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Book One
 
The Dark Earth Plague
 
(Too Many Frogs in the Pond)

 







 


PROLOGUE

MONTAGE

A picture of a man of about thirty, holding up a glass of champagne amidst a halo of grinning, cheering people.
A series of front pages from a dozen world newspapers in a variety of languages. 
Headlines include, IT'S OVER FOREVER; THE PLAGUE IS DEAD; THANK YOU, DOCTOR DUNNETT and A NEW AGE.
The final photograph jumps to life. The tumultuous applause is deafening as DOCTOR DUNNETT, a youthful, if not somewhat eccentric looking man, with wild wiry dark hair and equally dark eyes, spills some champagne to the delight of his backslapping chorus.
PULL BACK to reveal an English INTERVIEWER in the foreground speaking loudly over the revelry.

SUPERIMPOSE ON SCREEN: LONDON - 2039

INTERVIEWER

And so, it seems that the good doctor has done what none before have managed to achieve. He has not only found a cure for the recent strain of the Ebola Virus, responsible for over three hundred million deaths worldwide in the last year, but in the attempt, he seems also to have found a way of protecting human cell structures from the invasion of all viruses.

He finds his way towards Doctor Dunnett.

INTERVIEWER (CONT.)

Doctor, a word with you if I may? Is it certain that your discovery will end the threat of viruses to humankind forever?

DOCTOR DUNNETT

We’ve definitely stopped this plague in its tracks. Inoculations are underway across the globe.

INTERVIEWER

And other viruses?

DOCTOR DUNNETT

I should think so. The little terrors will have a hard time replicating themselves inside our cell structures if they can't get in. Our cure makes it impossible for external viruses to attach themselves to host cells . . . 

(laughs)

waggle their peplomers though they may. 

INTERVIEWER

Peplomers?

DOCTOR DUNNETT

Glycoproteins, my dear boy. Glycoproteins. With one single injection we can haul up the drawbridge.

Laughter erupts in the background. 
An arm envelops Dunnett's shoulder.

DOCTOR DUNNETT (CONT.)

Now if you'll excuse me.

Dunnett is hauled off screen.
The interviewer turns back to the camera.

INTERVIEWER

John, I don't know what a peplomer is and I don't really care, so long as Doctor Dunnett can save us all. Back to you.

SUPERIMPOSE ON SCREEN: 2040
EXT.SATELLITE IN ORBIT

A satellite hangs suspended far above the Earth. Its camera is whirring and buzzing. Tracking something.
INT.SATELLITE.IN ORBIT

An ASTRONAUT fiddles with controls.
From his P.O.V., looking down directly upon North America, there is a discernible brown blur coming from the state of Wyoming.

ASTRONAUT

Yes, sir. It's Yellowstone.

(he listens)

No, sir, Mister President, not the whole caldera, but she's certainly sprung a pretty impressive leak. She's going up in a thin line, just like Old Faithful.

EXT.YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK.AFTERNOON

A smaller caldera has formed inside the major caldera of the Yellowstone Park depression. It is sprouting hot steam and ash skyward at a monumental rate. 

Under immense pressure the gas is driven upward. It resembles less a volcanic eruption than a black, spouting geyser.

INT.TELEVISION STUDIO.NIGHT

Two U.S. style NEWS PRESENTERS, one male and one female, sit in front of a moving holographic image of the exploding volcano. 
CLOSE UP on the male presenter speaking in front of the 3D image.

MALE NEWS PRESENTER

For a little over a week the pyrotechnic display from Yellowstone has stunned the world. Finally, our prayers have been answered - the geyser has stopped. Be that as it may, during the last week many billions of tons of gas and ash have been blown straight up into the stratosphere enveloping the Earth in a thin blanket of ash. Our world is now shrouded in a permanent twilight. 

The camera pans back to reveal the female presenter sitting beside VANESSA GREENWAY. 

Vanessa is a well-presented woman in her late twenties. She wears a business suit, has short brown hair and big hazel-brown eyes. When she speaks it is with a precise, clipped British accent.

FEMALE NEWS PRESENTER 

But what does this mean for humankind? We have with us tonight a leading British vulcanologist, Vanessa Greenway, to answer a few questions. Vanessa, what can we expect in the days to come and what does this mean for humankind in the long term?

VANESSA

Because the force of the vent was so tremendous, the gas plume was able to reach the upper atmosphere, where it will remain for some time before it settles back to Earth. Opinion in the scientific community is not uniform, but it is generally hypothesised that the current twilight-like conditions may last for between six and twelve months.

FEMALE NEWS PRESENTER

What will the consequences be?

VANESSA

Well, perhaps a brief respite from global warming.

The female presenter dutifully laughs.

VANESSA (Cont.)

We will see crop failures and upheaval in the months to come and inevitably loss of life, but with careful government and due care, by this time next year we should be over the worst of it. Then it will be golden sunsets across the globe and perhaps a faint hint of ash in our drinking water.

FEMALE NEWS PRESENTER

(laughs)

Let's hope that's the worst of it.
 

VANESSA

Oh, make no mistake, we're in for a rough time, but so long as that monster in Yellowstone was just venting a little steam, so to speak, we should be okay. If she really got angry like she did 640,000 years ago we could be in the dark for a decade and then we really would have some problems.

FEMALE NEWS PRESENTER

Twice it seems in the last two years humankind has found itself under huge global threat - once from plague and now from volcanic eruption.

(smiles)

Have we done something to offend God?

VANESSA

(laughs and points skyward)

You'd have to ask someone higher up than me to answer that, I'm afraid. But if you're asking me if there's any connection between the two events, I see no evidence for that.

FEMALE NEWS PRESENTER

Your friend, Sir Colin Dunnett, wrote an article in The Times this week questioning our stewardship of the Earth, in which he suggested a connection between the two.

VANESSA

Colin has a very dry wit and I think you'll find he was being more than a little droll. The point I think he was making is that because we've so badly mismanaged our planet's environment over the last couple of hundred years, nature may be trying to find a way to control our
numbers. Global warming has forced us into overcrowded cities to the north and south of the equator. Under such conditions, with overpopulation leading to further overpopulation, some corrective to curb our numbers is bound to occur at some time.

FEMALE NEWS PRESENTER

A situation he has made worse by eliminating the effects of viruses on humans?

VANESSA

(growing agitated)

Yes, that's true, but I think it would be more than a little mean-spirited to blame the man who has rid humanity of the curse of viral infection for the calamitous situation we now find ourselves in after almost two hundred years of mismanagement, don't you?

FEMALE NEWS PRESENTER

(unruffled)

Some very sobering thoughts. Thank you, doctor.

MALE NEWS PRESENTER

Thank you, Vanessa. Well folks, apart from a little bitterness in the drinking water, it looks like we're going to be okay. Tom, how's that weather looking - a little grey?

 

SUPERIMPOSE ON BLACK SCREEN:
SYDNEY - 19 YEARS LATER.






CHAPTER 1

Robert Greenway, former detective with the Greater Sydney Police Unit, woke into the endless horror that had now become his usual day. No good could now come of anything. His wife and beautiful daughter – dead. Three months dead. Three months of hell - body moving automated through space; no purpose; no God; no end in sight. His eyes sought morning air. They blinked. Those eyes that had so long been vital and alive, those bright ashen orbs were now dull and insensate; dogged by white inner circles where the effort of struggling through one more day had inscribed them. As he lay on his bunk, suspended from the wall just above his wooden floor and gazed upon the cracked ceiling of his tiny apartment, he wondered if he might have the courage to end it all today. Perhaps today would see an end to the misery. 
But no – not yet.
He sat up and scratched the small parcel of matted brown hair glued by sweat upon his forehead, placed his hands upon his knees and rose into the sultry morning. At forty, he had always prided himself on not looking his age. Now, as he looked into the mirror, he knew that he did. His reflection revealed a sallow-face, cheeks slightly sunken, eyes dim, nose understated, and mouth tight and hardened. It was a handsome face battered by strong emotion and cruel experience. Just last week he had lost a tooth to memory. Gritting his teeth with the thought of what he would do when he captured the killer of his family had produced the sudden giving way of a molar and a splintered tooth upon his tongue. He inspected the semi-cavity as he brushed his teeth.
He buttoned up his shirt, a shirt that once fitted him perfectly, but that now hung pendulously upon his body. He pulled back the grimy shutters and gazed out at the city street. It was almost nine am.
So, this was a vision of Sydney, 2059. Overcrowded; dirty; populated by every imaginable race of humankind - a stinking crucible. It was a city full of bicycles out of control and hoping for the best. Yes, that metaphor fitted. It pretty well described the whole world – a bicycle out of control and hoping for the best. All the petrol gone (for the common folk at least); intersections full of irate and angry people on battered foot-powered scooters, skateboards, roller skates, even rickshaws - a city full of movement like a deranged uranium atom; a city full of formless energy; a city full of poverty and crime. The warming globe had broken down the sovereign walls of nations and the multitudes had spilled south and north seeking cooler climes. The brimming pot had boiled over and with it all the stuff within the cauldron had spilled out too, flooding major cities with its human detritus. His mind wandered over the totality of the vision. Having temporarily forgotten his body, he stared over it with wide eyes.
He refocused. In the distance he could just make out an armoured car. It would contain an emissary of one of the few wealthy people left in the world. No doubt on some errand for their master. Only the very rich had escaped the worst of it, he thought to himself, as only the very rich can, and always do. They drove in cars within the open spaces of the nearby mountains with the coolness of altitude as their ally. They locked themselves behind the gates and walls of their rambling mansions. Their thugs flew helicopters and spotter planes above the hills to keep away the nearby rabble that filled the Sydney basin and pressed upon their idyllic existence. They gave orders to New York and London that were carried out by sweat shop workers around the globe. There was no shortage of labour: labour he was watching now, scrambling around and over itself to get to precious employment; labour which was multinational and vile and selfish and ultimately violent. 
Robert was frozen with thought. He stared out of his third storey window as if unable to do otherwise, as if he had forgotten the reason he had looked out there in the first place. His hand was still lightly touching his top button. Mindlessly, he fiddled with it as his mind tumbled away to other places. 
Then the phone rang.
‘Who is it?’ he asked abruptly of the empty room.
‘Sir Colin Dunnett,’ replied a child’s voice, or possibly a woman’s. It came from nowhere in particular and flooded the room at all points. ‘He wants to send his hologram.’
‘Very well,’ replied Robert. And he moved into the main room.
Within an instant, a vision of Doctor Dunnett appeared mid-room. It was a perfect representation, more real than the real thing, if that is possible. He wore a black suit and was somewhat greyer than his earlier incarnation as the media star virus-killer of nearly twenty years before, but his hair was still wiry and he still possessed that large boyish face, open smile, slightly chubby cheeks (now slightly chubbier for the onset of middle age), those engaging and prominent dark eyes and, all in all, the large irresistible features that so often characterise the first-class man. He smiled.

‘Hello, Robert,’ he said affably and in his very proper English manner added, ‘Sorry if I don’t shake your hand but I’m about 12,000 miles away.’

‘Hello, Colin,’ replied Robert, sitting down. ‘Can you sit?’

‘Sorry, old boy, but there’s no seat just where I am. I can’t stay long at any rate. Just checking in to see how you’re doing.’

‘Vanessa’s orders?’
‘Now, now. Don’t get testy. Your older sister loves you and she worries about you.’
‘Yes, I know,’ Robert conceded, ‘but sometimes I wish she’d just leave me to my misery.’
‘She can’t do that, I’m afraid, and neither can I. We’re human beings, dear lad. We care about one another.’
‘I don’t think I care for anything anymore.’ Robert slumped ever so slightly back into his lounge chair.
‘Oh, come on now. That’s foolish talk,’ replied Colin. His hologram moved closer to where Robert was sitting. ‘Time will heal all.’
‘Time and vengeance,’ Robert replied. But his eyes were averted and enlarged, lost again in grim imagination.
‘So, you see, you do feel something. You’re no sociopath.’
Robert looked up. ‘So how is Vanessa? Still working with you in sunny London?’
‘Yes, yes,’ Colin replied with a vigorous nodding of his head and a great unfurling of his wiry black and grey mop of curls. ‘Things are a little quiet for her though. There are no volcanos in the U.K.’ – and he added with a smile, ‘yet.’

Robert afforded himself the faintest glimmer of a smile.

‘Aha. I saw that,’ said Colin with an admonishing wave of his forefinger and a generous smile upon his large, elliptical mouth. ‘Now buck up, young man. Your sister loves you.’

Robert must have sensed that his friend’s hologram was about to disappear because he stood in anticipation of the loss.
 ‘And just by the way,’ added Colin, ‘now that your three months of bereavement is over, you might consider getting back to work. I think your country may need your services. Been watching the news lately?’ And with a broad smile and a wave, he was gone.

Robert found himself once again alone in his Spartan room. No, he hadn’t watched the news. He hadn’t watched or heard anything for the last dozen weeks or so. He had spent half his time drugged and asleep, and the other in mindless musing or in imaginative acts of revenge upon the killer of his family. Perhaps he should take the doctor’s advice.

He slipped on a headset and found himself immediately within a hold-up in the outer west. He reefed off the headset and fiddled with the controls. He could never figure the damn things out. There was a way of entering the virtual world gently, but he could never find it. Invariably, when he turned the headset on, he was at the mercy of whatever was playing. At different times over the years, he had found himself underwater, in the midst of a jungle, dangling from a cliff face, skydiving. On it went. Whatever happened to the good old days when you weren’t in your television? After the authorities went for 3D imaging in the forties the digital broadcasts had stopped. Now the only ones who could adjust the goddamn sets were the kids. He could still remember when you weren’t in your games and television stories, when such images and sounds bombarded you from a comfortable distance. But now, no one under the age of fifteen could. He resettled the headpiece and there was the next news item.

Robert found himself inside a decrepit old warehouse. There, slumped against the floor, were three bodies – three young girls all under ten. They appeared to be perfectly intact except for the letters DNA meticulously carved into each of their foreheads. The anchor man’s voice boomed indistinguishably away in the background as a second horror murder scene was revealed. This time a single young woman of perhaps twenty, lay like a rag doll thrown against a wall with the same awful epitaph inscribed into her brow. The blood had run and congealed but the letters were unmistakable – DNA. 

Robert began to disentangle the headpiece as another horror story hit the virtual airwaves. He heard the reporter babble on about another mass shooting and suicide at a local primary school. He was glad to be rid of those bloody, voyeuristic images. 

But just as quickly, he was beset by the images of his own fertile mind. In the virtual world of his own making, he imagined catching the killer of his wife and child. He imagined taking secateurs to the man’s fingers one by bone-crunching one. He imagined popping the man’s eyes with a carving knife. He imagined hanging the man by the balls until they turned blue with lack of circulation and dropped off. He imagined . . . He must imagine no more. He must contain his emotions. Whenever he watched the virtual news, he grew full of hate. Though he had a good reason for the disease in his mind, he must not give in to it. Hate was not his ally. He could not afford the luxury of imagination. He must be patient. He must wait; then he would act. He must make no mistakes.

So, the killer of his wife and daughter had struck again. How many was it now? Ten? A dozen? He had been out of the game too long. He must find out. The only way in was to get back to work. That would give him the apparatus and power he needed to pursue his foe. His compulsory three-month time of grieving was over. He would go back to work and offer his services. .  . for a price.
He donned a more suitable dark shirt and trousers and looking into the mirror one final time, closed his eyes for strength, and left his apartment.
In the sweltering streets the cries and keening whines of misery were disturbing, even for an officer of the law. Robert had seen a great many things in his twenty years of law enforcement, but it seemed to him, as he sidestepped beggars and vomit and tussled for space amidst the sweating throng, that the city had never been so pathetic, sad, and disorderly. Passing faces reflected a kind of doleful apathy; a distant, melancholy abandonment at the terrible inevitability of it all.

He was heading towards China-Town when he heard a muffled cry coming from a nearby alleyway. Instinctively, he went for his handgun but just as quickly remembered that he had been forced to hand it in three months earlier. Unperturbed, he dashed down the alley in time to see a young man of about eighteen with his hands around the throat of a young woman of about the same age. The would-be-killer was so incensed and absorbed in his attempted strangulation that he did not hear Robert approach. Nor did he see him pick up a large metal stump discarded beside a nearby industrial bin. Nor did he hear or see much else after Robert had smashed him across the back of the head with it.

The young woman revived as Robert went through the man’s pockets and found a knife. He pocketed it and then tied the man’s hands together with some malleable wire, also courtesy of the bin.
‘Are you alright?’ he asked the girl.
‘Yes, I think so,’ she replied, investigating the outside of her neck.
‘You know this man?’
‘No. He just jumped me.’
‘Well,’ said Robert, tying an old piece of chain to the makeshift handcuffs, ‘follow me to the nearest station and you can press charges.’
He grabbed the end of the rusty chain and began the laborious task of dragging the man’s inert body along the filthy pavements towards Dixon Street. The girl followed.
She was very pretty and on closer inspection, was obviously some years younger than his daughter – perhaps only fifteen or sixteen. She was shabbily dressed in old jeans, a Greenpeace T-shirt, and old sneakers, but she was clean enough. She had blonde, dyed hair with her natural black showing at the roots and she was wearing a good deal of makeup.
‘You from around here?’ he grunted as he tugged his heavy burden along, mindless of the interest shown by passers-by.
‘North of the harbour,’ she replied.
‘That explains it.’
‘Explains what?

‘Why you’d be foolish enough to walk down an alley way alone in this part of town. You’re better off staying on the north side. What’s your old man do?’

‘I don’t have a Dad,’ she replied. She was guarded.

‘Mum?’
The girl simply shook her head.
‘Then how do you afford to stay over there?’
‘A friend,’ she replied laconically.
Robert stopped lugging his load. He stopped outside police headquarters and looked at her.
‘Listen, I’m not the enemy, okay? Let’s get that straight.’ He was puffing and needed a moment or two before tackling the fifteen stairs to the foyer. ‘And you are going to press charges, aren’t you?’
The girl bit her lip.
‘Look if you don’t then this guy’s gunna do the same thing to some other poor girl. Do you want that on your conscience?’
The girl shook her head.
‘What’s your name?’
‘Monique.’
‘Well, Monique, what’s it to be?’
Robert looked up towards the police station, measuring the labour ahead, and then back to Monique.
She nodded. He took a breath and started to haul the large fish up the stairs.

‘I’ll help,’ she said and together they managed to drag and eventually drop their catch onto the polished foyer floor.

‘Thank you,’ he said, still puffing and with his hands on his knees in the recovery position. ‘I’m miles out of nick.’

Even at this early hour of the day, the station was full of activity. Rheumy-eyed, white-skinned drug addicts were in abundance, as they had been at all hours since a new amphetamine, creatively named ‘Street Rage,’ had made its appearance some months before. But there were several other young men awaiting processing that could not have been more than twenty and who, in Robert’s estimation, looked like reasonably well-kept youths. He was a little surprised at the calibre of clientele.

‘Hello, stranger,’ said a female voice from behind the front counter.
Robert turned. ‘Hello, Jasmine,’ he replied.
‘What’s going on here?’ another voice interrupted before any more pleasantries could be exchanged between Jasmine, the chubby, middle-aged Indian office clerk, and Robert. It was the voice of youth and over-zealousness and it belonged to a new constable who must have joined the station sometime since Robert had left. ‘You can’t come in here dragging people about. Don’t you know anything?’
 The young man came out efficiently from behind the counter. He was a white Aussie thoroughbred; the kind of freckle-faced kid that used to come from the country, when there was such a thing. He was gangly and tall and right now he was unhappy. He looked down at the dead weight piled upon the floor and then enquiringly towards Robert.
Robert blinked and looked back at the boy. He had no intention of explaining who he was to a rookie. But as it turned out, he didn’t need to.

‘At ease, Constable Ryan,’ ordered a smooth female voice with a hint of Vietnamese somewhere in there. ‘He’s one of us.’

Constable Ryan did as he was told and retreated behind the counter. He shrugged his shoulders at Jasmine as if to say, ‘Who is it?’ She widened her eyes as if to say, ‘Why didn’t you wait to find out?’ And he shook his head as if to say, ‘Why doesn’t anyone tell me what’s going on around here?’

‘He’s new, as I’m sure you can tell,’ said the Eurasian woman, approaching Robert with a smile. She was very pretty and dark-skinned. She had high cheekbones and had an immense amount of style about her. Her hair was a multi-coloured rainbow and her glasses had multi-coloured rims to match. She had been first in her graduating class and through hard work had become senior branch manager by the age of only thirty.
‘Hello, Natasha,’ said Robert shaking her hand. ‘I want to charge this man with attempted murder.’ He motioned to the bundle on the floor.
Natasha looked at the young lady who had obviously been the intended victim and then to Constable Ryan.
‘Constable,’ she said authoritatively but without being too reproachful, ‘take this young lady’s details and take this pile of filth to one of the holding cells, please. Robert if I could have a word with you? Excuse me, miss,’ she said to Monique and sailed away into her office with Robert in tow, leaving the constable to deal with the situation.
When the door had closed behind them, Natasha dispensed with formality and sat on the guests’ side of her desk. Robert took up a seat beside her.
‘How are you?’ she asked tenderly.
‘Alive,’ he replied, glancing up at her momentarily, elusive of her probing eyes.

‘Are you coming back? Is that why you’re here? I wasn’t sure you would.’ She placed her hand upon his. He looked awkward, so she immediately withdrew it.

‘It depends,’ he said slowly.

‘On what?

‘On whether I can have the backup I need to catch the killer of my family. I know he’s done it again.’ He raised his eyes up towards her, in search of response.
Natasha leaned back in her chair. ‘Robert, I really want you back, but I can’t promise you any special backup. I simply don’t have the forces to spare. We’re stretched to the limit. Worse than that - we’re drowning.’

‘I’ve heard it all before, Natasha. I’ve even dished out the same line myself, but I know that you can always find men if you have a good enough reason. I saw the news this morning. The same killer who killed my Elaine and Sarah has struck twice more this week. So, if you want me back, it’ll be on my terms. I want authority to handle this case – alone.’
Natasha tilted her head to one side as she looked at him and a sudden realisation came over her. ‘No, no, Robert, I don’t think you understand,’ she said, and standing up, she proceeded to the other side of her desk where she began punching buttons buried into her desk. 
‘Look here,’ she motioned towards the previously empty air between the two of them. It was now filled with a colourful three-dimensional X/Y graph. From Robert’s point of view, behind the Y line, it swooped upward and outward away from him like a bridal train lifted by the tallest of attendants. ‘If that curve was a mountain, it would be too steep to drive your car up. And that’s the exponential increase in crime just in Sydney alone over the past three months. In the world cities, as a whole,’ she punched another button, and the bridal train attendant got a little taller, ‘we’re looking at an even steeper curve. But that’s not the worst of it.’ And here she brought up a giant ochre sphere, with sections cut into it. It was suspended in space in between them like some astonished orange suddenly summonsed from the deep and carved up into uneven projecting sections. ‘Look, Robert. The higher proportion of murders is the main reason for the rise. Homicide has risen by 350 percent since you left.’
She flicked off the image, awaiting his response.
‘Do you think they knew I was leaving?’
His sudden humour caught her off guard. She hesitated for a moment and then laughed. And returning to his side she said kindly, ‘But you do see my problem? So, before you make any rash decisions, I want you to know that I would love to have you back. You’re my best detective and I need you right now. But you can’t only work on the DNA case.’
Robert chewed on that for a moment. ‘Yeah, I see your problem,’ he replied after much consideration, ‘so here’s a compromise. If I promise to go back to my previous workaholic ways and help you solve as many cases as I can, will you promise to give me all the evidence pertaining to the DNA killings, keep me up to date about all matters related to it and allow me at least some time to pursue it?’

‘I promise,’ Natasha replied. ‘But I warn you Detective Greenway, the way things have been hopping around Sydney town these past months, you’ll be flat to the boards at least 24 hours a day.’

‘We’ll see,’ he replied. ‘Now where’s my gun? I felt naked without it today.’

He went to stand but Natasha held out her hand and he sat back down. She held him with a stare. ‘Remember, you must think clearly at all times. It’s good to have you back on board but you mustn’t allow blind vengeance to cloud your judgement. This city’s problems are greater than any one man’s.’

‘Not to me, Natasha,’ he replied wearily, standing as he spoke, ‘but I promise to be a professional,’ he moved towards the door, ‘until I meet the killer face to face, of course. Then, I promise you nothing.’

Robert attempted a smile and left, leaving the door ajar behind him. Natasha sat pensively, feeling the wake of his sorrow wash over her.
Once in the foyer, Robert found Monique, chewing on her nails, sitting by the main door. ‘Come on,’ he said, ‘I’ll give you a lift home.’






CHAPTER 2

Monique didn’t say a word as she and Robert hopped into his old Ford. He drove her through the centre of the city. She sat, nervously chewing upon her nails as the directionless energy of the city passed by outside of her window. He glanced at her on one or two occasions. She was a pretty girl, but the dyed hair was a mistake in his opinion. She would look better with her natural hair and less makeup. He didn’t bother saying anything because judging by the anxious expression on her face she had enough on her mind already. She seemed in no mood to speak so he let her be, until they were crossing the Harbour Bridge.
‘So, whereabouts on the north side of the city?’
She flinched as if surprised to find another presence beside her.
‘Oh,’ she replied, ‘anywhere will do. Just drop me off in Milson’s Point.’
‘No chance,’ Robert fired back. ‘Listen, young lady, you were very nearly killed today. I want to impress that upon whoever it is that’s taking care of you. A young woman like you shouldn’t be alone in that part of town - in any part of town. I’m going to make that clear to your folks.’
‘I told you,’ she was sitting up more fully now. More alert. ‘I don’t have any folks. I live with friends.’
‘How old are you?’
‘Why?’
‘Don’t play games with me. How old are you?’
‘Seventeen.’
‘So, a fifteen-year-old girl needs a guardian. Who looks after you?’

‘I told you, I’m . . .’ she was going to continue her argument about being seventeen, but Robert shot her a knowing glance.

‘Alright, so I’m sixteen. And I can take care of myself.’

‘As is evidenced by the fact that you’d be dead now if I hadn’t happened by. So where exactly do you live? No nonsense.’
‘You’re not my father.’
‘No, I’m not. So where is he?’
‘I don’t want to talk about it.’
Robert could hear in the girl’s shaky voice that he had hit a raw nerve. He left it alone.
‘Alright. So, it’s none of my business. But I am taking you home. Right to your doorstep.’
‘Maybe I don’t want you to know where I live.’
‘You’re joking,’ replied Robert with a hollow laugh. ‘Listen.’

He touched a button on his steering wheel. The voice of Jasmine immediately responded, direct from headquarters.

‘Yes, Robert.’
‘Jas, what information do we have on Monique ... what was her surname?’
‘The girl you brought in today . . .’ There was a moment’s silence. ‘Monique Wilson. Aged 15 and nine months,’ Robert tilted his head to one side and looked at Monique. She chose to turn away and look out of the window. ‘Blood type A negative. No tattoos or distinguishing body marks.’
‘Good for you,’ whispered Robert.
‘Lives - 16 Belgrave Street, Manly with her brother Peter Wilson, seventeen. Parents died June 2056 ...’

At this point Monique turned back from the window in a shot of panic.

‘Thanks, Jasmine. That’s all I need to know. Sign off.’
And the cabin was silent. It remained that way for quite a while, until Robert took the ‘Manly’ exit and commented, ‘You know, Manly is a very nice area. Your parents must have been quite well off compared to most of us.’
Monique said nothing for some time but eventually she gave in. ‘If you could know all of that about me then why did you bother asking me?’
 ‘Because I was paying you the respect you deserve. You’re not a criminal. I wanted you to tell me, not hear it from some police file.’
‘How come you know all that about me then if I’m not a criminal?’
‘It’s all on your DNA card, taken at birth. We have all of your details in one place for convenience.’
‘For whose convenience?’ asked Monique with a small snort.
‘Forget the civil libertarians, young lady. The world of 2059 is well beyond personal freedom. You should be pleased we keep centralised tabs on everyone. If you’d seen the graph I saw today, you wouldn’t be arguing for freedom, you’d be arguing for protection.’
Again, there was silence.
‘So, what does your brother do? He’s only seventeen. Does he still go to school?’

‘He’s eighteen tomorrow, if you must know. And no, he doesn’t go to school. He works in a shoe shop,’ replied Monique, apparently resigned to the fact that this cop was going to find out anyway, one way or another.

‘You see,’ he replied, ‘that wasn’t so hard. Remember, Monique, I’m not the enemy. He’s the guy with the strangling cord and the knife in his pocket. I’m the good guy.’
Having said this Robert shut up. He had uttered a falsehood and he censored his tongue from further prevarication. He wasn’t the good guy. He was a selfish bastard, the same as everyone else. When extreme situations force themselves upon us, we show our true colours. Who was it that said you can know a man all your life but when you hold him over the edge of a volcano you find out who that man truly is? Well, he had been held over the volcano and had found nothing residing there but a kernel of pure hatred. His core was rotten. The flesh surrounding it had been eaten away and he had been exposed for the man he truly was - a fraud. He might have considered himself a good guy once upon a time but not now. Now he knew too much about himself to think it. So, from now on, he would not say it.
Military Road crossed the old Spit Bridge. But there were so few petrol driven vehicles on the roads now, even this ridiculous bottleneck was free of traffic, save for the usual foot-powered vehicles in the outside lanes.
It wasn’t long before they dropped down into Manly and parked their car in Sydney Road behind the old police station. They continued on foot to The Corso and on to the shoe shop where Monique’s brother, Peter, worked.
He turned out to be a decent sort of kid, as far as Robert could tell. He was quite a tall boy, maybe a little over the old six-foot mark. He had a crew cut and reasonably large ears. He was pretty ordinary looking; a little on the thin side with a pleasant but unremarkable face - just a gangly seventeen-year-old kid. But he was polite and when he heard what had happened to his sister, he was suitably angry, which pleased Robert. At least this young lady had someone who cared about her. She was probably doing better than over half the population of this stumbling city.
‘You don’t go anywhere without my knowing. Is that clear?’
‘I’m a big girl.’
‘Not big enough, if what the detective says is true.’ He held her with his stern eye. ‘Is it?’
She didn’t reply.
‘So, don’t go anywhere without my knowing? Clear?’

Yes, Dad!’ She spat out the ‘Dad,’ not viciously but emphatically enough to make her disapproval obvious. Apart from anything else, she was embarrassed. There were two other teenage girls in the shop. They were eavesdropping and giggling; enjoying one of their peers being demoted. So often human beings mistake another’s fall for their own elevation, or on a horizontal plane, like two trains at rest and side by side when one moves; it’s hard to tell which one is at rest and which one is in motion.

But Peter was not even aware of the girls. He was focused on one thing. ‘Detective Greenway saved your life. Did you thank him?’

The answer was silence.
‘Then I think it’s about time you did, don’t you?’

Monique stared at the carpeted floor and, for no real reason, fixed on a single size 7 sneaker sitting in a box. Her brother was right. She had been rude. She didn’t want to be rude, but she was angry. She was always so angry these days and she didn’t want to be, and she had been rude, so she said, ‘Thank you, Detective,’ but continued to stare at the size 7 sneaker, while the two girls continued to giggle in the corner.

‘It was my pleasure, Monique,’ he replied courteously and then to the giggling girls he said, ‘Is there some reason you’re not in school, ladies?’ at which point the two stopped giggling and found that their desire to shop for shoes had suddenly departed them.
But Robert’s desire to defend Monique had unintentionally stirred up a hornet’s nest. ‘And why weren’t you in school?’ Peter asked his sister.
‘Oh, don’t start that again.’
‘No, I’m serious. You must go to school. I’m not working here ten hours a day for no reason, you know?’
‘School is pathetic. No one listens to the teachers. And the teachers hate it so much even they call in sick half the time. What’s the point?’
‘I want to make sure that you get ahead,’ Peter replied. ‘Just ask the detective. Isn’t it true, detective, that unless you get an education, you’re doomed to long hard hours of work for little money?’
‘Your brother’s right,’ concurred Peter, but he was also conscious that Monique and the two giggling girls did have a point. Schools were pretty run down and pathetic. There seemed little real education going on and no real connection between university degrees and the jobs acquired after them. Peter was right, without any qualifications you were doomed to low pay and long hours. What Robert didn’t mention to Monique was that you were still doomed to that scenario even if you had qualifications. The whole damn structure had fallen apart. The best way to get ahead was to steal, which accounted for why he was always so busy. Perhaps Monique heard his thoughts.

‘All the rich people are gangsters and sweat shop owners. There’s about a dozen families that run this city. The same people that own this shop own a whole chain of them and a large part of the whole city. You know that. As for the rest, it doesn’t matter whether you’ve got a master’s degree, or you dropped out at fifteen.’

‘I don’t care,’ replied Peter. ‘We’re not criminals and I’m working so that you can have a better life. I promised Dad . . .’ His voice trailed away and suddenly Monique began to cry.
Peter put his arm around her and smiled weakly at Robert, who took his cue, nodded and was gone. Best to leave them to themselves. He had no part in their world. It was every man for himself, and they must make the most of it like everyone else.

Still, he was pleased that Monique was in safe hands. Thank God she’d been lucky enough to score a smart, sober brother, rather than one of the dumb thugs he dealt with every day.

By the time he got back to base in Dixon Street one of those very creatures had unleashed a barrage of bullets into a crowd in Castlereagh Street and killed eight people.
The man had been bundled into an interrogation room and now Robert found himself standing beside Natasha looking at him through a two-way mirror. The man was young, just a boy really, somewhere in his late teens. He was dressed in jeans and a bloody t–shirt. His face was impassive. He could have been in a chip shop patiently awaiting his order.
‘What’s his story?’ asked Robert.
‘Eighteen years old; Daddy’s gun; eight clean shots; eight innocent people dead.’

‘No one’s innocent,’ Robert quipped absent-mindedly, interested by the calmness of the boy. ‘Any reason?’

‘None that we know of yet. Maybe you can get something out of him. He did try to kill himself, but he’d run out of bullets. He put the gun to his head, and it didn’t go off. Someone punched him. That’s his blood on his shirt.’
Robert nodded thoughtfully. He was about to enter the room when Natasha lightly touched his arm.

‘Hold on, Robert. Constable Ryan!’ she yelled over her shoulder. ‘Please escort Detective Greenway into the interrogation room.’

Robert stoically accepted the protocol and moments later found himself seated adjacent to the young killer with Constable Ryan standing menacingly behind him, scowling like a hit man in a gangster movie. Bright lights beamed down directly upon the young man to increase the intimidation. He was young looking for eighteen; clean-cut, blonde, and lanky.
‘What’s your name, boy?’ asked Robert, quietly.
‘James,’ replied the boy without emotion.
‘Why’d you do it?’
‘It was necessary,’ James replied.
‘Why was it necessary, James?’ Robert asked, leaning slightly forward into the light to show the boy his face. The boy didn’t flinch.
‘There are too many frogs in the pond. The pond can’t sustain them.’
‘These were people.’
‘Same thing.’
Robert sat back away from the light. The young man’s countenance disturbed him. He wasn’t the least bit agitated. He was almost nonchalant. His quietly spoken frankness was unsettling.
‘Some of those you killed were children,’ said Robert, hoping to provoke some reaction.
‘Small humans, humans, frogs – same thing.’
Robert was playing with his lip, considering his next question when suddenly Constable Ryan exploded forward into the light and grabbed the killer by the shirt collar.
‘Why’d you do it, you prick! I should rip your bloody head off!’ He held up the boy by the neck for several seconds before Robert could pull him off.

‘Control yourself, constable!’ yelled Robert, as Ryan continued to hurl abuse at the killer. 

The two were close in age. The detective could have been a teacher breaking up a school yard brawl, except for the fact that James wasn’t fighting back; nor was he even struggling. He simply stared up at his aggressor with detached interest, as Constable Ryan picked him up by the collar, shook him like a marionette, spat unintentionally at close range into his face and then dropped him heavily back onto his seat before Robert intervened.
‘Get out of the room, Ryan!’ shouted Robert with great authority. And after straightening his shirt, wiping the spit from his chin, and firing one last look of total hatred at the killer, Ryan did so.
Robert was standing now, looking down upon the boy. ‘Listen up, James,’ he said quietly, but with an undertone of menace, ‘I want to understand one thing – why?’
‘I’ve told you,’ replied the boy steadily and passively, ‘too many frogs in the pond; including me.’
Robert looked down at him. He realised that all lines of questioning would prove futile. The boy was a locked bag. He looked down at him thoughtfully for a moment more. The boy looked up at him, unruffled; unmoved. Robert left the room.
 ‘He’s not talking,’ Robert said to Natasha, who was about to reproach Constable Ryan, but didn’t have the chance. Robert stalked straight past her, picked up Ryan by the collar and slammed him against the wall so forcefully that all of the wind was momentarily knocked out of him. He listened to Robert’s next words with a bug-eyed expression. He gasped for breath whilst simultaneously fearing to breathe.
‘Listen to me, you young dickhead. If you ever do that again when I’m leading an interrogation, I will smash your face in. Do you hear me?’

Ryan did hear him because he nodded empathically and was let go for his agreement. His face had turned a beetroot red. He leaned over with his hands on his knees, inhaling like an asthmatic, trying to regain his lungs.

Natasha whispered to Robert, ‘His sister was killed in a similar way. He joined up to help. Give him a break, Bob. He’s only seventeen.’
‘Seventeen?’ replied Robert, squashing his nose between his thumb and forefinger as he watched the boy return to life. ‘That’s a bit young, isn’t it?’
‘We need every police officer we can get,’ Natasha replied, adjusting her multi-coloured rims, and throwing back her matching hair. ‘There are a few seventeen-year-olds in the force now.’
‘Alright,’ muttered Robert after some consideration, ‘but he better stay out of my road. I’m enough of a hothead on my own. I can do without a loose cannon behind me.’ 
‘I’m sorry,’ gasped Constable Ryan, standing fully erect and facing Robert.

‘Alright, son,’ replied Robert, feeling some sympathy for the boy. It seemed that everyone he came across today had lost someone near to them. He even felt a tinge of guilt for being so self-pitying. The world had always been a zoo but now the animals had no keepers to look after them.

The three of them stood for a brief moment enveloped in their own thoughts, when a loud announcement came over the loudspeaker. ‘Siege in progress; Pyrmont Bridge Road, Glebe. Repeat . . .’ But Robert was already on his way towards the door. 
Natasha shouted to his back. ‘Take Constable Ryan with you, detective.’
Robert stopped mid-stride and turned. He was about to protest, but some hunger in the young man’s eyes stopped him. ‘Come on,’ he said, and he left, followed by the shell-shocked constable.
Several minutes later they jumped out of the police car. Two policemen were hiding, with their guns drawn, behind their vehicle. They were in the street, outside of a townhouse.
‘What’s the story?’ asked Robert as he and the constable sheltered behind their car, also with their guns drawn.
‘One armed male, late teens, holding a woman hostage,’ replied a small but robust looking policeman of about twenty-five. His voice quavered with excitement and fear. ‘We think she’s the owner, thirty-year-old mother of two. We don’t know if the children are home.’
‘What’s the cause? Domestic?’ 

‘No. The mother called. She said there was a man outside acting suspiciously. By the time we got here he was already in.’

‘You’ve spoken to him?’
‘Yes, but he won’t come out.’
Robert took a breath, raised his head

slightly above the bonnet of his car and shouted, ‘I want to talk with the man in charge!’

There was silence for a moment and then, ‘What do you want?’ came back. It was a young man’s voice, but it was confident; not panicked.
‘What’s your name?’
‘That’s unimportant,’ was the reply.
‘Why don’t you come out with your hands up so that no-one gets hurt?’
‘That’s unimportant too.’
Robert thought about that for a moment. ‘What do you want?’
There was a brief pause and then, ‘To die,’ was his response. And immediately he opened the front door of the townhouse and brazenly walked into the small front yard. He was of medium build, blond-haired, fresh-faced and he carried his gun before him with relaxed ease.
This threw electricity amongst the ranks of the police. They each thrust themselves hard against the protective wall of their cars and tightly gripped their weapons expecting action very soon. Constable Ryan looked very much like he was going to launch into unpredictable, precipitous action again. Robert held his hand up palm outward towards the boy and moved it backward and forward slightly with a ‘Stop - Don’t do anything foolish’ motion. The constable relaxed back down behind the car. Robert peered over the bonnet watching the man’s slow but seemingly casual approach.

‘Come no closer! Put your gun down!’ he yelled, feeling the Smith and Wesson in the palm of his sweaty hand.

The man stopped. He was an open target in front of the house. ‘Quite a crowd,’ he noted, smiling, and waving his gun in the direction of the crowd that had foolishly formed just across the street.
‘Put your gun down!’ Robert repeated, but the man continued to smile as if he was enjoying the notoriety. The police presence seemed to be more or less a side issue to him.
‘Listen, son, you haven’t hurt anyone yet! So put your gun down, back away and we’ll see if we can sort this whole thing out! What do you say?’
‘Oh, it’s too late for that,’ replied the boy with a brief gust of condescending laughter.
‘Too late for what?’
‘For that. You see, they’re already dead,’ he said off-hand. And then he commented almost to himself as he regarded a small knot of young women across the street. ‘But they’re not,’ and without hesitation the young man levelled the gun towards the watching crowd and fired off three bullets, felling two people before Robert could jump up from behind his vehicle and pump two bullets into his chest. He crumpled and fell onto the small, stone front wall of the property.
The dispersing bystanders screamed and clambered over one another in the wake of the gunfire. Two young women lay dead and bloody, trampled by the exodus. Wails and screams rent the air. Chaos shook the street.
‘Call an ambulance!’ Robert screamed. ‘See if you can help those people!’ He motioned vaguely in the direction of the fallen bystanders and ran, crouching, towards the front garden of the townhouse. He need not have bothered crouching. The man was dead; two neat holes side by side next to his heart. His cheese cloth shirt was already sodden by that bloody, pumping fountain.

Robert raced into the kitchen of the house. He stopped in heavy-breathing despair. For there, on the floor, against the blood-stained wall, were three corpses - the mother and her two tiny daughters - home for lunch and still in their school uniforms. Each with the letters DNA carved into their foreheads.






CHAPTER 3

‘Looks like you got your man,’ said Natasha as Robert returned to police headquarters, followed by a rather flushed Constable Ryan who was mindlessly twiddling with his hat all the while.
‘No, I didn’t,’ replied Robert, preoccupied, and looking up a wall computer for some information.
‘What do you mean? You got the DNA killer.’
But Robert was not listening. He had placed his hand against the wall for clearance and he was reading a current listing of world police records relating to murder. This was classified information that the press hadn’t even printed yet. It made for sad reading. Worldwide, there had been several hundred deaths to maverick gunmen in the past four hours. He scanned the list sedulously, watched silently by Natasha and the constable, but apparently, whatever he was looking for wasn’t there.
‘Send every piece of information you have on the DNA killer to my home computer please, Natasha. I want to go over some details tonight.’
‘Would you like to explain why?’
‘He’s a copycat killer.’
‘How can you be so sure?’
‘It isn’t him,’ said Robert, turning his gaunt and troubled face back in her direction. 
Natasha looked into his tortured eyes. They were pale blue, inscribed with small white rings. They were tired, enervated, a brace of deeply troubled pools. ‘Are you sure that you don’t want to believe it so you can torture the killer like you’ve no doubt imagined a thousand times? Maybe it wasn’t satisfying enough just shooting him.’

‘It’s not that, although there is a certain amount of truth in that,’ replied Robert, frankly. ‘But ask yourself this question – up until today how much genetic material have we got on this killer?’

‘None,’ she replied.
‘That’s right. None. He’s been meticulous. To leave no DNA at a crime scene is next to impossible but he’s managed to do it. Am I right?’
Natasha nodded. She could guess where this was going.
‘Well, that bastard today left his DNA lying around like someone who’s got a porn shot for a screensaver. It was everybloodywhere. No, this guy’s an amateur. He’s a copycat.’

Natasha was going to suggest that since they had no previous DNA it could still be the killer, but she shut up because she realised on balance, Robert was probably right. He generally was about such matters. That’s why she was so pleased to have him back at work.

‘And there’s something else. I can’t quite . . .’ he trailed off into the depths of his mind but quickly returned. ‘Also send over the files for every mass killing in the past month.’
‘Worldwide?’
He nodded.

‘That’s quite a bit of homework, detective. For you and for me. Do you mind telling me why?
’‘Something’s wrong. I need to work this out.’
‘Very well,’ Natasha replied, adjusting her glasses, and considering the ramifications of the detective’s demanding request, ‘But it’s going to take me all afternoon to collate that mountain of details, so I hope that your hunch comes to something.’ She gave him a toothless grin and entered her office to begin compiling the data.

Constable Ryan had been standing in the wings during their conversation. He looked like he wanted to say something.
‘Something on your mind, constable?’ Robert asked whilst taking off his holster and placing it on the desk. ‘Two bullets,’ he said to Jasmine. Dutifully, she took the gun and holster away.
I’d like to work with you some more,’ confessed the young constable, ‘if that’s alright with you?’
Under normal circumstances Robert would have dismissed Constable Ryan’s request without a thought, but he couldn’t help but pity the boy. He looked at his doleful eyes. There was so much pain there, so much quiet distress. Robert understood it perfectly. He may as well have been looking in a mirror. Either way, life was going to be dangerous for the boy. It was probably better that he work with him. At least then he could keep an eye out for this impetuous kid. ‘I’ll think about it,’ he replied.
This pleased Ryan who attempted a smile, fiddled with his hat some more, looked like he wanted to say something else but suddenly moved away from Robert like a startled rabbit. Robert almost afforded himself a smile.
The rest of that day found Robert poring over old newspaper headlines and magazine articles on the CrimeWeb – a massive database of information with details and related articles and clippings about anyone on the planet with any sort of a criminal record. He had top level clearance right across the globe. 
He spent his whole afternoon in a profitless pursuit. The killer had been flawless in his execution. He had killed only women, but never in any similar sort of environment. He had killed in alleyways, in abandoned school yards, in office blocks after hours, in public toilets, even once in a storeroom at a busy ice rink. He never left any messages or calling cards. He gave no clues as to his intentions or the reasons for his actions. He usually strangled his victims. From the markings on the bodies, he appeared to use some sort of thick metal wiring as a cord. The one common thread to each of the serial killings was that he never left a trace of DNA anywhere. Even at the beginning of the century that was almost impossible to achieve. Now it was surely impossible. Everyone on Earth gave their DNA at birth. It had been that way since 2032 despite the howls of indignation by the Right to Privacy lobby group. But that didn’t help if you didn’t have any DNA to match into the database of the CrimeWeb mainframe computer. So up until this point the killer remained a faceless marvel. No one ever saw him come and no one ever saw him go. He was as enigmatic as a shifting storm cloud.
Robert rubbed his aching eyes and gave up for a while. He said goodnight to Jasmine, who replied that it was good to have him back, and to Natasha, who told him somewhat wearily that she had sent all of the requested material to his home terminal, and then to Constable Ryan, who more or less stood to attention as a sign of respect as he passed.
When he got home, he forgot to eat, sat himself down on the edge of his armchair and looked at the information Natasha had complied for him. He had to admit, she was brilliantly organised. In a few short hours she had managed to compile a cross section of audio/visual and written material on every newsworthy murder of the past month, along with some audio commentary of her own with supporting graphs and visuals to support any conclusions she had come to. She had bundled the material into two files, one labelled ‘Mass Killings,’ the other ‘DNA killings.’
He wasn’t sure why, maybe it was just too personal, maybe he just couldn’t think about that murderous prick without a prelude, but Robert decided to take a look at the mass killings first. He watched, equally repulsed, and mesmerised by the footage.
There was not one part of the globe untouched by a rampant increase in mass homicides. In Canada, three young men had entered a secondary girls’ school armed with hunting bows and taken out seventeen seventh graders and their teacher before shooting each other in the chest with the weapons – apparently on the count of three, because all three were found dead along with their victims, each with a single bolt to the heart. Robert wiped tears from his eyes as he watched news reports and detailed police footage of those poor bloodied children and their assassins.
In every country it seemed young men had gone mad. In London, gangs of youths had indiscriminately murdered fifteen women gathered for a hen’s night; in New York, one gang had infiltrated a feminist rally and opened up with automatic weapons wiping out thirty-five women of various ages. In the streets of Europe, in the small towns of Scandinavia, in the far-flung prefectures of Japan, the song remained the same. Young men had gone mad and had then taken their own lives - thousands of deaths in all. This was a pandemic and no mistake. But why? And was there any connection between the serial killer he was stalking and these apparently random acts of insanity? There seemed none.
It was frustrating. Robert sat on his modest couch watching these deplorable actions played out in three glorious dimensions in the middle of his otherwise empty lounge room and he began to grow angry. He was gritting his teeth again. He made himself stop. Stay on the case he told himself. Remain as still waters beneath the typhoon. Solve the riddle. Solve the riddle.
He began looking closely at the statistics that Natasha had compiled for him. Were there any common denominators among the mass murderers? They were all male, no real surprises there. Some women had committed murder during the period, of course, but these were largely unremarkable, routine, domestic, ‘husband drove them to it’ type killings, not the methodical workings of a serial killer, nor the mindless massacre of the mass murdering kind. What else? Some were in gangs; some were solo killers. No common bond there. They were all young men but what of that? Robert cross-referenced every murder in the last month and sought commonality. He turned on his headset and watched his virtual fingers move 3D graphs about the virtual-space, pulling them apart and moulding them back together in animated slices and virtual-sections. Finally, he got angry again and threw every number he had at his disposal into one large vat of stewing data and waited to see what happened. 

A second or two passed. The computer thought about it. Then it formulated its own opinion on the matter based upon Robert’s manic bombardment of statistics. A single sentence clear and terse sat in virtual space right in front of his astounded eyes. He took off his headset and looked at it, sitting in the air in the middle of the room, a single sentence. It said: Every killer in the sample given reached his eighteenth birthday in the three-month period prior to the killings.

‘Ridiculous,’ was his first thought in response. He found the coincidence so ludicrous that he actually ran a brief check himself, lest the computer be malfunctioning, or just in case he had fed in the wrong information. He pulled out twenty of the killers at random. No. There it was. Every birth date was between February and April 2041. He tried again. Same result. But what the hell did it mean?
He was so absorbed now that he had completely forgotten his initial quest for information on the DNA killer. Whether the insight he had just gained was related to that case or not seemed unimportant for the moment. No one seemed to have noticed this congruence before. Perhaps it was an unbelievable coincidence, but Robert had been a policeman too long to believe in coincidences, or to ignore an apparent one when he found it.

He launched into a search of every form of media in an attempt to see if anyone else had ever noticed this. It seemed that no one had. However, he did note with interest that world authorities had become sufficiently worried by the number of murders across the world that a World Summit on the problem was scheduled for next week in New York. Still, there was no mention of the common age of the criminals.
Another perplexing aspect to the killings was the type of young man perpetrating them. In this, there was no commonality, try to find one though Robert did. In fact, it was the disparity in social background of the killers that was the most striking feature. They came from every part of the globe and from every walk of life. There was no country on the planet that had been immune to at least one mass killing. That, in itself, was amazing. But even more concerning was the number of statements made by friends and family about the murderers. In this there was a common thread. Every person made a statement to the effect that the murderer had been completely normal prior to the killings. Robert might almost have dismissed this as the usual thing that people say after an atrocity, i.e. He seemed like a nice person. He kept to himself, kept his garden well groomed, loved his dog etcetera, if it hadn’t been for another recurring motif. Most of those asked did mention that the murderer had seemed more withdrawn and less passionate in the weeks prior to the killing. They used words like disinterested, dispassionate, lacking empathy. Others made some interesting statements to the effect that many of the young men had also taken to isolating themselves and had become if not morose, then at least a little more taciturn than usual and that on the odd occasion some of them seemed prone to grandiose statements about their own ability that seemed unlike their normal selves. Vaingloriousness is a common trait of young men, Robert thought to himself, and might be ignored, but again the repeated suggestion arose that such boasting was out of character for the boys in question.

It was so very strange. Robert felt like a man in possession of a great secret; a secret so great that even he couldn’t unravel it. Yet the answer was there somewhere, swimming like a shark within the fluidity of the data.
He stood up and placed his head against the wall, lost in thought. He banged his forehead lightly against the unstable gyprock and only stopped when someone in the apartment next door thumped back in anger.
He walked absent-mindedly into his room and stared, as he had that very morning, out of his dingy window. The darkened street was ablaze with the passing headlights of pushbikes. He let the bouncing lights jumble about on his unfocussed eyes until they became a mass of neurons criss-crossing his mind. It was soothing to let it all wash over like the gentle rain of a summer storm. He abandoned himself to it, trying to free his mind of logical shackles; trying just to feel without thinking; seeking intuition. But nothing came.
In spite of his tiredness, he couldn’t rest until he had taken a quick look at the second file Natasha had sent him. He returned to the terminal, adjusted his virtual headset, picked up the file and dispersed the virtual package indiscriminately across the universe of his lounge room. Little beehives of data tumbled across the space like a cluster of galaxies spinning haphazardly in the void. The nearer packets were the older entries. He pricked the nearest galaxy and it unfurled itself into an array of documents. He had no stomach for the audio/visuals and instead decided upon the written material only. He touched the core text file and the information presented itself with grim formality. Here was a person’s life reduced to a data stream. Here is what becomes of us all in the end, he was thinking, as he read the details pertaining to the death of some secondary schoolgirl who had the temerity to expect to be treated with respect when the DNA killer had other ideas. Again and again, nothing he didn’t already know, except for the individual details of the victims, who they left behind, their habits etcetera. He didn’t bother examining the file of his wife and daughter. He was barely keeping a lid on his frustration as it was; he could do without provocation to damage walls.

He noted that the DNA killer had terminated the lives of seventeen women in twelve separate incidents. Except for the fact that they were all perpetrated upon women, there seemed no common thread to the killings. Try though he did at all manner of cross referencing: i.e., the age of the victims, their social background, where they lived, their profession, their school grades, their family connections - nothing seemed to provide a trigger for such a series of bizarre attacks. 
But when
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