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  BODY COUNT


  The tables were creaking under the weight of the weapons.


  Six wooden trestle tables, each one eight feet long, had been arranged end to end.


  Upon them lay knives that had been honed to razor sharpness. Baseball bats, some with nails driven through their heavy ends. Hatchets, the cutting edges sharpened until they could split bone effortlessly, lying alongside wickedly curved sickles. Knuckledusters glinting in the dull light. Hammers, ranging in size from those that could be held easily in one hand to sledgehammers that would need to be hefted by a powerful pair of arms.


  There were chisels. Cut-throat razors. Machetes.


  Screwdrivers. Darts.


  And then there were the guns.


  Revolvers and automatics. Sawn-off shotguns.


  Ammunition was on the last table in open boxes waiting to be collected.


  Somewhere in the distance, the sound of furiously barking dogs could be heard.


  It was time.
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  He was losing a lot of blood.


  The piece of cloth he’d wound tightly round his left forearm was already soaked with the crimson liquid.


  The knife wound that had opened the flesh was deep. He knew it needed stitches; the cloth was barely holding the ragged edges of the gash together. But, for now, it would have to do. He gritted his teeth and shook his head vigorously from side to side in an attempt to stop himself fainting. He wondered how much blood a human body could afford to lose before unconsciousness took hold.


  As he ran he tasted blood in his mouth too. It was from the cut on the inside of his cheek but after the way he’d been running he wouldn’t have been surprised if it had forced itself up from his ravaged lungs. He was gasping for breath now as he continued along the darkened passageway, glancing constantly over his shoulder.


  He couldn’t hear them behind him but he knew they were there. Somewhere in the shadows. Waiting for him to slow down. When he did, or when he moved out into the open, they would be upon him. Just like before.


  He had no idea how long he’d been running, but his face was slick with sweat and he could feel his shirt sticking to his back and chest.


  For a moment he paused, leaning back against the grubby wall to get his breath.


  Inside the mask, his breathing sounded louder than normal, and more mucoid. Like the laboured snores of a slumbering drunkard. He knew there was no point in trying to remove the facial covering; he’d already tried a number of times and failed.


  His injured arm brushed against the dirty plaster and left a red smear.


  They would see the mark he’d left but, he reasoned, what did it matter? They would come this way eventually. What was the point of concealing his presence? It seemed that wherever he tried to hide they found him. And, when he thought about it, hiding would do him no good anyway. They would corner him. Surround him. Move in frenziedly and finish him.


  No, he had to push on. Had to force his aching muscles to carry him a little longer. He had to gulp air down into his already overworked lungs. His heart was thudding madly against his ribs: a combination of his exertions and the fear that gripped him. Sometimes it threatened to overwhelm him completely. Especially when they got close to him.


  He wondered how much further he would have to go.


  At the end of the long corridor there was a set of stone steps.


  He hurried towards them, almost stumbling over something lying close to the wall on his right-hand side. He steadied himself, unable to see what he’d tripped on in the gloom. Instead he moved on towards the five stone steps. He halted, gasping for breath.


  To his left the corridor arrowed away into more darkness. At the top of the steps there was a wrought-iron gate. He could see through the bars to what looked like a deserted, but much wider, street beyond.


  Out there in the empty thoroughfare there was just one light glowing sickly yellow. Everywhere else was in deep shadow.


  He swallowed hard and wondered if he could make it across the street using the shadows for cover. There were more buildings on the other side of the road, including what looked like a church. He could use them as shelter for a few minutes at least. Get his breath. Redress his wound. Prepare himself for the next onslaught.


  Again he glanced to his left and the dark corridor, but quickly decided the gate was his best option. He looked behind him, then climbed the steps and reached out tentatively to push against the barred gate.


  It was locked.
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  For a moment he thought about shaking the gate but realised that the rattling would only alert his pursuers. He pushed against the metal partition once more; then, cursing under his breath, he ran back down the steps and darted off along the corridor to his left.


  The gloom within this walkway was slightly less cloying than the darkness he’d just journeyed through. He blinked hard in an effort to see ahead, realising that the corridor turned in a gentle curve to his right.


  He slowed his pace for a moment, wanting to ensure that no one lurked in the blackness ahead. Then, satisfied that his route was clear, he moved on a little more quickly.


  Dull light was spilling into the corridor from the far end now and he could see that another short flight of steps led up to an open doorway.


  He paused at the bottom of the steps, gazing out into the wide thoroughfare beyond. As he scanned his surroundings for any sign of movement a flicker of light ahead of him caused him to duck back into the gloom.


  Another of the street lights had come on.


  It flared feebly for a moment and then went out again. He waited, wanting to see if it burst into life once more. Sure enough, as he watched, it flickered a second time, bathing the street in a dull, yellow glow for about twenty yards in all directions. This time the light remained.


  He cursed under his breath. The shadows would have been more welcoming. He would have felt safer crossing the open ground without the unwanted light from this second lamp post.


  But he had no choice. He couldn’t stay where he was.


  They would be close behind him by now. He daren’t even consider exactly how close. All he knew was that he had to make it across the open street to the buildings on the other side. Once there he could rest for a few minutes before moving on.


  He pressed himself against the door frame, looked out into the street and saw no movement.


  The only vehicle in view was a large white Transit van parked about fifteen feet to his right. It would offer cover.


  A thought suddenly struck him.


  It might offer a little more than just cover.


  He took a deep breath and ran towards the van.


  As he reached it he ducked down close to the driver’s side, waited a second, then peered into the cab.


  No keys in the ignition.


  That would have been too easy, wouldn’t it? he thought angrily. But there might be a chance to hotwire it if he had time before they caught up with him.


  He swallowed hard, trying to make the decision. He’d stolen cars before. He knew the procedure. The van could be ready, its engine running, in a matter of minutes. He glanced back the way he’d come, straining his ears for any sound of their footsteps behind him.


  There was only silence.


  He pulled at the driver’s door and slid in behind the steering wheel.


  Now he had to work faster than ever before. Break open the steering column, expose the requisite wires, then twist them together to make the connection. Pump the accelerator until the starter motor turned.


  Simple.


  He wondered what he was going to split the steering column with. And how he could do it without their hearing him. The noise would give away his position as surely as if he’d put up a neon sign over the van. But he realised he had little choice if he was to have a chance of escaping them.


  He looked into the back of the van, behind the worn and threadbare seats.


  An empty bottle. That was it. Nothing else. No tools left conveniently for him to find.


  He picked up the bottle and hefted it before him. It felt heavy enough to break the plastic housing on the steering column. He paused for a second, deciding that if the bottle shattered he would merely clamber out of the van and run for it.


  He struck the steering column and the plastic cracked. Three more times he hit it, pausing after each impact to check around him for movement. When he was sure there was none he struck again.


  When he saw the wires inside the column exposed he felt a brief, galvanising moment of joy.


  He pulled the wires he needed free and bent low towards them, stripping away the plastic sheathing that covered the metal with his teeth. Then he twisted the wires together and pressed his foot down on the accelerator, waiting for the motor to turn.


  Nothing.


  Not even the groan of a flat battery.


  Breathing heavily, he slipped the bonnet release catch, jumped out of the van and hurried round to the front of the vehicle.


  He lifted the bonnet and looked beneath.


  For a moment he smiled. He felt a laugh gathering in his throat. The laughter of the damned. It hovered there as surely as the sickness he felt rising in his chest as he stared beneath the bonnet.


  There was no engine.
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  He dropped the bonnet despairingly.


  The metal clanged loudly, the sound echoing over the deserted street, reverberating in his ears and bouncing off the buildings that surrounded him.


  He spun round, looking into the shadows, glancing back the way he’d come, his initial despair now rapidly overshadowed by his fear that they would have heard the crash of metal on metal.


  To his right there was a tall brick wall, well over twenty feet high and topped by razor wire. Even in the gloom he could see the blades glinting viciously. No way over that. Immediately ahead there was a narrow passageway, a walkway of concrete flanked on either side by high mesh fencing. To his left were the church and some other boarded-up buildings.


  For interminable seconds he tried to decide the best way to go. To remain in this place would mean death. He had no option but to move on. Get as far away as possible from those who pursued him.


  He moved towards the narrow walkway ahead.


  There were small spotlights mounted on the tall wire on each side, aimed down at the concrete below, providing more light than he would have liked as he hurried along the pathway. Darkness and gloom were his allies here, not the light. Brightness made him visible. It made it hard to hide.


  Behind the fencing there were more buildings, but these were dilapidated and crumbling. Some had no roofs and he could see ceiling beams stretched skeletally between the walls. Rubble was piled high around the approaches, and the whole landscape reminded him more and more of a bomb site as he moved further into it. Even the concrete at his feet was now scored with deep cracks, as if it had been laid then immediately shattered with sledgehammers.


  There was a wire mesh gate ahead and he ran towards it, praying that it wouldn’t be locked.


  He pushed it hard, relieved when it swung back on its hinges to allow him through. As he passed beyond it, his initial relief at being able to move on was suddenly tempered by surprise. The ground beneath his feet wasn’t concrete any more. It was soft earth and grass.


  He turned a corner and found himself in a wide, walled courtyard between four tall buildings. There were lights burning in the windows of one of them.


  Were they waiting for him, he wondered? Had they somehow got ahead of him?


  He looked around anxiously. The courtyard was dimly lit, illuminated only by wall lights placed high on the buildings surrounding him.


  He wondered how he was going to find his way out. Could he escape through one of the doors in the walls or would he have to enter the buildings themselves?


  There was a door near to him and he tried it.


  Locked.


  He ducked down behind an empty skip, wondering if he was being watched, even now, from one of the high windows.


  He tried to control his breathing, wincing at a sudden twinge of pain from his slashed arm. He flexed his fingers, aware of a tingling in the tips of the digits. Perhaps it was caused by the blood loss, he thought. He began to wonder how long it would be before the entire arm went numb.


  Keeping low, he moved towards an unpainted wooden door that led into the nearest building. He pressed his ear to the wood, listening for any sounds from the other side. When he heard nothing he bumped his shoulder gently against the partition.


  It opened enough for him to squeeze through.


  He found himself in a brightly lit hallway, which turned sharply to his right to form an L shape. From where he stood, he could hear someone talking.


  They were ahead of him as well as behind him.


  His entire body stiffened momentarily, his heart hammering frantically against his ribs. If he was caught in the middle he would never escape. He fought to control his breathing inside the mask, then peered carefully round the corner.


  He had indeed heard a voice but, to his relief, it was a lone one.


  The figure that walked slowly back and forth in the corridor beyond him was tall but thin. In a low, reedy tone, it was muttering words to itself. Not to another. Dressed in a T-shirt and jeans, it didn’t seem to present much of an obstacle.


  Except for the fact that it carried a machete.


  The blade was fully twelve inches long, dull and rusted in places but wickedly sharp. Even if the cutting edge hadn’t been as honed as it looked, the implement would have been perfectly usable as a bludgeon due to its weight.


  He watched as the figure turned and headed back in his direction. The face was milk white, the bright red U-shaped mouth and bulbous red nose standing out starkly in contrast.


  The figure carrying the machete was wearing a clown mask. Just like some of the others before.


  The figure turned before it reached the corner and headed back the other way. How to get past it? Jump it now that its back was turned? Yes. Hit it from behind. Wrestle it to the ground, get the machete from it. Finish the job with that.


  He nodded to himself, so intent on his next move that he never even heard the door behind him open.


  Just as he never saw the automatic shotgun aimed at him.


  The first he knew about it was the deafening blast and the thunderous discharge that severed his spine just above the hips.


  After that, he knew nothing.


  Probably just as well. Five of them entered the hall and stood around him for a moment before they stripped him of his clothes.


  They used the machete to sever his head.
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