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Prologue

 

Flecks of foam covered the dog's muzzle as it worried and gnawed at the length of electrical cord binding it to the fence. After a few minutes it ceased and lay back, panting. The dog whined softly and licked its side in a desultory manner where open sores covered its mangy flanks. A mongrel of dubious parentage, it showed the signs of a hard life, eking out a wretched existence on the periphery of man's domain. Now it had come to this, starving, tied to a fence without food or water.

A boy lay unseen in the grass nearby watching the dog. A tear crept slowly down one cheek and his lips trembled. His brown, wavy hair fell forward over his eyes and he brushed it back with one hand. He looked away, clenching his fists, taking in deep breaths and exhaling noisily.

The dog fell silent; ears pricked forward, facing the stand of long grass. It whined and its tail flicked twice. As the boy stood and made his way slowly toward the dog it uttered a short bark and crept forward on its belly until the cord restrained it, cutting into its neck. It whined again and the tail signaled its hope. 

Boy approached slowly and hunkered down just out of reach of the dog. He licked his lips. "Good dog." He held out one hand tentatively; ready to snatch it back if the dog tried to bite him. Dog barked softly and its tail increased its tempo. "I'm sorry. I should've come back sooner." He leaned forward and patted the dog awkwardly on the head. "I've got something for you."

Boy drew his hand back and reaching into his pocket, taking out a paper-covered package and carefully unwrapping it to reveal a peanut butter sandwich. He pulled it in two and tossed one part close to the dog. The mongrel sniffed it, hesitated, and then gulped it down, its tail falling into a steady rhythm, transmitting its energy to the dog's flanks. It wriggled with gratitude and anticipation.

Boy carefully put the other part of the sandwich just out of reach of the dog then shifted himself closer. He sat down on the grass and petted the dog. Dog licked his hand then returned its attention to the food lying so tantalizingly close. Boy looked up at the clouds and his eyes unfocused. "My mummy died last year. I miss her but daddy says she has gone to Heaven to be with the angels." 

Dog barked and strained at the cord. Boy looked down at the dog's head. "In a moment, boy." He stroked its sides, unmindful of the debris and pus that stuck to his fingers. "They wouldn't let me see her, even after she died. Daddy said her soul had gone and I must remember her as she was before she got ill." He looked up again, his face screwing up in misery. Brushing tears aside with his other hand, he sobbed, and then fell silent.

After a few minutes he sighed and resumed his stroking. "I can't remember her, boy. I prayed to God to let her come and see me but she didn't...or He wouldn't let her. Maybe God didn't tell her I wanted her. So I've made a plan. Do you want to hear it?"

Dog whined again, straining toward the sandwich curling in the sun. "Yes, in a moment." Leaning forward, the boy tried to hold eye contact with the dog. "I read a book where a man was killed, his head was chopped off I think." He thought for a moment, and then shook his head. "Anyway, the book said his soul rose from his dead body like a white bird and went to heaven. That's where my mummy is, remember? So I thought if I could get someone to tell my mummy I want her, then she'd come and see me." He smiled at the thought and dug into his other pocket, taking out a long knife. He removed a cork covering the tip and pushed the knife gently against his thumb. "I want you to find my mummy and tell her I want her to come and visit me. Yes, I know," he nodded his head impatiently, "you can't talk. At least not now. But you will be able to in Heaven. All sorts of miracles can happen there."

Boy looked around at the vacant field of grass rippling in the breeze. He hesitated before bending down and whispering a name and a few words close to the dog's ears. He straightened. "Remember that, boy. Remember her name and my message."

Taking the knife firmly in his right hand, he picked up the remains of the sandwich and held it out to the dog. It snatched the morsel from his hand and bit it in two, gulping down the pieces and sniffing in the grass for crumbs. "Find my mummy, boy, find her and tell her to come see me." He took a deep breath and rammed the knife into the dog's chest. The animal screamed and leapt back then collapsed. It made a faint mewling noise, its legs scrabbling weakly at the grass. 

Boy had fallen back himself and now knelt, staring at the creature with wide eyes. A tear crossed his cheek. Weakening, the dog's limbs stilled, tremors rippling across its sides as bloody foam dribbled from its mouth and nostrils. The boy crept closer and bent his head to look into the eyes of the dying dog. He straightened its head and it whined softly, its tongue flicking out to rasp against his hand. Dog's tail twitched and it gasped, then shuddered and fell quiet. Boy watched as the life in the eyes faded and filmed. He sat back and watched expectantly. 

The sun rose higher in the sky, clouds sweeping patterns across the grassy fields and the boy sitting beside a stiffening corpse. At last the boy rose to his feet, stared at the blood on his hands. Feeling nauseous, he wiped his hands against his shorts. 

"Why didn't its soul go to Heaven? Or did it but I didn't see?" he muttered. He stood looking at the bundle of fur at his feet, shaking his head. "Maybe dogs don't have souls. What if only people do?" 

Turning his back on the body, which had already attracted the attention of a bluebottle fly, the boy set off across the fields.

 


 

 

Chapter 1

 

The bright lights and warmth of the store remained unchanging, providing a stable environment far removed from the vagaries of the southern Illinois weather. Crowds of shoppers, driven by the latest round of advertising, milled through the narrow aisles of the Maryville, Illinois Wal-Mart, looking for just one more gift, and one more tacky decoration for Thanksgiving. The chatter, the clatter of heels, the squeak of shopping carts and the wail and complaint of tired children almost drowned out the canned music and advertisements assaulting the senses. 

A young woman in her mid-twenties, dressed conservatively in a pale blue polo shirt and navy blue slacks, leaned against a column in a deserted Housewares aisle, her blue Wal-Mart smock bunching up across her back. She closed her eyes and rubbed her right temple, willing the pain to recede. The Country and Western song drifting raucously from the ceiling speakers faded and died, to be replaced by a gabbled message.

"Loretta in Foods to the Candy aisle for customer assistance."

The young woman groaned and, opening her eyes, brushed her long brunette hair back over her shoulders. Straightening her smock, emblazoned with the customary 'How may I help you' slogan, she hurried off down the aisles toward the food section. Five minutes later she was back in the receiving area, searching through the boxes of candy in the food bins.

Another young woman pushed through the swing doors from the store floor, a shopping cart of empty cardboard boxes trundling in front of her. Similarly dressed, though in green and plaid rather than blue, but also sporting the blue Wal-Mart smock, the woman caught sight of Loretta and frowned. She pushed the cart to one side and hurried over.

"You all right, Loretta?" The woman rested a hand solicitously on Loretta's shoulder. "Still got your headache?"

Loretta turned a pale face to the other one and nodded. "Worse. I'm starting to feel like I want to throw up." She hesitated, swallowing hard. "Charlene, I've got to go home. Can you cover for me?"

Charlene nodded and flashed her friend a small smile. "Sure, but you'll need to check with the CSM and a manager first."

"Who's on tonight? Jason?"

Charlene nodded again. "Yes, and Matt."

Loretta's face screwed up in a look of distaste. "I'll find Jason. He understands these things. Matt would have me working if I was dying at his feet."

"Well, if he won't let you go, throw up on him. Maybe that'll persuade him you're sick."

Loretta forced a wan smile. "There's a thought." She pulled out a box and slit the tape on it with her box cutter. Taking out a bag of peanut butter cups, she pushed the box back into place. "Have to get these to a customer first." She turned and moved toward the warehouse swing doors.

Charlene pushed her cart of cardboard toward the baler then turned her head, brushing her long hair back from her eyes. "Loretta, how are you getting home?"

Loretta paused in the doorway, frowning. "Walk I suppose. Mom was going to pick me up, but she's at some church meeting, so I can't call her."

"You can't walk, it's raining outside and the forecast says thunderstorms." Charlene hesitated, and then dug in the pocket of her slacks. "Take my car. I'll wait and get a ride with your mom."

"Are you sure? I know how you love your car."

"Well, try not to let anything happen to it." Charlene smiled and handed the keys across. "What are friends and family for?"

Fifteen minutes later, Loretta, bundled in her coat with her handbag over her shoulder, hesitated at the front doors of the store. She stared out into the night, as gusts of wind threw freshets of rain against the outer glass doors. A shopper pushed past her and hurried out into the car park, running to one of the cars. The lights, on their tall poles, cast a bright glare over the slick asphalt, almost drowning out the faint flickers of lightning.

"Going home already? I thought you were on till close."

Loretta turned and smiled briefly at Bob the door greeter.  "Headache. Jason let me off early."

Bob nodded and turned away as a customer entered the store, flicking water from his coat over the already sodden carpet.

Loretta walked through the automatic doors, clutching her coat firmly around her. She hesitated outside, sheltering against the light rain thrown about by the gusting wind. Thunder reverberated from somewhere behind the building as she set out across the car park to the last line of vehicles where the staff cars sat like a row of dejected sparrows.

Charlene's old Ford Taurus lay concealed in the shadows on the last row, hidden from the store entrance behind a large and battered pickup. Loretta fumbled for the car key in her coat pocket before fishing it out and inserting it into the lock. Sliding into the driver's seat she quickly shut the door and locked it before peering into the darkness of the back seat. Satisfied there was no rapist or mugger there waiting to leap out on her, she fastened her seat belt and reached forward to start the car. The key turned with a barely audible click but otherwise, nothing.

Loretta stared uncomprehendingly at the dashboard, and then turned the key again. The car rocked slightly as another gust of wind howled across the car park, splattering the windshield with large ragged drops of water torn from the branches of the poplars lining the asphalted area.

"Shit," she muttered under her breath. She waggled the key in the ignition a few more times with no greater success before pulling it out and staring into the night. "Shit." Louder this time and with feeling.

Loretta glanced up and flicked on the overhead light before looking at her watch. Twenty after nine. She got out of the car and locked the door before heading back toward the friendly lights of the store. Halfway back across the rain-slicked car park she hesitated then altered course toward the mall and the Schnuck's Superstore. Between the Wal-Mart building and the mall lay a dark service alley. Loretta peered into the darkness of the alley, then back toward the lighted fronts of the stores, where a few late shoppers still hurried. It really would be quicker to cut through the alley, she thought. I go this way all the time. The gap between the buildings, opening out onto grass and farmland behind, loomed in the dark. Dumpsters, squat and overflowing, flickered briefly into existence in the lightning flashes. It looks different in the daytime.

She took a few steps down the alley before losing her nerve and turning back to the lights of the car park. Perhaps I should just go back to Wal-Mart and wait for mom. Her headache flared as if in answer and she stopped, lifting a hand to her head.

"Thought you could avoid me forever, did you?" rasped a voice from behind.

Loretta turned and gasped as a figure moved forward and slammed her back into the concrete block wall of the alley. She screamed weakly with what air remained in her lungs and pushed away from the wall. The man closed with her, pushing her back, his forearm across her throat. An object, thin and metallic, gleamed in the weak light from the car park as he waved it in front of her eyes.

"Keep quiet, you bitch." Loretta froze; her eyes wide. "That's better," the man said. "Now, you can explain to me why you thought you could just walk out of a relationship with me." He eased up the pressure of his forearm to let her speak.

Loretta gulped and fought her panic down. "I...I didn't...I don't know..." She blinked back tears and stared at the shadowy figure of the man in front of her, smelling the sour odour of stale booze and cigarettes. "Who are you?" she whispered.

"What the fuck do you...?" The man shifted, gripping Loretta's upper arm firmly and pressed the metallic object into the young woman's throat. He pulled her stumbling toward the wash of light from the car park. He stopped, still several feet into the alley and turned his victim's face toward the entrance. "Jesus Christ!" His voice rose in a scream as his hands fell away and Loretta staggered, her lungs drawing breath for another scream.

The man leapt after her and grabbed her raincoat, pulling her back off her feet and throwing her to the ground. Her scream died abruptly and was lost amid the reverberations of a fresh peal of thunder. Loretta tried to rise, pushing up onto her knees. The man took a firm grip on the collar of her coat and dragged her back into the darkness, behind the dumpsters.

Loretta looked back at the receding alley entrance and thought she saw a shadow as someone hurried past. She looked down at her feet, knowing where they were but not seeing them. Water soaked into her slacks and her mind wandered for a moment. Mom's going to have a heart attack when she sees the state I'm in. Her attention snapped back to her predicament as the man threw her against one of the dumpsters. Lightning flickered again, lighting the man's face for an instant. Her eyes widened in recognition.

"You're...you're after Charlene?" Loretta quavered. "You thought I was her?"

"What the fuck were you doing in her car?" He slashed the air with his hand, glowering down at the young woman. "Never mind, it doesn't matter now."

"Why do you want her? She finished with you."

"Nobody walks out on me, you bitch. Now shut up, I have to think." He stood above Loretta, a dark vagueness in the black rain-swept alley as the thunder grumbled and echoed from the buildings. At last he nodded. "Okay. I can still get her another time, providing you don't say anything to her." He hunkered down beside her, one hand gripping her long sodden hair. "You gonna warn her?"

"No, no, I won't say anything." Loretta shook her head, her eyes wide and staring in the darkness.

"I don't believe you." The man dropped to one knee on the wet concrete and leaned closer, his voice dropping to a hoarse whisper. "Sorry, bitch. Nothing personal." His free hand swept forward and down, hard. Then again.

Loretta felt the blow to her midriff and gasped for breath. A moment later a lance of pain drove into her like an icy fire, spreading tendrils through her abdomen as she cringed backward, a weak cry escaping her lips. The blow was repeated and fresh pain erupted, mounting like a wave over her senses. She scrabbled at her abdomen with her hands, jerking and gasping as metal ripped across the back of her hands and into her spasming body. Hot blood pulsed, rapidly soaking her already wet clothing. Vaguely she felt her hair released and she gratefully lay back on the wet ground, squirming to find release from the agony spiking through her.

The man stood and stared down at the woman at his feet. He grunted and turned away when the body ceased its weak movements. "Gotta fix the car again," he muttered to himself. "Else that bitch'll suspect something." He walked rapidly out of the alley and across the parking lot toward Charlene's crippled Taurus.

Minutes after he left, the rain started in earnest, beating down on Loretta's upturned face, diluting the pool of blood around her body. Her eyelids fluttered and she groaned quietly. Struggling to sit upright she gave a fluttering scream and fell back, her hands clutching her wounded belly, curling herself into a ball. Her breath shuddered and she forced herself to uncurl. Rather than attempt to stand again, she started crawling, slowly and with great pain, toward the lights and sounds of life.

Minutes passed and the rain eased, the water washing down off the car park carrying a detritus of candy wrappers and cigarette butts to mix with the blood pooling around the young woman. Loretta forced her eyes open again and lifted her head slightly to peer into the darkness. One of the dumpsters loomed and she reached out a numbed hand toward the sheer metal side. I've got to warn Charlene, drifted across her mind. She dropped her hand to her abdomen, feeling the warmth, and then raised her hand to the metal once more.

Loretta lay back down in the water and stared up at the sky. Doesn't hurt much anymore, just feel...so...tired. She closed her eyes. I'll just rest a minute then I'll go home. 

Footsteps splashed past the girl on the ground, hurrying deeper into the alley. A stifled exclamation followed; the footsteps drew nearer.

"Damn it, bitch, I thought you were dead." The figure dropped to one knee and lightly slapped Loretta's face. A cigarette lighter rasped and flared, held in a cupped hand as the man peered down at the bedraggled body. He grunted. "Just about." Looking over his shoulder toward the car park, he gripped the woman underneath her armpits and dragged her away from the dumpster, into the darker shadows on the other side of the alley.

Loretta felt the distant wash of pain stir once more and groaned softly, her eyelids flickering open. "Charlene?" she whispered. A light snapped on near her face then off again as quickly. Something thin and hard probed at the angle of her jaw, beneath her right ear. An instant later her universe ripped apart in a flash of formless light and incoherent sound as the metal lanced upward into her brain.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

The noonday sun stood high, twenty degrees from the zenith, in the intense blue of an Australian spring day. Waves of heat rippled up from the dry, cracked clay of the path that wound through scattered stands of poplar gum on the grounds of James Cook University in Townsville. Insects rasped unseen in the foliage, a background of noise falling and rising in response to footsteps scuffing the arid path. Butterflies drifted lazily between patches of shade or hung motionless beneath foliage. 

A tall man, his thinning sandy hair offering scant protection from the sun, strode purposefully along the path from the university library toward the squat concrete block of the Biology building. He mounted the steps and pushed through the double glass doors, passing into relative air-conditioned dimness.

A small group of students, clad in ubiquitous jeans and tee-shirts, stood idly round the large salt-water aquarium in the foyer, talking in low tones. A young man looked up as the glass doors swung shut. He lifted a hand in greeting to the tall man.

"Gidday, Ian," he said grinning, the curve of his lips belying the open contempt in his eyes. "How're things?" He nodded at the sheaf of reprints in the tall man's hand. "Been researching more novel forms of death?"

The tall man acknowledged the young man with a cold inclination of his head, his face expressionless, before turning away toward the stairs. A young woman broke away from the group and intercepted him as he mounted the first step. She looked up at the tall man, hesitantly smiling as she brushed back long blond hair.

"Professor Delaney, I wonder if you'd have time to discuss my project."

Ian Delaney looked down at the young woman, his eyes flicking across her features, down to where her breasts pushed unrestrained at the thin fabric of her tee shirt. He dragged his gaze back to her face.

"Er...Adams, isn't it? What project is this?"

The young woman's smile faltered. "I gave the outline to you last week, Professor. Didn't you read it? It was on the effects of taipan venom on..."

"Yes, I remember glancing at it," Delaney interrupted. "It seemed simplistic and repetitious." He stared at the stricken face of the woman for a few moments. "We can discuss it if you wish. Maybe I can suggest ways to improve it, but it'll have to wait until I get back from Cairns. Come and see me on Monday morning, nine o'clock. Don't be late." He turned and strode up the stairs, taking them two at a time. A murmur of voices floated up the stairwell after him.

"Arrogant bugger."

"That's our dear Professor Death."

"I don't know why you bother with him, Sue."

Ian Delaney dismissed the voices and turned left at the top of the stairs, his footsteps echoing in the long corridor that stretched the length of the building. A third of the way along, he stopped at a door, glancing at a small plaque on the worn wood surface. It read '107 Prof. I. R. Delaney Toxicology'. Inserting a key, Delaney opened the door and stepped through into the small office. Rows of tall, glass-fronted bookshelves lined almost every available centimeter of wall space. A glass-paneled door to his left bore a faded sign that read 'Laboratory'. The only other furniture in the room was a large desk near the window, with a comfortable recliner behind it and a pair of folding chairs in front. A computer occupied half the desk, the rest bare wood save for two neat stacks of paper and three pens lined up alongside them.

Delaney crossed to the desk and leafed through the papers in his hand. He put them down on one of the stacks, hesitated before extracting one and laid it on the desk in front of the computer. He straightened the stacks of papers and stepped back with a nod of satisfaction. A muted burst of laughter drifted through the closed laboratory door. Delaney frowned and opened the door, staring in at the neat and ordered arrangements of equipment. The odour of small animals washed over him.

A young man stood in the middle of the laboratory dressed in a white coat. He looked intently at a large white and brown rat on a nearby bench. The rat ambled toward a plastic ladder and agilely scrambled up it to stand on a small platform at the top, two feet above the bench. Beady black eyes stared at a morsel of food in a small wire basket suspended by a cord about a foot from the platform. The rat hesitated, visibly gathering its determination, before launching itself into space. Striking the basket full on, tiny paws scrabbled for a grip as the basket swung violently. The animal pulled itself into the basket and, as the oscillations died down, started to eat the food. Two young women, watching the performance, broke out into peals of laughter once more, clapping their hands. The man picked the rat out of the basket and placed it on his left shoulder, where it sat, still eating the food.

"You see," the man said, turning back to his audience, "He's one smart rat. Normally they hate to lose contact with the ground. I bet I could teach..." He broke off as he caught sight of Delaney in the doorway, his grin vanishing.

"I shouldn't have to tell you, Pike," Delaney said softly. "These animals are not here for your amusement." 

"Sorry, Professor," apologised Pike. He picked the rat off his shoulder and cradled it in the crook of one arm. "It's just that Ben here is a cut above the other rats. He's got one steep learning curve and I wondered if I..."

"Just put it back in its cage." Delaney eyed the two young women. "And who are you? I don't remember giving you permission to be in here."

"Er, no Professor...I...I mean, we..." stuttered one of the women.

"I asked them to come," cut in the young man, opening the door of one of the animal cages. "I wanted them to see Ben. I didn't think you'd mind."

"Mind? Why should I mind?" Delaney stared at the young women until they flushed and dropped their eyes. "This is a research laboratory, not a playground. You are...what...second year students? You have no business being here." He turned to the man who was slipping the rat back in its cage. "And you, Pike...you're supposed to be a responsible graduate research student. Unless you can control your infantile desires for amusement I shall have no recourse but to dispense with your services. This is a place of science, not a circus." He looked round at the ring of faces. "Well, get out. What are you waiting for?"

Delaney watched, his hands clasped behind his back, as the girls hurried to the laboratory door, almost running out into the corridor. Pike put the rat back in its cage before following the girls. He turned to face Delaney again in the doorway.

"I'm sorry, Professor. It won't happen again."

Delaney smiled gently, the expression coming nowhere near his eyes. "I know it won't. I allow my research students one mistake. We're all human, after all."

"Not you Professor," muttered Pike, closing the door behind him.

Delaney turned back from the door and swept his eyes over the pristine benches and neat, ordered array of equipment. He crossed to the banks of small animal cages and bent down to examine their contents. He smiled again, this time in genuine pleasure, at the clean conditions of the cages, the filled food and water dispensers and the healthy rats and mice. Flaring his nostrils slightly, he sniffed, allowing a slight frown to creep over his face. Following a faint sour odour of urine he walked toward the trash bins in the corner of the room and adjusted the lid on one of them.

Softly humming a slightly off-key rendition of the O Fortuna from Orff's Carmina Burana, Delaney sauntered back to his office and leant back in his recliner. He picked up the reprint lying in front of his computer and began to read.

Ten minutes later, as he pored minutely through one of the detailed tables in the reprint, the phone on his desk rang. Delaney ignored it, continuing to trace the figures in a column with his left forefinger while making annotations in the margin with a pen. The ringing continued, crumbling his concentration. Placing the pen carefully on the desk, Delaney picked up the receiver.

"Yes?" He listened for a few moments. "No, I hadn't forgotten. I believe you said one o'clock, Professor." He flicked his eyes toward the wall clock, frowning at the display which read twenty past one. "I shall be there momentarily...very well then, bring him down...yes, of course." 

Delaney placed the receiver back in the cradle and stared at the clock, his lips pursed in a moue of distaste. With a shrug he turned his attention back to the columns of figures in the reprint. 

A knock at the door a few minutes later elicited a grunt of frustration from the scientist. Placing the reprint carefully on the desk he leaned back in his chair and stared at the door to the corridor.

"Come."

The door opened and the bearded face of Professor Perrott, the Head of Department, peered around the door jamb.

"Ah, there you are, Ian. If we could take up a few minutes of your time..." A quick smile flitted over the HOD's face and he stepped back, throwing the door wide. "After you, my dear fellow." He ushered in a tall man in a business suit. "Ian, may I introduce James Hardecker, Chief Scientific Officer for Southern Pharmaceuticals?"

Delaney rose slowly to his feet but remained behind his desk. He hesitated a few moments before reaching over and taking the proffered hand in a perfunctory handshake. An involuntary expression of mild distaste crossed his features as he released the man's hand and turned away, rubbing his palm against the leg of his jeans.

"Mr Hardecker," Delaney said, staring past the man. "Professor Perrott tells me you have an interest in my work?"

"Yes, Professor Delaney." Hardecker smiled broadly and stepped closer to the desk, his eyes fixed on his host. "I have followed your work on neurotoxicology most closely. At least, what has been published. Your recent paper on the role of certain toxin derivatives on memory retention was fascinating. I think there is enormous potential for your methods in the treatment of..." He broke off as Delaney waved a hand dismissively.

"Of course, you would have to be blind to ignore such possibilities, but my work has gone so much further. I thought you were interested in those aspects, not these outdated discoveries."

Hardecker stepped back, his eyebrows lifting in surprise. "What aspects?" he asked mildly. "I was informed you were close to a breakthrough in the treatment of trauma-induced amnesia through the use of taipan venom."

"Really, Ian," cut in Professor Perrott, "You told me you could demonstrate your procedure. It was on your say-so that I invited Mr Hardecker up here."

Delaney walked around his desk, pushing past the other men to the door of his laboratory. "Of course I can demonstrate it," he snapped. "The procedure is simple enough, at least at a laboratory level. However, I thought you would be more interested in my thanatological studies." He pushed the door open and stepped through into the laboratory.

Perrott frowned. "Ian, this is not the time to be talking about your wild ideas. We can discuss them another time." He turned to Hardecker with a worried smile, lowering his voice. "You must expect a little eccentricity in a man this brilliant. It does not negate the great discoveries he is making."

"Thanatological?" asked Hardecker. "What does that mean?"

"Death," called out Delaney, from the next room. "It is the study of death, and I'll thank you not to refer to my work as eccentric, Professor Perrott."

"Damn the man," muttered Perrott. "Ears like a hawk."

Laughter drifted in from the next room. "That's eyes like a hawk, Perrott. Get it right. Ears like a fox. I can hear death. Now come on in and I'll show you what I've found."

Hardecker and Perrott walked through into the laboratory and watched as Delaney moved pieces of equipment over to a central bench and arranged them neatly. When everything was satisfactory, Delaney turned to his small audience and adopted a lecturing posture.

"My work has been limited to rodents and the University Ethics Committee gives me hell even with those. I have an application in to work with Rhesus monkeys but that could take months to process. Now," Delaney turned and picked up a squirming rat from a holding cage. "The common laboratory white rat. It can be trained to perform several simple tasks and can keep them in its memory for a period of some months. For instance, this one has been trained to run a maze and obtain a reward of a food pellet by pressing a lever at the end. The reward is only available if it runs the maze in less than fifteen seconds however. It has been eight days since it last ran the maze. Observe."

Delaney turned back to the bench and released the rat at the entrance to a twisting tangle of clear plastic tubes, then pressed a small switch that lit up a liquid crystal timer. The rat hesitated, then as the timer flashed over to fourteen, raced forward into the tubes. 

Hardecker leaned forward, his eyes glittering as the little animal twisted and turned, paws scrabbling on the plastic, whiskers twitching. With two seconds to spare it raced into the tiny chamber at the end of the maze and pressed a lever down. The apparatus clicked and dropped a pellet of food into the chamber.

"Okay." Hardecker nodded. "But the rat is only following a scent trail, surely?"

"Possible," Delaney conceded. "But more likely it is using visual clues. The tubes are thoroughly cleaned between sessions and the parts are interchangeable. Besides, that is not the point. However the rat remembers its way through the maze, it is my removal of that memory and my restoration of it that is important."

Delaney picked up another rat and held it so his observers could see the red dye on its head. "This one has had its memory deleted."

"How?" Hardecker asked.

"Drugs, and a little bit of delicate surgery. With practice it is possible to remove recent memory, apparently permanently."

Hardecker prodded the rat with a long bony finger. "Is it recovered? It hardly looks awake."

"There are a few side-effects of the surgery, nothing too important. The rats are a bit quieter, more docile. This rat for example, could negotiate the maze in an average of thirteen point seven seconds. It was operated on ten days ago. It has completely recovered from the effects of the surgery. Watch." He released the rat at the start of the maze, pressing the timer switch.

Whiskers quivering, the rat stood at the entrance of the maze, peering myopically into the tubes. The seconds passed, and then it curled into a ball and closed its eyes. It did not even twitch when the timer buzzer went off after fifteen seconds.

Delaney removed a small vial of liquid from an under-bench refrigerator and filled a hypodermic from it.

He picked the rat up and carefully injected the animal in a neck vein. The animal struggled briefly and uttered a desultory squeak of protest before relapsing into its prior comatose state. He placed the limp rat on the table near the start of the maze.

"I injected it with an attenuated cocktail of venoms," Delaney explained. "Taipan mostly but I have added a few other things. They work remarkably fast on an animal this size so we shouldn't have to wait long."

Hardecker prodded the rat again with his finger. "And that will restore his memory?" He turned a dubious expression on Professor Perrott. "You've seen this before?"

Perrott shook his head. "I've read the reports. I have no reason to doubt the scientific integrity of my staff."

Hardecker looked back at the motionless rat, the only signs of life being the rapid rise and fall of its chest. "If you have literally cut out the memory pathways in this creature's brain, destroyed them with your scalpel, then how on earth can a chemical restore them? It doesn't make sense."

Delaney shrugged. "What is memory? A dendritic pathway through the brain, a sequence of synapses firing off? With repetition, these pathways open out, the electrochemical messages pass faster. But who is to say there is only one pathway for each memory?"

"But if there were more, you wouldn't be destroying a memory with your surgery. The brain would just use an alternate."

"Unless something, some chemical perhaps, is preventing these alternate pathways from firing. I believe this is what my taipan toxin acts on. It nullifies the effect of the blocker and switches on another preformed pathway." He gestured down at the rat. "It's awakening. I'm not going to time the beast, speed is not the point here, just the fact that a lost memory is restored. Watch."

The little animal uncurled and peered around, whiskers twitching. It took a tentative step toward the maze then stopped. It sat up and washed its face before looking up at the men standing around the table. Abruptly it dropped to all fours and ambled into the maze of plastic tubing. Although hesitating several times it negotiated the maze and stepped out into the reward chamber where it pressed the lever several times. Delaney grunted and dropped a food pellet into the chamber.

"Amazing," Hardecker said, looking up from his watch. "It took just over a minute to get through, but it actually remembered."

Perrott smiled and stroked his beard. "I told you your trip up from Sydney would not be wasted. Imagine the possibilities when you refine this chemical and get it into full scale production."

"Oh, indeed. The business potential is enormous." Hardecker turned to Delaney. "What about memory loss through old age? Does your venom help people with degenerative memory loss?"

"For God's sake, these are only rats, not people with Alzheimer's." Delaney picked the red-dyed rat out of the chamber where it was vainly pressing the lever again and returned it to its cage. "The next step is primate testing. It'll be years before it's tested on humans. Never if the damn Ethics Committee has its way."

"Now, Professor Delaney, I know you realise the responsibilities of the Committee," reproved Perrott. "We cannot just hand out blanket approvals. We are very conscious of the necessity for humane treatment and we proceed with caution."

"Too bloody cautious. At the rate you move, somebody else will bring it into full use while you're still deciding what colour the damn monkey's cages should be painted."

"Southern Pharmaceuticals has more than adequate funding," cut in Hardecker. "And our own Ethics Department is...how shall I put it? Quite in tune with the realities of the market place. Let us take over your research, professor, and we'll have this in production within two years."

"Take it over? This is my research."

"Not strictly speaking, Professor Delaney." Perrott flashed a quick reassuring smile at Hardecker before focusing on Delaney again. "The university completely funds your research and you are also employed by the university. In a very real sense, while you may have intellectual claim to your discoveries, we...the university, owns the rights to your procedure."

"Damned if I'm just going to hand over my work to a pack of money hungry sharks in Sydney."

"You have no choice, professor," Perrott said soothingly. "Write up your results and publish. That's what means the most to us scientists, but leave the money side to experts like Hardecker..."

"Scientists?" Delaney snapped. "I'll thank you not to class yourself in my league, Perrott. When was the last time you did any worthwhile research? You spend your time teaching and running this department."

Perrott stepped forward, pushing past Hardecker to stand in Delaney's personal space. He glared up at the tall man, his eyes glittering and his lips pressed together tightly. "I do research," he hissed. "And my administration benefits the whole department. Who do you think provided the funding for your project in the first place?" He paused, staring at Delaney, for a few seconds, as if daring him to comment. "Your work ends now, Delaney. Southern Pharmaceuticals takes over the project."

Delaney glared back at the Head of Department, his face pale and a thunderous expression on his face.

Hardecker coughed. "Professor, we would be delighted to work with you in..."

"Shut up!" Delaney spat. He continued to stare his HOD down before suddenly turning away with a shrug. "Do as you want. I've lost interest in the whole thing anyway. There are much more interesting lines of research." He walked over to a bench along the far wall and started pulling pieces of apparatus out of drawers and assembling them.

Professor Perrott turned to Hardecker with a forced smile. "Come, Mr. Hardecker. I think we need to go back to my office and draw up an agreement."

Hardecker nodded. "In a moment." He walked across to Delaney and put a hand on his arm. "What did you mean when you said more interesting lines of research? What else are you working on?"

Delaney looked down at Hardecker's hand and shrugged free, drawing away a pace. "Nothing that would interest you. It has no monetary value."

"Let me be the judge of that." Hardecker ran his hands over the bench, brushing his fingertips over dials and meters, gleaming arrays of glassware and wires. "Is this part of it? What is it? What are you investigating?"

Delaney stared at the businessman for several seconds before a smile creased his lips. "Nothing you can market."

Hardecker matched Delaney's smile. "I wouldn't be too sure of that, professor. A good salesman can sell anything, and Southern Pharmaceuticals hires only the best. What have you found? What are you studying?"

"Death."

"What?" Hardecker frowned. "You are joking, surely?"

Professor Perrott moved across to Hardecker, lightly trying to guide him to the door. "Pay no attention to the man. He is upset by my decision..."

"You wanted to know, Hardecker? I'll show you." Delaney strode across to where Professor Perrott was guiding Hardecker to the door and grabbed the businessman's arm. "You want to know?" He pulled Hardecker free of his HOD's grasp and pulled him across to the main work bench. "What is death, Hardecker? Tell me."

"Er...lack of life?" Hardecker pulled himself free of Delaney's grip and stepped back, his eyes wide. 

Delaney snorted. "Come on, you can do better than that."

"You don't have to answer him, man. Come away now, the man's mad." Perrott held open the laboratory door and beckoned to Hardecker.

"Be quiet, Perrott," Delaney said contemptuously. "Let the man answer." He regarded Hardecker for a few moments. "Well?"

Hardecker glanced at Professor Perrott then squaring his shoulders, stared back at Delaney. "I don't think anyone could give you a definitive answer, professor. Any more than I could tell you exactly what life is. The best we can do is recognise signs of life...and their absence."

Delaney nodded. "Good. You admit your ignorance. I was afraid you were going to claim some real knowledge of the field." He moved to his left and picked a white rat out of a small holding cage, holding it up in front of him in one hand. "This rat is alive, right?"

Hardecker nodded, frowning.

Perrott shut the door and came slowly into the room. "What are you doing? I hope you are not thinking of..." He gasped as Delaney reached up with his other hand and, grasping the struggling rat's head, gave it a violent twist. The snap of the neck vertebrae was distinct over the sharp squeal of pain.

Delaney placed the rat gently on the bench, carefully positioning it between the banks of meters. The rat's legs trembled and gave one or two desultory kicks before becoming motionless. "Tell me Hardecker, is the rat alive?"

"What the hell do you think you are doing?" Perrott shouted. "That was a laboratory animal. There are procedures to follow if you're killing an animal. My God, when the Ethics Committee hears of this..."

"Shut up!" roared Delaney. "Wait until it's over, you fool." He pulled Hardecker closer to the motionless rat. "Is it alive, Hardecker? Apply your diagnostic tests."

Hardecker gulped and with a quick glance at Perrott's angry face, bent over the rat. "No movement," he muttered. "Eyes open, glazed, whiskers motionless, no visible breathing, trace of blood on the mouth..." He picked up a probe from the tray of instruments on the bench and prodded the animal, gently at first, then harder. "No reaction." He rose and looked from Delaney to Perrott. "In view of what we just saw, and my cursory examination, I'd say the rat was dead. Of course, an EEG might verify this," his lips quirked in a wry smile. "If you could do one for a rat."

"You can," Delaney nodded. "It would show no brain activity. However the rat is not dead...yet." He waved a hand dismissively as Hardecker opened his mouth. "The rat cannot be revived and cellular death is occurring as we speak but it is not yet dead."

"Well of course not," growled Perrott. "If you reduce the animal to its basic components. Some of its cells will survive for hours. This is obvious. Did you butcher this rat just to demonstrate that?"

"That is not what I mean at all. The intelligence of the rat, minimal though it is; its awareness..." Delaney shrugged. "Its soul, for want of a better word. That yet remains."

"The man's lost it," Perrott sneered. "Come on Mister Hardecker. I think we've heard enough." He pointed a finger at Delaney. "You I will see later. Don't think you'll come out of this little episode unscathed."

Delaney bent over his instruments and tapped one of the dials with a forefinger, ignoring his HOD. "Soon," he said conversationally. "Come over here, Hardecker. Look at this."

"Soul?" Hardecker licked his lips. "Are you talking about the immortal soul? Surely rats don't have one."

"Immortal? Who knows? But something...Look!" Delaney pointed at a dial in the bank of instruments beside the rat's body. The needle, firmly against the zero mark, quivered, and then swung wildly for a moment. Delaney smiled. "There. The rat's dead."

Hardecker looked up from the dial and stared at Delaney's smiling face, then at Perrott. "I'm sorry. What am I meant to be seeing? A dial flickered, this means what?"

"You just witnessed the life force leaving the rat. A burst of coherent energy released from the creature's brain..."

"Or a fabrication devised by an unbalanced mind," Perrott sneered. "A flicker on a dial, for God's sake! What does that prove? It could have been anything, a loose connection, a random power surge...anything. All it shows me is a man whose research credentials need to be re-examined." 

"Don't be so bloody narrow-minded," Delaney snapped. "You only saw the final act. Wait until you see the whole show when I connect up a dying rat to all the instruments."

"No." Doctor Perrott took Hardecker firmly by the arm and ushered him unresisting toward the door. "There will be no more of this...this pseudoscience. I will see you in my office at four o'clock, Delaney." He pushed Hardecker out into the hallway and closed the door behind them.

Delaney stared at the closed door for several moments. "Idiots," he commented, before turning back to his workbench. He picked up the dead rat and crossed the room to the organic waste receptacle, tossing it in. Returning to the bench, he tidied the instruments and spent a few minutes checking all the connections before selecting another rat from the holding cages. Holding the squirming animal firmly he picked up a prepared hypodermic and anaesthetized it. Placing the rat on the bench, Delaney unhurriedly began attaching electrodes and connections to the animal's four limbs and to other parts of its anatomy. He opened a drawer and pulled out a notebook and a small cassette recorder. "Let's see," he muttered, running his finger down a column of figures and comments. "Yes, eastern brown snake venom, medium dose, intramuscular."

He crossed the laboratory to a small refrigerator and unlocked it, bending down to examine the rows of ampoules inside. Selecting one, he closed the refrigerator door and carried the ampoule back to the bench. Humming to himself, he carefully prepped the animal and injected a tiny amount of snake venom into a thigh muscle. Despite its unconscious state, the rat kicked out, all four legs twitching. Within moments, all muscular contractions ceased, only the rapid rise and fall of its sides indicating life was still present. 

Delaney switched on the recorder then scribbled in his notebook, reading data off several of the dials and displays. He nodded to himself as the EKG and EEG meters spiked and flattened out. He checked his stopwatch. "Clinical death occurs at two forty-seven and thirteen seconds pm, three minutes and two seconds after injection." He muttered the words into the recorder as he wrote in a large open script. "Muscle conductivity falling toward residual levels...electromagnetic fields steady at..." Delaney leaned toward the instruments. "Alpha 0.2 and holding, Beta 0.6, Gamma 0.3...no, 0.28..." He checked his watch again. "Seven minutes after clinical death...ah, first spike." The needle on the Beta e-m meter flicked upward then fell slowly back toward its previous level.

Delaney continued to monitor the tiny corpse and the several attached instruments, his eyes flicking between the steadily mounting total on his stopwatch, and the intermittent pulses on the meters. "Eleven minutes and...fifteen seconds, final pulse..." All three e-m meters flicked in unison before the needles fell back to zero. "... and exit." He smiled and clicked the top of his ballpoint pen, putting it back in the pocket of his lab coat. He left the recorder running.

Lifting and disengaging the connections from the body of the rat, Delaney disposed of it in the waste receptacle and washed his hands thoroughly. Crossing back to the workbench, he opened the drawer again and replaced the notebook. He reached out to switch off the recorder then stopped. "Final questions. What happens to the energy pulse? Does it remain coherent or does it dissipate? Final thought. If the energy pulse is the life of the animal, is it possible that memories survive?" He clicked off the recorder and stood pensive for several minutes, staring blankly at his equipment. "Supplementary question," he said slowly, before switching on the recorder again and repeating himself. "Supplementary question: How do you show a dead rat's memory has survived?" A smile grew across his face and he chuckled at the absurdity of the question.

Delaney started to clear his apparatus away, cleaning off the electrodes and packing the instruments away carefully. He hummed another tune from Carmina Burana as he worked, his mind on a forthcoming trip up the coast to Cairns. 

A mixed bag, this trip. An opportunity to show everyone my results and to see Karen. His humming stopped as his mind sped on. And her bloody mother. 

Abruptly he stopped and looked across the laboratory to the other bench where Pike's ladder and basket arrangement still stood. He stared at it for a few seconds, and then smiled. Walking across the room he examined the arrangement closely, made a few measurements with a tape measure and returned to the drawers containing his instruments. 

Selecting a few components he took them back to the ladder and basket and swiftly set them up. The basket gave him a few moments pause before he clamped the necessary instrument to the basket holder and trailed the contact wires down the cords. He examined the set-up closely before nodding and moving across to the animal cages. He opened Ben's cage and took out the large brown and white rat, cursing as the animal gave him a sharp nip.

Holding the rat firmly by the scruff of its neck, Delaney attached the contacts to its legs, pinioning it to the bench near the ladder. He worked quickly, fixing other electrodes in place and checking all the connections. Lastly, he dropped a pellet of food into the wire basket.

"Okay, Ben. Let's see how well you've learned your lessons."

Delaney picked up the hypodermic and swiftly injected Ben with another dose of snake venom. The rat squealed in anguish, straining against its bonds for a few moments before collapsing, its chest heaving. The scientist watched closely as his instruments recorded the rat's rapid descent into death. Minutes later the e-m meters pulsed in unison.

"Elvis has left the building," Delaney muttered. He continued to watch but the meters showed a total lack of activity. Ten minutes later, he sighed and straightened, rubbing his back. As he did so, the meter above the wire basket flickered. Delaney paused, staring. Another flicker, then a strong pulse before the needle settled back.

"Damn!" Delaney breathed. "It registered. Ben came through."

 


 

 

Chapter 3

 

The sun rose reluctantly in the early Maryville dawn, its presence marked only by a faint paleness behind the overcast gray of the sky. A gusty wind blew around the car park and buildings, failing to lift the sodden trash scattered over the ground. A small group of people, attracted by the flashing lights of several police cars, stood pressed against the yellow tape marking off the alley between the Wal-Mart building and the other shops in the Centre. They peered down the alley, now washed by a gray light, straining to see what lay beyond the group of police and civilians by one of the dumpsters.

In the car park, some fifty yards shy of the gathering crowd, an old battered Mini Cooper, the British car with its right hand drive oddly out of place on American roads, drew up into a parking space. The man behind the wheel sat and peered through the dawn at the alley, grimacing at the number of people already on hand. He glanced at his watch, then across at the Wal-Mart store where the doors were just opening for the start of business.

Unbuckling the seat belt, the man clambered awkwardly from the low driver's seat and straightened, putting his hands in the small of his back and pushing his hips forward with a grimace of pain. A gust of wind caught a stray lock of hair ineffectually masking his balding head. Absently, he brushed it back with one hand while closing the car door with the other. He thrust his hands into the pockets of his hooded jacket and set out toward the alley.

The crowd of onlookers parted reluctantly as the man worked his way through to the yellow police tape barrier. He glanced across to where the young policeman guarding the tape was talking to a young woman and waved to catch his attention.

"Lieutenant Detective Barnes." The young policeman smiled cautiously and lifted the police tape allowing the tall man in the hooded jacket to stoop and scramble awkwardly under it.

"Thank you, Edwards." Barnes nodded toward the huddle of men further down the alley. "Who's here?"

"Mostly uniforms, sir. And the techies. You'll be the first, er, detective, sir."

"Okay." Barnes smiled at the young policeman and ambled slowly toward the group around the dumpster. The weak gray light of the morning dimmed as he went deeper into the alley, to be replaced by the first bursts of incandescent light as flood lamps flashed into life, shedding a warm yellow glow over the dismal scene in front of him.

Several heads turned as Barnes approached, uniformed bodies moving aside reluctantly to let the detective through. Barnes smiled generally and nodded noncommittal greetings at everyone before turning his attention to the forensic technicians kneeling and squatting on the wet ground by the dumpster.

"So what have we got?" 

An older policeman standing to one side slipped a notebook into his back trouser pocket before answering. "Female, young, probably twenties. Multiple stab wounds."

"Who found her?"

The police officer grunted and pulled his notebook out again, flipping over a couple of pages. "A Mrs Moorse, an employee of Save-More Shoes, on her way to work. She reported it to her manager, who phoned the police."

"Statement?"

"Being taken now, sir."

Barnes nodded. "Let's take a look then." He tapped one of the forensic technicians on the shoulder. The man looked up from his notebook and jerked his thumb at an opened case lying behind him. Barnes went over and pulled out a paper coverall, holding it up to his chest. He peered down to where the trouser cuffs ended just below his knees and grunted, tossing the coverall back in the case. He selected a larger size and started clambering into it. Drawing the zipper up around neck, he donned shoe coverings, an elasticized head covering rather like a shower cap and a pair of rubber gloves before walking over to the studied activity around the body.

One of the technicians got to his feet as Barnes stepped carefully over, trying to keep his paper shoe coverings out of the puddles. He pulled his face mask down and flashed the detective a quick smile. "Glad you could make it, John."

"I'd rather be home in bed, Brian. This is supposed to be my day off."

"Tough. They couldn't find anyone else?"

Barnes grunted, his mouth curling down in an expression of disgust. "All available resources are tied up in that vandalism at the mayoral mansion. The Chief was even muttering about organised crime."

Brian gaped then laughed; a braying snort that made several people look round. "Damn it, John, I can never tell when you're joking." He ignored Barnes' shrug and gestured toward the dumpster. "Want to see what we've found?"

"Sure, why not?"

Brian stepped closer to the body and squatted beside the huddled, sodden mass of dark clothing. Waiting until Barnes joined him; he took a pencil out of a pocket and pointed to the corpse. "Stabbed three, maybe four times in the abdomen." He indicated the small rips in the woman's clothing. "Low down...maybe aimed at her genitals." Brian shrugged. "We'll know more when we can do a proper examination."

"Doesn't seem to be much bleeding," Barnes observed. "I'd have expected more."

"Oh, she gushed. Don't let appearances fool you. The rain washed most of it straight out of her clothing." Brian used his pencil to turn back the edge of the young woman's jacket, revealing a dark congealed stain. "Pooled underneath her. I'd say the killer struck an artery or a large vein."

"She bled to death?" Barnes took the pencil from the technician and pushed the woman's sleeve back, exposing a thin pale wrist. He reached down and turned the dead hand over gently. "No sign of restraints." He peered at the fingers, noting the clean, even fingernails. "No sign of a struggle either...at least, she didn't seem to fight back."

"We'll check them anyway. You never know."

"Okay. Let me make an initial description of the site." Barnes pulled out a small tape recorder and switched it on. He peered at the stationary needle and rapped it sharply on his knee. "Damn thing," he muttered, as it reluctantly flickered into life.

"We've already made a detailed description of the site," Brian observed. "Together with photos."

"And I'll want to see them, but I like to make my own notes." Barnes checked the recorder meter and started talking quietly into the microphone patch on its side. "Thursday 17th, 7:20am, alleyway between Maryville Wal-Mart and Save-More Shoes. Victim a woman, Caucasian, early to middle twenties, dressed in blue polo shirt, blue slacks, light jacket, raincoat." He gently peeled back the raincoat, revealing the blue Wal-Mart smock. "Employee of Wal-Mart. Long brunette hair, plain stud earrings, wedding ring on left hand. Clothing soaked, presumably from heavy rain overnight." Barnes leaned over the body. "Puncture wounds visible in clothing in lower abdomen, and..." he pushed back the sodden locks of hair from the woman's face. "A single puncture below the right ear...seems to angle upward. Very little evidence of blood except some staining on clothing, some congealed under the body. Probably as a result of heavy rain overnight." He rocked back on his heels and looked around. "Ground asphalted, wet, plenty of paper, cigarette butts, other debris...this is all being collected?"

"Already photographed, and it will be bagged when you've finished." Brian turned an aggrieved face to Barnes. "We're really rather good at what we do, you know."

"I'm sure you are. Just asking. Body lying on its back about thirty metres...that's about thirty-three yards to you, Brian...from the car park end of the alley. Close to the Wal-Mart side of the alley, across from a green dumpster." Barnes switched off the recorder. "Okay, that'll do for now. I want to see the official site report and photos as soon as possible."

"You'll get it."

"There is something missing though."

Brian scowled. "What? We've been thorough."

Barnes smiled. "Where's her handbag, her purse or whatever? Most women I know have some sort of bag."

"Nothing around here. If she had one, whoever killed her, took it."

"Robbery? Could be. In which case he'll remove the contents and ditch it." Barnes signaled to one of the uniformed officers. "Start a search for a woman's handbag or purse. Start with the car park and the area at back of the alley. Include the dumpster when forensics has finished with it."

The officer nodded and turned away.

Barnes turned back to the body and gave it another searching look. He picked up the small right hand and turned it over, peering closely at the dead woman's pale index finger. "What's that?" He pointed with the pencil. "Brown smudge on the tip, with small flakes of green and brown."

Brian nodded. "Blood and probably paint and rust." He gestured at the green dumpster across the alley where another two technicians squatted. "There's some smeared writing on it. In blood." 

Barnes lowered the dead woman's hand gently and crossed to the dumpster. One of the police photographers took a last shot of the side of the dumpster and moved aside, allowing the detective access. The green dumpster sat askew against the concrete wall, the paint on its battered sides flaking and discoloured by washes of rust. A heavy lip of metal ran along one side, about three feet off the ground, acting as a guide for the carrying forks. The lip extended to within a foot or two of the end of the container and offered some minimal protection from the elements. Crudely drawn lettering could vaguely be discerned on the paint below the lip.

Flipping open a notebook, Barnes copied the shaky lines onto a page. "First letter's a 'C', second is possibly an 'n' or an 'h'...bit hard to say with that truncated upright." He tapped his pencil against his front teeth. "I can't think of any words starting 'Cn' so my guess is it's an 'h'. Pity there's no more."

"Cnidaria," grinned Brian. "Jellyfish," he added, when Barnes failed to respond. "A 'Cn' word...perhaps a jellyfish got her...Sorry. The metal lip ends just past the last letter," he observed. "We thought there might have been more, just washed out by the rain, so we applied Luminol to test for residual blood. Nothing. I guess that's all she wrote." A brief smile quirked one corner of his mouth.

"What was she trying to write, I wonder? What would you write, Brian, if you felt the life draining out of you?"

Brian shrugged. "'Why me?' Or maybe just plain 'Fuck!'." He glanced at the detective. "You think she was trying to say something?"

"She must have been in agony, and yet she went to all this trouble. Yes, I think she was trying to say something."

"You think she knew her killer?"

Barnes nodded. "I think she did and she's trying to tell us his name."

"C-h...Chuck? Charles?"

"Yeah, or Chris. Well, it's something." Barnes stood and started peeling off his protective suit as he walked back to the pile of forensics equipment. "Have you got a print of her face?" He took the proffered photo and glanced at it, grimacing. "Not very flattering is it?" He slipped it into his parka pocket and pushed through the now sizeable crowd toward the entrance to the Wal-Mart store.

Inside the store he made his way to the Customer Service desk and asked to speak to the manager. The girl on the desk picked up the phone and paged the manager then resumed her work, sorting out returned items. Minutes passed before a young man approached, his name badge proclaiming he was Max, and an assistant manager. 

Barnes explained who he was and asked again to speak to the manager. Max smiled and nodded, then called the manager direct on his
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