeping it low. He had what he needed, but there was more the man wasn’t sharing.

“It’s probably just a duplication error, or two officers got their wires crossed trying to report the same offence. I’m sure you’ve seen it before,” he replies, gaining confidence. But I wasn’t buying the nonsense.

“Don’t think so. No title, which could’ve been marked as an error. Yet, there are only two thin files here, considering what we’ve heard happened,” I add, catching a small cough from Michael. He got what he needed, but I wasn’t done; something was being withheld.

“If it’s not there, I can’t help you. If you’re done here, don’t go digging in someone else’s backyard,” he retorts.

“Why not? That’s where all the skeletons are buried. If we find your station complicit, we’ll involve professional standards. You wouldn’t want old bones uncovered, would you?” I fuelled my determination.

“The nerve of you dictating what gives you the right?” he replies angrily. Michael’s face turned red, ready to tear the man’s head off. I intervened, placing an arm across Michael’s chest. This was my confrontation, and I wasn’t about to be easily brushed off, not when the body count was rising.

“The death toll overrides your authority. We have six deaths now, the latest an important figure. While you play with your secrets, remember this: the truth will come to light, along with your sins. You’ve just given us more reason to make your life uncomfortable,” I stated firmly.

“Do that, and you’ll only be shooting yourself in the foot. Career suicide, some would say,” he replies, a hint of fear in his voice.

“I’d rather fight for the dead than protect a pen-pusher more concerned with getting drunk and assaulting women. What comes next is out of my hands,” I responded, my voice steady and unwavering.

As we stepped forward, he retreated, reaching for the door handle. He intended to run off and inform higher-ups about our confrontation. Fear and adrenaline pulsed through my veins, and something ominous emanated from him. It was the right track; at least I connected one dot to the dead.

Even if it was a tenuous connection, we had to start somewhere. I hoped that if more bodies dropped, our grim reaper of a coroner could stabilise them.

“Well, the dead won’t pay your bills when you’re out of a job,” he sneers as he walked away, returning to the station’s main area.

Sure, we overstayed our welcome, but it was unlikely the red carpet would be rolled out soon. A different borough, but the same underlying issue remained—corruption. I couldn’t say if the man was involved, but the vibes were anything but good.

***
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SALLY TURNAGE - 6 ENNISMORE Mews, Knightsbridge, the penalty notices read. To say we were surprised would be an understatement. Knightsbridge was posh, filled with immaculate townhouses. Number six, a two-tone red brick building with pristine white windows, stood before us. Michael’s furrowed brow expressed the same thoughts running through my head.

“This seems peculiar,” he says.

“I know, matey. When is anything ever straightforward?” I reply. Approaching the black front door, I noticed spasms and
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